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Abstract  This paper addresses the question why the issue of reason and 
evidence as the central concern in the mainstream contemporary philosophy of 
religion has to be displaced by the issue of suspension according to Lao-Zhuang 
and the Augustine of Hippo. For both Lao-Zhuang and Augustine, in making 
room for the Other to appear at the core of the self’s being, it shows that there is 
an inseparable relationship of the self to the Other. In suspending its own 
understanding, admitting its own ignorance in humility, the subject is not in sheer 
darkness, but can follow a new light not generated from itself; in suspending its 
own will, the subject is not paralyzed, but follows the will of the Other. The 
selfhood of the subject is constituted in its relation to the Other. 
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1 Introduction 

In this paper, I will address the question why the issue of reason and evidence as 
the central concern in the mainstream contemporary philosophy of religion has to 
be displaced by the issue of suspension (epoche) according to my interpretation 
of Lao-Zhuang (Laozi and Zhuangzi) and the Augustine of Hippo. In the first and 
second part, I will define how the issue of suspension enters into the debates in 
contemporary philosophy of religion, and then discuss in what way the term 
“suspension” in phenomenology can be appropriated by philosophers of religion. 
The main body of the paper will focus on how we can use a contemporary 
philosophical term “suspension” to characterize the thinking of Lao-Zhuang and 
Augustine. 
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2 Human Reason and Justification of Religious Belief 

Generally speaking, the philosophy of religion is concerned with religious 
beliefs. In the mainstream Western tradition that begins with Scholasticism, the 
central question on religious belief is: Do we have any reason or evidence to 
prove whether the existence of God is true or false? Is it reasonable to hold such 
a belief as God exists? In the 20th century, the reactions to the impact of logical 
positivism on religious language and beliefs are also centered on two key terms, 
“reason” and “evidence.”  

 On the one hand, philosophers like A. J. Ayer and Antony Flew argue that if 
the proposition that God exists can neither be verified nor falsified by our sense 
experience, that is, if religious beliefs do not satisfy either the verification 
principle (A. J. Ayer) or falsification principle (Antony Flew), then it is irrational 
to hold religious beliefs. In Language, Truth and Logic, Ayer says, “If ‘god’ is a 
metaphysical term, then it cannot even be probable that a god exists. For to say 
that ‘God exists’ is to make a metaphysical utterance which cannot be either true 
or false. And by the same criterion, no sentence which purports to describe the 
nature of a transcendent god can possess any literal significance” (Ayer 1946, p. 
15). In “Theology and Falsification,” Antony Flew says, “Now to assert that 
such and such is the case is necessarily equivalent to denying that such and such 
is not the case…. For if the utterance is indeed an assertion, it will necessarily be 
equivalent to a denial of the negation of that assertion” (Flew 1971, p. 14). 
Religious claims are only seemingly to be assertions because no experience can 
count against them. For both Ayer and Flew, there is no reason or rational ground 
to justify religious faith.  

On the other hand, in reaction to the above statements, some Christian 
philosophers, such as Richard Swinburne or William Lane Craig, try to argue 
that faith in Christianity can be defended on philosophical grounds. In a sense, 
those Christian philosophers inherit the basic beliefs of natural theology 
beginning in the medieval period that without resort to the revelation or grace of 
God, we humans have the natural capacity to prove that God exists. That is, we 
can justify our belief in God at the bar of reason.  

Other Christian philosophers, such as Alvin Plantinga or Nicholas Waterstorff, 
assert that “it is entirely right, rational, reasonable, and proper to believe in God 
without any evidence or argument at all” (Plantinga 1983, p. 17) because like 
many other beliefs we hold in our daily life, the belief in God is one of the basic 
ones without need of any further foundation. In his book on the reformed 
epistemology, Return to Reason, Kelly James Clark says, “Where his 
[Plantinga’s] foundationalism departs from classical foundationalism is in his 
specification of properly basic beliefs. The classical foundationalist has a rather 
sparse set of properly basic beliefs. Plantinga’s foundationalism is much less 
parsimonious in its specification of properly basic beliefs. He also includes 
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memory beliefs, beliefs about the external world, acceptance of testimony, and 
belief in God, among others” (Clark 1990, p. 141). According to Clark, Plantinga 
would say that the understanding of reason in the classical foundational 
evidentialism and the logical positivism is too narrow to include religious faith 
in their concept of what is rational. What is essential for the reformed 
epistemology is to broaden the concept of rationality. It does not realize, in my 
view, that there is something beyond human understanding or reason.  

 Therefore, we can see that “reason” and “evidence” are the buzzwords in the 
contemporary analytic philosophy of religion. The fundamental issue in this kind 
of philosophy of religion is: Is it possible to justify religious beliefs based on 
some kind of objective reason or ground? Seen in this way, whether the word 
“God” or any other religious belief in the Ultimate Reality is meaningful or not 
would depend on which philosophical discourse you are engaged in, such as 
logical positivism or reformed epistemology. In the case of A. J. Ayer and 
Antony Flew, sense experience determines what is rational, and religious 
language is therefore excluded from the category of reason. The strategy of 
Plantinga in his defense of religious assertion is to replace the notion of sense 
experience with a broadened concept of reason according to the philosophy of 
common sense. In light of this new definition of reason, religious claims would 
be just as rational as beliefs we normally have in our everyday life, such as the 
existence of the external world. The criterion for the justification of religious 
faith or to discredit it is imposed from outside by human reason. To use Martin 
Heidegger’s words, God enters into philosophy “only insofar as philosophy, of 
its own accord and by its own nature, requires and determines that and how the 
deity enters into it” (Heidegger 1969, p. 56). Can philosophical reasoning or 
arguments provide the real ground for religious beliefs? In other words, is it an 
arbitrary presupposition to regard human reason as Ultimate Authority under 
which everything must prove itself as legitimate? For modern philosophers, as 
Kant says, human reason is “an appointed judge who compels the witnesses to 
answer questions which he has himself formulated” (Kant 1965, p. 20). Kant 
already sees the limitation of the self-appointed judge on issues of morality, and 
he says it is “necessary to deny knowledge, in order to make room for faith” 
(Ibid., p. 29). My interpretation of Kant’s words is that for Kant it is necessary to 
be aware of the limitation of the horizon of objectivity (knowledge) in dealing 
with issues in morality and religion. It is irrational to take one form of reason, 
theoretical reason, as the only reason that human beings can have. Similarly, it is 
an irrational presupposition that there is no such a thing that might be beyond 
human reason.  

Regarding the practical significance of the God of philosophers, Heidegger 
says, “Man can neither pray nor sacrifice to this god. Before the causa sui, man 
can neither fall to his knees in awe nor can he play music and dance before this 
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god” (Heidegger 1969, p. 72). The god that meets the condition of philosophical 
discourse, that is, the god of human reason, is religiously useless because it is 
essentially not related to the religious life of individual human beings. One may 
be persuaded by a well-organized philosophical argument for the existence of 
God. But the argument has no power to transform the individual into a religious 
person. A change occurs in the life of an individual person when the will of that 
individual is transformed.  

 In questioning the arbitrariness and arrogance of human reason as it is 
understood in modernity, I find it useful to employ the thinking of the suspension 
of human understanding and the will in Lao-Zhuang and the Augustine of Hippo 
(Hao 2005, 2006). They would say that a true justification of religious beliefs is 
that what is believed is justified in itself. One condition for that kind of 
justification in itself and by itself to be possible is to suspend our human 
judgment or reason. God or the Dao enters into human life without being 
imposed by human conditions. For Lao-Zhuang and Augustine, one should not 
only suspend one’s understanding, but also suspend one’s will in one’s relation 
to the Dao or God. It is in the suspension of the will that one is religiously 
transformed. It is without doubt that the objective philosophical arguments for or 
against the belief in God can help us clarify some ambiguities in our thinking 
and articulation of our religious belief. However, for the religious believer or 
practitioner, the question is, Does this kind of theoretical concern in the 
philosophical literature have any bearing on the cultivation and growth of the 
religious self? If, as Plantinga argues, to believe in the existence of God is on a 
par with the belief in the existence of the external world, that is, both belong to 
the so-called category of properly basic beliefs, then does this philosophical 
theory give any help to a person who already firmly believes the existence of 
God? Also, is it deeply concerned with what kind of personal relation he or she 
should have with God?  

 What is at issue is no longer how to justify my religious belief, but the 
concern that, as an individual believer, how I should relate myself to God. We 
may call this as an existential, practical concern. It is hard to believe that such a 
believer may seek any assistance from the contemporary analytical philosophy 
of religion, because he or she does not ask such questions as: Is my belief in God 
rational or irrational? Do I have any evidence to prove what I believe exists? The 
terms such as “reason,” “arguments,” “evidence” do not echo the concern of how 
to be a religious self. Thus, new questions need to be asked and addressed in a 
totally new way.  

What we find in Lao-Zhuang and Augustine is an alternative thinking in the 
philosophy of religion: the first-person approach to religious issues. The unique 
characteristic of the first-person approach is that it is a self-reflection of the 
unique religious relation concerning the person in question, for instance, a 
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reflection on the living God-relation. Augustine’s Confessions should be seen as 
a reflection on how God’s Providence was revealed in Augustine’s life. And 
more importantly, this approach has different metaphysical presuppositions: It 
sees, for example, in one’s relationship to God as a context for discussion of 
one’s relationship to the world (including other human beings).1 However, the 
issue of reason and evidence presupposes that the context of our relation to the 
world is the ground for discussions on religious matters.  

Before discussing the thinking of Lao-Zhuang and Augustine in terms of 
suspension of human understanding and the will in the relation to the Dao or 
God, I would like to explain in what way I use the term “suspension” in the 
phenomenology of religion. In the next part, I will show that the phenomeno- 
logical meaning of “suspension” is related to an ontological understanding of the 
relation of the self (and its world) to Ultimate Reality: Both human rational 
capacity and the ontological status of the world will have to be relativized in 
order to establish a correct relation with God or the Dao. The issue of reason and 
evidence is displaced by the issue of suspension.  

3 The Idea of Suspension and Its Ethical-Religious 
Significance 

3.1  Suspension 
 
When I use the term “suspension,” its meaning is drawn from philosophers such 
as Edmund Husserl and Merold Westphal. Husserl had repeatedly emphasized 
the importance of phenomenological suspension of the natural attitude. Strictly 
speaking, it is the suspension of the ontological presupposition of the natural 
attitude toward the world. Why should we suspend or bracket our natural attitude? 
                                                   
1 This framework is pivotal in understanding the intellectual relationship of Augustine and 
Aquinas to the Greek philosophical tradition: It is not the Neoplatonic texts which led 
Augustine to encounter God, but rather that God used the Neoplatonic texts to assist 
Augustine to be aware that God is the absolute Other to Augustine’s mind. I will argue that in 
Book VII of the Confessions, as Augustine clearly says, with the help of the divine power, in 
his encountering with God, he “trembled with love and awe,” not achieved by intellectual, 
rationalistic comprehension. Neoplatonic philosophy was just an instrument used by God to 
reveal Divine Providence in Augustine’s personal life. This also holds for Aquinas concerning 
the relationship between Aquinas and Aristotelian philosophy: Aquinas employs Aristotle’s 
philosophy to understand his faith, but not to build his faith on Aristotelian philosophy. Greek 
philosophy, as the wisdom of the western world, should be appropriated to serve the question 
of the centrality of the relationship between God and the soul. Looked at from this point of 
view, just as Carl G. Vaught does, it is a neglect of the central role that Divine Providence 
plays in Augustine’s life that makes a distinction between Book VII and Book VIII of the 
Confessions as a distinction between a “philosophical conversion” and a “Christian 
conversion” (Vaught 2004).  
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For Husserl, from the natural point of view, we live in a world in which there are 
many things, and through our perception, our mind can obtain the knowledge of 
the objects of the world. The objective world is fully transparent to the mind or 
the subject, and exists independent of the mind or its knowledge. Realism in 
metaphysics and representational thinking in epistemology are the essential 
characteristics of the natural attitude.  

For Husserl, there are many difficulties which arise from the presupposition 
that there is a single, objective, absolutely autonomous and real world. One of 
the difficulties is that it is always accompanied by skepticism.2 Another is that 
the natural attitude makes us become the prisoners of the world of facts. This is 
what concerns us here. In suspending the natural attitude, there arises the 
possibility that we not only have a correct understanding of the relationship 
between our consciousness and its object, but also can be emancipated from the 
world of facts, the natural world, and discover the world of essence, the world of 
possibilities. The world as understood by the natural attitude is not accepted as 
the only actuality, but as “an actuality-phenomenon” (Husserl 1973, p. 32). 
Therefore, in Husserl, phenomenological epoché or suspension always means a 
liberation from the absolutization of the world, from the bondage of the natural 
attitude. It signifies that phenomenology is about possibilities. In suspending the 
ontological status of the world of the natural attitude, our mind suddenly comes 
out of the cave of the natural attitude.  

The illuminating explication of the significance of the phenomenology of 
reduction (epoche) is Husserl’s account of “phantasy (Phantasie)”: “ ‘feigning’ 
[Fiktion] makes up the vital element of phenomenology…that feigning is the 
source from which the cognition of ‘eternal truths’ is fed” (Husserl 1983, p. 160). 
For Husserl, knowledge of essence does not depend either on the natural world 
or on the empirical consciousness. In our free phantasy or imagination, the 
“originary givenness” of essences has nothing to do with “the matters of fact” 
(Ibid., p. 11). Husserl further says: 

                                                   
2 Representational thinking in epistemology presupposes that between the knowing subject 
and the known object there is a mediate term, sensation or concept, which gives rise to 
philosophical argument that the world is unknowable in itself, as Immanuel Kant forcefully 
points out. In David Hume, we find that the logical conclusion of John Locke’s philosophy is 
that the question of the existence of the outside world is irrelevant: both the notion of the self 
as well as that of the external world is just the result of an association of a series of sensations 
and ideas. For Husserl, representational thinking prevents us from reaching things themselves 
because there is an infinite regress in this kind of epistemology: If in the natural process of 
knowing, the first order of our knowledge, our knowledge is a representation of the outside 
world, then, in order to answer the question, “How can we know that our representation is 
truly corresponding to the world?” We will have to resort to the second order of representation 
for that, and this regressive process can go on and on ad infinitum.  
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The geometer who draws his figures on the board produces thereby factually 
existing lines on the factual existing board. But his experiencing of the product, 
qua experiencing, no more grounds his geometrical seeing of essences and 
eidetic thinking than does his physical producing. This is why it does not 
matter whether his experiencing is hallucination or whether, instead of 
actually drawing his lines and constructions, he imagines them in a world of 
phantasy (Ibid., p. 16, emphases added). 

 
We will see that these words can be used to explain the experience of 

Augustine in the Milan garden: What is given does not depend on any form of 
consciousness for its truth-value. Husserl further says, “one also should not 
confuse [the] mental process of imagining with what is imagined by it as 
imagined” (Ibid., p. 43). It is a grave error if we demand “the identification of 
consciousness of essence with essence itself” (Ibid.). The controversy 
surrounding the authenticity of the Milan garden experience in the Confessions 
confuses the message with the way in which the message is received. 
Augustine’s account of his personal experience does not affect or reduce the 
truth-value of the divine command given through the voice of a child. Husserl’s 
following words are helpful in understanding Augustine: “Extraordinary profit 
can be drawn from those of art, and especially from poetry, which are, to be sure, 
imaginary” (Ibid., p. 160). Phenomenologically speaking, the eternal truth 
concerning the conversion of the Augustine of Hippo was given originally in 
Augustine’s experience in the Milan garden.  

It is of most importance to be aware that the revolutionary implication of the 
phenomenological epoché is that in epistemology we must bracket or suspend 
the ontological question of the being of consciousness and the being of the 
objects of consciousness. Both Heidegger and the so-called East Coast School of 
phenomenology in the U. S. do not properly realize the importance of this 
revolutionary idea. Heidegger, in his Introduction to Phenomenological 
Research and History of the Concept of Time (Heidegger 2005, part three, 
chapter three; 1985, pp. 108–115), criticizes Husserl for neglecting the question 
of the being of consciousness. From Heidegger’s point of view, Husserl does not 
realize that there are existential relationships between the Being of Dasein (care, 
Sorge) and its world because Husserl focuses his attention on theoretical 
interests. For those phenomenologists who have been characterized as the East 
Coast School in the U.S., such as Robert Sokolowski, John J. Drummond, the 
phenomenological epoché will help realize the correct relation between our mind 
and the world. For them, phenomenology is a realistic (Aristotelian) philosophy. 
The aim of the epoché is just to make people realize the correlation between 
subjectivity and the world. What is given and intended is nothing more than 
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what we already know. Even though both Heidegger and the East Coast School 
have different ontological commitments, their attention is still attuned to the 
relationship between the human and the world.3 We will see that for Lao-Zhuang 
and Augustine, Husserl’s idea of the phenomenological epoché is religiously 
more meaningful than the understanding of this concept in Heidegger and the 
East Coast School.  

In the format, “consciousness is always conscious of…” the suspension of the 
being of consciousness and of the being of the object of consciousness has 
profound ethical-religious significance. I will show below that for Lao-Zhuang 
and St. Auggustine, the indeterminateness of the being of the subject of 
consciousness depends on the being of the object as an Other. To put it more 
accurately, the being of the self is constituted in its relationship to the Other. A 
human being is not an atomistic being, but a process on the way to become a self. 
The Mystery of God or the Dao is related to the selfhood of the self. From this 
standpoint, the notion of the human being as the knowing subject or 
being-in-the-world is abstract because it does not realize the relativity of the 
world.  

Suspension is to realize this relativity, but it does not mean elimination. In 
suspension we do not do away with our natural attitude; it is bracketed, that is, to 
be set aside. The world of the natural attitude is dethroned from being the only 
object of our consciousness; it is one among infinite other objects in the relation 
of the consciousness to its objects. It is to see that both the subject-object 
relation in epistemology and the instrumental relation between Dasein and its 
surrounding world in Heideggerian ontology are relative in comparison with the 
God-relation or Dao-relation. In interpreting Hegel and Kierkegaard, Merold 
Westphal says, “Hegel’s Aufhebung and Kierkegaard’s teleological suspension” 
are “to be closely related ways of speaking about recontextualizing the abstract 
in the more fully concrete setting that is its proper home. The earlier stages are 
not abandoned but are required to abandon any pretense of finality or 

                                                   
3 In following the interpretation of the East Coast School of phenomenology in the U.S., 
people have the tendency of slipping back to the natural attitude, to a naïve realism. One may 
wonder why it is on earth necessary to conduct phenomenological reduction (epoche). A 
realistic understanding of Husserl’s phenomenology tends to neglect the significance of the 
phenomenological epoché, to let people be confused between the natural attitude and the 
philosophical attitude in Husserl. For a realistic interpretation of Husserl, see Sokolowski 
2000. For an idealistic understanding of Husserl, see Smith 2003. Phenomenology, in its true 
sense, is beyond both realism and anti-realism regarding the relation between human being 
and the world; it rather suspends the disputes between the realistic and the anti-realistic. The 
notion of “the life-world (Lebenwelt)” in later Husserl also compromises the significance of 
the phenomenological reduction. It threatens the whole project of Husserl’s phenomenology 
(see Carr 1970, pp. xxxviii-xlii). 
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self-sufficiency” (Westphal 2004, p. 11).4 In other words, suspension is the 
decentering of the abstract subject. We can say that it is in the religious relation 
as their concrete setting that the subject-object relation in epistemology, the 
existential relation in Heidegger’s fundamental ontology, and the ethical relation 
find their home, their firmest foundation.  

Therefore, for Husserl the reason for the necessity of suspending the natural 
attitude is that the natural attitude sees only one possibility, and regards it as 
absolute and the only thing; it does not see that there are infinite possibilities. 
For Merold Westphal, the reason for suspending the view of the natural ego is 
that the natural ego does not realize that it lives in an abstract world; in 
suspension, the natural ego is awakened to its concrete home. This shows the 
ethical-religious significance of suspension.  

I believe that it is helpful for understanding the meaning of “suspension” in 
Lao-Zhuang and Augustine concerning its use in religious discourses if we could 
briefly summarize the similar thinking that we can find in modern writers, such 
as Simone Weil, Soren Kierkegaard. The following section can be seen as a 
prelude to Part III.  

 
3.2  The Ethical-Religious Significance of Suspension 

 
Suspension in the phenomenology of religion bears an ontological commitment. 
In religion, there is a close connection between the sense of liberation from the 
natural attitude and suspension of our dogmatic presupposition. In this section 
and in Part III, we will see that some philosophers are never tired of insisting on 
the following point: The self does not occupy the center of the world. To suspend 
the natural self ethically and religiously is to be awakened, to empty oneself, and 
to make room at the heart of the being of the self for the other to appear. It is an 
awakening because man naturally thinks that he is the center of the world (Hao 
2006).  

Simone Weil says, “[E]ach man imagines he is situated in the center of the 
world.” However, as a matter of fact, “We live in a world of unreality and 
dreams. To give up our imaginary position as the center, to renounce it, not only 
intellectually but in the imaginative part of our soul, that means to awaken to 
what is real and eternal, to see the true light and hear the true silence.” Therefore, 
awakening means “To empty ourselves of our false divinity, to deny ourselves, 
to give up being the center of the world in imagination, to discern that all points 

                                                   
4 In the “Conclusion,” Westphal gives a succinct reflection on his methodology in this book, 
see pp. 227–229. To see how well Husserl’s phenomenology can be understood in Westphal’s 
definition of suspension, see Husserl’s view on time-consciousness. Cf. Bernet, Kern, and 
Marbach 1993, pp. 101–114.  
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in the world are equally centers and that the true center is outside of the world” 
(Weil 1973, pp. 158–160). Here Simone Weil speaks of four things: First, 
humans in their natural attitude regard themselves as the center of the world, and 
see this world as absolute; second, awakening is to decenter this natural ego, to 
realize that the position or center that humans possess is relative; third, there is 
another reality, a reality in its true sense, different from the actual world we live 
in; fourth and the last, it is only after bracketing or suspension of the perspective 
of the natural ego that “the true light” and “the true silence” (or voice) appear, 
not as an object, but as something which has more reality than any object the 
natural self has ever known. It is the other beyond the understanding or 
knowledge of the self.  

In point of fact, Simone Weil is not the only person who holds such a view. In 
Kierkegaard, we find such words similar to those of Simone Weil:  

 
It is just as in the play. But when the curtain falls on the stage, then the one 
who played the king and the one who played the beggar etc. are all alike; all 
are one and the same—actors. When at death the curtain falls on the stage of 
actuality (it is a confusing use of language to say that at death the curtain is 
raised on the stage of eternity, since eternity is not a stage at all; it is truth), 
then, they, too, are all one, they are human beings (Kierkegaard 2000, p. 298. 
emphases added). 

 
Here Kierkegaard’s idea is that compared to the actuality of our human world, 

what we saw in a play, is less real, but more than nothing. Our world, our human 
life, as “the stage of actuality,” has more reality than the play we saw, but it is 
not as real as “the stage of eternity.” In the comparison of play and our actual 
human life, it is easy for people to know which has more reality. However, 
humans always tend, despite the constant reminding of death, to see this 
temporal human world as the ultimate reality, and forget eternity as truth.  

Both Weil and Kierkegaard see the importance of the decentering of the 
human subject and the human world. This is the fundamental reason why we 
should practice suspension. From the point of view of Weil and Kierkegaard, the 
firmest foundation is not on our side; in faith, the soul has to suspend its own 
criterion of what is rational, and then accept what was revealed by God though it 
may be paradoxical. 

As a corollary, in the book Concluding Unscientific Postscript to the 
Philosophical Fragments, Kierkegaard (Johannes Climacus) argues that as a 
poor, existential human being, man should give up his ambitious project to reach 
the ultimate truth, the absolute system. The world is a system, but it is not an 
object for human understanding; the world as a system is an object for God. In 
other words, the question of truth according to the criterion of human reason 
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should be suspended or bracketed. As a Christian philosopher, Kierkegaard 
would say that truth is not what we humans can obtain by our own effort; it is a 
gift from God. God, as truth, gave Himself to us in His incarnation.  

In Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling, the agony that Abraham had 
experienced on his way to sacrifice his son Isaac as a burnt offering as 
commanded by God is a test of the faith of Abraham. It is a test because in the 
teleological suspension of the ethical, Abraham had to decide which will he 
wanted to follow, his own will to be the best father, or God’s will? In this book, 
in order to illustrate this religious significance, Kierkegaard also mentions the 
conflict between the individual’s will and the universal will: In ethical life, 
whenever an individual is hesitating or reluctant to do what is required by the 
universal, whenever an individual wants to affirm himself or herself in the 
ethical, he or she is in a spiritual trial. In ethical and religious life, the suspension 
of the will is a trial, is not something which a couch potato can do.  

Regarding the ethical significance of suspension, Kierkegaard says in the 
Works of Love: “When it is a duty in loving to love the people we see, then, in 
loving the actual individual person it is important that one does not substitute an 
imaginary idea of how we think or could wish that this person should be. The 
one who does this does not love the person he sees but again something unseen, 
his own idea or something similar” (Ibid., p. 300, emphases added). In loving the 
other, do we love what we project into the other, which amounts to loving 
ourselves in the other, or do we love the other as the other in itself as itself? In 
the relation to the other, in order for your love to happen, the pre-condition is to 
suspend your understanding of the other. Do not impose your own categorization 
upon the other. You should love the other as the other itself is, not what you 
think the other should be.  

Now it is time to talk about Lao-Zhuang and St. Augustine on this issue. 

4 Lao-Zhuang and St. Augustine 

4.1  Lao-Zhuang 
 
In the Chinese tradition, Lao-Zhuang is a term referring to Laozi and Zhuangzi, 
the founders of Daoist philosophy. We can find that in Zhuangzi there is a 
suspension of understanding, and in Laozi there is a suspension of will.5  
                                                   
5 This does not mean that in the Zhuangzi  庄子 we can only find the notion of suspension of 
understanding while in the Dao De Jing 道德经 we can only find the notion of suspension of 
the will. This distinction is made for the sake of argument. The text of the Zhuangzi I use in 
this paper is the one annotated by Wang Shishun (Zhuangzi 1995). All the translations of the 
Zhuangzi quoted in the body of the paper were made by me. On some occasions, I also use 
Burton Watson’s translations of the Zhuangzi.  
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Many writings of Zhuangzi can be seen as arguing for the suspension of our 
human understanding. For Zhuangzi, man can neither be the ground of the 
questioning of himself nor that of questioning of other things. In no way is man 
the ground of the questioning of the unconditioned. This is the fundamental 
reason why we should practice suspension.  

Zhuangzi observes that there is a deep existential presupposition in our natural 
attitude of loving life and hating death: We take this world as the only and 
absolute world. Accordingly, our main concern is the existence or non-existence 
of the natural ego. For Zhuangzi, this is a prison we build for ourselves and by 
ourselves. Zhuangzi uses many techniques or instruments to free humans from 
the bondage of living in constant fear of death. One of his instruments is the 
theory of qi 气 (the vital force). According to the traditional theory of qi, there 
are two kinds of qi, yang 阳 (positive) qi and yin 阴 (negative) qi, and all 
things come from qi and go back to qi. In this way, life is the integration of yang 
qi and yin qi, and death is the disintegration of yang qi and yin qi. And there is 
an unceasing transformation in which the disappearance of one thing might 
result in the appearing of another. When people think that death means 
nothingness, for example, Zhuangzi will try to show that it might not be the case: 
life and death are just the phenomena of transformation of qi. This is a reduction 
or suspension of our existential concern about life and death. But Zhuangzi does 
not try to persuade people to think that their belief that death means nothingness 
is a false idea; he can never prove or demonstrate that the belief that death means 
nothingness is not true. His aim is to make people think that there might be other 
possibilities: death might mean something other than nothingness. Zhuangzi has 
no intention of replacing our ordinary idea of life and death with a philosophical 
theory of qi. He does not think that the ultimate truth is that life and death are 
phenomena of the change of yin qi and yang qi. He does not think that qi has 
more reality than what we see in our everyday life either. He just wants to 
neutralize our existential concerns.6 

The aim of Zhuangzi is to decenter the subject and dethrone it. Human pride is 
a result of the illusion of being situated at the center of the universe. In “The 
Autumn Flood” chapter of Zhuangzi, there is a story about the god of river, 
He-bo: During the rainy season in the autumn, He-bo’s river was overwhelmed 
with water, thus, the god of the river was so thrilled that he regarded himself as 
                                                   
6 See Fung 1989, p. 99, especially the story about Tzu Lai’s dying. Zhuangzi’s method is very 
similar to the “two levels of truth” of Ji Zang (549–623), a Buddhist philosopher. For Ji Zang, 
the goal of the two levels of truth, or er-ti-chan, is to prevent people from any attachment to 
any standpoints (Chan 1963, pp. 360–361). In Apology, Socrates’ attitude toward death is very 
similar to Zhuangzi: To be afraid of death is to pretend to know what one does not know, that 
is, to regard death as nothingness. Compared to divine wisdom, human wisdom is nothing but 
ignorance. Our knowledge of death is no exception (Plato 2002).  
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one without boundary. However, when he went to the East, and saw the 
immeasurable Northern Ocean, he was ashamed of himself being so small in 
comparison with Ruo, the god of the Northern Ocean. He said to Ruo that he 
now realized who was the biggest and who was small. The god Ruo replied that 
the Northern Ocean is not the biggest either. The reason is: 

 
To compare China [the Central Nation] with the surrounding ocean[s], is it not 
like one tiny piece of grain in a granary? There are ten thousand things, the 
human is merely one of them; of the Nine Continents [zhou], the human 
inhabits only one of them. The human is sustained by grain and reaches 
wherever carriages or boats can go. In comparison with the ten thousand 
things, is he [the human being] not like just a single hair on a horse? What the 
Five Emperors had united, the Three Kings had fought for, the sages had 
worried about, and the ambitious officials had devoted to, are all about this 
[this little human world]. Bo-yi refused to accept the kinghood and retreated to 
the mountain in order to obtain fame [of being a pure person]. Confucius 
debated about the worldly affairs in order to show off his knowledge. Both of 
them are full of pride. Is this not like the case that a few moments ago you 
were proud of yourself for having so much water? (Zhuangzi 1995, pp. 
296–298) 

 
In the paragraphs that follow the one above, Zhuangzi (or the god Ruo) sets forth 
several philosophical arguments that our reason can never give a final say on 
what is the biggest and what is the smallest. It seems that there is no final answer 
for us regarding anything we encounter. This gives the impression for many 
people that Zhuangzi’s philosophy is relativism. They do not realize that this is 
Zhuangzi’s strategy to suspend our natural attitude, to use Husserl’s words.  

At the end of his arguments in that chapter, Zhuangzi suddenly says the 
following words: “It is said that ‘the person who possesses Dao is the one who is 
ignorant; the person with the highest virtue is the one who has no virtue; the 
greatest person is the one who has no self’” (Ibid., p. 302). These seemingly 
contradictory sentences mean that in order for the Dao to appear the subject 
must empty itself. It is not the person who possesses the Dao, but that the Dao 
possesses the person who is empty of his self. When we say that there is a person 
who possesses the Dao, it should mean that Dao reveals itself in that person. Do 
not try to let our intellectual, conceptual, linguistic, moral, cultural frameworks 
limit, calculate, or measure the Dao. We might use Merold Westphal’s words to 
interpret Zhuangzi: “To welcome this alterity is to suspend my own cognitive 
activity so as to open myself to what I do not, can not, and should not try to 
control, and it is to acknowledge a presence that simultaneously overwhelms and 
withholds itself from my cognitive capacities” (Westphal 2004, p. 200).  
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In Laozi’s Dao De Jing, there is a notion of suspension of the will: To become 
an authentic self, for Laozi, one must first give up his normal notion of the self. 
In the Dao De Jing,7 Laozi compares two different kinds of people, or, strictly 
speaking, two different attitudes of the self: Self-affirmation and Self-denial. 
Regarding the first kind of person, he says: 

 
He who tries to make himself above others is not wise; he who thinks of 
himself as right is not prominent. He who boasts of himself is not given credit; 
he who brags does not endure for long. From the point of view of the Dao, 
these are like remnants of food and unnecessary actions. They are detested by 
all beings. Therefore those who possess the Dao do not put themselves in such 
a (central and prominent) position (DDJ, stanza 24). 

 
Regarding the second, he says:  

 
Heaven is eternal and Earth everlasting. They can be eternal and everlasting 
because they do not think of themselves as self-generating. And for this reason 
[they] are able to live forever. Therefore, the sage places himself in the 
background, but finds himself in the foreground. He gives up himself, and yet 
he finds his self in this giving up. This is not because he does not care about 
himself. [It is because that only in giving up himself] he can become his true 
self (DDJ, stanza 7, modified).  

 
From Laozi’s standpoint, in losing the natural self, one finds the authentic self. 

In suspending one’s will to be a self, one does not get rid of the notion of the self; 
in giving up one’s striving for the natural self, one is becoming one’s true self in 
the relation to the Dao. “The best (man) is like water. Water is good; it benefits 
all things and does not compete with them. It dwells in places that all disdain. 
That is why it is so near to the Dao” (DDJ, stanza 8, modified). In Daoist 
philosophy, water is used as an analogy to signify the best virtue and mystery. 
The virtue of water lies in that it benefits all things without any complaints. 
However, in losing itself, water finds its true self in different kinds of living 
beings. For Laozi, humans should imitate water because water imitates Dao. 
Laozi says, “The greatest virtue is to follow Dao only” (DDJ, stanza 21, 
emphases added, modified). What is the way of Dao? In stanza 34, we read: 

 
The Great Dao flows everywhere. It may go left or right. All things depend on 

                                                   
7 See a completed translation of the Dao De Jing in Chan 1963. I use Chan’s translations with 
some modifications. In the body of the text, the Dao De Jing will be referred as DDJ followed 
by stanza number. 
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it for life, and it does not turn away from them. It accomplishes its task, but 
does not claim credit for it. It clothes and feeds all things but does not claim to 
be master over them. Always without desires [to affirm itself], it may be called 
the smallest thing. All things come to it and it does not master them; it may be 
called the Greatest. Therefore, [following the Dao, the sage] never claims 
himself to be great, and thereby his greatness is achieved (DDJ, stanza 34, 
modified). 

 
This is wuwei 无为, or non-action. In Laozi, non-action means not to act out 

of one’s initiative or will and to have no agenda of one’s own. To completely 
give up one’s own effort and follow the Dao, this is the true meaning of wuwei. 
Self-denial is the precondition for becoming a true self.  

 A true self is to have the notion of non-self, that is, to become whatever things 
that the Dao makes it to be. In the Zhuangzi, we find that Meng Sun is one of the 
true men who are completely in the state of non-self, and follow the Dao only:  

 
Meng Sun does not know why he lives and does not know why he dies. He 
doesn’t know why he should go ahead; he does not know why he should fall 
behind. In the process of change, he has become a thing, and he is merely 
waiting for some other change that he does not know about. Moreover, when 
he is changing, how does he know that he is really changing? And when he is 
not changing, how does he know that he has not already changed? You and I, 
now—we are dreaming and have not waked up yet…. Meng Sun alone has 
waked up (Zhuangzi 1996, pp. 84–85, modified). 

 
Meng Sun becomes a place at which the Dao reveals itself. The mystery of the 

self of Meng Sun is related to the Mystery of the Dao. Completely follow the 
Way or Dao, this is the action of non-action, the action of the Dao in Meng Sun.  

Therefore, for Lao-Zhuang, a self is not the foundation of itself. Without 
realizing this point is a spiritual disease.  

 
To know that you do not know is the best. To pretend to know when you do 
not know is a disease. Only when one recognizes this disease as a disease can 
one be free from the disease. The sage is free from the disease. Because he 
recognizes this disease to be a disease, he is free from it (DDJ, stanza 71).  

 
In the Confessions, Augustine also talks about the sickness of the soul, about 

the sickness as a result of believing that we are the foundation of ourselves.  
 
4.2  St. Augustine 
 
To the Augustine of the Confessions, what lies at the heart of Christianity is the 



HAO Changchi 
 
90

Incarnation: There are two movements in God’s incarnation: descending and 
ascending. Through these two movements God tells humans how to become a 
true self: In imitating Jesus, we should first empty the self, decenter the self in 
order to accept the truth of God, and after such a self-denial, we will be able to 
become the authentic self in the movement of ascending, in obeying the 
command of God through our service. This world, as a creation of God, is not 
absolute, compared to the Ultimate Reality of God. It is not nothing either. This 
holds for the human self in either individual form or collective form. God is the 
center which is outside of this world. If God is the only Truth, then what we say 
and we do belong to the category of meaning, not truth. Truth is the Ground 
which can be achieved at the end only in God. God is the Alpha and Omega. 
From this point of view, the self is not some substance or property, but a process 
whose end is the union with God. The self is a process because it is on the way 
toward God. This is one of the major themes we learn from St. Augustine’s 
Confessions.  

Regarding the two grounds, the temporal ground and the Ultimate ground, 
Augustine says:  

 
Let these transient things be the ground on which my soul praises you (Ps. 145: 
2), “God, creator of all.” But let it not become stuck in them and glued to them 
with love through the physical senses. For these things pass along the path of 
things that move towards non-existence. They rend the soul with pestilential 
desires; for the soul loves to be in them and takes its repose among the objects 
of its love. But in these things there is no point of rest (emphases added).8 
 
God, Creator of all things, is the Ultimate Reality. We creatures live in a 

changing world in which nothing is as firm as God. However, Augustine 
emphasizes that our soul has a tendency to be restless in seeking satisfaction 
from created things, and to establish a wrong relationship to created beings.9 
That is, to use Kierkegaard’s words, to have an absolute relation with relative 
things. The soul tends to regard this world as absolute, the only reality. For 
                                                   
8 See Augustine1991, Book IV: 15, hereafter in the body of the paper quotations only refer to 
Book and section numbers. 
9 When Augustine says that in its relation to worldly objects, the soul has a tendency to be 
“stuck in them and glued to them with love,” and “loves to be in them and takes its repose 
among the objects of its love,” this can be understood both at the existential level and the 
theoretical level: If the relation between the soul and its worldly objects becomes the sole 
concern of the soul, then, the soul would forget that there is a God-relation which relativizes 
any worldly relation. In the Confessions, for example, Augustine strongly condemns astrology 
because for him, what underlies the practice of astrology is that in astrology people believe 
that human life is originated and determined in worldly relations. For Augustine, each 
individual’s life is a unique revelation of divine providence, not some cosmological powers. 
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Augustine, human beings suffer because of this wrong attitude of the heart. The 
heart seeks to find eternal peace in temporal beings. There is nothing wrong with 
seeking eternal peace, but the way our soul pursues it is wrong. This is the 
reason why the heart is restless. “My sin consisted in this, that I sought pleasure, 
sublimity, and truth not in God but in his creatures, in myself, and other created 
beings. So it was that I plunged into miseries, confusions, and errors” (I: 31). In 
the Confessions, Augustine sees this as the sickness of the soul. The human soul 
builds a prison for itself by attaching itself to this actual world in an absolute 
way.  

 Where can the soul find peace? It is in God. Where is God? God is in the 
heart. What does it mean to say that God is in the heart? God, as the Spirit, 
reveals Himself in the human heart: “For he did not create and then depart; the 
things derived from him have their being in him. Look where he is—wherever 
there is a taste of truth. He is very close to the heart; but the heart has wandered 
from him.... Stand with him and you will stand fast. Rest in him and you will be 
at rest” (IV: 18). For Augustine, God never left human beings, but is in the 
deepest place of the heart. God is always already open to the human heart, but 
the human heart turns its back on God. Here is a crucial question: if the heart 
already turned its back on God because of sin, how can the heart know that there 
is God who is in it? Now we have Augustine’s notion of passivity in the 
relationship to God: For Augustine, even though the heart is restless in seeking 
eternal peace in the wrong way, that is, to seek eternal peace in created beings, 
the goal to seek eternal peace is correct, and this motivation could not naturally 
arise from the heart, but it has a deep source in God. The sickness of the soul lies 
in its wrongful belief that it can find eternal and final peace by itself and through 
itself. In a perverted way, the soul elevates itself to the status of God (II: 14).  

For Augustine, the passivity of the soul in seeking God lies not only in that 
God initiates the journey of searching for God, but also in showing the way how 
to return to God. God indeed already pointed the direction to us:  

 
He who for us is life descended here and endured our death and slew it by the 
abundance of his life. In a thunderous voice he called us to return to him, at 
that secret place where he came forth to us…. Come down so that you can 
ascend, and make your ascent to God (IV: 19, emphases added). 

 
In his words, his deeds, his life and death, God had already shown the way for 

human beings to return to God. Basically, in God’s incarnation, there are two 
kinds of movement: descent and ascent. God has been telling us that in our heart 
we should make similar movements: to deprive our human pride and follow the 
commands of God. The first movement is suspension, or descent. The second 
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movement is service, or ascent.10 God had called us “in a thunderous voice,” in 
his suffering and death for us. But we did not pay attention to that because of our 
human pride, “climbing up against God” (IV: 19).  

Therefore, just as in the relation to Dao in Lao-Zhuang, for Augustine, in order 
to hear the voice of God, we must decenter the subject of human pride, empty 
ourselves, and make room for God in our heart.  

Let us first see what the suspension of human understanding is in the 
Confessions.  

In the Confessions, there are many paragraphs that can be seen as a discussion 
of suspension of human understanding. Because of space limit, I will only touch 
on a few places. Philosophers always tend to think that by human reason alone 
they can find a way to arrive at the Truth. However, for Augustine, their pride 
has become an obstacle to accept truth. Augustine says in Book IV that with the 
mastery and skillfulness of Aristotle’s philosophy, he tried to speculate on what 
God is: “What help was this to me when the book was also an obstacle? 
Thinking that absolutely everything that exists is comprehended under the ten 
categories, I tried to conceive you also, my God, wonderfully simple and 
immutable, as if you too were a subject of which magnitude and beauty are 
attributes” (IV: 29). “I thought that you, Lord God and Truth, were like a 
luminous body of immense size and myself a bit of that body. What 
extraordinary perversity…my comprehension of religion was erroneous, 
distorted, and shamefully sacrilegious” (IV: 31). Augustine at that time wanted 
to let God wear the jacket that was made by the human mind.  

Augustine’s reflections on his involvement with the Manichees focus on the 
central point that the hubris of Manichees is consisted in their seeking 
immortality on the basis of their own reason, strength, and morality. His 
disappointment with the Manichees eventually left him in a “fluctuating state of 
total suspense of judgment” (V: 25, emphasis added). This state of suspension of 
judgment is a preparation for him to detach himself from created beings, and to 
have a direct contact with God in his soul. In Book VII, he describes his journey 
of encountering God:  

 
With you as my guide I entered into my innermost citadel, and was given 
power to do so because you had become my helper. I entered and with my 
soul’s eye, such as it was, saw above that same eye of my soul the immutable 
light higher than my mind…. [This light] transcended my mind…. It was 
superior because it made me, and I was inferior because I was made by it. The 

                                                   
10 It is important to note that in the ethical-religious relation, suspension of understanding and 
of the will is only a precondition for one’s service to the Other; the authentic selfhood is 
practically constituted in one’s service to the Other. 
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person who knows the truth knows it, and he who knows it knows eternity…. 
And you gave a shock to the weakness of my sight by the strong radiance of 
your rays, and I trembled with love and awe. And I found myself far from you 
“in the region of dissimilarity” and heard as it were your voice from on high: 
“I am the food of the full grown; grow and you will feed on me. And you will 
not change me into you like the food your flesh eats, but you will be changed 
into me” (VII: 16, emphases added).  

 
When Augustine says that “the person who knows the truth knows it,” it is 

very similar to the words of Husserl: “we take our start from what lies prior to 
all standpoints: from the total realm of whatever is itself given intuitionally and 
prior to all theorizing, from everything that one can immediately see and seize 
upon” (Husserl 1983: 38, emphases added). However, for Augustine it is the 
eternity or truth which defines how the truth enters into the intuition of 
Augustine at that moment, not Augustine’s intuition determining how the divine 
light and voice enter his mind.  

Here Augustine clearly indicates that: First, the suspension of human 
understanding is only a pre-condition for humans to see the truth. The obtaining 
of the truth depends on the help of the outside power, the divine power. Second, 
with the help of God, he saw the divine light which is beyond the power of his 
mind11: There is a qualitative difference between Augustine’s mind and the 
divine light, that is, one is a creature, the other Creator. God is the absolute Other 
to his mind (“the region of dissimilarity”). Third, in seeing the eternal truth, one 
does not obtain some form of understanding in the mind, but encountered a 
shock. The truth is not in some propositional, or conceptual form: “Eternal truth 
and true love and beloved eternity: you are my God” (VII: 16). Truth is Love, 
and this eternal truth defies human understanding. Without comprehension, 
Augustine “trembled with love and awe.”12 Fourth, the truth also speaks. It 
spoke to Augustine. The truth is not only light, but also an interlocutor. And fifth, 
the eternal truth is completely different from the meaning of the truth that we 
usually understand: It is the spiritual food for a grown man to be a true self. It is 
in feeding on this spiritual truth that humans become more and more spiritual. In 
the relationship to God, God is the essential part of the self, not in the sense that 
the self assimilates God into itself according to its finite measure, but in the 
sense that the self is being elevated to a more spiritual being.  
                                                   
11 Emmanuel Levinas would call this as “a passivity of consciousness,” “the idea of Infinite, 
the Infinite in me” (see Levinas 1998, p. 64, “God and Philosophy”).  
12 Philosophers have been attempting for centuries to build a comprehensive philosophical 
system in which one finds the unity of Truth, Good, and Beauty. What philosophers do not 
realize is that the absolute system is not a creation of the human mind. In encountering with 
Truth as Love, what is evoked in the human heart is love and awe, not understanding. 
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So, we see that the first movement is descent, the suspension of human 
understanding. And then the second movement is ascent, the elevation to be 
close to God. The message that Augustine heard from on high also indicates that 
in the relationship to God, God is the center of the relationship, not the human 
self.  

Now it is time to talk about suspension of the will in the Confessions.  
It is well-known that Augustine’s conversion occurred in Book VIII, not in 

Book VII. We all know that we do not always do what we believe is correct or 
what we should do. For an action to occur, there must be a change in the will. In 
Book VIII, Augustine gives us a vivid account of how difficult it is to initiate the 
change of the will. “Yet often a man defers shaking off sleep when his limbs are 
heavy with slumber. Although displeased with himself he is glad to take a bit 
longer, even when the time to get up has arrived.” “Though at every point you 
showed that what you were saying was true, yet I, convinced by that truth, had 
no answer to give you except merely slow and sleepy words: ‘At once’—‘But 
presently’—‘Just a little longer, please.’ But ‘At once, at once’ never came to the 
point of decision, and ‘Just a little longer, please’ went on and on for a long 
while.” “In this kind of way I was sure it was better for me to render myself up 
to your love than to surrender to my own cupidity. But while the former course 
was pleasant to think about and had my notional assent, the latter was more 
pleasant and overcame me” (VIII: 12, emphases added). 

Augustine says that we do not want to give up the lower things that we are 
currently enjoying for the sake of noble things. As a matter of fact, we are very 
reluctant to be changed to a new person: “‘Grant me chastity and continence, but 
not yet.’ I was afraid you might hear my prayer quickly, and that you might too 
rapidly heal me of the disease of lust which I preferred to satisfy rather than 
suppress” (VIII: 17). However, in this kind of situation, we are also ashamed of 
ourselves. We despise ourselves for being attached to this world. For Augustine, 
he wants to jump out of his dilemma: “Such was my sickness and my torture…. I 
was twisting and turning in my chain until it would break completely: I was now 
only a little bit held by it, but I was still held.” He was gradually cutting loose 
from his current bondage in the following sense. “Inwardly I said to myself: Let 
it be now, let it be now. And by this phrase I was already moving towards a 
decision; I had almost taken it, and then I did not do so. Yet I did not relapse into 
my original condition, but stood my ground very close to the point of deciding 
and recovered my breath. Once more I made the attempt and came only a little 
short of my goal; only a little short of it—yet I did not touch it or hold on to it” 
(VIII: 25). He was ready to take the leap and he already distanced himself from 
the old habits. He was trying to reach the goal, but could not make it. It is so 
close. “The nearer approached the moment of time when I would become 
different, the greater the horror of it struck me. But it did not thrust me back nor 
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turn me away, but left me in a state of suspense” (Ibid., emphases added). Here, 
the “state of suspense” is different from the “suspense of judgment” in Book V 
in that here it is the suspense of will. Augustine says,  

 
The nub of the problem was to reject my own will and desire yours…. What I 
once feared to lose was now a delight to dismiss. You turned them out and 
entered to take their place, pleasanter than any pleasure but not to flesh and 
blood, brighter than all light yet more inward than any secret recess, higher 
than any honor but not to those who think themselves sublime” (IX: 1).  

 
In Augustine’s opinion, suspension of the will means that one is ready to give up 
his attachment to this world, and wants to become a Christian. Here Augustine 
clearly indicates that suspension of understanding is not enough for him to be 
converted to a true Christian. There is an inner struggle in his will between being 
willing to be transformed into a new person and being reluctant to abandon old 
pleasant habits. For Augustine, suspension of the will means that one is willing 
to give up his attachment to this world, no matter how pleasant it is, and wants to 
live a true Christian life in a direct relation with God, no matter how difficult it 
might be. This is also called the leap of faith.  

We must say that the struggle of Augustine against himself in his heart, his 
hesitation, and indecision is an indication of his distance from his old will. The 
suspension of the will is a state in which one does not go back, nor go forward. 
This is a situation equal to a paralysis, which makes one feel that the mind is 
torn apart “by the mutual incompatibility of the wills” (VIII: 24). We see that in 
Book VIII, after his resoluteness to break up with his old life and at the point of 
being ready for conversion, Augustine heard the command of God to guide him 
to be converted to God in the Milan garden (VIII: 29). He knew right away that 
the voices he heard were God’s guidance. In his encounter with God in the Milan 
garden, it was God who dictated the way how Augustine received the message. It 
does not matter if the conversion scene in the Milan garden is a real event, a 
fiction, or even a hallucination concerning the revelation of God to Augustine: 
what matters is what appears (the guidance) in the appearing (voices that he 
heard). As we saw above, Augustine’s experience in the Milan garden can be 
properly understood in terms of Husserl’s theory of phantasy (Phantasie) 
(Husserl 1983: 16).  

No words other than John Hick’s description of the ideal of Christianity can 
succinctly express Augustine’s suspension of his own will: “In Christianity, the 
ideal is St. Paul’s state in which he could say, ‘It is no longer I who live, but 
Christ who lives in me’ (Galatians 2.20), and love of neighbor is its central fruit” 
(Hick 2006, pp. 210–211). The last sentence belongs to the category of what I 
call as “service” which takes “suspension” as its pre-condition. In Lao-Zhuang, 
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this phenomenon is called to identify oneself with the Dao: It is in the state of 
non-self or non-action that the Dao reveals itself. 

5 Conclusion 

In this paper, I showed how the issue of reason and evidence in contemporary 
philosophy of religion should be shifted to the issue of suspension according to 
my interpretation of Lao-Zhuang and Augustine. The presupposition of the 
contemporary philosophy of religion is that the object of belief in religion, the 
content of the religious, should be judged at the bar of human reason. Whether it 
is to discredit or defend religious beliefs, they suppose that what is believed in 
religion must be accepted by everyone, any rational human being. Therefore, 
human beings are the arbiters concerning the rationality of the content of 
religious beliefs. They do not seem to realize that the belief in God is absolutely 
and qualitatively different from the belief in the worldly things. The question is, 
Does God or the Dao have to pass the test of human reason? Does God have to 
give human beings evidence to believe him? What is behind the contemporary 
philosophy of religion is an irrational hubris: We humans are the center of the 
universe, and all things must pass judgment by us.  

Suspension of human reason is a precondition of having authentic religious 
beliefs. In order to illustrate the significance of the issue of suspension, I 
employed mainly the thinking of Edmund Husserl, Merold Westphal and some 
other writers. The paper tried to demonstrate that there was a different approach 
to the philosophy of religion in Lao-Zhuang and Augustine, and behind this 
approach there is an ontology in which the world as a phenomenon is just a 
revelation of the ultimate Reality. This ontology is not a two-world theory as in 
Platonism. In the relation between appearing or appearance, the human world, 
and that which appears, the ultimate Reality, the causal relation between the two 
is suspended because the theory of causality always presupposes that the starting 
point is somewhere in this world, which means that we can find something in 
this world as a firm starting point. In the relation between appearing (appearance) 
and that which appears, an appearing must presuppose that it is related to that 
which appears. However, that which appears does not necessarily entail this 
appearing or that appearing. This is in accord with Husserl’s account of phantasy. 
From this standpoint, we may ask such a question, “How did Divine Providence 
appear in Augustine’s personal life?” But, we should not ask questions like, 
“How is Augustine’s personal life causally determined by Divine Providence?”  

It is based upon the above thinking that I argued that the issue of suspension 
plays a central role in the thinking of Lao-Zhuang and Augustine. For both 
Lao-Zhuang and Augustine, in making room for the other to appear at the heart 
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of the self’s being, it shows that there is an inseparable relationship of the self to 
the Other. In suspending its own understanding, admitting its own ignorance in 
humility, the subject is not in sheer darkness, but is able to receive and follow a 
new light not generated from itself; in suspending its own will, the subject is not 
paralyzed, but is capable of following the will of the Other. The authentic 
selfhood of the subject is essentially constituted in its relation to the Other.  

However, it is worth noting that this is only the first step or movement in the 
process of becoming a true self. The next movement is action, that is, service. 
Suspension of understanding and the will is only a precondition.13 Religious or 
ethical duties have the power of commanding not because they must meet the 
conditions determined by human reason, but because it is the religious or ethical 
norm which defines what the task should be. This question belongs to the 
category of religious ethics.  

We might say that for philosophers like Lao-Zhuang and St. Augustine, 
philosophy of religion is the first philosophy.14 
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