
Epicurean substitute for prayer
Post by “Cassius” of August 26, 2020 at 7:01 AM

That's a great question. Here are some first off the cuff thoughts.

One thing that immediately comes to mind and was apparently memorized would be perhaps
the first five or so principal doctrines.

Another would be an excerpt from one of the opening sections of the six books of Lucretius. Of
these:

1. Maybe most obvious would be from book one, and for this purpose, pure "ring," I have
always preferred the Humphries version:

1. When human life, all too conspicuous,
Lay foully groveling on earth, weighed down
By grim Religion looming from the skies,
Horribly threatening mortal men, a man,
A Greek, first raised his mortal eyes
Bravely against this menace. No report
Of gods, no lightning-flash, no thunder-peal
Made this man cower, but drove him all the more
With passionate manliness of mind and will
To be the first to spring the tight-barred gates
Of Nature's hold asunder. So his force,
His vital force of mind, a conqueror
Beyond the flaming ramparts of the world
Explored the vast immensities of space
With wit and wisdom, and came back to us
Triumphant, bringing news of what can be
And what cannot, limits and boundaries,
The borderline, the bench mark, set forever.
Religion, so, is trampled underfoot,
And by his victory we reach the stars.

2. These sections from Torquatus in "On Ends" have potential to be edited into something
usable

1. The truth of the position that pleasure is the ultimate good will most readily appear
from the following illustration. Let us imagine a man living in the continuous
enjoyment of numerous and vivid pleasures alike of body and of mind, undisturbed
either by the presence or by the prospect of pain: what possible state of existence
could we describe as being more excellent or more desirable? One so situated must
possess in the first place a strength of mind that is proof against all fear of death or
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of pain; he will know that death means complete unconsciousness, and that pain is
generally light if long and short if strong, so that its intensity is compensated by
brief duration and its continuance by diminishing severity. Let such a man
moreover have no dread of any supernatural power; let him never suffer the
pleasures of the past to fade away, but constantly renew their enjoyment in
recollection, and his lot will be one which will not admit of further improvement.

2. The great disturbing factor in a man's life is ignorance of good and evil; mistaken
ideas about these frequently rob us of our greatest pleasures, and torment us with
the most cruel pain of mind. Hence we need the aid of Wisdom, to rid us of our
fears and appetites, to root out all our errors and prejudices, and to serve as our
infallible guide to the attainment of pleasure. Wisdom alone can banish sorrow from
our hearts and protect its front alarm and apprehension; put yourself to school with
her, and you may live in peace, and quench the glowing flames of desire. For the
desires are incapable of satisfaction; they ruin not individuals only but whole
families, nay often shake the very foundations of the state. It is they that are the
source of hatred, quarreling, and strife, of sedition and of war. Nor do they only
flaunt themselves abroad, or turn their blind onslaughts solely against others; even
when prisoned within the heart they quarrel and fall out among themselves; and
this cannot but render the whole of life embittered. Hence only the Wise Man, who
prunes away all the rank growth of vanity and error, can possibly live untroubled by
sorrow and by fear, content within the bounds that nature has set.

3. Here is indeed a royal road to happiness—open, simple, and direct! For clearly man
can have no greater good than complete freedom from pain and sorrow coupled
with the enjoyment of the highest bodily and mental pleasures. Notice then how the
theory embraces every possible enhancement of life, every aid to the attainment of
that Chief Good which is our object. Epicurus, the man whom you denounce as a
voluptuary, cries aloud that no one can live pleasantly without living wisely,
honorably, and justly, and no one wisely, honorably, and justly without living
pleasantly. For a city rent by faction cannot prosper, nor a house whose masters
are at strife; much less then can a mind divided against itself and filled with inward
discord taste any particle of pure and liberal pleasure. But one who is perpetually
swayed by conflicting and incompatible counsels and desires can know no peace or
calm.

4. On the other hand, without a full understanding of the world of nature it is
impossible to maintain the truth of our sense-perceptions. Further, every mental
presentation has its origin in sensation: so that no certain knowledge will be
possible, unless all sensations are true, as the theory of Epicurus teaches that they
are. Those who deny the validity of sensation and say that nothing can be
perceived, having excluded the evidence of the senses, are unable even to
expound their own argument. Besides, by abolishing knowledge and science they
abolish all possibility of rational life and action. Thus Natural Philosophy supplies
courage to face the fear of death; resolution to resist the terrors of religion; peace
of mind, for it removes all ignorance of the mysteries of nature; self-control, for it
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explains the nature of the desires and distinguishes their different kinds; and, as I
showed just now, the Canon or Criterion of Knowledge, which Epicurus also
established, gives a method of discerning truth from falsehood.

5. If then the doctrine I have set forth is clearer and more luminous than daylight
itself; if it is derived entirely from Nature's source; if my whole discourse relies
throughout for confirmation on the unbiased and unimpeachable evidence of the
senses; if lisping infants, nay even dumb animals, prompted by Nature's teaching,
almost find voice to proclaim that there is no welfare but pleasure, no hardship but
pain—and their judgment in these matters is neither sophisticated nor
biased—ought we not to feel the greatest gratitude to him who caught this
utterance of Nature's voice, and grasped its import so firmly and so fully that he
has guided all sane-minded men into the paths of peace and happiness, calmness
and repose? You are pleased to think him uneducated. The reason is that he
refused to consider any education worth the name that did not help to school us in
happiness. Was he to spend his time, as you encourage Triarius and me to do, in
perusing poets, who give us nothing solid and useful, but merely childish
amusement? Was he to occupy himself like Plato with music and geometry,
arithmetic and astronomy, which starting from false premises cannot be true, and
which moreover if they were true would contribute nothing to make our lives
pleasanter and therefore better? Was he, I say, to study arts like these, and neglect
the master art, so difficult and correspondingly so fruitful, the art of living? No!
Epicurus was not uneducated: the real philistines are those who ask us to go on
studying till old age the subjects that we ought to be ashamed not to have learnt in
boyhood.

3. There are probably sections from Frances Wright that ring almost as poetry;
1. I will have to think of appropriate sections and add them here

4. And this from Thomas Jefferfson's letter to John Adams, August 15, 1820:

‘I feel: therefore I exist.’ I feel bodies which are not myself: there are other
existencies then. I call them matter. I feel them changing place. This gives me
motion. Where there is an absence of matter, I call it void, or nothing, or
immaterial space. On the basis of sensation, of matter and motion, we may
erect the fabric of all the certainties we can have or need. I can conceive
thought to be an action of a particular organisation of matter, formed for that
purpose by it’s creator, as well as that attraction in an action of matter, or
magnetism of loadstone. When he who denies to the Creator the power of
endowing matter with the mode of action called thinking shall shew how he
could endow the Sun with the mode of action called attraction, which reins the
planets in the tract of their orbits, or how an absence of matter can have a will,
and, by that will, put matter into motion, then the materialist may be lawfully
required to explain the process by which matter exercises the faculty of
thinking. When once we quit the basis of sensation, all is in the wind. To talk of
immaterial existences is to talk of nothings. To say that the human soul,
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angels, god, are immaterial, is to say they are nothings, or that there is no god,
no angels, no soul. I cannot reason otherwise.
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