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“I cannot conceive of a God who rewards and punishes 
his creatures, or has a will of the type of which 
we are conscious in ourselves.

An individual who should survive his physical death 
is also beyond my comprehension, 
nor do I wish it otherwise…

Enough for me the mystery of the eternity of life, 
and the inkling of the marvelous structure of reality, 
together with the single-hearted endeavor 
to comprehend a portion, be it ever so tiny, 
of the reason that manifests itself in nature.”

– Albert Einstein

 

 

“There is a soul at the center of nature, 
and over the will of every man…

It has so infused its strong enchantment into nature, 
that we prosper when we accept its advice…”

– Ralph Waldo Emerson




Introduction

 

 

“A religion…that stressed the magnificence

of the universe as revealed by modern science,
might be able to draw forth reserves of reverence

and awe hardly tapped by the conventional faiths.
Sooner or later, such a religion will emerge.”

- Carl Sagan

 

 

The process Carl Sagan predicted has begun. This hasn’t resulted in “a religion.” But it has led to something related – where, as involvement in traditional religion is declining, many are exploring ways that a spiritual sense can be grounded in the natural world.

No one believes nothing. We all have a sense of what seems possible and real, and why things happen as they do. And even if it is noticed no more frequently than at a funeral or the birth of a child, we all – at times, and in our own ways – can be spiritual or religious.1

But, for those of us who can’t imagine an active personal God, what might we look to as a focus when we consider religious questions, or as we cope with loss or are moved by the mysteries and wonders of being alive?

As it shows a vast and ancient cosmos and amazing beauty and forms of life, nature can spark feelings of awe, appreciation, and caring.

As the creative ordered force that enables us to exist and causes things to be as they are, nature seems worth trying to understand, as best we can.

And, as it can help us find a sense of connection, purpose, meaning, and a foundation for morals and values, looking to nature can offer some of the benefits that many have long sought and gained from religions.

Over the past century, and increasingly in recent decades, a number of philosophers and theologians have been exploring the implications of nature-based spirituality. They often discuss this from “religious naturalist” perspectives, where religious perceptions can be understood, and religious questions can be considered, in ways that fit with a naturalist view (where all is seen as being due to natural processes, with nothing supernatural involved). At the same time, as biologists, physicists, astronomers, and other scientists may be deeply moved by exploring the workings of nature, and as nonacademic folks may be moved by personal experiences in natural settings, we may come to share a view John Muir described – that…

“In our best times everything turns into religion, 
all the world seems a church and the mountains altars.”

 

Many who don’t see themselves as religious, in traditional ways, can recognize examples of this – where in a pine grove or by the sea or in some other special place, we can get away for a while from the bustle of everyday life and be prompted to notice things that matter. Many see in these moments examples of some of the best this world can be. And, as we also observe the destructive power of storms and cycles of seasons and life and death, we receive lessons and reminders of the limits in our lives and how all is interconnected.

Looking to nature as a spiritual focus traces back to ancient times. It remains central in a number of traditions, and it offers perspectives that can be valuable as part of our responses to modern challenges.

This can contribute to reconciling conflict between science and religion.

It can expand options in ways of considering Big Questions.

At a time when many have little interest in attending weekly services, it can encourage self-directed exploration and expression, and a focus on personal versus institutional ways of being religious.

And, at a time of rapid change – when explosions in human population and technology have caused destruction of ecosystems, extinctions, changes in climate, and other problems, looking to nature can point to common ground in a belief and value that can be shared by all – that the natural world, which gave birth to us and sustains us, is essential; and in the eyes of many, is sacred.

This view can give emotional and spiritual, as well as practical reasons, to care for and preserve natural environments.

An overview of the coming pages

This book gives an overview of what it can mean to look to nature as a focus of attention. It shows topics that can be considered, ideas of influential teachers, and a range of views that have been discussed. It also points to additional resources, including emerging groups, for those who would like to learn more.

Part 1: A Natural Sense of Ourselves and Our World describes aspects of a naturalist worldview that can prompt insights and responses. It starts broadly – with the origin of and the natural forces in the cosmos. Then it looks more closely, here on Earth, at what it means to be alive, to be human, and to be religious. It points to aspects of nature and human nature that differ from traditional views, and it discusses how, as this shows a beautiful, ordered, interconnected world where life can be seen as sacred, a naturalist view can serve as a foundation from which to consider religious questions.

Part 2: Practices looks at types of things that those who look to nature may do – to learn and grow, help or heal, and put values into practice. It shows how – occasionally or regularly, alone or in groups – we can spend time in nature or with art, community, meditation, rituals, or study, and how these and other traditional and original activities can contribute to our lives.

Part 3 looks at Questions and Challenges that can come with this approach. Some involve wrapping our heads around aspects of naturalist views (for example, how we consider ourselves as biological beings). Some other questions can relate to non-traditional ways of being religious.

A Wrap-up ties this all together to review what it can mean to look to nature, and how this may contribute to each of us personally, and to our cultures, and to efforts to preserve natural environments.

An Appendix provides additional detail on some topics, and a References and Resources section points to books and other materials that contributed to views discussed in this book and can be used to explore and learn more.

This approach of looking to nature can be of interest in different ways from varied perspectives.

For those who have a spiritual sense but are not attracted to traditional religion, it provides a framework for responding to the wonders and challenges of life in ways that fit with a modern understanding.

For those who see themselves as atheist or secular, it can provide a way of seeing what it can mean to be “religious” that isn’t based on institutions, and shift focus from the rejection of traditional approaches to considering what we do believe.

For those aligned with established religions, it can expand ways of drawing from the best of modern knowledge and ancient wisdom.

And for those who may be suspicious of approaches that reject aspects of traditional religions, it will show how “nonbelievers” can be spiritual and “good without God”. Becoming familiar with this view can enable critique of what this is, rather than demonizing it or fearing misconceptions.

This orientation is not for everyone. But for some it offers a framework that, better than other options, suits our ways of exploring spiritual questions. And for all, it can be worthwhile to know what this is.

 



1 Throughout this book, the terms “spiritual” and “religious” are used in ways that acknowledge some overlap in the range of definitions and connotations for these terms. One distinction is that “spiritual” is used mainly in relation to individual perceptions, attitudes and responses, while “religious” can include both this personal sense of being spiritual plus alignment with some of what is done or believed by a group. Additional perspectives are discussed in several parts of this book




Part 1:
A Natural Sense of Ourselves and Our World

 

 

 

This part of the book describes naturalist ways of responding to age-old questions – “What are we?” “How did things come to be?” and “Why do things happen as they do?” It gives an overview of a worldview that is grounded in science and informed by insights from modern and ancient literature, mythology, philosophy, psychology, and other perspectives from the humanities and the arts.

Part 1 begins at the beginning, with the modern story of Origins. Then it moves from broad to more narrow and personal, with chapters on:

Ways of the World

Life

Being Human

Being Religious

Each chapter begins by describing aspects of what can be understood through methods of science, and each concludes with “Reflections” on the spiritual implications of these views.




Origins

 

 

“In the beginning (if there was such a thing),

God created Newton’s laws of motion

together with the necessary masses and forces.

That is all…

all events, including the actions of mankind,

are determined by laws of nature.”

– Albert Einstein

 

 

All cultures have stories of how the world and its people came to be. Each has a mythic quality that orients us in the grand scheme of all that is. The story tells us what we are and it gives a foundation for considering what we should do.

Genesis 1 has inspired and grounded cultures for millennia. But, in the twentieth century, a different story took form.

This shows an expanding universe, tracing back to a “Big Bang,” when a massive expansion of energy led, over time, to formation of galaxies and stars and our solar system and planet.

It shows the formation of Earth and the transformation of its atmosphere and continents.

It shows life beginning as single cells, then, with natural selection, progressing to algae and plants, and to fish, amphibians, reptiles, and mammals in complex ecosystems.

It shows humans evolving from earlier forms of primates, and progressing from hunter/gatherer groups to lives as farmers and factory workers and computer technicians.

This twentieth-century story is well-grounded in science. Although some details remain topics of debate, the broad picture has been widely accepted by cultures and religions worldwide.

This shows a beautiful, intricate, vulnerable world, teeming with life and types of intelligence. It frames an understanding of our nature and our place, in context with other beings on Earth and forces in the cosmos.

Several questions have been asked.

How did this all begin?

What was present before the Big Bang?

Why is there something, rather than nothing?

Answers have been offered, but some of the concepts are hard to grasp and a number of things remain unknown. But a central point remains – that this could, and through naturalist eyes did, all occur due to natural processes. As Steven Hawking put it, “It is not necessary to invoke God to…set the Universe going.” “Because there is a law like gravity, the Universe can and will create itself from nothing.”

The modern story

The modern origins story is familiar to people around the world. But, as a central part of a naturalist view, it bears retelling. The version below was written by Carl Sagan.

     “For unknown ages after the explosive outpouring of matter and energy of the Big Bang, the Cosmos was without form. There were no galaxies, no planets, no life. Deep, impenetrable darkness was everywhere, hydrogen atoms in the void.

Here and there denser accumulations of gas were imperceptibly growing, globes of matter were condensing – hydrogen raindrops more massive than suns. Within these globes of gas was first kindled the nuclear fire latent in matter. A first generation of stars was born, flooding the Cosmos with light. There were in those times not yet any planets to receive the light, no living creatures to admire the radiance of the heavens.

Deep in the stellar furnaces the alchemy of nuclear fusion created heavy elements, the ashes of hydrogen burning, the atomic building materials of future planets and lifeforms.

Massive stars soon exhausted their stores of nuclear fuel. Rocked by colossal explosions, they returned most of their substance back into the thin gas from which they had once condensed. Here in the dark lush clouds between the stars, new raindrops made of many elements were forming, later generations of stars being born. Nearby, smaller raindrops grew, bodies far too little to ignite the nuclear fire, droplets in the interstellar mist on their way to form the planets. Among them was a small world of stone and iron, the early Earth.

     Congealing and warming, the Earth released the methane, ammonia, water and hydrogen gases that had been trapped within, forming the primitive atmosphere and the first oceans. Starlight from the Sun bathed and warmed the primeval Earth, drove storms, generated lightning and thunder. Volcanoes overflowed with lava. These processes disrupted molecules of the primitive atmosphere; the fragments fell back together again into more and more complex forms, which dissolved in the early oceans.

After a time the seas achieved the consistency of a warm, dilute soup. Molecules were organized, and complex chemical reactions driven, on the surface of clays. And one day a molecule arose that quite by accident was able to make crude copies of itself out of the other molecules in the broth. As time passed, more elaborate and more accurate self-replicating molecules arose. Those combinations best suited to further replication were favored by the sieve of natural selection. Those that copied better produced more copies. And the primitive oceanic broth gradually grew thin as it was consumed by and transformed into complex condensations of self-replicating organic molecules. Gradually, imperceptibly, life had begun.

     Single-celled plants evolved, and life began to generate its own food. Photosynthesis transformed the atmosphere. Sex was invented. Once free-living forms banded together to make a complex cell with specialized functions. Chemical receptors evolved, and the Cosmos could taste and smell. One-celled organisms evolved into multicellular colonies, elaborating their various parts into specialized organ systems. Eyes and ears evolved, and now the Cosmos could see and hear.

Plants and animals dissolved that the land could support life. Organisms buzzed, crawled, scuttled, lumbered, glided, flapped, shimmied, climbed and soared. Colossal beasts thundered through the steaming jungles. Small creatures emerged, born live instead of in hard-shelled containers, with a fluid like the early oceans coursing through their veins. They survived by swiftness and cunning.
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