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Preface


This book is the result of a long journey through the realms of science, history, philosophy, spiritual practice, theology, and religion, as well as physical journeys through Britain and Ireland, Continental Europe, North America, Malaysia, India and other parts of the world. Science and spiritual practices have been part of my life since I was a child, and I have thought about the relationships between them in many different contexts.


I was born and grew up in Newark-on-Trent, Nottinghamshire, a market town in the English Midlands. I had a fairly conventional Christian upbringing. My family were Methodists and I went to an Anglican boarding school for boys. 


From a very early age I was interested in plants and animals. I kept many kinds of animals at home. My father was a herbalist, microscopist and pharmacist, and he encouraged my interests. I wanted to be a biologist and I specialised in science at school. Then I went to Cambridge University, where I studied biology and biochemistry. 


During my scientific education, I realised that most of my science teachers were atheists and that they regarded atheism as normal. In England at that time, science and atheism went together. An atheist outlook seemed to be part of the scientific worldview, which I accepted. 


When I was seventeen, in the gap between leaving school and going to university, I worked as a lab technician in the research laboratories of a pharmaceutical company. I wanted to have research experience. When I took the job, I did not know that I would be working in a vivisection facility. I wanted to be a biologist because I loved animals. But now I was working in a kind of death camp. None of the cats, rabbits, guinea pigs, rats, mice or day-old chicks that were used in the experiments ever left the lab alive. I felt a great tension between my feelings for the animals and the scientific ideal of objectivity, which left no place for personal emotions. 


After I expressed some of my doubts, my colleagues reminded me that this was all for the good of humanity; these animals were being sacrificed to save human lives. And they had an undeniable point. All of us benefit from modern medicines, and almost all of these drugs have been tested on animals first. It would be irresponsible and illegal to test untried, potentially toxic chemicals on humans. Humans have rights, so the argument goes. Laboratory animals have almost none. Most people implicitly support this system of animal sacrifice by benefiting from modern medicine. 


Meanwhile, I read Sigmund Freud and Karl Marx, who reinforced my atheist views, and when I went to Cambridge as an undergraduate I joined the Cambridge Humanist Association. After going to a few meetings, I began to find them dull, and my curiosity took me elsewhere. The event that has stuck most in my mind was when we were addressed by the biologist Sir Julian Huxley, a leading light of the Secular Humanist movement. He argued that humans should take control of their own evolution and improve the human race by eugenics, namely selective breeding. 


He foresaw a new breed of genetically enhanced children, who would be fathered by artificial insemination using donated sperm. He enumerated the qualities that the sperm donors should have in order to create this uplift in humanity: they should be men who came from a long, scientific lineage, who had great personal achievements in science, and who had risen to a position of high esteem in public life. The ideal sperm donor turned out to be Sir Julian himself. I later learned that he practised what he preached.


As an atheist and as a budding mechanistic biologist, I was expected to believe that the universe was essentially mechanical, that there was no ultimate purpose and no God, and that our minds were nothing but the activity of our brains. But I found all this a strain, particularly when I fell in love. I had a beautiful girlfriend, and in a phase of intense emotion, I was going to physiology lectures on hormones. I learned about testosterone, progesterone and oestrogen, and how they affected different parts of male and female bodies. But there was a huge gap between the experience of being in love and learning these chemical formulae. 


I also became increasingly aware of the great gulf between my original inspiration – an interest in living plants and animals – and the kind of biology I was being taught. There was almost no connection between my direct experience of animals and plants and the way I was learning about them. In our laboratory classes, we killed the organisms we were studying, dissected them, and then separated their components into smaller and smaller bits, until we got down to the molecular level. 


I felt that there was something radically wrong, but I could not identify the problem. Then a friend who was studying literature lent me a book on German philosophy containing an essay on the writings of Johann von Goethe, the poet and botanist.1 I discovered that Goethe, at the beginning of the nineteenth century, had a vision of a different kind of science – a holistic science that integrated direct experience and understanding. It did not involve breaking everything down into pieces and denying the evidence of one’s senses. 


The idea that science could be different filled me with hope. I wanted to be a scientist. But I did not want to plunge straight into a career of research, which my teachers assumed I would do. I wanted to take some time out to look at a bigger picture. I was fortunate to be awarded a Frank Knox Fellowship at Harvard, and after graduating from Cambridge, I spent a year there (1963–4) studying philosophy and the history of science. 


Thomas Kuhn’s book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions had recently come out, and it made me realise that the mechanistic theory of nature was what Kuhn called a ‘paradigm’ – a collectively held model of reality, a belief system. Kuhn showed that periods of revolutionary change in science involved the replacement of old scientific models of reality with new ones. If science had changed radically in the past, then perhaps it could change again in the future – an exciting possibility.


I returned to Cambridge in England to work on plants. I did not want to work on animals, my original intention, because I did not want to spend my life killing them. I did a PhD on how plants make the hormone auxin, which stimulates the growth of stems, the formation of wood and the production of roots. The hormone powder that gardeners use to promote the rooting of cuttings contains a synthetic form of auxin. I then continued with research on plant development as a Fellow of Clare College, Cambridge and also a Research Fellow of the Royal Society, which gave me tremendous freedom, for which I am very grateful.


During this period, I became a member of a group called the Epiphany Philosophers, based in Cambridge.2 This group was an unlikely confluence of quantum physicists, mystics, Buddhists, Quakers, Anglicans and philosophers, including Richard Braithwaite, who was a professor of philosophy at Cambridge and a leading philosopher of science;3 his wife Margaret Masterman, Director of the Cambridge Language Research Unit, and a pioneer of Artificial Intelligence; and Dorothy Emmet, professor of philosophy at Manchester University, who had studied with the philosopher Alfred North Whitehead. Four times a year, we lived as a community in a windmill on the Norfolk coast, at Burnham Overy Staithe, for a week at a time. We had discussions about physics, biology, alternative medicine, acupuncture, psychical research, quantum theory, the nature of language and the philosophy of science. No idea was banned. 


During this seven-year period, I was free to do whatever research I liked, and wherever I liked. Funded by the Royal Society, I went to Malaysia for a year, because I wanted to study rainforest plants. I was based in the Botany Department of the University of Malaya, near Kuala Lumpur. On the way there, in 1968, I travelled through India and Sri Lanka for several months, and it was a major eye-opener. I found that there were totally different ways of looking at the world for which nothing in my education had prepared me.


When I returned to Cambridge, I continued with my research on plant development, and in particular, I focused on the way the plant hormone auxin is transported from leaves and stems towards root tips, changing the plant as it flows through it. Although this work was very successful, I became more and more convinced that the mechanistic approach was incapable of giving an adequate understanding of the development of form. There had to be top-down organising principles, not solely bottom-up ones. 


An architectural analogy for a top-down principle would be the plan of a building as a whole, and a bottom-up explanation would concern itself with the chemistry and physical properties of the bricks, the adhesive properties of the mortar, the stresses in the walls, the currents in the electric wiring, and so on. All these physical and chemical factors are important for understanding the properties of the building, but by themselves they cannot explain its shape, design and function. 


For these reasons, I became interested in the idea of biological fields, or morphogenetic fields, or form-shaping fields, a concept first proposed in the 1920s. The shape of a leaf is not only determined by genes inside its cells that enable them to make particular protein molecules, but also by a leaf-shaping field, a kind of invisible plan or mould, or ‘attractor’ for the leaf. This is different for oak leaves, rose leaves and bamboo leaves, even though they all have the same auxin molecules and the same kind of polar auxin transport system, moving auxin in one direction only, from the shoots towards the root tips, and not in the opposite direction. 


When I was thinking about how morphogenetic fields might be inherited, a new idea occurred to me: there might be a kind of memory in nature giving direct connections across time from past to present organisms, providing each species with a kind of collective memory of form and behaviour. I called this hypothetical transfer of memory morphic resonance. But I soon realised that this was a highly controversial proposal, and that I would not be able to publish it until I had thought about it much more thoroughly and looked for evidence, a process that might take years. 


At the same time, I became increasingly interested in exploring consciousness through psychedelic experiences, which convinced me that minds were vastly greater than anything I had been told about in my scientific education. 


In 1971, I learned Transcendental Meditation, because I wanted to be able to explore consciousness without drugs. At the Transcendental Meditation Centre in Cambridge, there was no need to accept any religious beliefs. The instructors presented the process as entirely physiological. That was fine by me; it worked, I was happy doing it, and I did not need to believe in anything beyond my own brain. I was still an atheist and I was pleased to find a spiritual practice that agreed with a scientific worldview, and did not require religion.


I was increasingly intrigued by Hindu philosophy, and by yoga, and in 1974 I had a chance to go and work in India at the International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT), near Hyderabad, where I became Principal Plant Physiologist. I did research on chickpeas and pigeonpeas, and was part of a team breeding better varieties with higher yields and greater resistance to drought, pests and diseases. 


I loved being in India, and spent some of my spare time visiting temples, ashrams and going to discourses by gurus. I also had a Sufi teacher in Hyderabad, Agha Hassan Hyderi. He gave me a Sufi mantra, a wazifa, and for about a year I did a Sufi form of meditation. One of the things I learned from him was that in the Sufi tradition, pleasure is God-given. His religion was not puritanical or ascetic. He wore wonderful brocade robes, was a connoisseur of perfumes, and sat running his fingers through a bowl of jasmine blossoms as he recited poetry in Urdu and Persian. I had always associated religion with a denial of pleasure, but Agha’s attitude was completely different. 


Then a new thought crossed my mind: what about Christianity? Since my teenage conversion to atheism and Secular Humanism, I had not given it much thought, even though the Epiphany Philosophers were a Christian group, and we chanted psalms together in plainsong every morning and evening at the windmill. 


When I asked a Hindu guru for his advice on my spiritual journey, he said, ‘All paths lead to God. You come from a Christian family and you should follow a Christian path.’ The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. The holy places of Hinduism are in India, or near India, like Mount Kailash. The holy places of Britain are in Britain, and most of them are Christian. My ancestors were Christian for many centuries; they were born, married and died within the Christian tradition, including my parents. 


I began to pray the Lord’s Prayer, and I started going to church at the Anglican church, St John’s, in Secunderabad. I rediscovered Christian faith. After a while, at the age of thirty-four, I was confirmed in the Church of South India, an ecumenical church formed by the coming together of Anglicans and Methodists. I had not been confirmed at school, unlike most of the other boys.


I still felt a huge tension between Hindu wisdom, which I found to be so deep, and the Christian tradition, which by comparison seemed spiritually shallow. Then, through a friend, I discovered a wonderful teacher, Father Bede Griffiths, who lived in a Christian ashram in Tamil Nadu, in the South of India. He was a British Benedictine monk, who had been in India for more than twenty years. 


He introduced me to the Christian mystical tradition, about which I knew very little, and to medieval Christian philosophy, particularly the works of St Thomas Aquinas and St Bonaventure. Their insights seemed to me deeper than anything I had heard about in sermons and churches, or in universities. Father Bede also had a profound understanding of Indian philosophy, and gave regular discourses on the Upanishads, which contain many of the core ideas in Hindu thought. He showed how the Eastern and Western philosophical and religious traditions could illuminate each other.4


While I was working at ICRISAT, I continued to think about morphic resonance, and after more than four years, I was ready to take some time off to write about it. I wanted to stay in India to do this, and Father Bede provided the perfect solution by inviting me to live in his ashram, Shantivanam, on the banks of the River Cauvery, a sacred river. 


Father Bede’s ashram combined many aspects of Indian culture with Christian tradition. We ate vegetarian food off banana leaves while sitting on the floor; there was yoga every morning, and one-hour periods of meditation in the morning and the evening. I usually meditated in the shade of some trees on the riverbank. The mass in the morning started with the chanting of the Gayatri mantra, a Sanskrit mantra invoking the divine power that shines through the sun. I asked Father Bede, ‘How can you chant a Hindu mantra in a Catholic ashram?’ He replied, ‘Precisely because it’s catholic. Catholic means universal. If it excludes anything that is a path to God, it’s not catholic, but just a sect.’ 


I stayed there for a year and a half, from 1978–9, living in a palm-leaf-thatched hut under a banyan tree where I wrote my book, A New Science of Life. I then went back to work at ICRISAT on a part-time basis for several more years, spending part of each year in India, part in Britain and part in California. 


Back in Britain, I had a wonderful time rediscovering my native traditions. I loved the fact that just as Indians have pilgrimages, Europeans have pilgrimages, too. I went on pilgrimages to cathedrals, churches, and ancient sites like Avebury. It felt like coming home, reconnecting with my native land and with those who had lived there before. I made it my practice to go to church on Sundays, wherever I was, usually in my local parish church. I still do so. 


Soon after A New Science of Life was published in Britain in 1981, I was back in India working on my field experiments, when I was invited to speak at a conference in Bombay called ‘Ancient Wisdom and Modern Science’. I took a few days off from harvesting my crops and went there to give a talk on morphic resonance. While I was at the conference, I met Jill Purce, who was speaking as part of the ancient wisdom programme. Jill had written a book called The Mystic Spiral: Journey of the Soul, and she was also the general editor of a series of beautiful books on Art and Imagination, published by Thames & Hudson, which are still in print today. 


Jill and I met again a few months later in India, after she had been on a retreat in the Himalayas as part of her practice of Dzogchen, a form of Tibetan Buddhism, and later that year we met up again in England, where we came together. We were married in 1985 and have lived in Hampstead, in North London, ever since. 


When I met her, Jill had developed a new way of teaching chanting, introducing people to the power of group chant, drawing on traditions from many different cultures and religions. In her workshops she taught, and still teaches, a form of overtone chanting, traditionally practised in Mongolia and Tuva, which makes audible, high, flute-like notes, harmonics of the fundamental tone of the chant. She also shows how chanting can have powerful consciousness-shifting effects and bring people into resonance with each other.5


Over the last thirty-five years I have been doing experimental research on plant growth, morphic resonance,6 homing pigeons,7 dogs that know when their owners are coming home,8 the sense of being stared at,9 telephone telepathy10 and a range of other subjects. From 2005–10, I was the Director of the Perrott-Warrick Project for research into unexplained human and animal abilities, funded by Trinity College, Cambridge.


The results of this research have convinced me that our minds extend far beyond our brains, as do the minds of other animals. For example, there seem to be direct telepathic influences from animals to other animals, and from humans to other humans, from humans to animals, and from animals to humans. Telepathic connections usually occur between people and animals who are emotionally bonded. 


Such psychic phenomena are normal, not paranormal; they are natural, not supernatural; they are part of the way that minds and social bonds work. They are sometimes called ‘paranormal’ because they do not fit into a narrow understanding of reality. But the phenomena themselves can be studied scientifically and they have measurable effects. They are about interactions between living organisms, and between living organisms and their environment. However, they are not in themselves spiritual phenomena. 


There is a distinction between the psychic and spiritual realms. Phenomena such as telepathy reveal that minds are not confined to brains. But we are also open to connections with a far greater consciousness, a more-than-human spiritual reality, whatever we call it. Spiritual practices help us to explore this question for ourselves.


Jill’s work is one of my inspirations for writing this book, because she has developed a way of teaching spiritual practices that includes anyone who is interested, whatever their religion or non-religion. As I found with Transcendental Meditation, and as I have seen over and over again with Jill’s workshops, people can learn spiritual practices, and practise them, without having to start by articulating their beliefs or doubts. Their practices can lead to a deeper understanding, but direct experience comes first. 


The same principles apply to all the practices I discuss in this book. All of them are open to Christians, Jews, Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, animists, neo-shamans, people who are spiritual but not religious, New Agers, Secular Humanists, agnostics, and atheists. I myself am a Christian, an Anglican, and I take part in these practices in a Christian context. But all of them are practised by followers of other religions, and also by atheists and agnostics. No religion, or non-religion, has a monopoly of these practices. They are open to everyone. 


Many scientific studies have shown that these practices confer benefits on those who do them. For example, people who make a practice of being grateful are, on average, happier than people who do not. I am writing this book because I believe that in our secular age there is a great need to rediscover these practices, whatever one’s religion or non-religion. 


There are many kinds of spiritual practice. In this book, I discuss a selection of seven, in all of which I participate myself.


Hampstead, London
February 2017 




Introduction


All religions have spiritual practices. These practices help to connect people with each other and with forms of consciousness beyond the human level. 


Until recently, most atheists and secular humanists took it for granted that these practices were a waste of time, if not dangerously irrational. But attitudes are shifting, especially in relation to health and wellbeing. While medical sciences have made huge advances, they do not confer a sense of meaning or purpose in life, nor are they about improving relationships, or instilling values of gratitude, generosity and forgiveness. We do not expect medicine to do these things. These are all roles that religions play, and they turn out to have major effects on people’s health and wellbeing. Recent research studies show that, on average, religious people suffer less from anxiety and depression than non-religious people;1 they are less prone to suicide,2 less likely to smoke,3 and less likely to abuse alcohol or other drugs.4


Most of these studies did not disentangle the effects of specific spiritual practices and beliefs, and all religions involve a wide range of practices. Some of these practices can also be carried out in a secular context, including meditation and gratitude. Even for non-religious people, these practices turn out to be good for physical and mental health. 


In the twentieth century, many people believed that science and reason would soon reign supreme, and religions would wither away. Humanity would ascend to a secular, reason-based social order, liberated from the shackles of ancient dogmas and superstitions. But rather than dying out, religions have persisted. Islam has not faded away. Hinduism is alive and well. Buddhism’s prestige has increased in previously non-Buddhist countries, partly thanks to the Dalai Lama. The practice of Christianity is indeed in decline in most of Europe and North America, but is growing in sub-Saharan Africa, and also in Asia and the Pacific, where there are now more Christians than in Europe.5 In Russia during the Soviet period, the state was officially atheist and religion was brutally suppressed, but since the communist system ended in 1991, the proportion of Christians in the population has greatly increased. In 1991, sixty-one per cent of Russians described themselves as having no religion, and thirty-one per cent as Russian Orthodox; by 2008, only eighteen per cent said they had no religion and seventy-two per cent said they were Orthodox Christians.6 


In response to these unexpected trends, there has been a revival of militant atheism. This twenty-first-century anti-religious crusade has been led by the so-called New Atheists, notably Sam Harris, author of The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reason; Richard Dawkins in The God Delusion; Daniel Dennett in Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon; and Christopher Hitchens in God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything. 


The New Atheists do not believe in God, but they have a strong belief in the philosophy of materialism. Materialists believe that the entire universe is unconscious, made up of mindless matter, governed by impersonal mathematical laws. Nature has no design or purpose. Evolution is a result of the interplay of blind chance and physical necessity. Consciousness is confined to the insides of heads and only exists inside brains. God, angels and spirits are ideas in human minds: hence they are inside human brains. They have no independent existence ‘out there’. 


From within this materialist belief system, religion seems like a morass of superstition and irrationality; it represents an evolutionary stage that humanity has outgrown. People who are still religious are feeble-minded or deluded; they should be liberated from the prison of falsehood in which they are trapped, or at least their children should be educated out of it.


The materialist worldview has played a major role in the secularisation of Europe and North America, which has been accompanied by a decline in traditional religious observance, especially among people of Christian backgrounds.7 In Europe today, only a small minority practises the Christian faith on a regular basis. In Britain, the percentage of regular churchgoers in 2015 was five per cent of the population, down from twelve per cent in 1980.8 A far higher proportion of the population, forty-nine per cent, defined themselves as having no religion – the so-called ‘nones’. In the white population, nones were a majority.9 


Except in Russia, a decline in Christian faith and practice has occurred almost everywhere in Europe, in both Roman Catholic and Protestant countries. In 2011 in France, historically Catholic, only about five per cent of the population attended a church service weekly,10 about the same percentage as in Sweden, historically Protestant.11 Even in countries where the Catholic Church used to be very strong, there have been dramatic drops in religious observance. In the Irish Republic, in 2011 only about eighteen per cent attended weekly mass, down from nearly ninety per cent in 1984.12 Even in Poland, the most religious country in Europe, weekly church attendance declined to less than forty per cent by 2011.13 


Most European countries are now predominantly secular and are often described as post-Christian. But the United States is more religious. In 2014, eighty-nine per cent of Americans said they believed in God, seventy-seven per cent identified with a religious faith, and thirty-six per cent attended services weekly. The proportion of atheists was three per cent, much lower than in most of Europe.14 But even in the US, religious affiliation and observance are declining.15 


Now everything is in flux. The fundamental assumptions of materialism turn out to be very questionable when examined in the light of advances in the sciences themselves, as I show in my book The Science Delusion (called Science Set Free in the USA). Meanwhile, the very existence of human consciousness has become increasingly problematic for materialists, who start from the assumption that everything is made of unconscious matter, including human brains. If so, how does consciousness emerge in brains, when it is absent from the rest of nature? This is called the ‘hard problem’ in the philosophy of mind. 


Spirituality outside religion


These declines in religious affiliation and observance do not mean that most people have become atheists. In a survey in Britain in 2013, only thirteen per cent of adults said they agreed with the statement, ‘Humans are purely material beings with no spiritual element.’ Over three-quarters of all adults said they believed that ‘there are things in life that we simply cannot explain through science or any other means.’ Even among people who described themselves as non-religious, more than sixty per cent said there are things that cannot be explained, and over a third believed in the existence of spiritual beings.16


Whatever people’s avowed beliefs, recent studies have shown that spiritual experiences are surprisingly common, even among those who describe themselves as non-religious.17 These include near-death experiences, spontaneous mystical experiences, and revelations while taking psychedelic drugs. The Religious Experience Research Unit in Oxford, set up by the biologist Sir Alister Hardy, asked British people, ‘Have you ever experienced a presence or power, whether you call it God or not, which is different from your everyday self?’ In 1978, thirty-six per cent said yes; in 1987, forty-eight per cent; and in 2000, over seventy-five per cent of respondents said they were ‘aware of a spiritual dimension to their experience.’ In 1962, the Gallup organisation asked Americans if they had ever had ‘a religious or mystical experience’, and twenty-two per cent said yes; in 1994, thirty-three per cent; and in 2009, forty-nine per cent.18 


These surveys do not necessarily mean that spiritual and mystical experiences are more common than they were; they may reflect a weakening of the taboo against talking about such experiences. Many people used to be afraid that if they admitted to mystical experiences they would be classified as mentally unbalanced. But mainstream psychiatry and psychology are now more open to ‘anomalous experiences’, and it is culturally more acceptable to discuss them.19


Secularism has not led to an extinction of interest in spiritual realms, nor to an eclipse of spiritual experiences.20 But many people’s spiritual interests and experiences now take place outside traditional religious frameworks. For instance, millions practise yoga and meditation in a secular context. New forms of spirituality are emerging that are based primarily on personal experience. They fill a need that atheism cannot satisfy. 


The crisis of faithlessness


Hardline atheists such as Daniel Dennett and Richard Dawkins are suspicious of spiritual experiences and tend to dismiss them as delusions of the brain or chemical side effects. But a growing number of atheists and secular humanists are willing to talk about such experiences, and indeed regard them as essential for human flourishing. 


The children’s writer Philip Pullman, a prominent public atheist, had a mystical experience as a young man that left him with the conviction that the universe is ‘alive, conscious and full of purpose’. In a recent interview he said, ‘Everything I’ve written, even the lightest and simplest things, has been an attempt to bear witness to the truth of that statement.’21


The philosopher Alain de Botton, who was brought up as an atheist, has come to the conclusion that by abandoning religion, atheists impoverish their lives. In his bestselling book Religion For Atheists: A Non-Believer’s Guide to the Uses of Religion, he shows how religion satisfies social and personal needs that a purely secular lifestyle cannot. 


De Botton was the son of two secular Jews who, he says, ‘placed religious belief somewhere on a par with an attachment to Santa Claus … If any members of their social circle were discovered to harbour clandestine religious sentiments, my parents would start to regard them with the sort of pity more commonly reserved for those diagnosed with a degenerative disease and could from then on never be persuaded to take them seriously again.’22 


In his mid-twenties, de Botton underwent what he calls a ‘crisis of faithlessness’. Although he remained a committed atheist, he was liberated by the thought that it might be possible to engage with religion without subscribing to religious beliefs. He came to the conclusion that his continuing resistance to religious ideas ‘was no justification for giving up on the music, buildings, prayers, rituals, feasts, shrines, pilgrimages, communal meals and illuminated manuscripts of the faiths’: 


Secular society has been unfairly impoverished by the loss of an array of practices and themes which atheists typically find it impossible to live with … We have grown frightened of the word morality. We bridle at the thought of hearing a sermon. We flee from the idea that art should be uplifting or have an ethical mission. We don’t go on pilgrimages. We can’t build temples. We have no mechanisms for expressing gratitude. The notion of reading a self-help book has become absurd to the high-minded. We resist mental exercises. Strangers rarely sing together.23


De Botton says he wants to enrich the lives of atheists by ‘stealing’ these practices from religion. He turns to religion for insights into how to build a sense of community, make relationships last, overcome feelings of envy and inadequacy, and get more out of art, architecture and music. 


Another atheist, Sam Harris, best known for his anti-religious polemics, is at the same time a committed meditator. He spent two years in India sitting at the feet of gurus, and has been initiated into the Tibetan Dzogchen meditative tradition. In his book Waking Up: Searching for Spirituality Without Religion, he writes:


Spirituality remains the great hole in secularism, humanism, rationalism, atheism, and all the other defensive postures that reasonable men and women strike in the presence of unreasonable faith. People on both sides of this divide imagine that visionary experience has no place within the context of science – apart from the corridors of a mental hospital. Until we can talk about spirituality in rational terms – acknowledging the validity of self-transcendence – our world will remain shattered by dogmatism.24


Harris now teaches meditation in online courses.25


Meanwhile, a new atheist church called the Sunday Assembly has been spreading rapidly. It was founded in London in 2013 by two comedians, Sanderson Jones and Pippa Evans. Its services include singing, small-group bonding and uplifting stories. Its motto is ‘Live better, help often, wonder more’.26 Jones describes himself as a ‘humanist mystic’ and hopes the Sunday Assembly, unlike earlier humanist groups, will develop an ecstatic or charismatic brand of humanism.27 


Many old-school atheists are willing to admit the validity of feelings of awe and wonder at the universe as revealed by science. But this is almost their only concession to the subjectivity of spirituality. A new generation of atheists and secular humanists are exploring the traditional territory of religion, and trying to incorporate a range of spiritual practices into a secular lifestyle. Meanwhile, the effects of spiritual practices themselves are now being investigated scientifically as never before.


Scientific studies of spiritual practice


In the late twentieth century, from small beginnings in the 1970s, scientists began to investigate a wide range of spiritual practices, including, but not limited to, meditation, prayer, community singing, and the practice of gratitude. In the year 2001, a comprehensive review in the Handbook of Religion and Health brought together the findings of more than 1,200 research studies.28 In this century, there has been a great increase in the amount of research, and a second edition of the Handbook published in 2012 reviewed more than 2,100 original, quantitative, data-based studies published since the year 2000. Many more have been published since. The results generally show that religious and spiritual practices confer benefits that include better physical and mental health, less proneness to depression, and greater longevity.29 


The old-fashioned opposition between science and religion is a false dichotomy. Open-minded scientific studies enhance our understanding of spiritual and religious practices. 


In this book, I discuss seven kinds of practice and review scientific studies on their effects. I am not including all possible spiritual practices, but only a limited selection. I intend to explore several more in a subsequent book. 


These practices are compatible both with a secular way of life and also with a religious way of life. 


The practices themselves are about experience, not about belief. Nevertheless, as I show in the discussions in this book, beliefs affect the interpretation of the practices. For example, over many centuries people have meditated within the Hindu, Buddhist, Jewish, Christian, Muslim, Sikh and other religious traditions. They have done so in the belief that their practices are connecting them to a level of more-than-human consciousness. 


Materialists deny as a matter of principle the existence of consciousness beyond the human level. They think of experiences while meditating as nothing but changes within brains, confined to the insides of heads. Nevertheless, whatever their belief system, people who practise meditation often receive benefits that enrich their lives. 


The seven practices I discuss in this book are common to all religions. All religions encourage gratitude. There is pilgrimage in all traditions – Hindus go to temples dedicated to gods and goddesses, to holy mountains like Mount Kailash, and holy rivers like the Ganges. Muslims go on pilgrimage to Mecca. Jews, Christians and Muslims go on pilgrimage to Jerusalem. In Western Europe, Christians go to Santiago de Compostela, Rome, Canterbury, and Chartres; Irish Catholics go to Croagh Patrick, the Irish holy mountain, and Lough Derg, the sacred lake. 


Reconnecting with the more-than-human-world is part of all religious traditions, and all connect in spiritually meaningful ways with plants. Rituals are an expression of spirituality and are found in all religions and secular societies. All spiritual traditions involve chanting and singing.


At the end of each chapter I suggest two ways in which you can gain direct experiences of these practices for yourself.




1


Meditation and the Nature of Minds


Of all the spiritual practices discussed in this book, meditation is the most inward. When meditating, people withdraw from normal activities, and usually sit still with their eyes closed. 


In this chapter, I start by discussing what meditation involves. Then, after a brief history of meditation, I discuss research on its effects on physical and mental health, and on how it affects the physiology of meditators and the activity of their brains. I then look in more detail at the experience of meditation and its implications for our understanding of consciousness, both human and more-than-human.


To an outside observer, someone sitting quietly with closed eyes could be praying rather than meditating, and indeed one kind of prayer, contemplative prayer, is a form of meditation. But the internal experience is very different. Most kinds of prayer engage the mind in outward-directed attention, as in praying for other people, and making requests. These kinds of prayer are about something. They express intentions. Meditation is not about intentions or requests: it is to do with letting go of thoughts. 


I both meditate and pray, and I think of the difference between them as being like breathing in and breathing out. Meditation is like breathing in, directing the mind inwards; and prayer like breathing out, directing the mind outwards. Meditation involves a detachment from normal everyday concerns, with inward-directed consciousness; petitionary and intercessory prayer link the life of the spirit to what is happening in the outer world: such prayer is outward-directed. 


There are many techniques of meditation, and various forms are found in all the main religious traditions. Most are practised while sitting, but some involve moving rather than sitting still, as in Zen walking meditation and Qigong, a series of slow, flowing movements combined with deep rhythmic breathing. 


The most widely used practices in the modern Western world are derived from the Hindu and Buddhist traditions, and usually involve silently repeating a mantra, a word or phrase, or paying attention to breathing. What happens is that one part of the mind is involved in repeating the mantra or attending to the breathing, while other parts of the mind continue their normal activities. A continuous flow of thoughts and sensations usually engages and preoccupies us. But having an alternative focus of attention on the mantra or the breath interrupts this flow by providing another reference point for the mind. 


In this process, meditators notice that thoughts and sensations flood into their minds, one after another, and that they engage with these thoughts and forget all about the mantra or the breathing – until they come back to it again. Then the process begins afresh. 


The practice of repeating the mantra or observing the breath relativises and helps detach the meditator from this continual mental activity that otherwise fills the mind. Through practice, it is possible to watch thoughts come and go like clouds passing through the sky, or fish swimming through the water. 


Why is this helpful? What’s the point? For people who lead busy, action-oriented lives, meditation can seem like a waste of time. It is the opposite of our usual Western tendency to follow the slogan, ‘Don’t just sit there: Do something!’ It is more like, ‘Don’t just do something: Sit there!’ 


One of the effects of meditation is an increase in self-knowledge, a greater awareness of the workings of our minds. We might assume that we are fully in charge of our thoughts and our attention. But even a slight acquaintance with the practice of meditation makes us aware how many thoughts insert themselves into our minds and how little control we have over this process. Even people who have practised meditation for many years do not slip instantly into a bliss-filled state of mental stillness. Their minds continue to generate thoughts and images, and their bodies and senses continue to generate sensations, even if they can avoid feeding them with attention and energy. 


Meditation is a spiritual practice because it is about living in the present, which can also be experienced as living in the presence of a mind or consciousness or awareness greater than one’s own. By contrast, the thoughts that continually flow into our minds take us out of the present, into memories, or desires and fantasies, or resentments about past wrongs, or about intentions for future activities, or about worries about what we ought to have done or ought to do next, or fears about what might happen in the future. All these kinds of thoughts take our minds away from here and now. The practice of the mantra, or the awareness of our breathing, bring us back to the present. 


Meditative practices can lead to an enhanced state of consciousness that is experienced as ineffable, too powerful or beautiful to be described. Attempts to translate this experience into cultural and religious frameworks have led to many different terms, including Buddha consciousness, cosmic consciousness, God consciousness, Christ consciousness, true-Self, Formless Void, and undifferentiated Beingness.1
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