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Preface



I am a strong believer in the scientific method and empirical enquiry. I am a research scientist, and have done hundreds of experiments myself, summarised in more than eighty-five papers in peer-reviewed scientific journals, together with articles in many technical books and in several scientific encyclopaedias. I spend much of my time doing experimental research.


I also believe that it is only through spiritual practices and direct experiences that we can effectively deepen our own connections with the more-than-human realms of consciousness, and become more aware of the underlying source of all consciousness and all nature.


These practices tell us something about our own nature. They also tell us something about the nature of the spiritual realm, the realm beyond the mundane, by which I mean the realm of more-than-human consciousness.


This is a sequel to my book Science and Spiritual Practices. In that book, I discuss seven very different spiritual practices – gratitude, meditation, connecting with nature, relating to plants, singing and chanting, rituals, and pilgrimage. In this book, I discuss a further seven practices, including some that are not usually thought of as having a spiritual dimension, like learning from animals and participating in sports.


The scientific exploration of spiritual practices is a very positive aspect of the modern world. The self-imposed separation between science and the spiritual realm is breaking down, as scientists investigate spiritual practices and as the field of consciousness studies develops. Both science and spiritual experiences are empirical, based on experience. Systematic research into experiences brought about by spiritual practices brings science and spirituality into convergence. This new synergy could lead towards better ways of relating to the realm of more-than-human consciousness, and also to deepening our understanding of spiritual experiences.


In the preface to Science and Spiritual Practices, I wrote about my own personal background and long-standing interests in both scientific research and the exploration of spiritual practices, not only in Europe and North America, but also in Asia. In summary, after a conventional Christian upbringing, as a teenager studying science I became an atheist, accepting the conventional scientific view that science was essentially atheistic and that science and reason had superseded superstitions, like a belief in God and in religious dogmas.


But through my studies at Cambridge and Harvard Universities, and through my research in developmental biology at Cambridge, my atheist faith was weakened by scientific doubts about the machine theory of life. I found it harder and harder to believe that animals and plants are nothing but unconscious mechanisms programmed by genes that had evolved by chance and the blind forces of natural selection.


While I was a Fellow of Clare College, Cambridge, and Director of Studies in Cell Biology, I also found myself questioning the materialist assumption that minds are nothing but the activity of brains. Travelling in Asia, discovering psychedelics, and taking up the practice of meditation amplified these doubts.


I spent a year in Malaysia doing research on tropical plants at the University of Malaya. I also spent seven years in India, five of them as Principal Plant Physiologist and Consultant Plant Physiologist at the International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT), near Hyderabad, where I helped in the breeding of new varieties of chickpeas and pigeon peas, and in the development of new cropping systems that are now widely used by farmers. I also spent two years in a Christian ashram on the bank of the river Cauvery in Tamil Nadu, where I wrote my first book, A New Science of Life.


My wife, Jill Purce, is a voice teacher, who has pioneered new ways of working with group chant. Her workshops and seminars open up ancient spiritual practices with the voice to anyone who is interested. Jill’s work has shown me over and over again how spiritual practices can enrich people’s lives, whether they think of themselves as religious or not, and is one of the inspirations for this book.


My purpose in this book is not to make an exhaustive catalogue of all possible spiritual practices, but to illustrate that there are many different ways of approaching the spiritual realm, and that they have scientifically measurable effects.


I hope this book will help those who already do these spiritual practices to see them in a new evolutionary and scientific light. For those who are not familiar with some or all of these practices, I hope these discussions will open up new personal possibilities.


Hampstead, London


July 2018







Introduction



Never before has any civilisation had access to almost all the world’s spiritual practices. In major cosmopolitan cities, it is now possible to attend rituals from a wide range of religious traditions, to learn to meditate, to practise yoga or chi gong, to take part in shamanic practices, to explore consciousness through psychedelic drugs (albeit illegally in most places), to sing and chant, to participate in a wide range of prayers, to learn martial arts and to practise a bewildering array of sports.


All these practices can take us beyond normal, familiar, everyday states of consciousness. They can lead to experiences of connection with more-than-human consciousness, and a sense of a greater conscious presence. Such experiences are often described as spiritual.


The experiences themselves leave open the question of the nature of the spiritual realm. As I discuss in this book, there are several possible interpretations of spiritual experiences, including the materialist view that they are all inside brains and that there are no more-than-human forms of consciousness ‘out there’.


At the same time, spiritual practices are being investigated scientifically as never before. We are at the beginning of a new phase of scientific, philosophical and spiritual development.


The philosophy of nature that has dominated the natural sciences since the late nineteenth century is mechanistic materialism, the belief that all nature is machine-like, made up of non-conscious matter whose behaviour is determined by mathematical laws, including the probabilistic laws of quantum mechanics, together with chance events. Nature is purposeless, and evolution has no direction or meaning. Minds are nothing but the activity of brains, and are confined to the insides of heads. Consciousness is an illusion, or a functionless by-product of brain activity. Free will is an illusion, too.1


This kind of science has been very successful in physics, chemistry, engineering and technology. It has also led to great advances in biology, in particular a description of the molecular mechanisms of genetic inheritance and the role of genes in the synthesis of protein molecules. In medicine, there have been enormous advances, through ever more skilful surgery and through the development of a host of drugs and vaccines.


But the science of the mind, psychology, has been far less successful. A science that assumed that everything is made of non-conscious matter was not well-equipped to deal with consciousness. For much of the twentieth century, academic psychology in the English-speaking world was dominated by the school of behaviourism, which treated subjective experiences as irrelevant and unscientific, because they could not be objectively measured.Behaviourists valued only objective measurements of bodily activity or glandular secretions.


When behaviourism’s dominance waned in the late twentieth century, the new academic orthodoxy was cognitive psychology, based on the idea that the mind is nothing but the activity of the brain, and that the brain is a kind of computer, processing algorithms. The mind is like the software and the brain is like the hardware.


In the 1990s, the psychologist Antonio Damasio helped disrupt the dominant computer-centred model of brain activity by suggesting that thinking is influenced by emotions, and that emotions are rooted in the reactions of the body, like the fight-or-flight reaction mediated by the hormone adrenaline. In his influential book, Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason and the Human Brain, he proposed that emotions guide behaviour and decision-making.2 For most people outside the academic world, the idea that emotions influence human behaviour and decision-making is neither shocking nor original. It is common sense. But in the world of academic psychology it was a radical innovation.


Another innovation was the school of positive psychology, officially established in the academic world in 1998, which set itself the goal of finding out what makes life worth living.3 When positive psychologists investigated what makes people happy, they found a wide range of activities that do so, including being absorbed in one’s work, having a good conversation, singing, dancing, making love and playing games. The common factor is a state of absorption or flow.4 By contrast, people are less happy when they are separate, detached, alienated, or in conflict. Positive psychologists have contributed to the study of spiritual practices by studying the effects of gratitude (discussed in Science and Spiritual Practices [SSP], chapter 2), and the induction of states of flow through sports, singing and dancing.


The 1990s also saw the emergence of the field of consciousness studies, which went far beyond the limited perspectives of behaviourism and cognitive psychology, opening up areas of research that most scientists had ignored or rejected as unscientific. Researchers in this field investigate near-death experiences, meditation, the effects of connecting with nature, out-of-the-body experiences, mystical states of union, the effects of singing and chanting in a group, and psychedelic experiences. All these enquiries take the sciences a long way beyond old-style mechanistic materialism.5 Indeed, some materialists and atheists are now exploring their own consciousness through practices like meditation and psychedelics. Sam Harris, for example, one of the New Atheists, is now a meditator and teaches meditation online.6


This convergence of science and spiritual practices is surprising from the point of view of materialist orthodoxy, in which the vast majority of contemporary scientists have been trained. Yet it is entirely consistent with the scientific method, which involves the formation of hypotheses – guesses about the way the world works – and then testing them experimentally. The ultimate arbiter is experience, not theory. In French, the word experience, means both ‘experience’ and ‘experiment’. The Greek word for experience is empeiria, the root of our English word ‘empirical’. The exploration of consciousness through consciousness itself is literally empirical, based on experience. Spiritual practices provide ways in which consciousness can be explored empirically.7


This book continues the enquiry I started in my book Science and Spiritual Practices, in which I discuss seven different practices that have been investigated empirically, both by the practitioners themselves and by scientists studying the effects of their practices. The chapters discussing these practices are entitled:




	Meditation and the Nature of Minds



	The Flow of Gratitude



	Reconnecting with the More-Than-Human World



	Relating to Plants



	Rituals and the Presence of the Past



	Singing, Chanting and the Power of Music



	Pilgrimages and Holy Places






In this book, I discuss seven further practices under the chapter headings:




	The Spiritual Side of Sports



	Learning from Animals



	Fasting



	Cannabis, Psychedelics and Spiritual Openings



	Powers of Prayer



	Holy Days and Festivals



	Cultivating Good Habits, Avoiding Bad Habits, and Being Kind






I conclude with a discussion of why these practices work.


These two books do not constitute a comprehensive survey of all spiritual practices. There are many others, including yoga, service to others, tai chi, chi gong, devotional worship or bhakti, tantric sex, caring for dying people, dream yoga, and the practices of the arts. Some practices suit some people better than others; some practices are better at some times of life than others, and all religious traditions have their own combinations.


I have taken part in all the practices I discuss in this book. Many people are more expert than I am in each of these practices. I am not a guru, but an explorer. My purpose is to take further the project I began in Science and Spiritual Practices, to show that there is a wide variety of ways to connect to greater conscious realities, however we conceive of them, and that the effects of these practices can be investigated scientifically. At the end of each chapter, after the discussion of a particular kind of practice, I suggest two ways in which readers can experience this practice for themselves.


We are on the threshold of a new era of the exploration of consciousness, both through a revival of spiritual practices and also through the scientific study of them. After several generations in which science and spirituality seemed to be in opposition, they are becoming complementary. Together, they are contributing to an unprecedented phase of spiritual evolution, beginning now.







1


The Spiritual Side of Sports


Most people do not think of sports as spiritual practices; sports seem supremely secular. Yet in modern secular societies, sports may be one of the most common ways in which people experience the self-transcendence that can come through being in the present. A meditator may find his mind wandering and only occasionally come back into a full sense of presence, but a football player in an important match is completely in the present, or else he is out of the game. Someone skiing downhill at sixty miles an hour has to be completely focused, as does a surfer on a gigantic wave, or a free climber on a rock face with no ropes, or a hunter stalking a deer when the slightest noise or visible movement might cause the quarry to run away.


Surprisingly, the word sport is indirectly derived from the Latin root portare, meaning to carry, as in our English words export (to carry out), deport (to carry away) and disport (away from carrying) – which came to mean to amuse oneself, or to make merry, or to play games. Sport comes from disport.


Play comes from the Old English plega, to frolic.1 The primary English meanings are to exercise oneself, or to act or move energetically. Play also means to engage in a game, or to play for stakes as in gambling, or to take part in a sport, or to play a musical instrument, or to perform on the stage, as in a play. Not only humans and non-human animals play: flames and fountains play too, metaphorically, through their freedom and spontaneity, as does moving light in ‘the play of light’.2


The Middle English word gamen, related to the Old High German gaman, merriment, meant a game or a sport, and came to mean gaming in the sense of gambling. Game also means wild animals caught for sport, as in ‘game pie’.


All these words have a wide range of meanings, but what they have in common is being away from the usual business of life. The philosopher David Papineau, himself a keen sportsman, has thought more about sports than most people, and has summarised his conclusions with admirable clarity: the value of sporting achievement lies in ‘the enjoyment of sheer physical skill’.3


Humans hone their physical abilities and take delight in exercising them. This definition explains why many sports are not games, like skiing or shooting pheasants, while some sporting skills exist only within games, like topspin tennis backhands. Other sports are based on skills that already occur in everyday life, like running, jumping, rowing, shooting, lifting and throwing.


Papineau concludes, ‘These ordinary activities turn into sports whenever people start performing them for their own sake, and strive for excellence in their exercise.’4 A wide range of other physical activities that are not part of everyday life can also turn into sports, like windsurfing and skydiving.


What about the role of competition? Some sports, especially spectator sports, are competitions, like wrestling and cricket. Papineau points out that competition plays an important part in sport, because it enables people to measure themselves against others: ‘To exercise a skill is to want to do something well, indeed as well as is feasible.’5 But some sports are not directly competitive. Mountaineers may seek to scale a particularly difficult peak, but their achievement is not primarily in competition with other people, more a challenge to themselves.


In this chapter, I look first at the evolutionary and anthropological context of modern sports. Although sports are not normally undertaken as spiritual exercises, they can have a range of spiritual effects, which I discuss. These effects include being intensely present, and feeling part of something greater than oneself.


The evolutionary background


In his book, The Descent of Man, Charles Darwin emphasised the importance of sexual selection in a wide range of animals. Among birds, he pointed out that most males are ‘highly pugnacious’ in the breeding season, but even the most aggressive rarely depend solely on their ability to drive away rivals; they have a range of ways of ‘charming the females’. Some depend on the power of song, others on courtship dances, and yet others on ‘ornaments of many kinds, the most brilliant tints, combs and wattles, beautiful plumes, elongated feathers, top-knots, and so forth.’6


By contrast, among mammals, force is more important: ‘The male appears to win the female much more through the law of battle than through the display of his charms. The most timid animals, not provided with any special weapons for fighting, engage in desperate conflicts during the season of love … male squirrels engage in frequent contests, and often wound each other severely, as do male beavers, so that hardly a skin is without scars.’7


In most mammalian species, males are larger than females; and the difference is greatest in species where males fight most. In a polygamous seal species, the males are about six times heavier than the females, while in monogamous species there is little difference between the sexes. Similarly, male right whales, which do not fight each other, are the same size as females; male sperm whales, which fight for mates, are double the size of females.


Darwin also showed that in many mammalian species, only males have tusks or horns, and they use them for fighting and defence. In some species, females also have tusks or horns, but smaller and less developed than in males. Darwin concluded they had evolved primarily in the males in the context of sexual selection and then carried over to females secondarily. Similarly, defensive features are much more pronounced in males than females, as in the manes of male lions, which protect their necks from being bitten by other male lions in fights.


It was a short step for Darwin to point out that similar forms of sexual selection are widespread in human societies. He quoted a report by Samuel Hearne, who explored remote parts of Northern Canada in the late eighteenth century. Hearne wrote:


It has ever been the custom among these people for the men to wrestle for any woman to whom they are attached; and, of course, the strongest party always carries off the prize. A weak man, unless he be a good hunter, and well beloved, is seldom permitted to keep a wife that a stronger man thinks worth his notice. This custom prevails throughout all the tribes, and causes a great spirit of emulation among their youth, who are upon all occasions, from their childhood, trying their strength and skill in wrestling.8


Where Darwin led, twenty-first-century evolutionary psychologists followed, seeing sports as ‘culturally invented courtship rituals’.9 Many studies have shown that levels of the hormone testosterone increase before competitive sports in both men and women, and in men these levels increase further following victory, and decrease following defeat.10 This effect occurs not only in participants, but also in male spectators.11 The performance-enhancing effects of testosterone have been known since the 1930s, and it has been widely used to improve performance in sports events. It is now prohibited in competitions, but this rule is hard to enforce through blood tests, because natural levels of testosterone are so variable.12


The ancient evolutionary roots of competition in sports may also play a part in the well-established phenomenon of the ‘home advantage’, whereby teams in a range of sports consistently perform better when playing at home, as if defending their own territory. Measurements of testosterone in saliva samples of soccer players showed that the levels were higher before home than away games, and were also higher before playing an extreme rival than a moderate rival.13


If sports are elaborate mating rituals, then why do so many people enjoy watching members of their own sex compete? One answer suggested by evolutionary psychologists is that this enables spectators to assess the players as cooperative partners and as prospective leaders.14 But this argument cannot account for watching fights between other species, such as cockfights, which were a popular spectator sport in several ancient cultures, including India, China and Persia, and are still widespread in many parts of the world, especially South-East Asia, although they are now illegal in many countries because of their cruelty.


These evolutionary perspectives apply most obviously to competition between individuals, as in wrestling, boxing, martial arts, fencing, racing, archery, javelin throwing and tennis. The same principles apply to competition in hunting, shooting and fishing. By contrast, in team games there is not only competition between the teams, but cooperation within them. In some cultures, such games were not far removed from wars, as discussed below.


The anthropology of sports 


Many traditional sports are based in male rivalry, but there are great cultural differences in the sports people play.


The most common kind of contest all around the world is fighting between young men. For example, among the Yahgan, a small group of hunter-gatherers living at the southernmost tip of South America, wrestling was the most popular sport. Before the match began, a young man chose his opponent from the audience and challenged him by placing a little ball at his feet. This man had to accept, if he did not want to be called a coward. Then the two men stepped inside the large circle of spectators. They wrestled until one held the other down on his back.


The defeated man suffered an affront to his honour and that of his friends, so one of his supporters immediately stepped into the circle, grasped the ball and placed it at the feet of the winner, who then had to prove his skill with this new opponent.


Girls preferred successful wrestlers as marriage partners. Because it was so important, a loser was given several opportunities to save face. If the winner continued winning, the match could descend into a general mêlée, so no one was a clear winner, salvaging reputations.15


As well as fighting sports, ball games are common in many parts of the world. Among the Kurnai people in Australia, the ball was the scrotum of a kangaroo tightly stuffed with grass.16 In the cultures of Mesoamerica, ball games were an important part of the culture, but here the balls were generally made of rubber and the games took place in courts. The archaeological evidence suggests these games were being played at least as early as 1500 BC, and ball courts are an important part of Mayan archaeological sites. These were not just games, but complex rituals in which the movement of the ball symbolised the movement of the heavenly bodies across the skies, and the mythology of the game was filled with struggles between gods.17 There was extravagant betting on these ball games, and the wagered items included jewellery, slaves, women, children and even entire kingdoms.


Among the Aztecs and Mayans, the outcome of the game for some players was death. At the Mayan site at Chichén Itzá, in Mexico, a bas-relief on the wall of the large ball court seems to depict the captain of a losing team being sacrificed. The heads of victims were displayed on racks. The ball game was a mock war and could even function as a substitute for war.18


One of the few social groups studied by anthropologists that did not play games were the Dani, who live in the highlands of western New Guinea. Their ritual life was much concerned with propitiating and appeasing ghosts and spirits to guard against unwanted intrusions. Although the Dani did not play games, they were great fighters, and one of their motives was to avenge the death of an ancestor, because the spirit of the ancestor demanded it. For every person killed, someone had to pay; to balance the account, another life had to be taken. But the account was never balanced, and so the battles went on and on.


These sport-like contests were generally staged on the open plains of a valley floor, fought with wooden spears and bows and arrows, and surrounded with much pomp and enthusiasm. They took place according to a set of rules and were marked by a playful attitude that took precedence over the idea that someone must be killed.


These battles were an example of what anthropologists call ‘social warfare’. Social wars, as opposed to economic wars, are not fought for taking over territory, capturing resources or subjugating people. They are about prestige, honour, revenge and entertainment. When this system prevailed, more than a quarter of the deaths of young men among the Dani were the result of warfare. Nevertheless, young men found battles exhilarating. According to an anthropological observer:


There is a tremendous amount of shouting, whooping and joking. Most men know the individuals on the other side, and the words which fly back and forth can be quite personal. One time, late in the afternoon, a battle had more or less run out of steam. No one was really interested in fighting anymore and some men began to head for home. Others sat around on rocks and took turns shouting taunts and insults back and forth across the lines, and connoisseurs on both sides would laugh heartily when a particularly witty line hit home.19


There are many traditions of sacred games. In ancient Greece, the Olympic Games were held every four years in honour of the sky god Zeus, at the village of Olympia. These were not simply games; they sacralised the fundamental principles of rule-bound contests, namely fairness and playing by the rules. The philosopher Plato – whose name meant ‘broad shouldered’ – was himself a wrestler, and advocated the cultivation of physical virtues for the building of character.20 In classical Rome, the sacred games were considered essential for the wellbeing of the state.21


The modern Olympic Games are based on these ancient models, and although they are conducted in a secular spirit, they provide an incentive that causes many thousands of people to train and aspire to their highest abilities. Some, impelled by the competitive spirit, illicitly take anabolic steroids or other chemical aids to spur them onto higher levels of achievement. And many pray and ask for God’s blessings, or the blessings of their patron saints or deities.


In feudal China, war was treated as if it were a game, like chess being played in real life. Warlords conducted their battles sitting high above the battle itself, with each lord ordering the field manoeuvres of his soldiers in terms of moves. At a set time, the battles stopped and troop positions were marked, so that the battle could resume at the same point on the following day. The rival warlords then gathered together for refreshments, discussed the day’s successes and failures, and compared the performance of their troops.22


In many traditional societies, sports played a major role in exercising and refining skills necessary for warfare. Among the Zulus in South Africa, for example, one of the favourite pursuits of boys was sham fighting with sticks. Every boy, like every man, when away from his home carried a couple of strong sticks. One stick, held about the middle in the left hand, was used for parrying and the other for striking.


When soccer was introduced to Zululand, it soon became a major leisure-time activity and many of the same principles applied to football games as to warfare. The Zulu football teams now employ their own witch doctors, who do magic to help their own team, and cast spells to weaken their opponents, as if they were going to war. The teams also apply a strict discipline. They camp out on the nights preceding matches, and undergo purification rites similar to those once performed before battle. The teams move onto the playing field in military formation.23


In the United States, the British game of rugby has been transformed into American football, which is even more violent than rugby itself. Dave Meggyesy, a college footballer at Syracuse University and then a professional player with the St Louis Cardinals, has written a fascinating book about his experiences, Out of Their League.


He describes a game in which he was playing for the Cardinals against the Pittsburgh Steelers. His assignment was to block one of the men on the Pittsburgh team: ‘Running full speed and not looking to either side. I knew he didn’t see me and I decided to take him low. I gathered all my force and hit him. As I did, I heard his knee explode in my ear, a jagged, tearing sound of muscles and ligaments separating. The next thing I knew, time was called and he was writhing in pain on the field. They carried him off on a stretcher and I felt sorry – but at the same time, I knew it was a tremendous block and that was what I got paid for.’24


Meggyesy excelled at football at his high school in Ohio, and as the captain of his team he had to give a speech to encourage the players: ‘At the beginning of the game, I would give my “We’ve got to get them, we’ve got to get them” speech. We were really fired up and felt we were going to annihilate “them”. I particularly didn’t want to see their faces, because the more anonymous they were, the better it was for me – and I’m sure most of the other ball players felt the same way: They were a faceless enemy we had to meet.’


When he was in his college team, he had a teacher who ‘had the quality of a killer about him’ and who explained his philosophy as follows: ‘In football the commies are one side of this ball and we are on the other. That’s what this game is all about, make no mistake about it.’25 Sometimes, Meggyesy wrote, ‘I felt great pleasure and release from the sheer physical violence of the game. Sometimes after getting a clean shot of the ball carrier, I would feel this tremendous energy flow and not experience the pain of contact at all. I sometimes could psych myself so high, I would feel indestructible.’26


Meggyesy sustained some serious injuries, but was generally expected to play on in spite of them, if necessary with injections of a local anaesthetic to reduce the pain. And there was a strong incentive to minimise the importance of injuries. He found that one of the worst things that could happen to a player was to get a serious injury in training. He would fall behind everyone else in learning and practising and would be ostracised by the coaching staff. ‘Healthy ball players don’t like to fraternise with an injured man either. It’s like some voodoo in which the injured player becomes a sort of leper.’


Sports are now a multibillion-dollar business and professional players are no longer just disporting themselves. They have serious and often well-paid jobs. The intrinsic joy of physicality can easily give way to the desire for approval, money, fame and adulation.27 Yet although commercialisation has transformed sports, many millions of people still play as amateurs, and hundreds of millions of people participate in sports vicariously as spectators, both through attending the events themselves or watching them on television. Being a part of a crowd of supporters, united in support of a team, can be a powerfully bonding experience, especially when enhanced by singing together – as in the singing of ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’ before matches by thousands of Liverpool Football Club supporters.28


The pioneering work of Michael Murphy


Michael Murphy co-founded the Esalen Institute in California in 1962 and was a pioneer of the human potential movement. He was among the first people to point out that sports are one of the most common ways in the modern world in which people experience altered states of consciousness, and even mystical experiences. His novel, Golf in the Kingdom, first published in 1972, was an international bestseller, and tells the story of a young man, Michael Murphy himself, who stopped in Scotland on the way from California to India.


His life was changed when he played a round of golf with a mystical professional golfer called Shivas Irons, who explained:


The game requires us to join ourselves to the weather, to know the subtle energies that change each day upon the links and the subtle feelin’s of those around us. It rewards us when we bring them all together, our bodies and our minds, our feelin’s and our fantasies – rewards us when we do them and treats us badly when we don’t. The game is a mighty teacher … The grace that comes from such a discipline, the extra feel in the hands, the extra strength and knowin’, all those special powers ye’ve felt from time to time, begin to enter our lives.29


In real life, Murphy spent a year and a half at the ashram of Sri Aurobindo in Pondicherry, India, and was much influenced by Aurobindo’s evolutionary philosophy, which emphasised not only the spiritual evolution of humanity, but also its physical evolution as part of what he called Integral Yoga. Murphy, himself a keen golfer and marathon runner, came to see that sports are ‘the yoga of the West’, and his vision of human potential included the realisation of new potentials through sports:


In no other field of human activity is there such a proliferation of specialised physiques. For as athletics have developed in the modern world, they have required an ever greater variety of skills and body structure to support them – whether it is the muscular frame of a 270-pound defensive tackler [in American football], the elastic joints of a gymnast, the prodigious cardiopulmonary system of a marathon runner, or the steady hand of an archer. Never before have there been so many experiments with the body’s limits.30


In his book, The Psychic Side of Sports, co-authored with Rhea White and published in 1978, he documented many experiences of sportspeople and athletes that suggested the existence of telepathy between team members, out-of-the-body experiences, extraordinary feats of strength, and altered states of consciousness. He showed that sports and religion have many features in common:


In most religious teachings it is said that no lasting realisation can be achieved without many years of steady practice … Many athletes make that kind of commitment to their sport, at least for a part of their lives. The spiritually evocative elements we have discussed – long-term commitment, sustained concentration, creativity, self-integration, being in sacred times and place, and stretching to the limits of one’s capacity – are common to both sport and religious discipline. Those similarities between the two kinds of activity often lead to the same kinds of experience.31


Murphy’s magnum opus is The Future of the Body: Explorations into the Further Evolution of Human Nature,32 published in 1992, in which he brings together evidence from more than 3,000 studies on exceptional human abilities in body, mind and spirit. Unlike most academic and scientific studies of human evolution that confine their attention to intellectual abilities and the developments of technology, Murphy includes psychic, spiritual and bodily abilities, giving a broad overview of human evolutionary potentials.


Murphy has influenced the thinking of many people within the sports world, and he has helped inspire a new organisation called the Sports, Energy and Consciousness Group that brings together star football players, extreme skiers, tennis players, rowers, coaches, scientists, psychologists, meditators and athletes. The mission of this group is ‘to accelerate the global evolution of human consciousness by providing transformational practices that translate the wisdom of sport’s “Ideal Performance State” into practical training methods that include energetics, awakened states of consciousness, and the unification of body, mind, and spirit.’33


From the 1970s onwards, another line of research converged with Murphy’s approach: the study of positive psychology.


In the flow


Starting in the 1970s, research by positive psychologists showed that people’s best moments are not when they are being passive, receptive or relaxed. Their most positive experiences usually occur when their body or mind is stretched to the limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish something difficult and worthwhile, summed up in the word ‘flow’. To start with, these research studies looked at artists, athletes, musicians, chess masters and surgeons, because these were people who seemed to spend their time in activities that they enjoyed.


Their most optimal experiences depended on a sense of mastery, or of participation, in a state of flow.34 People enter flow states through many different kinds of activity, including playing music and dancing, but sports are one of the most common ways in which people find themselves in the flow. Three conditions have to be met to achieve the flow state or ‘being in the zone’:




	The activity should have a clear set of goals, giving the task structure and direction.



	The task must have clear, immediate feedback, so that the performance can be adjusted to maintain the flow state.



	There should be a good balance between the perceived challenges of the task at hand and the person’s perceived skills. They must have a confidence in their ability to complete the task.35






Factors that inhibit the state of flow include apathy and boredom, which occur when the challenges are too low for a person’s skill, and anxiety, which occurs when the challenges are too high.


Many traditional spiritual practices emphasise a need to be in the present, which can be achieved through meditation, for example, or through singing, chanting, and dancing (as I discuss in SSP, chapters 1 and 6). Sports provide an extraordinarily effective way of being fully present. One of their great advantages is that they provide clear goals and feedback. A tennis player knows what she has to do: to return the ball into the opponent’s court and every time she hits the ball, she knows whether she has done well or not. A football team has a literally clear goal, namely to score more goals than the opposing team. In some other areas of human activity, like artistic creativity, the goals are less well defined or have to be defined by the artists themselves; the goals in sports are much clearer.


Sports also require a high degree of concentration. An avid rock climber, whose day job was as a professor of physics, said, ‘It is as if my memory input has been cut off. All I can remember is the last thirty seconds, and all I can think ahead is the next five minutes.’36 The racing driver Jochen Rindt observed that when driving, ‘You completely ignore everything and just concentrate. You forget about the whole world and you just … are part of the car and the track … There is nothing like it.’37


A professional swimmer explained, ‘When I’ve been happiest with my performance, I’ve sort of felt one with the water and my stroke and everything.’38 The professional golfer Tony Jacklin revealed, ‘When I’m in this state, this cocoon of concentration, I’m living fully in the present, not moving out of it. I’m aware of every inch of my swing.’39


Participants in many other sports give similar descriptions of states of flow using a range of words to describe this state, including ‘in the zone’, ‘focused’, ‘everything clicks’, ‘in the groove’, ‘tuned in’, ‘switched on’, ‘going really well’, ‘floating’, and ‘super alive’.40


Some sportspeople explicitly describe this state of flow as a spiritual experience. The basketball player Patsy Neal wrote, ‘There are moments of glory that go beyond the human expectation, beyond the physical and emotional ability of the individual. Something unexplainable takes over and breathes life into the known life … call it a state of grace, or an act of faith … or an act of God. It is there, and the impossible becomes possible … the athlete goes beyond herself, she transcends the natural, she touches a piece of heaven and becomes the recipient of power from an unknown source.’41


The thrill of speed


One way of being in the flow in the most literal sense is through moving at high speed. Many people find speed exhilarating. Modern speed sports, like downhill skiing, motorcycle and car racing take human experience to levels that were unknown before the twentieth century, and aircraft take speed yet further. The airspeed records for pilots of jet planes are now over 2,000 miles per hour, about three times the speed of sound.


My own experience of excitement of speed began as a child in flying dreams, in which I could move at will very fast by flying through the air. Flying dreams are quite common, especially in children, and it may be that most people have their first experiences of speed in the dream world rather than in physical reality. In the course of human history, dreams of flying long preceded humans’ technological ability to fly, and so did images of flying gods and goddesses, as in ancient Sumeria and Egypt, and in Jewish, Christian and Muslim images of angels as winged beings.


The dream of flying was also expressed in myths. In the ancient Greek story, Icarus acquired the ability to fly with wings made of feathers and wax, but he soared too close to the sun and the wax melted. He plunged to his doom in the sea. His hubris, his pride, was followed by his fall.


As a child, my first experience of the thrill of physical speed was riding downhill on a bicycle, which was far more exciting than running as fast as I could. Speed is not so exciting when it depends entirely on our own unaided muscular efforts, as in running or swimming. It takes on a special quality when the motive power is not our own, but we control it.


Before the advent of modern motorised technologies, there were several ways of experiencing speed that did not depend primarily on human muscular effort, like riding a galloping horse, kayaking down a fast-moving river, surfing ocean waves in Hawaii, skiing downhill in Norway and diving into the sea from a cliff. To these traditional pursuits, twentieth- and twenty-first-century technologies have added many new ways of speeding, including snowboards, in-line skates, motorbikes, cars, racing yachts, planes and skydiving.


Part of the exhilaration of speed comes from being in the flow, in the present, especially when small changes can have big effects. Subtle alterations in balance on skis, or minimal hand movements on the steering wheel of a racing car can make the difference between life and death. Indeed, danger is part of the thrill of speed. As the American writer Hunter S. Thompson wrote in relation to motorcycling, ‘Faster, faster, faster, until the thrill of speed overcomes the fear of death.’42 But even when that fear is overcome, the danger remains, even for professionals. Motorcycle racing has claimed hundreds of lives,43 as has car racing.44


Ayrton Senna, one of the greatest racing drivers of all time, and three times Formula One champion, recalled that in 1988 he went to previously inaccessible levels of performance by his desire to beat a rival. When driving at enormous speed, he reached a mental state where his subconscious mind took over: ‘Suddenly I realised that I was no longer driving the car consciously. I was kind of driving by instinct, only I was in a different dimension … It frightened me because I realised I was well beyond my conscious understanding.’ This was like a religious experience for Senna,45 who died in a racing accident in 1994.


We live in a world where health and safety legislation and liability litigation enforce strict standards of risk reduction in most of our everyday activities. But these concerns are literally thrown to the winds by those for whom the danger of death takes second place to the exhilaration of speed.


Group flow


In team games, players sometimes find themselves working together in ways that seem to go beyond luck or coincidence, or picking up subtle sensory clues. They seem to be telepathic with each other.


Jayne Torvill and Christopher Dean became the most famous ice-skating dancers of their generation, and were well-known for their extraordinary rapport. Their two bodies ‘moved as one’. As Dean himself commented, ‘We are telepathic on the ice. There’s simply no other way to explain it.’46 Sensory clues must have played a large part in their rapport, but there could well have been more to it, exactly as Dean said.


The famous Brazilian soccer player Pelé went further. It was said of him, ‘Intuitively, at any instant, he seemed to know the position of all the other players on the field, and to see just what each man was going to do next.’47 No doubt this was partly a matter of alertness, concentration and good peripheral vision, but more may be involved as well. Telepathy and the normal senses are not mutually exclusive, but may often work together.48


Teams are social groups, in which the individual members become like a single organism to achieve common goals, including the scoring of literal goals. The bonds between them can serve as channels for telepathic communication, as in other social groups. But not all individuals are bonded effectively, and not all teams function well as organisms. Even within a well-established team, whose members have had much shared experience, this state may come and go. It comes as a contagious confidence spreads through the team; it goes when the members are tired or demoralised. Michael Novak, a perceptive writer about sports, expressed it as follows:


When a collection of individuals first jells as a team, truly begins to react as a five-headed or eleven-headed unit rather than as an aggregate of five or eleven individuals, you can almost hear the click: a new kind of reality comes into existence at a new level of human development … For those who have participated in a team that has known the click of communality, the experience is unforgettable, like that of having attained, for a while at least, a higher level of existence.49


Bonding between members of a group is of enormous importance in the armed forces, and military training programmes are designed to inculcate team spirit. Real combat experience is even more effective.


Similar experiences occur in many other kinds of group activities, including singing and the playing of music. Catherine Baker, a professional bassoonist, told me that musicians playing together use nonverbal communication all the time, sometimes including telepathic links between players, as well as between players and conductors. ‘It does seem that when a chamber group orchestra gets this psychic “link” in a performance, the audience genuinely knows that it has been part of something special (as do the players!).’


Other musicians who play in folk music and jazz groups have told me much the same. So have actors who work in theatre groups, especially when they are improvising together. And so have people who dance together.


As I discuss in Chapter Two, telepathy in human groups is part of our evolutionary heritage and is rooted in the way that animal groups are coordinated through social fields, for instance when flocks of starlings change direction very rapidly as they fly without bumping into each other. Not only do the individual birds know where the other members of the flock are, but they also anticipate where they are going next. The same applies to schools of fish.50


The principles of group flow apply not only to teams themselves, but also to their supporters or fans, who are often linked together by their shared emotions, as well as by chants, songs and collective movements like Mexican waves. Players are often affected very positively by being bathed in an atmosphere of support. The sportscaster Jerry Remy noted that in home matches of the Boston Red Sox baseball team, the intensity of the fans’ support ‘not only boosts the Sox, but also intimidates the other players.’51


Negative effects of flow


Everything has a shadow side, and so does flow. People derived pleasure in ancient Rome from seeing gladiators fight to the death, or Christians devoured by lions, and many people still enjoy watching bullfights, cockfights and dogfights, as well as various forms of human fighting. The infliction of pain can be a source of pleasure for some people, as the Marquis de Sade made clear; his name, of course, gave us the word ‘sadist’.


Some people find fighting in wars exhilarating. Veterans from Vietnam and other conflicts sometimes speak with nostalgia about front-line action, which they describe as a flow experience. One commented that when he was sitting in a trench next to a rocket launcher, life was focused very clearly. There was a clear goal, to destroy the enemy, and distractions were eliminated. Indeed, for many veterans, some of their war experiences were much more exhilarating than anything they encountered in civilian life.


Criminals often experience a state of flow when carrying out their crimes. One said, ‘If you showed me something I can do that is as much fun as breaking into a house at night and stealing jewellery without waking anyone up, I would do it.’ And many acts of juvenile delinquency like car theft, vandalism and rowdy behaviour are motivated by the desire for flow experiences.


Meanwhile, many video games are deliberately designed to encourage states of flow in those who play them,52 applying the principles worked out by positive psychologists. This is one reason that they can be addictive: some people play for many hours a day, neglecting personal hygiene, losing regular sleep patterns and avoiding normal social life. The American Psychological Association has even come up with a definition for this problem: Internet Gaming Disorder.53


These are all examples of individual experiences of flow going in a destructive direction. It is also clearly the case that groups in a state of flow can be very dangerous, as in rioting crowds, violent sectarian conflicts, or lynch mobs.


However, none of these examples of the negative effects of flow experiences are arguments against the importance of flow itself, any more than sexual abuses are arguments against sex. The positive effect of flow and its spiritual value depend on the context, as I discuss below.


Oriental martial arts


Eastern martial arts, which developed principally in India, China, Korea and Japan, are more explicitly related to spiritual practices and traditions than in most other cultures. In particular, they explicitly recognise the importance of the flow of energy, which in India is called prana and in China and Japan chi or qi or ki. By contrast many Western athletes and sportspeople are taught by their coaches and trainers to think of their bodies as machines, following the standard scientific orthodoxy.


Dave Meggyesy, looking back on his time as a professional football player, reflected, ‘I knew my body more thoroughly than most men are ever able to, but I had used it and thought of it as a machine, a thing that had to be well-oiled, well-fed, and well-taken-care-of, to do a specific job.’54


One of the first books to popularise the oriental approach in the West was Eugen Herrigel’s Zen in the Art of Archery: Training the Mind and Body to Become One. Herrigel was a professor of philosophy who studied the Japanese art of archery, kyudo, when he was living in Japan in the 1920s. His teacher emphasised the spiritual aspect of this practice. One of the central ideas was that through years of practice, activity could become both mentally and physically effortless. Mastery involves the development of habits that no longer require conscious control.


Herrigel’s book, first published in German in 1948 and in English in 1953, helped inspire a widespread interest in Zen Buddhism, and also an approach to sports that emphasised emotional, mental and spiritual elements, as well as purely physical ones. He described in detail his lessons over a period of years, and his master’s emphasis on his state of mind, not simply on physical abilities:


I once remarked that I was conscientiously making an effort to keep relaxed. He replied: ‘That’s just the trouble, you make an effort to think about it. Concentrate entirely on your breathing, as if you had nothing else to do!’ It took me a considerable time before I succeeded in doing what the master wanted. But I succeeded. I learned to lose myself so effortlessly in the breathing that I sometimes had the feeling that I myself was not breathing, but strange as this may sound, being breathed.55


His studies combined a regular routine with a spiritual dimension. As the master taught him, ‘It is necessary for the archer to become, in spite of himself, an unmoved centre. Then comes the supreme and ultimate miracle: art becomes “artless”, shooting becomes not-shooting, a shooting without bow and arrow; the teacher becomes a pupil again, the master a beginner, the end a beginning, and the beginning perfection.’


Some schools of martial arts emphasise that the true opponent to be overcome is oneself, one’s fears and frustrations and self-limiting concepts. In karate training, the student may go through the repetition of a formal exercise over and over again, beyond the point of exhaustion. He may then reach a point where he simply no longer has the strength to maintain his tense habits of contracting body and mind, and his movement takes on a naturalness and fluidity that he had not suspected possible.56


The skill consists in directing the energy, or chi, through intention, and the intention then directs the body. The aim is not to use the body directly, with brute muscular force, but to use the will to direct the energy, forming a sensitive feeling of movement; then the physical movement follows.57 Some masters of aikido are said to have developed the capacity to throw opponents without touching them, or knock them down at a distance.58 At a high level of mastery, the techniques involve a direct influence on an opponent’s mind. One of the skills that advanced practitioners develop is the ability intuitively to anticipate the opponent’s next movement.
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