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“Dr. Miller is a teacher of teachers, with an inestimable gift for translating large weighty subjects into wisdom that is accessible to modern spiritual seekers. She simplifies what could be complex concepts with gentleness and good humor, making the path of self-realization an enjoyable journey under her care. In One Law, she gets to the heart of arcane yet timeless truths of another era, weaving science and spirituality with insights and tools that are hugely relevant today.”


Claire Sierra, MA, director of the Bliss Breakthrough Program and author of The Magdalene Path


“In One Law, Henry Drummond tells us that it is ‘altogether unlikely’ that humanity’s spiritual life and being would be separated ‘into two such incoherent halves.’ This statement written seven generations ago, provides all the insight we need for dealing with today’s ecological and subsequently, social and economic crises. The prophesies by those who have understood One Law in the depths of their souls for centuries are coming true today. Dr. Ruth Miller’s profound writings lead us to ask who are these people, what are their practices, how do their languages connect them to the energies of the planet, and how might we look to them for a type of leadership so foreign to we who have been isolated in one of those incoherent halves?”


Milt Markewitz, chair of the Earth & Spirit Council of Portland, OR and author of Three Worlds
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A NOTE FROM THE EDITOR
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Welcome to the sixth volume of the Library of Hidden Knowledge. In this series we translate the essential inspirational works of our great-grandparents’ generation into a form that’s accessible to the twenty-first-century reader. The writers of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries were encouraged to use a flowery prose with long sentences, a masculine gender bias, and casual references to other writers’ works. We’ve used more modern language, removed the masculine bias, organized the text into shorter sections, and added modern examples and explanations from both the sciences and world religions. We’ve also included the original text so the reader can experience both versions.


This volume is based on two of the most beloved English-language texts of the last decades of the nineteenth century: Natural Law in the Spiritual World and The Greatest Thing in the World, both by Henry G. Drummond. In them, Drummond integrates rational thought and the scientific method with some of the most profound ideas of Christianity, the only religion familiar to most Europeans and Americans at the time, and for many made spirituality an intellectually sustainable experience for the first time.


Natural Law was wildly popular when published in 1884, selling nearly half a million copies in its first year. I remember seeing it on my grandmother’s bookshelf, and I’m sure many other baby boomers recall seeing it as well. It not only made sense of religion for readers but it also helped members of that generation integrate their spiritual life, with all its power and potential, into their working life, giving them hope and guidance during two world wars and the Great Depression.


The second piece in this book, The Greatest Thing in the World, has also been very popular and has never been out of print since it was first published as an extended “Christmas card” in 1889. Even today it’s a beloved gift to share with another seeker on the path. We’ve included it here not just because it was so popular but also because it’s a fitting conclusion to the ideas presented in the essays we’ve selected from Natural Law. Presented in combination, the texts establish that there is continuity between our natural life and our spiritual life, and Drummond provides us with clear guidelines for succeeding in both.


GETTING THE MOST FROM THIS BOOK



As with all books in the Library of Hidden Knowledge series, we’ve included the author’s original text in the second section, so you can move back and forth between our version and his. For most readers, it works best if you read the interpretations in the first section, perhaps do some of the exercises, and then scan the originals for phrases and sentences that leap off the page. In doing it this way, many find that they can go back and forth between our interpretation and the original work and grasp the author’s meaning much more easily.


A NOTE ABOUT SCRIPTURAL REFERENCES



It’s worth noting here that Drummond was an intensely evangelical Christian. He was raised in Scotland in the mid-nineteenth century, in a place and time where to choose not to be Christian meant having no morals and no hope of a spiritual life. He didn’t have much access to the religious works and ideas of other traditions, nor the experience of “living saints” like Gandhi, Mother Teresa, and Nelson Mandela, who have so graced our lives in the twentieth century. As a result, he was unaware of the many parallels in teaching, much less the power, to be found on other spiritual paths. So while our interpretations include examples from many traditions, his originals make no distinction between spirituality and Christianity. Drummond made liberal use of the King James Version of the New Testament in his writing, with few citations. We’ve maintained many of his quotes in our interpretation but have used whichever translation seemed clearest, indicating in the endnotes which translation was used if not the King James.


Beyond those, we’re acting on the assumption—based on who Drummond was and what he taught—that had he known some of these other truths, he would have embraced them fully. Therefore, we’ve included a number of quotations from the sacred texts of other traditions, using the translation that makes the point most clearly.


We trust you’ll find the following pages to be as powerful and as inspiring as we have.


Ruth L. Miller


Gleneden Beach, Oregon





INTRODUCTION
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The word “science” is derived from the Latin word scientia. It means “knowing” or “knowledge” and has evolved into a particular way of knowing, based on a process called the scientific method. It involves carefully observing the natural world, asking questions about how the observed phenomena could be the way they are, developing a method for answering those questions, implementing that method, and finally presenting the results to the world for other researchers’ input.


This is precisely what Henry Drummond did with Natural Law in the Spiritual World. Having observed that his lectures in the natural sciences and in practical religion were beginning to overlap, he asked why and how that could be. Then he came up with a method to explore the question based on analogy, which is what many of the sciences do today when they deal with phenomena that are far too large, much too distant, or way too small for direct observation. Using this method, which he calls “analogical,” he tested his ideas and presented them to the reader for consideration and input.


This is also precisely what Albert Einstein did, although Einstein usually included mathematical equations in his publications. And, in his later years, Einstein came to a similar conclusion. He imagined a possibility, tested it against known theories, and delivered new theories as needed.


The further the spiritual evolution of mankind advances, the more certain it seems to me that the path to genuine religiosity does not lie through the fear of life, and the fear of death, and blind faith, but through striving after rational knowledge.1


Drummond was a rarity in the world of the mid-nineteenth century, studying both the sciences and the ministry. He taught natural science during the week and religion on the weekends. After a few years of this, he began to feel that the same principles applied to both—and this experience became the basis for the ideas presented in this volume of the Library of Hidden Knowledge series.


BIOGRAPHY



Henry Drummond was born on August 17, 1851, in Stirling, outside Glasgow, Scotland. As a child, he was appreciated for his sunny disposition and sweet temper, and his spirituality was obvious at an early age. His family was very active in Christian missionary circles, and his uncle, Peter Drummond, was the founder of the Stirling Tract company, through which millions of small religious publications were sent to Christian missionaries and evangelistic churches around the world.


Drummond attended the University of Edinburgh, where he was most interested in the physical and mathematical sciences. He was thought to be halfhearted and independent in his schoolwork, but like many students who don’t aim to be high achievers grade-wise, he was deeply involved in activities. He excelled in many sports and was a good shot. He began to form a library, his first purchase being a volume of extracts from John Ruskin’s works. And he was a member of the theological society of his college, to which he read a paper on spiritual diagnosis, maintaining that preaching was not the most important aspect of ministry, and that dealing with those in anxiety would yield better results. From the beginning, then, he thought that practical religion might be treated as an exact science.


Reading Ruskin’s work, especially On Art and Life, taught Drummond to see the world around him in a new way—full of charm and loveliness. He next acquired the writings of Ralph Waldo Emerson, who powerfully affected both Drummond’s teaching and writing all his life. Both these authors were optimists with a high and noble concept of good but no concept of evil. They taught him to find a joy in Nature that carried over into his religion.


The religious writers he appreciated were Dr. William Ellery Channing and F. W. Robertson. Channing’s works taught Drummond to believe in God as the good and gracious sovereign of all things. From Robertson, he learned that we may have fellowship with God because we are the same stuff, and so God sympathizes with humanity.


He thought he might go for the degree of Doctor of Science, but his religious activity was even more powerful, and so, after completing his bachelor’s degree, he went to be trained for the ministry in the Free Church of Scotland.


Like many who’ve been trained in the sciences, his attitude toward much of the theology he was taught was cool—not quite outright denial but kept at a respectful distance.


Still, while preparing for the ministry, Drummond became deeply interested in the mission work of the American evangelist Dwight L. Moody. In 1873 Moody launched his missionary campaign at the Barclay Free Church in Edinburgh and immediately attracted the ablest students to his work. Moody saw that Drummond was his best instrument for attracting other young men and immediately involved him in the work—with almost magical results. Drummond attracted and deeply moved crowds from the very first, and for two years he gave himself to this work of evangelism in England, Scotland, and Ireland. He made himself a great speaker; he knew how to seize the critical moment, and people said that it was the combination of his modesty, refinement, gentle and generous disposition, manliness, and, above all, his profound conviction in what he thought and said that won disciples everywhere he visited.


In the Free Church, a professorship of divinity in a theological seminary was considered a higher position than the pastorate of any pulpit, and only the highest and best were offered the opportunity. So it’s not too surprising that in 1877 Drummond became a lecturer on natural science in the Free Church College at Glasgow. It was a good choice; there, he could combine all the pursuits he felt called to explore.


His lectureship in Glasgow became a professor’s chair, and he occupied it for the rest of his life. During a few months of the year, he lectured on geology and botany and delivered occasional talks on biological problems and the study of evolution. He gave two examinations a year. The first he called the Stupidity Exam, which he used to test the students’ knowledge of common things, asking such questions as, Why is grass green? Why is the sea salty? Why is the sky blue? What is a leaf? After this, he began his teaching and then tested his students at the end of the term on the material he had taught them. His classroom was also a museum; he always had specimens to use as examples while lecturing, and he introduced his students to the use of scientific instruments and took them for geological excursions.


This rather light teaching schedule meant that he had seven or eight months of the year at his disposal, and he spent very little of that time in his beautiful home in Glasgow. He wandered all over the world and was so genial that he made his way into the hearts of rich and poor everywhere. He was as much at home addressing a meeting of working people as he was speaking at Grosvenor House, the home of the Dukes of Westminster in London. He had fastidious tastes, was always faultlessly dressed, and appreciated the comforts and luxuries of civilization, but he could throw off those comforts at a moment’s notice and be perfectly happy.


While in Glasgow, Drummond was profoundly influenced by the Reverend Marcus Dods, to whom he often said he owed more to than any other person. On many weekends, he worked in a mission for workingmen that was connected with Dr. Dods’s congregation, and there he preached the series of addresses that became Natural Law in the Spiritual World.


After publishing the book in the summer of 1883, he took off on one of his annual adventures, and when he returned to the college the next year, he discovered that he was famous. Natural Law sold about 120,000 copies in England alone, while sales of the American and foreign editions are beyond count.


This is not too surprising, considering the time. Serious readers in both the religious and the scientific communities discovered the common ground they were seeking in Drummond’s Natural Law. Evolution was becoming more than a theory at that point; it was a movement, and Drummond had integrated the facts of science and some of the main doctrines of Protestant Christianity, repairing what, for many, was becoming an unbridgeable divide.


Drummond used the funds from the sale of his book to finance his annual excursions to other continents. As a traveler in Africa, he visited areas most European explorers had only heard about and cheerfully endured much that many would not accept without complaint. Then in 1888 he completed and published Tropical Africa, a valuable digest of his insights and observations from that continent. The book was praised by critics and the public alike.


Drummond paid three visits to America and one to Australia. In 1890 he traveled around the southern continent, and in 1893 he delivered the Lowell lectures in Boston. He had intended to take time to revise the notes for those lectures before publishing them, but an attempted piracy compelled him to publish them before he was quite ready. They appeared in 1894 under the title The Ascent of Man. In them, he aimed to demonstrate that altruism, the disinterested care and compassion of animals and people for each other, played an important part in natural selection, which had by then become known as “the survival of the fittest.” The book sold more than twenty thousand copies and would have sold more except that he insisted on selling it only at the retail price, with no discounts, which offended booksellers, who didn’t carry it as widely as his other titles.


Drummond also delivered talks to social and political leaders in London. He was invited to speak at Grosvenor Hall, where the elite of the elite gathered to discuss the important ideas of the day. His integration of science with religion and his reinterpretation of the accepted Christian doctrines of the day caused a stir both in the Hall and in the news.


His Sunday evening presentations to students at the University of Edinburgh began in 1884 and were the basis of what became known as the “Edinburgh Revival” and “Students Holiday Mission.” The substance of these lectures appeared in a series of booklets, beginning with The Greatest Thing in the World, which has remained in print, often in gift editions, since its first publication in 1889.


Although he spoke and wrote on Christian themes, few of his lectures and sermons focused on standard theological issues, and Drummond himself was not connected with any church and never attended public worship unless he thought the preacher had some message for him.


The great secret of Drummond’s power as a speaker was that he preached nothing except what he believed in his heart of hearts. This was in no way limiting, as his mind was always open. He always maintained an attitude of hopeful anticipation, seeing each person’s views as new facts to be estimated on their own merits.


And though he was ordained in the ministry, he used neither the title nor the dress that goes with that role but preferred to regard himself as a layman. He had, like his role model Ralph Waldo Emerson, a disregard for the pulpit and a profound belief in the powers of the human will. Unlike Emerson, however, Drummond believed that people might find the power in Christ to change their lives, and he maintained the absolute conviction that Christ could forever meet all the needs of the soul.


Because of this belief, he continued his work of evangelism throughout his life. He addressed mainly college students, who dearly appreciated him, and for years he went to Edinburgh every week that he was in Scotland to deliver Sunday evening talks at the university. There, he was invariably followed by crowds, the majority of whom were medical students.


He refused to quarrel and had a thoroughly loyal and deeply affectionate personality, but he remained independent. He never married, and he never took on any work that he didn’t feel called to do.


Although he had a number of tempting offers from editors, he would not write unless the subject attracted him, and even then he hesitated. He wrote brightly and swiftly and would have made an excellent journalist, but everything he published was edited with the most scrupulous care. Writing, as with all else he did, was apparently done with ease, but there was immense effort behind it.


He seemed to be invariably in good spirits and was always ready to help a friend. Though few people were more criticized or misconceived than he was, Drummond never wrote an unkind word about anyone, never retaliated, was never resentful, and would speak highly of the abilities and characters of his opponents. It’s even been said that he privately arranged for one of his loudest critics to receive an important job offer. In fact, based on what was written about him after his passing, it might be said that he had fulfilled his own criteria for a spiritual person:


An inspiration; not more virtuous, but differently virtuous; not more humble, but different, wearing the meek and quiet spirit artlessly as to the manner born. The otherworldliness of such a character is the thing that strikes you; you are not prepared for what it will do or say or become next, for it moves from a far-off center, and in spite of its transparency and sweetness, that presence fills you always with awe.2


Drummond had suffered from bone cancer for some years when he was struck down at the height of his professional success. In the process, though, it seemed as if his sufferings freed and revealed the power of his soul. Those who saw him in his illness felt that as the physical life dwindled, the spiritual energy grew. Always gentle and considerate, he became even more careful, tender, thoughtful, and unselfish. He never complained in any way. His doctors found it very difficult even to get him to talk of his illness.


Henry Drummond died on March 11, 1897. He lay on his couch in his drawing room and passed away in his sleep, with the sun shining in and the birds singing at his open window, the world whose glories he had sung nourishing his soul as he passed on.3
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FOREWORD—DISCOVERING THE NATURALNESS OF THE SUPERNATURAL
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The most certain thing there is in our lives—our consciousness—is the one thing that science cannot explain. It’s easier to explain how hydrogen evolved into other elements—how those elements probably gathered together to form living systems, how those living systems evolved, how our bodies work. All of that is easier than explaining why we ever have one single thought, or experience, or feeling.


Peter Russell, twentieth-century noetic researcher


Books and articles dealing with science and spirituality receive more suspicion—more derision, even—than any other body of work. Both scientists and philosophers are the leading critics. Scientists are tired of people trying to reconcile two things they think never should have been compared; spiritual philosophers are offended by the requirement to meet the standards of the scientific community, whose ideas they aren’t sure they accept anyway. Both groups have discovered that when science is compared to spirituality or fused with it, the arguments are too often based on some fatal assumption about both approaches.


But that need not be the case. We should not try to fuse them or compare them. The question is really simple: Is there reason to believe that, even though we think of them as separate, the laws of the spiritual world are simply extensions of the laws of the natural world?


This suggests a second question: Can we identify any currently accepted laws of science at work in the spiritual realm?



THE EXPLORATION



I came to this inquiry quite unexpectedly. For some years I’ve had the privilege of addressing two very different audiences. On weekdays, I’ve lectured to college students on the natural sciences and on Sundays to a church audience on religious subjects.


At first, it seemed necessary to keep the two sets of information entirely separate; they seemed at opposite poles of thought. And for a time I succeeded in keeping them in two separate compartments of my mind. But gradually, the wall between them began to give way. The two fountains of knowledge slowly began to overflow, and finally their waters met and mingled.


The greatest change was in the compartment holding spirituality. I began to hear myself stating spiritual laws as if they were the same as the laws of biology and physics.


Now, this was not simply a scientific coloring given to spirituality; I wasn’t simply illustrating theology with natural facts and examples. It was an entire recasting of their truth. Then when I seriously considered what was happening, it seemed that I was actually introducing natural law into the spiritual world.


Some would say that such a thing is impossible, that the natural sciences cannot be applied to other disciplines. To them I would reply that this has not only been allowed in other fields but has also achieved results as rich as they were unexpected. What are the physical politics of Walter Bagehot2 or Marx and Engel3 but an extension of natural law to the political world? What is the biological sociology of Herbert Spencer4 or E. O. Wilson5 but the application of natural law to the social world? Are the splendid achievements of such thinkers mere hybrids of things meant to remain apart?


Nature usually solves such problems for herself: any inappropriate hybridism is made sterile—as in the case of mules and modern commercial seeds—but these developments in knowledge have been far from sterile. The application of biology to politics, economics, and sociology has revolutionized those sciences and led to the emergence of other fruitful disciplines. So if the introduction of natural law into the social realm is a genuine and permanent contribution, should its further extension to the spiritual realm be considered unacceptable? Doesn’t the principle of continuity demand its application in every direction?


AN UNEXPECTED DISCOVERY



When I began to follow these lines of reasoning, I had no idea where they would lead me. I was having great success using parables and analogies in my teaching, and I was prepared, at least for the time, to continue on that line, regardless of the consequences.


Then, in almost every case, after stating what appeared to be the truth gathered directly from the results of scientific exploration, I was soon startled by how similar it was to something I had heard before—often, and when I was least expecting it, from some familiar religious doctrine.


I wasn’t looking for this result. I didn’t begin by listing the spiritual doctrines, as we do the laws of Nature, and then proceed to try to match them. In fact, the majority of the doctrines of spirit seemed too far removed from the natural world even to suggest this. Nor did I begin with religious doctrines and work downward to find their relations in the natural realm. In fact, it was exactly the opposite process: I extended the natural law as far as it would go, with the appropriate spiritual doctrine rarely appearing relevant till I had gone as far as I could, at which point it suddenly became clear that there was an application.


When that happened, I really did not know whether I was more thankful that Nature was so much like spiritual revelation or more awed that revelation was so like scientific observation of Nature. It came as a surprise to me that our inherited theology, with all the old-fashioned language that has gathered around it, should be so faithful a description of what we call “the truth as it is in Nature.”


SCIENCE AND FAITH



We all recognize that educated young people find it hard to accept or retain the forms of religion they grew up with, and this is especially true of those trained in the sciences. The reason is clear: no one can study science without questioning the ideas they were told were true when they were children.


Only those who’ve been through it can appreciate the radical change the practice of science makes in a student’s mental framework. Having learned to use it, the integrity of the scientific method claims our loyalty so fully that all other ways of seeking truth seem comparatively unstable. This is because when we observe the natural world as scientists, we focus on measurable things among fixed laws. Before we studied the sciences, we didn’t know that any form of truth could feel so stable. As a result, we now find all other approaches to discovering truth unacceptable. For most of us, this change happens in spite of ourselves; we struggle against it, yet, to our alarm, we find that we’re drifting into what philosophers call “pure positivism”—a total reliance on the senses for knowledge. This is the inevitable result of scientific training.


Still, it’s not possible for science to undermine a faith that’s based on understanding rather than a blind adherence to the voices of authority from our childhood. No truth of Nature can successfully oppose any spiritual truth that has been personally discovered and logically supported.


Science cannot overthrow that kind of faith, but its study inevitably shakes it. Scientific doctrines, based as they are on observations of Nature, are so certain that the truths most people were taught in churches and temples seem strangely ungrounded. The difficulty that the scientifically minded have with spirituality is therefore real and inevitable, and their doubt is entitled to respect. What most of them really long for is a spirituality that is as intellectually rigorous and satisfying as the sciences. The great physicist Albert Einstein said it well: “Science without religion is blind; religion without science is lame.”6


While the process of questioning past beliefs and ultimately finding a new spiritual resolution may be inevitable, it’s by no means easy, for the scientist must fight the tendency to accept doctrine as truth every step of the way. This means that the one hope for a scientist’s spiritual life is more science. To quote Sir Francis Bacon, the man who virtually invented the scientific method in the late sixteenth century,


This I dare affirm in knowledge of Nature, that a little natural philosophy, and the first entrance into it, doth dispose the opinion to atheism; but, on the other side, much natural philosophy, and wading deep into it, will bring about men’s minds to spirituality.7


No one who knows the splendor of scientific achievement or cares for it, no one who feels the solidity of its method or works with it can remain neutral with regard to spirituality. On the other hand, no one who knows the peace of mind to be found in the religious traditions or feels the very human need of a spiritual life can stand idly by while the intellectuals of our age slowly divorce themselves from it.


A POSSIBLE RESOLUTION



It’s not enough to say that there’s no controversy between spirituality and science. What’s needed now is to draw science and spirituality together again, as they once were understood—hand in hand, leading humanity to a higher way of life and greater experience of possibility. And we can only do so by demonstrating the supreme naturalness of the supernatural. We must either extend the scientific method into spirituality or eliminate spirituality completely—and in our heart of hearts we know that elimination would be intolerable. To quote Albert Einstein again, “Science can only be created by those who are thoroughly imbued with the aspiration toward truth and understanding. This source of feeling, however, springs from the sphere of religion.”8


The first step, therefore, is not to reconcile science and spirituality, as so many have tried and failed; instead it is to demonstrate the natural laws of science working in spiritual experience. Then, and not till then, will people see that to be loyal to the whole of Nature we must also be loyal to the part of the whole that is defined as spiritual. Then we’ll see that the contribution of science to spirituality is the demonstration of the supreme naturalness of what’s been called the supernatural, and the gift of spirituality to science is the demonstration of the “supernaturalness” of the natural. In this way, our experience of the supernatural slowly becomes natural and the natural slowly becomes supernatural.


Essential Points


• When science is either pitted against spirituality or fused with it, most authors are basing their argument on some fatal assumption about the scope and province of both.


• The application of biology to politics, economics, and sociology has revolutionized those sciences and led to the emergence of other fruitful disciplines.


• No one can study science without questioning what they were told was true when they were children.


• It’s not possible for science to overthrow a faith based on understanding. No truth of Nature can successfully oppose any single spiritual truth that is personally discovered and logically supported.


• What’s needed now is to draw science and spirituality together again, as they once were understood, hand in hand, leading humanity to a higher way of life and grander experience of possibility.


• The first step is not to reconcile science and spirituality but to demonstrate the natural laws of science working in spiritual experience.


Exercises


Religion, as Drummond suggested, encourages us to see the world through the eyes of the authorities who teach us, while science encourages us to make personal observations and test what we observe. Attempting to maintain both approaches to knowledge can lead to what psychologists call “cognitive dissonance,” which causes internal conflict and may lead to an unwillingness to go forward with either. But Drummond found a way. He was a devout Christian, a teacher and supporter of Christian missions all over the world who worked through the questions of evolution and an expanding universe to find an understanding that was compatible with his religious beliefs. He did so by learning as much as he could about both his religion and science—and each of us can benefit from doing the same, no matter what our religious beliefs are or have been.


You can start to do so with the following exercises. Start a Science and Spirituality notebook and write your responses to the following:


1. Think back to the first time you realized that what you were learning in school was different from what you were being told in church, synagogue, mosque, or temple. How did you feel then? What did you do about it? Did you throw both ideas out? Try to reconcile them? Choose one over the other? How did you feel about what you did? Where are you now in that process? You might find reading a book like J. C. Pedigo’s Views from the Pew: Moving Beyond Religion, Discovering Truth Within helpful if you’re having difficulties with this process.


2. Watch a science documentary on television or the internet, get a copy of What the Bleep Do We Know!? or read a popular book about the new biology, like Bruce Lipton’s The Biology of Belief, or physics, like Danah Zohar’s The Quantum Self or Amit Goswami’s Physics of the Soul. Compare what they’re saying to what your religious beliefs have been. If you’ve taken the Creation description in your religion literally, how does this material support it? Contradict it? Can you find a way to merge them? If your idea of God is a person sitting on a throne somewhere above the earth, how do the photographs of far-off galaxies relate to that idea? Is it possible that both are true? How? If you’ve discarded the idea of God, how do these ideas suggest that there may be a way to define divinity that makes sense to you?





I


THE ROLE OF LAW IN SCIENCE
 (INTRODUCTION: PART I)
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Scientific Law: a phenomenon of nature that has been proven to invariably occur whenever certain conditions exist or are met; also a formal statement about such a phenomenon; also called natural law.


dictionary.com


To lightly touch on the definition of natural law, we’ll take it in its most simple and obvious form: an observed and measured sequence of events or consistent order among observed phenomena.


Natural law is the most magnificent discovery of science. Before the birth of science as we know it, the world was only seen as chaos—a collection of single, isolated, and independent facts. Individual phenomena were studied separately, without any consistent way to link them. Deeper thinkers saw that relationships and patterns must link these facts, but the presence of any coherent law was a far-off vision. They heroically sought to organize the individual objects of the universe into a logical form in their philosophies (most obviously those of the Greek stoics and Pythagoreans), but there’s no evidence that they succeeded. We see today the grandeur of the harmony they experienced in their mysticism, but they failed to reach that in their science.


Copernicus and Galileo in the sixteenth century, and Johannes Kepler a century later, began to describe the modern understandings of the universe. Their methods were consistent and replicable. When Isaac Newton published his description of the laws of gravitation in the late seventeenth century, his work was less important to his colleagues as a new fact than as proof of the existence of an incontestable law. Since then, the search for individual phenomena has given way to the larger study of their relationships; the pursuit of consistent laws has become the passion of science.


We can’t begin to estimate what the discovery of consistent natural law has done for science. Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution, regardless of whether one accepts it or not, transformed biology from a catalog of life-forms to an actual science. It provided the basis for generations of biological theory, describing and predicting developmental processes and prolonging health and well-being for millions of people as a result. Albert Einstein’s search for a unified theory of physics in the early twentieth century was taken up by succeeding generations and has yielded myriad understandings of Nature’s law at work, providing accurate predictions of form and behavior from subatomic levels to the astronomical.


The natural laws, then, are great lines of reason running through the universe, organizing it into intelligent order. In Nature’s laws, one stands face-to-face with truth, solid and unchangeable. Each single law is an instrument of scientific research, simple in its adjustments, universal in its application, and nearly infallible in its results. And despite its limitations, natural law is still the largest, richest, and surest source of human knowledge.


NATURAL LAW AND CAUSATION



It’s important to understand law as simply a description of order, for the idea is often misapplied as rules of cause and effect. In its truest sense, natural law implies nothing about causes. The laws of Nature are simply statements describing the orderly conduct found in Nature by a number of competent observers. These laws do not, in truth, cause anything, nor even actually act. They are simply consistent and reliable descriptions of observed conditions.


Natural laws are the constant expression of what we may expect to find in the world around us—but they have no causal connection with the things around us. They originate nothing; they sustain nothing; they are merely responsible for uniformity in sustaining what has been originated and what is being sustained. The laws of gravity, for instance, speak only of processes observed. They are modes of operation, not operators; they are processes, not powers.


It’s fair to say that we do not fully understand exactly what these laws are. We don’t even know for sure that they have any absolute existence, since we can describe them only through human perception. Newton did not discover gravity. He discovered the consistent pattern that we call the law of gravity, but he tells us nothing of gravity’s origin, essence, or cause.


THE ROLE OF METAPHOR, PARABLE, AND ANALOGY



Science has usually advanced through the use of metaphor and analogy. Plato stated his doctrine in the parables of the cave. Almost two thousand years later, Blaise Pascal and Alfred Lord Tennyson offered their “Pensées” and “In Memoriam,” respectively, as explanations of their deepest insights. Our modern understandings of singularities as “black holes” or computer hard drives as “memory” are examples of this approach, as are comparisons between magnetic fields and the quantum field. The mystical writings of spiritual traditions follow suit: Jesus the Nazarene spoke in parables to teach the deepest principles of social and individual well-being. The early Christian philosopher Plotinus wrote of the world as an image. In the eighteenth century, Emanuel Swedenborg, an engineer, described his discovery of a world beyond this one as filled with angelic beings and crystalline forms. So it’s been common with all deep thinkers that “the invisible things of God from the creation of the world are clearly seen, being understood by the things that are made.”1


Clearly, parables are essential for teaching and, when used by the greatest of teachers, must always be honored simply because our limited language requires that we use this method of presenting truth. Analogies have also helped scientists comprehend the underlying principles and processes of Nature. And if the analogies explaining natural law can be extended to the spiritual realm, then, as Thomas Huxley, the creator of The Encyclopedia Britannica, suggested, the whole study and experience of spirituality enters the domain of science.


By science I understand all knowledge which rests upon evidence and reasoning of a like character to that which claims our assent to ordinary scientific propositions; and if anyone is able to make good the assertion that our theology rests upon valid evidence and sound reasoning, then it appears to me that such theology must take its place as a part of science.2


NOT ANALOGY BUT IDENTITY



The position I’m taking here, then, is not that the spiritual laws are analogous to the natural laws, but that they are the same laws. It is not a question of analogy but identity. The natural laws are not the shadows or images of the spiritual. It’s not necessary to use them in the way a poet might, using autumn as a metaphor for decay or the falling leaf as a symbol of death, because they are the same laws.


The natural laws do not stop with the visible and give place to a new set of laws when we can no longer see them working. The laws of the invisible must be the same laws as those we can see. The similarities between spiritual experience and natural phenomena exist not because they are governed by parallel laws but rather because they are governed by the same laws in a continuum. At one end, they may be dealing with matter; at the other end, with spirit. As Emerson tells us,


The universe becomes transparent and the light of higher laws than its own shines through it. It is the standing problem which has exercised the wonder and the study of every fine genius since the world began; from the era of the Egyptians and the Brahmins, to that of Pythagoras, of Plato, of Bacon, of Leibnitz, of Swedenborg. . . . A Fact is the end or last issue of spirit.3


Thus spirituality clearly can be brought within the realm of the laws of science.


THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE LAWS OF SCIENCE



The laws of science have been developed over time. One by one, slowly through the centuries, the sciences have evolved into their current form. The law of gravity had to be understood before the speed of light could be calculated. The laws of inorganic phenomena had to be worked out over the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries before the life sciences could begin to establish theories of organic processes in the last half of the twentieth century.


The botany that Linnæus developed in Sweden in the 1740s was a splendid contribution to human knowledge. It did more in its day to enlarge the view of the vegetable kingdom than all that had gone before. But the great Linnæus himself knew that his system was a temporary structure; it was a purely artificial system he had invented based on his own ideas, and all artificial systems must pass away. Nature must be interpreted by observation, not by extending our ideals.


Nearly a hundred years later, the classification system developed by Augustin Pyrame de Candolle,4 based on observations of plant material from around the world, slowly emerged in Switzerland and banished the Linnæan system forever. Then in the 1860s we had Darwin’s contribution, while the gardener-monk Gregor Mendel discovered the processes by which different species were formed and modified, which took botany beyond categories and into process. The work of Ludwig von Bertalanffy in the 1920s established the interconnectedness within and between life-forms as systems. Then James Watson and Francis Crick in the 1950s defined the structure and function of the DNA molecule in the nucleus of every living cell, taking the science a giant leap closer to a full set of laws. And most recently, the understanding of cell function based on membrane receptors, offered by Candace Pert, Bruce Lipton, and their colleagues, gives us a working principle for further development.


Likewise, the laws of quantum physics, astrophysics, psychology, and immunology had to be worked out over the past century before the time could come for applying them to spiritual phenomena—and the time for that is now.


UNDERSTANDING IN SPIRITUALITY



Spiritual philosophy and theology also go through necessary stages of progress. Theology currently relies on ancient philosophic doctrines and forms dependent on the time and place they were developed, as the sciences did prior to the 1600s. Like the sciences in their early days, the present understanding of spirituality, especially in the field of theology, generally depends on authority rather than on demonstrated laws. And this is why there are so many radically different spiritual traditions.


But now that the method of science is fully established, it will soon be seen whether it is possible to discover consistent laws. Applying it to the realm of spirit, though, the scientific method will find the essential similarities among different spiritual traditions and approaches, without abolishing the radical distinctions that currently exist between them. We can be sure of this because, in fact, science has led to increasing subdivisions of every field it’s been applied to.


Within the unity of the whole, there is always room for the different characteristics of the parts. Science will be complete when all known phenomena can be arranged so that a few well-known laws at once separate and unite—separating into particular groups yet uniting all to a common center. So we can expect the same as we apply science to our understanding of spirituality.


Essential Points


• Before the birth of science as we know it, the world was chaos, a collection of single, isolated, and independent facts, and individual phenomena were studied separately.


• When Isaac Newton published his description of the laws of gravitation in the late seventeenth century, his work was less important to his colleagues as a new fact than as the revelation of the existence of an incontestable law.


• The laws of Nature do not, in truth, cause anything, nor even actually act. They are simply consistent and reliable descriptions of observed conditions.


• The great thinkers have declared that all that we see and hear—all the phenomena of Nature—are actually metaphors and analogies demonstrating our individual and collective thought.


• Like the sciences in their early days, the present understanding of spirituality depends on authority rather than on demonstrated laws.


• The laws of Nature had to be worked out through the sciences before the time could come for applying them to spiritual phenomena—and the time for that is now.


Exercises


Again, take out your Science and Spirituality notebook as you consider and write your responses to the following:


1. Drummond tells us, “Natural laws are the constant expression of what we may expect to find in the world around us—but they have no causal connection with the things around us.” Draw a circle representing the earth and then draw a larger circle around it, with a small circle representing the moon (or the space station) on that circle. Imagine them moving in space. What would happen if the moon (or space station) and earth were not attracted to each other? What would the moon do?


2. Draw a line representing what the orbiting object would do if it weren’t attracted to the earth. Is your line curved or straight? We use the word “gravity” to describe the tendency of a smaller object to move toward a larger one. Even though the normal movement of an object like the moon (or space station) tends to go in a straight line, it gets pulled toward the earth, so it ends up going in a circle.


3. Now draw a line representing what the orbiting moon (or space station) would do if it didn’t keep moving forward but were only pulled toward the earth. We see it happen every now and then when satellites fall from the sky; they run out of power and can’t keep going forward—and so get pulled toward the earth.


4. Imagine the solar system and the galaxy all working in the same way. There’s a tendency to go outward and a tendency to come toward the big objects, and together these tendencies form all the orbits of all the planets, moons, and asteroids. Why do you think the balance between these tendencies is what it is?





II


    MANY FIELDS, ONE LAW
 (INTRODUCTION, PART II)
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Matter is (though it may seem paradoxical to say so) the less important half of the material of the physical universe.


Balfour Stewart, nineteenth-century physicist


THE LAW OF CONTINUITY



The law of continuity furnishes the fundamental argument for the position we’re attempting to establish in these essays. This law states that what’s occurring at one level of matter or activity can be expected to occur—or something like it can occur—at other levels and in other fields. For example, the process of cell replication—mitosis—occurs in all beings made up of cells, from the tiniest microbe to the largest whale. Likewise, gravity can be counted on to operate throughout the visible universe, not just when we’re climbing a tree or knocking a glass off a table.


It’s not likely, therefore, that one set of principles guides our experiences in the natural life of the body and then suddenly gives place to another set of principles altogether in the realm of spiritual experience. It’s equally unlikely that the spiritual person would differ in all the conditions of growth, development, and life from the natural person. Nature has never led us to expect such a disconnect. She has not prepared us for it anywhere. As Bertrand de Jouvenal reminded us, Nunquam aliud natura, aliud sapientia dicit. “Nature never says one thing while wisdom says another.”


If we think about it, no one person can be separated into two such incoherent halves—in thought, word, or action. There’s a consistency and continuity across all of Nature, which we find in all the fields of science and can expect to find as we extend the principles of Nature into the realm of spirit.


Granted, the spiritual person must be studied in a different field of science from the natural person, just as the living organism is studied in a different field from the mass of atomic matter that is the body. But that’s why science is made up of multiple fields of study and multiple approaches to understanding, with different areas of focus. The universe is the harmony, the whole in which the different fields of science focus on different parts. And the harmonies of the parts depend on the harmony of the whole.


We must never forget that the different sciences are merely compartments created by human beings to organize knowledge—they are how we reduce Nature so we can understand it. Science’s breaking up of observed natural phenomena into groups, as well as the allocation of certain prominent laws to each, is artificial. We must be careful not to break up Nature except for this purpose. And the law of continuity helps us in that.


CONTINUITY IN THE NATURAL WORLD



Probably the easiest way to appreciate the principle of continuity is to try to imagine the world without it. The opposite of a continuous universe would be an incoherent universe—chaos—with no consistency from one moment or location to the next.
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