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  Chapter 1




  Introduction




  We begin our journey in the night forest, weaving through the oaks and magnolias, following paths of candlelight towards a large circle cut into the ground, blazing fire in the middle, bales of hay for sitting, and twelve nude people, arms outstretched to the sky, watching sparks fly up and mingle with the stars. Drumming begins, willowy dancing, shadows twirling against the trees. The circle creates a vortex of energy, builds to a crescendo, then bursts out into the universe. Cakes and ale, storytelling, ritual magick – all to the ancient gods and goddesses with a history stretching from the molten genesis of the planet, through the ascent of primates, to the building of space stations.




  NeoPagans – the naked people circling in the woods – have beliefs and practices originating from the grey mists of time. They see themselves as direct descendants of antique and medieval rural traditions of nature magick and earthy rites, synchronizing humanity to planetary rhythms and resisting the extremes of the Abrahamic traditions. Though it’s one of the fastest growing religions in the West, nostalgia for pre-Christian nature rites and seasonal festivals, without the barbaric unpleasantries of yore, shapes its manifestation as a New Religious Movement in the 21st century.




  I’ve spent decades studying, observing, and participating in this religion, and most of my life in the interesting world of speculative imagination in pursuit of transcendent visions, ecological wisdom, deep spirituality, and evolutionary knowledge, all in the cause of helping Earth’s Homo sapiens achieve the paradisiacal future foretold in many sacred texts and teachings. And I’m not alone. A powerful but hidden minority of humans labor with me, our toils mostly confined to academia, small esoteric groups, and special writings. This has been my world, filled with astounding discoveries and precious visions – and this book is the result. So let’s begin our journey with an explanation of a few basic ideas repeated throughout this book.




  Visionaries




  The human family has been blessed with visionaries for 100,000 years. Visionaries see beyond ordinary consciousness into the spirit realms – whether other levels of awareness, alternative spatial-temporal dimensions, or higher states of thought and being. Visionaries peer farther into reality, deeper into perception, and longer into the potential future, and so return with wisdom for the People. Shamans served the clan and tribe as the first spiritual guides. Later formalized priesthoods advised the pharaohs and performed specialized rituals, rites of passage, and various blessings, functioning psychologically, emotionally, and culturally. They delved into the darkness and found treasures that they shared, bringing comfort and consistency into otherwise painful and chaotic lives. This is what religions often still do.




  Whether such religious functions emerge from human capacities for self-initiated transcendence or ‘supernatural’ sources means little in this book because either way, positive energy gets exchanged, healing occurs, and evolution advances towards visionary futures when tears are dried, lions lay down with lambs, the true Atman attains liberation and enters Nirvana, the saved enter heaven, perfection is attained, and paradise comes to Earth. States of love and bliss remain the goal, the reason for the struggles, the result of discipline and devotion, the end of the journey, if there is one. Visionaries see into the depths of reality and serve as guides to a potentially better future. When they write their visions, the modern result is often science fiction or other speculative literature, where possibilities are laid bare, explored, and refined, preparing the fields of the present for the harvest to come. But they can also be esoteric or mystical babblings, barely discernable by our mainstream society, forever at the edge of collective consciousness but profound in their eventual implications and slow but steady evolutionary application.




  Ecospirituality




  Ecology begins with eco, the Greek term for ‘household,’ and functions as a holistic science that investigates and exposes the complex interrelationships and interdependencies within the 40 mile swath, from ocean bottom to stratosphere, where life flourishes. It studies Earth not only in discreet parts, but also as a single, interconnected unity, each part dependent on and linked to every other in a web of mutually-sustaining bio-systems. Ecology has expanded from its scientific origins to include, and be claimed by, environmental movements advocating for the integrity of nature, both for its own sake and because human life obviously depends on fully functioning and viable ecosystems.




  In addition, according to atheist apologist Sam Harris, spirituality refers to “the efforts people make, through meditation, psychedelics, or other means, to fully bring their minds into the present or to induce non-ordinary states of consciousness”1 which is linked to ethics insofar as “we have ethical responsibilities towards other creatures precisely to the degree that our actions can affect their conscious experience for better or worse.”2 Harris’ definition eschews tribal religious supernaturalism in favor of empirical neurological explanations, yet clearly defines spiritual matters as including physically transcendent experiences and moral constraints. Other nontheistic definitions suggest that spirit is another word for “consciousness” and spiritual refers to its expansion or deepening. Spirituality, then, is the quality or state of having or developing an expanded or deepened consciousness.




  If ecology is the study of our household Earth, and spirituality describes experiences of transcendence, then combining the two suggests an expansion of both terms to unprecedented parameters of inclusiveness and integration. To do so, we must open our arms to bear-hug dimensions and our hearts to extraordinary magnitudes of potential because the act of (re)combining planet and spirit is itself an exercise in cultural evolution, and evolution is sometimes unpredictable, leading to novel and unexpected outcomes. So ecospirituality can be defined for our purposes as the confluence of planetary ecological holism and spiritual consciousness transcending human sensory perception (but not experience) into a meta-narrative wherein human and non-human worlds take on deeply held import and are thus imbued with ultimate value and consequently become worthy of protective care or even veneration.




  In other words, ecospirituality is the story of the modern divorce and postmodern reconciliation between Spiritus (the transcendent and ineffable interior-subjective) and Ecos (the imminent and empirical external-objective), beginning with the ancient Greek symbol for Earth: a cross in a circle. The circle represents not only the cycles of life – from daily moods to the swirl of galaxies – but also the infinite and eternal. The horizontal line of the cross represents the physical/material plane of reality (which can be widened and broadened with experience), and the vertical line stands for the spiritual/mystic plane (which can be heightened and deepened). Humanity, and possibly all life, stands poised in the center where the two meet.




  Religion




  While our subjective spiritual experiences may be unique, they can be shared to create a lexicon of common experiences forming the basis of religious belief and practice; however, the religious definition of spirit is limited because the organizational-institutional structure of religion is constricting, so religion has been limited. Its purpose is to create a space-time context for accessing our ‘higher selves,’ and the exterior/interior energies referred to as ‘divinity.’




  Religion encourages the individual transcendent experience within a collective context and utilizes various methods for inducing this experience, including singing, dancing, words of wisdom, prayer, chanting, meditation, adoration of icons, ingesting psychedelics, contact with nature, and reading or studying sacred texts. The spiritual or religious experience is the falling away of ego-self and ordinary consciousness, manifesting as feelings of unity with all, intimate relationship with ‘divinity,’ or being one with the cosmos. Barriers drop and a profoundly open inclusiveness may result. Love pours through from a source of great benevolence, and joy from a never-ending source.




  In the present scientific era, it’s easy to see and acknowledge transcendence in technology – we’re used to phenomenal breakthroughs and advances resulting in new, undreamed-of techno-marvels. But religion has usually been bound by tradition and xenophobia, allowing little or no growth. Some religions are proud of the fact that they’ve remained virtually unchanged for centuries. What a loss to humankind this has been. Religion often has been left to rot, condemned to the numbing repetition of historical events, stifling orthodoxy, and oppressive orthopraxis ossified by inflexibility.




  Green Religion




  Ecospirituality implies a relationship between three entities: spirit, humanity, and Earth. Forming such a relationship implies emotional and material connections between mutually respectful participants. Since holistic spirituality is one royal road to interconnectivity, religions can share in the project – and increasingly do so. However, an argument can be made that many religions have remained indifferent to the sacredness of Earth. To include the planet as a holy object violates the separation of Creator and Creation. Traditionally, a valuated hierarchy reigns, with God at the top, humanity in the middle, and Earth at the bottom.




  Mining extant religions for ecological elements offers a few gems within established traditions and their millions of loyal adherents. Turning the great religions green certainly deserves serious support; passion for both faith and environment may prove an effectual combination worthy of solving global-sized tribulations. For instance, two models of valuating the Earth emerge from Christianity. Creation stewardship finds inspiration in the Bible for the belief that God is the true owner of the world and that people are therefore responsible to Him for the care and wise use of His property.3 Some Evangelical Christians, otherwise noted for their support of the valuated hierarchy of separation, nonetheless have a model called creation care.4 Other world religions also have green elements: Hindu approaches include dharmic ethics, prakrti (material creation), or ayurveda (traditional medicine); Islam possesses the concept of hima (inviolate zone); and Judaism contains the environmental initiative ecokashrut, celebrations of Tu B’shvat, and the principles of halakhah and bal tashkhit.5




  New religions based on ecospiritual tenets don’t usually carry the baggage of inerrant ancient texts, historically-stationary avatars, or mythologically-recalcitrant stories along with them into the 21st century. Their genesis is in the postmodern milieu, and they’re immersed in contemporary vocabulary, somewhat like the advantages experienced by a child growing up with high technology over the elder striving to master it at an advanced age – it can be done, but more effort is required. Green religions and Earth spiritualities are authentic products of contemporary society.




 

    ...the greening-of-religions phenomenon is, in my opinion, a response to and an implicit affirmation of the more scientific evolutionary and ecological worldview so elegantly and attractively expressed by Aldo Leopold. If it weren’t for ecology, we would not be aware that we have an ‘ecologic crisis.’ If it weren’t for the theory of evolution, we would be both blind and indifferent to the reduction in global biodiversity. The world’s newly green religions thus tacitly orbit around the evolutionary-ecological world-view.6







  Ironically, the techno-scientific industrialism of modernity is mother of both ecological instability and its possible solution within an “evolutionary-ecological world-view.” Such a paradigm shift emerges from evolutionary advancement, away from numbness about the interconnection and interdependence of life towards a deep empathic relationship with the living planet.




  Dark Green Religion




  One movement that sees itself as stimulating the re-valuation process by promoting ecospirituality has been categorized as ‘Dark Greens,’ a term which University of Florida professor Bron Taylor defines as “a religion that considers nature to be sacred, imbued by intrinsic value, and worthy of reverent care.”7 Taylor serves as editor of the Encyclopedia of Nature Religions and of the Journal of the Society of Religion, Nature, and Culture, and has written the seminal book on the subject: Dark Green Religion: Nature Spirituality and the Planetary Future. His disciplined passion for Earth religions appears in all his work, and from it arises what he sees as part of the solution to environmental issues: a new synthesis combining the fact-driven and immanent Earth sciences with the commitment-driven and transcendent spiritual arts.




  In the Preface to Dark Green Religion, the scope of Taylor’s investigation includes detailing “the emergence of a global, civic, earth religion” shaping the “worldviews and practices of grassroots social activists and the world’s intelligentsia.”8 In Chapter 1, he states, “Those who have studied contemporary spirituality find a common feature of it to be a sense that nature is sacred and that ethical responsibilities naturally follow such a realization.”9 Increasing numbers of people in industrialized cultures find favor with such “sacred nature” sentiments:




 

    Some of these people view the world as full of spiritual intelligences with whom one can be in relationship (an animistic perception), while others among them perceive the earth to be alive or even divine (a more pantheistic belief).10







  Taylor then proceeds to divide dark green religions into four types:






	Spiritual Animism – immaterial, supernaturalistic aliveness of objects




	Naturalistic Animism – all-natural energetic ‘aliveness’ of objects




	Gaian Spirituality – supernaturalistic aliveness of universe or Earth as conscious meta-being




	Gaian Naturalism – Earth or universe as all-natural superorganism, a la Lovelock









  Gaian Naturalism, specifically






   understands the biosphere (universe or cosmos) to be alive or conscious, or at least by metaphor and analogy to resemble organisms with their many interdependent parts. Moreover, this energetic, interdependent, living system is understood to be the fundamental thing to understand and venerate.11







  Taylor continues his optimistic tone by quoting Jane Goodall, who calls for us to “reestablish our connection with the natural world and with the Spiritual power that is within us...then we can move...into the final stage of human evolution, spiritual evolution.”12 Goodall’s belief in the power of “spiritual evolution” to move humanity beyond its own narrow interests and egocentricity towards greater adaptability and complexity means that people will come to value Earth and its myriad lifeforms, not as resources to exploit, but as partners in the continuation of life itself, which naturally includes human prosperity. Evolution of the spirit seems to involve the emergence of a true environmental ethic extending valuation, care, and even love outwards to planetary dimensions. Such an ethic will open the door to considering that the wilderness and its inhabitants “have special value and deserve respect.”13




  Of course, “nature” as a prefix to almost any noun can seem regressive, attempting to pull humanity back to primitive stages of evolution. Groups like Earth First! frequently view the decline of civilization as a potentially positive event14 because they don’t believe industrial cultures can sufficiently transform to avoid irreparably damaging life on Earth. Some researchers see “earth religion” as “spiritually perceptive, humane, and ecologically beneficent,”15 appreciating nature spirituality for its ability to expand human consciousness beyond the individual ego to global levels of awareness – and perhaps empathy – leading to changes in destructive behavior patterns, and these beneficent new behaviors can be encouraged as moral obligation or even sacred duty.16




  He further senses that Dark Greens have a specific part to play in response to the climate crisis, especially through the emergence of a “terrapolitan earth religion”17 promoted by various Earth summits, poets, indigenous spokespersons, scholars, and politicians such as Al Gore. These terrapolitans stress “ecological interdependence, an affective connection to the earth as home, and to nonhuman organisms as kin, and the overturning of anthropocentric hubris...because both biological and cultural diversity are highly valued as the fruits of evolution” leading to the emergence of a global, civic, earth religion.18 Gaian Religion or Spirituality occupies an important niche in this process through promoting “feelings of belonging to place” which can lead to widespread transformations accommodating a global, rather than fragmented, limited, or provincial, worldview.19 In turn, spirituality itself widens horizontally toward greater inclusion (and thus compassion) and deepens vertically toward greater experiential and intellectual understanding, further defining, for instance, the meaning of God and Spirit.




  Beyond planet-worship, NeoPagans seek to revive selected ancient and medieval beliefs, rituals, and values as experienced and practiced by pre-Christian indigenous folk, and as applied to – or even stimulated by – the environmental crisis of the 21st century,20 and which celebrates the fusion of Ecos and Spiritus as an already happily mated couple through nature-centric praxis and worldview. Many contemporary Pagans perceive a powerful presence in nature inherent in the living energies of forests, mountains, deserts, and oceans, which is also familiar to many in Native American traditions. This power-in-nature, when one is properly attuned to it, through ritual or other means, becomes accessible for a variety of purposes, for instance to heal or transform, a process often called magick.21 However, unlike aboriginal tribal spiritualities, NeoPaganism has emerged in modernity, so it possesses awareness older groups may have only recently attained: the wholeness of the planet Earth. Their spirituality, then, can possess a genuine planetary consciousness and ethos.22




  Beyond Nostalgia




  Most religions derive their core beliefs and practices from a past of miraculous events and mystical avatars. Their rituals, holy days, taboos, and mysticism emerge from ancient wisdom viewed as no longer fully extant in the present, enchanting antiquity with mythic wonder and time-sensitive holiness. Some of their power thus derives from drawing this sacred past into the mundane present, bathing their adherents in the glow of that special, unrepeated moment or era when the religion began. The problem with this isn’t that the past has no wisdom to offer, but that religions have consigned spirit to the repetition of institutionalized nostalgia, passively leaving the future of Earth in the hands of divine destiny or fate.




  Similarly, dark greens and NeoPagans flourish on romanticized memories of the past and are often populated by idealistic reactionaries responding to the evolutionary progress of civilization, whom philosopher Ken Wilber calls ‘retro-Romantics’.23 Bron Taylor also cautions that Dark Green religions may “reject Enlightenment rationality in favor of a romantic, agrarian ideal”24 which indulges regressive tendencies in those who reject aspects of modernity. In actuality, all religions, regardless of how romanticized, have constantly adapted to changing eras, more or less, and are subject to evolution, regardless of how infinite, eternal, and unchanging their theological claims. Perhaps ageless and perennial wisdom exists, but as soon as it interfaces with humanity, it becomes limited and mutable.




  Further, nature religions and dark green philosophies are themselves products of modern civilization and its relative pax terrana, utilizing contemporary innovations such as modern medicine, global communication, hygiene, clothing, food, and digital devices to enhance and perpetuate their theologies, ironically driving internal combustion cars to ecotheology seminars and flying to climate change conferences. Only indigenous tribes, back-to-the-land communards, and Old Order Amish actually live technologically regressive lives, and even they enjoy the fruits of modernity to some extent. A few new religious movements, for instance The Church of All Worlds, have developed theologies of the future, but they remain rare and diminutive.25 Such a religion would draw its ethics and vision from an idealized future where humanity has evolved beyond the need for violence, and has advanced in the areas of healing, interconnectivity, and world-centric morality to extraordinary degrees of efficiency and effectiveness, attempting, by their beliefs and behaviors, to draw that future into the present.




  On the other hand, there are ecology-minded thinkers who accept a compromise position wherein nature and industrial civilization can co-exist, often through technological innovation. In a 2014 Scientific American article “Can Humans and Nature Coexist?” the author, Gayathri Vaidyanathan, discusses a new breed of conservationists willing to allow some species extinctions and who speak of “a future where nature and humans co-prosper” – with desalinization plants, industrial agriculture, and nuclear power plants included. “The fixes would allow humans to prosper in cities using fewer natural resources. Our civilizations would, in effect, be ‘decoupled’ – at least in limited form – from nature, and the wilds would creep back into abandoned countrysides.”26 According to the author, separating from nature, at least to some degree, will determine the extent of nature left to nonhumans over subsequent centuries. Such a withdrawal from nature can occur along with economic prosperity by concentrating into dense megalopolises, using fewer natural resources, and aided by increased efficiency in almost every sector of life. In other words, economics separates from resource consumption into a more-or-less closed system, what Ernest Callenbach in his novel Ecotopia called a “steady-state.”




  Such technologically friendly visions often form the basis of bright green environmentalism, the philosophy that seeks solutions through technical and civilizational processes; in other words, the belief that “the convergence of technological change and social innovation provides the most successful path to sustainable development.”27 Popularized by writer Alex Steffen, bright greens promote zero-carbon energy, dense urban settlements, total recycling, innovation, regulation, and personal responsibility to create radical changes in world systems such as politics and economics. The movement emphasizes proactive “tools, models, and ideas” rather than the problems and limitations to be overcome, and seeks to energize confidence for constructive solutions rather than repeating bleak prophesies of doom. The web site of Central Piedmont Community College contains a descriptive section on various types of Green Environmentalism:




 

    In its simplest form, bright green environmentalism is a belief that sustainable innovation is the best path to lasting prosperity, and that any vision of sustainability which does not offer prosperity and well-being will not succeed. It’s the belief that for the future to be green, it must also be bright. Bright green environmentalism is a call to use innovation, design, urban revitalization, and entrepreneurial zeal to transform the systems that support our lives.28







  In addition to such articles and ideologies, E. O. Wilson’s 2016 book Half Earth suggests that humankind, through some herculean global effort, put aside into perpetuity at least half of the planet’s landmass for untouched wilderness, so that evolutionary processes may continue on their life-sustaining course. Such a radical idea can only manifest with a radically different worldview wherein we treat Earth with a level of respect impossible for most of us in the early 21st century to imagine, much less bring to fruition. Again, this will require not simply better technology, but better people. Later, I will try to show that better people is exactly where we’re headed, that evolution pushes us into a more sustainable future, and that environmental crises can be averted by literally building up.




  Bio-Cultural Evolution




  For the most part, I see nostalgia as useless or even harmful. The past should not be seen as an idyllic destination to which humanity should return or repetitively reference because evolution has brought us modern civilization and its relative peace and security. To state that life in the past was nasty, brutish, and short belies the true suffering and violence of previous eras. In Steven Pinker’s The Better Angels of Our Nature29 the author suggests in exhaustive detail that contemporary modernity can lay claim to being the safest and least violent period in human history, when centralized government, trade, and negotiation frequently replace homicide and warfare. These are all characteristics of what Pinker calls “The Civilizing Process.”30 His idea is to continue the meta-pattern of advancement, not regress to earlier and more comfortingly familiar forms that may well bring with them old habits of hardship, suffering, and sorrow.




  Pinker traces the decline of violence through time and across civilizations, noting that in the state of nature, “survival machines callously exploit other survival machines” in brutal fashion31 with the implication that as long as humans were ‘natural’ they tended to partake in the ferocious struggle for survival; however, our species appears hardwired for urbanization, with its tendencies toward cooperation, self-control, literacy, diversity, and accompanying reductions in vicious behavior. Along with Enlightenment rationality, individual sovereignty, centralized arbiters, global trade, feminism, and technological innovation, civilized life usually means departure from the warfare, revenge killings, and casual cruelties prevalent in previous eras.




  Pinker divides this bio-cultural evolution32 into “empathy-altruism” and “perspective-sympathy”33 within a “non-random direction of history”34 leading logically to social progress and revealing evolution’s trajectory as directional change away from entropy towards greater complexity and adaptation. Humanity appears to be moving in developmental increments through progressive stages or levels of growth, specifically to greater conscious awareness roughly analogous in the global macro to lifespan maturation in the micro, expanding the circle of valuation to global levels.35 Referring to Peter Singer’s ideas about such expansion as an escalator leading inevitably upward, Pinker states: “A broader effect of the escalator of reason, albeit one with many stalls, reversals, and holdouts, is the movement away from tribalism, authority, and purity in moral systems and toward humanism, classical liberalism, autonomy and human rights”36 in a value system “which privileges human flourishing as the ultimate good.”37




  Bio-cultural evolution, which is really collective individual evolution, leads to social progress, which for Pinker means a gradual decline in violence through an expanding circle of sympathy, an expansion that follows, and allows for the increase of, urbanization.




 

    Suppose that living in a more cosmopolitan society, one that puts us in contact with a diverse sample of other people and invites us to take their points of view, changes our emotional response to their well-being. Imagine taking this change to its logical conclusion: our own well-being and theirs have become so intermingled that we literally love our enemies and feel their pain. Our potential adversary’s payoffs would simply be summed with our own (and vice versa), and pacifism would become overwhelmingly preferable to aggression.38







  Although the author does not anticipate such events occurring any time soon, he does view it as a reasonable extrapolation of historical trends. In other words, it is a rational guess based on a meta-analysis of historical changes over thousands of years in which a pattern moves from lack of empathy to empathy and therefore from violence to stability and harmony, and that this is a natural function and result of evolution. The effect of time on cultures pulls them away from nature into artificiality, and yet we need nature to exist because we’re still biological creatures.




  Being ‘natural’ puts humanity into states prior to cosmopolitanism. For example, I would argue primordial humans had a parent-child relationship with their environment in which ‘Mother Nature’ both sustained and destroyed life in a self-perpetuating cycle, and we, her children, learned the whims of our Mother in order to flourish, the same as every other animal. Human history, however, does not end in this ‘natural’ state but continues through processes wherein humanity moves away from direct nature-dependence, becoming increasingly ‘unnatural,’ a progression which creates the ‘artificial’ environment most conducive to human survival and flourishing, unfortunately at the cost of non-human habitat. We act just as other animals act: for the benefit of our own species, and thus, I argue, our modifications of the planet are, in fact, utterly natural.




  Several attempts have been made at systemization and graphic representation of human evolutionary development. Don Beck’s Spiral Dynamics, for instance, offers a 3-D system of stages for human development stretching from the Instinctive stage 100,000 years ago, through Magical, Power, Traditional, Rational, Pluralistic, Holistic, and Holarchical stages, serving as one way to encode this maturation process.39 Another example is Ken Wilber’s “Egocentric, Ethnocentric, and Worldcentric” model, charting expanding circles of compassion, care, and consciousness “unfolding from body to mind to spirit” and divided into three domains: the physiosphere (matter), the biosphere (life), and the noosphere (mind).40




  In the history of civilization, evolution drives circles of inclusion, agency, and equality to expand, increasing in size and scope over time, until in the early 21st Century it includes, for many, the whole world in an empathic matrix which may constitute the early stages of Teilhard de Chardin’s orthogenic Noosphere, Earth’s “thinking envelope” and leading to his “Omega Point” singularity.41 Digital technologies aid this process by creating global networks of communication, transportation, and energy more or less unifying the planet and establishing historically unprecedented interconnectedness which, barring environmental collapse, promises greater interconnectivity in the future.




  This natural result of evolution’s powerful guiding force is more fully explored in Jeremy Rifkin’s 2009 tome The Empathic Civilization as five stages of human consciousness: oral--mythological, script--theological, print--ideological, electronic--psychological, and empathic--biospheric. For Rifkin, the human journey has passed through phases of communications and conscious-awareness regimes, logically leading to our current civilizations and its concomitant requirements for greater empathic compassion.






   At the same time, the urbanization of human life, with its complex infrastructure and operations, has led to greater density of population, more differentiation and individuation, an ever more developed sense of selfhood, more exposure to diverse others, and an extension of the empathic bond.42







  Along with evolutionary empathy, a pattern exists wherein complex human systems, such as civilizations, experience energy flow-through, which keeps them in a constant state of flux, resulting in either collapse or reorganization; in the latter, the new structure exhibits a higher order of complexity and integration than the former. As systems evolve and grow, they overlap, mingle, and diversify, increasing the ability of an individual to see their own struggles in others and expand empathic awareness.




  For Rifkin, unlike Pinker, spirituality must be included in the process as integral to nurturing empathy; as he states, “Spirituality is a deeply personal journey of discovery in which embodied experience – as a general rule – becomes the guide to making connections, and empathy becomes the means to foster transcendence.”43 He also sees religion replaced by spirituality, which he calls “the very individual quest to find meaning in the broader cosmic scheme of things.”44 Combining evolution’s course towards greater empathy, spirituality’s transcendence and qualities of subjective meaning, and increased urbanization allow humanity to morph into new forms of social life, so that for the first time in history we begin thinking of the humanity as one extended family.




  The evolutionary journey towards empathy results in a planetary ‘near-climax’ culture in steady-state symbiosis which breaks the entropy-empathy paradox and, through the internet and its progeny, transforms the world into a giant global public square and leads to a global ‘brain’ of which we are all an integral and simultaneously independent part. As new distributive and sustainable energy sources combine with the emerging biotic consciousness, humanity may “extend the empathic embrace while lowering the entropic bill. This would bring the human race to the cusp of biosphere conscious in a ‘climax global economy’ through stages mythological, theological, ideological, psychological, and dramaturgical stages of collective consciousness. At this point, he sees ethical behavior for the vast majority of people as a given.




  The new bottom-up continentalization and globalization allow us to complete the task of connecting the human race and opens up the possibility of extending the empathic sensibility to our species as a whole, as well as to the many other species that make up the life of the planet.




  Bio-cultural evolutionary ethics becomes personal: not simply an ethical prerogative but an essential moral imperative, and the experienced form of this global ethical morality emerges from Deep Empathy – the mystical and intellectual pursuit of an active relationship with Gaia through practices such as somatic therapy, meditation, intense prayer, nature-centered rituals, psychedelics, and other forms of planetary communion, with possibilities of real inter-connectivity and communication in the language of ecospiritual empathy, the probably hard-wired capacity to know (bio-gnosis) the feelings of the Other, even if that Other is the planet.




  The Evolution of Consciousness




  One of the gifts Charles Darwin gave the world was the simple idea that biological forms change over time. He offered the theory that the world is not static but dynamic, changing, evolving. Evolution implies that life modifies over time and that it modifies in specific ways designed to maximize survival. That is, life moves through time and becomes more complex and sophisticated so that living beings are able to adapt to changes in the Earth. Dinosaurs didn’t survive, we presume, because they weren’t able to adapt to the sudden climate shift that ended the Cretaceous period,45 but small mammals did survive and adapt – and that’s why mammals are with us today in such spectacular variation. The world seems made so that time acts as an agent of advancement along a specific line of development. For instance, humans are born as helpless babies, but most of us grow, experience, and learn, becoming beings that are more complex. Life itself has changed over eons from single-celled organisms billions of years ago to more complicated life forms like us. Complexity and adaptability are signs of evolution at work.




  In other words, it can be argued that to evolve means that we become more complex (able to understand and do more) and sophisticated (possess more experience, knowledge). The human mind, emotions, and conscious self-awareness also evolve; they grow, advance, and mature in what appears to be a relatively constant direction: away from ignorance, immaturity, and unconscious behaviors towards wisdom, maturity, and self-awareness.




  In the 1920s and 30s, French Jesuit priest, paleontologist, and visionary Pierre Teilhard de Chardin began applying Darwin’s dynamic evolutionary theories to spirituality. First, he described the grand unfolding of the cosmos, from primordial origins and the advent of life and humankind to the development of the noosphere (the “thinking envelope” of consciousness). Just as the biosphere and atmosphere evolved to support life, so the noosphere is currently developing as an energetic layer of human thought covering Earth like a net with the potential to unite humanity as one family. In addition, Teilhard proposed his Law of Complexity-Consciousness, which relies on two principles:






	Through time there has been an evolutionary tendency for all matter to unite and become increasingly complex in nature




	With each increase in material complexity, there is a related rise in the consciousness of matter and a greater urge to unite46










  In the 1950s, he envisioned the noosphere developing until all minds would be connected and all information instantly available to anyone on the planet. For this reason, he has been called the spiritual father of the internet. He also saw the noosphere preparing the way for the soulosphere where all hearts are psychically connected. In other words, Earth evolved humans, who are in turn integral to the creation of the noosphere, with implications that Earth itself is an organism just awakening to its own evolutionary potential. For Teilhard, Creation is being pulled along in a process called orthogenesis47 towards a moment of global enlightenment that will end the chaos and turmoil of human history at a final step in evolution called the omega point,48 beyond which lies a paradisiacal new world inspired by the Biblical New Jerusalem.




  Not only does the physical world directionally evolve, human consciousness does also, and because of the link between consciousness and spirit, spirituality seems to be evolving dynamically and directionally as well. When we heighten and deepen our consciousness, it affects the part of our spirits that expand on the vertical axis of the cross, with or without supernaturalism. Thus, we hitch our star to a greater whole that ‘knows’ more than we know and guides us to our highest good. Bio-cultural, conscious, and ‘spiritual’ evolution can be a source of hope, optimism, and energy to which we can hitch our visions. On this path, human cultural development continues, despite periodic setbacks and crises, in a wobbly path towards collective maturation, with its attendant compassionate engagement with ever-wider circles of inclusion, under evolutionary pressures apparently meant to maximize the survival potential for Homo sapiens. If we are to have faith, perhaps it should be in the natural processes of change and growth that we can perceive and utilize.











  Chapter 2




  Ecospiritual Visionaries




  A 2008 article in Kosmos magazine entitled “Evolution Toward Global Cooperation” discusses the cumulative power of biocultural evolution in steering humanity towards its highest ideals.1 The essay suggests global cooperation is a natural function of organic development, inevitably beguiling us away from tribal conflict towards planetary peace and sustainability. Spurred by global problems not solvable by any single nation, the author believes this worldview has the potential to “energize and motivate us to fulfill our evolutionary destiny of global cooperation.”2




  I believe visionary individuals and groups have labored throughout history, usually in relative obscurity, to urge and support humankind towards this cooperative future. A unique, often disregarded (or even persecuted) segment of a given population will coalesce into an alternative to the old mainstream majority worldview, either in the form of an individual (like prophets or social leaders) or as collective bodies (as in self-identified movements) consciously or unconsciously shifting socio-cultural paradigms. This hidden minority has gone by many names in the past, but all have been ‘ahead’ of their time and thus made contributions to the evolution of human consciousness by pulling us along, sometimes kicking and screaming, toward a positive destiny. Individual visionaries capture our imagination because they seem to anticipate later social or technical developments,3 but it’s the groups we’ll concentrate on – those collective efforts that have begun to increase in number and influence as the 21st century unfolds.




  Beatniks, Hippies, New Agers, Aquarian Conspirators, and Cultural Creatives are some of the names of these small but influential population segments subtly influencing humanity. These minorities can be seen at Green Party meetings, in Non-Governmental Organizations, supporting the United Nations, signing the Earth Charter,4 teaching at progressive charter schools, marching for peace, shopping for natural products at farmers’ markets, running organic farms and eco-friendly businesses, and in hundreds of other roles that seem unrelated but are really instances of the same effort to nourish a eutopian5 future through peace, environmental, and social justice activism.




  The following writers of the 20th and early 21st centuries identified these special groups, tracing the progress of emergent evolution by examining visionaries as a single, but usually unorganized, phenomenon. Presented in chronological order, each author peered at the emerging eco-spiritual and bio-cultural evolution community from a slightly different angle, illuminating it in unique ways, and each contributed to the burgeoning worldview and ethos by making apparent the interconnections of spirituality and Earth. These make up the cultural contexts for, and influences on, the Church of All Worlds. Spanning 40 years from the 1970s to the 2000s and focusing on North America, each book describes the ideals of millions of people all pushing or pulling in the same direction, evidently motivated by similar inspired visions.




  Charles Reich – The Greening of America





  As an American legal scholar and Yale professor, Dr. Reich observed the convulsions of the 1960s and sought to place them in their larger historical and socio-cultural context: recognizing radical events as tectonic shifts creating waves of change rippling through society. The first Earth Day in 1970 resulted from a slow awakening of holistic consciousness by the first generation of ‘Terrans’ raised on Star Trek, psychedelics, peace marches, yoga, and rock. An ethic of innovation advanced fresh perspectives and deep revolutions that were amplified, if not initiated, during the 60s.




  Although the book was written in 1970, its sentiments are universally applicable. The roots of what the author calls the “American crisis” remain pertinent across generations and are of concern to all the authors in this section:




  “Disorder, corruption, hypocrisy, war”




  Lawlessness, whether violence, corporate greed, or political dishonesty, eats at the foundation of any republic, slowly eroding democracy, undermining social justice, and encouraging an atmosphere of evasion, self-deception, and indifference.




   “Poverty, distorted priorities, and law-making by private power”




  Drastic inequalities caused by systemic social arrangements result in skewed priorities wherein corporate CEOs earn millions while workers are denied basic healthcare. Oligarchic concentrations of power ensure little progress is made to address these inequalities.




   “Uncontrolled technology and the destruction of the environment”




  Perhaps no current issue has the far-reaching implications of ecological degradation and climate change. Although postmodern technology holds part of the answer, the will to implement clearly falters. Without a viable environment to support our endless debates, the debates themselves are moot.




   “Decline of democracy and liberty; powerlessness”




  Reich’s first sentence proves timely: “The Constitution and Bill of Rights have been weakened, imperceptibly but steadily.” I would only take issue with “imperceptibly” because the weakening has become blatant, with the consequences manifesting as imperial presidencies and a declining sense of public agency.




   “The artificiality of work and culture”




  Pop culture reigns iconic, accompanied by a profound lack of deeper meaning in life. Satisfying work, healthy play, service to others – all are affected by the shallow confines of commercialized herd mentality. Food remains over-processed, entertainment an opiate, and important issues trivialized while trivia assumes unearned significance.




   “Absence of community”




  Isolation and alienation create a semi-anesthetized populace plagued by emotional illness that compounds violence, loneliness, despair, and disregard for others. Relationships remain dogged by artificial gender expectations and the fruitless search for perfection, and the family is either mummified in some anachronistic nuclear form or severed by egoistic disputes.




   “Loss of self”




  Educational systems, job descriptions, and social restrictions continue to strip us of real personhood. True individual authenticity remains difficult to manifest as mass communication and unconscious assumptions splinter the personality and repress instinct, feeling, and spontaneity, further truncating wholeness, creativity, innovation, and activism.6




    If these are the problems, what solution does Reich propose? The answer he offers is the ascent of consciousness. He first categorizes consciousness into three levels of advancement. Consciousness I, which he calls “loss of reality,” begins with the freedom of the American frontier, liberating individual creativity and ambition from old social constraints, but ends with culpable innocence.




 

    Today [Consciousness I] still sees America as if it were a country of small towns and simple virtues. Invention, machinery, and production are the equivalent of progress; material success is the road to happiness; nature is beautiful but must be conquered and put to use. Competition is the law of nature and man; life is a harsh pursuit of individual self-interest.7







  Consciousness I insists that everyone live in a less complex past and that success, defined mostly in materialistic (or religious) terms, comes through morality, hard work, and self-denial. It doesn’t recognize that, for the most part, individuals have subsumed themselves to organizations, that social problems are not exclusively due to personal character, or that government may have a significant part in dealing with national issues. In other words, it’s out of touch with the reality experienced by a significant majority of (especially urban) people.




  Consciousness II, on the other hand, is the creator of the Corporate State. At its zenith, it deals a fatal blow to old class ranks and agrarian limitations. It successfully raises the individual to new heights of value, honoring plurality and articulating basic rights and freedoms. However, it also develops the ‘organizational man’8 through the industrial revolution and capitalist companies that have morphed into multinational corporate conglomerates.






   To [Consciousness II], what the reality of the times seemed to demand was the organization and coordination of activity; the arrangement of things in a rational hierarchy of authority and responsibility, the dedication of each individual to training, work, and goals beyond himself. This seemed a matter of utmost biological necessity.9







  The machine mentality means that a person adapts himself to the imperatives of the technological state, subsuming the self not to class hierarchies and tradition but to corporate caste-system employment, mass entertainment and conformity, and arbitrary governmental proscription. Life’s meaning thus derives from the function performed for society and the satisfaction derived from a job and its compensations. This ‘meaning gap’ gets filled by material accumulation and conspicuous consumerism, continuing the corporate economic cycle. However, Consciousness II is also committed to social reform, which explains social security, civil rights legislation, identity politics, environmental regulations, and other programs – but again, this often reflects a herd mentality where the truly innovative reformer is vilified until a large enough percentage of the populace support their cause and it can slip into ‘newest fad’ status. Material prosperity is paramount, and almost everyone has more stuff than his or her parents do, but are we happier?




  Consciousness III, the level that Reich suggests we are moving into and must assertively continue towards, addresses first the restoration of the self. Having been lost in social hierarchy and mercantile interests, our selfhoods must be reclaimed away from forces outside us. The true self must be liberated from the tension, fear, and rigidity encouraged by exterior sources such as media anxiety-mongering, purposeless governmental constraints, and corporate-driven consumerist obsessions. With the “self-destruction of the Machine,” the author sees the third level asserting itself in moves toward personal authenticity, voluntary collective efforts for the common good, lifestyle simplification, careful and directed use of money and technology, environmental activism, sane law-making, organic livelihood, and a more holistic worldview.




  New generational shifts tend to correct the extremes of the Corporate State. Inner self-knowledge guides each person to genuine lives and legitimate choices concerning work, association, activism, and play. Ever cautious of over-intellectualization, Reich describes the foundation of Consciousness III as liberation.






   It comes into being the moment the individual frees himself from automatic acceptance of the imperatives of society and the false consciousness which society imposes. For example, the individual no longer accepts unthinkingly the personal goals proposed by society; a change of personal goals is one of the first and most basic elements of Consciousness III. The meaning of liberation is that the individual is free to build his own philosophy and values, his own lifestyle, and his own culture from a new beginning.10







  Personal liberation, which was a major theme in the subsequent decade of the 1970s, provides the sturdy roots of ascension: the authentic self must be firmly established and loyally followed in all matters. Reich claims that this is not a selfish ego trip, but rather a “radical subjectivity designed to find genuine values in a world whose official values are false and distorted.”






   It is not egocentricity but honesty, wholeness, genuineness in all things. It starts from the self because human life is found as individual units, not as corporations and institutions; its intent is to start from life.11







  Every person’s life matters and possesses value apart from its usefulness to the state or society, each individual is free to choose the form and content of her life, and each human enjoys the right to full agency even if she disavows competition, antagonism, or conformity. Personal boundaries are more fluid, easygoing, and communal. Diversity becomes a source of richness and celebration. Manipulation and coercion lose their allure, dishonesty declines, and artistic enjoyment flourishes.




  Consciousness III invites full participation in the socio-political realm along with enthusiasm, joy, and hope applied to all interests. It’s unimpressed with title, power, or authority, judging everyone and every act according to ethical standards of freedom, personal responsibility, and peacefulness. It’s not afraid of alternative consciousness or expressing love in deeply meaningful ways. But most of all, it proposes radical reprioritizations that will transform society.




 

    We must no longer depend wholly upon political or legal activism, upon structural change, upon liberal or even radical assaults on existing power. Such methods, used exclusively, are certain to fail. The only plan that will succeed is one that will be greeted by most social activists with disbelief and disparagement, yet it is entirely realistic – the only means that is realistic, given the nature of the contemporary State: revolution by consciousness.12







  First, Reich says, we must admit that decades of liberal and radical struggles have not saved us from a world of chaos, violence, and self-destruction. Although many strides have been made, we still find ourselves with serious social and environmental issues that have not been solved because the changes that have occurred have all been within certain accepted parameters of the existing system that never allows any real progress. The ‘military-industrial complex,’ corporate citizenship, two-party political system, and even the deeply held assumptions of civilization – all are transformable.




 

    Consciousness is capable of changing and of destroying the Corporate State, without violence, without seizure of political power, without overthrow of any existing group of people… The crucial fact to realize about all the powerful machinery of the Corporate State – its laws, structure, and political system – is that it possesses no mind. All that is needed to bring about change is to capture its controls – and they are held by nobody. It is not a case for revolution. It is a case for filling a void, for supplying a mind where none exists.13







  In other words, by reclaiming our authentic personhood, we reevaluate our daily actions and decisions, changing them according to the needs of a new century. Along the way, we can inject into the present system these new memes and watch as the old structures that seemed impervious gradually transfigure. The new consciousness offers the heart, soul, and mind lacking in the old. All that’s missing is the will, which may be provided thanks to a degrading environment and increasingly impotent social systems. It’s not a generational thing, for we all have to live within the limitations of the natural world around us, but it is divided between those who get it and want to live and those who don’t care or choose to remain alienated. None of the present institutions or structures can be sufficient for the task, but what will suffice cannot yet be fully imagined.




  Finally, the new consciousness seeks nothing less than the “restoration of the non-material elements of humanity’s existence, elements like the natural environment and spirituality that were passed by in the rush of material development.”14 The immanent and transcendent spirit, dismissed by secular humanists and imprisoned by religious exclusivists, forms the leaves of the tree, soaking up the sunshine and turning it into energy. Through a decidedly mytho-poetic worldview and profound mysticism, the greening of America finds its early seedlings in the basic laws on which Consciousness III community rests.






	Respect for each individual, for his uniqueness, and for his privacy




	Abstention from coercion or violence against any individual, abstention from killing or war




	Respect for the natural environment




	Respect for beauty in all its forms




	
Honesty in all personal relations




	Equality of status between all individuals, so that no one is ‘superior’ or ‘inferior’




	Genuine democracy in the making of decisions, freedom of expression, and conscience15










  In addition, individuality is protected because, as the author writes, “the Consciousness III community is based on organic principles, not on identity.”






   Nature is an organic community; its different elements and inhabitants do not resemble each other, they carry out very different functions and they rarely communicate, yet they all contribute to each other and depend upon each other.16







  Corollary to this is the sentiment of “species solidarity” or the feeling of togetherness. Nature teaches us that interdependence is the fact of all life, and that empathic interconnection allows for prosperity of all living things. The relationship to Earth reappears continually in the dialogue and behaviors of visionaries because it lies at the root of many other issues being confronted. The war against nature correlates to our wars with each other and vice versa. We must mimic planetary life insofar as we “contribute to each other and depend upon each other.”




  Part of the spiritual element of Consciousness III involves the unflinching acknowledgement of love in our lives and in the universe. Difficult as it may be to define or fully comprehend, love lies at the heart-core of every other issue in human existence. But love is not only the feelings between two people; it lives in the community, the neo-tribal togetherness that modernity has devalued.




 

    Love is not given by one person to another as a sovereign act; love is discovered, it is generated, it is in the community and not merely the product of each individual’s will.17







  Consciousness I and II attempt to filter reality through their lenses, causing beliefs and activities outside their embrace to appear weird, suspicious, or even dangerous. The point is that Consciousness III people form a distinct community, the vanguard of a new culture. This is the greening of America, and though some dismiss the excitement and hope of the 1960s and early 70s as youthful naiveté, the fact is this vision has survived and flourished, mostly under the radar of corporate media, growing and developing, unstoppable in its exuberant determination to lead humanity towards its brightest potential.




  Marilyn Ferguson – The Aquarian Conspiracy





  Manifested through the 1970s New Age movement,18 the radical energy of the 60s develops into the deeper, nearly invisible community of “Aquarian conspirators” named for the ‘Age of Aquarius,’ an astrological period popularized in music, film, and counterculture lore. Ferguson, once editor of the Brain/Mind Bulletin, sees philosophical and behavioral patterns following similar lines of inquiry, and a vague sense of commonweal emerges based on shared values but scattered across disciplines and geography. The subtitle of her effort to explore the content and establish the perimeters of this movement is “Personal and Social Transformation in the 1980s.” Looking at her present community as well as ahead to its future flowering, she sets out to track “the conspiracy” and ends up portraying a continuous phenomenon with a rich history. The book reads like another cannon-shot across the bow of what Reich called Consciousness I and II and opens again the gates to Consciousness III.




  Ferguson observes a similar crisis in her decade as Reich did in his, with only a few differences, and her list of grievances remains just as pertinent, confirming how little real progress the old paradigms of liberalism, industrialism, and politics have made.
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