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Chapter 1


Why This Book?


A Note of Apology


Over 150 years ago, the Danish philosopher Soren Kierkegaard (speaking through his pseudonym Johannes Climacus), in the preface to his renowned masterpiece, The Concluding Unscientific Postscript, took time to apologize for adding to what he referred to as the “paragraph parade.”1 Writing at a time when book publishing was becoming quite commonplace and writers of all sorts were churning out books at a never-before-seen pace, Kierkegaard felt a bit guilty at adding to what he perceived to be a glut of unnecessary verbiage which added more confusion than clarity to the religious and philosophical issues of the time. Kierkegaard believed that much that was being published at that time had little merit, and was being produced more for publisher profit and author egotism than for actual enlightenment of the general population. In such an environment, despite being convinced that he had something important, relevant, and profound to say, he nonetheless felt compelled to apologize for contributing yet another lengthy tome to what could be described as a bad case of writing and publishing dysentery.


While the short, simple, elementary work that follows can hardly be compared to Kierkegaard, I nonetheless feel a bit of the same guilt that the Dane experienced back in the mid-19th century. This is a book about contemporary spirituality, and there certainly is an abundance of books out there about contemporary spirituality: in Kierkegaardian terms, there is a “paragraph parade” of books on spirituality, and not every entry into that parade is a worthy one. Today, an Amazon search of “spirituality” yields over half a million results, and I’m sure that that number will increase dramatically by the time you begin to read this book (and even further by the time you finish it). Indeed, it seems that we have an abundance of gurus, masters, theologians, philosophers, spiritual teachers, etc., each offering some sort of insight (often accompanied by a specific plan) into how to live a spiritually meaningful life in contemporary times where the value of traditional religion is increasingly questioned. From the big names (often with an Oprah-ish connection) such as Eckhart Tolle, Deepak Chopra, Wayne Dyer, Michael Singer and others, to hundreds or more of second- and third-tier authors who offer seminars, retreats, web-based teaching and counseling, and produce book after book from lesser known publishers, to the countless self-published gurus who crank out books and work the lesser known spiritual circuits, we are seemingly flooded with a bounty of profound (or is it superficial?) spiritual guidance.


In the context of such a paragraph parade, why this book?


A Perplexed Friend and the Purpose of This Book


In part, I felt compelled to reluctantly make yet another contribution to the paragraph parade because of my conversations with a good friend, and the frustration that I felt in seeing him struggle with religion.


My close friend, Jonathan, is a successful physician. He is an exceptionally bright, insightful, thoughtful, middle-aged man, widely read, highly intelligent, conversant in what seems to be an unlimited range of fields: medicine (of course), history, geography, economics, politics, literature, technology, science, and on and on. He is an exceptionally rational and open-minded person. But in addition to all this, he is one of the most kind, sincere, gracious, humble, virtuous, compassionate persons that I have ever had the good fortune to meet over the span of six decades. Jonathan has, in the purest sense, a “good heart.” When asked what was the essence of Buddhism, the Dalai Lama is said to have once replied, “A good heart.” While some may find that that sounds a bit simplistic, I would suggest that it’s actually a very profound answer. A truly good heart, difficult as it is to define, and hard as it is to find embodied in an actual person, is indeed something that is spiritually rare, and Jonathan possesses this quality.


And yet, for all his intelligence, open-mindedness, and good heart, there is one thing that Jonathan will have no part of: religion. Jonathan finds religious beliefs to be not just laughably irrational and absurd, but morally and intellectually offensive. He finds the Biblical accounts of miracles such as the parting of the Red Sea to be preposterous in the light of contemporary science (in which he was thoroughly trained). He finds accounts of a vengeful Old Testament God authorizing the murder of women and children to be morally repugnant: how could a morally good person profess allegiance to such a bloodthirsty entity? And given that in his job as a pediatric surgeon, he sees the horrible things that happen to innocent children and families on a daily basis, he sees no reason to believe that there is any transcendent, spiritual goodness or meaning in this universe.


So why do I write of Jonathan, and what does he have to do with this book? Quite simply, Jonathan is representative of a widespread trend in our culture, one that has spread throughout all levels of society, creating what is a veritable “silent spiritual majority.”


Specifically, he is representative of the countless numbers of intelligent and good-hearted people who want nothing to do with “religion” of either the traditional or New Age sort. And they adopt this position out of what is actually a noble motive: they are trying to be intellectually and morally honest with themselves. They refuse to acknowledge the validity of ideas that simply don’t make sense to them; they refuse to ground their hopes in stories and symbols that simply don’t have any meaning to them; they refuse to profess allegiance to or admiration of a deity that acts in a manner that is inferior to the moral standard that they expect of not only themselves but even their children. They believe that they cannot be religious if being “religious” means sacrificing their intellect and professing belief in a person successfully commanding the sun to stand still in the sky or a paradisal realm that is “up there” or a creation that takes place in a mere seven days and in contradictory sequences that do not exactly correspond to the scientific evidence. They believe that they cannot be religious if being religious means sacrificing their moral sensibility and accepting the goodness of a God who authorizes the slaughter of an entire village of men, women, and children, or a God-man who kills a plant solely because the plant cannot satisfy his hunger (Mark 11:12-14) – and of course, for countless other reasons, found in the sacred texts of many of the world’s religions.2


But they also cannot embrace “religion” if that means acceptance of nebulous notions that are grounded in wild speculation disguised as scientifically-rooted empirical experience. They cannot accept the existence of spiritual realities whose existence is explained in writings that are weak in evidence, juvenile in logic, and, psychologically speaking, seemingly rooted more in contemporary expressions of wish-fulfillment than in reality of any sort. In other words, they cannot accept the current religions rooted in the past, but neither can they accept the religions of the many versions of the “new spirituality,” generally lumped together under the “New Age” label, that have appeared over the past several decades.


Perhaps without even realizing it, they have adopted the worldview of secular naturalism: the only existing reality is the realm of time, space, mass and energy (the “physical world”),3 and the only valid means of knowledge about the world is through scientific rationalism. Believing that scientific naturalism is a “proven” perspective, they attempt to be honest with themselves by holding positions that are consistent with that naturalism, and religion (as they understand it) is not consistent with that naturalism. In a world that appears to them as devoid of any sort of transcendent meaning or value, in a spirit of authenticity they try to maintain the only source of dignity that is left: being honest with oneself, even if that does involve the acceptance of a rather bleak understanding of reality.


In a certain sense, my friend is representative of what might be considered the contemporary version of “everyman,” or, more properly put in gender-neutral terms, “everyperson.” They are representative of a general worldview, of a general way of looking at reality, that is shared by much, and perhaps most, of the population of at least the industrialized “first world,” and most likely, humans across the globe who live in any culture which has been significantly touched by scientific naturalism, secularism, industrialization, and the related philosophical elements of modernity. They represent a worldwide sense of doubt about the tenable nature of traditional religious beliefs, whether those beliefs have originated in the Western Abrahamic traditions or the various Asian traditions. They represent intelligent, thoughtful, well-intentioned men and women of the modern world who cannot reconcile intellectual and moral integrity with religious belief as they understand it, and hence they go through life with no religious belief at all, choosing the path of atheism or agnosticism or, perhaps even more likely, making no choice at all but rather trying to just not think about such matters.


Of course, at this point one might simply say, “So what?” Some people hold a religious perspective, others do not. In our supposedly post-modern world, where there is room for diversity without (or almost without) limits, why should this be a problem? Believers and nonbelievers, secularists, and religionists, scientists and mystics: why not just rest content with that diversity?


Quite simply, the problem is that those who adopt this stance that intellectual and moral integrity in the contemporary world are incompatible with religious belief are: 1) simply wrong; and, 2) unnecessarily denying themselves the benefits of a spiritual worldview, a perspective that offers a level of depth, meaning, and insight into existence as an embodied human creature that secularism simply does not and cannot provide. We are suggesting that there are real, unique, and profound human “goods” that flow from a belief in Spirit. We are further arguing that belief in Spirit, divested of the symbols and myths of 2000-year-old religions (more on this later) does not require any sort of sacrifice of intellectual or moral integrity, and indeed, quite the contrary, an honest, open-minded, rational assessment of that which we label as “reality” strongly suggests the existence of Spirit. We further argue that an honest examination of the nature of our experience as beings of embodied consciousness clearly demonstrates the existence of a human capacity to empirically gain experiential access to that Spirit. And we are even further suggesting that reflection on the nature of human values and morality likewise suggests the existence of a spiritual dimension to existence.


In a sense we are saying that, far from being an anachronistic embarrassment which the honest contemporary human cannot accept, the existence of Spirit is a position that any intellectually, empirically, and morally honest person can embrace without reservation. The purpose of this book is simply to flesh out and defend that assertion, and in doing so hopefully free the countless intelligent, honest, and good-hearted Jonathans of the world to recognize that they are free to both retain their intellect, honesty, and morality and to accept the presence of Spirit.


But to adopt such a receptive and appreciative perspective on religion, a radical shift from the traditional view of religion is required. If (like Jonathan) one’s only way of thinking about religion is in the context of existing traditional religions, then the transformation that we are advocating regarding how one views religion is not likely to happen. Rather, it is necessary to set aside all of one’s preconceived ideas about religion and start again from scratch, so to speak.


And one way to start fresh is to adopt a “Big Picture” view of religion, looking not at any single religion in isolation, and indeed not looking at religion in its multiple current expressions in isolation, but rather looking at religion from the perspective of the evolution of the human species, and in fact, adopting an even more expansive Big Picture, looking at it from the perspective of the evolutionary history of the universe. Such a perspective is not dependent on consulting sacred texts or understanding church doctrines or accepting the authority of religious leaders. Such a perspective is based on simple observation of the factual dimensions of the world in which we have evolved, and is completely compatible with the scientific mode of knowledge that often is cited by nonbelievers as forcing them into disbelief. In other words, how does human knowledge in general, and spiritual knowledge in particular, fit in the grand, cosmic evolutionary process? In the truly Big Picture – or the biggest that our species can comprehend – where does religion fit in?


Of course, at best, we can only speculate, but a reasonable description of such a Big Picture perspective on religion (and the one which our entire argument is rooted in) might look something like this:


Approximately 14 billion years ago, the realm of time, space, matter, and energy came into existence in a singularity event which scientific cosmologists refer to as the Big Bang. From this initial event, over the span of billions of years, ever more complex entities evolved. Elementary particles combined to produce simple elements, which in turn combined with other elements to form various compounds. Eventually simple molecules emerged, and from those simple molecules, life evolved on at least one planet, Earth (and in all probability, on many others – but that’s not our concern here). Once established on Earth, living entities continued this evolution into increasingly complex forms, producing multicellular organisms and eventually the more complex organisms that led to the emergence of organisms with sufficiently complex neurological mechanisms to allow them to experience awareness of their environment.


Initially, in nonhuman life forms, this consisted of a rudimentary “awareness” which sensed and responded to, though in all likelihood was not “conscious” of, various sensory qualities: light, sound, heat, etc. But with the emergence of humans, we find neurological systems that have attained a level of complexity that made possible the awareness or experience of not only the sensory qualities of the environment, but also various non-sensory, intangible aspects of the world. These objects of awareness are often described as “abstract,” but that doesn’t mean that such entities are nonexistent. Humans developed the capacity, for instance, to conceive of number – not just as in a number of specific objects, such as four apples, but the concept of fourness, independent of its relation to any set of objects representative of fourness.


Humans also developed an awareness of abstract qualities such as goodness, truth, and beauty. Indeed, with reference to these three, humans clearly had evolved an awareness of a dimension of existence that the rest of the evolved world did not have. In a sense, human consciousness evolved to the point where, unlike nonhuman forms of consciousness, it had the capacity for awareness of non-sensory realities, including those which we might designate as “spiritual” in nature. This included a sense of the presence of unseen realities – understood in a plethora of different ways by various early human peoples – but all consistently expressing the sense that there is “something else” other than the material realm, and that that “something else” was of the greatest importance in how humans lived. And with this came the evolution of the concept of “meaning” in life – again, a mode of consciousness that we do not perceive in other species which lack the evolved brain complexity of humans. And this notion of “meaning” in life was sensed as being intimately connected to that transcendent Something Else.


What we are talking about here is the emergence of religion at a point in human history, made possible by the evolving complexity of the human brain. Of course, we can only speculate in the vaguest terms about how, when, and where this might have happened: as humans became human, what happened in the emerging human psyche to lead to the capacity to experience non-sensory and “spiritual” realities, a capacity that apparently is not present in other species? How, when, and why did the notion of a spiritual reality first appear in the human species? How and why did humans end up with this notion that is not found, in any sense whatsoever, in any other species? When and how did the thought or awareness or perception of “Spirit” – of whatever sort – first occur in the human brain? When and how did human beings first conceive in the mind the notion of an invisible, or spiritual, realm, one that was not subject to the suffering and decay of the material realm?


And what happened in the brain, when that first sense of the spiritual occurred, or what had evolved in the brain which allowed the first sense of a spiritual reality to occur in the human mind?


When did those things happen? And was it a thought or something more like, in keeping with historian of religion Mircea Eliade, an experience or feeling or sentiment of the sacred? Did someone say, “You know, I’ve been thinking – maybe there’s an invisible dimension in addition to this dimension we’re in now.” Or… did early humans experience something – something of a numinous, mysterious, sacred quality, which they subsequently attempted to describe and communicate in symbols, from the Neolithic cave paintings to the great theological treatises of the Middle Ages?


What we are suggesting here, of course, is a position which often gets skirted in the world of academic scholarship. Is religion nothing more than the product of human imagination – did we just make it all up? Or, as we are suggesting, is religion the product of an experience of or a sense of something that is actually there, however elusive “there” might be? Put differently, did early humans create an illusory notion of spiritual reality, or did they perceive or experience a spiritual reality that did indeed exist, and was accessible to them in various ways dependent upon their ability to perceive it (which, of course, would include the evolutionary stage of the development of their brain and consciousness)?


But perhaps both can be true: it seems quite obvious that much of what we call “religion” is indeed the product of a particular culture and a particular time period – in other words, human beings do indeed “make up” or construct much of the detail that goes into what we call religion. But that does not negate the possibility that those human constructions are an attempt to make sense of something that is indeed experienced or sensed as a real presence. And, being the sort of imaginative and creative creatures that we are, we have to elaborate on it and dress it up in all sorts of wonderful, wild, and confusing ways, with doctrines, rituals, myths, and everything else that goes into this thing called religion.


Indeed, one might ask: if religion is only the product of human speculation and creative imagination regarding the notion of a spiritual reality, where did the idea of a spiritual reality come from in the first place? Where and how did we first get that notion of spiritual reality that we subsequently played with and decorated in countless different ways over centuries and centuries?


So to briefly summarize the position that will be presented in more detail in the course of the book: it is not necessary to sacrifice one’s intellectual or moral integrity to believe in a spiritual dimension of existence. Quite to the contrary, cognition, empirical experience, and moral intuition all point more toward the existence of a spiritual reality than they do to the atheistic alternative. One can be honest with oneself, intellectually, experientially, and morally, and maintain belief in Spirit by whatever name one chooses to call it. However, such honesty does require making a distinction between spiritual truths and the symbols and myths through which they have been expressed in pre-modern cultures.4 Many treasured symbols and stories, if treated as literally true, must be abandoned as literal truths and understood as representations of a spiritual reality for which our post-axial culture has not yet developed a “new story” with new symbols, and as such remains somewhat elusive and mysterious. But better to honestly lay claim to that elusive mystery than to engage in an act of self-deception in clinging to ways of thinking about and expressing Spirit5 that no longer make sense in today’s world.


Before proceeding, however, a brief note would be in order regarding who should not read this book. Many people are quite content with traditional modes of spirituality. They accept traditional texts as authoritative, and find comfort, solace, and guidance in their pages. They find that orthodox beliefs and practices provide a meaningful and reassuring perspective on life and its many vicissitudes. That’s quite comforting, and it is not my desire to in any way disturb the confident faith of those who find traditional religions to be credible and effective. If you are content in your faith as a Christian, Jew, Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist, Jain, Daoist, Confucian, or any other existing religious tradition, then you’re not likely to find much useful material in what follows. To those content believers, I would simply suggest that you not read this book.


But for those who look at the traditional faiths and simply cannot buy into them, I hope you will read on.


A Note on Style


There is a certain sense in which this book doesn’t have anything new to say at all. Indeed, given the abundance of spirituality-oriented books that address the notion of an evolutionary shift from an outdated mode of spirituality and consciousness to something new and revolutionary, one could argue that there’s not much more that can be said on the matter that doesn’t amount to simply repeating, in a slightly modified form, what has already been put forth by others.6


Nonetheless, this book does have a unique objective, in that it attempts to examine these issues in a manner that is likely to be positively received by a broader audience. There are many books out there for traditional believers; there are many books out there for New Agers. But where are the books that openly explore the potential for new spiritual possibilities without being weighed down by either allegiance to past traditions or blithely chasing, with little sense of critical assessment or discrimination, virtually any spiritual path that runs counter to traditional religion? This will attempt to be such a book, threading the needle between the two extremes of overcautious traditionalism and careless innovation.


At the present time, works on the validity of a religious perspective and the emergence of a new spirituality tend to be of two types: popular spirituality books and scholarly/academic books. Books written from a nonacademic, spirituality-based perspective, abound in number and popularity. Tolle, Chopra, Singer, and many others do indeed find a large audience, but I would argue that they do so at a price, and that price is intellectual and logical rigor. As inspiring as such works might be at times, to the reader who has even a modest familiarity with world religions, philosophy of religion, history of religions, and related fields, these works are also extremely frustrating at times, in that the authors do not present their positions in a manner that represents sustained and rigorous logical thinking, and at times they contort factual information to suit their own needs.7 As such, their positions are often not taken seriously by not only the scholarly community but, even more importantly, just the intelligent lay reader. Looking for an alternative to what they rightly perceive as outmoded forms of spirituality found in the still-dominant organized religions, these everyday people in search of spiritual alternatives are not likely to be convinced by writings that simply don’t reflect an even modest level of reasoning and common sense. My friend Jonathan, for instance, who is most decidedly not a professional philosopher or theologian, cannot be convinced to take seriously the arguments of these new spirituality icons since the weaknesses in their positions are so obvious.


On the other hand, the intelligent lay reader is not likely to find much of value in academic works dealing with contemporary spirituality since academic works, by their very nature, are not intended for a broad audience. Full of lengthy analyses, innumerable footnotes, and multiple references to obscure scholarly works that are not likely to be familiar to the non-scholarly reader, such books provide a valuable perspective but only for a limited audience.


So the intelligent lay reader is often left with little to choose from, caught between the intellectual unsoundness of new spirituality authors and the intellectual overkill of academic works.8


The present work attempts to address this need by offering intellectually sound, rationally serious arguments that will be convincing to the thoughtful lay reader who wants to retain her intellectual and moral integrity, but without the unnecessary verbiage and related clutter that characterizes so much academic work. We will attempt to present an intellectually credible case for a new, emerging spirituality, but in a manner that is also clear and comprehensible. We will present a case for spirituality that is intended for the “everyperson” of the early 21st century.


As such, this work is not intended for quite the same audience as the writings of the celebrity spiritual writers such as Tolle, Chopra, etc., in that the focus will not be on the cultivation of any sort of exceptional, non-ordinary spiritual experience. We will not be advocating a non-dual enlightenment experience. We will not be recommending the necessity of mystical experiences. We will not be speaking of past-life, shamanistic, meditative, or entheogens-induced experiences that are posited as the alternative to no longer credible traditional religions. Of course, we are not denying the reality or value of such experiences, and in various ways we will touch on such experiences as they fit into our exploration.


But this is not a book for those who are looking for a path to something extraordinary and transformative. Rather, in presenting what we hope will be a convincing exposition to “everyperson,” we will be looking primarily at the everyday experience that every person is familiar with. In fact, we will be arguing that the reality of Spirit can be found in the very ordinariness and preciousness of everyday life, when that everyday life is looked at without the multiple unconscious prejudices of either scientific naturalism or traditional religion. In a sense, we are simply saying to the ordinary person: cast aside the preconceived notions about reality that you have been exposed to through the competing, but equally misguided, poles of traditional religion and scientific naturalism, and you will see the obviousness of Spirit in its full simplicity, goodness, and beauty.









Deconstruction









Chapter 2


How to Think About Traditional Religions


If we were living in Medieval Europe and someone asked what would happen if they climbed in a boat on the shore of the ocean and sailed West as far as possible, the reasonable and obvious answer would be that the boat would eventually fall off the edge of the Earth and all would perish.


If we were living in ancient Greece and someone asked why the sun moved across the sky, the reasonable and obvious answer would be that the sun god was riding his golden chariot.


If we were living in Biblical times and someone asked why rain fell from the sky, the reasonable and obvious answer would be that God makes it fall.


If we were living in ancient India and someone asked why society is divided into different classes, the reasonable and obvious explanation would be that there once was a Cosmic Person (mahapurusha) who had been sacrificed, with his various parts creating the different social castes.


If we were living in ancient China and someone asked what the weather would be like tomorrow, the reasonable and obvious response would be to put a turtle shell over a fire and observe the pattern of cracks that formed on the surface of the shell.


If we were living as late as the 17th century in Europe, and someone asked what could be done to cure a sick person, the reasonable and obvious answer would be to drain some blood – lots of blood.


If any of these questions would be asked today, in the 21st century, and someone gave the same response, such a response would no longer be deemed “reasonable and obvious.” Quite to the contrary, it would be labeled uninformed, irresponsible, stupid, crazy, etc. And, to make a point that hopefully will seem ridiculously obvious to the reader, why would it be the case that an answer that was reasonable and obvious to our ancestors would be considered absurd and ridiculous to us today? Because human knowledge has evolved over time. What the human species knows about the nature of things and how they work in the 21st century has changed considerably since what was known in pre-modern times. We simply know more today than we knew in times past, in virtually all fields of knowledge: science, medicine, engineering, agriculture, and on and on. We simply do not think the same way that we thought 2000 years ago. Or at least, in most areas we don’t…


And that brings us to religion – perhaps the one area of human understanding where much of the human race continues to think in the same way that humans thought two thousand years ago. Why is it the case that Christians and Jews look to writings that are over 2000 years old for knowledge about the nature of God or the Transcendent or Spirit? Why do Hindus and Buddhists, following traditions that are perhaps slightly less text-dependent than the Biblical faiths, nonetheless look to writings that likewise were written over 2000 years ago? And even in the more “recent” religion of Islam, why do Muslims believe that the knowledge of God as found in a book that was assembled in the 7th century is the only valid source of knowledge about God? Really, when you step back and contemplate this practice of 21st century people habitually and without hesitation looking to ancient books for knowledge about something that is presumed to be a present-day reality (God), the practice might appear to some to be a bit bizarre.


Physicians and other health care providers don’t look to the writings of Galen (2nd century) when they are looking for guidance on how to treat an illness. NASA doesn’t consult Ptolemy (2nd century) for astronomical guidance when planning the complex task of launching a satellite into orbit. If you’re planning on taking a trip to China, you don’t do so based on a map from the time of Marco Polo (13th century). And so on and so on. The point is obvious, and yet precisely because it’s so obvious, the continuation of the practice of people in the 21st century consulting 2000-year-old writings is all the more peculiar.


Of course, one could rightly point out that knowledge about “worldly” realities, or aspects of reality found in the ever-changing matrix of time and space – in other words, knowledge about things – is different than knowledge about God or the Transcendent. This is certainly the case, and this distinction has a number of important implications, which we will explore later, for how one thinks about religion in the 21st century. But the fact that there is a difference in the nature of our knowledge about the material world and our knowledge about Spirit need not logically lead to the conclusion that knowledge about worldly realities changes and evolves over time whereas knowledge about God is static and confined to books written in the pre-modern era. Of course, one could adopt the traditional position of the Abrahamic traditions (which, unless otherwise noted, we will use to refer to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam), and contend that knowledge about God is the product of revelation which is a one-way transmission, coming only from God to humanity, and that transmission ended over 2000 years ago (or, in the case of Islam, 1400 years ago). That is a position that one might hold as a matter of faith, but it is not a position that can be derived from any sort of observation and analysis of religion in general. Maybe knowledge about God is indeed limited to what God chooses to communicate to humanity, and, maybe God did choose to stop that communication a long, long time ago (although it seems rather odd that an omnipotent and benevolent Spirit would choose to do that). But that position is based on faith, derived from those very texts, and as such is something of a tautological position, along the lines of “We believe that knowledge of God only comes from the Torah/Bible/Qur’an because the Torah/Bible/Qur’an says so.”


Actually, none of those texts say anything of the sort, but that’s a point we don’t need to argue here. Rather, the point is that people from a given religion can choose to define their ancient texts in such a manner, but they are doing so solely on the basis of faith, and a blind sort of faith at that. Our exploration of how one can think about religion in the 21st century is being made independent of dependence on such faith-based assertions. We are simply saying: look at what’s there – at yourself, at the Earth, at the Cosmos – and from that starting point let’s consider what seems to be reasonable when thinking about religion. And from that starting point, there simply is no justification for thinking that religious knowledge must be limited to information found in old – very old – books.


Of course, this is not to suggest that existing sacred texts have no value or that traditional faith has no role in 21st century spirituality. For many believers, these ancient texts continue to be profoundly meaningful, and the ideas expressed in those texts about the nature of God and God’s relationship to the Universe and humanity continue to provide a valuable guide for leading a spiritual life even in today’s world.


However, we also have to acknowledge that there is a substantial population of thoughtful, intelligent, well-intentioned people who do not find the traditional way of thinking about religion, rooted in a one-directional revelation captured in a single text written many centuries ago, as credible, or even consistent with their own moral and spiritual intuitions. It is to this latter audience that this book is addressed.


The traditional understanding of religion, including the belief that an ancient scripture is the sole valid source of knowledge of God, assumes something that we are choosing to deny, namely that religion doesn’t change. But it does! It changes, very slowly perhaps, over the span of centuries, but in very recognizable ways. In other words, just as the human awareness of other aspects of reality has changed over time – and changed in a progressive manner, such that it would be justified to say that it has, admittedly in fits and starts, evolved – likewise human awareness of the spiritual nature of reality has evolved over time. And the challenge that we are addressing here of 21st century humans looking to 2000 years old texts for knowledge about Spirit is rooted in the widespread failure to recognize the evolving nature of religious wisdom.


The sense in which religion has evolved over the span of human existence has been well-documented by many scholars, anthropologists, theologians, and cultural historians. Indeed, an entire field of study in graduate work, History of Religions, developed in the mid-20th century in response to this recognition of identifiable patterns of change in human religion over long spans of time.9 Just to cite one example of such scholarship (although perhaps the most influential one), consider the work of the German philosopher, Karl Jaspers.10


In 1949, Jaspers coined the term “Axial Age” to describe a period of human history, running from approximately the 8th century BCE to close to the beginning of the Christian era, during which there was a radical shift in religious consciousness in civilizations across the globe. Religion prior to this period tended to be fairly uniform in the various cultures covering the Earth; but during this period, these civilizations dramatically modified their understanding of the sacred into a religious perspective that was significantly different from what had been present in the previous 20,000 or more years of human religious thought and behavior.


Specifically, Jaspers demonstrated that prior to this Axial Age, in what we will call pre-Axial religion, we find that religion throughout the world tended to contain some combination of the following elements:




	Belief that Spirit was found in multiple entities, some being presences in nature, others being personified deities in a “heavenly” realm.


	Sacrifice was the primary behavior that established a relationship between the spirits and the human realm. Animals, plants, and even humans were sacrificed to the sacred powers in the belief that in return for such sacrifice, the spirits/gods would bestow benefits on the sacrificing parties.


	The human relationship with the sacred was understood primarily in terms of power; divine beings were powerful beings who were approached with fear and trembling.


	Divine beings often acted in a very capricious manner, displaying qualities such as anger, jealousy, favoritism, etc. Gods, in other words, were not seen as exemplary beings.


	Morality had little to do with how humans related to the realm of the spirits.


	Acting in a religious manner was largely a matter of following rules about giving to the gods what they wanted in order to avoid divine wrath and hopefully (though not in any guaranteed sense) secure divine protection.





In a nutshell, in the pre-Axial era humans recognized the presence of an invisible, powerful spiritual presence in the world, but they understood this spiritual reality as something that was primarily a source of power, and something that was related to through the performance of sacrifices. Moral qualities (kindness, generosity, compassion, justness, etc.) were neither seen as part of the nature of spiritual reality nor an important aspect of religious behavior.


And then things dramatically changed, over the span of about five centuries (a remarkably short time in the larger context of the history of the human species) – in China, in India, in the Mediterranean civilizations – in a remarkable manner which would result in a radically different type of spirituality. This change would produce the great World Religions that are still with us today: Judaism, Christianity, Islam,11 Hinduism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and Daoism all emerged during this period, in what Jaspers coined “Axial Age” religion, based on the notion that it seemed as if humanity was collectively pivoting on an axis and turning to a very different understanding of the spiritual dimension of reality.


More specifically, it was during this period that we see a shift away from understanding the sacred as a capricious and threatening power and toward a perception of Spirit as the unitive embodiment of all perfections. During the Axial Age, belief in multiple sacred spirits or deities tends to move toward a sense of the unitary nature of Spirit. In the monotheisms of the Abrahamic traditions, in the non-dualism of the Hindu Brahman, in the all-encompassing Buddhist concepts of Shunyata, Tathata, and Dharmakaya, and in the Chinese Dao, we see an evolution away from a sense that the sacred is a scattered reality to an awareness of some sort of unity or oneness. This is the period of the rise of monotheisms in the West and the rise of non-dualisms in the East. In the Mediterranean world, the old gods clearly are in the process of receding by the time you get to the Temple period in Judaism, while in Asia the multiform sense of deity never completely disappears but rather becomes incorporated in the larger picture as part of a larger Oneness.


But along with this movement toward an awareness of the unitary nature of spiritual reality, we also find a dramatic shift in the understanding of the qualities of that sacred reality. Spirit becomes moral during the Axial Age. Sacred reality is no longer characterized by capricious, petty, insolent, vindictive behavior, but rather is understood as the repository of moral perfection. Rather than gods acting like immoral humans, the Axial Age sees a morally perfect spiritual reality which is the source of all human virtues. Spirit is now associated with love, compassion, kindness, justness, and other moral virtues. And given this new awareness of the sacred, humanity’s understanding of how it should relate to the sacred also changes. Sacrifice is gradually replaced by virtuous behavior as the fundamental spiritual practice. Whereas in pre-Axial religion, morality was at best secondary to the performance of ritual sacrifices, in Axial religion the role of sacrifice gradually diminishes and is replaced by the importance of leading a life based on moral virtues.


If we look at religions across the globe in, say 3000 BCE, we find people offering sacrifices to a collection of rather unpredictable spiritual beings in return for protection from harm. If we look at religions across the globe in the first century CE, we often (although not exclusively) find people endeavoring to lead virtuous lives in accordance with the will of a benevolent and all-powerful deity or force.


Of course, this short account of the shift from pre-Axial to Axial religion is an oversimplification of the complexities of religious life during that period, but the point that we’re trying to make, even in this simplified account, is that religion changed, and changed dramatically during this period. And, to finally return to the point that led us to a consideration of the Axial Age religion, if we have definitive evidence that human awareness of the sacred changed radically in the past, why should we assume (as many apparently do) that the human understanding of Spirit stopped evolving around 2000 years ago? Human awareness of the sacred dimension of reality clearly changed radically from the birth of human self-awareness to the beginning of the Christian era… and if so, why should we think that that evolving awareness would have stopped at that point? That much of the world’s population subscribes to this scenario of a religious awareness that is stuck somewhere around the first century or so is clearly demonstrated by the manner in which people from all of the major faiths look to texts that were written during the Axial Age for knowledge about God/Spirit. When a Christian looks to the Bible for an understanding of the nature of God, she or he implicitly affirms that the portrayal of God in that 2000-year-old book is more valuable, meaningful, valid, etc., than what a person living in today’s world can know about God. The Buddhist who looks to the teaching of the Buddha from the 6th century BCE commits the same error, knowingly or not, of acting as if human insight into the nature of the sacred can only be found in books that record alleged teachings from 2500 years ago.


Frankly, this might appear to an objective outside observer to be a bit bizarre. There is no compelling reason to presume that human religious consciousness developed and changed dramatically up until 2000 years ago, and then ceased to develop at all. Human awareness of spiritual reality, like all kinds of human knowledge, evolves over time, influenced by a myriad of cultural and contextual factors. But it does change. It does evolve. Human beings have changed since the first century; our awareness of the sacred has changed as well. It makes no more sense to consider the Bible or the Bhagavad Gita as the sole authoritative source for spiritual knowledge than it does to consider Ptolemy’s work as a valid source for knowledge of astronomy or Galen’s work as a guide for the practice of 21st century medicine.


In this context, we argue that the problem with the widespread disbelief that we find today is not religion itself, but rather adherence to an antiquated type of religion which is no longer credible to much of the 21st century population. And as we shall lay out in subsequent chapters, the challenge is to construct the elements of a religion that is credible to someone who is fully informed by a 21st century sensibility, both intellectually and morally. As philosopher J.L. Schellenberg asks, “Is there a form of religion appropriate to our place in evolutionary time?”12 In the following pages, we hope to convince the reader that there is, even though its contours are in a very early stage of development and will require development and elaboration in the coming years, decades, and centuries (religion changes, but it changes slowly).


So this – finally – brings us to the larger point of this chapter: it’s OK if you can’t accept the stories in those ancient religious books. It’s OK if you just can’t accept the ideas found in those ancient texts. You don’t have to feel guilty about reading the story of Jonah in the belly of the whale and saying, “That’s ridiculous.” In fact, we would suggest that it’s a good thing to openly admit that you cannot accept it. It’s always a good thing to be intellectually honest with yourself, and unfortunately many people continue to sacrifice their intellectual honesty because they mistakenly feel that to question the literal veracity of anything in the Bible (or Qur’an or Gita) would be irreligious or heretical. And many others, refusing to sacrifice their intellectual honesty, sacrifice their religious faith instead, believing (again, mistakenly) that being religious requires assent to everything that is found in these ancient texts, as if the only alternative to believing in a literal interpretation of the sacred text is to reject religion completely.


But such a sacrifice is unnecessary, as we shall see as we work our way through the chapters of this book. For now, it will have to suffice to say, and to say definitively and boldly, that being religious does not mean accepting all of the contents of a book written 2000 years ago, and being religious does not need to involve even the slightest sacrifice of one’s intellectual integrity: spiritually speaking, one can, so to speak, have one’s cake and eat it too. We can maintain our intellectual integrity and be religious believers – but only when religion is understood in a manner that is freed from its historical tether to words written centuries ago.


Just as our Axial Age ancestors gradually set aside and rejected the spiritual concepts of pre-Axial religion but still remained religious, albeit in the context of the new, Axial Age religions, so we should feel confident that we can set aside the concepts of the Axial Age spirituality which served humanity well for 2000 years but may have reached the end of their relevance, while we remain “believers,” but believers of a somewhat different sort: believers in a post-Axial Age spirituality that is only in the early stages of emergence from the Axial traditions that it is evolving out of and slowly replacing.


So how does one think about “religion” in the 21st century? Perhaps it’s easier to respond to “How does one not need to think about religion in the 21st century?” And the answer to that question is: one does not need to think of religion as an unchanging set of beliefs, communicated a very long time ago, and found in a very old book. As to the positive content of what it means to think about religion in the 21st century, we’ll be looking at that in the pages ahead.









Chapter 3


How to Think About Sacred Texts


To some, the alternative approach to understanding religion as the product of a prolonged evolutionary process that has been presented above may seem quite objectionable to traditional believers because it situates religion in a space that is not necessarily grounded in a sacred text of some sort. The Christian might be disturbed at the suggestion that it’s not necessary to assent to whatever is found in the Bible. The orthodox Jew will be offended at the suggestion that the holy Word of the Lord as found in the Torah can be disregarded. The devout Muslim, especially of the fundamentalist persuasion, is likely to be intensely outraged and condemn this author for heresy for suggesting that a religious person does not need to assent to every passage found in the Qur’an. Asian traditions tend to be considerably less defensive about challenges to the literal interpretation of their sacred texts, but nonetheless it is likely that there will be Buddhists and Hindus who read this and are troubled by the assertion that one can lead a legitimately spiritual life without agreeing with the full content of texts such as the Pali sutras (the oldest Buddhist texts, and presumably the closet thing we have to the original teachings of the Buddha) or the Vedas (the oldest Hindu texts, believed to be delivered to the ancient sage Manu from the gods).


We are suggesting that it’s possible to look at sacred texts differently, in a manner that preserves one’s intellectual and moral integrity while still recognizing that there is much of value in these books which have retained their influence over the span of many centuries. Of course, talking about sacred texts or Holy Scriptures is a complicated and daunting task, given that sacred texts differ from one tradition to another and that the content of such texts sometimes consists of a bewildering array of quite different types of material. With regard to the first point, for instance, there obviously is a difference between a book like the Bible, which (even if, as a whole, it is interpreted as the Word of God) contains the voices of multiple writers, and the Buddhist sutras, which are understood to be the sayings of one person, the Buddha (with a few exceptions which are attributed to a disciple). Then again, we have the Qur’an, which is understood by Muslims as being the words spoken by the Prophet Muhammed, but dictated to him by the angel Gabriel, based on (in some Muslim theologies) a heavenly version of the very same text.


With reference to content, the difference is obvious between the Buddhist sutras, which for the most part simply contain teachings, with little reference to and no importance placed on, events, and the Bible, which contains all sorts of diverse material. In the Bible we find creation stories, laws, histories, genealogies, hymns (Psalms), moral aphorisms (Proverbs), philosophical speculation (Ecclesiastes, Job), and theology.


In light of the diverse nature of sacred texts, we need to be cautious about making generalizations, but in the remarks that follow we believe that the observations can be applied across the board to texts from different traditions.


First, it’s important to note at the outset that our intent here is not to completely negate the value of traditional sacred texts, but rather to frame our understanding of those texts in a broader context that takes into consideration the historical and cultural perspectives that are an integral part of the contemporary intellectual, spiritual and moral consciousness. Sacred texts should be looked at with complete intellectual honesty, and this means that, regardless of whatever spiritual inspiration might have been involved in their creation, they also are the product of the same sort of influences that all texts are subject to: the influences of the culture they are written in, the historical circumstances prevalent at the time of their production, the personality (or personalities) of their author(s), etc. Hence, we are saying that sacred texts do not need to be interpreted literally. It’s OK to say that you don’t believe that the sun stood still in the sky during Joshua’s attack on Jericho. It’s OK to say that you don’t believe that the Buddha traveled from India to Ceylon by levitation. It’s OK to say that you can’t believe the Torah’s account of God commanding the Hebrews to kill all of the men, women, and children in a Canaanite village. It’s OK to say that you don’t believe that the Quranic passage in which Muhammed states that it is acceptable to hit your wife before going to bed is a revelation from God. Indeed, one might understandably ask, what kind of God would countenance such things? It’s OK to say all this, and still be a believer in the existence of a spiritual reality. Being a believer need not be tied to blanket acceptance of texts that are two millennia old.
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