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  What people are saying about




   Beyond The Cave




  Dr Vardy’s book is a bracing tonic. When a culture ceases to focus on truth above all other concerns, it becomes a slum peopled by self-serving ideologues, ever in danger of imploding into insanity and increasing silliness. This book offers a diagnosis on many fronts and offers a therapy, from sources old and new, to cure what ails us. For him ‘post truth’ must lead to a new getting of wisdom. This book will be a valuable resource for educators, their directors and their students, and a sign of hope for us all.




  Professor Anthony Kelly CssR




  In a post-truth world, this is a splendidly energetic and thoughtful book about discovery and truth. The great questions of our destiny and of what it means to be human are often ignored on the one hand by the relativists who believe that ‘my truth’ is what matters, and on the other hand by fundamentalists who wish to impose their ‘truth’ on the world. The critique of modern educational aims is especially telling.




  Christopher Lewis, Christ’s College, Oxford




  In this lucid and comprehensive study, Peter Vardy challenges contemporary relativism, nihilism, and anti-realism. Aflame with passion, he makes a strong case and champions the age-old quest of truth-seeking. He argues that the voice of the Eternal has been largely silenced by post-truth culture—in this book he seeks to reawaken our consciousness.




  Professor Dan Cohn-Sherbok




  I absolutely loved this book. Peter Vardy surveys 2500 years of philosophical thought, and brings the wisdom of the centuries to bear on our shallow post-truth society. Vardy argues cogently for values that are thoughtlessly swept aside in a relativistic culture. His book should be compulsory reading for all who teach Religious Studies and Philosophy, their pupils and society.




  Sarah McDonald, Head of Philosophy and Religion, Haileybury College




  Peter Vardy is a brilliant teacher and has produced here an invigorating alternative to prevailing ideas. Beyond The Cave provides a vital resource which invites us to fully consider what is at stake in the pursuit of truth. This book will inspire a new wave of enquiry into the nature of truth, what it means to be human and why all this matters.




  Kate Rogers, Head of Religion and Philosophy, Chiswick School




  A wonderfully written book. All students should be encouraged to ready this as it provides an opportunity to think deeply and to be challenged about the Nature of Truth and what it means to be human free from the cultural obsession with materialism.




  Margaret Daniels, Head of Religious Studies, Queen Mary’s High School, Walsall.
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  Part One




  The Descent Into The Cave







  



  Chapter One




  The Beginnings of the Quest




  Two dragons stand on either side of us:






   1. POSTMODERNISM AND RELATIVISM – these represent a denial of any single truth. We are told that we construct meaning and that it depends on culture, gender, sexuality and other factors. We are in water world, adrift on a sea of flux with no anchor points. Tolerance is the new god and any position must be respected as the days of absolutes are past. Any claim to absolute Truth that is seen to be intolerant of other alternatives is arrogant and discriminatory and all positions are equally legitimate. We are in a post-truth world.




  2. FUNDAMENTALISM – this claims to know the truth and seeks to impose its certainties on others. Fundamentalists are increasingly common in some forms of religious education round the world and are growing in influence in institutional religion as well as among atheists.







  Between these two dragons runs a shy and retiring little stream. This stream is the search for Truth (the capital ‘T’ is significant). The stream often appears cowed by the power of the dragons; it is seen as insignificant and unimportant as well as being disregarded by many – as is the way with streams. Nevertheless, a feature of streams is that they cannot be destroyed and beneath the power and seeming dominance of the modern age is the still small voice that calls us to a search for Truth.




  Seemingly we live in a post-truth world. In 2016 Oxford Dictionaries declared ‘post-truth’ to be the word of the year. ‘Alternative facts’ are meant to be taken as seriously as reporting by reliable media outlets backed up by strong evidence. ‘Expert opinion’ is widely decried. How has this come about? The aim of this book is to explore the issue of the decline of Truth but do so within a broader context and agenda which will mean addressing questions about what it means to be human as well as the developing role of artificial intelligence and the relevance, or possibly lack of it, of religion. It will also mean addressing the question of human potential and whether there are any transcendent, Eternal and enduring values that may be worth living, and possibly dying, for.




  The very idea of Eternal values has today largely been marginalised for reasons that this book will explore. This marginalisation has certainly been aided by the decline in institutional religion in the Western world. Nevertheless, the process has been rendered much easier by the development of anthropology, psychology and sociology which have presented reductionist explanations of the religious impulse and, in so doing, have convincingly portrayed it in ways which render the idea of the Eternal largely redundant. Philosophy should have championed the search for Truth but it, particularly in the Anglo-American tradition, has become increasingly preoccupied with linguistic analysis. The relevance of a subject such as metaphysics has become marginalised or ignored.




  Why does the concept of Eternal or transcendent values matter in a supposedly post-truth world? There are various reasons:






	It affirms the idea of absolute Truth which the post-truth world rejects.





	It stands for a meaning and purpose for human existence that is not simply constructed or the result of social convention.




	It can represent an ontological distinction between human beings and animals or, indeed, artificial intelligence.




	It challenges the consumerist, materialist culture that dominates in the 21st century, and




	
It is directly relevant to questions of morality and whether there is an absolute distinction between good and evil, right and wrong. These issues have important implications for politics and the media.







  The idea that there is something called ‘The Eternal’, representing not just an eternal extension of time but rather a transcendent order, is an old one, predating the early Greek philosophers. The most ancient of religions affirmed it and gods were worshipped that were seen as controlling transcendent forces. Initially these gods were highly anthropomorphic and were well exemplified in the gods of the Incas, the Norse, the Greeks and the Romans. These gods were powerful but their power was restricted and they were beset by fierce rivalries between each other. They were held to control things that were regarded as mysterious at the time such as the changing cycles of the seasons, fertility and cosmic events such as the movements of the stars and the weather. Sometimes the sun and the moon were worshipped as gods – not surprisingly considering the influence both the moon and the sun had on primitive societies. The return of the sun after the winter solstice brought the promise of longer days, spring, new growth and the warmth that made crops and hunting possible. These were primitive ways of seeking to express the idea of a transcendent realm and the Eternal stood for all those things primitive human beings could not understand. The gods were considered to have power not only over life and death but also over the growing of crops, victory in war and, of course, fertility. Bad harvests or lack of children were blamed on the actions of the gods who were capricious and who had to be placated.




  This led to the emergence of a priestly class who exercised great power as they were seen as being in control of the crossing point between human beings and the transcendent world. They built on the myth of these powers by holding secrets and performing rituals which were regarded as the only ways of ensuring that the gods were favourable to the people they represented. Priests and the priestly class therefore became important members of society as they guarded the bridge between the transcendent world and the world of everyday experience. Their power was all the greater as there was no clear demarcation between the transcendent and the material worlds. Gods were to be found everywhere and in all activities of life, and those who neglected the gods or the priests who were their ambassadors did so at their peril. The priests were also the best educated members of society so they were the guardians of the mysteries of writing and had the vision to erect great monuments and temples. They would also claim to prophesy the future and thus give access to secret knowledge which was available nowhere else. Kings and rulers could not ignore them as they represented a transcendent power beyond that of the secular state and they also gave confidence to the population and to soldiers in war as well as to ordinary people in times of prosperity and adversity. For a ruler to ignore the priestly class or the importance of religion was to ignore the main alternative source of authority in the state and thus to make themselves vulnerable to being supplanted. There is a long history of priests determining the fate of kings. An alliance between the rulers and the priests was common for pragmatic reasons. The rulers were interested for their own sake in the powers the priests claimed to represent but were also interested in the powers and authority the priests and religion generally held over their populations. The priests benefitted from the approval and support of the state.




  Few within any culture challenged the combined religious and secular order – the combination was simply too powerful and all embracing and, what is more, it made sense of a hard life. Life was unpredictable and cruel. Disease was not understood, death came early in all too many cases and many children died at birth or before they were one year old. Fertility seemed a mystery and only the priests claimed any possible ability to influence child birth. In this seemingly meaningless universe, religion provided a context, a framework and a way of understanding reality. In a very real sense, religion and the priests were ‘makers of meaning’ and, in their absence, life seemed meaningless, harsh and dark. Religion also provided hope when this was often in short supply. For women who were not married, who could not have children or whose children died, religion provided the possibility that things might be different. The gods could be placated and, perhaps, pleased and might then grant the dearest wish of the supplicant. For men, religion provided the hope of good crops, of protection against adverse conditions and victory in war. Gods like the Roman god Mithras or the Norse God Thor expressed the aspirations of a warrior class and provided the initiate with a sense of belonging to a very exclusive club (initiation into the Mithras cult was by invitation and involved an ordeal which would stretch the bravery of the applicant). Followers of Mithras on both sides of a conflict respected the bravery and kinship of the Mithras followers they were fighting and would endeavour to provide a quick kill to assist the person dying into the afterlife. Belief in an afterlife was strong and, in many cultures, this was assumed to be a continuation of the culture of the present life. Thus followers of Mithras or the war gods of the Norse people both looked forward to banquets, companionship and, of course, a recognition of their bravery. For ordinary people, belief in life after death provided comfort in a world where mortality rates were very high and where most people would die before 35. Belief in a life after death has a very long history with Neolithic grave mounds indicating the state in which Kings and leaders were buried – but even for more humble people the idea of a life after death was an important one. If one believed in life after death, then the death of children or a loved one was not in vain and there could be hope even beyond the grave.




  Early religious belief tended to be based on local gods, the gods of the woods and the fields. Ancient ‘Hermes’, some of the earliest gods with large phalluses, were used as boundary markers and were regarded as blessing the fertility of the fields and family. They were often placed at crossing points where bridges crossed rivers symbolising the crossing between this world and the transcendent or Eternal realm. The ideas of ‘family gods’ in the East were taken seriously and often this was combined with ancestor worship – the idea that the ancestors of the present generation cared about the currently living family and these ancestors needed to be placated, and could be prayed to and invoked as a way of bringing help in time of need. In many African societies today, the idea that the spirits of the ancestors live on and are closely connected to events among the living is strong. The same is found in traditional Chinese religions such as Confucianism. These concepts were also linked to respect for the old, for their wisdom and understanding and, of course, the old would eventually die and in their turn would become the ancestors to whom supplication could be made and who would be remembered by succeeding generations.




  As human understanding developed, so the idea of local gods came to be challenged. The gods were now seen as dwelling in the sky or on top of mountains – they were still anthropomorphic but had powers over nature. The gods quarrelled, had sex and children and had dominion over different parts of the created order: Neptune over the sea, Thor over thunder, Athena over fertility, Mars over war and so on. They also had responsibility for particular aspects of human life – for instance the Greek goddess Hera was responsible for punishing adultery although Zeus, the Father of the Greek gods, readily committed adultery and had sex with both humans and other gods. Some of the gods were capricious such as the Norse God Loki. Knowledge of these gods was preserved by the priests and passed on by story. The stories of the Norse, Greek, Aboriginal, Maori and other gods were preserved in myths that were transmitted by a strong oral tradition and which encapsulated the key insights about how life should be lived. The Greek myths embodied the virtues of a good life, particularly related to bravery, strength, loyalty and fortitude as befitted a people who travelled across the Mediterranean, were in constant conflict and faced ever new challenges. Religion has always been connected with ethical behaviour as the conduct of individuals or communities was seen to directly affect what happened after death as well as succeeding generations. The aboriginal stories are more closely related to ‘The Land’ and its care and preservation, and these stories explained the origin of the world in which the People lived.




  The priestly class in most cultures continued to exercise great influence sometimes ‘speaking Truth to power’ and standing against kings, queens and the ruling elite, but more often cooperating with them and providing an alternative source of power and influence as well as meaning and hope in an often dark world. However, out of these diverse and vague representations of an Eternal or transcendent order, more sophisticated ideas emerged based largely on the developing idea of a single God.




  Religions, therefore, have always stood for an Eternal dimension to reality and to human life but their insights are today largely obscured and marginalised. We live in a world where absolute Truth is derided and relativism dominates. ‘Post-Truth’ recognises the dominance of the media and the influence of multiple perspectives and narratives. Nevertheless, this book will seek to show that there is a pressing need to express, in the language of today and faced with modern science, sociology and psychology, the enduring relevance of ‘The Eternal’. The first step will be to examine the background to the religious imperative which has been such a deep and enduring feature of humanity before seeking to understand why this imperative has become so marginal.







  



 Chapter Two




  The Religious Imperative




  Traditionally religion and Truth went side by side but the decline in the importance of religion in the Western world has contributed to the decline in the importance of Truth. To understand where we are today, some background is essential as the vast sweep of history has contributed to the rise in prominence of the dragons(cf. p. 1).




  The Hebrews were rare in worshipping a single God – initially they were henotheists and worshipped the god of their tribe (thus ‘the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob’) and it was only later that they developed into monotheists. The Hebrew Scriptures are a diverse collection of stories and different genres assembled over time and it seems clear that, initially, there were different names for gods coming from different traditions and the stories from these traditions did not always integrate easily. The God of the Hebrews entered into a binding covenant with what were to become ‘the people of Israel’ that their God would always, in the long term, protect them provided they worshipped the one God only and were obedient to his commands. In very human fashion, the Hebrew Scriptures record the constant disobedience of the tribes and their leaders, and God’s punishment and yet continual faithfulness to the original covenant. The covenant was with the whole people and, therefore, individual failings and sin reflected on the people as a whole and brought the danger of God’s punishment. Like other gods of ancient cultures, the god of the Hebrews had to be placated with sacrifices and worship but, above all, absolute obedience and fidelity was demanded. When bad times occurred (whether this be the failure of crops or defeat in battle) this was blamed on lack of fidelity to the Covenant. Any negative effects on the community were not seen as an indictment on their god’s failure to protect people but as a just punishment for the people failing to be faithful to the Covenant. The Covenant was with the people of Israel in this life, and the idea of a life after death was undeveloped, vague at best and distinctly unattractive. The promise in the Covenant was not made to individuals but to the people of Israel and their descendants. People lived on through their children and the blessings of God to Abraham (seen as the original father of the Jewish nation) were passed on by lineal descent. Even today, all Jews look to Abraham as their father and being Jewish (except in the rare case of converts) is passed on through the female line as it is always clear who is the mother of a child whereas the identity of the father may be more open to question.




  One of the early stories in the Hebrew Scriptures records the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah by God for their wickedness. Abraham pleaded with God for the life of the citizens even though they were not related to him arguing that it would be unjust to destroy the city if there were, initially, 50, then 40, then 30 and finally just 10 just people in the city. Sodom and Gomorrah were not Israelite cities and this story, perhaps, was the beginning of the understanding that the god of Abraham was not simply another local god but the god of the whole world.




  The story of Jonah is largely about the growing realisation that the God of the Hebrews was not just a local God. Jonah was a Hebrew prophet who was told to preach repentance to the city of Nineveh. He refused as he wanted nothing to do with Nineveh. They were not Hebrews, they worshipped other gods and the message of his God, Jonah considered, was not relevant to them. Pursued by his God, he fled to sea only to find the boat in which he travelled overwhelmed by the waves and in danger of sinking. The sailors cast lots to determine who was responsible for the impending catastrophe and the lot fell on Jonah – clearly indicating to them that he was the cause of the storm due to the displeasure of his god. Jonah admitted as much and accepted that his god was punishing him for refusing to obey his commands, so Jonah was thrown overboard. The waves immediately subsided and Jonah, so the story goes, was swallowed by a large fish – eventually being delivered back to dry land. Suitably chastened, Jonah sets out to fulfil God’s command and goes to Nineveh. Even then, although he is obedient to the command of his God and preaches the need for repentance his heart does not seem to be in it and he looks forward with anticipation to the destruction of the city of Nineveh for its sin. He sits on a hill outside the city patiently waiting for it to happen. However, not only do the people of the city take his message to heart and repent, but his god forgives them and no destruction takes place. The story marked a key stage in the religious development of the Hebrew people as they came to consider that, whilst they were God’s chosen people, their God was nevertheless the God of the whole earth. This was radically countercultural and was an enormous step forward from the worship of local, tribal Gods. The Hebrews still considered that whilst their God was the god of the world, nevertheless they were a specially chosen people in a unique relationship with God which marked them out from all other people.




  The people of Israel continually went through great hardship and suffering but their god always remained loyal, and whilst the many civilisations and gods of the ancient world disappeared, the people of Israel survived, worship of their god prospered and their influence increased. It is, indeed, one of the most extraordinary stories in human history that this small group of tribes have largely retained their identity, their beliefs and their traditions over more than three thousand years in a way which almost no other group has done.




  Important though the Hebrew insights were, their ideas were initially restricted to their own culture. It was probably the great Persian philosopher Zoroaster who had a greater long-term influence. The date of Zoroaster is not certain and estimates range from earlier than 1500 BCE to 600 BCE. An analysis of the texts seems to make an earlier date more likely. The ideas about the universe of many Greek philosophers may well have emerged from the ideas of Zoroaster which is the Greek name for Zarathustra. Persian tradition says Zoroaster travelled both to India and China so it is quite possible that this key figure influenced both Buddhism and Chinese philosophy. However, the links are not clear as many of Zoroaster’s works have been destroyed. There is no doubt that there are links between these different schools of thought and it may be that Zoroaster provides the common ground, but certainty is impossible to achieve. Zoroaster was certainly a very early figure – writing at the very least 600 years before the birth of Jesus and more than a thousand years before the final prophet of Islam, Muhammad.




  Zoroaster faced initial opposition but converted a local chieftain to his beliefs, and his beliefs were to form the central part of the religion of three subsequent Persian empires.




  Possibly the greatest contribution of Zoroaster, to later thought, was his insistence on a transcendent order and the worship of a single God, Ahura Mazda, who is alone worthy of worship. He was, therefore, a monotheist and he rejected the ideas of his own culture which were based on many gods. He also argued that belief in a single God and living a life of morality and virtue led to a life after death and supreme happiness in the kingdom to come. Although Zoroaster’s teaching is monotheistic, he also believed that the supreme God was opposed by an evil power named Ahriman – the followers of Ahriman, having chosen evil instead of justice and goodness, are themselves evil. The precise relationship between the supreme being and the force of evil is unclear, but followers of the two will either come after death to a kingdom of peace and justice or to Ahriman’s kingdom which is the Kingdom of the Lie. Those who choose evil are condemned not just by the Great and Wise Lord but by their own conscience and will inhabit the Kingdom of the Lie which is something like the Christian idea of Hell. The strong dualist element of Zoroastrianism, the religion founded by Zoroaster, represents the division between good and evil in both this world and the next. In Zoroaster’s own time he saw the peaceful, settled countries as representing good, and the outlaws and robbers representing evil. Once people have made the decision for good and evil there is no going back, no return is possible.




  Zoroaster was clear that, apart from the material world around us, there are also spiritual beings who have freedom and these can choose either good or evil; the transcendent or eternal realm was therefore very real. According to Zoroaster individuals have two goals – personal salvation but also the ultimate good for creation as a whole. At the end of time, the good Lord will defeat Ahriman and the present world will come to an end with a wonderful new world full of peace and justice.




  These ideas, some scholars claim, may have had a strong influence in the West. In early Judaism there was no idea of life after death. Their god made promises to Abraham and his descendants. Some scholars suggest that personal immortality first came into Jewish thought at the time of the Maccabean rebellion (c 167–160 BCE) when many Jews were slaughtered by the occupying forces. In its early years of development, Hebrew ideas saw people living on in their children and, whilst there was an afterlife in ‘Sheol’, it was an unsatisfactory existence and was a pale reflection of this life. It was certainly not a state to which anyone aspired. After the rebellion of the Maccabees against the Seleucid empire and with the death of many thousands of young Jewish men, Jewish thinkers felt the need for some life after death but may also have been influenced by Zoroastrian thought. Some writers also consider that Christian ideas of the Fall and of Heaven and Hell as well as a final judgement may be strongly influenced by Zoroastrian beliefs.




  Zoroaster may have been the first to proclaim belief in one God (others will argue that Abraham was the first – but this depends on the uncertain dating of both Zoroaster and Abraham). He proclaimed a message for all people and held that every human being was equal irrespective of race, gender or nationality. Zoroaster’s writings are held to have been inspired by God, but unlike the Prophet Muhammad in Islam, he was not a passive recipient of God’s message. According to Zoroaster each individual has to struggle towards God and be active in trying to understand God. Zoroaster was never, ever, considered a god – he was fully human.




  In spite of the enormous influence that Zoroaster may have had on Western and Eastern thought, the number of Zoroastrians today are few, mainly confined to a group called Parsees in India and in the Indian diaspora. There are only perhaps 140,000 Parsees remaining. This is because they refuse to accept converts, and with a falling birth rate numbers are also falling. However, Zoroaster’s emphasis on a single God and on a transcendent order represented a real move away from the local gods of particular cultures, although these continued for more than a thousand years to be the dominant religious idea. Nevertheless, in whatever form, the idea of a transcendent order that could affect the material world was widely accepted however this reality may have been expressed.




  The gods of ancient Egypt were diverse and changed with different dynasties, but the idea of an eternal realm was generally accepted. The idea of a single God was a very early development – the One, self-begotten, and self-existent god can be traced to at least 3500 BCE. Initially, the supreme God was Ra, the sun God, but in time, Osiris, the king of the underworld and judge of the dead, became the equal and, in certain cases, the superior of Ra. Osiris, supported by a range of other deities, increasingly took on the paramount role for ensuring ‘everlasting life and resurrection’ through his judgement of the dead. Eternal life centred on the soul and spirit, leaving the body behind.




  Egyptians believed that a human being was made up of both physical and spiritual aspects. As well as the body, each person had a šwt (shadow), a ba (soul) and a ka (life force). The heart was thought to be the seat of thoughts and emotions and after death the spiritual aspects of the person were released and could move freely, but they were incomplete and needed the physical remains of the body (or possibly a statue) as a permanent home. The ultimate goal of the deceased was to reunite the ka and ba living on as an ‘akh’, or ‘effective one’.




  The practice of mummification, of preserving the body at death and of adding food and other materials for an afterlife, is explained by the afterlife taking a bodily form. The new body effectively grows like a seed from the old body (hence the importance of mummification and the preservation of the corpse of wealthy individuals).




  Beliefs in the gods and in the afterlife were central to ancient Egyptian civilisation from its inception and the rule of the Pharaohs was based on the divine right of kings. The Egyptian gods had supernatural powers and were called on for help or protection. However, the gods were not always viewed as benevolent, and sacrifices and prayers were needed to appease them. Failure of crops, lack of fertility or problems with the flooding of the Nile delta (on which the Egyptians depended) were all seen as punishments by the gods. The structure of the Egyptian pantheon of gods changed continually as new deities were promoted but priests made little effort to bring together and to synchronize the diverse and sometimes conflicting myths. These various conceptions of gods were not considered contradictory but rather layers in the multiple facets of a transcendent or Eternal reality.




  Gods were worshipped largely by priests in temples which contained a shrine containing a statue or statues of the god or gods. Temples were generally not places of public worship but private places kept by the priests who made offerings on behalf of the people. The Pharaoh was often seen as the intermediary between the gods and the people of Egypt although this varied over time. Nevertheless, the blessing and support of the gods was essential for any Pharaoh to prosper and be secure.




  Egyptian ideas of a single God and survival of death may well have influenced Hebrew and later Christian thought about life after death, and may also have affected Plato. Influences from Zoroastrianism and Egyptian ideas, therefore, may both have been factors although it is impossible at this distance in time to have any clarity about where the lines of influence lay. At the least it is clear that ideas of life after death were common in ancient cultures.




  Greek philosophy was generally sceptical about the anthropomorphic gods of its culture. The major philosophers, deriving particularly from Pythagoras, were interested in the nature of reality and often saw mathematics as giving the best insight into the real world which was distinguished from the world of appearance. Socrates, who was Plato’s teacher, was put on trial by the free citizens of Athens on two charges – atheism and corrupting the young. The charge of atheism rested on Socrates’ dismissal of the anthropomorphic Greek Gods with their petty jealousies and rivals. These were, he considered, myths which might satisfy common people but they could not stand up to rational examination. The charge of corrupting the young rested on Socrates’ passion for helping young people to think for themselves and to challenge the wisdom of their parents – something which the middle-class parents of Athens did not welcome (as happens also in today’s society).




  Socrates, and his pupil Plato, most certainly believed in a transcendent order – they were the very opposite of materialists. They were committed to belief in life after death and they were dualists, believing in the survival of the soul. Plato said that the highest duty of a human being was to be a ‘lover’ of the soul – to care for his or her soul which was immortal and which would survive death. In all the actions a human being performed, the soul is either being damaged or developed and, therefore, the rational person will not be concerned with outwards ‘goods’ such as money or possessions but will instead be concerned with developing and preserving their soul. Socrates was condemned to death on the two charges set against him and was made to swallow the poison hemlock. He could have easily escaped but, having lived all his life under the laws of Athens, he was quite content to die under these same laws. He was given time to prepare for death and he swallowed the poison whilst his friends grieved. Socrates, by contrast, had no fear of death – he staked his whole life in his belief in the immortality of the soul and faced his death peacefully.




  Socrates and Plato represent possibly the clearest idea of a transcendent reality divorced from any idea of gods. They argued for an Eternal order which is the most ultimately real and true part of the universe, and of which the material world around us is a mere shadow. This material world is a pale reflection of ultimate reality. Plato argued that everything we see around us is like a shadow which is impermanent, changing and a pale reflection of true reality. Plato sets his position out clearly in his story of the Cave (Republic 514a–520a).




  He asks us to imagine people living in an underground cave with their backs to the mouth of the cave – they are tied to chairs and cannot move or turn round and can only see the back wall of the cave. Behind them, between the entrance to the cave and where they are sitting, is a high wall and behind that wall pass human-like creatures, holding up various figures above the top of the wall. There is a roaring fire behind these figures and this casts flickering shadows on to the back wall of the cave. The only thing these cave dwellers see is shadow play – the shadows of images of reality. They have sat in this position since they were born and think that what they see is real.




  Plato’s story suggests that one cave dweller uses reason to release himself from the bonds that tie him to his chair and to stand up and ask where all the shadows come from. He turns around and sees the figures being held up above the wall. Initially he is perplexed but he walks backwards towards the entrance to the cave and sees the wall, the moving figures and the fire – eventually he comes to the entrance to the cave and he goes outside. Initially he is dazzled by the sharp sunlight and the power of the sun. For Plato, the sun is the ‘Form’ of the good – true reality itself in comparison with which everything in the cave is a dim shadow. The Forms (of the Good, the Just, the True) represent the absolute reality which exists timelessly and spacelessly, and it is these that the pale shadows on earth dimly represent. So when humans talk of justice, beauty or goodness they are referring to the pale reality of these ideas in this world which dimly represent the absolute ideas of the Just, the Beautiful and the Good. These absolute ideas are transcendent and Eternal.




  The cave dweller who has managed to leave the cave decides he has a duty to tell the others and he re-enters the cave to tell them of the prison in which they are living and that the shadows on the cave wall which they take to be the real world are, in fact, only the flickering reflections of ‘real’ things. Their reaction, however, is to become angry – they refuse to accept his interpretation and see him as challenging their way of looking at the world in which they have lived for so long and which they find so comfortable. As he insists on his view, their anger increases. They not only do not believe him, but in the end they turn on him and kill him. Plato maintains that this will be the destiny of the philosopher who attempts to challenge the comfortable view of ‘reality’ held by the majority of people. He had, of course, seen his teacher and his friend, Socrates, put to death in exactly this way by the Athenian crowd so he had good reason for his views.




  The task of the philosopher is to be free from the cave-like world of sense experience which is the material reality in which one is trapped and to look beyond the darkness of the cave, which our present world represents, to the true reality which can be seen outside it. This was the basis for the film The Matrix, which portrays human beings as living in a world of illusion and the task of coming to understand true reality as a painful and hard one. Similar themes emerge in Buddhism. Tenzin Palmo was a British female Buddhist monk, and in her book Cave in the Snow she recounts a dream she had whilst living in a cave in the high Himalayas. Arguably it revealed more than anything she said about the level of spiritual development she had reached.






   I was in a prison, a vast prison composed of many different levels. On the top floor people were living in luxury, in penthouse type splendour, while in the basement others were undergoing terrible torture. In the intermediate floors the rest of the inhabitants were engaged in various activities in diverse conditions. Suddenly I realised that no matter what level people were on we were all nevertheless trapped in a prison. With that I found a boat and decided to escape taking as many people as I could with me. I went all over the prison telling people of their predicament and urging them to break free. But no matter how hard I tried, they all seemed to be locked in an awful inertia and in the end only two people had the courage and the will to come with me. We got into the boat, and even though there were prison guards around, nobody stopped us as we sailed out of the prison to the world outside. Once we were there we started to run alongside the prison. As I looked over at it I could still see all the people in the windows busily engaged in their different activities, not the least bit concerned about the truth of their activities. We ran for miles and miles on a path parallel to the prison which seemed never ending. I became increasingly exhausted and dispirited. I felt I was never going to get beyond the prison and that we might as well return and go back in. I was about to give up when I realised the two other people who had followed me out had their hopes pinned on me and that if I gave up they would be doomed as well. I couldn’t let them down so I kept going. Immediately we came to a T-junction beyond which was a completely different landscape. It was like suburbia. There were these neat houses with flowery borders and trees. We came to the first house and knocked at the door. A nice middle-aged woman opened it, looked at us, “Oh, you’ve come from that place. Not many people get out. You’ll be OK now but you must change your clothes. To go back would be dangerous, but you must try to help others also to get out.” At that point I had a great surge of aspiration. “I have tried but no-one wants to come,” I told the woman. She replied, “Those in power will be helping you.” At that I said, “I dedicate myself to working with them so that I can help free all beings.” I woke up at that point and giggled at the image of the middle-aged lady in suburbia.







  The dream was clear. In her subconscious, Tenzin Palmo had pledged herself to lead the great escape out of the prison of samsara, the realms of suffering existence we are condemned to until we reach the eternal freedom of Enlightenment. She had also internalised, it seemed, the Bodhisattva ideal of unconditioned altruism. This is similar to Plato’s story of the cave. Both see an Eternal realm as being of profound and ultimate significance but neither identify it with God or the gods.




  For Plato, ultimate reality lies in the ideal world of the Forms – these are the ultimate absolutes which exist beyond time and space. When we see in the world examples of goodness, justice or beauty, we call things by these names because they participate in or in some way resemble the absolute ideas of the Good, the Just and the Beautiful which exist beyond time and space. The transcendent world of the Forms represents ultimate reality in comparison with which the material world of change is a shadow. Plato, therefore, sets out a transcendent world in comparison with which the material world we experience every day is a pale illusion.




  On death, Plato argues that human souls leave their body and then have to account before ‘the judges’ for the life they have lived and they then decide into which body they will next be born. Plato, therefore, believed in reincarnation into another human body. This was the basis for his idea that knowledge was actually recollection of things that we once knew but have forgotten.




  An extract from Wordsworth’s poem Ode on Intimations to Immortality puts it well:




  Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting: 
The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star, 
Hath had elsewhere its setting, 
And cometh from afar: 
Not in entire forgetfulness, 
And not in utter nakedness, 
But trailing clouds of glory do we come 
From God, who is our home: 
Heaven lies about us in our infancy!




  Shades of the prison-house begin to close 
Upon the growing Boy, 
But he beholds the light, and whence it flows,
He sees it in his joy;
The Youth, who daily farther from the east 
Must travel, still is Nature’s Priest, 
And by the vision splendid 
Is on his way attended;
At length the Man perceives it die away, 
And fade into the light of common day.




  For Plato we can, in childhood, remember something of our previous lives but these memories quickly fade and we are surrounded by the mundane and everyday world which we take to be the only reality. Plato’s god the Demiurge was a craftsman who brought order out of chaos. He did not create matter but fashioned it using the absolute idea of the Forms as his model. Nevertheless, the chaotic matter resisted his will and this is the reason for the lack of perfection in the world. The Demiurge is not a god to be worshipped – rather the Eternal was to be found in living the ethical life and striving for ‘the Good’.




  Although Plato’s influence was profound his brightest pupil, Aristotle, did not accept his world-view. Aristotle started the West on the scientific path. He worked from observation and had no idea of a life after death (except in one disputed text which most scholars did not think was written by Aristotle). Aristotle has no need for the idea of God except as a ‘prime mover’ needed only to explain motion in the universe. God, for Aristotle, is timeless, spaceless, utterly immutable, bodiless and does not create or sustain the universe. God has, for Aristotle, no interest in the Universe and yet is supremely happy because God contemplates god’s self. However, merely by existing, this god draws the universe towards himself and thereby causes motion.




  Plato and Aristotle have dominated philosophy ever since and both have been hugely influential but it is Aristotle’s empirical approach that was to have the longer lasting and greater influence. Both Plato and Aristotle were to have a profound influence on Christianity and Islam.




  Two thousand years ago, at the time of Jesus of Nazareth, few doubted the existence of a transcendent order whether this was seen as represented by the God of the Hebrews, the Gods of Rome or Greece or the transcendent order of Socrates and Plato. The world was considered to be governed by forces that human beings could only dimly comprehend but the reality of a transcendent or eternal dimension to reality was unquestioned.




  Jesus of Nazareth certainly affirmed this transcendent order. He was a devout Jew and the existence of God as well as the existence of angels and devils seemed unquestioned. The Christian tradition holds that Jesus had the power to perform miracles that violated the material order and the central Christian claim is that he survived death on the cross and, in so doing, opened the door for his followers to also survive death and to live with him in a heavenly realm. Jesus ushered in nearly two thousand years of continuing and developing Christian history and, throughout this time until comparatively recently, the existence of a transcendent order was relatively unquestioned.




  St Paul, one of the most important interpreters and possibly formulators of Christian ideas, affirmed the existence of a transcendent realm, as well as did the great Church Fathers such as Irenaeus, Tertullian, Origin, Augustine and many, many others all affirm the existence of a transcendent realm. Even those who put forward alternative positions in the first three centuries when Christianity was being formed, such as the Gnostics, the Manicheans, the Donatists and the Arians, all agreed that there was a life after death and a transcendental dimension to life.




  Christians have always been beset by splits and schisms of which the most important was the great divide between the Western and Eastern Orthodox churches in 1054, and the Protestant Reformation which gave rise to myriad different Church groups. All, however, were united in affirming a life after death although understandings of this varied widely. Much depended on different understandings of the nature of God. As a generalisation, the Catholic tradition followed Aristotle (as mediated through St Thomas Aquinas) and saw God as immutable, timeless, spaceless and bodiless. This led to the final end for the Catholic being seen as the Beatific Vision of God. In most Protestant theology, God is seen as personal and temporal, and this leads to the idea of a temporal heaven after death. Both traditions also have the idea of permanent exile from God.




  In Islam belief in an afterlife is also strong. When the prophet Muhammad was born, all the tribes of Arabia had their own gods, and loyalty to these gods was fierce and often gave rise to conflict. The city of Mekka was the only place where all the tribes could gather together and trade peacefully as they all had representations of their gods in the Kabbah (the ancient shrine at the centre of Mekka) and there was an agreement that no fighting was allowed in Mekka which, of course, was very useful in adding to the trade and prosperity of the city. Even when the prophet proclaimed his message of a single God and the claimed divine revelation of the text of the Qur’an his message, whilst challenging to the myriad supporters of the tribal gods since it emphasised the unity of God and the oneness of God, was nevertheless understandable as it still affirmed a transcendent dimension to life. Islam affirms the existence of countless millions of angels and, above all, a life after death in a heavenly paradise as well as the possibility of permanent exile from God dependent on the conduct of individuals in this life. Angels keep a permanent record of the good and bad actions of each individual and will report on them at the end of each person’s life.




  Throughout recorded history, therefore, the existence of a transcendent dimension to reality has been near universally affirmed and a life after death proclaimed and has been part of a claim to a truthful understanding of reality. Today, at least in the West (particularly in Europe, Australasia and parts of North America), the whole idea is rejected or greeted with incredulity. How has this come about?
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