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  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

  WHY RELIGIONS WORK

  A refreshing and timely perspective on the spiritual condition of our times, reminding us that the basic role of religion is the cure of souls and calling for a renewed respect for religious traditions and an acknowledgement of the vital part they play in the maintenance of human community – contrary to the strident assertions of outspoken militant atheists. Radhakrishnan’s vision of a religion of the spirit, endorsed by Pope Benedict XVI, gives us an inspiring prospect of unity within diversity.

  David Lorimer, Programme Director of the international Scientific and Medical Network, editor with Oliver Robinson of A New Renaissance: Transforming Science, Spirit and Society.

  In her new book Dr. Eleanor Stoneham, who is herself a trained empirical scientist, presents the rational evidence to demonstrate that the genuine religious quest has just as good a claim as the scientific method to be a search for truth. Her open-mindedness is in contrast to the intolerance purveyed in many New Atheist publications where religious people are stereotyped as too stupid or ill informed to take account of the findings of modern science. Such a wild generalization is itself unintelligent because it is manifestly untrue, as Dr. Stoneham demonstrates. She argues that open-minded compassion lies at the heart of all true religion. Its absence is a sure sign of betrayal, leading to every sort of corruption. The New Atheists should be aware that they do their cause no good by showing a similar closed-minded lack of respect.

  David Hay, Honorary Senior Research Fellow, Department of Divinity & Religious Studies King’s College Aberdeen University and author with Rebecca Nye of The Spirit of the Child.

  We are smashing up our relationships, our planet and ourselves. Religion is often blamed, and the charges often seem just. Fundamentalism of all sorts puts words and dogmas above people, justice and plain decency.

  There’s a strong temptation to ditch religion. Compassionate humanism sometimes seems to have a more sensitive diagnostic nose and a more shrewd therapeutic, or at least palliative, plan. But ditching religion, argues Eleanor Stoneham in this gentle, urgent, compelling book, would be a bad mistake. It would mean reading religion as its twisters – the strident Christian Taliban of the Bible Belt and the dead-eyed, red-handed Islamists – want us to read it. We would be joining them in their crass misreading.

  The real core of religion, she contends, is the Golden Rule of passionate altruism – a rule shared by all the great world faiths and by all great-hearted people. This rule wasn’t generated by the Darwinian imperatives of reciprocal altruism or kin selection: it was set into the hearts of men by a God who gives himself freely and wildly to his creatures. We cannot do without him (or her), as Stoneham calmly and persuasively demonstrates, and it’s dangerous and downright dull to try.

  Charles Foster, Fellow of Green Templeton College, University of Oxford, author of Wired for God? The Biology of Spiritual Experience.
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  INTRODUCTION

  There is only one religion, though there are a hundred versions of it.

  George Bernard Shaw

  Sebaki Tandi was just seven months old when her mother died. She was sent to her uncle and at an early age started to work as a servant girl in neighbors’ homes. This happens to many youngsters in India, especially girls from poor Christian backgrounds, and they miss out on any education, becoming destined to a life of menial labor. The Church of North India has set up hostels to provide children like Sebaki with an education, with support from USPG: Anglicans in World Mission. Sebaki went to such a hostel when she was 10 and her life was turned around.[1]

  The Tanzanian island of Misali on the East African coast is an important nesting site for turtles and has wonderful corals reefs that support the fish population.[2] Local fishermen were destroying this ecosystem by the indiscriminate use of dynamite to literally blow the fish out of the water. This made their fishing easier, the catch more certain. But of course this was killing young fish alongside those of an edible size, as well as destroying the coral habitat on which the fish population depends. Carrying on like this, the livelihood of the fishing community would soon be destroyed for good. Attempts to educate the fishermen through leaflets had no effect, and neither did imposing a ban on this method of fishing. The law was simply flouted. Scientists even suggested the somewhat desperate measure of armed patrols to apprehend the culprits. All this was to no avail. But by appealing to the Muslim faith of the fishermen, through the community sheik leaders, the fishermen were persuaded that what they were doing was wrong, that dynamite fishing is illegal according to the laws of Islam. For the Qur’an teaches “O children of Adam!... eat and drink: but waste not by excess for Allah loveth not the wasters.”[3]

  These are two stories from very different parts of the world. But both have a happy ending, thanks to religion.

  It is fashionable to knock God.

  Books that do tend to become bestsellers.

  But much of the atheist anger seems to be directed at some of the worst aspects of organized religion. It is accompanied by what appear to be serious calls for the abolition of all religions, as if that were at all possible, let alone wise.

  I don’t believe that the success of the atheist literature is all about ditching God. I think it has much more to do with touching nerves; it speaks to a widely felt disenchantment with what some organized religion has offered in the recent past, alongside a feeling that religion is not relevant and meaningful in the 21st century. This becomes further fuelled by a deep-seated historical religious prejudice for past wrongs and by widely held misperceptions of what religion offers today.

  The main role of the religions should be to look after our spiritual life. We sometimes rather quaintly call this the ‘cure’ of souls. We are spiritual beings. So alongside the drift away from religion and the general decline in congregations in both America and Europe over the last few decades[4] we have also seen an increasing interest in spirituality, in its broadest sense. Without religion people soon find that there is something missing in their lives, some hard-to-describe quality that may be called Spirit, the Other, Presence, even God. Indeed many, myself included, are calling for the need to enhance and nurture spiritual literacy if we are to build a better world for all.[5]

  Recent surveys show that 83% of Americans identify with a religious denomination, mostly as Protestant, Protestant Episcopal or Catholic Christians, and 40% state that they attend services nearly every week or more.[6] In the UK the numbers are somewhat lower, but despite what the media would have us believe, the Christian faith still claims 58% of the UK adult population, and 15% of UK adults still go to church at least once a month.[7] Bucking the trend of a general slow decline in religious observance in the West, UK Cathedral attendance figures are in fact climbing. The fact is that across the world, organized religion is still a huge element in most people’s lives. Depending on how the figures are compiled, somewhere between 66% and 90% of the world population have a religion or faith. This is a force to be reckoned with and it is not to be dismissed out of hand on the basis of a passing fashion. What is more these numbers are not declining, since the increases in population are happening in those countries where faith is strongest.[8]

  Organized religion is very much still with us. It shows no real signs of going away!

  Perhaps this is why the popular atheists such as Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris, Richard Dawkins, the late Christopher Hitchens and others become more strident in their abuse of religion. They feel under attack, threatened by indisputable statistics about the strength of religions in the world. Their cries that religion is done are a load of smokes and mirrors. The real picture is very different.

  If something is not going to go away, isn’t it better to find ways to work with it, rather than against it? It is true that religions also need to change. They need to find ways to become more relevant for the lives we now lead and to help us live those lives true to our faith and the ancient and spiritual values of the sacred texts. But healing our world depends now more than ever on supporting the faith groups, not knocking them.

  In the following chapters I explain why.

  What do the best-selling atheists of our time want anyway and why are they wrong? I assume that they must want a better world. They seek the abolition of religions because they blame religions for war, violence and grief. Only by abolishing faith will violence and war be eliminated, they say.[9] But there are other, richer, less simplistic, more humane ways to look at the picture.

  Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks once wrote that excuses abound for war and violence without any need for religion. I shall look at the question of wars and also some of the other flawed assumptions that tar the image of religion.

  So this book is also a rebuke to militant atheism.

  There are books that reply to the angry atheists by tackling theology and philosophy and explaining why there is a God. I want to defend religion simply for what it is and what it can and does offer the world. As the opening stories show, religions offer far more than spiritual care; they are the largest and most important source of social capital that we have. So do we need religions? I hope to show you not only why the answer is a resounding and definite ‘Yes’ but also what is needed to bring them back to their rightful place in society. I want to dispel many misconceptions about them. Even if you do not believe in God, there is still an urgent need to support the concept and reality of religion, to stop knocking it and to stop knocking God.

  Of course there are differences between the faiths; sometimes they seem irreconcilable. Religious leaders do not always help their own cause, while in fact a huge amount of time and energy is being spent by faith groups in working together on common and often linked global problems, such as the relief of poverty, hunger, disease and other social injustices, dealing with violence, a decline in moral values, climate change issues and so on. Yet the media focus is on differences of detail in dogma, debates on gender issues, recriminations about past and indeed present wrongs, and historical violence. We need to redress the balance in the ways religions are portrayed by the media: to look for the positive. We need to be wary of the certainty of the angry atheists. Great minds don’t think alike and fools seldom differ. One does not need God to be a bigot.

  But is tolerance the right answer? Tolerance is to do with ‘putting up with’ something. It is not the opposite of intolerance; the one fuels the other, as simmering tolerance implies condescension, superiority and prejudice, and lies in wait to erupt into violence given the right conditions, rather as the smoldering bonfire will suddenly spring to life if a breeze blows up to fan the flames. So we need much more than mere tolerance. But what is the alternative?

  The interface between religion and spirituality is at best unclear, often controversial and the subject of much academic debate. Do religion and spirituality go hand in hand? Can we have one without the other? Which came first? Is one an identifiable aspect of the other? Do they need each other? None of these questions are easy to answer. But while the literature on spirituality is immense, the subject in all its variants of understanding simply vast, it is very relevant here and I shall explain why.

  I am a Christian. This may be reflected from time to time in what I write, although some may find my views unconventional, perhaps even heretical. I am also a trained research scientist. I hope this book will help laity and clergy alike relate church tradition to the wider world of science, spirituality and interfaith issues. This book is also aimed at the ‘spiritual but not religious’, and those convinced that their own particular religion or faith is the only way to enlightenment, the only path to Truth.

  I want to show you all why religion, and this includes the finer aspects of organized religion, has a vital role to play in shaping the world towards a better future for us all; why religions cannot be ignored, should not be abused; and yes, how they also need to change.

  I want to approach the God and religion argument from a new angle.

  Of one thing I am sure. There is simply not enough respect for religions, particularly in the Western world. I want this book to be a serious yet accessible contribution to understanding why we all need to support religion as well as spirituality. Further, I want to explore how a global spiritual awareness, an appreciation of spiritual human interconnectivity and shared responsibilities will help. Are ideas of spirituality and advances in the scientific understanding of empathy and consciousness closing the gap between science and religion, between spirituality and religion? Could these same ideas help us find better inter-religious and interdenominational understanding? Perhaps so. Such questions matter for the future of our world. We need spirituality. And we need religion.[10] We need them both very much indeed.

  We alone among living creatures have hindsight, foresight and freedom of choice. The world population has hit 7 billion, and there may be 9 billion of us by 2050. We are now steering our own evolution. Never mind Charles Darwin, who is quite wrongly accused of abolishing God with his theories on evolution.[11] Life as we know it on this planet is changing inexorably and often dangerously, at our own hands.

  Pierre Teilhard de Chardin back in 1978 wrote:

  … unless adult Humanity is to drift aimlessly and so to perish, it is essential that it rise to the concept of a specifically and integrally human effort. After having for so long done no more than allow itself to live, Humanity will one day understand that the time has come to undertake its own development and to mark out its own road.[12]

  For this to happen we need a big change in attitude. We need to change the way we think about religions.


  CHAPTER 1

  WHY RELIGIONS WORK: SOCIAL CAPITAL WRIT LARGE!

  From now on, the great religions of the world will no longer declare war on each other, but on the giants that afflict [humankind].

  Charles Bonney, 1893 Parliament of the World’s Religions.

  Etelvina and her husband live in rural Guatemala with their twin seven-year-old boys. Making a living is not easy there. For years, Etelvina was forced to travel around the country looking for work opportunities, with no luck. But then the Episcopal Diocese of Guatemala, in partnership with Episcopal Relief & Development, gave her a micro-finance loan to help her buy ingredients and equipment to start her own business selling tortillas, and to help her husband buy more vegetable seeds for the garden. The extra money they can now make between them is improving their living conditions and helping them to give their children an education.[13]

  There are huge inequalities across the world in terms of standards of living, availability of food, water, adequate and safe shelter, proper sanitation, education and health welfare, and the ability to work gainfully; all of these are basic human rights.

  And wherever in the world help is needed, the world’s religions are there, providing food and shelter, helping with finance to support business opportunities, fighting disease and promoting health, responding rapidly to humanitarian disasters both natural and man-made, and most importantly also helping people get back on their feet again, build their independence.

  Every year organizations such as Episcopal Relief and Development and CAFOD, the Catholic aid agency, along with many others, reach out to millions of people in many different countries to provide essential aid; bringing hope, compassion and solidarity to poor communities, standing side by side with them to end poverty and injustice; helping to create a safer, more sustainable and peaceful world. There are dozens if not hundreds of such organizations; as well as those just mentioned, the USPG Anglicans in World Mission, Christian Aid, Islamic Relief Worldwide, Jewish Care, Muslim Aid and the Salvation Army are just a few of the better known ones but there are many others.

  All this valuable work is born out of the compassion for our fellow beings that is taught in all religious traditions.

  The world’s great religions are social capital writ large! Why? Because they have a huge advantage over governments. They are able to take a long-term view. It is a well-known adage that the Vatican thinks in terms of centuries. Religions can do the same. They are also sometimes one of the few local institutions that people will trust and turn to for help. And they all have enviable and well-established global networks, reaching into the most remote areas of the world, along with deep resources, that when combined can be potent catalysts for change.

  The way that religious networks help relieve suffering and fight injustices across the world should be of concern to us all, if for no other reason than that injustices fuel unrest, and unrest can escalate into violence and worse. But equally important must be the humanitarian issue. Extreme weather conditions in poorer parts of the world have enormous potential implications in terms of human misery and mass migrations of people. Where will all these displaced people go? And surely we must all be able to feel something of the misery and pain suffered by so many, brought very much alive to us on our television screens; even if we try to push these images to the back of our minds most of the time.

  Those of us who are fortunate enough to live in the affluent Western world are steeped in our materialist culture that is in fact dominating the whole world. Other less well ‘developed’ countries see our gizmos and gadgets and styles of living and envy us. Who can blame them? They want to pile in and share the perceived ‘riches’ of our way of life, have the ‘stuff’ that we burden our lives with. But in our hearts we have a sense that the modern high-speed technological materialistic lifestyle that so many of us have bought into is not doing us any good. We are losing relationship, connection, with other humans and with nature. Even shopping can now be done entirely with no human contact, just a machine that tells us when to put our card in the slot and accuses us that we have put an unusual item in the bagging area, a euphemism that this machine thinks we are trying to steal something! Much of our individual wealth, such as we may have, tends to be then soaked up by ever-bigger energy guzzling houses, and more technology, with negative ecological and sociological effects.

  The point is that this Western way of life is damaging the planet and its wildlife. This has been the most dominant environmental concern for the last 20 years. Natural habitats are becoming degraded; we are seeing a loss of biodiversity, alongside water pollution and the emission of climate changing gases. But shortages of natural resources are likely to bite before the worst climate change effects. Shortages of energy, water and food, for example, will be reflected in costly price inflation, that will hurt first those of us in the developed West who have the most ‘stuff’ and the highest standards of living. It already takes Earth something like eighteen months to replenish the resources we use globally in a year. If everyone shared our levels of consumption in the West, we would need somewhere between three to five planets like Earth to sustain us. Common sense tells us that the figures simply do not add up. Americans have the highest ecological footprint in the world, about twice that of Europeans. Both are too big to be sustainable in the long-term.[14]

  Whatever our individual views on the reality and causes of global warming and climate change, we can all see the violent natural disasters for ourselves, and observe that the poorest among us suffer the most for the damage caused when houses collapse or are washed or blown away, livestock drowns or starves to death, disease spreads through stricken areas. There is now widespread scientific agreement on the parlous state of the environment, in spite of the cynics and skeptics who like to believe that it is all fake, who would love to believe that the earth will always be able to sustain the profligate Western lifestyle as it spreads across the whole world. Earth has finite resources and is groaning. We should have no illusions as to the urgent action now required.

  This is where the world’s religions again play a vitally important role.

  Those same well-established global networks that can so effectively provide relief and support for the world’s disadvantaged people are also responsible for significant environmental initiatives. Such work is of course a question of faith in action, since Christians, Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, Daoists, Jews and most if not all the world’s other religions share a common belief in the need to respect and care for creation and the natural world, a belief that it is morally wrong to damage the environment. The problem is that we often simply choose to ignore this as we go about our daily lives.

  At the end of a rutted dirt road near the small town of Ripton in Addison County, Vermont, on the western slopes of the Green Mountains, a labyrinth of footpaths weaves between the trees and alongside the streams within peaceful and unspoiled woodland. Each path is dedicated to one of the world’s religions or spiritualities, and has texts along the way to help the walker connect between the sacred and the natural world. The mission of these Spirit in Nature Interfaith Paths[15] is to provide “a place of interconnecting paths where people of diverse spiritual traditions may walk, worship, meet, meditate, and promote education and action toward better stewardship of this sacred earth.” There is a sacred circle where the paths all meet, emphasizing the interconnections between the different religions, and between man and his environment. This project is just one of many described on the site of the Forum on Religion and Ecology at Yale,[16] one of the largest international multi-religious projects of its kind. The Forum exists to broaden the understanding of the many complex issues involved in today’s environmental concerns, and all this within a religious and multidisciplinary context that Yale is so well placed to provide.
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