

[image: Cover]






What people are saying about




 Spiritual Intelligence in Seven Steps




 In Spiritual Intelligence in Seven Steps, Mark Vernon draws on the understanding of numerous individuals and cultures, weaving them into a text that leads the reader on a journey into the very heart of their self and, at the same time, to the reality that lies behind and is expressed as the world. Like the journey which his mentor, Dante, undertakes, each chapter guides us more and more deeply into the perennial understanding that lies at the foundation of our civilization.




 Rupert Spira, Spiritual teacher, writer and studio potter




 Compellingly readable, urgently important, kind, wise and scholarly. This is a manual for living and dying that begins with the usually overlooked questions: “What are we?” and “Where did we come from?” Unless we have informed answers we can’t begin to say how we should behave, or what makes us thrive, or speculate on our prognosis as a species, let alone about the therapy that might avert catastrophe. Vernon’s gentle, humble and powerful book needs to be widely read before it’s too late for us all.




 Charles Foster, author of Being a Human and Being a Beast




 Spiritual intelligence goes well beyond what we understand as emotional intelligence. It connects us with the center of our being and our shared spiritual commons. To leave behind the false idols of our materialist imagination, we must learn to re-appreciate wonder, death, kairological time, and the glorious universal. In seven elating steps, Mark Vernon outlines how we can dance with the fact that spiritual hunger has always been part of the human condition, and become Homo spiritualis once again. Why should we? Quite simply to avoid going extinct as a species.




 Anna Katharina Schaffner, author of The Art of Self-Improvement: Ten Timeless Truths




 As entertaining and passionate as it is profound, this book is a treasure trove of spiritual insight and guidance. Expertly interweaving the wisdom of mysticism, philosophy and psychology, Mark Vernon shows that spiritual awakening is the most urgent need of our time.




 Steve Taylor, author of The Leap and Extraordinary Awakenings




 With intellectual flair, passionate commitment and enormous scope of vision, Mark Vernon has put his finger on the spiritual impoverishment of our times, and offered a pathway to those who are seeking guidance for living soulfully in our materialist world. If we don’t take this seriously and learn from both our own inner wisdom and the great philosophical and religious traditions available to us, the “decline and fall” of the twenty-first century may well be nigh. Vernon shows us how we can reflect afresh and learn what it means to live and die well – this book is a bold and challenging urge to wake up before it is too late.




 Angela Voss, Centre for Myth, Cosmology and the Sacred




 There is a widespread hunger for spiritual intelligence. In this characteristically lucid book Mark Vernon explains that it is not a proficiency achieved by an elite, but a way of perceiving things that is open to everyone. He takes his readers on a transformative journey that helps them to understand better the nature of spiritual intelligence, how it has developed, how it can be cultivated, and why it matters.




 Fraser Watts, Visiting Professor, University of Lincoln




 The world is desperately in need of the kind of spiritual intelligence which Vernon presents, based on humility, insight, compassion and, above all, joy. His attempt to talk about it in a way which is not circumscribed by specific religious belief, but rather draws upon the wisdom of all the great spiritual traditions as well as the contemporary psychology and science, is both original and immensely helpful for those who wish to cultivate these qualities in themselves.




 Jane Clark, editor of Beshara Magazine
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Introduction What Is Spiritual Intelligence?





  There is a type of understanding called spiritual intelligence which this book is about. It is a kind of intelligence to do with humble awareness rather than slick analysis and, when someone has it, you will think they are inspiring more than clever. It is a wonderful capacity, and a source of delight, comprehension and purpose. It is also basic to being human. But my fear is that it has become so overlooked and sidelined in the modern world that people are inclined to be sniffy about it and deny that it exists altogether.




  My aim is to provide a nudge that may awaken some minds from such dogmatic slumbers, and secure spiritual intelligence more firmly in others. And fortunately, often, only a nudge is required because anyone who delights in a sunset, gasps at an insight or relaxes during an embrace – which is to say everyone who has thoughts, feelings and experiences – can only do so because the side of life that spiritual intelligence sees is operative and active. So what is it?




  Spiritual intelligence is a type of perception, although unlike types of empirical perception that see, hear, touch, taste or smell, it works by spotting what is alive and implicit. It delivers the felt sense, often first glimpsed out of the corner of the mind’s eye, that our experience of things is connected to a wider vitality; that what we grasp is only a fraction of what might be understood; that there is more underpinning existence which, whilst typically seeming still and quiet, appears, upon closer inspection, to be unvaryingly, universally, energetically present. To become alert to this presence is like becoming aware of light, which is not itself directly visible though simultaneously shines from all the objects it illuminates. Moreover, we can learn to abide in this awareness by simple, if highly distractable, processes of recollection.




  What spiritual intelligence detects is given multiple names: fire, energy, soul, spirit, ground, emptiness, meaning, power, Brahman, Tao, God, origin, source. It is a way of knowing that can sound esoteric, though it lies behind the experiences that people routinely regard as the most important in their lives. It is operative every day in homes and hospitals, as moments of compassion and connection amidst suffering and distress. It is behind the capacity to recognize and admire beautiful words and moral patterns. Dante insisted that we only have to look up to activate it, which is why the stars and sky, treetops and mountains instantly convey awe and a sense of the beyond that spiritual intelligence instinctively trusts and loves to know. With eyes attuned to see and ears to hear, echoes of the wisdom that runs through the whole of life can be detected, caught in a phrase, or made more explicit in a myth or song.




  Reflecting on the notion of being tends to do the trick for me. What that brings inwardly into view is that my being rests in an existence that is independent of me and effectively boundless. I say boundless because it must be the existence of everything else that exists too: it makes no sense to say that my being is my own, private possession. As the verse of the Persian poet, Saadi, celebrates: “All human beings are members of one frame, since all, at first, from the same essence came.”




  Similarly, I can’t think that the awareness in me and in you and in others arose independently, on as many occasions as there are conscious creatures on the planet. That would be as odd as saying my hands and your hands just happen to look the same – although at the same time, and like our hands, our awareness is our own in the ways in which it is distinctively gnarled or dexterous. Further, given that your and our being is shared, it must ripple out to connect with being itself, or to put it more correctly: our being is a ripple in being itself, like as many swirls funneling in the air or eddies twisting in the water. There is a medium in which personal consciousness occurs, which is sometimes called mind at large or pure consciousness.




  Being is shared. We can be confident that the inner life we know privately within ourselves is the same in kind as the inner life that others know because the physical apparatus that correlates with inner life looks the same in all cases, and is given the name matter. As the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer argued, we can use what it is like to be ourselves to reach towards the world at large. “We must learn to understand nature from ourselves, not ourselves from nature,” he remarked.1




  The physicist, Erwin Schrödinger, made similar points in a different way, in his book, What is Life? Casting an eye across Christian mysticism and the insights of Indian Vedanta, and noting that other traditions could be drawn on too, he spotted a common teaching, arising from two everyday observations. First, we never experience our consciousness in the plural. That’s the fact captured in grammar when “I” is called the first person singular. Even someone with a multiple personality disorder is one personality at a time, and in a dream, we are always only one of the characters. That is doubly suggestive because the whole dream, with its many figures and details, springs from one mind – namely our mind – which leads us to Schrödinger’s second observation. If the dream-I is usually unaware that there is this one mind which generates everything that it interacts with and sees, by inference our waking consciousness is the same: there is a singular, pure consciousness that is its origin too. The many minds, as diverse as there are sentient beings alive, are an aspect of the one consciousness, like the characters in a dream.




  Schrödinger adds a further observation by way of confirmation. Lovers who look into each other’s eyes “become aware that their thought and their joy are numerically one – not merely similar or identical.”2 They join together in their love, as if taking a step towards the unity that links them already, which is part of why falling in love is such a powerful experience. In principle, this unity could be sensed in any encounter between human beings, which is what the mystics of the various traditions report.




  Intelligence and spiritual defined




  Spiritual intelligence knows these things, implicitly or explicitly, which leads me to the phrase itself. The word “intelligence” is relatively uncontroversial, in this context meaning grasp, nous or recognition. It’s worth stressing again that it is not about being erudite or smart but arises from direct intuition, though that can become highly refined. The Kalahari Bushmen of Southern Africa are intelligent in this way, with their awareness of animals and the landscape. The illiterate mystic who sees visions or angels is too, manifest as alertness to subtle things. The seer, Lorna Byrne, told me that her clairvoyance thrived because it wasn’t educated out of her.




  But if the meaning of the word “intelligence” in this context is uncontentious, the word “spiritual” is not. People can spend years trying to define it. For others, it is straightforwardly a turn-off, as it evokes superstition and woo. I’ve resorted to it partly because it is useful in signaling my conviction that there are more things in the world than can be accounted for by a materialist philosophy. Also, if spiritual seems slippery, that is only in the way that music becomes slippery when you try too tightly to define it. “What is music?” “A tune.” “Beethoven didn’t write tunes.” “OK, it’s harmony.” “Beethoven loved discord.” “How about, music as sounds that affect you?” “A scream does that.” “I give up – only didn’t someone once say, if you’ve gotta ask, you’ll never know.”




  The word spiritual is also useful because if “material” means tangible stuff that can be empirically detected and measured, “spiritual” is its complement, meaning intangible stuff that is no less real, but must be apprehended or intimated. It is not the opposite of the material, but rather is the reason the material world can be so radiant. To put it the other way around, and to borrow the conclusion of Iris Murdoch: the unmistakable sign that we are spiritual creatures is that we are attracted by the brilliance of what’s excellent and fine.3 We have a love active within us that constantly searches for, and moves towards, what’s good, which, when found, joins us to it and us all to the world.




  Why now?




  I have a more specific reason that leads me to reach for the word spiritual. It is prompted by my involvement in a research group organized by the International Society for Science and Religion that is looking into these things. I feel it has become crucial to get a handle on the notion of spiritual intelligence in contrast to other kinds and, in particular, artificial intelligence. This arises from a recent twist in the story of AI. The latest advances in the development of algorithms and networks have led experts increasingly to argue that the pressing problem for humanity is not that computers will become conscious. That may or may not happen, depending upon whom you ask. The immediate concern is that AIs are already so pervasive that we are at risk of forgetting what it is to operate without their slick planning, cunning manipulation and tremendous capacity for problem-solving. The challenge is to ensure AIs benefit us more than they threaten us, which requires us to understand more fully what it means to be human. If we can be brightly aware of what it means to be conscious, as the technology continues to improve, we might have a chance of staying human in the age of the machine. We might be able to flourish if we keep recalling and remembering who we are.




  Emotional intelligence isn’t enough, I’ve concluded, partly because it looks as if AIs will increasingly be able to mimic the qualities that Daniel Goleman originally highlighted as the proficiencies of emotional intelligence. The first two competences he lists, social skills and empathy, machines can already be programmed to fake. The next two, motivation and self-regulation, machines simply don’t need, as it is in their nature to keep going without hesitancy or deviation. Goleman’s fifth characteristic, self-awareness, has so far eluded computers and my guess is it always will, though the danger is that it can be imitated so as to confuse humans, and is already doing so. When the supercomputer, DeepMind, perfected its capacity to play the game AlphaGo, experts described its moves as “inventive”, “creative” and “intuitive”. A moment’s thought shows those accolades to be misnomers. As the philosopher, David Bentley Hart, is fond of pointing out, computers don’t even compute, having no idea what it means to comprehend, say, that 1+1=2. They can achieve astonishing amounts without the faintest flicker of insight or, for that matter, no stirring of the capacity to find themselves impressive, as their conscious creators do. They are not even humble. Nonetheless, it will become common for computers to seem self-aware, unless we have a clearer appreciation of what that actually entails: the palpable quality called understanding, which is known in the body, the mind and the soul, and is a reflective and enjoyed facet of the reality that we all daily know. It is appreciating all that arises with an active awareness of being, which brings us back to spiritual intelligence.




  If you know that you know, love that you love, delight that you delight, lament that you lament, fear that you fear, you are alert to the secret of existence that is hidden in plain sight. It is resistant to the most complete denial, such as the sceptic who goes so far as to declare that consciousness is an illusion. That makes no difference: to think consciousness is an illusion is to have a conscious understanding of consciousness, if one that is mistaken, in my view. The truly deadly thing is to fail to notice you are experiencing because you have become lost in the experience. It is this self-forgetfulness and alienation that the pervasiveness of machines can bring about, not because they have woken up, but because their impressive presence has made us fall asleep. The risk is that we become like them, not that they become like us.




  What I am proposing as spiritual intelligence is related but different to the ways it has so far been defined, by the relatively few writers who have attended to it. It has been thought of as a skill that can handle values, or as an ability to discern purpose, or as a concern for ultimate issues like life and death. Experts have turned to it as a complement to emotional intelligence, rather than as the capacity that is on to another realm of the everyday, as I am suggesting. They have mooted that if emotional intelligence makes you aware of others through empathy, spiritual intelligence informs you what to do with such sympathies. But this would make spiritual intelligence a kind of know-how, and I think it is more basic. It is “know-that” – know that our plane of existence has qualities of being and consciousness and constancy and peace. That awareness will undoubtedly help with our emotional intelligence, by providing a basis from which to construe the world, pursue strivings and direct behaviors, as we will see. But spiritual intelligence as I see it is not a proficiency because it is not something to be achieved. It is a perception which you could say is born of a knack, though it only appears to elude us because it is closer to us than we are to ourselves. It invites us to turn back to the ground of our being and rebuild from there.




  For all




  This is to stress that whilst spiritual intelligence can be described with sophistication and elegance, its core qualities can be known by everyone equally. There is no need to reach a certain stage of personal development to have it. I imagine that a basking lizard may enjoy it as much as a highly educated, hugely practiced, spiritual adept – though the adept will be able skillfully to discuss it. Consider Julian of Norwich’s famous expression of spiritual intelligence, “all shall be well, and all shall be well, and all manner of things shall be well.” Only spiritual intelligence could authentically deliver the assertion, particularly in Julian’s case as she lived in fourteenth century England which has been described as the worst century ever, given its plagues, turbulence and conflicts. But what is so brilliant about her insight is that it can be understood at numerous levels. A babe in arms can know that all shall be well. An anchorite offering consolation can tell her distressed visitors that it is so too. And Julian, the theologian, can unpack how its threefold structure isn’t just a rhetorical device but is an expression of a derivative insight of spiritual intelligence, which in the Christian tradition is called the Trinity. Her writings include nuanced explications of it in this way. Spiritual intelligence can seem elusive but if it is presented as elitist, it isn’t spiritual intelligence.




  My sense is that now is a good moment to become aware of its awareness for another reason. Many thinkers, including my colleagues at the research network, Perspectiva, believe that we live in a time of crisis that is actually a metacrisis. They mean that the challenges of the twenty-first century, from environmental collapse to social alienation, are not problems prevailing systems can fix, for all that specific policies and decisions may be able to impede pandemics and put out some of the fires. Rather, the problems have in large part been caused by the prevailing systems themselves. We live in iatrogenic times, though if a crisis is a good moment to return to basics, a metacrisis is one where that becomes a necessity. The prevailing wisdom is too much in doubt not to revisit fundamental questions, and the nature of our being is certainly one such matter.




  This can sound suspiciously religious, and it is true that, in my view, ours is a moment for a conversion of sorts, though not to any one theological system or particular revelation, but to a renewal of the perception that spiritual intelligence facilitates. A sense of the nature of being is what wisdom traditions serve and seek to develop, so in a way spiritual intelligence can be said to be prior to religion. It’s why there are religions, in manifold forms. Socrates was an advocate, as was Jesus, in sharply distinctive ways. Other seminal sages I’m indebted to include Lao Tzu and the Buddha, Shankara and Ibn ’Arabi, as they speak of it from their times and places.




  A yearning for spiritual intelligence is also bubbling up like fresh water across the landscape of today. In more intellectual circles, the work of Iain McGilchrist comes to mind, with his case that brain lateralization is a sign that we are capable of two fundamental types of perception: one seeks to grasp and is aimed at utility, another seeks to appreciate and brings wider awareness. McGilchrist’s argument is that modern Western culture has become dominated by the former, to the extent of distrusting and discounting the latter. McGilchrist goes so far as to say we have forgotten what it is to be human. I’m inclined to agree.




  Popular culture is another domain in which this desire for more routinely appears. Given a compelling wrap, and an energetic plot, spiritual intelligence sells. At the heart of wildly successful movies, like Avatar, and some of the best-selling novels of all time, like Harry Potter, is a desire to know a re-enchanted world. These stories contain the myths that convey spiritual intelligence, a fact that should not be a surprise because, as the psychologist Jeff Kripal has shown, many of the greatest sci-fi and fantasy writers are shaped by spiritual experiences. They have precognitive dreams or encounters with odd entities. As a result, institutional forms of religiosity don’t speak to them, or seem positively to exclude them. They are uninterested in the imperatives of church life such as boosting attendance, or treating faith as a bulwark against a perceived decline in moral values. They are interested in letting go of all such securities and finding the pearl of great price. In fact, they may well better understand what, say, Jesus meant when he said, “It is expedient for you that I go away,” or, “Do not cling to me!” or, “Whosoever would save their soul shall lose it.” The mythological underpinnings of movies and stories contain that message remarkably often. By taking it on board, their fictional heroes hope to find eternal life. And yet, the insight is rarely preached, and even more rarely lived, by religious professionals. So people go elsewhere.




  A philosophical moment




  An exception to that rule can be found in the movement I draw much from, which is the turn to the nondual approach that exists in all the major faith and wisdom traditions, often hidden away. Its significance is that it invites the individual not to think of religion as implying something they need to gain – be that forgiveness, or salvation, or assurance, or enlightenment – but instead as a recognition of what is already given, and a practice to establish cognizance of that gift within themselves.




  Nondualism is sometimes called the direct path. It used to be pursued mostly by those who dedicated their entire lives to it, like nuns in convents or hermits on hills. But in the last century or so, quality teaching about the direct path has become much more accessible, in part as a response to disillusionment with traditional approaches to religion. Its time is now, and this book is my contribution to it.




  Philosophically speaking, the nondual understanding would be called a type of absolute idealism. I won’t be doing much detailed ontology in these pages: my approach would be called phenomenological by philosophers, on the assumption that showing not just telling is a useful way of opening minds when it comes to debate about the nature of reality; but just to say a few, indicative words about it now. Absolute idealism is the proposal that reality is, at base, not a thing, or an assembly of things, but is akin to what we call awareness, intelligence and being. It sees matter as nothing in itself, but instead as a manifestation of this mentality. This explains why, whilst it is possible to cultivate a unified awareness of being in the mind’s eye, it is not possible to have a unified perception of matter, which instead appears in various forms. According to modern physics, it is, at base, quantum perturbations, called electrons and photons, that exhibit properties given names such as mass and spin. Aristotle caught the relationship between fragmented matter and ultimate mind rather well when he said that form gives being to matter – with “form” implying an active fashioning rather than a fixed template. Human beings, along with all of nature, abide in this one, unified consciousness and, I would add – in a Platonic coloring to absolute idealism – participate in its singular life as myriad varieties and variations of its emanating and returning vitality. Spiritual intelligence is the capacity to detect this glorious universal in the many delightful and co-creating particulars.




  Bubbling up




  Which also explains why spiritual intelligence is found not only in overtly spiritual places. Far from it. I found it being discovered and enjoyed by participants in the improvision workshops run by Pippa Evans. Her teaching cultivates it with exercises as simple as saying “yes and” to whatever a partner in a conversation first offers. Responding in such a way invites you to attend to the space between you and the other person, from which spring all manner of unexpected, amusing and beautiful exchanges. This happens because of turning to the presence between, around, under and above us, called our shared being. (Incidentally, improvisation is often associated with comedy, which I think is significant because humor is a type of levity, the original meaning of which was a rising and expanding awareness, and the opposite of which was gravity that caused awareness to collapse or decline.)




  Alternatively, there are the pilgrimages I have been on, organized by Guy Hayward. He invites modern day wayfarers to trace ancient footpaths. All they are asked to bring is sensible footwear and an intention that matters to them. “My concern”. “Her work”. “Our world”. The simple task of walking to a hallowed destination, whilst holding a live issue in mind, invariably produces insights. I think it’s because the walk opens the individual to the nascent wisdom of places that can be detected by spiritual intelligence. A pilgrim sets out with an un-AI-like mentality that is not focused on solutions and is, instead, receptive and prepared for the unexpected. Pilgrimages are another way of turning on spiritual intelligence, and an ancient one too. They were a major part of life before the Reformation and, in the ancient world, there was a school of philosophy named after the same core activity. Aristotle’s followers were called the Peripatetics, probably because he taught them how body and mind can wander far when working together.




  My own practice of psychotherapy can be understood in this way. The primary activity is listening and interpreting what is said so as to help what is present unfold. When the moment is what matters, more appears, catalyzed by sharing that moment – which is to say, there again is that space of intelligent being, in between and within us. There are other practices and examples. The interest in psychedelics and experiments in intentional living come to mind as additional signs that we are already living in the middle of widespread attempts at shifting and deepening our perceptions in ways that develop spiritual intelligence.




  The seven steps




  My seven steps are a set of reflective reorientations that similarly turn the mind towards spiritual intelligence, deepen the understanding of it and, thereby, locate it more consciously in life.




  The first step is to retell the origin story of human beings. This is important because stories are like filters: they sift what we perceive of ourselves, and a lot of sifting has been going on in the latest splurge of “big history” accounts of Homo sapiens that tell the tale all the way back to our ancestors’ emergence on the African savannah. What they tend to have in common is treating the spiritual element as if it were, at best, a useful delusion. I think that’s wrong. We have a spiritual commons, which comes with the recognition that our life continually draws on a bigger presence. Participating in life with that awareness became the defining characteristic of the species called Homo sapiens. That is a big claim, of course, though it arises from the intuition that Homo sapiens has always been Homo spiritualis. “Spiritual hunger is part of the human condition”, the leader in a British newspaper noted, which was doubly noteworthy as The Guardian is known for its secular rather than religious leanings.4 It’s an inkling that is backed up by innovative research seeking to understand human origins, which I discovered by participating in a research project that is looking at this question afresh. I’ll discuss it as our first step.




  The second step, or perceptual shift, continues this story into the annals of history, and explores how individuality and individual freedom emerged. This is important because it speaks to the complexities of how we experience ourselves since the period known as the Axial Age, and it also introduces the teachings of the adepts from that time who first articulated spiritual intelligence in ways that can still speak to us. Step two examines their wisdom.




  Step three brings us to the experience of spiritual intelligence today. I’ve written the step as an extended meditation on what a few minutes spent recalling, forgetting and returning again to it can be like. Testing it, distinguishing it, celebrating it are also in the third step, not the sixth or seventh, because, as nondualism stresses, the direct path seeks to cultivate an awareness of awareness as soon as possible. It is not a far-off, elusive or tricky goal. With a good enough perception of it, much can be reassembled around it.




  This turnaround can deepen with a fourth step, which I think of as reframing matters of the soul. The soul level of our experience refers to the complexities that make us feel alive, for good or ill. It is concerned with the ups and downs that knock us about every day. Remarkable advances have been made in charting this interiority, from developmental psychology to psychoanalysis. However, without spiritual intelligence, the very proliferation of this knowledge, and the many associated methods it spawns, can leave people journeying and journaling almost indefinitely. It’s good to have a sense of where that ends, which spiritual intelligence supplies.




  A fifth step follows because when the soul settles into the being that sustains it, a further development of spiritual intelligence becomes possible. It is also the one that firmly secures the awareness. It involves turning to the tricky, but transformative reality of death, a subject that will be found at the heart of any wisdom tradition of merit. The reason is that mortality reveals itself to be a kind of natality. This comes with the core insight, expressed in the sayings of Jesus quoted above, that clinging to security brings spiritual strangulation, whereas releasing the attempt to hold onto life is the key step to finding it.




  Steps six and seven take what has been learned back into the world, as it were, to discover how these truths operate there. Step six argues that spiritual intelligence precipitates a radical shift in our perception of ethics. It must move on from being understood as about morality, defined as doing right, not wrong. That only fosters guilt and shame, and is readily weaponized, and so unwittingly weds us to alienation. The alternative approach, which chimes with spiritual intelligence, is the older tradition of virtue, which focuses on the qualities and characteristics that not only incline us to what’s good, but enable us to embrace more and more of life.




  Step seven considers how this reorientation of perception might affect a range of matters if it were acknowledged, once more, that we share a boundless spiritual commons. I don’t offer a plan, in part because utopias always fail: spiritual intelligence knows the difference between earth shining with heaven and trying to make heaven a place on earth. Instead I describe an attitude or principle that, when cultivated, might spread change from the bottom-up. It focuses on our experience of time and the capacity to befriend crises and irruptions. Spiritual intelligence offers a radically different way of being in the world and, with it, we might come to love realization, instead of being wedded to growth and progress. We might value notions like awakening and conversion, alongside management and development, when thinking about education and ecology.




  The seven steps needn’t be read in order. If big evolutionary history and the emergence of individuality and freedom draw you, the first two steps will be good places to start. If nothing feels like it has been addressed until the question of death has been faced, then step five could be a way to take the plunge. Then again, if you sense that personal concerns don’t touch it without a reckoning of our societal problems, step seven might be a better opener. Alternatively, steps four and six will discuss psychological and ethical concerns explicitly and directly. And if you want to know more about the experience of spiritual intelligence in everyday life, then turn to step three. The steps can be complementary rather than sequential.




  The philosopher, Alasdair MacIntyre, is said to have turned the modern approach to ethics upside down when he made this remark in his book, After Virtue. “I can only answer the question ‘What am I to do?’ if I can answer the prior question ‘Of what story or stories do I find myself a part?’” So let us begin the steps to spiritual intelligence with a story. It should be of interest. It concerns how we have come to be who we are.


 







Step 1 Telling Our Story





  Around a quarter of a million years ago, groups of hominins – the primates most closely related to us today – started to peel away from their evolutionary cousins. In time, they became a new species. They had grown apart from their ancestors and relatives, and felt themselves to be different, which eventually they expressed in the name they gave themselves: Homo sapiens. The first of those words, the genus name, Homo, records the link with the past: Homo sapiens is related to Homo neanderthalensis, Homo heidelbergensis, Homo erectus and others, who, in turn, share common ancestry in primates who lived over 2 million years ago. The second word, the species name, sapiens, catches a departure.




  It can be linked to the brain. Although all varieties of Homo had more grey matter than the genus from which they evolved, which is called Australopithecus, anatomically modern humans gathered still larger, globular-shaped quantities of it. Size isn’t everything when it comes to mind. Not at all: a not widely known fact is that the brains that flew to the moon and split the atom are smaller than those that thought of creating cave paintings. But sapiens – meaning wise – had a type of brain that facilitated their step onto cognitive terrain previously inaccessible to evolved creatures on earth, and what happened next is remarkable.




  Exactly what is much debated. Some say humans evolved language, others an ability to tell stories, others again that a highly flexible imagination began to mark Homo sapiens out. I’ve concluded that our ancestors became adept at consciously detecting that there is a spiritual commons. They evolved further by growing into an awareness of being that is shared by everything they encountered, because everything they encountered dwells in it, like a myriad knapped flints scattered on the land, each glinting in the light of the one sun.




  Back then, this awareness was markedly different from the ways in which people raised in broadly monotheistic cultures would come to know it – although, as we will see, the ways of life preserved by indigenous peoples today are richly suggestive of our ancestors’ experience. The crucial point is that Homo sapiens can also be called Homo spiritualis, because an active participation in this implicit dimension of reality was essential to them and us. Spiritual intelligence had become a core part of this hominin’s way of life.




  That said, and before my story can really get going, there is the question that will already be calling out in a skeptical reader’s head. It’s the twofold issue that threatens to trip up anyone who tries to say anything general in this area. The first problem arises from the fact that religiosity, as is usually imagined today, is a remarkably recent cultural phenomenon. It can’t simply be projected back into the past. The second related problem is that, if religiosity is marked by anything, it is its immense diversity and different forms. What has the human sacrifice of the Aztecs, say, got to do with the Jain who attempts to kill nothing? Or there is the irony that the atheist who tries to debunk religion as if it were one thing, rests their case on a broadly Christian assumption that religion is about one thing that can be debunked.




  The importance of ritual




  The way to acknowledge this complexity, and still say something meaningful, has been suggested by scholars such as Robert Bellah and Richard Sosis. It is to look at the deep history of what is now called religion through the lens of ritual. The point about ritual is that it can link the enormous variety of elements that may be part of a spiritual practice – gestures and greetings, devotions and deeds, commitments and creeds. “Ritual is central to religion because learning a religion is a bit like learning to ride a bike,” Sosis agreed, when I put the analogy to him. The anthropologist was part of the research group I mentioned in the introduction. “You only really know it when you know it.” It’s an awareness that is primarily embodied and experienced, and the genius of ritual is that it offers a form of cognition that works from the inside out and, with practice, can lead to all sorts of nuance.




  It is the original form of what I am calling spiritual intelligence: the felt conviction that arises from, and gives rise to, a conscious participation in a vitality – or, in earlier times, an ecology of vitalities – that exist within and around the individual. Rituals are such a brilliant way of discovering and developing the presence of such a truth because they are structurally open to truths that are larger than the ritual itself. That is precisely why they are universal, at least in the spiritual domain. You only have to bow towards someone or something instantly to know it. Another sense of life opens up.




  Ritual is understood from the inside. It is a subjective form of knowing, not an objective summary of beliefs, which also means that whilst rituals take innumerable forms, and rehearse a plethora of myths that can on the face of it be contradictory, it makes sense to group what they convey together. Religious, or religious-like, rituals in all their variety inform human beings how their life is embedded in a bigger life. In fact, such actions provide a more powerful experience of this intelligence than abstract conceptions can offer. It also explains why contesting propositional truths, as if that were the most important element, is largely a waste of time and, when it leads to bloody conflict, a waste of life too. “Do you believe in God?” “Do you believe in this revelation?” “Do you believe in that book?” People are right when they reject such questions because they do a violence to what they are experiencing.




  Bellah concludes that Homo sapiens had realized that the “relentless utilitarianism” of merely surviving “can never be absolute”. “The world of daily life is never all there is,” he continues in his great book, Religion in Human Evolution.5 Homo sapiens is at least one creature within whom it dawned that the world as it appears is not the world as it actually is. From the rituals, myths, and beliefs that were born, Homo spiritualis was born too. Ritualizing puts the spiritual commons at the center of life, the activity that brought spiritual intelligence. So let’s get back to the story.




  Degrees of freedom




  One way of describing the discovery is to consider a feature of minds called intentionality. The approach is championed by the evolutionary psychologist, Robin Dunbar, who was the lead scientist in the research group investigating human origins that I was able to join. That work forms the basis of my reflections here, though I’m using the insights of others too, to go beyond Dunbar’s own conclusions.6
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