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PRECESSIONAL

TIME
AND THE
EVOLUTION
OF
CONSCIOUSNESS

“Using precession as a key, Richard Heath has harmonized the revelations of those great originals G. I. Gurdjieff, Alexander Thom, Ernest McClain, and the authors of Hamlet’s Mill. This is the kind of synthesis one has long hoped for and a worthy sequel to Heath’s own cosmological revelation, The Matrix of Creation.”

JOSCELYN GODWIN, AUTHOR OF
ATLANTIS AND THE CYCLES OF TIME

“All mythology is rooted in the relationship between Earth, Moon, Sun, and Stars, and these stories are at the very core of human experience. In this book Richard Heath draws these ideas together to create a vivid and inspiring narrative that reconnects us with our true origins and future potential.”

PAUL BROADHURST, COAUTHOR OF
THE SUN AND THE SERPENT
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INTRODUCTION

THERE IS EXTRAORDINARY POWER in the fact that it is only possible to do one thing at a time. This constraint not only reveals a primary characteristic of the universe we inhabit, but it also is relevant to how humanity composes its stories. Generally, narratives use a structure that moves a reader through time, because the parts of the narrative must be kept apart just as the objects involved are separate in space. However, a third aspect of narrative is that it cannot be known without consciousness, which is the means to know and to recognize the structure of things in the world of time and space. Quite simply, consciousness is the power to rebuild and put back together the world process, forming our narrative explanations of the world. Successive cultural groups each developed a new form consciousness that became embodied in their stories and monuments, creating the literature of our recorded history.

For example, the articulation of megalithic monuments can be seen as narratives, and, before these, the art found in prehistoric caves. The formation of our major language groups was also important in the sharing of stories about the world. In prehistory, the major subject of narrative was how the world came into existence. This involved gods modeled largely on astronomical phenomena. Many see these ancient tales as works of fiction and superstition, and the consciousness they developed through their narratives is dismissed or taken for granted. This dismissal is because consciousness is considered something that naturally belongs to human beings as part of our self-awareness. Furthermore, our picture of consciousness is that it is a constant human faculty, as if people in the past had a similar experience of it but had less understanding than us of the physical world.


HOW STORIES CREATE THE WORLD

The truth about consciousness is that humans do not own it, though they have the means to work with it. Consciousness is a cosmic energy that inheres to the universe as a fundamental characteristic: its intelligibility. This word, not much altered in our word intelligence, is the ability of systems to be understood. For systems to be intelligible, they must have a structure that not only functions as a machine, but also retains information about how and why it functions.

The ancients had systems of knowledge that purported to understand the how and the why of the whole world in grand yet simple schemes—schemes that implied that the world had been created according to a rather basic overall pattern and only rendered complex by the world process, through the repetition of these patterns on many different levels of scale. This is exactly how complexity arises in modern chaos theory, in which a simple algorithm can generate a very great complexity. Therefore the ancient cosmologies might seem conveniently simple while employing a master idea: that the creation of the universe might have involved a simple set of strategies or structural principles.

A universe revealing itself as intelligible would require a power not invented by the ancients themselves, but a power revealed to them through consciousness and the ability to see narrative structures within that universe. In other words, the ancients’ works were of a developing relationship with consciousness, an energy that through us seeks to understand the world and its structures as part of a continuing creation in the world. The world represents to our awareness the Other relative to the Self, and it is this dualistic framework of relationship that generates the true narrative, which is more than a descriptive
narrative, it being the life experience required for understanding.

Though ancient attempts to create a world narrative can be criticized as over specific or not based upon facts, consciousness was not always as concerned with facts as it is today, and indeed, facts are only part of consciousness. To order the world is the primary work of intelligent life, and most of that work, even today, deals not with facts but with categories of experience. It can be said that human beings are actually walking cosmologies in that they engage in and are engaged by worldviews: complex narrative structures that give the world a certain overall meaning. The scientific worldview is simply a member of a much wider set of possible worldviews, many of which are viable and useful as a context for the human activity of making meaning of the world. In the scientific narrative, the Self becomes an abstract observer and the Other a repeatable experiment within nature that reveals laws.

The question that arises is whether the power of narrative order, which is so ubiquitous, could be something beyond consciousness that, in the manner of the ancient cosmologies, created a world in which meaningful narratives would dominate human consciousness. In other words, if our intelligible life is made of narrative structures, could this be a property of the universe or, more specifically, a characteristic of our planetary environment as suited to the arising of intelligent life? The story of the arising of life certainly presents a narrative, recently revealed through biological science, and intelligent life appears to be like a cherry on top of that cake.

It becomes possible to conceive of a power beyond narrative that is the source of all the creativity that humans have put into their successive civilizations and cultures, and this is exactly what the ancient texts suggest—that there is a source of creativity in the heavens that operates over great time periods. This source can be called a creative energy, and its defining characteristic is its ability to generate completely new world-views, whether great or small. When we look at successive civilizations, we are struck by the fact that they had unique worldviews that defined a whole program of activity within each civilization. It is also clear that the activities of a civilization can become exhausted and “wither on the vine” when its worldview ceases to be an overriding source of activity.

This creative power is symbolized in myth as a heroic character who steals fire from heaven, a story repeated with many variations. From myth, it is also clear that ancient sky watchers had observed the stars long enough to realize they slowly shifted their position in the sky relative to the Earth, a motion we now call the precession of the Equinox. Within this framework, the orientation of earth to the galaxy is also significantly changed, and from this came about early mythic speculations about changes on Earth being caused by these changes in the sky. These changes in the sky gave an apparent source for the narrative structure of time so that human narratives have an archetypal structure borrowed from the development of the universe itself. Prehistoric stories that have survived tell of proto-beings creating the world through speech, as if the universe was brought into being by storytellers.

In this respect, the causal powers of the universe shared with humans the powers of creativity and consciousness, and early human developers of this capacity became leaders in creating a bigger world of meaning. This assignation of divine powers is no conceit if the energies that are employed are indeed cosmic—that is, from beyond Earth, and not belonging to life itself, arising from Earth. Such a short circuit between the cosmic and human, in a sharing of common energies, would lead to the cosmic and human having the same narrative function in creative expression. To a culture that has now lost this direct sense of cooperating within a cosmic creative process, the messages from antiquity have become obscure.

We live in a culture that has, through vast resources and a simple strategy of factual causation, created a massive bubble of information, including remarkable reconstructions of history as far back as the prehistoric. As narrative, our own cultural development could not have happened without the developments in past epochs. The result is that we can look out over past time as if we are the custodians of the history of the human race. With this bubble of information, we are different from earlier peoples who did not have this information. Indeed, our identity and the challenges we can feel and respond to arise only due to the world we believe we inhabit, a world described largely by the information bubble in which we now live.

Thus we are at a moment of singular character, though we barely realize it. Can our bubble continue, or has it reached a peak before it bursts? What is the purpose of all this knowledge? Is it part of a completely new age dominated by information, or will it fall away to be replaced by something new? The view presented here is that a new relationship to consciousness is implicit in the information bubble within which we now live, and there is a new challenge for us within the expanded world created by it.

The area of the brain created by nature for imagining risk and opportunity is the prefrontal cerebral cortex. Here, an alternative mechanism has evolved for remembering the “future” that involves the generation of possible narratives rather than the mere collection and collation of what has actually been experienced. There is evidence that this function is largely below the level of conscious awareness for most people, and it seems likely that new powers to engage this function consciously are required to activate a new creative human activity: that of articulating the creative self.

What was formerly the purview of special, talented individuals or spiritual groups is becoming a necessary step for a wider humanity. To articulate one’s creative self runs counter to the increasingly centralized control that has come to define the powerful role of materialistic states and globalized organizations that deny the soul of the individual except within the context of sanctioned types of activity. The growth of material knowledge has become a threat to humanity as a prison for consciousness, a golden cage. It cannot be defeated, but is rather the perfect condition for an evolutionary step for humanity. To become free of outside manipulation requires the activation of a new source of creativity—the creativity spoken of in the great precessional myths of the hero’s journey to steal fire from heaven.

The seat of creativity is the divine spark, spoken of in innumerable ways over thousands of years. The sacred pattern placed within humans is the source of something beyond existence and coming from the origins of the universe itself. The primitive powers associated with the cosmic energies of consciousness and creativity can become conscious only by obeying what is true to the sacred pattern, through self-articulation, and this means learning to discriminate what belongs to our pattern, as a special contribution within the existing world, and our fulfillment thereby. In this, the human will is bound up in the act of making stories that then influence human activities in a profound way.




THE NOTION OF SPIRITUAL STRUCTURES

The failure to identify what is spiritual about the material world has forced those interested in spirituality to project a spiritual world into a place other than where we actually live. This confusion has been encouraged by the misreading of spiritual texts that employ literary devices within myth to imply the existence of spiritual worlds occupied by gods and other spiritual beings. These notions were in fact derived from the sky and its creation of objective time, which is cyclic and eternal, and made up of the ever-changing celestial relationships.

Myth was a subtle device to embody the natural structure found in this eternal world within a living tradition; it was never intended to be thought of as literally true. Like viewers meeting a soap opera star and talking to his or her screen persona, we modern humans have been trapped into creating religions that insist that such heroes become 24/7 aspects of reality, supermen operating from an invisible world to affect the personal lives of people. However, human existence can benefit from understanding the sky’s elaborate drama.

This view of history has also given religious time a different form than was intended by the ancient storytellers, who instead were incorporating ideas of renewal and the cyclical nature of time into their stories. Modern time and history, even if imposed by God, tend toward the linear and involve progress along a line of time toward an absolute ideal, such as salvation. This paradigm has been reinforced by Darwinism, in which living species evolve toward remarkably ideal forms through a natural selection (survival) of the fittest. Both religious and scientific paradigms, therefore, have time as a line of progress—which has been entirely at odds with the main ideas of humanity up until the last two millennia.

In this book, we will trace how an older, cyclic view of time came to be displaced as human thinking evolved. Linear time does exist, but so does cyclic time, and beyond this lies another time that belongs to spiritual evolution. The notion of different types of time requires an unfamiliar cosmological vision, one which suggests that our present moment of here and now has, effectively, three rivers of time running through it: namely, time that passes; events that repeat; and steps that, once taken, create something new that is forever changed. Neither the ancient nor the modern views of time have incorporated the third type of time, because the time of real change, or transformation, is that within which the purpose of the Universe, a Creation, is being fulfilled.

The ideas of no god and of a god that interferes directly in the running of the universe both hide the reason for a creator’s absence. The creators of the car engine do not have to intervene in that engine to make it work. Instead, once invented, the whole point is that the engine continues to be manufactured, improved, and used to produce motive power from oil products with a minimal intervention even from the driver and the trained mechanics of the modern car. Later, we will show how apparatuses (i.e., the entirety of means whereby a specific production is made existent or a task accomplished) such as the internal combustion engine evolve a higher energy (in the engine, of force) from a lower energy (of heat), through the excellence of its design and the sacrifice of the fuel’s chemical energy, an energy higher than the mechanical force produced.

The combustion engine is a model for how the evolution of something higher from something lower can only come through the sacrifice of something higher still, which George Gurdjieff*1 called the Law of Three. When investigated, this law is found to be universal whenever something new is made. The victory of the engine is only a local gain, however, because energy in the material universe still has to be conserved. In the sphere of life on Earth, chlorophyll grabs light energy from the sun to grow and regenerate plants, yet the sun disperses vast energies without any such result. The sun is, therefore, the source of something higher that is sacrificed, in part, to feed life and provide the base of the food chain.

In this sense, the myths of prehistory and pagan times hit the nail on the head with their notions of a sacrificial god when used as a metaphor for the sun, in that the sun does not appear to interfere but simply keeps shining and rising every day. For modern humans, the sun is deemed a background fact within a curriculum that prefers, to the understanding of creativity, the visual spectacle and complex facts of astronomy. Yet facts, however spectacular, do not guarantee understanding, because creativity represents a higher energy than that of facts or measurements. The ancients approached understanding the phenomena facing them in life, with its cyclic framework of renewal and perishing, through similarly structured narratives.

Understanding, unknown to science as a higher energy, acts to evolve how a person takes in his or her world. In past epochs, understanding was considered a form of genuine initiation; today, we can still see this is true with regard to our technical specialists who effectively live in a different world than those not initiated into their mysteries. Yet beyond the specialists of any age lies a body of understanding about how the spiritual world evolves humanity itself, and that is what concerns us here.

The evolution of living forms created human beings who can think, giving them a massive evolutionary advantage in the natural world. The material resources of Earth have been unlocked, but the thinking aspect of humanity now appears at odds with both evolution (because natural selection often does not apply to humans today) and the environment (as species and ecology are in competition with material progress). Is this an unplanned consequence of evolution, or is there simply no plan? A possible explanation might be that this crisis is resolvable only through the evolution of humanity itself. In other words, the problem is an evolutionary test that involves a risk of failure, uncertainty, and hazard.

It is possible to see human evolution as having a framework that does not come from within humanity or even from within organic life. Instead, such a framework might be the continuing sacrifice of a higher energy so as to keep open the possibility of human evolution. Such a framework appears in myth when it alludes to the precession of the equinoxes as the skeleton of Great Time. Precession requires that our large moon orbit Earth to maintain the stable tilt of the poles, causing balanced seasons on the planet relative to the sun. The north and south poles describe a circle in the sky over thousands of years that forms an “arctic circle” in the polar regions of the solar system. This cycle of time came to be seen as divided by the twelve constellations—the star signs—one of which holds the sun, at the spring equinox, in different epochs: the Precession of the Equinox taking about 26,000 years to repeat in the same sign.

Such understanding of cosmology by ancient man might seem implausible, but there is increasing evidence that different revelations were introduced episodically during the current precessional cycle. These revelations manifested themselves through different breakthroughs in abilities demonstrated by humankind, starting with cave painting and continuing to the causal thinking (commonly called reason) typified by the Classical Greek culture. Further exploring the idea that understanding is a higher energy, we see that the successive breakthroughs in understanding take a narrative structure, because, without the foundation laid by previous epiphanies, what comes later would have been impossible to achieve. In our metaphoric sense, then, humanity’s evolution is possible through the sacrifice provided by the invisible sun of each precessional age, each representing a new level of human development. This great cycle of time is more than that of fate and tragedy. It is the destiny of the fire stealers to inaugurate a new age, as revealed through the generic narrative or, as it is called by Joseph Campbell, the heroic monomyth. Indeed, in the mysteries, initiation focuses on such heroic narratives, which recapitulate the successive realizations of human potential. Each age has to find and steal a new type of fire before it can progress. Today, our fire is that of technology. Yet the path of technical knowledge is rapidly approaching its limits in developing human consciousness, partly because of its implicit materialism.

The rational materialist always looks for a cause—the place from which something comes. But the availability of higher worlds means that these worlds must exist seamlessly, side-by-side, with the world that can be quantified and yet not be quantifiable. Synchronicity of events is one candidate for the spiritual that cannot be explained, and another is found in the properties of wholeness within artificial and living structures. The moon is a causal conundrum: the likelihood of its existence being virtually zero and yet, being dead, it appears to have created the conditions for life on Earth.

If the ancients had a natural rapport with a spiritual world, then they would have had no need to develop a synthetic understanding of it; thus, it might have been the tragic loss of such a rapport that was a prelude to the development of modern rationality. The journey from being naturally aware of the world to understanding it would then manifest through a set of stages, making human history a developmental narrative.

The only cosmic cycle that could provide a framework for human evolution on the grand scale proposed here is the precessional cycle. The significance of the moon in both life and precession is confirmed by both modern science and ancient myth. If we created a higher dimensional device to maintain a constant but cyclic mechanism that could enable intelligent life to evolve to a state of higher intelligence, it would have to provide higher energies that were introduced over thousands of years according to the synchronicity of cosmic factors. If, additionally, we think about the narrative order required of a zodiacal sequence, we conclude that it must involve the introduction of new faculties into intelligent life, much like the introduction of characters, conflicts, and plot-driving scenarios into any story—those elements that make a story work.

Without a storyboard of general influence, there would have to be scriptwriters working for evolutionary history. The combustion engine would then have an angel instead of a carburetor. Precession provides a connection to the will that created the universe as a whole—its pattern and the human pattern. Providing a cosmic cycle instead of a cosmic hierarchy enables evolution to be self-organizing, as an expression of a universe that only uses spiritual powers such as synchronicity and that has a preference for a specific sacred ordering of things. Such an approach appears weak but it gives independence to the created world while providing a source of redemption from being an entirely determinate world. If the precessional framework sets up conditions for the synchronicity of events, with regard to likely outcomes, then it is within its gift to make things happen almost magically. What was impossible earlier can then become possible under changed cosmic conditions, but such conditions will be hard to causally identify, because they are lost within the mix of concurrent processes or encrypted in the configuration of the heavens.

All this may seem a recipe for superstition and fancy, but, like all hypotheses, a natural explanation is preferable (in the absence of any other credible explanation) for phenomena such as the creation of the complex language groups, the organization of megalithic complexes, the arising of complex musical theories, and the birth of causal reasoning. Without an explanation for these events, we cannot properly understand how such definite steps in human civilization occurred from nowhere.

In other words, it is possible to understand precession in terms of an evolution of the human mind and then to understand intellectual history as part of a coherent narrative. Once we have seen the pattern of the past, we can better know where the story might be traveling next. We can also see new human faculties that exploit brain functions already developed through environmental competences and their natural selection. For example, our ability to appreciate an imagined narrative comes not only from understanding stories in nature and society but also from our innate capacity to evaluate risks and opportunities in the future.

In fact, the natural environment is highly likely to develop brain functions that relate to the intelligible nature of the universe since understanding the environment is key to survival. In an intelligible universe, consciousness would have to be part of the power that organizes the universe prior to the understanding that humans can have of that universe. The structure of the natural environment could then be prepared for intelligent life through natural selection. Humans would then have evolved to tell stories like their gods, and we can then come to see the intellectual environments of successive societies as having developed new types of human intelligence.





CHAPTER 1

LANGUAGE AND THE CONSCIOUSNESS WITHIN STORIES

IN RECENT YEARS IT has become much clearer that the developmental stories, of life itself and then of modern humans, tell of catastrophic setbacks, each preceding a new stage of development. These catastrophes came in the form of ice ages, volcanoes, and impacts by small interplanetary bodies. If such catastrophic events had not occurred, it seems life would not have evolved into complex multicellular forms and hence never given rise to a human intelligence that can discover and contemplate this fact today.


THE STORY OF LIFE

Up until 600 million years ago, life was unicellular and was either dispersed throughout the sea or covered the surfaces of rocks. Single-cell life had been terraforming the earth, affecting its geology and especially its atmosphere. Levels of oxygen in the atmosphere had risen toward modern levels due to these single-cell organisms’ photosynthetic conversion of carbon dioxide into oxygen. The stromatolites are a typical example of this process, in that they trapped mineral grains within a biofilm of cells, forming a layered accretion column between the shallow sea bed and the surface of the water, a biofilm that used light and carbon dioxide to build new cells, leaving oxygen as a by-product. This oxygen would later provide fuel for multicellular animals that could move by burning oxygen. And it took a catastrophe to create such animals.

This event was the greatest of ice ages, in which the entire surface of the earth was covered in snow and ice, so that the earth reflected the light and heat that normally warmed it. Something within Earth, its own volcanic mechanism, eventually, after millions of years, broke this climatic deadlock. Volcanoes emit large amounts of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases, and at this time, a large number of volcanoes erupted around Earth, warming it and causing the ice to retreat from the equator.

Following this severe ice age there was an explosion in the diversity of life, through the development of a new ability in those few cell types that had survived: the ability to connect themselves to each other, using the sticky protein called collagen. The first multicellular structures were a loose collaboration that gained some benefit by literally sticking together. Each cell still reproduced by cell division, so these multicellular structures could not yet reproduce themselves as a whole; they relied on structures in which individual cells naturally connected to other cells by using simple rules. These same rules lead to the fractal patterns still visible in ferns and sponges. The new genetic instructions required for these simple aggregates were therefore few in number but crucial, for without them the later development of multicellular animals would have had no starting point.

Another innovation from this time, seen in corals, is the release of eggs and sperm into the water to fertilize new life through sex between different individuals rather than through cell division or cloning. This initiated genetic evolution through the intermixing of genes between parents and the consequent possibility of genetic variety within which natural selection (of the fittest) first became possible.

However, the ultimate step for multicelled organisms was the creation of a universal template seen in trilobite fossils. A mouth was developed to eat, a midgut to digest, and a hindgut to excrete. A gut that could digest food became the first of many new organs that would evolve in the middle section, while legs would form symmetrically to right and left. Hunting and eating required sense organs at the front end, and all animals came to evolve from this singular template.

Without a “snowball earth” this development would never have occurred, and after billions of years of life on Earth, it took this event to cause the unprecedented explosion of new forms of multicellular life.




END OF ANOTHER ICE AGE

The story of modern human history only became possible after the end of the last ice age about 12,000 years ago. We know that humanity was tenacious in survival during that ice age, but human civilization requires conditions that mere survival cannot provide. Knowledge must be passed down through the generations and communicated between communities to develop any form of civilization. Communication and retention of important information comes down to the use of language, and the first ancestors of modern languages arose around this time, languages that were to be the root languages of the post-ice human race. Just as the trilobite articulated the first true multicellular animals so too the root languages would come to define what could be said with a new sophistication in its articulation.

A parallel can therefore be drawn between single-celled life that could not develop 600 million years ago and the small groups of people who could do little more than survive the last ice age, again illustrating how an ice age can initiate a new structural development. The single cells that survived the snowball earth rapidly went on to clump together into larger communities of cells and, as these arrangements evolved, the cells began to develop intercommunication and true multicellular identities. The new units of organic identity developed organs, specialized cells, and new senses, as well as sexually reproducing itself as a population while renewing its individual cellular makeup through the earlier mechanism of cell division.
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