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  PREFACE




  This is a new and revised edition of The Fifth Dimension of five years ago. During these five years the world has become more dangerous. The catastrophic 9/11

  destruction by hijacked planes of the twin towers in New York in 2001; the slower but even more destructive war in Iraq, leaving a spreading legacy of deeply felt resentment; the seemingly endless

  round of mutual revenge attacks between Israel and the Palestinians, with tanks and helicopter gunships on the one side and militant suicide bombers on the other; the proliferation of nuclear

  weapons extending from the USA, UK, Russia and Israel potentially to North Korea, India, Pakistan and possibly elsewhere; the alarming development of relatively easy to use chemical and biological

  weapons of mass destruction; the continuing thinning of the ozone layer and developing global warming, caused largely by the massive over-consumption of the world’s non-renewable resources by

  the rich nations; the continuing gap between the wealthy northern and the poor southern hemispheres, leaving millions in deep poverty, many suffering from AIDS and other preventable diseases ...

  all this, and more, is making our world an increasingly dangerous place to inhabit.




  These dangers are all humanly created. They are evils that we humans are inflicting on ourselves. The immediate causes are geopolitical, social and economic. But the deeper cause lies in human

  minds and hearts, and it is here that any fundamental solution has to begin. If we could all see, and then treat, one another as fellow human beings sharing the same fragile planet we would see war

  as insanity, revenge as futile and counter-productive, disputes as resolvable with goodwill on both sides, poverty as capable of being ended by intelligent global co-operative planning, and

  moderation in the consumption of finite resources of fuel and energy as a basic responsibility.




  So it is fundamentally the inner life of humanity that has produced the outer political and economic state of the world, and a safer future requires the development of this inner life with its

  capacity for profound transformation.




  This book is about the ways in which, through our inner life, we view the world and one another. I argue for the radical insufficiency of a purely naturalistic, or humanist, understanding of

  life, and for the reality of a fifth, spiritual, dimension. We are concerned here with the character of the mysterious universe of which we are a part; the meaning of our human existence, with its

  unpredictable mixture of good and evil, happiness and misery; the significance of religious experience, and of the extraordinary individuals we call saints or mahatmas; the prospect of death and

  the possibility of life beyond it.




  These are big themes, too big for any one thinker, but if some find that these explorations contribute to their own thinking within the wider effort this book will have served its purpose.




   




  John Hick




  Note




  I have avoided technical terms as far as possible and when Hindu or Buddhist or other unfamiliar words are necessary I have adapted them into English, so that

  saṃsāra, for example, becomes samsara or even samsara. And I have not engaged here in debate with other scholars, because the concern

  here is not with the internal discussions of the academic world. However, the basic ideas are ones that I have developed over the last thirty years in a series of other books in which I do debate

  extensively with academic friends and foes. The aim now is to share the outcome of all that work with the general reader.
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  INTRODUCTION: THE BIG PICTURE




  ALTERNATIVE PICTURES




  We are finite, fallible, fragile fragments of the universe. But because we have an inbuilt need to find meaning we inhabit the universe in terms of a conception of its

  character – a big picture – either consciously adopted or unconsciously presupposed. In so doing we are always, whether we realize it or not, living by faith, that is, moving in an

  immensely important area in which there is no certain knowledge and in which we cannot avoid the risk of being seriously mistaken.




  To most of us within our highly technological western culture it has come to seem self-evident that a scientific account of anything and everything constitutes the full story, and that the

  supposed transcendent realities of which the religions speak must therefore be imaginary. Since at least the beginning of the twentieth century this naturalistic assumption has been an integral

  part of our culture, and any contrary hopes, dreams, intuitions, sensings of transcendence, intimations of immortality or mystical experiences have been overshadowed by its pervasive influence. But

  it is a fundamental error to think that the assumptions that our culture has instilled into us, and which we take for granted, are necessarily true. It was Einstein who said that ‘common

  sense is what we are taught by the age of six’, or perhaps, in the case of more complex ideas, by about fourteen. The beginning of wisdom is to become aware of our own presuppositions as

  options that can be examined and questioned. Otherwise we are wearing mental blinkers without even being conscious of them.




  The full range of big pictures includes the naturalistic account, according to which our human existence is a fleeting accident within a universe ultimately devoid of meaning. And it includes

  the multitude of specific religious pictures, each offering its own detailed cosmology. But the contention of this book is that it also includes a new and yet very old global religious vision

  – new in that it is only now coming into prominence among us, but old in that it has long been there in the mystical strands of each of the great traditions.




  From this latter standpoint, neither the naturalistic nor the traditional religious beliefs are sufficient and a more complete picture must include the truth within each. It must accept modern

  science in its entirety, as our current and ever-developing exploration of the physical universe, but it must also acknowledge the inherent limitations of the scientific method and be open to the

  transcendent dimension witnessed to by the global religious life of humanity.




  THE FIFTH DIMENSION OF OUR NATURE




  In outlining this larger picture we begin with ourselves. We are part of a species which emerged about one hundred thousand years ago – the dating changes from time to

  time with new discoveries – within the evolution of life on earth. We exist within a single biological stream, but we differ from the other life forms in our much greater brain complexity and

  hence much greater intellectual capacity. Human life is continuous with the rest of animal life, and the mental and also emotional difference is one of degree, though so great a degree as virtually

  to constitute a difference in kind. Nevertheless, the other animals are our biological cousins since in the remote past we had common ancestors. In some cases – such as some domestic dogs,

  cats and horses, also some chimpanzees, elephants and dolphins – we can recognize a degree of mental and emotional affinity. But we should not treat even those animals with which we cannot

  empathize as mere ‘things’ totally unconnected with ourselves. We are all branches of the same tree of life.




  As well as being intelligent animals we are also ‘spiritual’ beings. This is a vague term which is often defined in equally vague terms. I am using it here to refer to a fifth

  dimension of our nature which enables us to respond to a fifth dimension of the universe. In this aspect of our being we are – according to different versions of the religious big picture

  – either continuous with, or akin to and in tune with, the ultimate reality that underlies, interpenetrates and transcends the physical universe.




  Another way of affirming our spiritual nature is to say that we are religious animals with an inbuilt tendency to experience the natural in terms of the supra-natural. It was the anthropologist

  R.R. Marett who first suggested that homo sapiens could better be called homo religiosus.1 For as another anthropologist, Clyde Kluckhohn,

  wrote, ‘Until the emergence of Communist societies we know of no human groups without religion’;2 and indeed, on a ‘family

  resemblance’ analysis of the concept of religion, communist societies also have their religious aspects. The great historian of religion Mircea Eliade puts a commonly accepted view when he

  says that ‘the “sacred” is an element in the structure of consciousness and not a stage in the history of consciousness’.3 Rudolf

  Otto even held that the idea of the holy is a priori, innate within the human mind.4 For according to many anthropologists there are signs of a religious

  concern in the earliest evidences that we have of human behaviour. As far back as we can trace them we find that humans have done something that no other species does – they have buried or

  otherwise deliberately disposed of the corpses of their own kind. The Neanderthals, as long as a hundred thousand years ago, placed food and precious flint implements in the graves of their dead;

  and the Cro-Magnons of some twenty-five thousand years ago buried weapons, ornaments and food with their dead and sometimes dusted red ochre – presumably representing blood, itself a symbol

  of life – on the corpses or in their graves. These practices clearly express some notion of an afterlife, and such ritual behaviours, later crystallizing into consciously formed beliefs, are

  the earliest surviving expressions of humanity as a religious animal.




  Let me add immediately, to avoid a possible misunderstanding, that this innate human religiousness leaves entirely open the crucial question of whether or not there is a transcendent reality to

  which religion is a response. That people have always believed in such realities does not prove that they exist.




  We do not need to spend time arguing about whether something or someone is religious, because the term does not refer to a single definable essence but is what Ludwig Wittgenstein called a

  family resemblance concept. He took the example of games. They have no common essence – they can be individual or team activities; they can depend on skill or on chance; some can be won or

  lost, others not; they can be played for amusement, fame or monetary reward; some are played with balls, others with cards, marbles, chess pieces and so on. Each shares common features with some

  others but none with all others. And so we have a network, somewhat like a family, in which each member has points of resemblance to some members but not to others.5 Likewise the various kinds and aspects of religion form a loose cluster of characteristics of which no one religion has all, but all have some. For example Christianity involves

  the worship of a supreme being whilst Buddhism does not; but they are alike in another way in that both offer comprehensive understandings of reality, of our highest good, and of the way to attain

  it.




  Returning to our modern naturalistic worldview, the assumption that the idea of an afterlife began in fear of extinction and a desire for a better life beyond the grave is a good example of its

  influence. The archaeological remains by themselves cannot tell us what went on in the minds of those earliest humans. But if we project back from the primal or archaic peoples who were intensively

  studied by anthropologists in the last half of the nineteenth century, before their societies had been significantly changed by contact with the modern world, we find that generally speaking what

  survived was not thought of as mind or soul in distinction from body, but rather as a shadowy and insubstantial counterpart of the body inhabiting a dark underground region. This theme emerges into

  literature as the gloomy, bloodless, miserable half-life of Sheol or of Hades. For Job, in the Hebrew scriptures, the prospect of Sheol was even worse than the flood of earthly troubles engulfing

  him: ‘Let me alone, that I may find a little comfort before I go whence I shall not return, to the land of gloom and deep darkness, the land of gloom and chaos, where light is as

  darkness’.6 For the dead were cut off even from God: ‘The dead do not praise the Lord, nor do any that go down into silence.’7 The afterlife was like an advanced stage of Alzheimer’s disease! Among the ancient Greeks, Hades was likewise regarded as a place of barely conscious shades:

  ‘There remains even in the house of Hades a spirit and phantom of the dead, although there is no life in it’, says Homer,8 and the shade of the

  great Achilles, briefly energized by a goat’s blood, says, ‘I would rather live on the earth as the hireling of another, with a landless man who has no great livelihood, than bear sway

  among all of the dead who have departed.’9 Clearly such thoughts did not arise as wish-fulfilments. The belief in a desirable afterlife – heaven,

  paradise, the happy hunting ground – came later as part of a moral conception of the universe in which there is a judgement of the soul and the rewards of heaven are balanced by the

  punishment of hell.




  The studies of recently existing primal societies show that their afterlife conceptions were accompanied by belief in a multitude of spirits which were as real to them as the physical world and

  which had power to benefit and harm. Mountains, sky, rocks, forests, streams, clearings, trees and totem animals were indwelt by unseen forces that had to be worshipped, placated with sacrifices,

  or cautiously negotiated with. Our rigid modern distinctions between humans and the other animals, and between the natural and the supra-natural, had not been formed, and the living universe was

  experienced as a seamless unity. The basic religious concern was stability, the need to keep fragile human life on an even keel – to ensure that the sun rose, that the seasons came round

  again, that the rain fell when it was needed, that the warriors were strong and the women fertile. And the practices expressing this concern reinforced the vital unity of the tribe or people. For

  what we now think of as individuals saw themselves, for all important purposes, as part of the social organism rather than as separate autonomous persons. Value and authority resided in the group

  as a whole rather than in its constituent parts.




  THE AXIAL AGE




  However, around the middle of the first millennium BCE (Before the Common Era10), in a band of time stretching

  from about 800 to about 200 BCE, remarkable individuals appeared across the world, standing out from their societies and proclaiming momentous new insights. In China there

  were Confucius, Mencius and Lao-Tzu (or the anonymous writers of the Tao Te Ching) and Mo-Tzu. In India there were Gautama, the Buddha; Mahavira, the founder of the Jain tradition; the

  writers of the Upanishads and later of the Bhagavad Gita. In Persia there was Zoroaster. In Palestine there were the great Hebrew prophets – Amos, Hosea, Jeremiah, the Isaiahs,

  Ezekiel. In Greece there were Pythagoras, Socrates, Plato, Aristotle. This immensely significant hinge in human thought has come to be known as the axial age. If we see Christianity as presupposing

  Judaism, and Islam as presupposing both Judaism and Christianity, all of the present major world religions trace their roots to this axial period.




  Pre-axial or archaic people generally just accepted the given conditions of their lives. They did not stand back in thought to engage in critical reflection. They did not envisage alternatives

  that might lead to a fundamental dissatisfaction with the existing state of affairs. Life was for them, as one anthropologist puts it, ‘a one-possibility thing’.11 But during the axial age, in large areas of the world, there were several mutually reinforcing developments: the formation of cities; the emergence of individual as

  distinguished from communal consciousness, first in rulers and religious leaders and then increasingly widely; and a sense of the unsatisfactoriness, the felt incompleteness of our ordinary human

  existence, found somehow lacking in a higher quality that nevertheless stands before us as a real possibility.




  These extraordinary individuals emerged, of course, within societies that had through long gradual change become ready to hear them. And because their messages were addressed to individuals,

  challenging them to a personal response, these messages were for the first time universal in scope. Instead of being concerned to preserve the existing framework of meaning, they were conscious of

  its deeply incomplete and unsatisfying character, and proclaimed a limitlessly better possibility for the individual, and thus ultimately for society.




  SIN OR FALSE CONSCIOUSNESS?




  In the Semitic religions this sense of incompleteness has a primarily moral focus. There is within our human nature an evil inclination (the yecer ha-ra of Genesis

  6:5), which we have to resist and overcome; or we are fallen beings, bearing within us the original sin of Adam and Eve in whom the whole human race fell (I Corinthians 15:22); or we are made out

  of the dust of the earth (Qur’an 3:59) and are self-centred and prone to disobey God’s commands (96:6–7). And evil, embodied in the malevolent figure of Satan, was always believed

  to be around to tempt and lead astray.




  In the religions that originated further east, in India, the focus has been less upon sin and guilt and more upon false consciousness – of which false consciousness in the Marxist sense of

  class consciousness is only one aspect. The religious notion of false consciousness is expressed metaphysically in the closely connected Hindu concepts of spiritual ignorance (avidya) and

  illusion (maya). But the more psychological and moral aspect is classically expressed in the Buddhist analysis of the human condition. The Buddha’s basic teaching is summarized in

  the Four Noble Truths, traditionally believed to have been first taught in his sermon in the deer park at Sarnath, just outside Benares (now Varanasi). The first of these is the truth of

  dukkha, of which there is no one entirely satisfactory English rendering but which is variously translated as unsatisfactoriness, suffering, unhappiness. Describing ordinary unenlightened

  human consciousness, the Buddha said, ‘Birth is dukkha, age is dukkha, disease is dukkha, death is dukkha; contact with the unpleasant is dukkha, separation from the pleasant is dukkha, every

  wish unfulfilled is dukkha.’ And its source is our self-centred way of participating in the process of life. Stemming from a biologically programmed instinct for self-preservation, it

  consists at the human level in seeing and valuing everything primarily as it affects oneself. This produces a distrust of strangers, a feeling of being threatened by the otherness of others, an

  apprehension about what the unknown future may bring, and a fear of death, all building up into a pervasive angst which deprives us of serenity and the deep joy of inner freedom. This in turn leads

  to individual greed, malice, cruelty, jealousy, resentment, cheating, untruthfulness, and to corporate selfishness in the forms of aggression, exploitation, war, slavery, institutionalized

  injustices. According to the Buddha, all this human misery, which evoked his compassion and led him to a strenuous life of teaching, flows from a false consciousness that renders us fundamentally

  insecure, seeing others as potential rivals and enemies, so that we have to safeguard ourselves by grasping at power and possessions. In Buddhist terms, we lack awareness of our own buddha nature

  and of the ultimate buddha nature of the universe, an awareness that would release us from the constant defensive self-concern that makes life a danger, the future a threat, and the human world a

  jungle of competing interests. When the buddha nature within us is released by eroding the hard shell of self-concern, its natural and spontaneous expression is a universal compassion

  (karuna) and love (metta).




  But we do not have to think of this only in Buddhist terms. In speaking of dukkha the Buddha was pointing to a basic human insecurity which shows itself in a thousand ways. Within our

  own relatively stable and affluent society we see it, and participate in it, in the worried rush of life in which so many have to live, in ‘strained time-ridden faces distracted from

  distraction by distraction’,12 in the anxious expressions, the quick tempers, the road rage, the envy and jealousy, the thoughtless selfishness and

  dishonesty, the animosities and resentments, the enveloping unhappiness, of so many. We see it in hard-faced businessmen intent on building their empires of wealth and power, regardless of the

  welfare of those whom they employ. We see it at all levels of society in resort to gambling and a wide range of drugs, in such contemporary communal chauvinisms as racism, anti-Semitism,

  Islamophobia, homophobia, lack of empathy with those who are different. We see it in the continuous agony of homeless refugees and helpless civilians trampled by opposing military powers. We see it

  in the developed world’s monumental indifference to populations impoverished by the destruction of their living space, in the maiming of men, women and children by land mines and other

  armaments manufactured for profit, and in the cumulative pollution of the atmosphere which we all breathe and the wanton destruction of the protective ozone layer above us. We see it in the

  progressive degradation of the natural environment as we dissipate the earth’s basic resources to sustain our highly developed modern life styles. And we see it and participate in it in

  innumerable other ways, large and small, both in our individual lives and in the structures of our society. Most of us are aware of this, and yet collectively we continue heedlessly on the path of

  mutual destruction, for dukkha forms a self-perpetuating cycle that can only be broken by transformation into a radically different human outlook.




  GUILT OR DUKKHA AS THE PROBLEM?




  The ‘western’ religions call this general distortion of human life sin, thus identifying guilt as the problem. The ‘eastern’ religions call it spiritual

  blindness, thus identifying false consciousness as the problem. But whether we regard moral evil as the expression of false consciousness, or false consciousness as the expression of sin, the

  distortion itself is a manifest reality; and it is from this that the post-axial religions offer to free us. Their function is to be enabling contexts of the transformation of human existence, a

  transformation from sinful and/or deluded self-centredness to a radically new orientation centred in the Divine, the Transcendent, the Ultimate, thus freeing what they variously call the true or

  selfless self, the atman, the universal buddha nature, the image of God within us.




  This radical change is a re-centring which produces an inner peace, serenity, joy, purity of heart, and clarity of moral vision. But it is obvious that this salvific transformation makes only

  very limited progress in most of us during this present life, so that the world faiths anticipate further spiritual growth beyond this life, although by no means necessarily in the forms that we

  most easily imagine. But the awareness of transcendence always brings us back into the present moment with its open possibilities. Here the outstanding examples of the great transformation,

  expressed in either inner contemplative or outer and political forms, are what Christianity calls saints and for which other traditions have other names, about which more in Part V.




  TRANSCATEGORIAL REALITY




  The fifth dimension of our nature, the transcendent within us, answers to the fifth dimension of the universe, the transcendent without. In speaking of this, the limitations of

  language create a problem to which there is unfortunately no satisfactory solution. We want to refer to that which, according to the religions, is the ultimate object of human concern. In a western

  context we speak of God. And it is possible to use this familiar term with the stipulation that it points to the ultimate reality without however defining it, and so without prejudging whether that

  reality is personal or non-personal or even such that this duality does not apply. But in practice the long-established associations of the word as referring to an infinite divine Person are

  generally too strong for this stipulation to be effective. And so we resort to such terms as the Ultimate, Ultimate Reality, Absolute Reality, the Real, the Transcendent, the Divine, the Holy, the

  Eternal, the Infinite – with or without capitals. I shall use all of these, and even the grammatically improper ‘ultimately Real’, as a reminder that no one of them is entirely

  adequate. But I shall tend to favour either the Transcendent or the Ultimate or, even more, the Real, because this latter is the rough equivalent of both the Sanskrit sat and the Arabic

  al-Haqq. However we shall be continually up against the fact that language has developed in our struggle to cope with the material environment and that when we use it to refer to the

  transcendent it inevitably has non-literal meanings (i.e. not in accordance with the ordinary dictionary meanings of words). It is now allusive, suggestive, metaphorical, poetic, pointing rather

  than defining. And so we have continually to try to focus, not on the pointing finger of language, but on that to which it points.




  The mystics of the great traditions affirm almost unanimously that the Real is beyond human conceiving. It is ineffable or, as I prefer to say, transcategorial – outside the scope of the

  categories with which we think. It (though ‘it’ is as inappropriate as ‘he’ or ‘she’) is what it is, but what it is does not fall within the scope of our human

  conceptual systems. Our operative paradigms enable us to think about our physical and social environments; and going beyond this, mathematical concepts enable us to think numerically and logical

  concepts to think consistently. But the Real cannot be defined in terms of our conceptual repertoire. We can make purely formal, linguistically generated, statements about it (such as that it can

  be referred to), but we cannot properly either affirm or deny that it has any of the positive qualities captured in human language. We cannot say, for example, that it is personal or that it is

  impersonal; or again, that it is good or that it is evil, that it is a substance or a process, even that it is one or many. The binary dualisms in terms of which we think, although indispensable

  features of human thought, do not apply to the Ultimate.




  This notion of concepts not applying to something is a familiar one. Philosophers speak of category mistakes. It does not make sense, for example, to ask whether a molecule is intelligent or

  stupid, because it is not the sort of thing that could be either. And nor is the Real. Indeed it is not a kind of thing at all. It is, using inevitably metaphorical language, the ground of

  everything. So human language can describe the various forms taken by the ‘impact’ of the Real upon us, but not the Real as it is in itself.




  It follows at once that the descriptions of ultimate reality treasured by the different religions do not apply literally to the Ultimate in itself. And so, according to our big picture, the Holy

  Trinity of Christian teaching, and the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob revealed in the Hebrew scriptures, and the Adonai of rabbinic Judaism, and the Allah rahman rahim (God, merciful and

  gracious) of the Qur’an, and the Vishnu and Shiva of theistic Hinduism, and again Brahman, the Tao, and the Dharma or Nirvana of the Hindu, Taoist and Buddhist traditions, are forms which

  human awareness of the Real has been given by human consciousness. They are personae and impersonae (i.e. personal and non-personal manifestations) of the Ultimate as it impinges upon our different

  religious mentalities, with their associated spiritual practices, as these have developed within the great historical traditions. In the paradoxical words of an ancient Hindu text, ‘Thou art

  formless: thy only form is our knowledge of thee.’13




  Accordingly, that the different religions give such different accounts of the Ultimate does not mean that if one of them is correct the others must be incorrect. So far as the differences

  between them are concerned, they may all be authentic responses to the Transcendent, and their different theologies may be valid descriptions of the different ways in which that ultimate reality is

  humanly conceived, and therefore experienced, and therefore responded to in life from within the different cultural ways of being human (more about this on pp. 83–5).




  All this raises a multitude of questions which will come to the fore as we proceed. But this has been a preliminary sketch of the big picture, a small-scale map of the territory to be explored

  in the following chapters.
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  WHERE WE START TODAY: THE NATURALISTIC ASSUMPTION




  We start with the fact that we find ourselves existing – though this does not astonish us because we are so used to it! We have been, so to speak, thrown into existence

  with a given nature, each with our own unique genetic endowment, and at a time and place which we did not choose. And as we proceed through life, different voices, religious and naturalistic, tell

  importantly different stories about what kind of beings we are and what kind of universe we are part of.




  Naturalistic teachers tell us that reality consists exclusively of the physical universe, including of course human brains, which are physical objects, and their functioning. Humanism, when not

  just an uncontroversial emphasis on human values but a dogmatic exclusion of the supra-natural, is another name for naturalism. So is materialism, the idea that nothing exists but matter/energy,

  including again animal brains. According to naturalists, or Humanists, or materialists, our existence as material organisms in a material world constitutes the whole story. They differ among

  themselves as to whether we have a real degree of free will or are totally determined, with only the illusion of free will. However in practice we can only assume that we have free will. For if

  someone’s thought, ‘My every thought is totally determined’ is true, that thought itself is not the outcome of a process of free critical thinking but is determined by physical

  causes. There may well be an element of sub-atomic randomness within this causal process, but this does not affect the logical dilemma: if every thought is either rigidly or randomly determined, we

  could never be in a state of rationally believing that this is so! For rational believing presupposes a degree of intellectual freedom, the freedom to exercise judgement, and if we are totally

  determined we have no such freedom.




  Naturalistic thinkers also disagree among themselves about whether consciousness is identical with cerebral activity, or is a new emergent factor, different in nature although dependent from

  moment to moment on the electro-chemical functioning of the brain. But we can pass over this difference at the moment, returning to it in chapter 4.




  Naturalism, then, is the belief that reality consists exclusively in the multiple forms of discharging energy that constitute the physical universe. This includes our earth and the human and

  other forms of life on it, and hence the multitude of human brains and their functioning, which in turn includes the production of thought, language, feeling, emotion, and action. The status of

  such supposed non-physical realities as God, Brahman, Dharma, Tao, the soul or spirit, is that of ideas in the human mind, so that before there were human mind/brains to create them, they did not

  in any sense exist. Naturalism is thus equivalent to the qualified materialism which does not deny the existence of mentality, but holds that it is either identical with, or totally dependent from

  moment to moment upon, the electro-chemical functioning of the brain.




  In our western world, beginning around the seventeenth century, the earlier pervasive religious outlook has increasingly been replaced by an equally pervasive naturalistic outlook, and during

  the twentieth century this replacement has become almost complete. Naturalism has created the ‘consensus reality’ of our culture. It has become so ingrained that we no longer see it,

  but see everything else through it. The main reason for this is clearly the continuing and most welcome success of the sciences in discovering how the physical world works, and in using this

  knowledge for our benefit in many fields, not least in medicine. (It is also alarmingly true that our use of highly sophisticated technology is eroding and poisoning the environment and has even

  put humanity in danger of destroying itself; but although obviously immensely important, this does not affect the present point.)




  The rise and eventual dominance of the scientific point of view was in fact more than an intellectual revolution. The decades from about 1840 to about 1890 in Britain, during which science

  gained social respectability and then establishment status, saw ‘the rise of the professional and the decline of the gentleman’.14 There was a

  gradual shift in the class and power structure of the country. Indeed, the ‘warfare between science and theology’ was in part a ‘professional territorial

  dispute’.15 T.H. Huxley was a key figure in this development, starting as an outsider rejected by both church and state, and ending as President of

  the Royal Society, a Privy Counsellor, and internationally respected as one of ‘the great and the good’.




  To see how the naturalistic assumption colours our experience I must anticipate the analysis of awareness in chapter 5. The central point is that experience always involves the interpretive

  activity of the mind. The impacts upon us of our environment are interpreted by means of our operative conceptual system, so that the same impacts may be pre-consciously processed through different

  sets of concepts to create different conscious experiences. But in the case of events that can be experienced either naturalistically or religiously, the latter is precluded by the dominant faith

  of our culture. And when philosophizing about the history of religions a naturalistic interpretation is likewise routinely accepted as self-evidently more plausible than a religious one.




  Thus for example, when we hear someone speak of a moment when they had a strong sense, or feeling, of God as an unseen, all-enveloping, benign presence, the naturalistic assumption automatically

  rejects this as illusory and points to psychological mechanisms that might have produced it. It is firmly assumed that there is no reality beyond the physical (including, once again, the

  functioning of human brains), so that the religious person’s sense of a divine presence can only be some kind of self-delusion. That the presence of a transcendent reality might be mediated

  to us by means of our own innate psychological structure is not even considered as a serious possibility.




  So in the west today religious faith is on the defensive in the public mind. This is a reversal of roles. A couple of hundred years ago it was the naturalistic thinker who had to show the

  dogmatic religious believer that the universe is ambiguous and does not have to be understood religiously, whereas today it is the other way round. It is now the religious person who has

  to show the dogmatic naturalistic humanist that the universe does not have to be understood as solely purposeless matter. The reality is that the universe is to us at present ambiguous as

  between religious and naturalistic interpretations. There can in principle be both complete and consistent naturalistic and also complete and consistent religious accounts of it, each including an

  account of the other.




  Clearly this ambiguity does not establish religion. What it does is to leave the door to it open. As we shall see later, it is not reasoning but religious experience that takes anyone through

  that door. But at the moment I want to rebut the naturalistic humanist’s claim that religion can be ruled out as incompatible with modern scientific knowledge.




  The universe of which we are part continually challenges us to further thought by its elusive ambiguity. This emerges when we look at some of the arguments currently being debated for and

  against a religious interpretation of life and the universe.




  To begin with the sciences of anthropology and psychology, there are several well known naturalistic theories of the origin of religion. Some anthropologists – the major figure here being

  Emile Durkheim – hold that religion came about to build and preserve social cohesion.16 In his study of Australian aborigines he developed the theory

  that the gods of primal societies were symbols of society itself, for ‘a society has all that is necessary to arouse the sensation of the divine in minds, merely by the power it has over

  them’17; and he generalized this to cover religion in all its forms. For Karl Marx religion is ‘the opium of the people’,18 giving them comfort in a heartless world, and used as a means of social control by capitalists over their workers; and for some psychoanalysts, Sigmund Freud being

  the major figure here, religion is a universal obsessional neurosis consisting in regressive wish fulfilment for an ideal father figure.19 Of course there

  have been detailed developments and elaborations of each of these theories since their founding fathers. Another popular theory is that religion is an antidote to a natural but generally suppressed

  fear of death, as in Philip Larkin’s lines about the churches, ‘That vast moth-eaten musical brocade/Created to pretend we never die’.20




  There is an element of truth in each of these theories, but no one of them by itself nor all of them added together constitute the whole truth. It is worth noting, first, that these reductionist

  theories have all been produced by western thinkers with a monotheistic – or rather anti-monotheistic – presupposition. They think of religion as belief in a God or gods and they show

  no awareness of the non-theistic forms of religion. Buddhism, Taoism, Confucianism, Jainism and some forms of Hinduism, do not think of the ultimate reality as an infinite Person. But even

  remaining within the theistic circle, these theories are inadequate to the historical complexities. It is true, as Durkheim holds, that religion is a social phenomenon, but it is equally true that

  the great originating moments of the post-axial world faiths have come through remarkable individuals – the Buddha, Mahavira, ‘Abraham’,21 Moses, Jesus, Paul, Muhammad, Nanak, Bahá’u’lláh ... or through a series of outstanding sages or prophets. Again, it is true that in terrifying moments

  people readily seek emotional shelter in the thought of a loving and protecting deity. But it is equally true that the prophetic element in religion has confronted innumerable individuals in their

  personal and communal lives with profound moral challenges as well as a welcome refuge. So the full picture is more complex than these theories recognize.




  However the deposit from the naturalistic accounts, given the pervasive preference within our western culture for naturalistic explanations in general, is the very common view of religion as

  fundamentally wishful thinking: we would like to believe that there is a loving omnipotent Being who can answer our prayers for help, and the churches rely on this, putting on a great show of

  authority, presenting the idea in vivid images and mysteriously profound dogmas, reinforced by colourful liturgies and powerful hierarchies which in the past people accepted uncritically. But today

  doubt has undermined that once immensely impressive structure. Science now makes a much stronger claim to authority, and through the eyes of the sciences – many people assume – the

  universe is nothing more than a vast, frigid emptiness, thinly contaminated with chemicals. The idea that it was created to be the home for humanity and that an all-powerful God controls it for our

  benefit, intervening miraculously from time to time, as recounted in such scriptures as the Old and New Testaments of the Bible, and the Qur’an, is no longer credible.




  The irony of all this for me, as for very many other religious people today, is that we also do not think of the ultimate reality as a limitlessly powerful supernatural Person who intervenes at

  will in human affairs. However it is not science but religion that steers us away from that image. If there were such an all-powerful intervening being, I would not think him, or her, worthy of

  worship. As to why, suppose there is a car crash in the road outside, three of the people in it being killed but one surviving unhurt. If that one, believing in a miraculously intervening deity,

  then thanks God for saving her life, she is forgetting that if God decided to save her, God must have decided at the same time not to save the other three. But if God could at

  will save everyone from all harm, why is there so much pain and suffering in the world? This would be a cruelly arbitrary God, and the only people who could reasonably worship such a Being would be

  the chosen few whom he/she protects. To me this would be more like a devil than an all-loving and omnipotent God.




  The big picture that I shall recommend is significantly different. We are living simultaneously within two environments, the physical world and, interpenetrating and also transcending this, a

  supra-natural environment, a fifth dimension of reality, in which as spiritual beings we are also living. We shall come in chapter 4 to some indications of this fifth dimension.




  But first we should look at another area of the current debate which is today under intensive discussion.
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  NATURALISM AS BAD NEWS FOR THE MANY




  HARD AND SOFT NATURALISM




  Taking the naturalistic and religious positions generically, the basic difference as far as our human interests are concerned is that a naturalistic interpretation of the

  universe, if true, is very bad news for humanity as a whole, whilst a religious interpretation, if true, is (with exceptions to be noted presently) very good news for humanity as

  a whole. I am not proposing the obviously fallacious argument that therefore the religious interpretation must be true. I am concerned at the moment only to point out a dire implication of

  naturalism, because although this is obvious enough when pointed out, many naturalists do not seem to be, and indeed do not seem to want to be, aware of it.




  It is however frankly acknowledged by the more realistic and hard-headed naturalistic thinkers. Thus Bertrand Russell, in a famous early essay whose message he reaffirmed much later in his life,

  wrote:




  

    

      That Man is the product of causes which had no prevision of the end they were achieving; that his origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs, are but

      the outcome of accidental collocations of atoms; that no fire, no heroism, no intensity of thought and feeling, can preserve an individual life beyond the grave; that all the labours of the

      ages, all the devotion, all the inspiration, all the noonday brightness of human genius, are destined to extinction in the vast death of the solar system, and that the whole temple of

      Man’s achievement must inevitably be buried beneath the debris of a universe in ruins – all these things, if not quite beyond dispute, are yet so nearly certain, that no philosophy

      that rejects them can hope to stand. Only within the scaffolding of these truths, only on the firm foundation of unyielding despair, can the soul’s habitation henceforth be safely

      built.22


    


  




  But cannot naturalistic thinkers reasonably take a much shorter view in which there are good grounds for a positive outlook on life? Can they not point to human love and

  goodness; the warmth of human community in family and society; the joys of artistic creation and the enjoyment of beauty; awe, wonder, excitement in response to art, literature and the natural

  world; the search for truth in the sciences and philosophy; the physical enjoyments of sex, food, sports, entertainment? The list could continue indefinitely.




  The answer is ‘yes of course’ – all these things are real and of immense value. But, we have to ask, to whom are they available? And the answer is that too much of this realm

  of good experiences is available only to those who have been lucky in the lottery of life. For those who are fortunately situated, experiencing a sufficient level of material prosperity in a stable

  society, with adequate nutrition and medical care and the level of health usually associated with these, and who can enjoy the fruits of a fairly good education and a fairly rich cultural milieu,

  it can truly be said that life can be, should be, and (with too many tragic exceptions) is predominantly good. Of course even the fortunate go through bad episodes – illnesses, setbacks,

  broken relationships, bereavements, and so on. But, for the fortunate, these occur within the context of a predominantly contented life. It is the lack of that context that makes these afflictions

  unbearable to others. And so the optimistic aspect of a naturalistic worldview rings true to those who have been fortunate, but not to those who have been unfortunate in the circumstances of their

  birth and environment. Humanists or naturalists can only be regarded as realistic when they are ready to acknowledge this.




  More about this in a moment. But as well as straightforward naturalistic humanists, there are also today religious thinkers who teach a spiritually positive outlook which is likewise only an

  option for a fortunate minority. They urge the non- or anti-realist view that such terms as God, Brahman, Dharmakaya, eternal life, do not refer to realities but express only our own hopes, fears

  or aspirations. Thus the theologian Don Cupitt holds that God is a personalized expression of our human ideal of love and goodness, and that in so far as we live out the requirements of this ideal,

  our life becomes instrinsically valuable and hence positively satisfying. So this form of naturalism is life-affirming – in Nietzsche’s phrase, a joyful wisdom. The philosopher D.Z.

  Phillips holds that it is possible from a religious point of view to accept the tragedies and horrors of life with serenity and resignation as the mysterious providence of a loving God, even though

  there is in fact no such being! The implication of this more religious form of naturalism is just as pessimistic as that of secular naturalism. And it is just as rare for its proponents to

  recognize this. Don Cupitt, for example, in his recent Mysticism After Modernity, is unable to face this implication of his position. He says, ‘[Hick] describes open non-realism as

  being elitist and unkind to all those humble folk who need to believe in a posthumous compensation for the wretchedness of this life.’23 But the

  point that I had made (and make again here) is simply that naturalism, if true, is very bad news for humanity as a whole. Cupitt ignores this. His message is elitist in that it can only make sense

  to the fortunate among us. I do not suggest that such a message is therefore false; an elitist philosophy could be the truth about our human situation. But will its proponents please face and

  acknowledge its grim implications. For no form of naturalism can be other than bad news for humankind when we look beyond our own relatively fortunate circumstances.




  NO HOPE FOR THE MANY




  There are two main aspects to this. One is actual physical pain and mental and emotional suffering. Here the picture is extremely complex and any attempt to characterize it

  requires many caveats and qualifications. For example, the fact that for so many centuries people lived without our familiar modern amenities and comforts did not trouble them because they had no

  conception of electricity, refrigerators, washing machines, cars, aeroplanes, telephone, radio, TV, computers and so on; and likewise we are not troubled by the fact that future generations will no

  doubt enjoy all sorts of more advanced technology unknown to us. Again, given a basic material sufficiency, happiness is not generally increased by greater wealth. According to Robert Lane,

  ‘almost all of the many studies of quality of life in advanced economies report that above the poverty level, say, for 80 per cent of the population, there is almost no relation between

  happiness or self-satisfaction and the level of income.’24 But when we turn to the other 20 per cent below the poverty line the situation is very

  different. We are not now talking about a lack of relative luxuries but about lack of the calories, proteins and vitamins necessary for the body’s growth and health. Today, according to the

  United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organization, 20 per cent of the world’s population, living mostly in Africa, Asia and South America, are chronically undernourished. A 1997 Unicef

  report showed that half the children in southern Asia and a third of the children in sub-Saharan Africa suffer from malnutrition, and that this is a factor in the deaths of some six million

  children every year.




  But the dark end of the spectrum of human experience covers much more than desperate poverty. Vast numbers of people have experienced one or other or several of a range of conditions that

  relentlessly grind down the human spirit. These include living as slaves or serfs subject to the arbitrary will of an often unfeeling master; being helpless before the violence of marauding armies;

  being prey to debilitating disease due to bad diet, polluted water, lack of sanitation; being chronically anxious about one’s own and one’s family’s survival. The twentieth

  century has included two world wars that have slaughtered tens of millions; brutal dictatorships; widely practised torture, the appalling Jewish Holocaust; Stalin’s and Pol Pot’s

  genocides; an uprooted and vulnerable refugee status for millions, and many other horrors. The total number of those killed since 1900 in war and genocide is estimated at about 187

  million.25 It may well be said that nearly all of this is humanity’s own collective fault; for war, extreme poverty, exploitation and genocide are

  humanly performed or humanly permitted evils. As a race we have the know-how to achieve a balance – though on a simpler level than that of the present richest 20 or so per cent –

  between the world’s population and its capacity to feed itself adequately. But whilst this is true, it does not alter the actual situation within which hundreds of millions have lived and are

  living today.




  The second aspect is the lack of fulfilment of the human potential. Here again there are many aspects and many complexities. It has been estimated that the average life span of prehistoric

  humans was about eighteen years,26 and in ancient Greece and Rome, some twenty to twenty-two years.27 In the

  modern era, to take one particular country, in Britain in 1841 life expectancy was forty years for a man and forty-two for a woman; in 1993, seventy-four for a man and seventy-nine for a woman. The

  earlier averages were of course affected by very high infant and child mortality. Indeed it is probably true that until fairly recently the majority of people who have ever been born have died

  before reaching their teens. In such cases the human potential has been cut off very early in its development. But that potential has also remained very largely unfulfilled in millions who have

  been cut off in war in the full tide of youth, and only very partially fulfilled in hundreds of millions of others who have even lived into old age.




  For quite apart from the sometimes tragic brevity of so many lives, even those who have lived the longest can seldom be said to have arrived, before they die, at a fulfilment of the human

  potential. We human beings are for so much of the time selfish, narrow-minded, emotionally impoverished, unconcerned about others, often vicious and cruel. But according to the great religions

  there are wonderfully better possibilities concealed within us. We see the amazing extent of the human potential in the great individuals, the mahatmas or saints, the moral and spiritual leaders

  and inspirers, and the creative artists of all kinds within every culture. We see aspects of it in innumerable more ordinary, but in some ways extraordinary, men and women whom we encounter in

  everyday life. We see around us the different levels that the human spirit has reached and we know, from our own self-knowledge and observation and reading, that the generality of us have a very

  long way to go before we can be said to have become fully human. But if the naturalistic picture is correct, this can never happen. For according to naturalism, the evil that has afflicted so much

  of human life is final and irrevocable as the victims have ceased to exist.




  In the end, the full humanity of each requires the full humanity of all. For we share a common nature and are bound together in a common human project. Religiously this is expressed in the idea

  of the divine creation of the human race as a single entity – Adam in the Jewish, Christian and Muslim scriptures; or the Hindu idea of the atman which we all are in the depths of

  our being, or again the idea of the universal buddha nature in which we all participate. Morally and politically, this has immense implications. It requires commitment to work for a just society

  both nationally and internationally: nationally between economic classes, internationally between the developed and the developing nations, and throughout the world between men and women. And yet

  hundreds of millions have already lived and died in unjust societies in an unjust world. And so in its implications for humanity as a whole, past and present, and in all likelihood future, the

  naturalistic interpretation of the universe comes as profoundly bad news.




  Let me make it clear that I am not suggesting that all this is the fault of the humanists or naturalists! I am pointing out that, with the exception of tough-minded atheists, such as Bertrand

  Russell, they do not seem to be aware that they are announcing the worst possible news to humanity as a whole. They ought frankly to acknowledge that if they are right the human situation is

  irredeemably bleak and painful for vast numbers of people. For – if they are right – in the case of that innumerable multitude whose quality of life has been rendered predominantly

  negative by pain, anxiety, extreme deprivation, oppression, or whose lives have been cut off in childhood or youth, there is no chance of their ever participating in an eventual fulfilment of the

  human potential. There is no possibility of this vast century-upon-century tragedy being part of a much larger process which leads ultimately to limitless good.




  But might it not be said that these evils afflicting the human race are equally bad news for a religious understanding of the universe? How could an all-powerful and all-loving God permit them?

  That is to pose the question in terms of the anthropomorphic conception of God that we rejected earlier. But we are moving in these chapters towards a different conception of the ultimately Real

  which sets the problems and possibilities of life in a significantly different light.
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  THE BIG BANG AND THE AMBIGUITY OF THE UNIVERSE




  Looking for mysteries which the sciences cannot explain, it would be a false start to ask, ‘Why is there something rather than nothing?’ This is a meaningless

  question because we cannot conceive what could count as an answer to it. The fact is that we cannot go behind the basic starting point that something does exist.




  But we can properly ask, ‘Why does that which exists take the specific form of this universe in which we find ourselves?’ The cosmologists tell us that it began with a

  ‘big bang’, the explosion of the minutest and densest possible particle some twelve to fifteen billion years ago into this still expanding universe of galaxies. But if the big bang was

  the singularity, the absolute beginning, that we are told it was, what made it happen? Can something suddenly come to be out of nothing? Can such a universe really be self-explanatory? Must there

  not have been something there before the big bang to bring it about?




  The answer, according to some cosmological theories, is that there was no ‘before the big bang’ because time is a dimension of the physical universe and began with the big bang; and

  in that case there is no question of there having to be a prior cause. The universe is a closed space-time entity with no spatial or temporal outside.




  But supposing that what exists is a self-enclosed space-time continuum, an inside without an outside so to speak, we can still ask why that which exists takes this particular form. For

  we can conceive of other forms that it might have taken, and there are other cosmologists who do in fact propose different theories of its nature. The steady state idea has now been generally

  abandoned – though abandoned theories do sometimes come back. But another possibility is that the universe consists in a beginingless and endless series of expansions and contractions, each

  with its own big bang and big crunch. And so to describe it, whether in any of these or in some other way, is not to explain it. However we describe it, it still provokes the question,

  ‘Why does existence take this particular form among a range of possible forms?’ Are we not here faced with a mystery?




  It can however be freely granted from the naturalistic humanist side of the debate that there are at present all these different theories, and continuing debate between them, so that there is

  indeed mystery in the sense that we do not at present know which of them, or some other yet to be developed, is correct. But, it can be said, this is typical of the way science progresses. Sooner

  or later the cosmologists will establish that one theory fits their observations better than all the others, and is in fact the only form that a universe could take, and then we shall know

  why it has the particular character that it has. Thus science as it advances will eventually settle the question, and what is now a mystery will no longer be one.




  This is however a hope rather than an achievement, a promissory note, not the goods actually delivered. In the meantime, accepting the big bang theory, let us think again about the initial state

  and the way it exploded into the existing universe. We know now that the form that the expansion has taken was determined by basic conditions which, if they had been even slightly different, would

  not have produced galaxies, including planets, including life, including us. There had to be very precise values for a number of basic constants for the universe as it is to have come about. One

  example is that in order for a universe of galaxies to develop there had to be just the right degree of non-uniformity in the initial state. The astrophysicists refer to this degree of

  non-uniformity, consisting in the energy difference between peaks and troughs in the density of matter, as Q. Q has to be very close to 0.00001 in order to account for the present-day galaxies and

  clusters. To quote Martin Rees,




  

    

      If Q were much smaller than 0.00001, galactic ‘ecosystems’ would never form: aggregations would take longer to develop, and their gravity would be too weak to

      retain gas. A very smooth universe would remain forever dark and featureless ... On the other hand, a rougher universe, with Q much larger than 0.00001, would be turbulent and violent. Lumps

      far bigger than galaxies would condense early in its history. They would not fragment into stars.28


    


  




  Other such conditions include the electric charge of the electron, the ratio of the electron and proton masses, the strength of the strong force between nuclei. These are some

  – and only some – of the precise conditions needed if the universe as we know it, with ourselves as part of it, was to come about. In fact it looks as though our universe has been

  precisely designed to produce intelligent life.29 Martin Rees does not himself believe in a creator God, but he does acknowledge the extraordinary series

  of coincidences that has been necessary to produce ourselves:




  

    

      A universe hospitable to life – what we might call a biophilic universe – has to be very special in many ways. The prerequisites for any life – long-lived

      stable stars, a periodic table of atoms with complex chemistry, and so on – are sensitive to physical laws and could not have emerged from a Big Bang with a recipe that was even slightly

      different. Many recipes would lead to stillborn universes with no atoms, no chemistry, and no planets; or to universes too short lived or too empty to allow anything to evolve beyond sterile

      uniformity. This distinctive and special-seeming recipe seems to me a fundamental mystery that should not be brushed aside as merely a brute fact.30


    


  


OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
“One of the world’s most dist gm
philos ‘I llg

THE FIFTH
DIMENSION

An Exploration of the Spiritual Realm

JOHN HICK





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/title.jpg
THE FIFTH
DIMENSION

An Exploration of the Spiritual Realm

JOHN HICK





