

[image: ]




[image: ]






First published by O-Books, 2013
O-Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach,
Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK
office1@jhpbooks.net
www.johnhuntpublishing.com


For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.


Text copyright: Richard Poole 2013


ISBN: 978 1 78279 106 5


All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.


The rights of Richard Poole as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


Design: Stuart Davies


The views and opinions expressed in this book are exclusively those of the author for which he accepts full responsibility.


Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon, CR0 4YY




We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.













BY THE SAME AUTHOR


THE INCA SMILED
The Growing Pains of an Aid Worker in Ecuador


THE CAMEL STRAYED
An Aid Worker’s View of Islam in the Modern World


THE DAY OF THE DRAGON
Mankind’s Last Chance to stem the Tide of Anarchy 









DEDICATION




[image: ]


To all people everywhere.









SPECIAL THANKS


My special thanks go to Catherine and Desiree,
and to Peter Hardwick. 









ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


With much appreciation to Sir Douglas and
Lady Ruskin who are always there, to Alice who told me not to quit whatever the circumstances, and to Linda who encouraged me to take up my pen. 










PREFACE


A number of things came together to prompt the writing of this book. The first was a decision to retire from a lifetime in humanitarian work that had been forced upon me. I had not felt ready to retire in the sense that my health was still good and my commitment to the humanitarian cause was still as strong as ever, yet it seemed that one door after another was suddenly being closed to me and this after a working life of nearly forty years in which one wonderful door of opportunity had opened effortlessly and perfectly onto another. It seemed that the Great Being into whose hands I had commended myself many years before might possibly be trying to tell me something.


At the same time a sense of foreboding that I had since childhood about the state of the world and which I had always kept to myself was now crystallising inside me with a force that was telling me that it was time to do something about it and that the time was now. The realisation that this hidden feeling that I had not even dared to acknowledge was valid and that I no longer had to keep it concealed came to the fore.


The worsening state of our economic crisis served to confirm my growing fears for the world while filling me with disgust that it should have been caused by so much greed and irresponsibility at a time when the world was crying out for generosity and compassion. Had the world learnt nothing from the past hundred years? I asked myself.


All the while I heard supposed ‘experts’ talk endlessly about and around the crisis but without ever coming up with any relevant answers, neither to our economic situation nor our deteriorating natural environment. A voice inside cried out, ’now is the time to speak and to speak loud and clear and straight from the heart for nothing else matters and there is not a moment to lose’. From the moment the decision to write the book was taken in November 2011 it has felt as if my life has been leading up to this moment, as if everything I had ever done had been a preparation for this task.


Then an unexpected gift landed in my lap and revealed to me what was going on. From out of nowhere I was asked by an organisation I had previously worked for to go to Rwanda for a few months to manage a camp of 19,000 Congolese refugees. I hesitated for a while thinking that it might interfere with the completion of the book but then I realised that I could do both; I could return to my beloved Africa and also finish my book while overlooking the beautiful Lake Kivu.


The short visit to Rwanda showed me two things: the first was that the momentum to write and complete the book had taken over my whole life in such a fashion that I was barely conscious of the book’s content or the time passing. And the second was that, profound though my love for Africa still is, I knew that my time as a humanitarian worker really was at an end and that whatever days I have left on this earth must be devoted to some other cause. It was still not entirely clear what this cause might be but whatever it was it would be with the interests of the human race at heart but without the practicalities of organising health clinics, food supplies and water and sanitation facilities. I was so grateful for these months in Rwanda because they reassured me that I was now back on the right track and that I should not look back.


My passion to continue serving my fellow men and women has only intensified over recent months. I have no wish now other than to get the message of Mankind’s Last Chance out into the public domain as fast as possible. The crisis that I have sensed and feared since my childhood is now with us and is writ large across the heavens and is calling to be broadcast far and wide. This is the aim of this book. To direct all those who are willing to listen to the spiritual path that can alone lead us through our present crisis to safety. This and only this will suffice. All else will merely add to the chaos.










FOREWORD


Richard Poole draws upon his life’s experience as a humanitarian worker and as a student of world religions to bring us this intriguing book. He addresses the three foremost issues of our day – the global economic crisis, our deteriorating natural environment, and the meaning of life in a rapidly changing world. He sees a common thread linking all three and argues that only a return to the spiritual path can bring a solution to our collective malaise.


He challenges what he believes are the three great myths of our time: the myth that truth is exclusively accessible through the intellect; the myth that humanity moves forward as a result of the influence of human genius; and the myth that freedom and the satisfaction of desire are the foundation of happiness.


I found Mankind’s Last Chance moving and thought-provoking. Do I personally buy his argument? I do not honestly know – part of me hopes that he is right and part of me hopes that he is wrong, especially in his assessment of the calamity that awaits us if we do not put our house in order quickly.


What I do know from an acquaintanceship that spans four decades is that Richard Poole is a person of strong conviction and unwavering commitment to whatever cause he undertakes. My contention is that it would be unwise to dismiss what he has to say without carefully listening to the arguments and weighing the evidence.


Dr. Peter Hardwick










INTRODUCTION


I have written a couple of books, three to be precise, and all of them have been anecdotal in nature recounting my experiences as a humanitarian worker with real people in real situations in Latin America and Africa. I have never had any inclination to join the ranks of those who like to dwell extensively on their own condition. I spent four years at university contemplating the self-indulgent ramblings of twentieth century intellectuals such as Sartre, Camus and Ionesco and it left me with feelings of despair. Their disease had been contagious. Better not wallow in misery for the sake of it, I told myself, better wait until you can do something about it. My interest had never been to study disease but to cure it.


Having said all this and having vowed that my third book would be my last I now find myself reaching for my pen contrary to expectation and the promise that I made. The reason for it is that I believe the world is about to go through the greatest crisis it has ever faced and I feel that I have something to offer. Pretentious, you may think, but it is not really so. More pretentious would it be to say that there is no solution to the crisis for this would presume all knowledge. All I am saying is that I believe that there is a solution to our predicament and that I would like to put it forward for consideration. It may well be the only thing that I know, or think I know, and I am happy with this. I no longer harbour pretentions to be an intellectual - no thanks, I have had my fill of such things.


Our planet is in pain and in urgent need of healing, both people and matter. Our current economic crisis and the degradation of the environment are merely symptoms of a much deeper malaise which this book will seek to identify and address. If all goes well we will emerge from it – the book, I mean - with a clear idea of what the problem is and how to resolve it.


The book is in two parts: the first, which is entitled ‘The Problem’, considers our present predicament and how we reached it; and the second, which is entitled ‘A Solution’, considers what we might do to put things right. I have broken down the first part which is much longer into three sections to make it more manageable for the reader.


You may have already noted that the tone is somewhat informal. This may be the product of my passing years or it may be the product of the urgency that our crisis generates. In any case I sense that time is too short for beating about the bush and I prefer to get straight to the point. I have also chosen to keep the chapters relatively short. I personally prefer to receive other people’s thoughts in this fashion and I suspect that the reader may prefer the same. Neither would I wish to engage in abstruse arguments that run the risk of tiring and confusing everyone, myself included.


I have chosen to punctuate the narrative with reminiscences from my field experience. I have done this for several reasons: firstly, to provide evidential support for a point that I am making; secondly, to underscore the universality of the human condition; and thirdly, to add the odd bit of light relief here and there. We should never take ourselves too seriously I have recently concluded, after a lifetime of doing exactly the opposite.


If Mankind’s Last Chance has any structure to it at all it is circular rather than linear which means that unlike the previous books which were episodic in character with one event following the other in chronological order, this time we shall be revisiting topics that have already been addressed and developing them further. I would request, therefore, that the reader kindly refrain from thinking to himself ‘he has already said this, why is he saying it again?’ There will be a method to the movement, I promise, the repetition being no more than an aide-memoire that will allow us to move onto other things.


Colchester, June 2012 
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SECTION 1
WHERE HAVE WE GONE WRONG?










Chapter One


A WORLD IN TURMOIL


I was born into a world that I knew was in trouble from the moment I could think and I switched off from it, somehow aware even at this early age that it was terminally flawed. My mother took me to the doctor when I was six years old because she thought I was going deaf. The doctor, a canny Irishman by the name of H. Leader O’Sullivan, stood me over in a corner and whispered a few words in my direction and then asked me what he had said. I was too frightened of his authority to pretend that I had not heard and so I answered him correctly. ‘Don’t worry, Mrs. Poole’, he told my mother gently, ‘he’s just playing the ‘old soldier’. And so I was. Just as an old soldier might want to screen out certain things that he would rather forget so I was screening out the world around me. I did not like it at all.


Today the fault lines of our decline are even more visible and they are growing wider and deeper by the day. This is true of most places but for the moment I will speak only of Britain for despite having spent some thirty-odd years working in different parts of the world this is still far and away the country that I know best.


Most people in Britain today are given to self-destruction although few of us seem to see it. The older ones among us probably do as we look back over our years and reflect on the way things used to be and how we have fared in our unique opportunity to contribute to this miraculous existence of ours, ever mindful that we could and should have done better. Many of us, like me, will be found shaking our heads in disbelief at the way things have gone, our hopes of a peaceful sunset dashed by an erosion of values that has exceeded our worst fears and we now find ourselves frustrated by an inability to communicate what we have learned to others who are beyond reach.


The rank and file, those who are busily engaged with the daily act of living, appear to be reasonably content with the way things are and see no reason to change beyond the odd gesture like reducing calories, recycling household waste or buying a more fuel efficient car. And even if they did, the daily routine allows little space for radical transformation. The younger generation, buoyed no doubt with the confidence that comes with youth, seem sure that they are on the right track and that availing themselves of whatever life has to offer is all part of the journey. The notion that they might possibly be heading in the wrong direction is unlikely to occur to them.


Many fail to see a connection between the freedom that we have been taught to revere and the increasing pull of our many appetites for food, alcohol, sex, fashion, entertainment, gambling and so forth. ‘More of the same’ seems to be the mantra as we implicitly trust that ‘enough’ will one day bring happiness. Neither do we have the patience to wait. Our concentration span is no longer measured by the time that it takes to learn a new skill, or to read a book, or to follow a test match but by the time that it takes to watch a movie, play a video game, eat a pizza, drink a lager or tell a joke. It has to be instant, it has to be effortless, and it has to feel good.


This surfeit of indulgence is in no small part the product of a joint assault on our senses by those branches of the media that trade in the superficial, in particular the movie and the advertising industries which know only too well how to promote fantasy and appeal to our egos. Their world of falsehood is paralleled by the less seductive but also problematical world of the news industry led by the tabloid newspapers which routinely simplify and distort the news they report, delight in scare-mongering and specialise in cutting others down to size. Both sides of the industry are harmful in their own way, the one for creating expectations that cannot be met and the other for depressing morale. Whatever their function may have been in the past, and it may have been noble, neither serves the common good today, although no doubt each would defend the integrity of its motives and its methods to the very end.


There is often a time lag between our actions and the results they produce such that we may not see a connection between the two. This is true of our relationships with those who are closest to us and it is even more so where the wider community is concerned. For well over a generation now, perhaps two, we have been subjected to a media assault that has ridden roughshod over virtually everything that was formerly considered decent and necessary for our collective well-being. And all the while life has appeared to carry on the same, thereby proving, or so it seemed, that society can function quite well without a moral compass and that the prophets of doom were wrong.


It has always been possible to sustain this position as long as a majority of us have been reasonably comfortable, our health has been good and we have felt secure inside our own homes. We may have heard of others who were less fortunate and who were living on the edge, people who had precious little to eat and nowhere to live and who were forever on the run and living in fear, but it was others and not us, and it was usually somewhere remote and so we were able to push it from our minds. It did not affect us personally and so we continued about our daily business, no doubt saddened by the images that we saw but without feeling any immediate compulsion to intervene.


With economic collapse on a massive scale now looming and the air around us becoming warmer and more contaminated by the day many of us are beginning to sense that we may not be quite so far removed from tragedy as we once thought. There is a growing feeling that things are not as they should be and that it may no longer be just a minority of us who are affected. Concomitant with this feeling of unease is a nagging suspicion that we ourselves are somehow responsible. These two sets of feelings, unease and responsibility, are finding expression in an upsurge of political and social activism as increasing numbers of angry and frustrated people take to pointing fingers and demanding corrective action, only to discover that our ship is proving more difficult to turn than anyone had imagined.


There are others, of course, who are quick to deny that the changes in our economic and natural environments are serious and that they themselves might possibly be to blame if they were; and to a certain extent they will be right in the sense that there may never have been any malice aforethought on their part. They may say, for example, that the hole in the ozone layer, or the declining value of the euro, or the wretched working conditions of labourers in the mines of the Congo and the sweatshops of Bangladesh are not the result of anything that they personally have done and that all they have been doing is sitting quietly at home in front of the television minding their own business. And they may sincerely believe that what they say is true. The reality is quite different, however, because there is every connection between the life that each one of us leads, wherever he happens to be and whatever he happens to be doing, and what is going on elsewhere in the world, right down to the very last detail. It is one of the purposes of this book to explain what this connection is.


Nonetheless, cracks are appearing in the composure of ordinary people, the sort who would normally have soldiered on regardless with courage and resolve, and a good many are becoming nervous. Ironically, it is these same cracks that give cause for hope because they may well provide the opportunity for sanity to creep back into our lives. This is certainly my own hope because I see an urgent need for sanity to return to Britain en masse and I have made it the primary purpose of this book to help this process along. In fact the book is intended as a wake-up call to the nation, a plea to all of us to stop what we are doing and take stock of where we are.


I have seen societies collapse in Africa and I have written about it in a book entitled The Day of the Dragon. The book which was written in the heat of anger at the international community’s failure to intervene in Rwanda, Sierra Leone and Liberia, predicted the London riots of 2011 (which threaten to return in a far more virulent form by the way) and mentions in passing that the euro is not a credible currency, a subject that is addressed at some length in a future chapter. It is a terrifying experience to be in a place when law and order breaks down and it is not something that is confined to impoverished third world countries. It can happen anywhere and anytime that standards of decency fail.


It is my belief that Britain is in such a state right now and that it is poised, along with the rest of the world, to descend into chaos. The threat is as real and as potentially destructive as the Second World War was to Europe or a Third World War would be to our planet. The only difference this time is that the enemy is within instead of without, for we, ourselves, are the enemy. It does not necessarily have to happen like this because there are a number of different forces at work some of which are positive and one of these is having the effect of bringing the peoples of the world closer together in a common purpose like never before. If this leads to a full recognition of our interdependence as a species and an appreciation of the intrinsic worth of each one of us as individuals, then we shall be heading in the right direction and the outcome will be good. But it demands that immediate corrective action be taken and this in turn demands that we each assume the mantle of responsibility and play our due part.


I believe passionately in the good sense of the British people and in our capacity to respond in right measure when called upon to do so. We usually take a while to get started but once we do we tend to make a pretty good job of things. Were I not to believe this in my innermost being I would not be spending long hours at my computer writing these words. The message is simple and it is this – if we are to avoid the descent into chaos of which I speak then we need to act and we need to act quickly, for time is short, desperately short, and there is not a moment to lose.


I invite you to accompany me on a journey of discovery that will seek to explore the precise nature of the crisis that we are now facing and to explain what we, as a nation and as a race, might do to mitigate and even correct its worst effects. To do this properly we shall need first to go back in time to the place where we started. In fact we shall need to go right back to the very beginning of our existence and follow again the path that brought us to where we are now.










Chapter Two


RETRACING OUR STEPS


I have always had a great fondness for animals but I have always seen them for what they appeared to me to be rather than as extensions of myself; I have never been given to anthropomorphism. I have never felt that dolphins and chimpanzees, for example, were gifted with any special intelligence - heightened instinct, perhaps, but not intelligence.


A moment of insight came some years ago when I was watching a programme on television about chimpanzees –‘our nearest relatives’ as some evolutionary biologists like to call them. One poor specimen had caught its hand in a snare that had been set by a poacher and was frantically pulling at it to get free. We did not see it, fortunately, but the narrator assured us that in such situations it is quite normal for a chimpanzee to keep pulling until the hand is completely severed. This tragic episode came just a few minutes after the same narrator had been extolling what he believed was the chimpanzee’s innate intelligence.


What struck me forcibly about this incident was the realisation that a human being in the same situation would have, a) stopped deliberately hurting himself, and b) worked out that if he were to loosen the snare with his other hand and pull it in an opposite direction he might find a way of escape. And what struck me with equal force was the realisation that if we were to return one million years from now we would still find chimpanzees frantically pulling their hands in the wrong direction at the risk of losing a limb. In other words they would have learned nothing from the experience.


I saw with crystal clarity in that moment that we human beings have a faculty that sets us apart from the animal kingdom and that this faculty is the ability to think in abstract. We have, in other words, an intellect that is capable of operating outside the domain of the senses. Because of it, although we are by nature earth-bound creatures the same as chimpanzees, we are able to fly through the air and travel across and even under the water. Chimpanzees, on the other hand, along with all other animal species, are prisoners of their innate condition. They are denied this faculty which is unique to humankind. Herein lies the difference between the two and it is a difference of immeasurable significance for it is a difference not of degree but of condition. In brief, as must be patently clear even to a child, chimpanzees will never acquire the ability to think in abstract, not in a million years, not even in the life-span of our sun on which all earthly life depends. It is not going to happen.


Having established that we human beings have a faculty of reason that sets us apart from animals and allows us to escape the constraints of our natural condition we may now consider some of its implications. One of the major ones is that with it comes a measure of responsibility for we have within us the capacity to enhance or diminish our human condition; that is, we can make it or break it in accordance with our will. Recent history has provided us with multiple examples of both possibilities.


Concomitant with the notion of responsibility goes the notion of free will for how else could we be responsible for our actions unless we have free-will? A lion cannot be held responsible for bringing starvation to its pride by eating the last gazelle on the plain since all it is doing is behaving the way that a lion is programmed to behave; it hunts when it is hungry, it has no choice. It does not first count the number of gazelle in the vicinity, calculate how long his stock will last, and then ration itself accordingly. We, on the other hand, have an intellect and can consider the consequences of our actions and this opens up a whole new dimension, that of social responsibility, towards ourselves and others.


I have no interest in engaging in some fruitless debate at this point concerning the nature of free-will. I spent too many hours in my university days arguing against its existence to go back over it again now. As far as I am concerned the mere fact that we are able to deny the existence of free will is proof enough that it exists for how else could we deny it? I am therefore taking its existence as given. That we human beings have a rational faculty as well as the freedom to apply it is the foundation on which all else depends. There is no other reason for our existence. We know this intuitively which is why our art and our literature are ever preoccupied with the meaning of life. As the American writer Kurt Vonnegut Jr. so neatly put it:


Tiger got to hunt


Bird got to fly


Man got to sit and wonder ‘Why, why, why’


Tiger got to sleep


Bird got to land


Man got to tell himself he understand.


What I would like to do now is to trace in the broadest of strokes the trajectory of mankind’s evolution from its origins in the womb of the world to the present day. We shall need this perspective if we are to grasp the full dimension of our current predicament and what we might do to resolve it.


There are four levels of existence and all of them reflect life in one form or another. They are the mineral, the vegetable, the animal and the human. The mineral lives though the power of the cohesion of its particles that will one day disintegrate. The vegetable possesses this same power of cohesion but in addition it possesses the power of growth and regeneration, all of which will one day cease to exist. The animal possesses these same powers of cohesion, growth and regeneration, in addition to which it possesses the faculties of the senses and the ability to move, all of which will one day disappear. Humanity possesses all of the aforementioned faculties and powers, and in addition to these, as we have just seen, it possesses an intellect the primary characteristic of which is the ability to think in abstract. In so far as this human condition contains within it all the characteristics of the other levels of existence as well as a unique faculty all of its own, it may be said to be the culmination of everything that exists. Humanity is able to contemplate everything in existence from a privileged position, including its own self, which seems little short of miraculous if we stop and think about it.


There is enough archaeological evidence for us to conclude that the earth and its contents were not created in seven days a few thousand years ago but have evolved over millions of years gathering diversity along the way. Whether or not mankind stands alone, or shares a common ancestry with some other species, or indeed with all other species, has yet to be established but let us leave this issue, vital though it is, for the present and agree, if we can, that mankind is sufficiently different from the rest of the contingent world to be considered unique and that whatever evolutionary path he may have taken there is only one human species alive today.


As far as our social organisation goes we appear to have passed though a number of different stages, each one more expansive than the one before, namely, from the family to the clan, from the clan to the tribe, from the tribe to the city state, from the city state to the nation state, and finally to the stage that we are currently about to embrace, from the nation state to the world community. Since no human being, at least to my knowledge, came up with this plan we must assume that unconsciously we have followed some inexorable impulse to arrive at where we are now. There seems to have been a method to its symmetry in that our expansion has always been easier to accept than to reject. In retrospect and in theory we might have been able to resist, had we wanted to, but in reality I suspect that this was not possible. The days of the clan and the tribe, in so far as they can still be said to exist are numbered, while the sovereign powers of nation states are being eroded by the day. That we are now all members of what is commonly referred to as a ‘global community’, one that embraces every living person on our planet, would appear to be an inescapable fact of life. My contention is that we would do well to recognise this and to make the most of it and that to do otherwise would be folly.


What we have before us, therefore, is a single world community the destiny of which, as we are learning with each passing day, is fully intertwined. We may not have chosen to arrive at this point but, as I am not hearing any complaints from any particular quarter, I suggest that we embrace it and set about organising things to our mutual benefit. We have everything that we need to do so: we have the manpower - that is ourselves; we have the resources of our planet; we have the power of our intellect; and we also have freewill, so in theory there is nothing standing in our way. Just how we might pull all these things together in the right manner constitutes the very purpose of this book and to realise it we shall need to look first at some of the forces that have determined the ebb and flow of our fortunes. 










Chapter Three


THE ONE YOU FEED


Although I have spent more than ten years working with Native Americans in Ecuador and Bolivia and have been deeply impressed with their social organisation, their sense of responsibility and their humility I tend to shy away from telling stories about their spirituality because to do so has become something of a cliché. Over the years so many spiritualist mediums have claimed to have spirit guides who were Native Americans, especially chiefs, in their earthly lives that the mere mention of the subject meets with suspicion. As the founder-editor of the renowned magazine Psychic News, Maurice Barbanell, once wryly remarked ‘with all these chiefs around one can’t help wondering whatever happened to the Indians!’ I suspect that the Indian chief may have become fashionable as a spirit guide when people in Europe discovered that the feathered headdress that they wear on ceremonial occasions is a sign of advanced spirituality. It is similar in this regard to the halo found in Christian art, and like the halo in Christian art, which incidentally was often added years later, its true value is to be found in the eye of the beholder.
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