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This book is dedicated with love

to the treasured memories of

my brother Victor Churton (1955–2017)

and Jean-Luke Epstein (1952–2017)
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Merovée Sophia Churton

I also dedicate this book to my daughter,

Merovée Sophia Churton, who may now, I hope, “see”

the Sixties she missed, first time round, and to her

millennial generation and subsequent generations

of boys and girls, that they might know the truth of what

passed before them in a decade that is now and shall

be a signal seed of good things still to come, if

we learn the lessons, and practice them.
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PART ONE


ONE

The Sixties—PHEW!—and Me

 

Only I see the century as a child . . .

Stormy its birth; its youth, how fierce and wild! Its end, how glorified!

FROM CARMEN SAECULARE, ALEISTER CROWLEY, 1900

The prophets of the Sixties had died long before they began. Perhaps that explains why few leading personalities of the decade could really interpret what it was they were involved with. William Breeze, editor of the works of one of those prophets,*1 once asked key Sixties artist, folklorist, and experimental filmmaker Harry Everett Smith (1923–1991) how he had survived the Fifties, a decade Breeze considered appallingly colorless and boring. Smith replied that it wasn’t so bad—it was at least possible to know everyone in the USA worth knowing. How about the Sixties? asked Breeze. “They were great,” said Smith, “if only we’d known what we were doing.”1 If Harry Smith, an artist involved with occult divination and chief advisor to the arguably epoch-marking “Levitation of the Pentagon” demonstration*2 did not know, who did? The Sixties were combustible, a riot of reaction on all sides. Many were “busking it” or “winging it,” flying by the seats of their pants, carried along with the waves, blowing in the wind, wisping down the vales of time along with the elusive answers. Many of the decade’s more loveable characters would, a posteriori, beg forgiveness in Christian mode: “Forgive them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34).

The press never seems to have experienced any doubt as to what was being done in the Sixties. Providing oracular wisdom on any subject you can name, the media predicts the future, interprets the present, and accounts for the past. The media provides the stuff of today’s and of tomorrow’s history—which, however regrettable that may or may not be, brings me to what initiated this investigation.

My daughter was born in 2000. At a certain point in her teens she began collecting vinyl records: largely re-releases of “seminal” 1960s music by the Beatles, the Who, the Band, the Byrds, the Rolling Stones, Pink Floyd, Jimi Hendrix, and the Doors. I daresay some of this interest may have come from what Dad had been playing on and off since she was born, but the fact is that she was pursuing this music of her own volition, and somewhat to my surprise. Had I tried to get her interested out of my own concerns, she would doubtless have looked askance on it, for reasons you’ll readily understand. She “dug” it because it spoke directly to her in a way much contemporary popular music did not—and the contemporary music she did—and does—buy into undoubtedly drew inspiration from the best of Sixties pop/rock. Among my daughter’s friends who share her enthusiasm subsists a common belief that “the Sixties” was something they are very annoyed to have missed, even something they might have preferred to have been born into. Still, something of “it” may yet be accessed through music, not out of nostalgia or, obviously, wistful reminiscence, but of immediate delight. The music seems to these young people very “now,” fresh, of the moment, even vital and superior. Initial attractions coalesce rapidly, but I cannot help feeling that among the music’s many attractions the principal vital component infused into the atmosphere generated by the decade’s dominant musicians was that of a tantalizing, heartfelt youthful freedom “to be,” the easing of shackles, as well as an unexpected new realism, personal commitment, vivid interiority, sense of foreboding and impatience with loneliness; lightened by a laughter-filled liberty of free imaginative space, with promise of liberating love, color, excitement, magic, surprise—and, yes, something more, something deeper, something (he coughs) spiritual.
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Fig. 1.1. The Rolling Stones circa 1965.

Precisely what we mean by that much abused word we shall get to in due course, but for now let’s just make it clear that the “thing” (which of course it is not) called the 1960s means to my daughter and many others of her age and older, a complete package: an almost lost land of limitless vistas, and yes, also and strangely, the Sixties as a singular noun invokes a destination, a place it would be desirable to reach forward to. Wherever that perceived spirit is not, people of this sensitivity regard as a turnoff; simple as that. If you want my daughter’s vote, you had better have some of that Sixties spirit in you, chum, or forget it: you’re a bore, and probably a tool of malevolent forces to boot. Of course, my daughter has yet to face that familiar moral blackmail we call “earning a living”; but then, bathing in the reflected light of characteristically 1960s social realizations, she does not have to “earn” her life. We now readily understand life as a gift, not a loan at interest, despite the incessant demands of capital, and as Jesus taught, unless we share the receptivity of little children, we cannot hope to enter the kingdom of God (Mark 10:13–15); indeed, the richer we become, the more doubtful become our chances. We’re getting “spiritual” again, aren’t we? Dear, oh dear. I fear I must pass on the news that rumors of the death of God were and are greatly exaggerated, though the assumption of it suits many.

When discussing the 1960s with my daughter, I have been quick—perhaps too quick—to suggest to her that the image of the Sixties garnered from TV documentaries, from the internet, from books in the school library, and of course from listening to records and downloads, often constitutes a culture legend: a potent one doubtless, but historically misleading in many respects. How can one talk meaningfully of a decade, in any case? A decade is a period of time, arguably quite arbitrary in scope, whose dominant personalities were often born long before the decade began, and whose formative experiences predated and often dominated what came after. A decade is a convenient slice from a continuum of unimaginably complicated phenomena involving over three billion human beings (in 1960), and getting on for four billion human beings by 1970. All of these lives, coming and going in the natural universe, were unique, with perceptions relative to each individual, even where suppressed or largely unexplored. Yes, this is all of the nature of cold fact, but “decades” we like nonetheless, and don’t seem to be able to do without them. Is it merely convenience? Does it have something to do with our collective hunger for change? Faith is void without a future. While we usually divide things up for purposes of measurement, what really does a decade measure? Decades are primarily social, not scientific, constructs, often related to the memories of common generations, and related to epochs of fashion, or eras of wars. Few live to a centenary, so decades mark out stages in life, the biblical allotment of life being three score years and ten (Psalm 90:10). It is natural then to leap to the conclusion that one man’s decade, or a generation’s collective decade also has greater historical significance, where temporal history is usually divided, for recording purposes, into centuries.

There is another dimension. Every change in date—especially of years—has some significance, relating our lives to the movement of our planet in relation to other bodies, in particular the sun. We have anciently thought of the heavenly bodies moving—or revolving—in revolutions, and when we add astrological signifiers, we are quickly inclined to think our significant dates carry new dispensations of change (time for a revolution). We hunger for change because we are aware that much needs changing, and because stasis is both boring and an invitation to corruption and decay. When change is experienced as accelerating (as, say, in the late 1950s and subsequent years), we become excited, whether to anxiety or high and hopeful expectation depends on prevailing expectations, fears, and hopes.

One key feature of the decade of the 1960s was how early on people became decade conscious. President Kennedy—who himself was a symbol of change—established the time zone. In May 1961, he famously declared that America would put a man on the moon by the end of the decade, as though setting a race marker: first one to pass the post wins the Cold War, sorry . . . Space Race. Of course, losing the Cold War could also have apocalyptic repercussions. The end of the world was posited universally as a distinct possibility; this alarming sensibility—coupled with Kennedy’s own baleful assassination—further compressed the popular sense of a significant decade with apocalyptic undertones. The decade was truly heading somewhere; quite literally, it was going to take the species higher and further than had ever been known of or experienced before! And this decade leap in consciousness was going to be seen, in real time, by practically everybody at once. The Sixties were being watched. A decade could see itself in the mirror of its technology, seeing and believing its own signs. “Do you know we are ruled by TV?” asked a troubled Jim Morrison of L.A. group the Doors at the decade’s end. He could just as easily have asked: “Do you know we are ruled by time?” Time and TV had become almost synonymous. TV times were the times to be in, and switched on. TV made the alien familiar. There was even talk of celestial observers of our doings (they could watch us on TV), much as there had been in the first century of the Christian era. Biblical imagery was never far from serious discourse in the 1960s. Martin Luther King could, like Moses before his death, see the Promised Land—and it wasn’t Israel.

However, we are primarily discussing the rolled-up lump of decade that is frequently rolled out again, its tired dough sometimes redefined on the breadboard, to succeeding generations. “The Sixties” in general contemporary media speak and media image means sexual liberties, miniskirts, psychedelia, flower power, street demonstrations against the Vietnam War, and of course the “dirty war” itself. The Sixties means the Space Race, Richard and Liz, James Bond, and generally speaking, a sizzling, starkly colorful cocktail that is at once a whole lotta fun and a harbinger of perceived decline. Sometimes the decade is itself blamed for subsequent disappointments, social, political, and economic. Nevertheless, as far as my daughter and her friends are concerned, the predominant idea, in visual terms, constellates into bright psychedelic clothing, peace symbols, “Peace and Love, man,” long hair, smiles beatific and beautiful people, floral abundance, hard-driving, spacey, and elegant pop music, yeah-baby liberation ethic, freedom from constraint, warmth, rainbows, sunshine, joss sticks, and a whole lotta love, partying, drugs, and rock ’n’ roll. That’s pretty well the Sixties.
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Fig. 1.2. Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor in Cleopatra, 1963.

So, to ask anyone acquainted with that collage, “What is the spiritual meaning of the Sixties?” may invite the answer “What spiritual meaning?” or more likely, a verbal replay of the now familiar collage of collective media memory adumbrated above. The spiritual meaning of the Sixties might then be simply the meaning of spiritual freedom, or alternatively, with a zeitgeist-aware link of the personal and the political: liberation. This liberation may have many ambiguous or contradictory features, only one of which might be called spiritual. For those who have embraced characteristically “Sixties liberation,” the liberation connotes freedom from imperialism, freedom from old men (patriarchy), freedom from racial or religious prejudice, freedom from sexual ignorance and repression, freedom from arrest, and freedom to live a life combining personal and (sometimes) political independence, ecstasy, and freedom from the past: away with the old, and on with the New! In its anarchic, as distinct from its socialistic aspects, the decade seemed to present something like Raymond Foye’s concept of a “Temporary Autonomous Zone,” or as Mike Myers’s telling Sixties (or Sexties) spoof, Austin Powers: International Man of Mystery (1997), had it: “a consequence-free environment,” where even gonorrhea seemed to have been unheard of—though I, and doubtless others, well recall blunt notices affixed to walls of public lavatories regarding VD’s prevalence and risks during the period. Our current acronym, STD, for sexually transmitted diseases does not bear the disinfectant-reeking stigma of the Sixties’ VD, which might as well have stood for “Victory of Damnation” rather than “venereal disease.”
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Fig. 1.3. Sean Connery as 007 spy, James Bond

The print media delighted, a little over halfway through the decade, in giving Great Britain’s capital the epithet “Swinging London” and that highly exportable adjective with all its gleeful moral ambiguities and checkered geometry of opaque titillation would in due course be extended to cover the entire decade, whether deserved or not; such was the power of the image. And that is very important. During the 1960s, as TV ownership and magazine distribution rocketed, the power of the image increased significantly, and powerful images are prone to be worshipped.*3 And the Sixties is itself an image, quickly evoked from any number of individual shots or takes: the earth from outer space, for example, the smiling hippie girl with flower, the costumed people in San Francisco or Carnaby Street, London, the kaleidoscopic rock poster, the mini car or miniskirt, and so on. The prevalence of near-universal Western image-power, electronically switched-on, made Marshall McLuhan’s ambiguous creation “the “Global Village” (1968) an inevitability.

While I have been keen to get over to my daughter the fact that during the decade itself, flower power, psychedelics, personal liberation, and rock music had very little “take-up” until the decade’s latter years and were throughout the decade comparatively remote from the direct experience of most of the world’s population (even in much of Great Britain), the media’s own take on the decade can appear strangely fragmentary. That is to say, if a documentary or news editor wishes quickly to evoke the Sixties we shall see those oft-repeated, even abused snippets of familiar newsreel associated, typically, with 1967. How many times have you seen the girl’s head swaying mesmerically from side to side as she sits in a field, gazing with vague intent, and oblivious to the world around her, on some relatively trivial outer object her inner perception has rendered infinitely fascinating, with the word LOVE painted in red paisley-style on her face? And I’m sure I’ve seen those two public schoolboys in velvet suits, cavalier haircuts, and pink round spectacles making their way down Carnaby Street somewhere before. Could it have been on the last repeat show of Sixties rock bands? One can usually expect a girl in a state of partial undress and a topless, bearded man smoking something or other dancing clumsily to music that we cannot hear (for these snippets are usually relayed without original soundtrack). However, if the documentary program is dealing with some other aspects of Sixties history, such as the successful Soviet space program, or the CIA-backed Bay of Pigs disaster in Cuba, or the Cuban Missile Crisis itself, or indeed, TV shows concerned with political independence movements or civil conflicts in the African continent, or the Arab-Israeli Six-Day War, or Chairman Mao’s “Cultural Revolution” (a considerably bigger, if hideously manufactured, top-down “youth movement” than anything Britain or America could muster), or the war in Biafra, or the beginning of the “Troubles” in Northern Ireland, we shall find the Swinging Sixties to be nowhere in sight, as if they have fled from the horror of hard news, bombs, napalm, torture, real street anarchy, and grotesque poverty, taking refuge in the nearest cool pad to roll up, light up, sit back, and think good thoughts. Outside the Cool Scene, however, we have another Sixties altogether, and the effect of this fragmentation of images is very much to render, say, the psychedelic politics and lifestyle challenge of the intertwined youth and art movements somewhat secondary, almost like vulnerable annoyances, of ephemeral significance, or even as entertaining scenarios pure and simple. Just how threatening these images once were to the establishment status quo has been forgotten, and the sense of it cannot be recaptured.
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Fig. 1.4. The Beatles in America, 1964.

It is no surprise to anyone to hear that the Sixties has been marketed. It has become a marketable commodity, and indeed, was so in its own time. As we shall see, it took little time between the signal appearance of the distinctive psychedelic “love” vibe in 1965 (“Say the word and you’ll be free” in the Beatles’ “The Word”), and the 25-cent Loveburger on an oversubscribed sidewalk in Haight-Ashbury, San Francisco, in 1967. No sooner had the Beatles set foot on American tarmac than you could buy a Beatle wig at Woolworths. Fashion is money, and for all money knows, only money knows, for only money has, and money is all money has, unless we sell our minds as well as our labor.

There is a telling scene in John Schlesinger’s rather hyped-up, but very touching buddy movie Midnight Cowboy (1969), which at least has the virtue of having been made in the “heat of the night” so to speak. The scene is a bleak, wintry, indifferent New York in the late Sixties. Joe Buck, a poor white “boy” has come to make his way as a hustler in the Big Apple. Expecting to glide on its surface, he soon slips under the peel and descends unnoticed into its rotten core, receiving naught for his comfort save abuse, rip-offs, and unpaid gay blow jobs. Joe is soon so bereft as to favor the company of a genial rogue, the equally poverty-stricken, crippled street survivor, Enrico Rizzo, unkindly dubbed “Ratso” by his new friend. They have hit rock bottom, with no rock to cheer them. The Sixties, to date, has passed them by. And yet, the director implies, are they too not signs of the times? We see them in their own fragile world, hugging a coffee in a down-market deli, playing tough with one another when a pair of jet-setter “beautiful people” enter to distribute invitations to a hip party somewhere in Manhattan (presumably Greenwich Village), taking the curious pair’s photographs in lieu of names for entry to the privileged shindig. Rizzo is convinced this is an opportunity to market Joe’s talent for satisfying society women who can afford time and money for zipless carnality, and the two friends duly roll up—that is, turn up—for the party. Mounting a set of unremarkable steps, they enter the archetypal (that is, media-created) Sixties psychedelic happening, with bass-pulsing, synthesizer-driven, LSD-oriented rock music from The Groop, splurges of pulsating blobs projected onto the walls like so many dissolving paisley cravats, and marijuana liberally smoked among the not quite blissed-out partygoers, who all look terribly bored, yet suppressed-glad to be seen, glad to be on the inside. Oblivious to any delight to be extracted from this psychedelic perfumed garden, Rizzo loses patience with all the free love stuff (no profit for a pimp there!) and pulls Joe away from the somewhat hollow, jaded, blatantly superficial (and satirically presented) enticements. In an instant, they are back on the freezing cold, hard, love-free streets again, clutching their chilled bodies and inadequate dress, while the Sixties is left going on behind them, up those stairs, behind the closed door, forbidden to the uninvited, beyond the reach of those who don’t make the image. Clearly, the director had the Warhol “Factory” scene in mind. However, the point is that as far as the core psychedelic Sixties went, for the most part, it was invitation-only, and if you were desperate to get in, you had to dress the part and play the part, conscious that bad vibes and uncool attitudes—hair or no hair—could be sniffed out (no pun intended; coke was not a predominant ’60s drug). “Uniform” might be very broadly understood, but there was a clear distinction between the in-crowd and those on the cold outside, or sitting comfortably at home watching TV, watching the curious antics of pop stars, watching the Vietnam War, watching the detectives. There was of course a great deal of attention given to hair, one way and another. But then, hair has always been a sign, from Samson onward. If we care less about it now, it is thanks to brave pioneers during the decade in question, who until the early ’70s risked being beaten up, or worse, for nonconformity in this regard.

In order to surmount difficulties in formulating a true picture (images again!) of the 1960s, I tried to give an inkling of my own personal experience to my daughter. What is interesting is that she found it very hard to believe I was actually there. It was as if I had said I’d participated in the chariot race in Ben-Hur! Well, I was there, and I can remember a great deal about it (the Sixties, that is). It is a self-serving falsehood to say you had to indulge in psychedelic stimulants to have been “there” in the ’60s. Indeed, I shall always be ready to assert that my experience of that era was, and is, as valid and meaningful as anybody else’s—and I mean anybody’s—and I grant the same liberty of value to anyone else. To be a child in the Sixties was, if you were so blessed, to be close to the kingdom of God, though I grant that is hardly everyone’s experience, even as “little children” whom the one who suffered children to come unto him encouraged genuine aspirants among the adults of his entourage to resemble.

It’s been interesting over the years for me to compare different people’s experiences, some of them from behind that privileged closed door. I’ve built up quite a picture in the process, but it can never be even remotely complete. Everybody’s story is different. And there are thousands of millions of stories. Mine is one of them, and I’ve already written my story down, for as someone once wrote: if it’s not written, it didn’t happen.

My Sixties was filled with wonderful, as well as quite mundane, but still memorable stories, and this is not the place to relate them all, except insofar as my experience illuminates the central investigation of this book, which is: There are many people today who believe that there was something peculiarly special about the Sixties, not just in sociological and political terms, nor only in the technical fields of lunar exploration, cinema, and music—much of which must now be so familiar to people—but in the spiritual dimension. Something, it is believed by believers, was going on. I don’t just mean people at the time self-consciously trying to bring new things and attitudes into the public sphere, the movers and shakers, but what was actually motivating them; what were they responding to, deep, deep down, or high, high up? Was it simply material events, or response to ideas heard or read about in books and elsewhere? The hint and more of spiritual activity is perceived to be there, however difficult it may be for many of us to grasp that notion rationally.

My daughter finds the era fascinating, involving, for something of a deep and meaningful nature seems to her to have survived the passage of time (half a century stuffed with more and more and more images) and has reached out to her and her friends. Is that simply a result of marketing hype: an illusory Sixties repackaged as CD, DVD, iPhone download, Google, website, and all the rest of the electroplasmatic microcosms of our day? Is there any spiritual meaning to the authentic 1960s? Can we even locate an authentic 1960s? If so . . . What is the spiritual meaning of the 1960s? When I mentioned this to my daughter as the question I wished to investigate in my next book, she immediately said: “That book I will read.” I cannot tell you how surprising that statement was to me. “But will it interest your friends?” I asked, meekly. “Yes, it will. We all want to know.”

So for you, my darling, and for all your friends, known and unknown, and for all those in the future who might otherwise be “sold a turkey” on this question, or be subtly or unsubtly deflected from asking it, I am writing this. And I shall start, as is only right, with a little of my own fair experience as best as I can I recall it.

I was conceived in the mild, wet, and stormy winter of late 1959 at a village called Minworth in the English county of Warwickshire (Shakespeare’s county), and born the youngest of three brothers on August 4, 1960, a Leo with Sagittarius rising, in Loveday Street Hospital, Birmingham, just as Joseph A. Walker, test piloting a NASA F-16, became the fastestever man in history, at 2,196 astounding miles per hour. “Oh my God!” screamed Walker, stunned by the staggering thrust of rocket power that wrenched him to his seat. I don’t know whether my dear mother uttered something similar as I was detached from the mother ship into the shocked air of the sterile world, for I would not have heard a word of it. Little Tobias Alex Churton was born deaf. Stone deaf. The birth defect was later supposed linked to some facial asymmetry, the result perhaps of a heavy-handed caesarian, or possibly the drug thalidomide, offered to expectant mothers as the new decade’s latest answer to the time-honored misery of morning sickness.
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Fig. 1.5. NASA test pilot Joseph Walker beside an X-15 airplane, circa 1961.

Despite the concerns of the outside world, little Toby was blissfully cozy in his inner world. He heard nothing of the planetary cacophony until around the end of the harsh winter of early 1963, when the pleasing sharps of the Beatles’ first British number one single, “Please Please Me,” pierced the fearful hollow of his ear like premature buds of spring.

Such audio as I then enjoyed did not arrive at the stable of my sensorium straightaway, however. I recall a bulbous, tuber-like hearing aid and the echo-laden, tinny sounds of voices resounding within its chamber. Then, one day in ’63 I was sitting in the little front garden of our semidetached house in Park Lane, Minworth, playing with a local gypsy girl. Suddenly, a great whooshing sound washed through my ears and brain like a great wind-rushed wave whose vacuum-smashing storm seemed to clear a curious blockage. I could hear! Really hear. But I could not speak. I was taught to speak, without an accent, by a National Health speech therapist, who did her job remarkably well; some might say, too damn well! My ear was thus fine-trained, my voice likewise. Little wonder I enjoyed singing to myself so much: other people’s tunes, my own tunes, any tunes. Melody is honey for sore ears; harmony is color.

Our plain, redbrick house was a “tied house,” that is, it came with my father Victor Churton’s job as an engineer at the nearby Minworth sewage works—known familiarly as the Muck Beds—constructed in 1939 by the Tame & Rea District Drainage Board. The Tame and Rea were two little rivers that flowed north through Birmingham. Minworth was then a rather unattractive, mostly brick, insular village, surrounded by fairly flat countryside in the Royal Borough of Sutton Coldfield, a few miles northeast of industrialized Birmingham that in the northwest merged imperceptibly into “the Black Country” or old industrial heartland of the Midlands. Those familiar with the argot of alchemy will understand me when I say that I began life at the nigredo, the first, black stage of chemical transmutation, a basic substance sometimes finding its practical analog in the image of raw excreta. Like Moses, I was brought home in a basket. So my elder brother Victor informed me years later, adding that he hated me on sight. He’d had one brother born to threaten his supremacy; two, presumably, was too many—or was it my cross-eyed appearance that caused such disquiet? For in addition to being born deaf, I had an extreme squint that took me into the hospital for isolating eye operations five times between the ages of three and nine. It was probably a good thing these disabilities earned special care because otherwise I might have ended up in a pit, like the young Hebrew patriarch gifted with the many-colored coat. Indeed, one of my first memories was being abandoned by my brothers in a sinking, squelchy bog in a field beyond the house, surrounded by overbearing cows. Very scary. Notwithstanding all that, I was a joyous baby (so my mother told me, and the pictures bear it out), and I grew up loving everybody, even to my elder brother’s embarrassment, when I would embrace and kiss his visiting friends without inhibition! I had seen a world positively made of love.

My parents, Pat and Vic, had met on a Birmingham Corporation bus and married six weeks later, my mum-to-be breaking off an engagement to a “nice, respectable chap” to do so. Dad’s immediate background was respectable working class (if you attend to sociological analyses)—his father Bertie was a railroad engineer (or “train driver” as we call that once-hallowed role in England, when trains, like volcanoes, still ran on steam)—while my mother Patricia’s upbringing was comfortably middle class, interrupted by war when her father, chiropodist Donald Stanley, volunteered for the RAF in 1939 and spent the war in Burma and India, apart from his wife and only daughter. Granddad was a medic and participated in the desperate but decisive battles of Imphal and Kohima in March–July 1944, at that time the biggest defeat inflicted on the Japanese army, pushing the arrogant Japs back from India into Burma.
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Fig. 1.6. The author as baby in pram; late 1960–early 1961. Victor to the left, James to the right.
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Fig. 1.7. The child Toby in 1965 after four eye operations to correct a severe squint.

A fourteen-year-old tool-making apprentice in 1941, my father had served in the fire service during the Luftwaffe’s Blitz on Birmingham and, after the war, served as a corporal in the British Army Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers (REME) during the “Malayan Emergency” against Communist insurgency in Malaya 1948–1953. The point to bear in mind is the enormous, possibly incalculable, psychological, physical, and spiritual influence of World War II and ensuing military and political engagement with Communist internationalism on my parents, their generation, and on our upbringing in the 1960s. The war entered the earliest conversations I can remember. Indeed, when Mum or Dad would say things like, “When we [meaning the Allies] were fighting in the war”—whether discussing the First or Second World Wars—I truly believed that I had been with mummy and daddy as a boy in the trenches and had, seeing myself there behind a gauze of vague memory in an almost forgotten portion of life, carried arms and fought Germans: such is the power of the word we to a child, and of language in general. The image in my mind was only reinforced when the BBC broadcast its TV documentary series The Great War at the end of 1964. In my imagination, I had been in the war and in everything I did, I was in my imagination in intuitive touch with what Jung called the unconscious with its subterranean passages to the collective experience of our kind.
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Fig. 1.8. Mum with her dad the day war was declared in September 1939.

For myself personally, the 1960s was a spiritual experience, in both the general and the particular senses, so I think I may have something to contribute in investigating and assessing its spiritual meaning, having been, in every real sense, there. And its spiritual meaning for me personally I can say in brief right now: It was for me the unfolding discovery of the sovereignty of the individual in society, and the freedom of the individual to accommodate, and be accommodated in, cosmic consciousness, or as I suppose that expression’s biblical equivalent puts it: the kingdom of heaven, which is nigh and within us, where God is all in all. And why is it easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter said kingdom of heaven? Because where your treasure is, there your heart is also. Ergo, those whose heart belongs to money, and whose primary attraction is to the material world, will never understand the spiritual meaning of the 1960s, or the spiritual meaning of anything else. It is the content, not the body, or outer manifestation, that has spiritual, or ultimate significance.

And that’s enough about me, for the time being.

The corollary of the above confession of general relevance is that it should be borne in mind that it was perfectly possible to have a very spiritual 1960s living experience, without the least recourse to pop and rock music, long hair and costume, psychedelic stimulants, or latent, imported, or nascent Hinduism or Sufism. But if you did experience the 1960s spiritually, you will necessarily have been brought to recognize at some point or other that the youth movements of the time were also undergoing a spiritual crisis endemic in Western culture particularly, and that is reflected in many of their attitudes, rebellions, and electric creativity, despite many self-proclaimed Christians’ vocal opposition to much of what appeared to them dangerously novel and sinful. The fact is that moderate or radical youth subcultures were by their lights “picking up” on “something” too, and as we shall see, it may be that the best use was not, or was not always made, of whatever that something might have been. Which leads us logically to our next issue.



TWO

Pro and Anti: The Myth of Progress

The 1960s as a period of cultural innovation has had more than its fair share of critics over the years. One of the earliest and most astute cases for the prosecution was advocated by Cambridge graduate, journalist, and author Christopher Booker (b. 1937). Founder-contributor to Britain’s leading satirical magazine Private Eye from the early Sixties, Booker wrote comedy for the BBC’s prominent and controversial early Sixties satirical sketch series That Was the Week That Was and is to this day a powerful defender of the British nation-state, and penetrating critic of the European Union’s undemocratic, obscured agenda. Booker has denied any valid spiritual content particular to the 1960s at all, and if there is no spiritual content, there can be no spiritual meaning.

Taking his cue from observing the gaudy commercialism of the late Fifties and early Sixties, and the disturbing (to some) phenomenon of Dionysian (though wine-free) Beatlemania that first appeared in 1963, Booker saw the Sixties succumbing to a “vitality fantasy,” a hollowness of mass hysteria whose effects indicated to the pundit’s eye an abandonment of Christian values of respect, anti-idolatry, and self-control, and whose source could therefore only ultimately have been evil, however unconscious of that force for spiritual deformation the idols of popular adoration might, in their ignorance, be generously presumed to be. Booker’s initial reaction suffered some modification over the decade as some of the idols themselves began to express spiritual interests and began to criticize openly the materialist society that in its enthusiasm had propelled its chosen ones to fame and fortune. The issue then became what kind of salvation might be forthcoming from the assorted optimisms of Sixties counterculture.

In his remarkable book The Neophiliacs, first published in 1969, Booker dismissed the decade for perilous superficiality. Rather than being a bright new dawn, heralding unlimited progress, it was, he asserted, a fantasy world, a derangement of imagination and ungrounded utopianism: a “Tupperware” revolution of vacuous, distracting change for novelty’s sake—the technological revolution in plastics that accompanied the era typifying its slick, substance-thin, value-free, mass-produced, opaque, and vain meaninglessness: an era in love with the New for no sound reason, all papering over profound shadows of encroaching breakdown of civilization and sundry persistent miseries. Influenced by psychologist Carl Jung, the root of the problem for Booker was that the era galvanized the imagination of the unconscious religious seeker without offering an adequate religion to satisfy the demand. If God had become dead to the mind and heart of the modern idealist, it was an urgent necessity to resurrect him. For Booker, the key event had already occurred nearly two thousand years earlier, and the proper pattern for the Good Life had already been laid down for human beings, a pattern that could never be gainsaid by fashionable but spiritually adrift wishful thinking. The true Good came from the true God.

The United States had its own critics of the period, though after the political demise of Richard Nixon in 1974, the American Right largely left it to Southern evangelicals to declare the case that the Sixties had let something profoundly pernicious, even Satanic, out of the bag. After the Reagan administration established itself as the new norm, the 1980s brought a veritable orgy and bonfire of historical revisionism, peppered with some forty-something embarrassment at the follies of youth. American neoconservative opinion has echoed British conservative views of the Sixties, namely that the decade was distinguished by a general decline in moral values, respect for tradition, nation, religion, educational basics, common sense, and common decency—its vaunted sexual revolution a mere legitimization of a suburban brothel paid for in social costs, if not hard cash. You didn’t have to be a believer in the Protestant work ethic to share these views, you could be a discrete atheist or relaxed agnostic: contrary to the explicit teaching attributed to Saint Paul, the love of money was not necessarily the root of “all kinds of evil” (1 Timothy 6:10). Hospitals, schools, art, churches, and sewers all cost money, and the ones who could make the most tended to be those who really loved money, for whatever reasons. The activists of the Sixties (you’d have thought there were no voluble conservatives in the Sixties!) were deluded utopians, deliberately out of touch with reality. Few went as far as McCarthy’s attacks on sympathizers with Communism during the 1950s, but hostility was real. Nevertheless, there was ambiguity and confusion about the nature of the happiness Americans ought to pursue. Where the drugged “head” might taunt straight society with the view that “Reality is for people who can’t cope with dope,” bitter experience suggested to the conservative that dope was for people who couldn’t cope with reality. Cocaine abuse nonetheless grew apace in the Eighties, a stimulant (or was it anesthetic?) for the aspiring plutocrat. By the late 1980s, hippies and their kin were now the ones definitely “uncool,” and the view had become widespread that the counterculture had lost because it was led by, and followed by, losers. To the victors the spoils!

Au contraire, retorted Sixties survivors who, unlike the Yuppies, were active at the period being dissed, having operated at the epicenters of change, rather than luxuriating as folk reacting to change, or wallowing in transient new wealth. These older proponents of social, political, spiritual, and psychological “revolution” repeated for those prepared to listen that the apparent, or alleged, “permissive hell” was rather a dawn for an as-yet-unfulfilled libertarian heaven, all but strangled at birth by repressive, reactionary, patriarchal forces (caricatured in the late Sixties as “Blue Meanies” or “the Man”), deeply unsettled by unfamiliar priorities. Proponents of the era’s benefits proclaim that the territory of personal liberation had since been colonized by popular capitalism, which in its turn left new generations unsatisfied, even bewildered and vulnerable to manipulation by unscrupulous politics and the insidiousness of commercialization. They need to know what they have missed. For many young people, something called “the Sixties” has become groovy again.

In fact, the message of the radical aspects of the decade’s rehabilitation appeared quite early, in the year Tom Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities was published in fact, and appropriately perhaps, in Great Britain, when Granada TV’s massive celebration of the Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967) received national broadcast in June 1987. Titled It Was Twenty Years Ago Today, the elaborate two-hour documentary contained the freshest, most informed treatment—and evenhanded defense—of American countercultural activity ever aired before a mass audience. In it, actor Peter Coyote, formerly of the 1960s San Francisco dissenting group the Diggers, and associates in happening-management such as Peter Berg, David Simpson, Chet Helms, and Ron Thelin (of Haight-Ashbury’s Psychedelic Shop; d. 1996) articulated the view, with impressive eloquence, that the 1960s (and the 1967 impulse in particular) deserved to be seen in positively realist-apocalyptic terms as an astounding ingress of spiritual light, or higher inspiration, into a collective materialist darkness of unconsciousness and reactive depression. Even though the door had, in intervening years, been pushed shut by the fearful and the angry, the hint of a transformative light yet remained, and the “door of perception” might yet be nudged open for new generations.

For Paul Kantner (d. 2016) of San Francisco band the Jefferson Airplane, all analysis suffered from the fact that those at the era’s centers experienced something that transcended memory (and therefore history); minds were blown, frequently by powerful stimulants, so as he liked to quote: “If you remember the Sixties, you weren’t there.” Well, he obviously did remember that he was there, though there were clearly gaps in memory and unsureness about details. What of course he meant, more or less, was that the little hole in the great college wall that led into the reserved garden of delights was the psychedelic (soul-expanding) experience of lysergic acid diethylamide 25, whose effects could be, like the vision of Isis in Apuleius’s The Golden Ass, so extraordinary (on a good day) that language was simply inadequate to express them, nor could the human memory store or recall the most special qualities and wonders of the experience itself, as the sensation of the experience had no long-term registration that could be evoked and expressed by will alone. The ordinary mind had no ready psychological categories to accommodate the experience. Thus, the ordinary mind could be said to have been “blown” and the sense of self unseated, sometimes threatened, depending on the nature of the mind subjected to the drug.

Language, whose world represents our world, being inadequate, what could be said of the LSD experience? How would you describe a hot bath to a being that had never experienced heat? It was like the distinction between inspiration and memory, or between the art of genius, and the craft of experience. You had to have the experience, to be there to know, and if you were there, and had the experience, you would never be able to remember the experience properly, or be able to relate it effectively to anyone without the experience. Of course, any student of mystical psychology quickly realized that these experiences, at their “best” or highest phases, were either profoundly akin to religious experiences, or were de facto religious experiences, even in the tradition of mystical ecstasy or spiritual transcendence. But what might this all mean to the world? The general answer of the time to such a question would be something like: “whatever it means to you.” For all the togetherness, subjective relativism still left the perceiver somewhat isolated. If the common dream could be reality, as artist Yoko Ono maintained, could the individual’s delusion also be a collective experience? The shadow of the bad trip reared its terrifying head. To counter the pull of oblivion, the new believers needed Good Thoughts to steady the ship on unchartered seas. Under the influence of psychedelic stimulants, writers and artists saw ancient messages in a new light, thus in 1967, the Beatles’ conclusion that “All You Need Is Love,” while ancient in inspiration, sounded new to many, while to others, it seemed threatening because of the sexual and economic vulnerability of the adult world. “Love one another” Jesus enjoined his disciples. The disciples might have forgotten exactly what it was like to be in the perhaps highly exalted state of mind in which they first heard these words from the liberated soul of their master, but they could at least remember the words. A liberating realization, glowing with interconnectivity and wonder, can in dull sobriety read like a mere ethical injunction, a must do: a mere law. In the beginning was the Word, the Voice, the creative will and spark of intelligence, and the Word was with God, not printed in a book. Hence the mystic, or gnostic, sees direct experience as being superior to law, the spirit superior to the letter.

As regards the 1960s today, there are a vast number who neither can remember the decade, nor were there in any other sense, but such is the magnetism of the era’s potent legend, many people wish profoundly they had been there, and if they cannot time travel, they would like to see “it” happen all over again, the sooner the better. Many young persons feel they have both missed—and been denied—a legacy perceived as their spiritual and social due. Older persons look back with often self-deceiving nostalgia. For the greater number of celebrants of the legend, it must be said that the era they imagine existed as a composite narrative of colorful freedom, peace, and love is largely a media creation, something of a myth based on sensationalism and the electronic media’s ability to magnify, obliterate, and exaggerate detail, obscuring inconvenient facts. Nevertheless, history records real fire at the root of the mythic smoke; extraordinary adventures in mass international communication did occur. One thinks of the moment in January 1967 when promoter Chet Helms announced at San Francisco’s “Gathering of the Tribes” event that he had just returned from New York and from London to prophesy to the Human Be-In: “It’s happening everywhere!”

What was? We want to know.

Well, quite obviously, one thing that was happening and that constituted a happening in itself, was that people, mostly young adults, were gathering together. For maturing “beat poet” Allen Ginsberg (1926–1997) this coming together in peaceful, if temporary, coexistence signified an end to the 1950s image of the isolated individual, the lonely rebel without a cause, the isolate dreamer, garret artist, drifter beat poet, caught in the embrace of a solipsistic existentialism, the angry young man (or woman) that society did not, could not, would not, understand. Frank Sinatra had, from the mid-Fifties, dignified the loneliness of the long-distance lover in a series of era-defining albums for Capitol: the lonely man who had loved and lost with only a cigarette left for company, knocking back one (more) “for my baby.” For Ginsberg, the very act of coming together was a sign of self-transcendence: hope and optimism after despair. Love was free. It did not go unobserved that there were strong biblical parallels to this supposed transition from isolation to togetherness. The story of how Jesus’s followers scattered in fear after the Crucifixion was potent. We may think of poor tough guy, failed disciple Peter, alone, skulking among enemies, denying closeness to his arrested master lest he be singled out and arrested, sinking into himself, depressed and in denial as the cock crowed thrice. And then comes the story of how the apostles come together again, though still closed in, afraid, in an upper room, where they suddenly get it: a rushing wind of fire-kissed spirit that turns them into instant communicators, so voluble and outspoken indeed, that they are accused of being drunk, and yet, the message catches on, and the numbers of converted rise. In 1960s terminology, the apostles got “high” and began to share all their things in common with a little help from their friends and to preach openly that the new age had begun.

For critics like Booker, such a comparison might appear both unsettling and impious. But the fact that people did come together across the world has entered folk memory, and is dutifully repeated in form at least at pop festivals today, even though the meaning of it all seems to have been largely lost on the way. In the process, a legend has been born, a kind of dream. The dream may yet encode something of a spiritual drama that calls for the attention of minds that seek satisfaction of profound cravings, often of an undefined spiritual nature (thereby both proving and denying Booker’s contention concerning adequate religion and the 1960s alleged lack of it). It is, anyhow, clear that the Sixties legend is more pervasive and persistent than its historic detractors might have imagined. If the dream is not strictly historical, cannot the same be said for the stories of the beginnings of any spiritual movement? Where, after all, does spiritual movement begin?


CHANGE AND PROGRESS

One of the acutely irritating features about growing up during the 1960s I well recall was—in England at least—the oft-repeated phrase “It’s Progress, isn’t it?” The background to this ludicrous statement of faith need not detain us long, but its application during the decade is of signal importance, and was something Christopher Booker observed also as a prevalent delusion of the period, a shibboleth characteristic of the decade as a whole. Booker was sensitive to the idea that the decade seemed to have erected its own Babel: a secular faith, something he (and my father incidentally) believed would eventually come crashing down on its head when the fizz in the optimistic pink draft went flat having bubbled its gaseous way to explode on the superfices, leading inevitably toward a sickly sweet syrup, tasteless and ultimately revolting. The progress of a cancer is a progress of sorts, and the process of dying certainly has a future.

All the dominant religions feel the need to define and ultimately encompass the future; they all claim to know more or less what’s going to happen in the end. You can’t have a religion without a future. The Sixties had more “future” than any decade could properly handle.

Improvements or refinements in technology have filled many people with “hope for the future.” The nineteenth century saw its vaunted enlightenment encapsulated in its sophistication of mechanical industry. The art movement of “futurists” in the first decades of the century permitted all existential doubts to cease as one took a front seat in a fast car, or aircraft. Just watch the world go by, as you go by the world! The fresh breath of science would blow away the cobwebs of doubt. And now, in the Sixties, techno-man had penetrated the threshold of space itself! Clearly, the sheer passage of time had brought visible progress. Wrap this up neatly with Darwin’s famous analysis of natural selection and you had the evidence for unending progress, so long as we believe it. Note the catch. You have to believe in progress. It might not just happen by itself. It is a secular faith; it accommodates the supposed absence of God, indeed, it may require it. But what happens when you have different ideas of progress? Hitler’s idea of progress, say, was very vivid to him and his closest followers, but it was a different idea to most other people’s. Well, Hitler had been crushed, hadn’t he? So that was Progress made manifest; we got the guns, we got the numbers. Yes, Progress might be painful, but Progress was progress, and, like the saints, would just go marching on!

The argument, however limited, however scantily clad in common sense or observed fact, was widely employed by educated and uneducated people with a confidence bordering on insanity in the 1960s. Any change that might be questioned, even acts of state-sponsored destruction, or barbarous demolition to sate developers’ greed, could be quickly justified by progress. All you had to do was stop thinking about what you might think was right, and replace it with the certainty that change was “for the best.” New was good, old was bad. What people wanted was change and they were going to get it—lots of it; resist and you just won’t count. So, the Edwardians constructed strong wooden furniture and houses out of mahogany and oak with great craft of carpentry. Who needs it? Here’s a nice, modern bit of cheap aluminum or stainless-steel furniture, with some plastic pinned on top. Sure it’s flimsy, but it looks modern. It’s progress. It’s new. The past is past. And what of that beautiful stone railway station constructed in grand, classical style at the height of Victorian confidence? Knock it down. Obliterate it; it stands in the way of Progress. What if what replaces it comes to be seen for what it is: ugly, overbearing, cold, uninspiring, and useless? Progress dictates: put up something else, so long as it’s cheap, and modernistically angulate, with not a feminine curve—the very beginning of art—in sight. And make sure people don’t think too much about what they’ve lost. Keep them thinking about Progress. And somehow they will progress too: all the way to the grave, but their children and grandchildren will inherit the Future. The future’s bright. Progress, racing ahead; progress means catching up. Progress means listening to the new thing. Don’t hold on to the past, what you know. Progress means change. Change is progress. Change is the sign of progress. Progress is the meaning of change. Change is the stock-in-trade of the politician. “People are crying out for change!” Whose change? No matter. They will be given some change, or made to pay for it for their own good. Progress is . . . progress, isn’t it?

In the end, small change is hailed as Big Progress.

Someone once said the future is a convenient place to store our dreams, but tomorrow never comes. We shall always be closer to the past than to the future. “Take no thought for the morrow,” enjoined Jesus to those in search of eternal life.

It should be stated that far from the counterculture itself being addicted to this way of thinking (if that’s the right word), the hippies and their multifarious offshoots were often in flat reaction to overbearing change, something they held in common with the Romantic movement that questioned and tried to oppose, or ignore, the industrial revolution and the erosion of spiritual philosophy and of the sacred. As Ian MacDonald observed in his insightful introduction to Revolution in the Head: The Beatles’ Records and the Sixties (1994), the counterculture of the Sixties actually stood by as a commentary on the social and political whirl of the time, hardly listened to by the mainstream who wanted material progress as fast as possible, and who found its stance bemusing and strange. Far from being a threat to the forces of progress, the authentic counterculture stood more in relation to the bigger picture rather as voices crying in the wilderness; by the 1980s its dream future was promoted not as inevitable, but as an “alternative.” By the 1980s the counterculture’s symbols had long been repackaged as mere fashion accessories. As MacDonald also observed, when the punks of the late 1970s accused the hippies of a kind of betrayal-by-accommodation, the majority of people had no idea what the fuss was about. They already knew that a hippielike existence was a waste of time leading to squalor and social ostracism, unless enjoyed by long-haired millionaires on gated estates. It was an indulgence, like a Victorian eccentric’s delight in Oriental mysticism. An ethic may quickly devolve into aesthetics, matters of taste rather than urgent moral essence.

Nevertheless, there really was a tumultuous concretion of commercialist ugliness and flimsiness during the 1960s that has hardly abated in many places, though the arguments for it now tend to be less optimistic and more pragmatic. You can have some hardwood, but can you afford it? Can the earth afford it? Needless perhaps to say, but most “Sixties” architecture imposed on ordinary people’s lives had little or nothing of the legendary Sixties aesthetics or imaginative flair about it. It was generally the attempt to do to every town and city of the world what had been done, and what was planned to be done (though it must be said initially by innovative and imaginative minds), in the Berlin of the Weimar Republic: late 1920s and early ’30s Bauhaus functionalism in design and “clean” steel and glass, futuristic, science fact not fiction, and straight lines that cut, rather than blended with or complemented space. But the architecture—startling as well as poor—proclaimed one very Sixties thing; it cried out the message: the message of Progress. Things were changing. You could see it. And that was Good. Of course it was. Only a poet would deny it.




SEEDS OF ’60S CHANGE

In our search for the spiritual meaning of the Sixties, we are confronted constantly by the vividness of change, of the appearance of the new, often interpreted as signs: signs of the times. For a long time, there was debate about certain kinds of change. Harold Wilson, British prime minister after 1964, would try to co-opt the Beatles into his idea of change and progress. Their startling visual difference to what went before was drafted in to the cause of progress, though Wilson was not without suspicion of the Beatles’ subversive potential. Was this the right kind of change? Still, people saw the Beatles as symbols—welcome and unwelcome—of change: change social (working-class opportunity), and change artistic and atmospheric. The group themselves believed in change, were fascinated by novelties, and had their own ideas of what was worth progressing to, and those ideas would change quickly too.

The phenomena constituting the popular image of the 1960s are well known. We can express them in extraordinary leaps, or changes, from one form to another. These leaps speak eloquently about the pace of obvious change in the decade that at first glance suggests the decade had been given an intravenous injection of amphetamine sulphate from its inception. While this is one way to express the transition from the previous decade to the end of the 1960s, the following leaps tell us little about their meaning:

From Sinatra and Johnny Ray to Led Zeppelin

From I Love Lucy to Star Trek

From Bilko to Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In and Monty Python

From Jerry Lee Lewis to Abbey Road

From Protestantism to Hare Krishna

From crew cuts and Bermuda shorts to Hair and Woodstock

From beat poets and folkies to hippies and yippies

From Kennedy to Nixon

From the Boston Strangler to Charles Manson

From Doris Day to Jane Fonda

From Destination Moon to 2001: A Space Odyssey

From Lawrence of Arabia to Jean-Luc Godard

From twinset and pearls to the miniskirt

From nuclear family to free love

From Cadillac to beach buggy

From Gagarin and a Soviet dog in space to Apollo 11 “in peace for all mankind”

From middle age to youth

From socially approved student to college dropout

From the Bible to the Bhagavad Gita

From Buddy Holly to Jimi Hendrix

From segregation to civil rights

From British Empire to “Wind of Change in Africa” and Superpower Duopoly

From Ferde Grofé at the Hollywood Bowl to the Monterey Pop Festival

From liquor to psychedelics

From cowboys to Native Americans

From big-game hunting (Mogambo) to Born Free and the World Wildlife Fund

From pollution to the birth of environmentalism

From Matter to Soul

From uncool to cool

. . . and so on. . . . But none of these transitions explain the period.

Do any of these changes have spiritual meaning? You might consider ticking the ones you think may do. Or was it that all these changes were merely superficial? All things must pass. And all things must change. And all changes must pass too. What’s left? In 1970, John Lennon, having split up painfully from his fellow Beatles would bitterly opine that all that had really happened in the 1960s in terms of political progress was that a lot of people had grown their hair long, leaving the same “bastards” still in power; the underlying oppressive realities had survived intact. For him, at least in that year of 1970 he vainly dubbed “Year One,” the “dream was over” and he largely withdrew into his own personal concerns while putting some residual faith in the confrontational, and more specifically “personal is political” tactical jargon of the New Left, before leaving that behind as well in search of a pre-Beatles identity obscured by subsequent imagery, myth projection, and posturing. The spirit of collectivity had, at least temporarily, gone, and as the Sixties faded, his many fans felt a corresponding deflation and ache of the soul as the so-called Me Decade advanced amid the detritus of broken dreams and the peeling panels of yesterday’s progress in decay.
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Fig. 2.1. John Lennon, 1964.

Not surprisingly, the “Progress argument” and the once fervent faith in it, is now considerably muted. Many people are doubtful about the future and predominantly concerned with security: a hard blow after years of promise on promise. In fact, the doctrine of inevitable progress was never any more than an impious hope, a secular faith with feet of clay. There is a spiritual message in this insight if you care to see it, even though it would suggest, in this aspect at least, a key component of Sixties experience and thinking had little or no spiritual meaning at all.

In fact the very stances of conservative and countercultural assessments of the decade both belie a superstition of inevitable progress, or that all change, however repellent to some at first sight, is necessarily in some sense a signifier of progress. For while the conservative critic may see the Sixties as a regressive eruption of destructive indulgences, the progressive dissenter sees a regrettable social and psychological deformation insofar as the politics of the Right persists at all. The right wing is castigated for reactionary negativism, that is, its supporters resist or frustrate progress.

While proponents of secular faith (religion free) may still be heard, chiefly on the liberal-leftward side of the political spectrum in Great Britain and Europe, in America at least, there has been a long metamorphosis of the countercultural positions of the 1960s, especially when separated from explicit left-wing commitment, toward a faith in an underlying spiritual evolution. Whether that evolution’s progress is inevitable is something of a moot point. No one seriously doubts that human progress, such as we think it, may end in an unspeakable cloud of fallout as a result of human folly, wicked or mindless destructiveness, religious fantasy, or spiritual immaturity, but there is also a faith in a greater order of reality that encompasses not only humankind but all living and existing things, all of which are evolving, adapting, and changing in the time process.

Many ideas entertained by Sixties activist survivors have now coalesced into various strands, one of which of undoubted influence is the Green environmental and earth-conscious movement. Another, intrinsically related, is what the press calls “New Ageism” (which deprecatory characterization tells us very little). There is more respect for ancient sources of “changeless” wisdom today among inheritors of the Sixties counterculture, and we may say that these ideas, and systematic initiatory ideas and structures were not articulated directly in the 1960s because they were little known or, where known, not deeply understood and their application confused. The early counterculture was instinctive, sometimes whimsical with the sense that “one day we must try to tidy all this up but now we’re too busy living.” Despite the painful ravages of news from Vietnam, there was yet, in much of the media, a persistent suggestion of a holiday atmosphere (albeit enjoyed only by a minority)—thus the summer of love, rather than winter or fall. In a qualified sense, there has been progress from the seedling Sixties counterculture itself toward more diverse and tested forms of spiritual engagement. Flower power as such may produce a smile in the aged (though it still appeals to many school-age children, especially idealistic girls) but the deeper ideas of flower power—that we can engage political opposition with disarming signs of love; that we need to engage in a better relationship with natural energies and resources, and to respect and love the treasury of the planet that is in our perhaps temporary care—still make sense and are not mere flights from science, but impact on the priorities of scientists, generating a change in attitude that in enlightened quarters puts technology at the service of good intentions rather than simply for political power and private profit. Countercultured figures—even late ones such as the late Steve Jobs—have turned out to be exceptional wielders of capital. Money itself is not the root of all kinds of evils, but the love of it entails profound spiritual, and subsequently organic and material dangers. It is better to give than to receive.

In this analysis the Sixties in its legendary aspect did not end in 1970 but was a crucial stage in a longstanding development in the human consciousness story. Thus it becomes possible to plant a few words from the late-antique Graeco-Egyptian Corpus Hermeticum in our own times and make sense of their spiritual meaning. The Hermetic phrase mundus imago dei, for example—so dear to Elizabethan magusscientist John Dee who died twelve years before the Pilgrim Fathers set sail from Plymouth—has multiple applications today. Mundus imago dei: “The world is the image of God,” goes the concise Latin phrase. This may be taken as a simple statement of protoromanticism: “What a wonderful world!” as Louis Armstrong first sang in October 1967(!) but it also has deeper and wider meanings. The world reflects God, that is to say, our state of spiritual being (upward or downward tending) is reflected in the world. Being is seeing. Man’s consciousness is reflected in the state of Nature. Thus, in theory, sure, human beings may theoretically cause “climate change” by the way we think about the world. If we consider Nature simply as a means to exclusive profits, we shall find ourselves indifferent to polluting and deforming the natural order: changes in atmospheric conditions will be just one outflow of that; poisoning ourselves and other creatures is another. The earth may appear indifferent to us, and perhaps ultimately, it must be, but so long as we are here, we are deeply part of the holomovement (to borrow a word from physicist David Joseph Bohm FRS), with a special position in it on account of having access to Mind (Greek: nous), and if we wish to “clean up our act,” attention to our spiritual condition should be paramount. We cannot buy our way out of that, nor can we trust in progress to do the work for us.

We now need to say something about what we mean by spiritual condition and, indeed about what we mean by this discourse about spiritual meaning. It dismayed Booker that many people in the Sixties did not seek spiritual meaning in the traditional churches erected, presumably, for that purpose. He may have a case to be scornful of those who spurned inherited forms of religion, but it may equally be charged that the traditional churches had somehow or to varying degrees failed to bring spiritual meaning to the forefront of their appeal to believers and would-be believers in an age of obvious scientific advance. In that sense, Booker might have observed that Christianity’s founder found himself unwelcome at his home synagogue and among his familiar acquaintances and perhaps family too. Religious authority—hallowed by time and blessed with political influence—opposed him and his message, and he would be sentenced to death for blasphemy. If Richard Nixon had seen Jesus at a slight distance he would probably have dismissed his savior as a bum.




PART TWO



APOLOGIA PRO PHILOSOPHIA SUA

Readers who are perfectly comfortable with the idea of spiritual meaning in relation to a decade, or to anything else, and who have their own clear conception of the idea, may choose to skip the next two chapters (at least for the time being) and go straight to part 3, where they may enter the spiritual story of the decade proper. However, there may be persons either skeptical of, or possibly confused by, the phrase spiritual meaning, and who want to know precisely what the author means by spirit and spiritual. Other readers may be at least curious as to what the author specifically intends by the expression: “the spiritual meaning of the 1960s.” In the next chapter (chapter 3) I examine the philosophical and etymological basis for the term spiritual meaning, while in chapter 4, I indicate what is meant when we are asked to look for the spiritual meaning of a period of history, and show ways in which the question has been approached by several thinkers in the past. Readers who find philosophical structuring and first-principle rationales tedious or distracting will lose nothing by going straight to chapter 5.
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THREE

Defining Terms: What Does “Spiritual Meaning” Mean?

If I ask what is the meaning of something, the asking straightaway suggests there is something that I do not understand, something I cannot interpret. If it is a phrase, I might have understanding of the individual words, but I may be in the dark as to what the user of those words is really getting at; for we use words to lead us on. What is the speaker intending to say? What is the intention? Do the words—however familiar individually—really mean anything? Meaning—or what is the willed substance and objective of expression—is bound up with intention (“I mean to say . . .”), which begs the question of what is motivating the intended meaning. Meaning is less concerned with the content expressed, and more with what the content signifies: its proper interpretation. We may hear something very clearly, but fail to understand its meaning. Likewise, we may misunderstand what we see.

In matters of translation the issue of meaning is straightforward. If I say the French la porte means “the door,” everyone knows what I mean. There is an easy reciprocation of meaning; one word means the other. But if I say “the door is a symbol of a rite of passage,” it may be more difficult to assess my meaning. One would need to know more about the context for a start. We ask the meaning of something when we have difficulty in translating words or ideas into terms that mean something to us, so that we can appropriate the intention behind them and acquire knowledge. So if we ask: “What is the spiritual meaning of the 1960s?” we are asking for a translation, or interpretation of the decade in terms concerning its spiritual content, and that interpretation will most likely employ spiritual terms and be made in terms of spiritual experience.

We are not ultimately asking what is the spiritual content of the decade (the decade as spiritual content), rather what, on reflection, having assessed any supposed spiritual content, that content means. What does it signify? Does the content throw up signs that help us, or even force us, to see its significance? To find the meaning, we need first to assess the content. What does the spiritual content mean? What is the interpretation of that spiritual content? What does the spiritual content intend to express? What motivates this supposed spiritual content? Does the content itself suggest in any sense a coherent spiritual movement, for example, endemic to the decade itself, which may suggest transcendent dimensions to the decade?

Furthermore, such is the potency of the adjective spiritual (to repel as well as to attract interest) that we may be asking something more. What is the absolute or essential meaning of the 1960s as a whole? We may posit this question on the late-antique philosophical basis (formulated in Neoplatonism) that spirit precedes matter, where matter is that which is manifest to sense perception. How can we interpret the 1960s in terms of its spiritual value? What, as it were, does the spirit intend us to know about the 1960s? What is being shown, or revealed?

Influential German idealist philosopher G. W. F. Hegel (1770–1831) established logically, at least to his own satisfaction, that history represented what he called “Absolute Spirit” (or Mind) becoming conscious of itself through an autoprocess expressed (from our point of view) in space and time. Absolute Spirit (or Mind) is the Ultimate Knower, and the Ultimate Known. Influenced by the Theosophic, gnostic system of Jacob Böhme (1575–1624), history (understood as all existence) is, according to Hegel, Absolute Spirit revealing itself to itself, whereby it might know itself by self-objectification of its own content and potentialities, expressed through temporal and spatial conditions, in which conditions dynamic opposites (the famous dialectical process of thesis and antithesis) are brought progressively into harmonious synthesis, whereupon the objectification process may resolve itself. Everything that can be is the ultimate experience of Mind. Hegel offers the supposition that we are involved in a process of spiritual self-disclosure, a revelation of the Absolute to itself: Spirit’s self-revelation or autoconsciousness. The logical culmination of the process must be a restitution of a primal Unity principle (synthesis), but that now knows itself fully, having objectified its contents (or thought itself into manifest being), and is conscious of itself for the first time through its mirror in process. The implication is that Absolute Spirit, like man, learns or acquires consciousness through experience. In other words, and from our point of view, the dualistic nature of being is an interim condition of unity expressing itself, which process of self-knowledge necessarily creates a temporal duality. What we know as history is, according to Hegel’s system, the working-out or expression of this process. As for Absolute Spirit, it is Being itself, or being in itself. It is the primal postulate; without being, nothing can be.*4
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Fig. 3.1. G. W. F. Hegel, 1831. Portrait by Jakob Schlesinger.

So, to ask Hegel about the spiritual meaning of the 1960s would be to invite him to interpret the period in terms of significant indicators of a manifest dialectic of apparently antithetical forces. In particular, Hegel might have seen a process manifested as, say: Establishment vs. Creative Instinct; Preservation vs. Destruction; Change vs. Stasis; Past vs. Future; Tradition vs. Experiment; or Control vs. Liberty; or perhaps Civilization vs. Regression; or Law vs. Liberty; or Force vs. Feeling; Reason vs. Imagination; or Collectivism vs. Individualism—and so on. The ultimate spiritual meaning would be a philosophical example of the ongoing process of Absolute Spirit’s dramatic entertainment of its own potentialities for preservation and destruction. Such might constitute the decade’s spiritual meaning. One could then explore the ramifications of these dynamics in detail and propose an array of observations on the essential meaning, which observations would constitute secondary or tertiary spiritual meanings. One might continue until satisfied the question was answered. Hegel, however, was an idealist.

You may be relieved to know that I do not intend to impose Hegel’s particular metaphysical system onto the decade. I will however, in the next chapter, draw attention to another metaphysical interpretation of history contemporaneous with that of Hegel, one that made an attempt, as we are doing in this book, to understand a recent historic period in terms of its spiritual meaning.


SPIRIT—WHAT DOES IT MEAN?

Now Hegel obviously had a clear enough idea of what he meant by the word spirit, but such knowledge is not the norm today. If you take a straw poll of what people today mean by spirit, you’ll come up with quite a sack of diff ’rent critters! Just to give a sense of the range, it’s worth noting that the French l’ ésprit can mean “spirit” as we might mean it (viz: ésprit de corps—a kind of fraternal, fighting spirit or energy or hearty willingness) or it may mean “mind,” or both simultaneously. With the twentieth-century development of psychology and psychiatry, we tend to identify mind with the brain organ and thinking process: perception, cognition, articulation, nerves, awareness, and so on. But we would not generally say that reasoning or mentation is a spiritual activity, because we have been encouraged to think of thinking as being an organic, rational, even physical or behavioral activity. Hmm. . . . All part of the problem. Many people today would associate something as being spiritual insofar as it referred to a deeper experience of interiority: feelings, intuitions, sensitivity to the numinous, profound personal thoughts, sensations of mysterious or imaginative worlds conjured by art, even to the idea of a Jungian unconscious mind with unwilled or imprinted archetypes, accompanied by a panoply of psychological jargon and categories. They might regard their inner dimension as something sacred—at least to themselves—to be respected by others, for they consider their inner life as articulating and reflecting timeless beauty, a sense of truth, goodness, love, aesthetics, mystery, and ethics: in short, the inner state of being or core of identity. After the heart, art is considered an avenue or stimulus to this sense, and in this sense people might talk of the spirit interchangeably with the heart, the soul, or subjective experiences of feeling, emotion, perception of truth, or the discovery of a meaning, a meaning perhaps of life’s mystery or depth, an elusive presence that reason cannot maintain a comprehensive hold on, or be able to contain exclusively.

The word spirit commonly denotes the real, even immortal self of a person and may be regarded as distinct from the organic body and ultimately distinct, but not entirely separate from, the organic brain. To the scientific, or arguably pedantic classification-oriented mind, all this sounds dangerously woolly, imprecise, unobjective (subjective), unmeasurable (nonexistent) and therefore unscientific, and therefore, quite possibly, or probably, unreal—mere delusions, fantasies of mind, temporary states, comfortable illusions, figures of speech, and so forth. The modernist mind dedicated to the object tends to diminish validity to the subject where the subject’s mind is not dedicated solely to the object. But what when the object is the subject? Tell many a doctor about your personal feelings and watch his or her eyes glaze over. Doctors are seldom interested in vague notions, uninformed guesses: is there a pathology present, or not? What are your senses saying? The doctor is primarily concerned with the visible organism. Your state of mind probably reflects your state of body (though a doctor may be less keen on the reverse proposition).

I have often found it both helpful and necessary in assessing spiritual terms to return to the language that first expressed so many of our basic cultural ideas. The New Testament scripture first appeared in koinē Greek, that is, the common Greek language written and spoken by persons who were not the most highly educated Greek natives but who shared in the cultural world that followed the conquests of Alexander the Great and his successors in the fourth century BCE.

There are of course a large number of academics today who regard arguably nonspecific words like spirit and spiritual as being essentially meaningless words, vague words, vague enough to mean anything to anyone and therefore denoting no-thing, or if something, then something merely subjective. Of course, the word spirit already meant something that was not a thing in the physical sense, which while informing the state or awareness of the five senses, could not be accessed directly by their agency alone. So it has been easy enough to dismiss the word spirit as being, from the respectable scientific point of view, meaningless, or simply a fanciful way of referring to being alive, where being is identified with physical continuity, and the sense of that being is referred to as consciousness, itself viewed as a product of sense perception. According to this outlook, to ask about the spiritual meaning of the 1960s is really a meaningless question, and my or anybody else’s answer to it must also be essentially meaningless, that is, of no interest to science (except perhaps to the realm of psychological or neurological pathology).

Science used to mean knowledge from whatever source. Now it means knowledge known to, or accepted by, scientists, that is, measurable phenomena (objects). Heat was once a feeling, now we think of it as a numbered, graded temperature. What, we may ask, would such a point of view make of, for example, Rudolf Steiner’s spiritual science? We may well guess correctly.

Needless to say, science uses symbols. Numbers are symbols. They have no objective existence, being convenient media of measurement of logical sequences, but science necessarily treats numerical relationships objectively, because they mean something real (to the logic of science). Case rests.




HOW TO DISCERN SPIRITUAL THINGS

Arguably Christianity’s first mystic, and something of a make-do philosopher, Saint Paul had an answer for the above attack of scientism on the spiritual. Paul was himself well used to the opposition of the science of his day to what he perceived as spiritual realities. Athenian pundits summarily dismissed his plea for the resurrection of Jesus, and Paul recognized that his beliefs on this subject were as absurd to Greek philosophers as they were scandalous to most of the Jewish priesthood. Nevertheless, in the terms of the following discussion, he would have found—and his philosophy did subsequently find—Greek thinkers who agreed wholeheartedly with him. By examining briefly Paul’s assessment of the spiritual, we shall I think come closer to understanding the meaning of spiritual meaning and see why this book’s investigation is not necessarily meaningless, unless of course the one asserting such is determined to assert and insist upon a strictly materialist worldview whereby matter (the measurable universe) is sole, supreme reality, where mind is in itself somehow a material, organic event (like the artificial pseudoreality of a projected movie, a magic trick), and absolutely bounded by the known laws of time and space (themselves, I insist, categories of mind!), which knowledge, by the way, is far from complete, though I, for one, am willing to assist in expanding the horizon of knowledge.

1 CORINTHIANS 2:14

ψυχικος δε ἀνθρωπος òυ δεχεται τα του Πνουματος του θεου; μωρια γαρ αὐτοῳ εστιν, και òυ δυναται γνωναι, óτι πνυματικως ἀνακρινεται.

But the psychic [usually translated “natural”] man cannot receive the things of the Spirit of God; for to him [this] is foolishness, and he has not the power [or is unable] to know them, because [they are] spiritually discerned.

This justly famous quotation from Paul provides us with Paul’s well-known distinction between the so-called natural man and the spiritually infused man. The difference is a question of depth and scope of perception, and while the ordinary or uninspired man is able to perceive bodily or material things and causal relationships within the compass of his mind, he does not have, for he has not been given, the power to perceive things beyond natural limitations proper to the body. Spiritual things are spiritually discerned. The spiritual person knows this; the unspiritual person not only does not know it, but cannot know it. One may think of George Harrison’s song that goes “When you’ve seen beyond yourself, then you may find peace of mind is waiting there . . .” (“Within You, Without You,” 1967). You must see “beyond yourself” (the ordinary sense of self, or ego) to attain spiritual perception.

The ordinary soul may, however, be capable of an intellectual assent to the possibility of there being more to it than meets the eye as a matter of faith, suspicion, or even of blind hope, but that is nonetheless to admit that one does not have the power of spiritual discernment oneself. It is equally clear that Paul has not abandoned his rational, logical faculties when he has written this; he has not left good sense and simply gone “sky high.” Paul’s, however, is not an insight derived from unaided reason alone. Spiritual or divine reasoning involves dimensions of awareness beyond those ordinarily experienced by the five senses (or channels to the world, so to speak). Spiritual reasoning encompasses ordinary reason, whose capacities though not immediately derived from divine intelligence (being concerned with the known sense-world), are nonetheless ultimately derived from it in principle. Mysticism in all cultures asserts a divine unity that transcends all distinctions.

The reason I have questioned the common English translation of the Greek adjective psychikos in this context is because our English translation “natural” for “psychic” in relation to the mind of the “natural man” would not have entirely satisfied later Greek-speaking commentators on Paul’s letters. For example, it was common for orthodox Christian pundits like Bishop Irenaeus of Lyon in the second century CE to accuse Gnostic heretics of dividing human beings into three classes, with spiritual salvation reserved (he alleged) to the first class (pneumatics) only. Gnostic teachers distinguished the powers of the “psychic” man from those of the “pneumatic” or spiritual man. And the Gnostics’ justification came directly from Paul in this very passage where psychic is clearly contrasted unfavorably in value to pneumatic. Gnostic writers tended to think of the word psychic as meaning people who had soul but who were not in contact with transmundane (world-transcending) pneuma, or spirit. The soul suggested emotions, feelings, and sympathies appropriate to the living creature, but Gnostics saw soul as being very bound up with the corruptible body or natural man as natural man, and his material senses, or perceiving sensitivity to hylē or “matter.” Gnostics protested that those who accused them of being heretics were too materialistic to be able to see what Gnostics, with their claimed spiritual perception, were getting at, and they claimed texts from Saint Paul as justifying their stance. Gnostics were conscious of possessing the spiritseed, planted in them by the “Sower” who “came to sow.”

The translation common to most English Bibles of psychikos as “natural” is really a soft translation, since the word psychic would not have been properly understood in the seventeenth century, any more than it would be today. The existing Latin Vulgate Bible translated the Greek as “animalis” where the Latin anima refers to the “soul,” the animating core of the person. Few in the ancient world believed the soul could “save” a person from this world; the idea of transmigration of souls from body to body after death was, however, not uncommon, though Buddhists might regret it. But Paul was insistent it was the Divine Pneuma (the Spirit of God) that was the agent of salvation, and the means of spiritual perception, and the Gnostic, for one, took it that the power of spiritual discernment came directly from the presence of “Spirit of God.” Therefore, to be able to discern spiritual things was itself the sign of being saved already, a resurrection or “raising” from the body to divine life having already occurred in and through the spirit. It was, according to Gnostics, the natural man that is “crucified” in the world, but the spirit is raised incorruptible from the earth. Paul himself used the metaphor of the seed that must first “die” in the earth before being raised to fulfillment of the seed’s ultimate potential (see also John 12:24).
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We can learn much from looking at the variant meanings of the Greek words psychē and pneuma, and see how much confusion we wallow in today when we’re really not very sure which words to use. We think of souls being saved (or lost), for example, or people showing spirit. Then there is soul music, which is mainly secular or even profane in orientation, and then there are spirituals, or gospel music. After death, is it the soul, or is it the spirit that goes to heaven, or elsewhere, or nowhere? Or do we think soul and spirit now mean the same thing? Could we call the Holy Spirit or Spirit of God, the Holy Soul or Soul of God?

We don’t, do we? Something of the ancient distinctions—and confusion—remains.

The word psychē in Paul’s time could mean “breath” as denoting the sign of life. The Latin translation would be “anima,” which suggests our word life as well as soul. Psychē could also mean the life or spirit of man, or soul that survives death. One might think of the departed soul, or ghost (from the Germanic Geist, meaning “spirit”). The psychē was essentially distinguished by being bodiless. Having no material form, it could be symbolized as a bird or other winged creature since it moved in air, and being bodiless, was itself like air, and flew after death. And your Bird can sing . . .*5

If you wanted to say something was “of the whole man” you would use the expression psychē kai [and] sōma where sōma means “body”—as we today might say “she tried to keep body and soul together.” In Greek mythology Psychē is the mistress of Eros, god of love (carnal love in particular).

To confuse things a bit more, psychē was also understood as the organ of nous (that is, the mind able to receive divine intelligibility or logos = creative mind, or intelligible essence). The combination of psychē and sōma enabled thought and judgment, where psychē here means the soul, mind, reason, and understanding. Psychē could also denote the spirit or animating mentality of an author, where the Latin equivalent would be ingenium or in our looser usage, “genius.” In searching for spiritual meaning one might ask then: where was the genius of the age?

The Greek adjective psychikos can mean “of the soul,” or indeed “spiritual,” especially when contrasted with sōmatikos, which means “bodily.” Such a contrast would obviously confuse the sense of Paul’s contrast between psychic, or natural soul-man, and spiritual man capable of spiritual discernment necessary to access divine mind. We must, however, now recognize that Paul was really introducing a new concept into Greek language discourse, because he was importing the Jewish concept of the Spirit of God, hence Spirit (when of God) is in his context given a capital letter. Greek had no immediate equivalent for the Jewish Spirit of God and it is perhaps not surprising therefore that the Greek-speaking world found it relatively easy to accommodate the idea of the Holy Spirit in terms of a kind of distinct divine being (though such a personification, not surprisingly, would generate philosophical and theological confusion and conflict). Interestingly, it was not only Gnostics who distinguished psychios (meaning “alive” or “living” in the sense of natural existence) Christians from pneumatikos Christians. The heretical Montanists—late second-century enthusiasts of a charismatic Holy Spirit and supposed precursor of Methodism—called Catholics “psychics” with the sense of Catholics’ inability to be freed into ecstasies by the action of the Holy Spirit. In modern parlance perhaps the psychic Catholics were being dismissed as uncool, or in Sixties argot as uptight squares, straights, being unhip or not with it, where it in the Sixties context was the spirit or zeitgeist (time-spirit).

When we come to the original meanings of the Greek to pneuma (the spirit), we come closer to the range of possibilities inherent in the word spiritual. The basic meaning of pneuma is “wind,” or “air.” This translation would doubtless suit opponents of those who adhere to spiritual life! Is not this discourse about spirit all empty wind and hot air? This would have been how Catholic authorities regarded Montanist charismatics—all gas and no gaiters. But we soon see that the emphasis on wind and air (equivalent to the Hebrew ruach, which may also be translated as “psychē” in Greek, or “wind” or “breath”—as in life—in English) is a means of denoting something that cannot be seen, but that nonetheless acts, and is real, however invisible, even the essential reality (breath of life), having the power to penetrate and animate. Just think of wind in sails, which our ancient forebears saw much of, for that was the sole way of traversing great seas without oars. The vibrant air is there unseen, until you raise a sail and lo, you can see it, and it moves. Would you tell a becalmed sailor that what is not seen does not exist? He looks above for his salvation. Ah, but we can feel the wind; yes, but to feel the air, we have to run and to breathe, and to see it, we need a suitable medium. Then we find the evidence of things not seen. We have to be, and to act; our actions denote what we are, that is, the invisible being is rendered visible in act. As above, so below.

Pneuma is then, the unseen motivator, it animates and it drives. It is, as we would say today, a driving force, albeit an invisible driving force. The Latin translation of pneuma is spiritus, or anima. When breathing ceases, some still speak of a person “giving up the ghost”: that which animates, or rather has animated, the now deceased. The body is what is left, and we dispose of it appropriately, remembering the departed. Pneuma is strongly linked to breathing and to respiration, and therefore also to the power of the word, of speech, and we may think of this in terms of our written traditions of God speaking to his prophets, and the divine influence of God on men and affairs generally: the logos or manifest utterance (vibration—note the Sixties allusion!) of invisible being.

Pneuma may also refer to an afflatus, or to the inspiration of poets. The Greeks would have seen such inspiration as poets enjoyed as being derived from a divine source, a god or goddess, the breath of the poet being sweetened by the divine breath whose flower would be experienced as music: that which inspires, or inspirits. One thinks equally of Orpheus’s ability to calm the savage beast by his voice, or of Jesus commanding the waves, quelling the storm by the power of the source of wind or breath. Again, Greeks could use pneuma interchangeably with psychē to denote the spirit or soul of man, so in a sense, Paul’s distinction of the psychic and pneumatic man is not one Greeks would necessarily recognize. Obviously not a polytheist, Paul seems to imply that spiritual discernment of the things of God can only come from the Spirit of God and not, say, the spirit of the poet in general, however inspired in the ordinary sense. This interpretation might make the ambition of discerning the spiritual meaning of the 1960s somewhat challenging, or even impossible!

In Romans 2:29, Paul uses the term pneuma in terms of the highest and deepest, noblest part of the person, that which reaches to God, saying that the true Jew is one whose circumcision is “inward,” a circumcision or dedication of the heart, “in the spirit” “whose praise is not of men but of God.” In this context the spiritual meaning of a decade would concern itself with the meaning of the deepest and highest impulses active in the period.

During John Lennon and Yoko Ono’s famous peace campaign, John Lennon told Daily Express journalist David Wigg in 1969 that “John and Yoko are like the wind. You can’t see it but when it passes the trees bend.” This example of afflatus was perhaps intrinsically connected to Lennon’s sudden announcement to old school pal Pete Shotton the previous year that he, John, was “Jesus Christ,” perhaps—who knows?—understanding this in himself in the Gnostic sense. The announcement was presented the following day to close colleagues at Apple (the Beatles’ business wing) as Lennon’s “thing” to be greeted with a silence from which the somewhat surprising claim never emerged again.*6

A curious episode, no doubt, but one that may perhaps bring us to some of the less exalted Greek words linked to pneuma, and that may also be of relevance to the 1960s. For example, we find the verb pneumatiaō means to be “possessed by a spirit.” This may not necessarily mean a bad spirit as we think of possession today. Saint Paul, after all, was in Greek terms possessed by the spirit or mind of Christ (John Lennon too perhaps may have thought so for a short spell, perhaps after a few days of recreational psychedelic ingestion in the company of his friend). Then, also of interest to us we find pneumatizō, meaning “to fan by blowing.” This relates to inflation, being blown by the wind. We may think not only of Bob Dylan’s famous song, and of minds being blown, but also excessive pride, overinflation, or inflated, grandiose, vain expectation. In this regard, one recalls a famous announcement made from the stage of the Woodstock Festival in August 1969 to a supposed 400,000 wet and hungry present: “We must be in heaven, man!” This unexpected observation popped out of a stage announcer’s mouth after the throng had been enjoined to “pass it on”—not joints, you understand, lest they bogart them, but food. “Keep feeding each other,” was warmly intoned before the biblical parallel of the “Feeding of the Five Thousand” suddenly occurred (with the speaker presumably on the Mount), before the embarrassing afflatus was swiftly and coolly self-corrected with the too-wry explanation: “There’s always a little bit of heaven in a disaster area.” Yes, but that’s not what you were really getting at, was it? The announcer had set himself up, and revealed where his head was probably “really at.” Apocalypse Now, man. There is a case for saying the decade, in particular its active counterculture, got high on itself: a balloon that kept rising, with the threat of the end of the world—or conversely its ultimate fulfillment—so close to the psyche of the period; to break beyond the bonds of fate; to “break on through to the other side” and so escape the feared conflagration, expressed so eloquently to a cheering crowd at the decade’s end by Jim Morrison with the promise: “I don’t know what’s gonna happen, man, but I’m gonna have my kicks before the whole shithouse goes up in flames! All right!” Cue: music.

Ah . . . the mix gets richer. We have pneumatios, meaning “windy,” or a portending wind. There was plenty of that in British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan’s speech to the South African parliament on February 3, 1960, when he declared a “wind of change” was blowing through the African continent. Bob Dylan, meanwhile, was watching from his watchtower. Then we have pneumatokēlē, or flatulent hernia, which contrasts with pneumato-ergos, a creator of spirits, and pneumatokinētos, one moved by the Spirit.

Finally we have pneumatopoieō, which occurs in the Aristotelian text Problems, and means “to turn into air; to dissolve,” and we may naturally leap to the mind of Shakespeare and the end of the magic show of one of his last plays, The Tempest (how appropriate for the decade!) where magus Prospero refers solemnly to the vanishing of the dream, comparing the fading of its lights to the vanity of human life. “Our revels now are ended,” Prospero confesses that the great vistas he has conjured are the works of imagination, a “baseless fabric.” The “insubstantial pageant faded” with a celebration of love and harmony, Prospero drowns his magic book in “fathoms deep,” then resignedly concludes that we “are such stuff as dreams are made on, and our little life is rounded with a sleep.” Theater speaks down to life and life condemns theater to death. If the best of the Sixties was indeed a magic show, the rite had to end sometime, though the real play continues, and if anyone should say it was naught but baseless fabric, a mere insubstantial pageant, then they condemn themselves and current obsessions likewise, for nothing Man makes will last, and every man’s play on this earthly stage ends, and, graced with this fact, we crave spiritual meaning, even in and through this tempest of a decade.





FOUR

As Above, So Below

Models of Spiritual Meaning in History

 

That which is below is like that which is above and that which is above is like that which is below to do the miracles of one only thing.

ISAAC NEWTON’S TRANSLATION FROM LATIN OF THE SMARAGDINE TABLE 
OF HERMES TRISMEGISTUS, AN ALCHEMICAL TEXT THAT FIRST APPEARED IN ARABIC 
BETWEEN THE SIXTH AND EIGHTH CENTURIES CE

In many respects, the question of the spiritual meaning of a period of time is a distinctly modern problem. While the Christian world—not uniquely—relied on regular spouts of prophecy and astrological prediction for over seventeen hundred years, notably accelerating with the Reformation, there was, until the so-called Age of Enlightenment or Age of Reason in the eighteenth century, a supraencompassing spiritual theory of history that gave meaning to all events that occurred under its supposed divine dispensation. God created the world; he would at some point bring about its end, and would then enact the first creation’s spiritual fulfillment in restoring his original purposes. All human activity during the limited period of earthly existence was lived under the eye and judgment of God the Father and Son, and could be appropriated in its meaning as being either sinful, against God’s purposes, or righteous, that is, in accordance with God’s purposes; the purposes: salvation for the righteous, damnation for the wicked, perfection of the Plan. Bad happenings could be attributed to the latter, good happenings to the former. Thus, a great storm at sea that wrecked the Spanish Armada’s plan to spearhead an invasion of England in 1588 was spiritually meaningful: “God blew, and they [the Spanish] were scattered,” as the commemorative coin struck to celebrate the event stated succinctly. As above, so below. God’s will was mirrored on earth. Man was free to go with the divine wind or face the consequences.

The only “history” that really mattered was in the Bible already, and so it was quite normal to see everything happening on earth as having a heavenly (as above) principle behind it, and a more or less direct biblical correlate. Thus, the Knights Templar, for example, were dubbed by Saint Bernard of Clairvaux—who wrote their Rule in the twelfth century—the “new Maccabees”: righteous warriors, cleansing the Temple and restoring right worship in Jerusalem, just like Judas Maccabaeus and his holy army in the first and second books of Maccabees in the Catholic Bible. That would have constituted the essential spiritual meaning of the Crusades. It didn’t matter that some thirteen hundred years of history separated the Maccabees from the Templars: God’s Word was eternal. Time was simply the space between beginning and end.

After the Reformation, pious Protestants lived their lives in the light and form of biblical precedents. To leave the Church of Rome was to be like the Jews in exodus from Babylonian captivity, or like Moses outwitting Pharaoh in quest of Promised Land; and the Promised Land could be Massachusetts, or across the wide Missouri, in Utah, or the Transvaal of South Africa. In the 1960s, arguably, the Promised Land might be the fulfillment of Martin Luther King’s civil rights prophecy, or journeying “in peace for all mankind” into outer space. As Kennedy put it when launching his push for the moon: “Whatever mankind must undertake, free men must fully share.” Transposed into the humanism of the period, the resonance still has that biblical sense humming beneath it.

It therefore begins to make sense why in the eighteenth century, a disquiet hung over attempts to understand human events in a supposed Age of Reason. The authority of Catholic dogma was being eroded in Europe as confidence in man’s own reasoning powers grew apace under the long influence of Renaissance philosophy and science. Then, when Hegel was but a student of nineteen years at Tübingen in Württemberg, a mighty explosion knocked the world for six.

In 1789 the French Revolution erupted to pose a direct and violent challenge not only to the Catholic Church as an institution, but to all preexisting conceptions of man’s place in history based on scripture. Its gathering tumult, confusion, and regicidal savagery would eventually be crowned by the elevation of a Corsican who regarded himself as the man of will and destiny, who at his imperial coronation in 1804 seized the laurels of his emperorship rudely from the hand of the pope in an epoch-marking gesture. Napoleon Bonaparte was he whose authority lay neither in lineage nor sanction of religion, but in his self-belief. He was the spiritual meaning of his life, and history was his.

During and after the astounding shift in emphasis that came with Enlightenment, Revolution, and Bonapartism, it became a profound problem to assess the spiritual meaning of anything, never mind whole periods or segments of history.

It has long fascinated me that attempts were nonetheless made, though they are still neither common knowledge, nor the kind of things students learn about in academic history or in conventional accounts of philosophy or the history of ideas. Looking at what I consider the most significant post-Enlightenment attempts to find spiritual meaning in historical periods may help us to assess the spiritual meaning of the 1960s.


LOUIS CLAUDE DE SAINT-MARTIN (1743–1803)

Initially a follower of Martinès de Pasqually’s Illuminist Freemasonry,*7 Louis Claude de Saint-Martin (1743–1803) called himself the “Unknown Philosopher,” a designation still appropriate. Unknown he largely is, but he remains nonetheless, in my view, well worth knowing. Best represented by his book Des érreurs et de la vérité, ou les hommes rappelés au principe universel de la science (Of errors and of truth, or men recalled to the universal principle of science, 1775), Saint-Martin’s thought maintains that man’s ultimate aim is to recover the lost faculties of the first Adam before the Fall. The book bravely confronts the secular Enlightenment’s concept of reason. True enlightenment does not come from the senses or the calculations of the brain, asserts Saint-Martin. Like religion, enlightenment is a divine gift. Religion is a means of transmitting wisdom to such as can perceive it. The True Cause of all is capable of things unimaginable and incalculable to unaided reason. Reason knows only what it knows.

Man’s existential plight and the yearning and frustration of his mind to understand and know a world beyond him is evidence of a primal fall of man, the Fall, which according to Saint-Martin, may be overcome; the process of overcoming the Fall accounts for the vagaries of the historical process. The scattered and fragmented faculties of humans are like a mirror broken by the Fall’s impact. The faculties cannot reflect the true light accurately until reunified by regeneration. This rectification of the dignity of humankind is made possible through the virtue of the sacrificial act of the figure he calls the Réparateur. Christ the Word is the Repairer, the mender of the rupture that separates humankind from its primal state of man-God. Physical nature, which has also fallen, is not immune to the Réparateur’s work. The physical world will also be regenerated when the universe reattains the Edenic condition. Saint-Martin believed man’s lost faculties, characterized by direct spiritual perception, constituted the true rights of man. Mere changes in administration will not restore them; rather it is that improvements in systems allowing greater access to the primal faculties are indications that reparation is being effected.
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Fig. 4.1. Louis-Claude de Saint-Martin (1743–1803).

On July 4, 1790, Saint-Martin, having discovered the revelation of Jacob Böhme (1575–1624), asked his name be removed from Masonic registers. Saint-Martin concluded from Böhme’s work that it was the divine Sophia (Wisdom, personified as a feminine reflection of God) who enables us to be reborn to the true life. Böhme’s 1624 collection The Way to Christ directly influenced Saint-Martin’s book Ecce homo (Behold the man, 1792), which emphasized imitation of Christ as the sole route to spiritual regeneration.
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Fig. 4.2. Jacob Böhme (1575–1624). Portrait by Christoph Gotlob Glymann.

Saint-Martin developed the idea of the man-God, cooperator and minister of the divine will, charged with a mission of salvation. He advocated a government of people chosen by God to lead humanity. Furthermore, Saint-Martin may be read in terms of a progressive social evolution of humanity, advancing toward an age of the Holy Spirit or Paraclete.

So, if you asked Saint-Martin about the spiritual meaning of the 1960s, he might answer that it could be seen in terms of whether it assisted or promoted, or was itself the manifestation of the process of reparation and reintegration, with its graceful parergon, or by-product, in the social evolution of humanity. While the ultimate aim was purely spiritual, or concerned absolute reality, the process was also world transforming. This allowed for the possibility that within this process, world events had real meaning.

Saint-Martin lived through and was indeed lucky to survive the events of the revolutionary Terror that came in the wake of the French Revolution. Nevertheless, he was willing to analyze the bloody tumult in terms of its spiritual meaning. Saint-Martin considered the French Revolution to be something that could be decoded as a terrestrial hieroglyph of spiritual value. According to his analysis, the events of the Revolution, despite their often chaotic and undeniably savage and morally wayward character, nonetheless in the greater picture embodied the quest of humankind for right order according to the inner drive for reconciliation and reintegration with God’s will. This quest for a divine economy of justice and goodness was what was at the root of even the many perversions of that idea by frightened or selfishly ambitious and tragically misguided men. Even the revolution’s violence served as a sign of the punishment for past indifference to the True Cause. Thus the historical revolution represented a foreshadowing of a far greater liberation of humanity still to come: it was a profound and painful lesson, a sacrifice.

It was not the task of individuals, however, to take this interpretation as a justification for their own ambitions. The important thing for the individual was to seek the light by which a cosmic amnesia could be overcome, by attending to the residual fragment of the divine image that, Saint Martin believed, still exists in the human being. According to his scheme, this residual light will mark the first steps toward reorienting our wills with the divine will, thus restoring to fullness the original divine image and likeness. A new kind of human being should emerge from this process that is at once suprahistorical—like the assembly of the perfected—and historical, in that the reconciliation takes place within the processes of life on Earth.

Saint-Martin praised the hommes de désir (“the men of desire”), the people who desired the drawing forth of divine life out from under the bondage of the fallen condition. Such people imitated Christ and thus incarnated consciousness of the divine Word and Wisdom; they expiate the world through their sacrificial suffering. I am sure we shall, if we look, find men of desire and women of desire within the scenario of the 1960s.

Saint-Martin called for the people of desire to participate willingly in the Great Work of Reintegration. When the call was heeded, humanity would be showered with divine mysteries that the rationalist, so-called Enlightenment rejected outright. Was this, in late ’60s-speak, the dawning of the Age of Aquarius?

The 1960s saw the growth of consciousness that has flowered in the environmental movement. Saint-Martin foresaw the reintegration of the eternal Nature. His work De l’ ésprit des choses (Of the spirit of things) was of great interest to German Naturphilosophie (nature philosophy), whose spirit came alive again in the imagination of some West German “Greens” during the 1970s and 1980s, many of whom had begun their political rebirth at the time of the revolutionary events of 1968 in France and West Germany.

According to Saint-Martin, “The imagination is the spiritual part of humanity that possesses the vision of all things. . . . Through imagination we grasp the spiritual unity of the universe”—a statement that would have been welcome daubed on the walls of the Sorbonne in Paris in May ’68. Imagination was key to the counterculture of the 1960s and would have been seen by Saint-Martin as a critical aspect of its spiritual meaning. Saint-Martin would also have been intrigued, I’m sure, by the power of poetry evinced in the 1960s, in which era it was still customary to regard songwriters whose work went further than “moon ’n’ june” rhymings of banal romances, as poets, significant messengers with something to say worth hearing. There is a famous fragment of Granada TV film of the Beatles, having just arrived in the United States in 1964, being chauffeured to their hotel, with Paul McCartney holding a transistor radio to his ear listening to a somewhat overexcited disc jockey—Murray the K—announce an imminent interview wherein the group would talk about “their poetry.” McCartney, wary perhaps of the stigma of pretension, says flatly: “But we ain’t written no poetry!”—all part of the group’s disingenuous charm, no doubt, and an indication that the Beatles were well on the way to a rapid confluence with the folk singer who took his moniker from Welsh poet Dylan Thomas, while the best of the period’s popular music eschewed banalities to embrace poetry’s imaginative power. And with Bob came imagination’s stimulant of choice, cannabis.

Saint-Martin—who as far as we know got his “highs” from mystical contemplation of the truth—was also concerned with theory of language, aware that a great gulf separates humankind from the original Adamic tongue of legend, which by vibrated words could summon the essence of a thing itself from within its being. Limitations of language often suggested limitations of doctrine. For example, if we say “kingdom of heaven,” do we mean the literal translation from the Greek Bible, which would suggest a realm of the daytime sky and outer space ruled by an emperor? It was obvious to Saint-Martin that words represented a simile and metaphor for a spiritual reality, only partly decoded through our fallen language. The spiritual reality might be inferred imaginatively from concentrating on the limitlessness of what our eyes present to us. Our eyes do not reveal the whole truth. There is another language, a language of symbol, but this is seldom grasped, and the poet’s gift to unify the poetic vision with words is not appreciated universally.

Christ is the Word, the original vibration of creative mind made audible and visible. To become fully reconciled to the Word is simultaneously to obtain a new tongue, a new language. Saint-Martin saw such a new tongue prefigured in the biblical story of Pentecost, when Jesus’s disciples suddenly received linguistic gifts so extraordinary that onlookers mistook them for drunkards. Indeed, the apostles had enjoyed a taste of the wine of the new kingdom: divine spirit. According to Saint-Martin’s understanding, the Pentecost story may be seen as a slice of history valued for the divine signs it encodes. The more the people of desire are reintegrated into the pleroma (fullness of God), the more of the divine signs they are empowered to decode, the greater their grasp of the original language of creation. When they fully embrace their Sophia (spirit of Wisdom), they are gifted with the fullness of the Word. In Saint-Martin’s view, note, historical events are symbolic of, not instruments of, the reintegration of humanity. When the job is done, there will be no scroll to roll up; the end will be in its beginning (in principio).

It must be said that the poets of the 1960s—when not employing imagery to describe things that upset, amused, or delighted them—were of an unusually playful, often whimsical, sometimes conceited and facetious nature, and wiser counsel, armed with clear esoteric understanding, might have been able to offer a higher, systematic direction and ultimate purpose to those on the artistic barricades hastily assembled in those proverbially heady, often confusing, gaudy times. But everyone was in a hurry, without realizing perhaps that they would have to decide for themselves what the “end” of it all might be; it wasn’t just going to happen. But people thought it was: progress suggested it was “just going to be great.” There was more belief than gnosis, but you can go a long way with belief—but all emissions of energy have limits, and the time comes when you really have to know what you’re doing, and know what you are being: a tough task when you’re hungover.




ANTOINE FABRE D’OLIVET (1767–1825)

Fabre d’Olivet was influenced by Saint-Martin after encountering the Unknown Philosopher’s followers in the early years of the nineteenth century. Largely obscure until Symbolist movement artists and occult enthusiasts in the 1880s and 1890s recognized him as a kind of spiritual pagan before his time, d’Olivet, between 1813 and 1824, composed a remarkable series of Illuminist works. These included Les vers dorés de Pythagore (The golden verses of Pythagoras, 1813), La Langue hébraïque restituée (The Hebraic language restored, 1816), Caïn: Mystère dramatique de Lord Byron (Cain, the dramatic mystery of Lord Byron, 1823), and the Histoire philosophique du genre humain (The philosophical history of the human type, 1824).*8
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Fig. 4.3. Antoine Fabre d’Olivet (1767–1825).

In The Hebrew Language Restored d’Olivet claimed he had discovered Hebrew’s esoteric meaning, normally reserved for initiates; he was not simply referring to traditional Kabbalah. From his theosophical decoding of the Hebrew text he created an all-encompassing theory of human destiny, superior, he believed, to any written history.

D’Olivet saw historical records as a kind of deaf-mute, unable, as it were, to hear what made them tick, or give voice to what was secreted between the lines. Mere evidence from records constituted events without much real meaning. They were spiritually void and ultimately depressing. In a conventional history book, its fundamental account—however accurate externally (dates and so on)—will always be false to the truth of life because written without true knowledge of the principles that govern life and the cosmos. This was d’Olivet’s view: there was far more to history than mere history.

If humankind was to be restored its proper place in the hierarchy of being, metaphysical facts concerning humanity’s spiritual nature must be grasped. Applying his principles to his own time, d’Olivet felt equipped to take on and defeat one of the most famous philosophers of the period.

Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) had argued that spiritual truths were not knowable to reason. That is to say, spiritual truths could not be justified by reason alone. In effect, this argument, however reasonable it might sound—and was intended to sound—nonetheless suggested that to a rational thinking person, belief in the revelation of the Bible, for example, was not consistent with rationality. Kant himself, however, did not conclude from this that revelation was irrational, only that philosophy was not equipped to decide on the truth value of revealed statements. In practice that could be taken to imply a divide between matters of faith and matters of reason. Such division left the issue of truth in an ambiguous place. Common discourse would and should take place where reason could be demonstrated. Religion was, in effect, being edged out of science. For men like d’Olivet, this was the poisoned work of the Enlightenment, betokening a general darkness; its progress would entail a reversal for the cause of humanity. Among others of his time, d’Olivet saw through what was, in fact, a battering ram into the citadel of Western European religious and philosophical life. Kant, d’Olivet reckoned, had simply misunderstood the facts of human nature.
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Fig. 4.4. Immanuel Kant (1724–1804).

It was obvious to d’Olivet that Kant was not in touch with what d’Olivet called “the Tradition”: spiritual knowledge that had supposedly held sway in a civilization or state of grace that preceded known civilizations, whose Tradition yet survived, transmitted in broken parts in symbols and words that had lost their meaning, or that had been turned from their root. Had Kant been familiar with the Tradition, he would have recognized the ancient tripartite nature of man, according to which, man is body, soul, and spirit. Kant, d’Olivet declared, had confused rationality with the higher reason.*9

According to d’Olivet, rationality and reason were to be distinguished on the grounds that while rationality corresponds to the soul, reason corresponds to the spirit. Another word for d’Olivet’s “reason” is intellect, where the Latin intellectus corresponds to the Greek nous. While nous may be translated as “reason,” it is better understood in Neoplatonic terms as “the higher mind” or “higher reason.” According to d’Olivet, the true intellectual faculty is a spiritual faculty derived from the intelligible nature and source of the logos-inspired universe; active nous is a mirror of heaven, enabling humankind to receive higher knowledge surpassing unaided rationality. This higher knowledge transcends mere ratiocination’s ability to order information, a faculty based on experience of the senses (body), commonly called empirical knowledge. Interestingly, the distinction adumbrated here is fundamental to the psychological theory of yoga, whose traditional eight limbs mount toward an unrational identification of subject and object.

The soul (the human passions) can rationalize, but the soul is not the source of reason itself; it cannot comprehend the source of intelligibility. That faculty belongs to the spirit, which is of the higher unity. Kant was wrong, asserted d’Olivet, because he confused rationality with intellectuality, failing to grasp the spiritual nature of reason proper.

Neatly, d’Olivet shows that Kant’s philosophy results only in stripping humanity of its spiritual faculties through a vain attempt to get an inferior faculty to comprehend its superior. Spiritual truths transcend rationality. (This is a kabbalistic insight too, where the three supernals are above the abyss.) D’Olivet declared not only that Kant failed in his attempt to subject the superior to the inferior, but compounded the folly by concluding that spiritual truths were unknowable: Kant was in error.

Fabre d’Olivet understood reason as an intuitive faculty capable of grasping the ontological Absolute. This ability was also one ascribed to the kind of history generated from the spiritual intellect, rather than the mere cataloging of instances of human passion, temporal sequence, and apparent change (conventional history). Thus, once understood, the Bible’s storytelling was far superior to what might have been a conventional chronicle. The book of Genesis in particular related mighty truths concerning humankind that only spiritual reason could grasp.

Fabre d’Olivet described a restored narrative of the book of Genesis. He was obliged to do this, he believed, because its essential inner truth had been hidden by the Essenes for fear of breaking faith with the demands of the Tradition. The time had come to reveal the truth. D’Olivet’s Illuminist drama of Genesis is a child of its master and his time, played out in a Behmenist universe flowing with divine powers, with Adam as a spiritual being of great power.

D’Olivet examined the story of Cain and Abel, sons of Adam and Eve, and showed how the biblical story concealed amazing facts of human nature and destiny. He identified unfallen humanity with Will, which, alongside Destiny and Providence, was one of the Tradition’s three cosmogonic principles. Human history, in its highest perspective, concerns the interplay of man, who is a fourth kingdom after the animal, the vegetable, and the mineral, with Will, Providence, and Destiny. How history turns out depends on how man responds to each principle.

Man—Will—Providence—Destiny

Man is body, soul, and spirit, which three, when developed, form and comingle into a fourth life, the life of Will. How may the will be kept truly free? Again, this depends on man’s interaction with Destiny and Providence.

If man plays his cards right, as it were, he may, through the exercise of the full volitive life, rise from his fallen state to reattain his former status. This achievement will, eventually, harmonize Will, Providence, and Destiny.

In d’Olivet’s book on Cain, we read how Adam’s posterity divided his former integrated nature. Cain represents Will; Abel, Providence. Thus d’Olivet identified two races: hommes volatifs, relying on their own powers, and hommes providentiels, trusting in God’s love for humanity. Had the human will submitted to Providence, humanity could have been saved. Lucifer intervened, however. Lucifer is a kind of embodiment of Will (the rebellious angel), and persuades Cain to kill his brother. Thus, Will annihilates Providence. It is not that Will is all bad, but that he is literally out of order; he does not see, being blinded by willful rebelliousness, his proper reliance on his brother: “Am I my brother’s keeper?” Yes indeed, asserts d’Olivet.

Responding to the crisis, Adam and Eve give life to Seth, who is for d’Olivet the embodiment of Destiny or blind fate. Thereafter, history may be seen as a conflict between the sons of Cain, who champion anarchic liberty, and the sons of Seth, who submit to necessity and work with nature through science. This conflict is ruinous and agonizing for humankind.

Good works are forever done and undone in miserable succession. Humanity calls for Providence but—alas—save for the few like Moses, Orpheus, and Buddha, the hommes providentiels no longer walk on earth. However, Providence still works, but indirectly. Providence uses the willful intentions of humanity to effect an ultimate redemption, an apocatastasis, or reintegration of Adam. There is something of potential value in humanity in spite of the great disasters. Since, according to Fabre d’Olivet, the will of a being corresponds with its essence, he uses the image of a seed. The seed contains the being’s full potentiality. This can only be activated fully by effort of will. One is reminded of Aleister Crowley’s aphorism that a flower achieves beauty by trying to grow. This conception gives us an idea of what d’Olivet meant when he said he had found the true meaning of the original Hebrew.

The first word of Genesis is bereshith. D’Olivet asserts that its usual translation, “in the beginning,” is superficial. Its essential meaning is in principio, or in principle, in potential. God created the potential of the universe, the elements to be: the seed. Human beings are necessary to enable its potential to be fulfilled. The creation brought about potential being. Each person has this potential being within him or her, literally in potentia. Man can actualize, realize, that is, make real, the potential that is his formerly unknown and unrealized being.

The naturalist or ordinary doctor sees only the incomplete being. The good doctor aids its completion, the fulfillment of its potential. This was a radically different notion from current educational practice, which tended to see a person as a vessel that had to be filled with information and acculturated externally.

We then return to the idea that history is the unfolding of what was there in essence, the fulfillment of potential being in space and time. Metaphysical principles are played out in time and space. D’Olivet distinguishes allegorical history from positive history. Positive history merely records events without spiritual significance. On the other hand, allegorical history arranges events that may never have happened into a dramatization of the spiritual destiny of humanity.

According to Fabre d’Olivet, only allegorical history is worthy of study. Humanity is at first subject to destiny, but when the spark or germ (seed) of God, or divine will, develops, the being reacts against Destiny, manifesting as an opposing volitional force whose essence is liberty. D’Olivet observed a constant struggle between will and destiny. Should human beings yield to Destiny, years of miserable suppression and decadence will ensue, whereas Will joined to Providence leads them to perfection.

While we may see in d’Olivet’s ideas something of the 
optimistic apocalyptic undercurrents that began to emerge after 1967 into the dreams of many, we may even usefully apply some of his categories as a kind of test of how his ideas might have played out had he witnessed the Sixties himself. Might we see among the “childish” “free” tribes that flowered (literally) in San Francisco as the late winter of 1966 ended, an example of the person who embraces, or tried to embrace the principle of Providence, whose innocent trust in love is a scandal to the world and the worldly—but is yet insecure in relation to Will? Might we see the blindness of surrender d’Olivet calls Destiny in the uncritical embrace in China of the so-called Cultural Revolution with its reliance on forceful coercion spurred by Mao Zedong’s thoughts in a little red book, which, unlike Manfred Mann’s of 1965, did not contain a single girl’s telephone number, with promise of love? And the men of Will—do we not see them in Richard Nixon, Charles de Gaulle, and in the new demagogues of the wind-changed “Born Free” African continent?

It makes you think, or should do.

Was this the dawning of the Age of Aquarius? In the ideal social structure, according to d’Olivet, the full development of the volitional germ or spark constitutes the restored Will of Universal Man. Once he is restored to pristine dignity, Destiny and Providence are then harmonized into a fourth principle: the Mirror of Divinity.

D’Olivet saw Christianity’s promise of a new kingdom of heaven as being bound up with the time process. He did not believe Christianity had actually changed anything fundamentally on the religious plane. Salvation being an ongoing process, there was no once-and-for-all salvific act of redemption through which all humankind might be saved. Jesus’s death and resurrection were signifiers of the process, showing what is possible when the will of humanity combines with the will of Providence. This knowledge Fabre d’Olivet wished to revive as an aspect of the primal Tradition. Humankind must eventually attain that which Christ demonstrated, by the exercise of will in trust of Providence. One thinks of John Lennon in conversation with Daily Express journalist David Wigg during his peace campaign in 1969: “We’re all Christ, and we’re all Hitler. We’re all potentially divine, and potentially evil. We all have everything within us.” Wigg asked about an interview where the pop star seemed to have said that he was God. Did he believe that he was God? “Not the God, not the God,” corrected Lennon, “But we’re all God, and we’re all potentially divine, and potentially evil. We have everything within us. And it’s no good blaming God for war because you can use the H-power, the atomic power, whatever it is, to light a room, or you can kill people with it with a bomb.”*10

It’s now time to leave the philosophy behind and get down and into the period, and being in the spirit of the times, let’s start at the end—or nearly the end.




OEBPS/images/img_015.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_007.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_008.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_005.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_003.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_004.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_011.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_tp.jpg
THE

PIRITOA

MEANING OF THE

MATIES

The MAGIC, MYTH &
MUSIC of the DECADE
THAT CHANGED
the WORLD

TOBIAS CHURTON

'T—ﬁ

Inner Traditions
Rochester, Vermont





OEBPS/images/img_010a.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_009.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_014.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_006.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781620557129_cvi.jpg
, s’
N e
- = \ e
py ‘Y -

Ty

» MEANING OF THE

he MAGIC, MYTH &
MUSIC of the DECADE
THAT CHANGED






OEBPS/images/img_013.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_001.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_010.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_016.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_012.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_002.jpg





