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Preface

The following essays are intended for a thoughtful, but non-technical readership. Very few technical distinctions have been introduced, and the occurrence of foreign languages has been held to a minimum. Furthermore, where a Latin word or phrase does occur, a translation is always provided. The majority of these essays were originally held as talks in several clubs in The Villages in Central Florida, including the Mensa Club, the Freethinkers, Darwinists, Humanists Club and the Civil Discourse Club. I have not attempted to revise significantly the style of the talks, and I have edited them only at points where it was necessary for reading clarity. Chapter 8 “Individual Interests and the Common Good” was conceived from the outset as a written essay and reflects, therefore, a somewhat less personal style. To my colleagues in science, religion and philosophy, my indebtedness to others will be readily apparent. For the general reader, this is, however, of no great consequence, and for this reason I have introduced footnotes only where it seemed absolutely necessary. Finally, I would like to express my appreciation to my wife Susan Brush for her assistance and advice in finalizing this project.

Jack Edmund Brush



Introduction

The “broken compass” strikes me as an appropriate metaphor for a society that ostensibly distinguishes between North and South, East and West—between Just and Unjust, Right and Wrong—but that in truth offers its citizens no reliable orientation in matters of utmost importance. Western society is indeed characterized by ethical and religious disorientation, and we as “Citizens of the Broken Compass” are struggling to find our way, as it were, along a mountain path through a fog of distraction. One is reminded of a line out of Dickens: “The compass is broken, and the exploring party is lost!” The discrepancy alone between our technological achievements and our ethical sensitivities is a glaring reminder of our disorientation. We have developed the technological capability of destroying all life forms on earth either through atomic warfare or through climate change, and yet we have in the same period not developed the ethical sensitivities to make responsible decisions about the available technologies. We are a people today characterized by technological prowess and ethical disorientation. Since both of these characteristics are rooted in the process of secularization that began already in the seventeenth century, but received its greatest impetus in the so-called Enlightenment period of the eighteenth century, the ethical disorientation cannot be historically or logically separated from the religious disorientation which is quite apparent today. The splitting of institutional churches over the role of women or over the rights of the gay/lesbian community cannot be viewed as a strictly ethical difference of opinion; it reflects rather the ethical and religious disorientation that has rendered sound judgment virtually impossible. When one reflects on the history of the Christian Church and recalls that the great controversies were conducted over issues like the doctrine of the Trinity or the efficacy of the Sacrament, one finds it difficult to interpret the events of recent decades as anything other than a reflection of disorientation. This judgment applies not only to Christian groups that are radically conservative, but also to what is left of liberal Christianity. The ethical and religious disorientation is reflected further in the tensions between Christians and Muslims, between “believers” and “nonbelievers” as well as between theists and atheists. We need to be quite clear about the nature of this disorientation; it is not simply a problem of any particular religious group, but rather a widespread cultural phenomenon. For this reason, I have treated the topics, for the most part, from the standpoint of a critic of contemporary culture. I have attempted to find new possibilities of orientation by discussing the interaction of science and religion, utilizing elements of Stoic philosophy at points (such as natural law and the common good) as well as basic insights of the Judeo-Christian tradition.

In the following essays, I approach the ethical and religious disorientation of Western culture from a number of perspectives, including the problem of self-identity in a secularized world, the debate over same-sex marriage, the question of war and violence, the evolution–creation issue and the fundamentalist understanding of virgin birth. The essays on the common good and human rights and those on atheism are intended to suggest a path for the future, without making any claim of completeness. Particularly with respect to the issue of same-sex marriage, it seems to me that the ethical and religious disorientation is undeniable. As a nation, the United States is polarized between two views, neither of which can sustain critical examination. Those in favor of same-sex marriage argue from the standpoint of a tolerance that is rooted in the Enlightenment tradition. Those opposing same-sex marriage argue from an ultra-conservative Biblicist standpoint that is rooted in the Puritan tradition. These two traditions, Puritanism and the Enlightenment, have influenced American culture from the beginning. According to the first, we need only consult the Bible in order to find the answers to all life’s problems; according to the second, we need only apply the principle of tolerance and human rights in order to resolve complex ethical issues. The impasse of these two approaches has rendered serious dialogue impossible and serves as a further indication of the “broken compass” that offers no reliable orientation in the twenty-first century.

The inability of the polarized parties to communicate in any meaningful manner is also apparent in other areas. It is relatively easy, for instance, to support an anti-abortion, pro-war position by referencing selected passages in the Hebrew or in the Christian Bible. It is, however, impossible to carry on a serious discussion with opponents who do not accept the Bible as an absolute ethical rule. It might seem at first glance that the Enlightenment notion of human rights provides a more solid foundation for discussion, but a closer examination reveals that this approach is no less polarizing than the Biblicist approach. In cases of extreme controversy, we are faced with “right” against “right” with no viable way of resolving the issue. In the following essays, I have adopted certain guidelines for constructive dialogue that deviate fundamentally from the Biblicist standpoint and to some extent also from the human rights approach.

1) There are no absolutes. That is to say, “black-and-white” answers to ethical or religious questions are not to be attained. Absolute right and absolute wrong are logical abstractions like Isaac Newton’s absolute time and absolute space. Such a realization should render us more understanding of the opponent’s position; this person might, after all, be right in some respect. Furthermore, all ethical positions are subject to change over time: They are historically conditioned.

2) All solutions are contextual. What is ethically acceptable in the society as a whole is not necessarily acceptable within the context of a particular religious community. There is no reason to expect the entire society to accept the ethical position of a particular religious group. To put it more bluntly, the concept of a “Christian” nation is no more viable in a global world than the concept of an “Islamic” state. It is nothing short of hubris when Christians try to force their values on the entire society. A healthy separation of church and state should allow every citizen to support the nation without being forced to support Christianity or more generally to confess a belief in God. The Pledge of Allegiance and the Apostles’ Creed are two historically and materially distinct documents and should not be conflated in the public mind.

3) The resolution of complex issues requires dialogue employing complementary concepts. In particular, the concept of human rights must be supplemented by the notion of the common good. Furthermore, justice, understood as a relational concept, is a fundamental category for ethical thinking.

There are historical reasons for the situation in Western society that I describe as the “broken compass”, but no attempt has been made in these essays to render an account of the complex processes involved. Perhaps the easiest way to grasp the depth of the problem is to reflect on the polarity between time and eternity. Underlying the ethical and religious disorientation of our age is the disrupted relationship between time and eternity. Augustine once wrote that he knows perfectly well what “time” is until someone asks him to explain it.1 Then, he confesses, it becomes very difficult to grasp. Although theologians like Augustine have been deeply concerned about the relationship between time and eternity, the polarity between the two is not exclusively, or even primarily, a religious problem. Rather, it is fundamentally a philosophical problem that has challenged thinkers from Plato and Aristotle down to Martin Heidegger and Alfred North Whitehead.

Let us begin with an everyday situation. If you ask someone the question: “What time is it?”, you will undoubtedly receive an answer involving numbers, for instance: “It is 12:30 p.m.” Such an answer is so common in our everyday lives that we rarely reflect upon the connection between time and numbers. Every household has at least one clock; public buildings have clocks; many town squares have clocks; and many individuals wear a wrist watch daily. All of these devices are provided with numbers so that we can determine the correct time. If we have only two hours to perform a certain task, we need to know how much time has elapsed since we began. From this, we can draw a further conclusion. Time not only has something to do with numbers, time is measurable. Then measuring is one of the primary functions of numbers. If we adopt our “clock-time” as fundamental, we arrive at a linear view of time as a series of points, each of which follows the one before it and all of which can be counted. Applying this view of time to the life of a human being, life seems to be a one-way street which leads from birth to death, with no possibility of turning back and with no possibility of continuing indefinitely.

In this context, eternity is often considered to be the state of the individual after death, and for this reason, eternity is thought to be synonymous with afterlife. This usage of the word “eternity” is, however, unsatisfactory because it indicates a further point in the series. It is as if the life of the person took place in time from point A to point B, and then afterlife began at point C and continued forever. But afterlife in this sense is everlasting, not eternal. The word “eternity” has in the philosophical as well as in the theological tradition a different meaning, and this meaning can only be grasped if we move beyond the “clock-time” which is so predominant in our society.

Trying to think about time without numbers will strike us at first as an odd endeavor because the linear view of time as a series of points was the basis of classical physics in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and is still primary today in the natural sciences. Nevertheless, the grammatical structure of the English language points us immediately in a different direction by distinguishing three modes of time: past, present and future. Events that have already occurred belong to the past; events that are taking place now belong to the present; and events that have not yet occurred belong to the future. It is interesting to note that we can discuss these modes of time without reference to numbers. Still, it may seem at first glance that the modes of time represent a series like our clock-time, albeit a series that begins with past and ends with future. The apparent similarity with clock-time is, however, only an illusion, and as soon as we introduce the other tenses, namely present perfect, past perfect and future perfect, we realize that the modes of time describe events and their relevance, not points in a series. Both the past tense and the present perfect tense refer to a completed event, but they refer to it differently. The present perfect tense indicates relevance for the present that is not expressed in the past tense. “I have lived here for three years” does not have the same meaning as “I lived here for three years.” Or consider the present tense. “He eats cereal for breakfast” does not mean that he did this at one point in a series, but rather that he does it habitually, i.e. at many points in time. The attempt to correlate the modes of time with points in a series is frustrated at every turn for the following reason. Time as a series of points has an essential connection with numbers, whereas time as a description of events is inherently related to language. Just as the words in a sentence hang together and convey a meaning, the modes of time are interrelated and enable unified experiences. The interrelatedness of past, present and future is apparent in the experience of promise and fulfillment; what was promised in the past and anticipated in the future is fulfilled in the present. Past, present and future are not three points in a series, but a unified experience, which brings us to a new understanding of eternity. Plato once described time as the “moving image of eternity”, whereby he meant that time and eternity were not to be separated as though eternity were timeless.2 Time and eternity belong together, and in some way, time reflects eternity: It is the moving image of eternity. For our purposes, it suffices to say that eternity is the perfection or completion of time so that time occurs in its purity as an integrated whole. In the experience of eternity in time, everything has its place, nothing is lost.

In our technological age, this experience of eternity in time has been obscured by the predominance of clock-time. Should the bond between time and eternity ever be totally severed, we would cease to be human beings, but the situation today is so extreme that we can appropriately say that eternity is no longer a part of our conscious experience. What we experience day after day is time as a series of points and our lives as a one-way street. Without the unifying of time by eternity, we struggle to hold time together. We try to stabilize the self through the consumption of goods. We seek religious views that are absolute, and we apply ethical standards that are no longer grounded in our own experience of time and eternity.
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Consumerism and the Problem of Self-Identity

The blurring of the boundary between cultural experience and consumerism is one of the dominant elements of modern Western societies. If you enjoy visiting museums, pay careful attention to the experience at your next opportunity. In almost every major museum, you will find yourself at some point—usually at the end of your visit—in the gift shop where you are encouraged to participate not in a cultural experience, but rather in consumerism. “Please buy something before you leave!” is the message. So what was this experience of visiting a museum? Was it about art appreciation or about the economy? Was it about understanding and appreciating distant cultures and distant times or was it about being a consumer? What was the point of buying a cheap little replica of the Parthenon in the Acropolis Museum after you had marveled at the classic balance of the real thing?

Consumerism in its modern form is an integral part of a larger process of the economization of society. By “economization”, I do not mean the “economizing”, which would be at least an environmentally sound venture, but rather the converting of all values into economic terms. The economization of society means that all decisions are ultimately made on the basis of economic calculations. Whether we are talking about purchasing a new house, hiring a professor at a university, or getting married, all decisions are determined by an economic analysis. Internationally recognized in this area of research is Gary Becker, an economist who studied under Milton Friedman at the University of Chicago and who won the Nobel Prize in Economics in 1992 for his extension of economic theory to human behavior.3 Today, I cannot discuss this process further, but I mention it because consumerism is a part of this larger process.

Focusing our attention now on consumerism itself, we think immediately of the fast-food industry, of internet companies like Amazon, of the day-after-Thanksgiving Christmas sales and so forth. So dominant is consumerism in American society that even Europeans often think that it began in the United States. When you consider that there is, for instance, a McDonald’s in 190 countries, the notion that consumerism is an American invention seems obvious. In this case, however, the obvious is not correct. In contrast to the generally accepted opinion, consumerism as a modern phenomenon began in Europe and only later spread to the US. It is helpful, I think, to distinguish several phases of consumerism in order to see clearly the role that self-identity plays.

Modern consumerism began to develop in Western Europe around the middle of the eighteenth century. In its second phase, it spread to the United States, and thereafter the US became the primary force in further developing consumerism in the twentieth century. Today, consumerism is a global phenomenon of enormous proportions.4 Since I have already mentioned McDonald’s, let’s stay with the culinary example for a moment and see how consumerism began. We take it for granted that there are restaurants in every city, in every small community and on almost every street corner where we can enjoy a meal. There are fast-food restaurants, and there are very exclusive restaurants, but no matter where you are, there are restaurants. However, it was not always so. If we go back to the Middle Ages or even to the Renaissance, we won’t find any restaurants. To be sure, there were guest houses where travelers could have a meal and spend the night before continuing their journey. But restaurants in the modern sense didn’t exist—localities where people went to enjoy dining out as a form of entertainment. The first restaurants of this sort sprang up in eighteenth-century Europe for reasons that are not totally clear. At the same time, the experience of consumerism spread to other areas of life where new products became available. Coffee and tea became available in Europe. Cotton was imported at first from India and then produced in Europe itself. The middle class was emerging, and there was new prosperity that made the consumption of new products possible. And yet, neither the availability of new products nor the prosperity of the new middle class explains sufficiently the revolutionary attitude of consumerism.

The old European aristocracy of the seventeenth century exhibited notably less interest in consumable goods than the new middle class of the eighteenth century. The members of the aristocracy tended to be more traditional in their values and customs; their thinking focused more on preserving what they already owned than on acquiring something new. Furthermore, they tended to be constrained to some extent by traditional ethical and moral values about temperance and moderation—values rooted in religious convictions. Before consumerism could really blossom, traditional religious values had to be swept away, and that is precisely what happened during the European Enlightenment of the eighteenth century. The “Age of Reason”, as it was proclaimed, was the first cultural revolution in European history that was not oriented toward the past. The Renaissance was, in contrast, a rediscovering of the Greek and Roman classics. But the “Age of Reason” was different. It didn’t value the past for what it could offer the present; instead, it brought about a radical break with the past so that new values guided by reason alone could prevail. Viewed from the standpoint of reason, there seems to be no convincing objection to consuming new products and goods at will. There is no logical reason against enjoying a new cotton garment from India, no reason not to enjoy dining out, no reason at all! With this shift in thinking, a Pandora’s Box was opened that has led to a practical hedonism in Western societies, the last consequences of which we have not yet seen. The entire entertainment industry is based on hedonist thinking and thrives on the insatiable desire for pleasure that today has become globalized.

Before proceeding further, the events of the eighteenth century require our attention a bit longer. We have already mentioned the increased availability of products and goods, the new prosperity of the middle class, the erosion of religious values and the emergence of a nascent hedonism, but there was an additional factor in the eighteenth century that drove consumerism, and it is precisely this element that has become paramount today. The Europeans of the eighteenth century experienced an identity crisis of the first order. The breakdown of the aristocratic structure, the erosion of traditional values and particularly the emergence of the middle class disrupted all levels and segments of society. Suddenly, former plebeians became merchants, and the common people had money to buy the new products. As the merchants became more and more prosperous, the social position of the aristocracy became more and more dubious. As the aristocratic titles of birth such as Sir, Lady, Lord, Duke, Duchess and Squire became more and more irrelevant, the earned academic titles became more and more important. If you didn’t have the inherited title “Duke”, you might be able with sufficient effort to earn the title “Doctor”.
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