


[image: ]






Praise for Beyond Biocentrism

“Lanza and Berman employ cutting edge science to rediscover ancient truths about life and death and reconceptualize our very notions of reality and consciousness. Beyond Biocentrism is an enlightening and fascinating journey that will forever alter your understanding of your own existence.”

—Deepak Chopra

“Robert Lanza and Bob Berman present an audacious program to restore meaning to science—to provide explanations that go deeper than today’s physical theories. Beyond Biocentrism is a joyride through the history of science and cutting-edge physics, all with a very serious purpose: to find the long-overlooked connection between the conscious self and the universe around us.”

—Corey S. Powell, editor at large and
former editor-in-chief, Discover magazine

“This intriguing and provocative book will challenge some of what you know and push you into rethinking your view of science—all the while entertaining you with a fast-paced, exhilarating narrative journey.”

—David J. Eicher, editor-in-chief, Astronomy magazine

In Beyond Biocentrism, stem cell pioneer Robert Lanza, writing with astronomer Bob Berman, presents a lucid tour de force of his thrilling but controversial theory that consciousness creates reality and the cosmos itself. Will machines ever achieve consciousness? Are plants aware? Is death an illusion? These are some of the big questions tackled in Beyond Biocentrism, which serves up a new, biology-based theory of everything that is as delightful to read as it is fascinating. Tremendously clear and lovely writing—a huge achievement.

—Pamela Weintraub, psychology and health editor, Aeon magazine,
and former executive editor of Discover magazine and
editor-in-chief of OMNI (internet/magazine)

“Lanza and Berman’s latest statement of their theory of ‘biocentrism’ changes the way we think about age-old religious questions such as the origin of the universe and human immortality. Based on cutting edge work in physics and biology and explained with exceptional clarity, Beyond Biocentrism is must reading for anyone interested in science and religion.”

—Ronald M Green, professor emeritus for the
study of ethics and human values, and former chairman
of the Department of Religion at Dartmouth College

“Beyond Biocentrism delves further into the role of the observer and consciousness. It offers a neurobiological point of view to help answer questions about the world around us. Lanza and Berman make the journey towards a better understanding of the role of consciousness and perception. I liked the book quite a lot! It was a fun read.”

—Kwang-Soo Kim, professor of psychiatry and
neuroscience, Harvard Medical School, and director,
Molecular Neurobiology Laboratory, McLean Hospital

“Lanza and Berman take the reader on a remarkable journey, setting out to prove that there is more to life and existence than we have assumed. They present scientific evidence that makes us re-consider everything we’ve thought to be true about the nature of reality. Beyond Biocentrism is a fascinating and thought-provoking ‘must-read’ book that shows us a new way of looking at the universe and ourselves.”

—Anthony Atala, W. H. Boyce Professor, chairman,
and director of the Wake Forest Institute for
Regenerative Medicine, Wake Forest University

“There are few intellectual endeavors more thrilling than contemplating the role of human consciousness in creating reality and the universe, and Lanza and Berman bring to life the quest for understanding how that can possibly be so. If you know just enough physics to wonder whether the moon is still there when no one is looking at it, and even if you’ve never thought about anything so seemingly preposterous, you’ll have a great time reading Beyond Biocentrism.”

—Sharon Begley, senior science writer at Stat,
and former science editor and correspondent for
Newsweek, the Wall Street Journal, and Reuters

“Beyond Biocentrism is a must read for anyone who has ever wondered where modern science (and the weirdness of relativity and quantum mechanics) is going. What does it all mean? Brilliant and insightful. Few books come along in our lives that change the way we see the world. Beyond Biocentrism is such a book.”

—Ralph D Levinson, health sciences professor, UCLA
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INTRODUCTION

Why do you insist the universe is not a conscious intelligence,
when it gives birth to conscious intelligences?
—Cicero, c. 44 BCE

The deepest, most vexing issues have not changed much since the beginning of civilization. People eight thousand years ago worried about death. Those in ancient Babylonia shared with us an obsession with the passage of time. Thinkers in every culture have pondered Earth and the heavens and generally have seen them as existing in a space-based matrix. The nature of life and consciousness started to obsess us as soon as we came down from the forest roof and grew brains large enough to be tormented.

Tackling these big-ticket items has properly become a focus for science as well. Our first book, Biocentrism, offered a very different way of looking at the universe and reality itself. Because this perspective is so unlike the descriptions we are accustomed to, it takes some time and thought to comprehend. That’s what this book is about.

This way of thinking starts by recognizing that our existing model of reality is looking increasingly creaky in the face of recent scientific discoveries. Science tells us with some precision that over 95 percent of the universe is composed of dark matter and dark energy, but it must confess that it doesn’t really know what dark matter is and knows even less about dark energy. Science points more and more toward an infinite universe but has no ability to explain what that means. Concepts such as time, space, and even causality are increasingly being demonstrated as meaningless.

All of science is based on information passing through our consciousness, but science doesn’t have a clue what consciousness is. Studies have repeatedly established a clear link between subatomic states and observation by conscious observers, but science cannot explain this connection in any satisfactory way. Biologists describe the origin of life as a random occurrence in a dead universe, but have no real understanding of how life began or why the universe appears to have been exquisitely designed for its emergence.

This new worldview is completely based on science and is better supported by the scientific evidence than traditional explanations. It challenges us to fully accept the implications of the latest scientific findings in fields ranging from plant biology and cosmology to quantum entanglement and consciousness.

If we listen to what the science is telling us, it becomes ever more clear that life and consciousness are fundamental to any true understanding of the universe. This new perception of the nature of the universe is called biocentrism.

If you read Biocentrism, welcome back for a deeper and more thorough exploration into the subject, including chapters that solely involve key issues such as death, and important ancillary investigations into topics such as awareness in the botanical world, how we gain information, and whether machines can ever become conscious.





REALITY 101

1

It’s enough for me to be sure that you and I
exist at this moment.
—Gabriel García Márquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967)

Somewhere around the age of seven, most kids ask uncomfortable questions. Is there an end to the universe? How did I get here? Some children, perhaps after a pet hamster has passed away, also start to worry about death.

A few venture even more deeply. They know they’ve come into a world that seems complex and mysterious but can still occasionally recall the remnant of clarity and joy that was theirs during the first year of life. But as they progress through middle and then high school, and science teachers provide the standard explanation of the cosmos, they shrug that remnant off. The framework of existence has become either droningly academic or else a mere matter of philosophy. If they ponder it occasionally as an adult, their usual takeaway is that the entire cosmological worldview seems confused and unsatisfying.

The most widely accepted model of the universe depends on the part of the world and the time in history in which the questions were posed. A few centuries ago, Church and Scripture provided the framework for the Big Picture. By the 1930s, biblical explanations were no longer in vogue among the intelligentsia and were eventually replaced by the cosmic egg model—where everything began with a sudden explosive event—similar to what Edgar Allan Poe originally proposed in an 1848 essay.

In this model, the universe was presented as a kind of self-operating machine. It was composed of stupid stuff, meaning atoms of hydrogen and other elements that had no innate intelligence. Nor did any sort of external intelligence rule. Rather, unseen forces such as gravity and electromagnetism, acting according to the random laws of chance, produced everything we observe. Atoms slammed into others. Clouds of hydrogen contracted to form stars. Leftover globs of matter orbiting these newborn suns cooled into planets.

Billions of lifeless years passed with the cosmos set on “automatic,” until on at least one planet, and possibly others, life began. How this happened remains mysterious to our science. After all, we can take the known proteins, minerals, water, and everything else that an animal body contains and whirl it in a blender till the cows come home and still not have life.

If life and its genesis remain a mystery, consciousness is an enigma squared. For it is one thing to reproduce and grow and whatever else we deem to be life’s characteristics; awareness is quite another feature. They are not the same. Yeast and HIV are alive. But do they perceive? Do all living creatures experience some analogue of our own sense of rapture at the deep purples in a twilight sky?

The issue is more than academic. For nearly a full century, physicists have seen that the observer’s consciousness affects the results of experiments. Yet this has been little more than shrugged off as enigmatic and bewildering.

As for how consciousness could arise in the first place, no one even has guesses. We cannot fathom how lumps of carbon, drops of water, or atoms of insensate hydrogen ever came together and acquired a sense of smell. The issue is apparently too baffling to raise at all. Merely to bring up the topic of the origin of perception is to brand oneself a kook. Although former Encyclopedia Britannica publisher Paul Hoffman called it “the deepest problem in all of science,” it usually sounds too odd and foreign to be discussed in serious venues. Nonetheless, we will later return robustly to the issue of consciousness. For now, suffice that its genesis is shrouded in a mystery as absolute as any inventory of the landfills near the New Jersey Turnpike.

So our standard model of the universe consists of an interesting mixture of the living and the nonliving. Both are part and parcel of a universe that, cosmology explains, burst out of nothingness 13.8 billion years ago, and the whole shebang keeps getting larger.

This is the story. Everyone has heard it. It’s recited to school students throughout the world. And yet everyone can feel how vacuous and unsatisfying this narrative is.

Like the tale of Jonah living happily inside a whale without suffering any physical discomfort, there’s something fishy about the universe popping out of nothingness. And not just because in everyday experience we do not observe kittens or lawn furniture magically materializing. The problem lies deeper. It’s simply that even if this narrative is true, the “magically materializing” business is really no explanation at all.

So let’s back up to be strictly honest about what we know and don’t know. We can begin with truths no one can dispute, the way René Descartes did when he said, “I think, therefore I am.” Our absolute bedrock bottom-line reality is not that we humans descended from plankton on a world born near a third-generation star 4.65 billion years ago. That may seem certain to many in our modern world, but here’s an even more inarguable starting point: We find ourselves to be conscious, in a matrix we call the universe.

We seek some understanding or larger context for this existence. If we find theological models inadequate, we turn to science, whose researchers state, once again, that the universe popped out of nothingness by some unknown process. They go on to “explain” that life eventually arose equally inexplicably. And this life manifests individual awareness that itself is enigmatic.

This is the scientific explanation for what’s going on.

No wonder, in many circles, that such elucidation is not regarded as superior to the old-fashioned “God did it.”

This is not to blame science in any way. Far less than one-trillionth of 1 percent of the cosmos lies within view of our telescopes. And even this is just a small fraction of the actual cosmos, because the majority of everything is composed of unknown entities. Our sample size is thus minuscule. Moreover, increasing evidence indicates that the universe may be spatially infinite (more on this in chapter 18). That would make it infinite in its inventory as well, in which case everything that lies within view is actually zero percent of the whole universe, as any fraction of infinity is nothing. The point is, if we’re to be honest, our data are currently too negligible to allow valid generalizations. The sample size is simply too small to be trustworthy.

Sadly, this fact is rarely, if ever, acknowledged, especially on TV science programs. Discussing our lack of information would constitute “dead air” that would motivate no commercial sponsor.

Yet, in truth, we recently discovered the universe is mostly composed of dark matter, but we don’t know what it is. Then we discovered that, actually, it’s mostly dark energy, but we don’t know what that is, either. Dark energy’s existence was postulated because in 1998, we found the universe’s expansion, which was always believed to be slowing down, was actually mysteriously speeding up. Dark energy is apparently some kind of antigravity force that’s blowing the cosmos apart.

We also have no idea how self-replicating life began. Moreover, we find ourselves in a universe fine-tuned for life but have no idea how—except by speculating an infinity of universes in which we are the lucky ones.

Given this vast absence of hard data, cosmologists try to compensate with a reliance on models, with guesses about starting conditions and intermediate events. This still would not be a problem if people didn’t take them so seriously—if they realized that these are just starter models.

In the early twenty-first century, these models include catchy notions intended to impart a picture of the cosmos, even if they lack supporting evidence. In scientific language, concepts like cosmic membranes and string theory are nonfalsifiable—they cannot be proven or disproven. They will almost certainly be abandoned or greatly modified in our lifetimes, replaced by other models that will eventually be discarded, too, just as the “slowing-down universe expansion” of 1997 was replaced by the “speeding up” model of 1998.

Thus, to address that seven-year-old truthfully would be to confess that science cannot currently answer the simplest questions about existence.

True, cosmologists speak of the “2.73-degree Kelvin cosmic microwave background” and the “13.8 billion years since the Big Bang,” and these seemingly precise figures, complete with decimal points, create a verisimilitude of credibility. The models are then stated repeatedly, and this repetition itself endows them with a substantive aura. But this doesn’t mean that they are, in fact, hard truths.

Happily, the preceding, gloomy-seeming overview of our present state is not the end of the story. It is actually only the beginning. Because there exists an alternative model for What All This Is.

The alternative is necessary because modern cosmology, in its attempts to explain the cosmos, keeps committing an odd oversight: It scrupulously holds the living observer at a distance from the rest of the universe. It asks us to accept a dichotomy, a split.

In this corner stands us, the living—the perceivers of it all. And in the other corner lurks the entire dumb universe, slamming into itself via random processes.

But what if we are linked? What if the whole insensible model can suddenly make sense by putting everything together? What if the universe—nature—and the perceiver are not stand-alone entities? What if one plus one equals . . . one! And indeed, what if the past century of scientific discoveries point compellingly in this very direction—if only we are sufficiently open-minded to see what it tells us?

In reality, the clues never stop arriving. In February 2015, the New York Times ran a story on “Quantum Weirdness,” which it subtitled, “New Experiments Confirm That Nature Is Neither Here Nor There.” Yet neither the clearly puzzled author, nor many readers in all likelihood, smiled to themselves and thought, Of course! That’s because nature is indeed both here AND there. When you try to locate it solely in either place, you end up with paradoxes and illogic.

Quantum theory found a connection between consciousness and the nature of particles nearly a century ago. Yet we’ve ignored this, or come up with dizzying explanations involving an infinite number of alternate realities.

Discovering what’s real is actually a happy endeavor. It requires us to walk the labyrinthine hallways of the most intriguing twenty-first-century science concepts and to examine existing ones afresh. Exploring astounding things like time and space and how the brain works would promise to be an enjoyable excursion even if it were a mere aimless diversion, a Sunday stroll.

But as we shall see, both the voyage to a clearer picture of the cosmos, and the ultimate destination itself, are more than eye opening. They are fun.





THE SEVEN-MILLENNIUM
QUESTION

2

The day which we fear as our last is but the
birthday of eternity.
—Lucius Annaeus Seneca, “De Brevitate Vitae” (c. 48 c.e.)

In attempting to tackle the fundamentals about ourselves and the universe, we usually turn to the science of cosmology, although some continue to embrace religious explanations. But those who find neither avenue leading to their desired destination can consider a very different model of reality. This fresh paradigm, far from abandoning science, uses discoveries published since 1997, and reexamines others that unfolded even earlier.

Before we plunge into this new adventure, however, it’s helpful to see what the great thinkers have already come up with through the ages. We don’t want to reinvent the wheel if it’s already there.

This requires that we overcome our biases of ethnocentrism and modernism. That is, we often reflexively assume that our Western culture, and people alive today, have a superior grasp on deep issues compared with foreign civilizations and those who lived before us. We base this on our advanced technology. Those poor slobs a century ago had no indoor plumbing, window screens, or air conditioning. Could anyone have deep insights when sweating in a sticky bed and beset by droning mosquitoes? Could they conjure profundities while tossing their night wastes out the window each morning?

Thus it may surprise anthropology students to learn that vast areas of human knowledge commonly grasped by the educated classes of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries are greeted today with blank stares. It’s therefore not true that twenty-first-century teenagers have more knowledge than their nineteenth-century analogs—just different knowledge.

Every farm boy in 1830 knew precisely how the sunrise shifts its weekly rising and setting points and could identify the songs of birds and the detailed habits of the local fauna. By contrast, very few of our friends or family members today are even dimly aware that the Sun moves to the right as it crosses the sky daily. Confessing such ignorance about something so “sky is blue” basic would have been met by disbelief in the nineteenth century.

To be sure, some areas of knowledge have thoroughly eluded all humans, present and past alike. For example, we’ve proven ourselves chronically deficient at foreseeing the future—even anticipating conditions a few decades ahead. No genius of the classical Greek period, no great writer in global literature, no passage within any religious text ever suggested that there exist tiny creatures too small for the eye to perceive, let alone that such germs are responsible for most of the diseases that plague us. Before 1781, no one suspected that perhaps there might be additional planets beyond the five bright luminaries known since the Neanderthals. Until just a few centuries ago, no one suggested that blood circulates through the body, or that the air we breathe consists of a mixture of gases rather than a single substance. Thus, for all the New Age or religious malarkey extolling the supposed accuracy of ancient “prophecies,” the actual track record is worse than dismal.

We have done no better in modern times. The futurists who helped prepare the 1964 New York World’s Fair depicted typical homes of the year 2000 as having flying cars and personal robots. In popular literature and cinema, the 1968 classic 2001: A Space Odyssey showed lunar colonies in the year 2000, and a Jupiter voyage with a human crew a few years later. The 1982 cult favorite Blade Runner depicted Los Angeles in 2019 as being relentlessly rainy from an implied climate change that turned California into a chronically wet place. That city was also crammed with ultra-tall buildings and flying police cars. No futurist during the hippie years foresaw today’s ubiquitous cell phones, body piercing, or the super-fast modernization of China.

The point is, our present level of perspicacity seems no better than it was a few centuries ago. Nor is it worse. And when it came to pondering our place in the universe, our ancestors were at least as obsessed as we are. So, given that the vast majority of humans who ever lived are not alive today, it would be an oversight to ignore their insights.

Rather than assuming our ancestors were too backward to think deep thoughts, or going the other way and idolizing past civilizations as being supernaturally in sync with nature, let’s look at the actual written record.

It is not necessary to summarize the bedrock beliefs of every civilization. Certainly in the Western Hemisphere, if we’re to begin our account seven thousand years ago, even before the invention of the wheel, the worldview was consistently dominated by a time-based obsession with the afterlife. This in turn revolved around appeasing the gods—like the Egyptian sun god Ra, creator god Amun, and mother goddess Isis.

Here, the earliest writings showed no interest in solving nature’s mysteries through observation or logic. Instead, magic and superstition ruled. One of the authors found a primitive hieroglyphic example from forty-seven centuries ago, inscribed on the subterranean walls of the lonely pyramid of King Unas at Saqqara in Egypt. This 2006 visit had been guarded against terrorists by a jeepload of heavily armed troops—all to observe glyphs that were not exactly Deep Thoughts.

They were magic spells featuring a “mother snake.”

From there, in the twenty-seventh century b.c.e., literature had nowhere to go but up. But it took a thousand years before incantations, grain tallies, and long-winded accounts of the everyday goings-on of the Pharaoh’s family gave way to genuine insight. The oldest religious text, the Sanskrit Rig Veda from around 1700 b.c.e., pondered “the Sun god’s shining power” and said, poetically, “Night and morning clash not, nor yet do linger.” Translation: Stuff happens.

By the time the Old Testament books were penned a millennium later, a key point was a stationary Earth ruled by a single, easily upset God. The rabbis of the time showed no inclination to question this prevailing worldview. They duly filled the pages of Genesis and Deuteronomy with the flat-earth, glued-in-place mindset of their time, with a strict dividing line between us mortals below and heaven above. Figuring out how nature operated was on nobody’s to-do list. Indeed, the things that provoke our curiosity today—the nature of life, and time, and consciousness, and the working of the brain—all would have seemed alien to early civilizations. Everyday survival was priority number one, behaving according to Scripture so that God wouldn’t smite you was number two, and debating issues like whether space is real never made it to the campfire agenda.

Back then, everyday life’s main illumination was the Sun and Moon, and just to make sure everyone was paying attention, these lights kept shifting position. They repeated their dog-and-pony show daily. Despite lacking any inclination to explain the natural world around them, the ancient scribes couldn’t ignore light—so central to every aspect of life—so they emphasized this topic in the opening lines of Genesis. Of the first one hundred words in the Bible, fully eight are either “darkness” or “light.”

(They may have been onto something. We will see, in our own explorations, that light, or at least energy, is indeed a central character in Reality’s puzzle.)

In that era, no one had a handle on the actual structure of the cosmos, how we perceive it, or how everything might be linked. There was insufficient information. Then, as now, people didn’t want to spin their wheels on topics that went nowhere.

But repetitions were another story. They stirred the intellect. Our brains are built to notice patterns. We readily link them with others. If the phone rings just as we sit down to dinner for six nights in a row, this isn’t going to escape our attention.

The most prominent pattern involved that blinding ball of fire. It always crossed the heavens from left to right. It faithfully rose in the east. On the incomprehensible side the Sun was obviously a god of some sort. Probing its secrets surely seemed mission impossible.

Yet “figuring stuff out” became a priority on the sunny islands of Greece some six centuries before the birth of Christ. More to our point, it opened the doors to the earliest realistic contemplations about our place in the universe. It happened because, for the first time, rationality competed with magic. Observation and logic were prized at long last.

Logic involves cause-and-effect sequences. A causes B, which then causes C. Everyone comes running from the fields after a goat shed collapses because an olive tree fell on it. The tree was knocked over by the wind. This happened at midday when the wind usually blows strongest. One of the village’s smarter men connected A with C and wondered aloud: Might the hot overhead Sun be the wind’s instigator? Hey, this was fun—uncovering a possible link between the Sun and a dead goat. The Greeks fell in love with this newfound tool of logic.

They were on the right track, but the very early Greeks— the first true practitioners of science—reached stumbling points fairly quickly. Two thousand years later, in the early seventeenth century, Italian physicist Evangelista Torricelli did indeed explain why the wind blows, and it did involve the Sun. But the ancient Greeks were hampered by their need to keep their gods in the picture. So, why did the god of the west wind, Zephyrus, choose to blow at some times but not others? The villagers would shrug; the gods had their own inscrutable reasons.

If the goat was dead, Zephyrus was apparently punishing the goat herder for some transgression. Guessing the crime even became a favorite neighborhood gossip topic. Infidelity was always a good bet, although hubris could often be suspected. You couldn’t understand divine motives, so why bother trying to figure out anything? In particular, a “first cause”—what starts the ball rolling—was vexingly impossible to pin down.

Yet even if cause-and-effect rationality reached blank walls quickly, the early Greeks admirably didn’t quit. And like science even today, especially the quantum theory experiments we will explore later, the ancients had to deal with verisimilitude, a wonderful word that means “the appearance of truth.”

Something that appears true may indeed be true. Or it may not be. The Sun crossing the sky while Earth remains motionless is a verisimilitude, an appearance. It seems true. It still appears true today, which is why we say “the Sun is setting” and not “the horizon is rising.” It was an amazing leap for Aristarchus on the island of Samos, fully eighteen hundred years before Galileo, to insist that you’d observe the same effect if it was Earth that was spinning while the Sun was stationary—and that this made more sense because the smaller body should logically revolve around the larger one.1

We will try to remember this idea of verisimilitude later, when we, too, are faced with alternative ways of interpreting everyday observations.

Meanwhile, Aristotle, in his groundbreaking Physics, held the view that the universe is a single entity with a fundamental connectedness between all things, and that the cosmos is eternal. You needn’t get hung up in the cause-and-effect business, he argued in the fourth century b.c.e., because everything has always been animated and has a kind of innate life or energy to it. There is no starting point. Actually, Aristotle hardly went out on a limb to say these things, as this solipsistic view had many adherents before he arrived on the scene.

Aristotle didn’t quit there. In Book IV of Physics, he argued that time has no independent existence on its own. It only subsists when people are around; we bring it into existence through our observations. This is very much in line with modern quantum experiments. No physicist today thinks that time has an independent reality as any sort of “absolute” or universal constant.

Still, neither Aristotle, nor Plato, nor Aristarchus, could abandon the dichotomy of us mortals existing here below while above us dwelled a parallel heavenly realm inhabited by the gods.

But things were very different in the East. Even before the Roman Empire, which retained the Greek gods (albeit with new names), a main branch of South Asian thought was being codified in texts such as the Bhagavad Gita and the Vedas. Their model of reality, soon known as Advaita Vedanta, was astonishingly unlike the Western worldview.

In common with Aristotle, Advaita taught that the universe is a single entity, which it called Brahmin. But unlike the Greeks, this “One” included the divine, as well as each person’s individual sense of self. All appearances of dichotomy or separateness, it insisted, are mere illusions, like a rope being mistaken for a snake. Advaita Vedānta went on to characterize this One as birthless and deathless, and essentially experienced as consciousness, a sense of being, and bliss.

Moreover, the Advaita teachers averred, realization of this was the goal of life. Not appeasement of gods, nor contributions to clergy, nor even any concern for an afterlife, but merely awakening to a full grasp of reality. Later spin-off religions such as Buddhism and Jainism retained these fundamentals. Today, the world still remains essentially divided into these basic two views of reality, Western and Eastern, dualistic and non-dualistic, that existed over a millennium ago.

The Eastern religions maintain that some individuals through the centuries have periodically enjoyed the “enlightenment” experience. That is, they awoke and saw the truth, and were swept into ecstasy and a sense of freedom.

A fascination with such Eastern views arrived in Western countries in the late nineteenth century, abetted by visits of a succession of influential, articulate Indian teachers such as Paramahansa Yogananda, Swami Vivekananda, and more recently Deepak Chopra. In the 1940s, Yogananda, through books such as his best-seller Autobiography of a Yogi, attempted to justify the Eastern view of the cosmos through science. By most accounts, such efforts sounded forced and the science arguments were less than compelling. They probably persuaded only those who were already on board.

But the quest itself was noble. If a person seeks knowledge of reality and one’s nature and one’s place in the universe, what if she has no spiritual calling? What if she solely demands fact-based evidence? Can these deep issues be tackled decisively by science alone?

That is our sixty-four-thousand-dollar question—and the real starting point for our journey.



1 Being far ahead of everyone else in the world, especially concerning some fundamental facet of life, has rarely bestowed any benefit. Who knows the name Aristarchus today? We checked; there isn’t a single high school named for him in the United States. At least he wasn’t put to death, unlike many other pioneers in thinking.
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