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Praise for God Without Religion

“Packed with stimulating ideas and accessible wisdom, this is a guidebook to ‘worshipping through wondering’ . . . Fantastic!”

—Tim Freke, deep life philosopher and author of The Mystery Experience

“God Without Religion transcends dogma, with a commonsense approach that leads the way to inner peace, spiritual solidarity, and the clear understanding that we are all one.”

—Melissa Etheridge, musician

“As never before, the world needs serious and bold reflection on religious belief and practice. God Without Religion asks some difficult questions and advocates a more intelligent and thoughtful approach to the spiritual life. At the same time, it offers positive ways to develop a spiritual viewpoint. Take it on a retreat. Read it slowly, in sections, and become a positive influence toward religious understanding in the world.”

—Thomas Moore, author of Care of the Soul and Dark Nights of the Soul

“It is clear that one of the darkest forces menacing the future of humanity is old-style religion with its outmoded dogma and exclusivist practices. This fine, fierce, wise, and deeply helpful book challenges everyone to find a direct relationship with the divine beyond the confines of the past, and offers rich advice and a bevy of powerful practices that can sustain such a relationship and continue to expand it.”

—Andrew Harvey, author of The Direct Path and Sun at Midnight

“In this day when religions seem to be caught in the stages of mindnumbing dogma, justification of violence, and meaningless ritual that do no more than sanctify greed and secular superiority, Śankara Śaranam’s book offers hope and relief. You don’t have to be Jewish, Christian, or Muslim to see the real message here—God is part of us all and Western religions may be getting in the way of that realization if they continue on their present paths.”

—Fred Alan Wolf, PhD, theoretical physicist, author of The Yoga of Time Travel, and a National Book Award winner

“All religions, it seems, inevitably give way to the excesses of religious zeal and exclusivity. That is why the ‘contributions’ of religion have so often been horrific and disastrous, and why every major religion has dirty hands. Currently our world is aflame with religious hatred that shows no sign of abating, and the narrow religious fundamentalisms within our own society are a major part of the problem. Our civilization is at a crossroads. The hour is late and there is no time to tippy-toe around the obvious: we urgently need an alternative link with the divine that bypasses the pitfalls of traditional religion. That is the significance of God Without Religion.

This book’s bold message is vital. It is a path straight up the mountain that avoids the swamps of religious dithering, divisiveness, and destructiveness. It is a way out of darkness. It affirms the unity of all humans not only with one another, but with all of life and the Absolute. If we are to survive on the earth, heeding this message is not merely optional but required.”

—Larry Dossey, MD, author of Healing Beyond the Body and Reinventing Medicine

“In God Without Religion, Śankara Śaranam charts a brave course for spiritual seekers no longer served by religious doctrine (if indeed they ever were) and eager to create a deep, authentic, meaningful relationship with the sacred methods Śaranam clearly describes as a ‘direct path to God.’ This is a courageous, stand-out book for readers ready to part the veil of illusion and see the truth that every religious tradition must periodically and systematically reexamine itself and account for its teachings.”

—Meredith Jordan, author of Embracing the Mystery

“Written with clarity and elegance, [God Without Religion] explores the mysteries of faith and spiritual commitment with sensitivity and wisdom.”

—Ahrar Ahmad, PhD, professor of political science, Black Hills State University

“Twenty-first century humanity has inherited the historical struggle between Dark Age religious fundamentalism, which proclaims the world to be the kingdom of a remote, transcendent, authoritarian God, in opposition to the spiritually awakened views of the secular humanists, who perceive an accessible, immanent, egalitarian God existing within all of creation. In exploring this ideological conflict, Śankara Śaranam has created one of the most extraordinary books of our time—a time in which misguided religious zealots have the capacity to decide that the world will be their God’s Kingdom . . . or nothing. God Without Religion is Śaranam’s response, presenting us with a historical perspective on the political underbelly of our organized religions, then drawing science and spirituality together to offer us a new profile of divinity—one that casts light on the relationship between human existence and the cosmos, one that extends salvation to us all.”

—Hank Wesselman, PhD, anthropologist and author of The Spiritwalker Trilogy and The Journey to the Sacred Garden

“God Without Religion is a rare book, combining spiritual insight and practice with social criticism and an appreciation of the many contradictions of modern life. I highly recommend this book for anyone seeking to maintain intellectual integrity while simultaneously retaining reverence for the unity of all things.”

—Jeffrey Mishlove, PhD, President, Intuition Network; author of The PK Man; and former host of Thinking Allowed, a national public television series

“The full body-count may not be in, but we can certainly imagine the numbers: the millions upon millions of our species who have been killed in war, hanged, burned at the stake, tortured to death, and otherwise silenced in the name of religion over the centuries. Śankara Śaranam’s God Without Religion makes the point that we can have a profound and rewarding personal spiritual life without religion, which has been so terribly destructive and which we may have actually outgrown. Unlike other books that tear religion down without offering anything in its place, God Without Religion sets out helpful alternative approaches to personal spirituality. This is an inspiring, positive, wonderful book that emphasizes the truth that we are spiritual beings making a human journey. Reading it will greatly enhance your personal relationship with the creator-energy.”

—Joseph Dispenza, author of The Way of the Traveler and Live Better Longer

“God Without Religion opens a door to spiritual practice that organized religions have closed for centuries. Śankara Śaranam has written a spiritual masterpiece. I highly recommend it to all spiritual seekers.”

—Rev. Dr. Michael Ellner, President, HEAL (Health Education AIDS Liaison-NYC), coauthor of Quantum Focus, and winner of the IMDHA Pen and Quill Award

“The pursuit of a personal connection with God has been the ultimate challenge of seekers throughout the millennia. The Buddha’s and Jesus’ examples teach that we must sometimes turn our backs on the social organizations that at one time may have offered us support in our quest. Nevertheless, leaving the path forged by others before us can be both bewildering and frightening. Like a guide in the wilderness, Śankara Śaranam helps us bridge the gap between organized religion and progressive spirituality, encouraging us to ask our own questions about the nature of God, so that our experience of our own divinity might expand. This work is a breath of fresh air at a time when seekers everywhere are questioning the limits of organized religion.”

—Hal Zina Bennett, PhD, author of Writing Spiritual Books

“Avoiding all kinds of extremism and exclusiveness of the so-called institutionalized religions, Śankara God Without Religion enlightens us with an unusual approach toward understanding religion as a form of life with special emphasis on its human face. Spirituality instead of religiosity has been initiated as the central point of this form of life, and this is a significant departure from the oft-trodden track of understanding religion. Śankara’s book inspires us with a proper perception of our present concerns, a clear understanding of the significance of the past, and commitments to and vision of the future. It seems to be an inspiring source of hope for the survival of peace-loving people in the world.”

—Dilip Kumar Mohanta, professor of philosophy, University of Calcutta, India, and editor of The Journal of the Indian Academy of Philosophy

“Śankara Śaranam has written a powerful book, and one that, if it were taken seriously and allowed to reform global attitudes, could liberate the world of religious strife and lay a solid foundation for a global ethic. Śaranam suggests we stop relying on revelation, tradition, prejudices, dogma, and authority. Instead, we should trust our human critical and intuitive faculties and become ‘spiritual investigators’ who learn through open-ended dialogue in which all participants are free to doubt, challenge, and explore. . . . While Śaranam smashes the idols of institutional religion, he clearly believes in a meaningful cosmos and the spiritual potential of humanity. . . . It is to be hoped that followers of the religions Śaranam attacks will not dismiss him as an enemy calling believers to apostasy but rather as one who challenges believers to break through the hard shells of fundamentalism and become change agents within their respective faiths. Religious followers can take Śaranam’s challenge and show the world that their religions need not be rigid and that there is no reason why people of all faiths cannot learn to be critical, thoughtful, proactive weavers of their traditions.”

—Ingrid Shafer, PhD, professor of philosophy and religion, University of Science and Arts of Oklahoma

“God Without Religion. Those words grabbed my attention and spoke to my spirit before I even opened the pages. This book is timely, for we live in an age of so much religion without God.

Śankara Śaranam presents us with the opportunity to declare our independence from dusty, petrified religious structures and forge vibrant, meaningful relationships with our brothers and sisters, as well as the Creator. I love the way Śankara writes. His style is both scholarly and approachable, a rare accomplishment indeed. When I read the section ‘Celebrating Apostasy,’ I knew this book would become an old friend to be read and reread throughout the years. God Without Religion is a treasure, a pearl of great price. Śankara’s gift of literary prasada enriches us all and is a worthy companion on anyone’s path.”

—Robert Ransom Odom, internationally published author, columnist, and spiritual teacher

“The number one predictor of a person’s religion is not just their parents (the usual sociological explanation) but their epoch and place of birth on the planet. How anyone can observe this simple fact of history and come to the conclusion that theirs is the One True Religion of God and the other 9,999 are False Religions or Gods is almost incomprehensible. . . . There are many ways to be spiritual. For me, the awe provoked by nature, the cosmos, and the scientific worldview is transcendently spiritual. There are so many other paths to spiritual enlightenment as well, and Śankara Śaranam has beautifully articulated some of these through his book God Without Religion, a work appropriate for anyone in search of spiritual meaning, regardless of their official ‘faith.’ A truly inspiring work.”

—Michael Shermer, publisher of Skeptic magazine, columnist with Scientific American, and author of Why People Believe Weird Things and The Science of Good and Evil

“God Without Religion by Śankara Śaranam is a courageous attempt to present a serious, nonreductive spirituality that avoids the divisive impact of institutionalized religions. Drawing on the wisdom of ancient mystical traditions, the author passionately argues for the need to transcend those very traditions. Combining various disciplinary approaches, God Without Religion offers a sensitive alternative to organized religion, an alternative that seeks to overcome the prejudices and biases of the different traditions. What is most impressive is that the way to God without religions is a deepening of the very paths that must be abandoned. There is no question that this is a timely work inspired by eternal truths.”

—Elliot R. Wolfson, Abraham Lieberman Professor of Hebrew and Judaic Studies, New York University

“Religions are dangerous. No matter what good they produce, one must admit that there cultural institutions bring with them great risk to humanity at large. All of the great spiritual leaders taught criticism of tradition as a way toward revitalizing the sacred. Śankara Śaranam rekindles this vital flame in his book God Without Religion. For the critic, Śaranam offers fine insight into the dangers and errors that religious intolerance provokes, and for the mystic he book teaches practical techniques for spiritual development. The genuine seeker must utilize both the critical mind and the generous heart. God Without Religion honors both.”

—John J. McGraw, author of Brain & Belief

“God Without Religion is a provocative challenge to the smug assertions of those who would claim to know the truth.”

—Robert S. Alley, professor of humanities, Emeritus, University of Richmond

“Śankara Śaranam argues for an ‘expansive sense of self’ which can get rid of narrow, sectarian divisions that characterize most of human society today. His approach has strong resonances to the Vedic/Upanishadic concept of ‘an expansive sense of the self’ and many yogic practices like pranayama are advocated to gradually realize this ‘expanded self.’ Regardless of one’s personal views on religion, changing the outlook of societies that identify themselves within a paradigm of narrow, ethnic boundaries is an imperative that needs to be taken seriously.”

—T.S. Rukmani, Concordia University, Montreal, Canada

“Religious fundamentalism is the biggest spiritual threat to society. This practical as well as theoretical volume encourages people to have direct, firsthand experience of the divine, unmediated by the trappings of organized religion. Śankara Śaranam promotes the spiritual discipline of ‘active wondering’ and the triumph of reason over revelation. There is much to question about all religious writing, and the author hopes readers question his book as well.”

—Mary E. Hunt, PhD, codirector of WATER (Women’s Alliance for Theology, Ethics and Ritual)

“God Without Religion leads the reader to true spirituality. It is extraordinary, elegant, beautiful informed, practical. It is good medicine in a troubled world.”

—David Carson, coauthor of Medicine Cards

“At a time when suicide bombers kill in the name of God, when religious teachings are distorted to spread hatred, and when the clergy peddle theological doctrines for personal gain, here is a book that restores God’s place in the human heart. God Without Religion offers, through exquisite prose and profound substance, a way out of religious shackles and abuse—a direct path to God. This path of self-discovery reveals humanity’s capacity to reach unparalleled new heights guided by a force that resides within the soul of every human being.”

—Alon Ben-Meir, PhD, professor of international relations, the Center for Global Affairs, New York University, and Middle East project director at the World Policy Institute

“God Without Religion is a genuine contribution to the religion and spirituality debate raging today. . . . This thoughtful and insightful book will help increase the spiritual literacy that is a necessary part of our true higher education if we are going to individually and collectively find the peace and freedom, harmony and love that we seek. I heartily recommend it to anyone striving to further refine and develop both inner spiritual life and social activism in today’s volatile world.”

—Lama Surya Das, author of Awakening the Buddha Within and founder of the Dzogchen Meditation Center

“Śaranam presents timeless techniques—meditation, affirmations, energy work, relaxation exercises, and tips—to develop spirituality and bring God closer.”

—Ode magazine

“A most timely book . . . a well balanced, non-reactionary approach to a very touchy subject. . . . I would recommend this tactful and informative book not only to those subjected to religious indoctrination, but also to the fortunate individuals who never had to endure spiritual dogma in its many oppressive and distorting forms, as it may show them alternatives in how to deal with Christian, Muslim, Judaic, and Buddhist fundamentalists in a way that is constructive and enlightening rather than destructive.”

—Jaye Beldo, freelance reviewer

“In our organizational quest to help bring about a better, healed world, we believe that the work of teachers like [Śankara] is both essential and critical. To express our gratitude for [his] contributions to society, we are formally honoring [him] . . . as a Universal Spiritual Teacher.”

—Mary Cosgrove, Universal Spiritual Teachers Coordinator, IntegrativeSpirituality.org

“It is with great honor that the editors of USABookNews.com award God Without Religion the coveted ‘Best Spirituality Book of 2005’ Award.”

—Jeffrey Bowen, president & publisher, USABookNews.com

“God Without Religion is attractively produced . . . [and] will appeal especially to readers who feel dissatisfaction with organized religions and wish to seek a unifies spiritual center for their lives.”

—Richard D. Wright, New Age Retailer magazine

“A wonderful book about what I believe is the most positive view of human creation.”

—Sheldon Drobny, Air America Radio

“God Without Religion brilliantly explores the author’s theories on both intuition and self as the most effective tools of spiritual exploration.”

—Seth McEvoy, ForeWord magazine
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FOREWORD

THE QUESTION “WHAT IS GOD?” HAS BAFFLED HUMAN-kind for eons and will continue to defy logical understanding as long as we live with the concept that there is a heaven up above, where God sits judging all of humanity and punishing those who misbehave. Eminent thinkers throughout history have tried to find a logical answer to this vexing question, with little success. On the other hand, His Holiness Gautama, the Buddha, did tapasya (Sanskrit for asceticism) under a banyan tree and, like some others, found that God exists within every human heart in the form of love, compassion, understanding, and other positive attributes humankind is capable of but often chooses to suppress. It seems that instead of trying to assert strict logic or put a solid image to our concept of God, we ought to follow their example and devote greater energy to intuitively understanding the meaning of God.

This book, God Without Religion: Questioning Centuries of Accepted Truths by Śankara Śaranam, helps us do just that. It offers a refreshing attempt to provide humankind with a modernized spiritual roadmap for use in our eternal quest to comprehend God.

Since the identity of God is so inscrutable (if not the best-kept secret in the world) and the philosophy surrounding this power so impenetrable, religious leaders of various faiths have defined God in ways that raise more questions than they answer. The easiest and most accepted explanation is to see God in the shape of those who are considered God’s messengers—among Jews, Moses and the Hebrew Prophets; among Christians, Jesus; among Muslims, Muhammad; among Hindus, Krishna; and among Buddhists, Gautama.

The common thread running through the lives of God’s many messengers is love, compassion, understanding, commitment, and respect for all living creatures. It might therefore be assumed that by exhibiting these qualities they were demonstrating to the rest of humanity the way our Creator expects us to live. Although I do not attribute saintly qualities to my grandfather, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, what he said about a week before his assassination on January 30, 1948, is pertinent in this regard: “They [the Indian people] will follow me in life, worship me in death, but not make my cause their cause.” These prophetic words could have been said by Moses, Jesus, Muhammad, Krishna, or the Buddha—beings whose life stories and lessons were enshrined into scriptures we generally read with little intention of making them a part of our lives. Bypassing divine go-betweens, Śankara Śaranam’s book attempts to give us a more direct and immediate perspective of God. Like Śankara, I hesitate to say its perspective is absolutely right, because as mere mortals, irrespective of our profound scholarship, experience, knowledge, training, or vision, we cannot fathom the depths of spirituality enough to presume we have the right way.

I am convinced that at the root of the spiritual problem we face today is the intense competitiveness we have injected into religion. Each of us believes our religion is the best and it is incumbent upon us to save the world by converting everyone else to our mode of worship.

I recall a painfully sad episode that took place a few years ago when I was invited to explain the Hindu way of life to Christian students of comparative religion. Also invited were Muslim and Jewish clergymen. After my talk one of the clergymen prefaced his presentation with remarks that were obviously addressed to me, stating: “We Christians, Muslims, and Jews have a few things in common. We not only have a common source but we are a ‘book religion,’ unlike you who are pagan.” The implication was clear. He believed that the Christian, Muslim, and Jewish word of God came in the form of a book whereas the Hindu scriptures were transmitted orally and therefore inferior. He concluded that Hindus believe in fifty thousand Gods while followers of the Western family of religions believe in only one.

The perceived superiority of book-based religions, I explained, is a common misconception in the West. In fact, an ancient philosopher once said the easiest way to kill a philosophy is by writing a book, for then it becomes a dogma and ceases to be a vibrant, living philosophy. As for believing in fifty thousand or more Gods, I added, the Hindu belief is not that there are so many Gods (or, according to some, as many Gods as human beings) but that there are many possible images of God.

The admission that no one really knows the true God behind all these images leads to an understanding that human beings can only pursue the truth and not “possess” it, as many religious zealots claim to do. Pursuit implies humility, acceptance, openness, and appreciation, while possession suggests arrogance, closed-mindedness, and lack of appreciation. Herein lies the rub: if we persist in competing to possess the truth instead of working in unity to pursue it, we are going to face untold grief—and worse, violence.

I recall the wisdom my grandfather imparted to our family when I was living with him as a young teenager. He said human beings can only hope to understand God and aspire to reach “salvation,” which he defined as living a life of service, sacrifice, and satisfaction. He believed the greatest religion was to ensure that we wipe the tears from every eye and bring hope and decency to every life. If performed with utmost humility, he said, this service would grant us the magnanimity to recognize and accept the many ways we are called to see God in humanity.

When asked what he thought of the meaning of God, Grandfather said: “There is an indefinable mysterious power that pervades everything. I feel it, though I do not see it. It is this unseen power which makes itself felt and yet defies all proof, because it is so unlike all that I perceive through my senses. It transcends the senses. But it is possible to reason out the existence of God to a limited extent.

“I do dimly perceive that whilst everything around me is ever-changing, ever-dying, there is underlying all that change a living power that is changeless, that holds all together, that creates, dissolves, and re-creates. That informing power or spirit is God. . . . For I can see that in the midst of death, life persists; in the midst of untruth, truth persists; in the midst of darkness, light persists. Hence I gather that God is life, truth, light.”

Sometimes Grandfather referred to God as love, or the supreme good, or other attributes reflecting his belief that God lives within us as well as outside of us. He also implied we have a hotline to God, an instant connection enabling us to invoke God when necessary. In humankind’s eternal quest for a tangible answer to the elusive meaning of God, God Without Religion adds an ancient dimension—the idea of self—in a radically new way that I hope will bring the reader a few steps closer to unraveling this divine mystery.

—ARUN GANDHI, cofounder of
The M. K. Gandhi Institute for Nonviolence
Memphis, Tennessee


PREFACE

RELIGION NEVER SATISFIED ME, AND OFTEN INFURIATED me. Though I was raised to be a Jew, I thought of myself first and foremost as a human being and never viewed myself as wiser, luckier, or happier because my parents were Jewish or I adhered to the accepted truths of their religious tradition. To my mind, I would grow emotionally, intellectually, and socially only by understanding what was universally right and natural in life, why these things were right and natural, and how to live accordingly.

After years of attending Hebrew school, I rebelled against the dogma I had been taught there. In college I focused instead on subjects requiring the use of logic that appealed to my scientific mind—physics, mathematics, engineering. However, I eventually found that while the material sciences could answer some questions concerning how the world worked, they could not explain why it existed at all, nor could they offer personal direction or prescribe an ethical way to live.

Searching further, I investigated yogic techniques. I began practicing concentration exercises, breath regulation, and more sophisticated methods of pranayama (sense introversion), eventually entering a monastic order. There, I implemented an inner science requiring intuitive observation to address the questions unresolved by my earlier scientific studies. While intensely practicing pranayama over the next decade, I came to realize that human self-awareness was a fragment of an expansive substance extending throughout the cosmos—a far more universal presence than that proposed by many organized religions. God, if I could call it that, was everything, and being godlike meant to actively identify with, and not merely tolerate, more and more people. Understanding that the idea of God signified absolute unity in a larger sense of self, I concluded that anyone advocating unquestioning loyalty to a restrictive group such as a faith, ethnicity, or nation was in fact promoting the fall of humanity by advancing its division.

Following these realizations, I also knew I could play a part in introducing the idea of expansive awareness to people who had given up on a larger idea of God out of either disillusionment with organized religion or lack of intuitive direction. I knew, too, that before sharing my discoveries with others I had to learn more: I needed to comprehend why people cling to their religions; to assess various religions from a historical perspective; and to understand them in the contexts of psychology, sociology, physiology, mythology, cosmology, theology, and ontology. Consequently, in addition to earning my bachelor’s and master’s degrees in religion, philosophy, Hebrew, and Sanskrit, I spent six years studying the larger implications of organized religion’s accepted truths.

In the process, I learned that religions are never intended to support the search for expansive ideas and are actually antithetical to them. Probing further, I discovered that human beings aspired to know God as an infinite substance of self-awareness long before religions were established, suggesting that the genuine worship of a larger idea of God could outlive the narrow forms of self-worship currently in existence. Simultaneously, I found an unholy trinity of political, economic, and religious forces fostering and perpetuating massive greed, poverty, and ignorance. I then began to work with people seeking a more unifying and responsible understanding of God.

God Without Religion: Questioning Centuries of Accepted Truths was written to encourage a redefinition of the idea of God as the very act of expanding the sense of self; to reveal how organized religion has been destructive to individual societies and humanity as a whole; and to inspire a more inclusive embrace of the enormous potential of humanity’s collective awareness. This book questions religious interpretations of historical events, as well as the goals and divisive beliefs that religion espouses, the perilous rift between scientific and intuitive inquiry, and the intellectual honesty of many mystical and spiritual movements. It is aimed at the countless scientists, philosophers, academicians, and other professionals who, while signing off on institutionalized forms of worship, may have thrown out the baby of expansive spiritual ideals along with the bathwater of organized religion. It is also for Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, Jews, Christians, Mormons, Jains, and Taoists who realize violence is provoked by ideologies that, in championing exclusivity, promote contentiousness and bigotry. Ultimately this book is for people who want to see an end to the destructive influence of organized religion and cult-like spiritual movements and who seek a more fulfilling understanding of the images and ideals of God through approaches that place the expansion of their awareness in their own hands, making them more self-reliant. It is my hope that by encouraging an inner search for God—the substance of awareness underlying everything—based on timeless techniques beneficial to personal freedom, this book contributes to a broadening of perspectives around the world, culminating in the eventual unification of humanity.


INTRODUCTION

            Not to engage in this pursuit of ideas is to live like ants instead of like men.

—Mortimer J. Adler

FACED WITH THE COMPLEXITIES, CONFUSIONS, AND contradictions of the modern world, many people are beginning to examine their religious beliefs in light of their longing for a more meaningful sense of life. Some individuals, while asking challenging questions about the religious beliefs handed down to them in childhood, are uncovering seedbeds of prejudice and divisiveness. Others, exploring spiritual movements, are finding many to be as dogmatic as organized religions. People dissatisfied with dogma, prejudice, and group persuasion change radically when they independently embark on a journey of self-exploration.

Two steps are involved in questioning one’s views about God and seeking personal knowledge of a more expansive idea of God. The seeker’s first step is to assess his reliance on beliefs instilled in him by spiritual leaders, teachers, self-appointed gurus, or well-intentioned parents or friends. It is important to realize that the truth of an idea cannot be established based on the authority of its proponents. In fact, because of their positions some religious leaders no longer engage in actively seeking the truth. Ultimately, only when individuals are free to challenge authority do intellectual and emotional growths become possible.

The seeker’s second step in preparing for a broader understanding of God is to use his own intellectual faculties to evaluate his beliefs. A critical investigation of being repulsed by or attracted to beliefs increases the willingness to take responsibility for our reactions and also nurtures self-reliance. My work with students in recent years demonstrates that by holding beliefs up to the mirror of reason it is possible not only to have a profound understanding of past ideas of God but to identify in the present with a more expansive ideal of God.

While evaluating an organized religion handed down to them, many people stop short upon discovering the goodness of an entrenched belief system that teaches such principles as loving your neighbor and doing God’s work. However, just as machines that squeeze oranges are rated not by the health value of orange juice but by their effectiveness in producing juice, organized religions need to be evaluated in terms of their practical influence in the world rather than the ideals they preach, which existed long before the advent of religion. When viewed through this lens, it becomes clear that any good accomplished by an organized religion could have come about without the artifice of a belief system, while the faith’s violent outcomes could not be mitigated by attributing them to God’s will. Compared with religionists, secularists are just as worthy of emulation when they serve others, and no more culpable when they commit crimes against humanity.

Pressing beyond the positive biases of an inherited religion proves to be extremely beneficial. It unveils negative biases rooted in the seeker’s religious background. It also furnishes training in individual and collective psychology, providing tools for penetrating the mysteries of the mind, including the extremes of human behavior, the need for deeper meaning in life, and the paradox of our existence as thinking creatures aware of our mortality yet aspiring to overcome it. Many great thinkers who rejected religious beliefs in an afterlife still pursued quests for immortality by striving to improve the human condition through their deeds.

But the study of only one organized religion, as helpful as it is, affords little insight into the overall impact of religion on humanity. For this, we must turn to the study of religious history—a horror story of immense proportions. An examination of religious history reveals that adherents of all faiths have consistently sought immortality at the cost of their earthly existence. Religions fostering a desire to be in a sectarian heaven do not inspire peace in their followers but instead tend to provoke injustices. Even religions that consider suicide a sinful act indoctrinate their followers with beliefs that breed inner turmoil, leading to a slow death. And sadly, the lives of “infidels” and “heretics” have historically been even more disposable in the adherents’ bids for immortality.

Another awareness gleaned from religious studies is that religions routinely claim to deliver ultimate expressions of truth, often judging followers of other religions as inferior, or worse, dupes of some evil power. Ultraorthodox Jewish sects teach their adherents that the Jewish soul is chosen or superior to the souls of gentiles—dogma that many Jews accept with pride. Asian Buddhist sects for centuries approached the search for truth as if it were a competitive sport in which they excelled through one-upmanship. Fundamentalist Christians inform followers that people who do not believe in Jesus go to hell, including those who lived before him, never heard of him, or were raised to believe in another god. Similarly, Muslims tell their followers that Muhammad is the last of Allah’s messengers and that Allah’s final word must be heard and obeyed by all; for radical fundamentalists of terrorist organizations and the Islamic State, this means the whole world must convert to their version of Islam or die.

Organized religions have done much harm by professing the superiority of their followers and creating such divisive categories as true believers and godless heathens, God’s righteous chosen ones and pagans, the heaven bound and hell bound, and the enlightened and unspiritual. Overtly, “us against them” distinctions attract congregants by psychologically empowering them. Covertly, they forge polarized perceptions and a distorted view of human abuses, catalyzing endless violence.

In addition, religious scriptures of all persuasions have imperiled humanity’s freedom of thought and pursuit of liberty. Playing on fears of the faithful, scriptural writings exalt those who follow blindly, attack brave questioners who entertain honest doubts, and threaten dissenters with a lifetime of guilt. These writings work insidiously in the minds of the faithful who, intolerant of criticism, have gone on to incite witch hunts and religious wars, resulting in immeasurable bloodshed between religions and within them.

Historically, some of the greatest evils have emerged from displays of holiness. It was usually zealots, sure they had heard the voice of God, who fueled the fires of fear and hatred, directing them toward religious sects, ethnic groups, racial minorities, and women. Humanity is still suffering from the fanaticism of individuals influenced by canonized books espousing erroneous ideas, theologies based on superstition, unscientific cosmologies, false expectations, and unethical commands. And not surprisingly, wherever ethnic or racial minorities or women are treated as inferior, the landscape is parched with ignorance and fear. If there is a useful purpose served by religions that continue to disempower any portion of the human race, it can only be in inspiring us to prevent history from repeating itself.

God Without Religion examines the past effects of organized religion and offers more direct avenues to expansive self-knowledge for the present and future. Chapter 1, “Worshipping by Wondering,” explores our present understanding of God within the historical context of various religions; this invitation to worship by wondering rather than believing opens pathways for questioning popular definitions of God while simultaneously observing the effects of belief systems on the human mind. Chapter 2, “A Bigger Picture of Human Progress,” shows how we arrived at this point; challenging linear notions of progress, it introduces an ancient model of human progress and degeneration as a means for historically positioning both the rise of religion and humanity’s intellectual and intuitive potential for universalizing an expansive idea of God. Chapter 3, “An Alternative to Organized Religion,” presents the theory of self, a nondualistic option for realizing knowledge of the substance of self-awareness at the substratum of existence; this theory portrays intuition as a verifiable, repeatable, and unbiased psychophysical science. Chapter 4, “Testing Today’s Choices,” weighs the merits of modern spiritual movements, points out the pitfalls of Western approaches to Eastern spiritual traditions, and illustrates ways to expand the sense of self beyond narrow religious, spiritual, and historical identifications.

Interspersed throughout each chapter are techniques to aid in the search for answers to questions concerning our existence—better answers than those furnished by organized religion. These techniques are universal, having been passed down in one form or another through ascetic and philosophical disciplines. When practiced regularly, they help uncover not only better answers to spiritual questions but also better questions. And with better questions comes increased personal freedom on one’s path to self-knowledge and a more expansive concept of God. Readers embarking on this path are advised to prepare for moments of discomfort following the release of one familiar belief after another. Eventually, in ceasing to identify with a narrowing belief system, your identity will grow, enlarged by the very questions you have embodied. And with your newly expanded identity you will be more knowledgeable in matters of the self, for the more we question any aspect of life the better we come to know and internalize it.

Of the many ghosts from the past currently haunting humanity, few are as damaging as religion’s outdated dogma and divisive practices. The dogma poses a barrier to intellectual and spiritual expansiveness, and the divisiveness a barrier to world peace. In vigorously challenging these walls until they crumble, we become the architects of our own thoughts, unfettered by conventional forms of worship and free at last to unravel the mystery of God from within.


CHAPTER ONE

WORSHIPPING BY WONDERING

[image: ]

 

“WHAT IS GOD?”

            God offers to every mind a choice between truth and repose. Take which you please—you can never have both.

—Ralph Waldo Emerson

Wonder is the gateway to knowledge. A person entering this gateway seeking self-knowledge would ask penetrating questions about the historical and spiritual nature of God, and the more questions the individual asked, the more profound the answers would be, leading to deeper questions. Constantly challenging our conclusions and refining our understanding of God prevents us from stagnating, both intellectually and spiritually. Simultaneously, these acts of wonder keep us perpetually engaged in a sophisticated form of worship.

It is also possible to worship by believing other people’s theological conclusions, but this approach often erects barriers to intellectual and spiritual growth. Individuals who unquestioningly accept their inherited beliefs about God end up harboring a narrow view of themselves, humanity, and the natural world. Others tend to challenge their inherited provincial beliefs, hastily adopting the conclusions of a teacher whose answers to spiritual questions are more universal, encompassing expansive love, more people, and broader knowledge; but without testing these answers firsthand, worshippers are unable to personally experience them. In both instances, the unchallenged acquiescence to precepts pronounced by others inhibits progress.

Worshipping by wondering does the opposite, continually revealing the next step forward. While wondering about and raising questions within the vast subject of God, a person advances because of the liberating knowledge gained through personal exploration. And the more questions asked, the more inclusive perspectives will be because renewed questioning inherently erodes the barriers posed by beliefs. This means that each time the questioner integrates a more refined answer, not only will ideas of God expand but also the sense of self. Step by step, refined answers broaden our personal and social identities by catalyzing intellectual and emotional freedom.

A good starting point for wondering about God is to ask the question “What is God?” Answers to this question have historically incited violence between religious followers with clashing replies. However, seeking knowledge without religion eliminates preformulated answers that divide humanity into warring groups of people with differing beliefs. This question rouses even atheists and anti-theists, who piqued by intellectual honesty will admit to having been swayed less by the spirit of inquiry into the history and nature of God than by religion’s poor answers. Though answers furnished by organized religions often lead to complacency and divisiveness, to call them unquestionably “wrong” would belie the spirit of wondering. For atheists, agnostics, and religionists alike, the anguish a poor answer engenders can prompt further contemplation, investigation, and imagination.

In asking What is God? sincere truth-seekers resist the temptation to remain in a comfort zone and instead keep reaching for new and better answers. They recognize that the solace drawn from earlier convictions prevented them from contemplating more viable possibilities. They also see many answers that once furnished a sense of security as no longer useful, or worse, as stifling or superstitious. Rejecting pat answers, they embrace the uncertainty inherent in discovery and prepare to continually exchange old comfort zones for new realizations.

Tirelessly asking questions about historical accounts and the nature of God is also a path of scientific investigation. Just as material scientists investigate the cosmos, intuitive scientists seeking a better understanding of God explore the inner space of the human mind—the source of beliefs about God. In both endeavors, hard and fast answers suppress free thinking; hence, material and intuitive scientists alike, propelled by the spirit of sincere wonder, question their own answers and even doubt them. Wonder, it turns out, is not only a sure-fire method of inquiry into the subject of God and our emerging ideas of self but also a potent antiseptic for a mind flooded with accepted truths passed down for centuries by organized religion. Though the washing away of tainted views can be uncomfortable, it leaves the intellect free to exercise its potential and the eyes cleared of inherited myopia.

Unaware of the decontamination awaiting them, many spiritual investigators start asking What is God? in the context of the religious tradition that forged their earliest impressions of God. But they soon find that penetrating inquiries directed to religious authorities are generally discouraged because the religion’s continued survival depends on wide acceptance of the answers already provided. For centuries the Catholic Church, for example, excommunicated or killed members who dared to question its dogma. Today, some religious authorities still use evocative words such
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