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PREFACE





I would place these pages last except that beginning with them may increase the chance that the reader will hear me out.


I think I have a different window onto the world, one that enables me to see things that others do not. I was born into a loving family whose parents committed their lives to the highest calling they could conceivethat of being missionaries to China. Sacrifices were to be expected, and (in the disease-ridden China of that time) they arrived on schedule; their firstborn died in their arms on his second Christmas Eve. My parents did good things. In the town they chose for their lifework there was no education for girls, so their first act was to start a girls school. Now coeducational, it has become the most important primary school in the town.


The most important thing I inherited from my parents was faith. Its substance made me, on average, a trusting person, and its content can be stated equally simply: we are in good hands, and in gratitude for that fact we do well to bear one anothers burdens.


On coming to America for college, I brought that faith with me, and the rest of my life has been a struggle to keep it intact in the face of modern winds of doctrine that assail it. If those winds were powered by truth, I would bow to them, but as I have not found them to be so, I must point that out.


Everything in this book should be read in the light of the above paragraphs, and I should also use this Preface to say a word about the books title. The wording Why Religion Matters did not occur to me until after I had completed the typescript and read it straight through. The book was written on the eve of a new millennium, and to allow myself room to say what I wanted to say, I adopted as my working title The Human Spirit in the Third Millennium. Because I knew I wanted to argue that if the human spirit is to fare better than it recently has it must shake off the tunnel vision of modernity, a working subtitle quickly suggested itself: Light at the End of the Tunnel, with its closing punctuationa question mark or full stopleft open.


A glance at the Table of Contents will show how resolutely I adhered to that two-part working title while writing the book, but on reading the finished product I saw that underlying and interlacing the intellectual history and social criticism that the book deals with is a pervading and urgent thesis. That thesis is the importance of the religious dimension of human lifein individuals, in societies, and in civilizations.


Rarely in these pages do I argue that importance systematically; it is better to think of the book as demonstrating it. To the extent that the book succeeds, it shows how and why religion matters.


Huston Smith
 Berkeley, California
 June 2000













INTRODUCTION





The crisis that the world finds itself in as it swings on the hinge of a new millennium is located in something deeper than particular ways of organizing political systems and economies. In different ways, the East and the West are going through a single common crisis whose cause is the spiritual condition of the modern world. That condition is characterized by lossthe loss of religious certainties and of transcendence with its larger horizons. The nature of that loss is strange but ultimately quite logical. When, with the inauguration of the scientific worldview, human beings started considering themselves the bearers of the highest meaning in the world and the measure of everything, meaning began to ebb and the stature of humanity to diminish. The world lost its human dimension, and we began to lose control of it.


The beginning of a new millennium presents itself as a fitting occasion to ponder this situation. The movements that precede millennial shifts have come and gone for this round, but before they get shelved for another thousand years, they merit a moments reflection. The anthropologist Victor Turner suggested that these movements are to cultures what rites of passage are to individuals. They signal moments of change and transition, calling individuals and societies to connect with the symbolic roots in their past in order to prepare themselves to take the nextoften frighteningstep into the future. To grasp this point, we need not take the rhetoric of such movements literally. The sandwich man between placards announcing that the end is near is telling us something important, even though the end is not what he thinks it is. He is not just protesting our reigning culture. However falteringly, he is gesturing toward a heavenly city that offers an alternative to this earthly one, which is always deeply flawed.


This gives me a way to think about the book I have written, for it does indeed look back at our ancestral roots in the hope that doing so can help us understand the confusions of our present period. Cultural critics have been taking this approach for a century or more, so I owe it to the reader to explain why I have taken it upon myself to add to the library. In short, what is new here?


In a word, what is new is simplification. The danger it risks, of course, is oversimplification, and I take that risk on every page. If it be wondered where I get the courage to take on that risk, the answer is from the example of Irving Berlin. Do not laugh, for in philosophy I am he.


I will explain.


I happened to catch the Today show the morning after Irving Berlin died (at the age of 101, as I recall), and I was surprised to find that Today had invited a world-class musician, Isaac Stern, to reflect on the lifework of this tunesmith. The host of the show wanted to learn from Stern the secret of Irving Berlins success. As a musician, Berlin was so mediocre that he could play only in the key of C, and to modulate to other keys he had to build a piano that transposed by pulling levers. Yet this run-of-the-mill musician became the most successful songwriter of the twentieth century, composing over one hundred hits, many of which will continue into the new millennium. How did Stern account for the discrepancy between Berlins modest musical talent and his achievements?


Sterns answer was so direct that it was breathtaking. Berlins philosophy of life (Stern proceeded to explain) was simple. He saw life as composed of a few basic elements: life and death, loneliness and love, hope and defeatnot many more. In making our way through these givens, affirmation is better than complaint, hope more viable than despair, kindness nobler than its opposite. That was about it. But because Berlin believed those platitudes implicitly, he helped people cut through the ambiguities and complexities of a confusing century.


So, piggybacking on Irving Berlin, what is obvious to me?


First, that the finitude of mundane existence cannot satisfy the human heart completely. Built into the human makeup is a longing for a more that the world of everyday experience cannot requite. This outreach strongly suggests the existence of the something that life reaches for in the way that the wings of birds point to the reality of air. Sunflowers bend in the direction of light because light exists, and people seek food because food exists. Individuals may starve, but bodies would not experience hunger if food did not exist to assuage it.


The reality that excites and fulfills the souls longing is God by whatsoever name. Because the human mind cannot come within light-years of comprehending Gods nature, we do well to follow Rainer Maria Rilkes suggestion that we think of God as a direction rather than an object. That direction is always toward the best that we can conceive, as the formula of theologys Principle of Analogical Predication indicates: when we use objects and concepts from the natural world to symbolize God, the first step is to affirm what is positive in them; the second step is to deny to God what is limiting in them; and the third step is to elevate their positive features to supereminent degree (which is to say, to the highest point that our imaginings can carry us). With God and the world categorically distinguished but nowhere disjoined, other things fall into place in the way that this book indicates.


To that metaphysical point that I find obvious, I add this historical one. Until modern science arrived, everyone lived with a worldview that conformed to the outline just mentioned. Science replaced that traditional worldviewmanifold in its expressions, single in its geometrical outlinewith the scientific worldview. The latest journalist to interview me remarked in the course of our conversation that I seem to be angry at science. I corrected him. I am angry at usmodern Westerners who, forsaking clear thinking, have allowed ourselves to become so obsessed with lifes material underpinnings that we have written science a blank check. I am not talking about money here; I am talking about a blank check for sciences claims concerning what constitutes knowledge and justified belief. The impressiveness of pure science enters the picture, but for the public at large the miracles of technology have generally been more important.


This is the cause of our spiritual crisis. It joins other crises as we enter the new millenniumthe environmental crisis, the population explosion, the widening gulf between the rich and the poorbut those are not for this book. It now remains only to outline the course the book will take.


Chapter One backs up for a running start and traces the three historical periods that have brought us to where we now are, highlighting the accomplishments and deficiencies of each. Chapter Two describes the spiritual dimensions of the world that people inhabited before being shunted by our misreading of modern scienceI emphasize that the culprit is not science itself but our misconstrual of itinto the tunnel that serves as the presiding metaphor for this book. (Its resemblance to Platos cave will not be lost on readers.) Descriptions of the tunnel and its four sides occupy Part One.


Part Two looks to the future as symbolized by light at the tunnels end. Its first several chapters toy with predictions, but it then settles into its main job, which is to describe features of the religious landscape that are invariant. The strategy is straightforward. Because prediction is a hazardous enterprise, it yields diminishing returns. The best way to prepare for the future is to have in our possession a map that can orient us, wherever the future may bring.













PART 1


MODERNITYS TUNNEL





I move into Part One of this book by way of three quotations. They are longer than I might wish, but there is good reason to quote them in full. For whatever the reader may think of the controversial chapters that follow, I do not see how (after reading these quotations) it will be possible to doubt that the chapters are set on sound foundations.


The first quotation is by a colleague of mine while I was teaching at Syracuse University, the sociologist Manfred Stanley.




It is by now a Sunday-supplement commonplace that themodernization of the world is accompanied by a spiritual malaise that has come to be called alienation. At its most fundamental level, the diagnosis of alienation is based on the view that modernization forces upon us a world that, although baptized as real by science, is denuded of all humanly recognizable qualities; beauty and ugliness, love and hate, passion and fulfillment, salvation and damnation. It is not, of course being claimed that such matters are not part of the existential realities of human life. It is rather that the scientific worldview makes it illegitimate to speak of them as being objectively part of the world, forcing us instead to define such evaluation and such emotional experience as merely subjective projections of peoples inner lives.




Ernest Gellner, sociologist and philosopher, picks up where Stanley leaves off by admitting that we have no reason to think that the world in itself is as Stanley describes it. It is just that we are now constrained to think that that is its character because the Promethean concerns that power the modern world decree that the only true knowledge is the kind that digs into natures foundations and increases our ability to control it. In Gellners words:




It was Kants merit to see that this [epistemological] compulsion is in us, not in things. It was Webers to see that it is historically a specific kind of mind, not human mind as such, which is subject to this compulsion. We have become habituated to and dependent on effective knowledge [as just described] and hence have bound ourselves to this kind of genuine explanation. Reductionism, the view that everything in the world is really something else, and that something else is coldly impersonal, is simply the ineluctable corollary of effective explanation.




Gellner admits that this epistemology that our Prometheanism has forced upon us carries morally disturbing consequences:




It was also Kants merit to see the inescapable price of this Faustian purchase of real [sic] knowledge. [In delivering] cognitive effectiveness [it] exacts its inherent moral, dehumanizing price. The price of real knowledge is that our identities, freedom, norms, are no longer underwritten by our vision and comprehension of things. On the contrary we are doomed to suffer from a tension between cognition and identity.




Hannah Arendt carries these thoughts to their metaphysical conclusion:





What has come to an end is the distinction between the sensual and the supersensual, together with the notion, at least as old as Parmenides, that whatever is not given to the sensesis more real, more truthful, more meaningful than what appears; that it is not just beyond sense perception but above the world of the senses. In increasingly strident voices, the few defenders of metaphysics have warned us of the danger of nihilism inherent in this development. The sensualcannot survive the death of the supersensual [without nihilism moving in].




With these thoughts clearly before us, welcome to the tunnel of modernity.














CHAPTER 1


WHOS RIGHT ABOUT REALITY: TRADITIONALISTS, MODERNISTS, OR THE POSTMODERNS?





Wherever people live, whenever they live, they find themselves faced with three inescapable problems: how to win food and shelter from their natural environment (the problem nature poses), how to get along with one another (the social problem), and how to relate themselves to the total scheme of things (the religious problem). If this third issue seems less important than the other two, we should remind ourselves that religious artifacts are the oldest that archeologists have discovered.


The three problems are obvious, but they become interesting when we align them with the three major periods in human history: the traditional period (which extended from human beginnings up to the rise of modern science), the modern period (which took over from there and continued through the first half of the twentieth century), and postmodernism (which Nietzsche anticipated, but which waited for the second half of the twentieth century to take hold).


Each of these periods poured more of its energies into, and did better by, one of lifes inescapable problems than did the other two. Specifically, modernity gave us our view of natureit continues to be refined, but because modernity laid the foundations for the scientific understanding of it, it deserves credit for the discovery. Postmodernism is tackling social injustices more resolutely than people previously did. This leaves worldviewsmetaphysics as distinct from cosmology, which restricts itself to the empirical universefor our ancestors, whose accomplishments on that front have not been improved upon.


The just-entered distinction between cosmology and metaphysics is important for this book, so I shall expand it slightly. Cosmology is the study of the physical universeor the world of nature as science conceives of itand is the domain of science. Metaphysics, on the other hand, deals with all there is. (The terms worldview and Big Picture are used interchangeably with metaphysics in this book.) In the worldview that holds that nature is all there is, metaphysics coincides with cosmology. That metaphysics is named naturalism.


Such is the historical framework in which this book is set, and the object of this chapter is to spell out that framework. Because I want to proceed topicallyfrom nature, through society, to the Big Picture, tying each topic to the period that did best by itthis introduction shuffles the historical sequence of the periods. I take up modernity first, then postmodernity, leaving the traditional period for last.


MODERNITYS COSMOLOGICAL ACHIEVEMENT


In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries Europe stumbled on a new way of knowing that we refer to as the scientific method. It centers in the controlled experiment and has given us modern science. Generic science (which consists of careful attention to nature and its regularities) is as old as the hillsat least as old as art and religion. What the controlled experiment adds to generic science is proof. True hypotheses can be separated from false ones, and brick by brick an edifice has been erected from those proven truths. We commonly call that edifice the scientific worldview, but scientific cosmology is more precise because of the ambiguity of the word world. The scientific edifice is a worldview only for those who assume that science can in principle take in all that exists.


The scientific cosmology is so much a part of the air we breathe that it is hardly necessary to describe it, but I will give it a paragraph to provide a reference point for what we are talking about. Some fifteen billion years ago an incredibly compact pellet of matter exploded to launch its components on a voyage that still continues. Differentiation set in as hydrogen proliferated into the periodic table. Atoms gathered into gaseous clouds. Stars condensed from whirling filaments of flame, and planets spun off from those to become molten drops that pulsated and grew rock-encrusted. Narrowing our gaze to the planet that was to become our home, we watch it grow, ocean-filmed and swathed in atmosphere. Some three and a half billion years ago shallow waters began to ferment with life, which could maintain its inner milieu through homeostasis and could reproduce itself. Life spread from oceans across continents, and intelligence appeared. Several million years ago our ancestors arrived. It is difficult to say exactly when, for every few years paleontologists announce discoveries that set the human race back another million years or so, as press reports like to break the news.


Taught from primary schools onward, this story is so familiar that further details would only clutter things.


Traditions Cosmological Shortcomings


That this scientific cosmology retires traditional ones with their six days of creation and the like goes without saying. Who can possibly question that when the scientific cosmology has landed people on the moon? Our ancestors were impressive astronomers, and we can honor them unreservedly for how much they learned about nature with only their unaided senses to work with. And there is another point. There is a naturalism in Taoism, Zen Buddhism, and tribal outlooks that in its own way rivals sciences calculative cosmology, but that is the naturalism of the artist, the poet, and the nature loverof Li Po, Wordsworth, and Thoreau, not that of Galileo and Bacon. For present purposes, aesthetics is irrelevant. Modern cosmology derives from laboratory experiments, not landscape paintings.


Postmodernisms Cosmological Shortcomings


With traditional cosmology out of the running, the question turns to postmodernism. Because science is cumulative, it follows as a matter of course that the cosmology we have in the twenty-first century is an improvement over what we had in the middle of the twentieth, which on my timeline is when modernity phased into postmodernity. But the refinements that postmodern scientists have achieved have not affected life to anything like the degree that postmodern social thrusts have, so the social Oscar is the one postmodernists are most entitled to.


The next section of this chapter will discuss postmodernisms achievements on the social front, but before turning to those I need to support my contention that postmodern science (it is well to say postmodern physics here) does not measure up to modern physics in the scope of its discoveries. It says nothing against the brilliance of Stephen Hawking, Fred Hoyle, John Wheeler, Freeman Dyson, Steven Weinberg, and their likes to add that they have discovered nothing about nature that compares with the discoveries of Copernicus, Newton, Maxwell, Planck, Einstein, Heisenberg, Bohr, Schrdinger, and Born. In molecular chemistry things are different. DNA is a staggering discovery, but, extending back only three billion years compared with the astrophysicists fifteen billion, it is not in natures foundations. The fact that no new abstract idea in physics has emerged for seventy years may suggest that nothing more remains to be discovered about natures foundations. Be that as it may, postmodernisms discoveries (unlike modern discoveries in physicsthe laws of gravity, thermodynamics, electromagnetism, relativity theory, and quantum mechanics, which continue to be used to make space shuttles fly and to help us understand how hot electrons behave in semiconductors) have concerned details and exotica. The billions of dollars that have been spent since the middle of the twentieth century (and the millions of papers that have been written on theories that change back and forth) have produced no discoveries that impact human beings in important ways. All are in the domain of the meta-sciences of high-energy particle physics and astronomy, whose findingswhat is supposed to have happened in the first 10-42 seconds of the universes life, and the likewhile headlined by the media have no conceivable connection to human life and can be neither falsified nor checked in normal ways. This allows the building blocks of natureparticles, strings, or whateverto keep changing, and the age of the universe to be halved or doubled every now and then. Roughly 99.999 percent of science (scientist Rustum Roys estimate) is unaffected by these flickering hypotheses, and the public does not much care about their fate.


Outranking the foregoing reason for not giving the cosmological Oscar to postmodernism is the fact that the noisiest postmodernists have called into question the very notion of truth by turning claims to truth into little more than power plays. According to this reading of the matter, when people claim that what they say is true, all they are really doing is claiming status for beliefs that advance their own social standing. This relativizes sciences assertions radically and rules out even the possibility of its closing in on the nature of nature. The most widely used textbook on college campuses for the past thirty years has been Thomas Kuhns The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, and its thesisthat facts derive their meaning from the paradigms that set them in placehas shifted attention from scientific facts to scientific paradigms. As there are no neutral standards by which to judge these paradigms, Kuhns thesis (if unnuanced) leads to a relativism among paradigms that places Hottentot science on a par with Newtons. Kuhn himself phrased his thesis carefully enough to parry such relativism, but even taken at its best, it provides no way that science could get to the bottom of things. This demotes the enterprise, and in doing so provides a strong supporting reason for not giving postmodernism the cosmological prize. It does better with social issues, to which I now turn.


POSTMODERNISMS FAIRNESS REVOLUTION


The magic word of postmodernism is society. This is not surprising. With the belief that there is nothing beyond our present world, nature and society are all that remain, and of the two nature has become the province of specialists. We seldom confront it directly anymore; mostly it comes to us via supermarkets and cushioned by air-conditioning and central heating. This leaves society as the domain that presses on us directly and the one in which there is some prospect of our making a difference.


And changes are occurring. Post colonial guilt may play a part here, and so much remains to be done that self-congratulation is premature. Still, a quick rehearsal of some changes that have occurred in a single lifetime makes it clear that social injustices are being recognized and addressed more earnestly today than they were by our ancestors:





	In 1919 the Brooklyn Zoo exhibited an African American caged alongside chimpanzees and gorillas. Today such an act would be met with outrage anywhere in the world.


	The civil rights movement of the 1960s accomplished its major objectives. In the United States and even in South Africa today, people of different races mix where they never could beforeon beaches, in airline cabin crews, everywhere.


	In the 1930s, if a streetcar in San Francisco approached a stop where only Chinese Americans were waiting to board, it would routinely pass them by. By contrast, when (fifty years later) I retired from teaching at the University of California, Berkeley, my highly respected chancellor was a Chinese American who spoke English with a Chinese accent.


	No war has ever been as vigorously protested as was the war in Vietnam by United States citizens. When things were going so badly that military leaders advised President Nixon to use nuclear weapons, he declined because (as he said) if he did that, he would face a nation that had taken to the streets.
 

	The womens movement is only a blink in the eyes of history, but it has already scored impressive victories. Until long after the Civil War, American women really had no civil rights, no legal rights, and no property rights. Not until 1918 did Texas alter its law that everyone had the right to vote except idiots, imbeciles, aliens, the insane, and women.


	Arguably, the most important theological development of the latter twentieth century was the emergence of the theology of liberation, with its Latin American and feminist versions in the vanguard.


	In an unprecedented move, in March 2000 the pope prayed to God to forgive the sins his church had committed against the people of Israel, against love, peace, and respect for cultures and religions, against the dignity of women and the unity of the human race, and against the fundamental rights of persons. Two months later, two hundred thousand Australians marched across Sydney Harbor Bridge to apologize for their treatment of the aborigines while the skywritten word SORRY floated above the Sydney Opera House.




Traditions Social Shortcomings


These signs of progress acquire additional life when they are set against the unconcern of earlier times regarding such matters. There is no reason to think that traditional peoples were more callous than we are, but on the whole they saw their obligations as extending no further than to members of their primary communities: Buddhisms dana (gifts), Jesus cup of water given in my name, and their likes. Encountered face-to-face, the hungry were fed, the naked were clothed, and widows and orphans were provided for as means allowed, but there human obligations ended. Injustices that were built into institutions (if such injustices were even recognized) were not human beings responsibility, for those institutions were considered to be God-given and unalterable. People regarded them in the way we regard laws of natureas givens to be worked with, not criticized.


Modernity changed this attitude. Accelerating travel and trade brought encounters between peoples whose societal structures were very different from one another, and these differences showed that such institutions were not like natural laws after all; they were humanly devised and could therefore be critiqued. The French Revolution put this prospect to a historic test; scrapping the divine right of kings, it set out to create a society built on liberty, equality, and fraternity. The experiment failed and the backlash was immediate, but its premisethat societies are malleablesurvived.


Modernitys Social Shortcomings


Modernity deserves credit for that discovery, and (if we wished) we might excuse it for its poor handling of its discovery on grounds that it was working with a new idea. The record itself, however, is by postmodern standards, deplorable. Under the pretext of shouldering the white mans burden to minister to lesser breeds without the law, it ensconced colonialism, which raped Asia and Africa, hit its nadir in the Opium Wars of 184142, and ended by subjecting the entire civilized world to Western domination. David Hume is commonly credited with having the clearest head of all the great philosophers, but I read that somewhere in his correspondence (I have not been able to find the passage) he wrote that the worst white man is better than the best black man. What I can report firsthand is signs posted in parks of the international settlements in Shanghai, where I attended high school, that read, No dogs or Chinese allowed. With a virgin continent to rape, the United States did not need colonies, but this did not keep it from hunting down the Native Americans, continuing the institution of slavery, annexing Puerto Rico and Hawaii, and establishing protectorates in the Philippines and several other places.


Having dealt with nature and society, I turn now to the third inescapable issue that human beings must face: the Big Picture.


THE TRADITIONAL WORLDVIEW


Modernitys Metaphysical Shortcomings


Modernity was metaphysically sloppy. Ravished by sciences accomplishments, it elevated the scientific method to our sacral mode of knowing (Alex Comfort), and because that mode registers nothing that is without a material component, immaterial realities at first dropped from view and then (as the position hardened) were denied existence. In the distinction registered earlier in this chapter, this was metaphysics reduced to cosmology. When Carl Sagan opened his television series, Cosmos, by announcing that the Cosmos is all that is or ever was or ever will be, he presented that unargued assumption as if it were a scientific fact. Modernitys Big Picture is materialism or (in its more plausible version) naturalism, which acknowledges that there are immaterial thingsthoughts and feelings, for examplewhile insisting that those things are totally dependent on matter. Both versions are stunted when compared with the traditional outlook. It is important to understand that neither materialism nor naturalism is required by anything science has discovered in the way of actual facts. We have slid into this smallest of metaphysical positions for psychological, not logical, reasons.


Postmodernitys Metaphysical Shortcomings


As for postmodernity, it sets itself against the very idea of such a thing as the Big Picture. It got off on the right foot by critiquing the truncated worldview of the Enlightenment, but from that reasonable beginning it plunged on to argue unreasonably that worldviews (often derisively referred to as grand narratives) are misguided in principle. In The Postmodern Condition, Jean Franois Lyotard goes so far as to define postmodernism as incredulity toward metanarratives, a synonym for metaphysics.


The incredulity takes three forms that grow increasingly shrill as they proceed. Postmodern minimalism contents itself with pointing out that we have no consensual worldview today; we have no maps and dont know how to make them. Mainline postmodernism adds, and never again will we have a consensual worldview, such as prevailed in the Middle Ages, Elizabethan England, or seventeenth-century New England; we now know too well how little the human mind can know. Hardcore postmodernism carries this trajectory to its logical limit by adding, good riddance! Stated in the in-house idiom postmodernists are fond of, worldviews totalize by marginalizing minority viewpoints. They are oppressive in principle and should be resolutely resisted.


If hardcore postmodernism were accurate in this charge it would stop this book in its tracks, but it has not proved that it is accurateit merely assumes that it is accurate and rests its case on examples of oppression that, of course, are not lacking. What has not been demonstrated is the impossibility of a worldview that builds the rights of minorities into its foundations as an essential building block. There is irony here, for the very postmodernism that is dismissing the possibility of a comprehensive humane outlook is working toward the creation of such through its fairness revolutionits insistence that everybody be given an equal chance at the goods of life. The deeper fact, however, is that to have or not have a worldview is not an option, for peripheral vision always conditions what we are attending to focally, and in conceptual seeing the periphery has no cutoff. The only choice we have is to be consciously aware of our worldviews and criticize them where they need criticizing, or let them work on us unnoticed and acquiesce to living unexamined lives.


To say as I have that neither modernism nor postmodernism handled the metaphysical problem well is, of course, no proof that traditionalists handled it better. If this chapter were a self-contained unit, I would need to complete it by describing the traditional worldview and defending its merits. That, however, comes so close to being the object of this entire book that I will not try to compress it into a page or two here. Moreover, the traditional worldview is so out of favor today that the only possible way to gain a hearing for it is to ease into it, so to speak, by suggesting plausibilities wherever openings for them appear.


That leaves this present chapter open ended, but even so these early pages have accomplished two things. The first of these is descriptive: this chapter has placed the present in its historical setting. The second is prescriptive, for an obvious moral emerges from what has been said. We should enter our new millennium by running a strainer through our past to lift from each of its three periods the gold it contains and let its dross sink back into the sands of history. Modernitys goldi.e., scienceis certain to figure importantly in the third millennium, and postmodernitys focus on justice likewise stands a good chance of continuing. It is the traditional worldview that is in jeopardy and must be rehabilitated if it is to survive.













CHAPTER 2


THE GREAT OUTDOORS AND THE TUNNEL WITHIN IT






Those who fear that my announced regard for the traditional worldview may mean that this book is headed toward a nostalgia trip can rest assured; there will be no pining here for the so-called good old days. When the Irish joke, To hell with the future; we live in the past, I enjoy the wry humor, but it is no stance for life. In using a tunnel as my presiding metaphor for this book, I am not arguing that as a whole our times are worse than others. Things look scary in many ways, but there are encouraging signs as well, and to come right to the point, the entire issue of historical comparisons is beyond me. I have neither taste nor talent for the project. I have no idea what it felt like to live in ancient times. When? Where? In which sex and what class? In order even to get to those questions one needs a standard, and I have no way of determining what life on average feels like even today. Who do we include in our sample? AIDS-ridden Africans? New Zealand shepherds? Affluent CEOs who enjoy salaries four hundred times the wages of their employees? Inner-city African Americans and the homeless of all sorts? Mix all of these, shake well, and what quality of life emerges?


And as if these imponderables were not already sufficient, presiding over them all is the mood one happens to be in when one takes the reading. Nobel prizewinning poet Czeslaw Milosz tells us that on one side there is luminosity, trust, faith, the beauty of the earth; on the other side, darkness, doubt, unbelief, the cruelty of the earth, the capacity of people to do evil. When I write, the first side is true; when I do not write, the second is. Touch! I myself regularly receive letters both from doomsday prophets who see us going down the drain like Rome and from their opposite numbersbright-eyed, bushy-tailed New Agers who sound as if they expect a mutation of consciousness to reopen the gates of Eden for two-way traffic any day now. I wish I could readdress each letter, unopened, to one of its opposite number. Let them fight it out while I hold their jackets. The French adage, Plus a change, plus cest la mme chose (The more things change, the more they stay the same) rings truer to me, as does the opening line of Charles Dickenss A Tale of Two Cities: It was the best of times, it was the worst of times.


Still, I cannot side completely with those sentences either, for if I did there would be no point in writing this book: it could make no difference. So I must backpedal a bit.


Improvements are possible and we should do our best to effect them, but as Robert Frost put the matter, each must wreak our will on the world in our own way. My way relates to worldviews. I am convinced that whatever transpires in other domains of lifepolitics, living standards, environmental conditions, interpersonal relationships, the artswe will be better off if we extricate ourselves from the worldview we have unwittingly slipped into and replace it with a more generous and accurate one. That, and that only, is the concern of this book. Naturally, I hope for the best on lifes other fronts and do what I can to better them, but there is nothing I might say regarding them that warrants the readers attention. With worldviews the case is different. On and off, background and foreground, I have been pondering the ultimate nature of things since as far back as I can remember, and I would have to think poorly of myselfsuffer from a low self of steam, as a high school student wroteif the sheer quantity of that cerebration had not produced something worth contributing to the conversation.


WORLDVIEWS: THE BIG PICTURE


This focus for the book poses a problem, for metaphysics is not an eye-catching subject. (As I have said, I use the terms metaphysics, worldview, and Big Picture interchangeably.) It resembles peripheral vision, which gets overlooked precisely for being peripheral. That does not render it unimportant, however. Psychologists tell us that what we are looking at is always affected by its background, and that holds as much for the way the world appears and feels to us as it does for ocular vision. Traditional people sensed this, and Claude Levi-Strauss was perceptive in picking up that point; the deepest difference between their epistemology and ours, he concluded, was that primitives believe that you cannot understand anything unless you understand everything. He thought they were wrong in so thinking, but when we enter the background-foreground issue we see that they had things exactly right. With us, lifes problems press so heavily on us that we seldom take time to reflect on the way our unconscious attitudes and assumptions about the nature of things affect the way we perceive what is directly before us. It takes philosophers to call attention to this oversight, as William James did when he said that in interviewing a prospective roomer a landlady would do better to inquire about his philosophy of life than to check his bank account. John Stuart Mill tied that point directly to metaphysics: If it were not useful to know in what order of things, under what government of the universe it is our destiny to live, he wrote, it is difficult to imagine what could be considered so, for whether a person is in a pleasant or in an unpleasant place, a palace or a prison, it cannot be otherwise than useful to him to know where he is. The nineteenth-century zoologist Ernst Haeckel said that if he could have one question answered authoritatively it would be, Is the universe friendly?


Those reports tell the story, but they are one-liners, so I will flesh them out slightly.


A generation ago, psychologist William Sheldon of Columbia Universitys College of Physicians and Surgeons wrote that continued observations in clinical practice lead almost inevitably to the conclusion that deeper and more fundamental than sexuality, deeper than the craving for social power, deeper even than the desire for possessions, there is a still more generalized and universal craving in the human makeup. It is the craving for knowledge of the right directionfor orientation. Such orientation requires knowing the lay of the land if only intuitively, and there is no cutoff point for the geography in question.


Stated in my own words, the point comes down to this: minds require eco-niches as much as organisms do, and the minds eco-niche is its worldview, its sense of the whole of things (however much or little that sense is articulated). Short of madness, there is some fit between the two, and we constantly try to improve that fit. Signs of a poor fit are the sense of meaninglessness, alienation, and anxiety that the twentieth century knew so well. The proof of a good fit is that life and the world make sense. When the fit feels perfect, the energies of the cosmos pour into the believer and empower her to a startling degree. She knows that she belongs. The Ultimate supports her, and the knowledge that it does that produces a wholeness that is solid for fitting as a piece of a jigsaw puzzle into the wholeness of the All.


If these few sentences have not convinced the reader of the importance of metaphysics, I doubt that anything else I could say would do the job, so I shall proceed from metaphysics in general to the contrasting worldviews that concern this bookthe traditional and the scientific Big Pictures.


THE DECISIVE ALTERNATIVE


Two working principles control this comparison. The first is Max Webers notion of ideal types. Ideal types are like platonic forms or mathematical lines. Never perfectly instantiated in our imperfect world, they can (nevertheless) serve as heuristic devices to help us keep our ideas in order. My second strategy is to table in this chapter the question of truth: which of the two Big Pictures, traditional and scientific, do we have reason to believe coincides most closely with the nature of things? That question supersedes everything else I shall be saying about the worldviews, but I am reserving it for later, where it will be addressed head on. Here at the beginning I am concerned with which view is descriptively superior. If we had our choice, which would we prefer?


The Enchanted Garden


In describing the traditional world as an enchanted garden, Max Weber created a lovely if wistful metaphor. He used the designation condescendingly, for the enchantment he had in mind was that of children who experience the world in its original freshness, unmarred by habituationin Wordsworths words, the time when meadow, grove and stream, the earth and every common sight, to me did seem apparelled in celestial light, the glory and the freshness of a dream. (A friend of mine told me that after he outgrew that childhood stage, he could recover its magic by bending over and viewing the world upside down through his outspread legs. The technique worked for less than a year, however.) Webers Enlightenment belief that early peoples were children in comparison with ourselves has collapsed, but as a freestanding metaphor the enchanted garden is appropriate, for (unconfined by the tunnel that I shall be coming to) past peoples had vistas to look out upon. My variant of Webers garden, the great outdoors, allows room for those vistas. Some of them are terrifying, but that does not affect their majesty and expanse.


I will speak more plainly. The traditional worldview is preferable to the one that now encloses us because it allows for the fulfillment of the basic longing that lies in the depths of the human heart. I mentioned that longing in the Introduction and need now to describe it more fully.


There is within usin even the blithest, most lighthearted among usa fundamental dis-ease. It acts like an unquenchable fire that renders the vast majority of us incapable in this life of ever coming to full peace. This desire lies in the marrow of our bones and the deep regions of our souls. All great literature, poetry, art, philosophy, psychology, and religion tries to name and analyze this longing. We are seldom in direct touch with it, and indeed the modern world seems set on preventing us from getting in touch with it by covering it with




















	When you have endured an eight-day O-sesshin in a Zen monastery, sitting cross-legged and motionless for twelve hours a day and allowed only three and one-half hours of sleep each night until sleep and dream deprivation bring on a temporary psychosis (my own nondescript self);


	When you have attended four rains retreats at the Insight Buddhist Meditation Center in Barre, Massachusetts, for a total of one complete year of no reading, no writing, no speaking, and eyes always downcast (my wife);


	When you have almost died from the austerities you underwent before you attained enlightenment under a bo tree in India;


	When you have been crucified on Golgatha;


	When you have been thrown to lions in the Roman coliseum;


	When you have been in a concentration camp and held on to some measure of dignity through your faith;


	When you have given your life to providing a dignified death for homeless, destitute women gathered from the streets of Calcutta (Mother Teresa), or played out her counterpart with the poor in New York City (Dorothy Day);
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