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Lesson 12 – Responding to Postmodernism & the New Age
“The more the universe seems comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless.”





- Steven Weinberg (Nobel laureate physicist)

Chapter 27 – The Drama of Despair.  Science reveals that we live in an overwhelmingly hostile universe.  We are occasionally reminded of that as we were recently upon the loss of the Columbia and her crew during re-entry into the earth’s atmosphere.  In fact, we and the entire universe are headed for a fiery death according to both science and the Bible.  Nothing we can do will outlast our temporary span on this planet, so for some who ponder this kind of thing, life becomes meaningless, purposeless, or “pointless,” as Weinberg points out.  For many modern thinkers who want to avoid Biblical salvation, the best alternative is not to seek a path to salvation, but free fall into pessimism and despair.  They have given up – there is no purpose to life, no hope of salvation, and no answer to life’s most wrenching dilemmas.  The courageous person is the one who faces reality squarely and shakes off all religious or ideological hope.  This anti-faith, however, becomes clung to with the fervor of a fully functioning faith!
Unlike in previous chapters where many found hope in utopian dreams, this group’s dreams began to crash in the early 20th century during the convulsions of two world wars that left a trial of horrors, shocking their complacent optimism with the inescapable reality of raw evil.  European intellectuals were the first to preach a philosophy of despair, which we call existentialism.  French philosopher Jean-Paul Sarte proclaimed, “The world is all there is, our existence is all we have.” “You are your life, and that’s all you are.”  There is no higher purpose or goal or meaning to life.  Albert Camus told us that the universe is without a master, so all that is left for us is to exercise our free choice and become our own master.  In the 1960’s, the works of Sarte and Camus became wildly popular among American intellectuals and college students.  This marked the end of modernity’s scientific optimism, facilitating a worldview of despair.  Today, the children of that generation have brought these ideas to their logical conclusion in what we call postmodernism.  Not only does this group suspect scientific optimism, they suspect the very notions of reason and objective truth, as well as the authorities that proclaim them! 
The world as discovered by science (modernism) in the early 20th century was a world of physical and mathematical entities.  The things that mattered most to humans, however – purpose, meaning, love, and beauty – were relegated to the subjective realm of the mind.  Philosophers of science taught that mankind was “an accident -- his story a brief and transitory episode in the life of the meanest of the planets.”
  “Man is the product of causes which has no provision of the end he is achieving; … his origin, his growth, his hopes and fears, his loves and his beliefs are all but the outcome of accidental collocations of atoms.”
  “Man must at last wake out of his millenary dream and discover his total solitude, his fundamental isolation.  He must realize that, like a gypsy, he lives on the boundary of an alien world; a world deaf to music, and as indifferent to his hopes as it is to his sufferings or his crimes.”
  Adding to this pall was a Darwinian cast that human beings were nothing more than advanced animals competing in the struggle for existence, with nothing they could do about it because it was simply a law of nature.  In the face of all this gloom a reaction was born – people who prided themselves in facing the facts, overcoming this cosmic pessimism and mustering the courage within themselves to be heroically defiant.  It is the foundation of existentialism.
More recently, evolutionary psychology (aka sociobiology) attempted to explain human values and morality in evolutionary categories.  For example, we are nice to others so they will be nice to us.  Love and altruism are illusions – cover-ups for underlying self-interest.  According to this view, the real agents of evolution are our genes.  Popular British evolutionary scientist Richard Dawkins insists that humans are nothing more than “machines created by our genes,” as if genes were engineers capable of designing and building complex mechanisms.  “Our genes preserve the ultimate rationale for our existence … they are the immortals,” he wildly exclaims.  Dawkins sees the genes capable of moral reasoning and choice (even if only metaphorically), exerting ultimate power over our behavior.  What a ridiculous and fatalistic picture of life – clearly a religious motif, but with no hope of redemption.
What could possibly be appealing about such a negative faith?  Well, despite its pessimism, it offers its adherents one common agenda -- a way to debunk conventional religion and morality.  It dispels the “illusion” that there is a loving, sovereign God; that human beings have dignity and significance as genuine moral agents.  Harvard professor and father of sociobiology, E. O. Wilson, states his intentions clearly: “... to divert the power of religion into the service of naturalism … and set up an alternative to defeat traditional religion.”  But do such claims pass the basic test of any truth claim?  Obviously not!  Common sense and experience, as well as sociology and anthropology, debunk this excessively dark picture of unmitigated competition and slavery to the power of “selfish genes.”  But this mindset has contributed to the growing popularity of “looking at death squarely in the face and spitting on it,” the ultimate and heroic existentialist response.  It may well explain our culture’s fascination with death-defying reality programming, and the growing popularity of extreme-risk sports.  Brushes with death may be the only religious experience left for a culture that has plumbed the depths of absurdity.
On July 2, 1961, Ernest Hemmingway loaded his favorite gun, seated himself in the foyer of his Idaho home, braced the butt of the gun on the floor, put the barrel in his mouth and pulled the trigger.  At age 61, after a life of notoriety as a big-game hunter, adventurer, and womanizer, Hemingway deliberately embraced death.  Given his worldview, his action was eminently logical.  If life is meaningless and despair is all there is, the best option might be to exit heroically on his own terms.  He took one final act of control – his own death.  Those who deny God and find the Escalator Myth empty, have only two choices – trivialize death by defying it, or control death by embracing it.  The blazing optimistic hope of the Escalator Myth, fueled by advances in science and technology (modernism), have been replaced in these circles by the counter movement of cynicism (postmodernism).  One might think that hitting upon the dead end of despair people would be driven to their Creator.  But unfortunately most are unwilling to give up their cherished autonomy.  
Chapter 28 – That New Age Religion.  Many Westerners recoiling to modernism, but holding an inclination to finding religious truth, are turning to the East for answers.  Western secularism is materialistic (naturalistic), limiting reality to what can be tested scientifically.  But Eastern mysticism (Buddhism and Hinduism) is spiritual.  Western thought is analytical, leading to fragmentation and confrontation.  Eastern thought is holistic, promising healing and wholeness.  Western science has destroyed the environment and polluted the air, as they see it.  Eastern pantheism offers a new respect for nature.  In the 1960’s, many young people turned to Eastern religion to fill their emptiness (remember Hari, Hari Krishna?), giving rise to the New Age movement.  Today the movement has become so mainstream that even community colleges offer classes in yoga, tai chi, astrology, and therapeutic touch.  The New Age movement is also a major commercial success with local supermarkets carrying New Age publications and advertisements.  Buddhism is mainstream Hollywood (Seven Years in Tibet, Steven Segal, Richard Gere, et. al.).
Eastern religion is very attractive in a post-Christian culture.  It gives a gratifying sense of spirituality without making any demands in terms of doctrinal commitment or ethical living.  It also gives great ego satisfaction by declaring the individual divine!  And it has been reshaped to fit the Western mind with its hunger for upward progress.  Whereas Eastern thinking is fatalistic (the cycle of Karma is called the “Wheel of Suffering”), the New Age adaptation is optimistic and utopian.  It is premised on the promise that we are on the threshold of a great leap forward: “This is the dawning of the Age of Aquarius!”  Humanity is on the verge of becoming divine!  This is nothing more than a spiritualized form of the Escalator Myth.
Darwin’s Origin of the Species gave birth to the concept of spiritual evolution.  Most people who accepted Darwinian evolution were not atheists -- they were theists trying to find some way to reconcile God as the force that gives purpose and direction to evolution.  But the end result was often more akin to pantheism
 than to Christianity – where God is completely one with the world compelling it through evolution to divine perfection.  In the early 20th century, philosopher/ mathematician Alfred North Whitehead pictured God as the “soul of the world.”  Theologian Charles Hartshorne saw human beings as “co-creators” with God.  Today, New Age thinking permeates Western culture, even our churches.  Stanford’s MBA program curriculum includes a creativity seminar where chanting, meditation, tarot cards and the New Age are embraced.  Business and government training programs include New Age management techniques.  Elementary and secondary schools are marketing targets for New Age techniques to build the child’s self-esteem, supposedly increasing his or her creativity.  Books about the New Age command prime positions at the book store.  Many Christians are disarmed by the subtleties of New Age promises.  
The difference between the pantheistic deity (everything is one with God) and the Biblical God is that He is the Potter and we are the clay.  God is the Creator, distinct from his creation, and we, as the creatures, are here to serve His purposes.  The New Age deity is an impersonal force that can be tapped like an electric current – energy to be manipulated, not the Lord to be obeyed.  Salvation is not a matter of recognizing our sin in New Age spirituality; it is only a matter of raising our consciousness until we recognize our inner divinity.  Somehow we were fragmented off from the Universal Spirit (the New Age “Fall”) and we have forgotten our true identity.  All we need is to rediscover our true nature and be linked back up with the divine within us (New Age salvation).  There is no real evil in this worldview, only ignorance; no real redemption, only enlightenment.  So one performs various techniques such as meditation, relaxation exercises, guided imagery, visualization, use of crystals and other objects – in hopes of producing a state of the higher consciousness where the boundaries of the self dissolve and one gains a sense of unity with the divine.  By tapping into this divine power we are to become more creative, more energetic, and even capable of healing illnesses through the power of the mind.  And, as we supposedly become more aware of our unity with the divine, we will begin to treat each other with kindness and charity.
However, this view of human nature doesn’t stack up with reality.  By denying the reality of sin, it fails to address the crucial truth of our existence – that we are fallen creatures prone to evil.  And mere knowledge is not enough to undercut the evil that is in the human heart.  We don’t need to raise our consciousness; we need to be saved.  The New Age deity cannot save us.  It is an impersonal force, more akin to an energy field than a God we can love and communicate with.  Moreover, for all its promises about raising self-esteem; New Age religion offers no basis for human dignity and meaning.  On the contrary, the goal of meditation is to lose the individual self and dissolve it back into the Universal Spirit, like a drop of rainwater dissolving back into the ocean.  How unlike the Biblical God who created us in His own image and loves us so much that He was willing to die for us so that we could live in peace and harmony with Him forever.  There is no basis for morality in New Age religion.  If God is in everything and everything is God, God then is both good and evil – there is no final difference.  Morality consists only of methods of “purifying the soul and attaining mystical consciousness,” such as the Eightfold Path of 
Buddhism.
  But the ultimate failure of New Age thinking is its sheer implausibility – insisting, with a straight face, that we are perfect, divine, the absolute Spirit – God Himself!  In a scene in Shirley MacLaine’s mini-series Out on a Limb, MacClain stands at the beach crying out to herself and her New Age coach, as ocean waves come crashing in, “I am God, I am God” she shouts, until she can say it with confidence.  It takes some doing, against all the evidence, to believe that we are divine.  And those who succeed at it are giving in to the oldest temptation in history: the impulse to self-deification – “You will not surely die,” Satan promised; “You will be like God.”  The New Age movement is not merely a mistaken idea; it is religious rebellion against reality – against the sheer fact that God is the Creator and we are His creatures.  We are not our own god!
C. S. Lewis regarded pantheism, “the only really formidable opponent to Christianity,” because it is the most natural religion for a person to take to if given no divine revelation.  Christian apologist Peter Kreeft says that at Boston College (Catholic) where he teaches, most students enter as pantheists believing that God is in everyone.  As a result, they don’t recognize the need for salvation.  Some mainstream protestant churches are holding “re-imaging” conferences, denouncing God as patriarchal and worshiping a New Age conception of wisdom -- “our Mother, Sophia.”  If Christians regard their religion as simply therapeutic, not a surrendering to and obeying of Christ, New Age religion will flourish.  New Agers may be able to create their own religion -- fashioning gods and goddesses in their own image, and satisfying whatever the human ego desires.  But in doing so, they find their actions failing to correspond to the reality as we all experience it.  What a marvelous witnessing opportunity for the Christian.
Bible Study: Ps 121; Lam 3:24; Mt 7:26,27; 1 Pet 1:13,20-21; Ps 100:3; Prov 3:5; 14:12; 16:25; 23:7; 
                     Gen 2:4, 5
Questions: 
1. Why does the universe and life itself seem so pointless and meaningless to some?  How would you witness to that person?
2. What conclusion about dealing with despair does the existentialist come up with?  What answer would you give for the hope within you?
3. What is the difference between modernism and post-modernism?  How would you respond to each?

4. Why is Eastern mysticism so attractive?  What slant does the New Age movement put on it?
5. Does the New Age worldview conform to your experience of reality?  How would you witness to a New Ager?
� British philosopher Lord Balfour


� British philosopher Bertrand Russell


� Nobel laureate biochemist Jacques Monod


� Gr. “pan” = “one, all, everything;” meaning that God (Gr. “Theos”) and all else are One.


� (1) Right views, (2) Right resolve, (3) Right speech, (4) Right behavior, (5) Right occupation,    (6) Right effort,


  (7) Right contemplation, (8) Right meditation.
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