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       THE TIMELESS AXIS 
 
 
5.  THE NEW AXIAL AGE:  climate change and cultural evolution 
 
  
I have been re-reading Bill McKibben’s 1990 climate classic The End of Nature, along with 

his recent Eaarth 1  Reading through the sobering message of Eaarth takes some 

recovering from - even more so five years after its publication!   Matthew Nisbet hailed him 

as “Nature’s Prophet” in a Shorenstein discussion paper. 2   With his books, articles, 

campaigns and movements, such as 350.org and the fight against the Keystone XL oil 

pipeline, McKibben has arguably done more than anyone to wake us all up to the climate 

and ecological crisis we are facing and which we are responsible for.    Also, being the 

most well known environmentalist on the planet, he gets a rockstar reception on intelligent 

chat shows, such as Bill Maher’s Real Time.   As he pointed out to his host on one 

occasion, in the face of devastating facts about what we are doing to the planet, the “silver 

lining” is that people are fighting back - in larger and larger numbers. 3     

 

The End of Nature was as much religious and philosophical as ecological, and drew 

inspiration from the American transcendentalists and mystics such as Thoreau, Emerson 

and John Muir.  As a practising Methodist, McKibben takes a Romantic Christian view of 

nature,  valuing wilderness and the sense in which God created a nature larger than man 

and  where we could always retreat for solitude and consolation, a sense we have now lost 

since, with our science and technology, we have made it into a human rather than divine 

planet.  We have desecrated the Earth or, as he wrote:  we have ended the thing that, at 
least in modern times, defined nature for us - its separation from human society (his 

italics). 4 

 

                                                
1 Bill McKibben, The End of Nature, London: Viking, 1990 and Eaarth: Making Life on a Tough 
New  
   Planet New York: St Martin’s Griffin, 2011. 
2 Matthew Nisbet,  “Bill McKibben as Journalist, Public Intellectual, and Activist” in Shorenstein  
   Discussion Paper, March 2013. 
3 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V69l7zbFeAk 
4 McKibben 1980 op. cit. p 60 



 

2 

 McKibben, prompted by his wife, Sue Halpern, also took an interest in the biblical story of 

Job, enough to write a book about him, The Comforting Whirlwind. 5  Job was a just and 

prosperous man, brought down by the devil who made a wager with God that, if Job lost 

his prosperity and happiness, he would curse God.  The devil lost his wager.  Job did not 

curse God but he did demand a meeting with Him and, in the famous passage of the book, 

God asks him with some pride: “Where were you when I laid the foundations of the Earth?”  

Job has no answer and accepts that in all innocence there is a limit to his knowledge and 

understanding.  In McKibben’s mind, today, with our over-weening pride, arrogance and 

blindness to our ignorance, we have lost touch with Job’s suffering and humility.   In our 

hubris, we have changed the face of the Earth and hence have moved from the stable and 

clement Holocene into the very uncertain Anthropocene. 

 

It is possible to speculate, however, that, had Job had the benefit of today’s global 

scientific and cultural perspective, he might have been able to give an answer to God’s 

presumptive question.  Science, for instance, has shown that we carry around inside 

ourselves evidence of the whole of Earth’s 4.5 billion years of history.  Job might have 

answered, in that sense, he was there at “the foundations of the Earth” and would also 

have been entitled to inquire of God why He did not then see him.   Which is not to say a 

twenty-first century Job would not also have retained his humility.  He may have had a 

better grasp of the past than God but at the same time he would have conceded the future 

remained uncertain and unknown. 

 

I agree that the issues about climate change are as much, if not more, about religion, 

philosophy and ethics as they are about economics and environmental ecology but I want 

to suggest that they are also about the most significant concept of modern science - the 

fact and truth of evolution, not just biological but also religious and cultural evolution.  The 

orthodoxy of the monotheistic religions no longer satisfies the leading edge of Western 

society today.  But nor, if we are honest, do the cultural tenets of modernity.  Neither a 

purely transcendent God nor an immanence based solely on self-centred human beings is 

sufficient.  Could it be we are working towards a new spirit of integration?   That the 

                                                
5 Bill McKibben, The Comforting Whirlwind: God, Job and the Scale of Creation, USA: Cowley  
   Publications, 2005. 
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relationship between transcendence and immanence leads towards a new relationship 

between humanity and nature, or even between “heaven and earth”? 

 

Science writ ing today 

 

There is a new generation of science journalists and writers who, while very aware of what 

we are doing to the planet, are less focused on the loss of the Romantic sense of a 

transcendent wilderness and more interested in the way we may actually carry “nature” 

around inside us. Nature for them is not “other”, not just out there, as it is for many people. 

The crisis of the Anthropocene is due to our lack of understanding that we are a part of 

nature, rather than apart from it. We have evolved from this planet and have failed to see 

that we - human nature and human society - are continuing to evolve with it. 

 

One of the new generation of science journalists is Gaia Vince whose remarkable 

Adventures in the Anthropocene won the Royal Society Winton Prize for Science Books.  

She was the first woman ever to win the prize.  Vince left her desk at the much-respected 

Nature journal and set off to meet people out in the new nature - McKibben’s Eaarth.  In 

Adventures she writes imaginatively about the history and make-up of the planet and, with 

an instinctive and realistic optimism, records the ingenious and poignant creativity of 

human beings across the world struggling to adjust to the unprecedented dangers of the 

Anthropocene we in the Western world have brought into being. 6  

 

Vince describes the extreme impoverishment and suffering she finds everywhere, but in 

her odyssean adventures she also meets a whole anthropocenean, internetted community 

of inspired entrepreneurs. There is, for instance, Chewang Norphel, the retired railway 

engineer in Ladakh - “The Glacierman” - who created an artificial glacier, enabling an eco-

system to support a number of local villages, and thereby providing a model for wider 

application in the developing world.7 Or Salomon Parco and friends in Peru who, aggrieved 

at the “black rocky summit” left by the retreat of their local glacier, have started painting the 

mountain white, on the principle that white reflects heat and is more likely to keep the 

                                                
6 Gaia Vince, Adventures in the Anthropocene: A Journey to the Heart of the Planet We Made,  
   London: Chatto & Windus, 2014. 
7 Ibid. pp 53-59 
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mountain cool enough for ice to form.   Of course, as an academic glaciologist who has 

been studying Peru’s glaciers for some forty years, pointed out, it is hardly feasible to paint 

the whole Andean chain white, but Parco’s quixotic and ingenious initiative may buy some 

time for the local community and lead to further thinking about man-made water-storage 

enterprises. 8   Gaia Vince retains her faith in the ingenuity of the human species. 

 

Vince is an articulate and creative example of an increasing number of people who have a 

new awareness of the Earth and our place on it.  This is a true global consciousness, 

based not solely in economic or rational Enlightenment concepts but crucially also in 

ethical and aesthetic values as well as scientific ones.  If the Anthropocene is truly “The 

Age of Humans” and the Earth is now the human planet, then the crucial question remains: 

are we doomed to be a destructive - and self-destructive - species or can we learn to be 

responsible, even at this late stage?  

 

The answer to this question depends on our knowledge of ourselves.  Could it be that, 

ironically, we can come to know ourselves only when we, and all life around us, are now 

most at risk?  Interestingly, Vince’s next book, yet to be published by Penguin, is Cultural 
Being: The Science of our History (or how Adam bit the snake) , “an original and scientific 

take on humanity’s evolution” which, according also to the publisher’s information, “looks 

back to 40,000 years ago when humankind invented culture to free itself from a ‘simply 

reactive relationship’ with the physical matter of the Earth”. 

 

“A Time to Leap” 

 

The classical evolutionists thought in terms of gradual, geological change over vast eons 

of time.  But that doesn’t account for the rapidity of the recent shift from the Holocene to 

the Anthropocene. Later thinkers have conjectured that evolution sometimes makes leaps.  

Steven Jay Gould and Niles Eldredge called this “punctuated equilibrium”, in reference to 

biological evolution. 9  When the processes of nature reach a tipping point there can be a 

dramatic change, a reversal that occurs quickly - instantly in geological time.  This might 

                                                
8 Ibid. pp 62-64 
9 Niles Eldredge and S.J. Gould, “Punctuated equilibrium: an alternative to phyletic gradualism” in 
Schopf, T.J.M. ed. Models in Paleobiology, SanFrancisco: Freeman Cooper, 1972  pp 82-115. 
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help explain the five great evolutionary extinctions in the Earth’s history preceding the sixth 

taking place now.  Given our tardiness in helping ourselves today, it is thought that only a 

cultural “leap” can rescue us from the catastrophe that awaits.   

 

Naomi Klein has written about the need for a leap in the last chapter of No Is Not Enough, 
“A Time to Leap”.  The Canadian NDP has even published their Leap Manifesto - a Call for 
a Canada Based on Caring for the Earth and One Another - which grew out of a two-day 

gathering in Toronto in May 2015 and is printed as a postscript in Klein’s book.  But I 

would like to suggest that a “leap” is not just something we intentionally make or “do”, in 

the usual sense of this.  It’s also a response to changes that appear to go on beyond our 

control, call it evidence of God’s invisible hand or the directional spirit of evolution beyond 

the ability of the human intellect alone to comprehend.  For us to make an adequate 

response requires us to call on capacities within ourselves we have neglected in our 

modern age.  To get an idea of what these might be it may help to step outside the usual 

parameters of modern Western culture and the dismaying split between science and the 

humanities. 

 

The Wheel of Dharma  

 

It is difficult for many people to know how how their individual lives can be an adequate 

response to the planetary crisis.  In the East they have a word for an ethical practice which 

a person follows in all situations, however hopeless.   It is called dharma, and “dharma 

practice” is what an individual person takes refuge in.  It is personal to each individual.  
 
Dharma is a central notion in both the Hindu and Buddhist traditions.  The word literally 

means “carrying” or “holding”.  In the Hindu tradition it is a comprehensive term and refers 

to what  determines our true essence. As the basis of all human morality and ethics, it is 

the lawful order of the universe and the foundation of all religion.  Hindus think of it as 

sanatana-dharma - the eternal religion.  Personal dharma can be more effective when 

joined to social and universal dharma. 

 

In the Buddhist tradition it also has a number of meanings.  It points to the cosmic law, the 

“great norm” underlying our world, but also refers to the teachings of the Buddha, who 

recognised and formulated this “law”. His is the teaching that expresses the universal truth.  
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These are not just the teachings of the historical Shakyamuni, or Siddhartha Gautama 

Buddha but those which emerged after Gautama and which constitute the developing 

tradition.  It is said that the teachings evolve by “the turning of the wheel of dharma”. These 

“turnings” could be said to be the “leap” in the spiralling dynamic we know as evolution. 

Two and a half millennia ago Gautama Buddha turned the first wheel, but there was a 

second and a third in the early centuries of the first millennium CE.  

 

The evolution of Buddhism  

 

The first turning of the wheel was the practical, therapeutic and ethical teachings of the 

historical individual Gautama Buddha, with particular emphasis on the issue of suffering 

and its cessation.   The second came in the second century CE with the teaching of the 

great “middle way” Indian sage,  Nagarjuna - “the second buddha” - and his subtle 

exposition of the truth of the “emptiness” - unboundaried openness - of all things, including 

ourselves. 10 We could speculate that the spirit of his teachings are echoed in the quantum 

revolution in the early years of twentieth century physics. 

 

The third Turning is considered the teachings on the nature of mind and consciousness of 

the Yogachara - “Mind Only” - school of Asanga and Vasubandhu in India in the fifth 

century, 11 which, again, are echoed in our current focus on the subject of consciousness - 

the “hard problem” of today - whether in the scientific interests of neurological science or 

the more subjective focus of mindfulness and meditation. The “turnings” are like major 

waves of enlightenment and are said to emerge in times of great need. 

 

Some think a “fourth turning” is now happening, but as a global phenomenon not just a 

“Buddhist” one, though Buddhism is an important element in it.  It is more the integration of 

all the great historical traditions, including Shamanism and the many aboriginal ways, 

Hinduism, Taoism, Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam, but also embracing the 

secular science and humanities of the West.   Some people even think that, despite - or 
                                                
10 See Jay L. Garfield, translator and commentator, The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way:  
    Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika, New York: Oxford University Press, 1995. 
11 See: Ben Connelly, Inside Vasubhandhu’s Yogachara: A Practitioner’s Guide, translated from  
    Sanskrit by Connelly and Weijen Tang, Somerville: Wisdom, 2016; also Tagawa Shun’ei,  Living  
    Yogachara: An Introduction to Conscious-Only Buddhism,  translated and introduced by  
    Charles Muller, Somerville: Wisdom, 2009. 
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partly because of - the ecological emergency we are causing, we now may be at the same 

time entering a period of cultural renewal similar to the emergence of great intellectual and 

spiritual enlightenment across the world in the middle centuries of the first Millennium BCE, 

which the German historian and philosopher, Karl Jaspers, has called “The Axial Age”, 12 

and which Karen Armstrong has written about in The Great Transformation. 13  

 

The three historical Buddhist turnings of the wheel of dharma emerged in the development 

of Indian Buddhism in the 1200 years between 600 BCE and 600 CE.  After the Muslim 

invasions of India in the twelfth century buddha dharma, which had already spread along 

the Silk Road to the Far East of China, Korea and Japan, migrated to “the roof of the 

world”, ‘the land of snows”, Tibet, where it was developed and refined in relative isolation 

for a thousand years.  The “wheel” may have continued slowly rotating but there were no 

major revolutions, though this is disputed by some scholars.  Certainly, Tibetan thought 

and practice continued to translate and evolve the profound teachings of India and 

integrate them with the traditions of its own indigenous Bon religion.   

 

The turning of the wheel as a philosophical and cultural evolutionary phenomenon is really 

part of a spiral.  The wheel turns, spins, or revolves, in one historical context, then it could 

be said to rest a while before turning, or spiralling, again, in a different historical context, 

also at a different level.  The spirit of the teachings may be seen to arise, but in a new and 

developed form.  The sacred writings and thought of Buddhism, for instance, and the 

Indian Vedanta tradition began to be known and read about in the Western world only in 

the nineteenth century, although it was not until the twentieth that Chinese Chan and 

Japanese Zen Buddhism reached the West.  And, then, only in the second half of the 

century did the Tibetan diaspora - resulting from the Chinese invasion of Tibet in the 1950s 

and 60s - promise to bring a greater clarity to our understanding of the second and third 

turnings of the dharma wheel - the teachings on emptiness and consciousness.   

 

 

 
                                                
12 Karl Jaspers,  The Origin and Goal of History, translated by Michael Bullock, London: Routledge 
Revivals, 2010, (1953), see section “1. The Axial Period” pp 1-21. 
13 Karen Armstrong, The Great Transformation: The World in the Time of Buddha, Socrates, 
Confucius and Jeremiah, London: Atlantic Books, 2006. 
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The Tibetan diaspora 
 

While this migration west was a major challenge for the Buddhist traditions, many have 

also seen it as potentially leading to a much-needed renewal of secular modernity.   Jeffrey 

Paine’s book, Re-enchantment, 14  for instance gives a fascinating account of this chapter 

in Tibet’s history.  The Chinese invaded Tibet in the late nineteen fifties and early sixties.  

They killed over a million Tibetans, many of them monks, and destroyed thousands of 

monasteries in the name of modernity.   The Dalai Lama led the movement of exiled lamas 

over the Himalayas where he eventually set up his headquarters and government-in-exile 

in Dharamsala, a village in Northern India.  From here the Tibetan teaching diaspora has 

spread  across the world.  While in the early Middle Ages Buddhism moved east from India 

at walking and camel pace along the Silk Road to China, Mongolia, Tibet, and Japan,  it 

now travels by jet throughout Europe, the Americas, and the rest of the world. 

 

As Jeffrey Paine recounts in his introductory chapter, “A Thousand Years in the Eye of 

God”, there was a remarkable conjunction of medieval monks and the young generation in 

Sixties America.    Wondering what they were going to do with themselves after their 

expulsion from Tibet the lamas in exile, who had grown up never knowing or hearing of 

America, began lecturing and actually attracting American students by the hundreds and 

the thousands and, as Paine writes,  

 

To win a place in the modern world those Tibetans had to cross a thousand years 

of religious development and do it in double time.  In effect they recapitulated the 

history of religion…..in a single generation.  Nothing quite like this has happened 

before, and with no other religions left intact, nothing like it will happen ever 

again. 15 

 

As Joseph Campbell put it:  “If a European scholar-monk of the period of, say, Abelard, 

were to appear in today’s New York….the miracle would be scarcely more remarkable or 

important for the students of political and religious history.”  The same might now also be  

                                                
14 Jeffrey Paine, Re-Enchantment: Tibetan Buddhism Comes to the West, New York: W.W. 
Norton,  
    2004. 
15 Ibid. p 13. 
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said of the students of the other humanities, including psychology.    The historian, Arnold 

Toynbee, declared: “The coming of Buddhism to the West may well prove to be the most 

important event of the twentieth century”, and Einstein, in reflecting that religion will have 

to cope with modern scientific needs in the future and should “transcend a personal God 

and avoid dogma and theology”, believed that Buddhism answered this description. 16               

 

Toynbee and Einsteins’ remarks suggest that the phenomenon of the spread of Buddhist 

teachings is a significant historical and cultural event for the modern world.  In fact there is 

now a body of Western-born Tibetan speakers, translators, commentators, and teachers 

who in the last twenty years or so have contributed to a proliferation of books published on 

the Tibetan dharma - translations of increasing numbers of sutras and tantras (sacred 

writings) in Tibetan - many themselves, very accurate translations from Sanskrit texts that 

are no longer extant - and accompanying commentaries.     These are new to the West 

and are now easily available through a number of dedicated publishers.   The Tibetan 

lamas, themselves, observing the disenchanted condition of modern Western society, but 

also sensing the opportunity, given our high level of education and intellectual curiosity, 

have responded energetically to the demand world-wide for their teachings.  They have 

learnt a great deal themselves in doing so. 

 

Enlightenment in a new Axial Age.   
 

The notion of a “fourth turning’’ and the growing sense that, despite our gross materialism, 

we are living in a new axial age makes this potentially a very significant time to be living - 

for the tradition of Buddhism as well as ourselves in the West.  Buddhism is the one 

‘religion’ not intimidated by western science.  It has much to teach us.  At the same time it 

has much to learn, not only from our natural but also from our human sciences.    Ken 

Wilber makes this the theme of his recent major work,The Religion of Tomorrow. 17  (Aside 

from the Introduction and Part 1, this is a challenging book and he has followed it up with a 

shorter introductory summary of his ideas 18 ).  Again, as Wilber emphasises, although the 

idea of a fourth turning is taken from the Buddhist tradition, it is not exclusive to Buddhism 

                                                
16 Ibid.  Introductory chapter. 
17 Ken Wilber, The Religion of Tomorrow: A Vision for the Future of the Great Traditions, Boulder: 
Shambhala, 2017.  See Part 1, “A Fourth Turning of the Dharma” 
18 Ken Wilber, Integral Buddhism and the Future of Spirituality, Boulder: Shambhala, 2018. 
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but applies to the spirit of other traditions too.  It is now a global, multicultural event, 

affecting the whole planet and all its traditions.  This is in keeping with the systemic and 

integral vision which many people feel is central to the new awareness felt in many 

societies, cultures and religious, or spiritual, ways. 

  

What Wilber also describes in his  book are the two dimensions of enlightenment currently 

available to us today.  One is the contemplative practice of WAKING UP (Wilber 

capitalises  for the sake of emphasis) a tradition known to most cultures in different forms 

in all human history but which we in the modern world have lost sight of.  What the 

perennial traditions offer is an awakening to a sense of transcendence, the vertical 

dimension of experience,  both depth and height.  

 

The other dimension of enlightenment is GROWING UP, a recent development in modern 

Western culture.  Natural science has revealed on the one hand how astonishing the 

physical universe is, while the European Enlightenment on the other amounted, in the title 

of one of the books of the historian of ‘the Radical Enlightenment”, Jonathan Israel, to A 
Revolution of the Mind (2011).    Science is responsible for the revolution in the way we 

view matter and life while Enlightenment thinking, with its radical new human values of 

liberty, equality and fraternity, created a potential ethical revolution in the human and mind 

sciences, with implications particularly for political, social and civic life. 

 

In Wilber’s view, what makes this a unique age is that, for the first time in the world’s 

evolution, these two - Waking Up and Growing Up - can be combined in a new 

enlightenment.  In the West we  are awakening to an ultimate reality we have lost sight of  

while traditional cultures, which have tended to be authoritarian or theocratic, are being 

challenged by the developmental and evolutionary sciences which have emerged in the 

modern West.  A fourth turning would entail the integration of these two modes of 

enlightenment.  19 

 

 

 

                                                
19 Wilber 2017 op.cit. See chapter 2, the second section, “Freedom and Fulness: WAKING UP and 
GROWING UP” 
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Waking up  

 

There are many paths to coming to know, or realise, who we essentially are. We have lost 

touch, for instance, with the more subtle levels of consciousness that constitute our true 

nature, a nature that persists through all the states of waking, dreaming and dreamless 

sleep we live through every day and night of our lives.  The secret heart of us might even 

be something formless, the source and cause of our being. And a knowledge of this could 

transform our relationship to all the suffering and heartache we experience in our daily, 

waking lives.  It is what Richard Maurice Bucke has called, in the title of his classic book, 

our Cosmic Consciousness.  20  
 

How we recover this awareness, this perennial wisdom, is, perhaps, as important as 

meeting the challenge of climate change.  In fact the two are essentially related since the 

one may well come from the absence of the other.  If we had not forgotten who we are we 

might not be facing the climate crisis.  The Tibetans teach that four contemplations or 

“thoughts that turn the mind” are the essential basis of any path to wisdom or awakening.  

In Indestructible Truth 21 Reginald Ray refers to them as “the four reminders”. 

 

The four reminders 

 

The precious opportunities and endowments are rare and easily destroyed. 
The world and its inhabitants are impermanent;  soon, I too will die. 
Without fail my good and bad deeds will ripen in me, 
And there is no lasting happiness within samsara - cyclic existence.  
       Jamgon Kongtrul   

 

The first reminder points to the precious opportunity that is given to us all as a result of 

being born as a human being, an opportunity that can be taken away at any time. It is a 

crucial irony that, just at the time in human history when we have put the world at risk, we 

                                                
20 Richard Maurice Bucke,  Cosmic Consciousness: A Study of the Evolution of the Human Mind,  
    Pantianos Classics, 2017, 1901. 
21 Reginald A. Ray,  Indestructible Truth: The Living Spirituality of Tibetan Buddhism, the first of  
    two volumes entitled The History of Tibetan Buddhism (2002), Boston: Shambhala, 2001, pp  
    242-3 and passim. 
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have also discovered how mysterious, complex and beautiful it is.  Just as science has 

made our extinction possible it also reveals to us something of the preciousness of life and 

of the limitless possibilities of the universe we inhabit.   Who doesn’t wonder this when we 

watch David Attenborough’s extraordinary programmes?  We glimpse the magic all around 

us, it seems, only when we may be on the point of saying goodbye to it. 

 

 The second reminds us that all life is impermanent, including our own, and that we can 

lose it at any moment.   As we contemplate the climate crisis we are also forced to 

acknowledge our essential transience.     While we know that death comes to us all as 

individuals at any time, we can now conceive of our species death too.  We may begin to 

wonder if there is anything necessary, or ordained, about our existence.   Despite all our 

achievements, are we not as impermanent, and as contingent, as any other life form?   

Was it ever otherwise?    

 

 The third insists that nothing happens without a reason and an effect and that all our 

thoughts and actions have positive or negative consequences.  We have to acknowledge 

we have brought about the possibility of our own destruction.  We cannot blame it on some 

supernatural power or pretend, like the ancient Greeks, that we are the victims of the 

Gods.  “As ye sow, so shall ye reap” is the great Christian expression of the Eastern 

doctrine of karma. There are no actions and no thoughts without consequences, good or 

bad.  We simply cannot escape this.  It is our delusion that we think we can.   Whatever 

the future brings us in this century, it is we who are responsible.  Of course, with regard to 

karma, we can sow creative seeds as well as negative ones. “Growing up” may help us to 

acknowledge this and act responsibly rather than destructively. 

 

 The fourth reminder, or “thought that turns the mind”, tells us that true happiness is to be 

found by looking beyond the cycle of birth and death, beyond what in Sanskrit is called 

samsara.  It dawns on us that, just as we see how the very life cycle - the process of birth 

and death, time itself - can come to an end, we have to wonder, despite all our science, 

whether we have even begun to understand it.  Perhaps there is another way of looking at 

life that we have missed.  Are the processes of birth and death quite what they seem or 

are there secrets that lie within them - beyond the arising and dissolving of life or the 

mystery of past, present and future -  that only now we begin to discern?   Is the world, and 

the life it supports, including ourselves, now becoming transparent to us in a way we could 
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not have dreamed?  

 

Growing up 

 

The fourth reminder, or “thought that turns the mind”, refers to the notion of samsara, the 

cycle of birth and death.  Traditional paths of waking up have emphasised the need to 

escape the material world of samsara and thereby attain its opposite, nirvana - heaven 

rather than earth.  In the modern West we are sceptical of this practice.  Samsara - the 

world of becoming, of transience - may bring pain and suffering but it is also sublimely 

beautiful.  Why escape it?  Perhaps there is a way of living within it. The Eastern split 

between samsara and nirvana feels a bit like the orthodox Christian theological separation 

of heaven and hell, or this world and the next. 

 

The poet, William Blake, wrote prophetically of The Marriage of Heaven and Hell  - for  

“hell” we could now read “earth”. “Roses” he declared “are planted where thorns grow, and 

on the barren heath sing the honey bees”.   “Without contraries” he continued “is no 

progression.  Attraction and repulsion, reason and energy, love and hate are necessary to 

human existence”.  Both good and evil, heaven and hell are the two principles that lead to 

“progression”.  For Blake “Energy is eternal delight” and the restraint of desire can be at a 

cost.   

 

In separating the “contraries” of body and soul we introduce suffering into the world and 

have traditionally called it “evil” - “the voice of the devil”. But the truth is, in Blake’s words: 

 
1. Man has no body distinct from his soul. For that called body is a portion of the soul 

discerned by the five senses, the chief inlets of soul in this age. 

2. Energy is the only life, and is from the body; and reason is the bound and outward 

circumference of energy. 

3. Energy is eternal delight. 22 

 

Blake famously illustrated the problem of the separation of heaven and hell by reference to 

                                                
22 William Blake,  “The Voice of the Devil” in “The Marriage of Heaven and Hell” in Collected 
Poems, edited by W.B. Yeats, London: Routledge Classics, 2002 p 164. 
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the poet, John Milton.   When Milton wrote his great epic Paradise Lost, “Satan” was the 

hero of the poem, really the Messiah.  Blake famously noted: “The reason  Milton wrote in 

fetters when he wrote of angels and God, and at Liberty when of devils and hell, is 

because he was a true poet, and of the devil’s party without knowing it”.  For us, perhaps, 

Blake was also saying that we neglect to examine our shadow at our peril.  “The Proverbs 

of Hell” are the great aphoristic lines of English poetry.  They convey the essence of 

wisdom. Blake is not denying the truth of “Heaven”  but insisting that the world is a 

“marriage” of both heaven and hell. He lamented our splitting of them.   

 

The discovery of the power of reason and the Enlightenment aspiration towards the human 

values of liberty, equality and fraternity were a step in cultural evolution and surely a sign 

of “growing up”, something to be welcomed and developed.  But as the historian, Norman 

Hampson, reminded us in The Enlightenment,  23  while the 18th century brought in “A New 

Heaven and Earth”, it also gave the age “Not Peace but a Sword”.  The Heaven of Reason 

has its price.  Enlightenment comes with a shadow. 

 

I have been reading Steven Pinker’s Enlightenment NOW 24  which applauds the 

achievements of modernity and suggests we have forgotten “to appreciate progress and 

the ideals that make it possible”.  Yes, Pinker makes a case and argues against 

“progressophobia”.  We take the science of modernity for granted.  But he neglects to 

explore its shadow.  John Gray’s Enlightenment’s Wake 25 may have been published in 

1995, six years after the fall of the Berlin Wall when the “end of history” was declared - 

along with the global supremacy of liberal Enlightenment’s values - but it was only six 

years before 9/11 and another seven before the global financial collapse of 2008.  

 

“The Enlightenment project” - a phrase implying criticism - refers not so much to the 18th 

century Enlightenment itself as to the translation of its values and ideals uncritically into the 

modern age.  Gray’s skepticism about modern “progress” highlights our failure to take an 

evolutionary perspective on Western liberalism, which, with its mutated form, neo-
                                                
23 Norman Hampson, The Enlightenment: An Evaluation of its Assumptions, Attitudes and Values.  
    London: Penguin Books, 1990 (1968) 
24 Steven Pinker,  Enlightenment NOW: the Case for Reason, Science, Humanism and Progress,   
    Allen Lane, 2018 
25 John Gray, Enlightenment’s Wake: Politics and culture at the close of the modern age, London:        
    Routledge Classics, 2007, 1995. 
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liberalism, is ripe for transformation.  Where, then, might we look for an evolutionary 

perspective in this twenty-first century? 

 

Cultural evolution 

 

In his book, Evolutionaries  Unlocking the Spiritual and Cultural Potential of Science’s 
Greatest Idea (2012), Carter Phipps describes a movement of visionary scientists, 

philosophers and spiritual thinkers who are responsible for a new understanding of 

evolution.  These men and women, who integrate science and culture with an awareness 

of the more subtle forms of consciousness, he calls “evolutionaries”.  They are really true 

revolutionaries who understand we live in a “sociable cosmos” where cooperation and 

unity is contextual to conflict.  26 

 

Phipps identifies the sense in which the spirit of evolution has directionality - teleology - (as 

opposed to the modern idea of progress) and creativity - Bergson’s great idea.  It also has 

the power to raise human nature above and beyond itself.  By realising we are, in the 

words of Julian Huxley, “Evolution become conscious of itself”, we can find ourselves 

transformed.  Phipps explores the developing worldview of cultural evolution in the history 

of philosophers such as Hegel, Bergson and Whitehead and through conversations with 

many contemporary thinkers, but he also points to two major figures in the last century, 

one from the West and one from the East. 

 

Two signif icant “evolutionaries” 

 

Teilhard de Chardin (1881-1955) was the great Christian visionary who wrote the 

extraordinary Le Phenomene Humaine. 27  Teilhard was a French idealist philosopher and 

Jesuit priest but also a palaeontologist and geologist.  His writings on evolution were not 

accepted by the Catholic Church. They were banned while he was alive and he himself 

was sent to work far away in China.  But his teachings have become more widely known 
                                                
26 Carter Phipps, Evolutionaries: Unlocking the Spiritual and Cultural Potential of Science’s  
    Greatest Idea, New York: Harper Perennial, 2012. 
27 This was written in 1937 but published posthumously in 1955.  It was originally published in  
    English as The Phenomenon of Man, translated by Bernard Wall, London: William Collins, 1959;  
    but translated more accurately as The Human Phenomenon by Sarah Appleton-Weber,  
    Foreword by Brian Swimme, Brighton: Sussex Academic Press, 2015 (1999).    
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and acknowledged for their importance since his death.  (Even Bishop  Michael Curry 

mentioned him admiringly in his spirited address at the royal wedding of Harry and Megan 

in St. George’s Windsor Chapel this year.) 

 

Reading Teilhard is not easy, for he writes, as it were, on the largest possible canvas - a 

geological scale - not just from a scientific but also from a human existential perspective.  

Reading him is a bit like reading Ken Wilber.  He introduces us to a cosmic dimension, 

which our modern intellects find disconcerting, more comfortable are we with smaller-scale 

human detail.  But he is interested to explore the central vital question that scientific 

geologists and earth scientists don’t ask - and which stumped Sigmund Freud when he 

allowed himself to think about it:  how did life emerge from matter, and how did 

consciousness emerge from life?  And, of course, what comes after purely human 

consciousness? 

 

For Teilhard, evolution, as the vital force he conceives it, makes sense of the universe.  

“Complexification” - the involutionary force - is at the heart of creation and is responsible 

for the evolution of matter into a geosphere, then into a biosphere, before becoming 

consciousness (humanity) and ultimately - being the Christian he was - into supreme 

consciousness - his “omega point”.  Humanity was not so much “man” in his own right but 

the expression of a planetised “noosphere” - mind sphere - much like the biosphere is the 

life sphere.   Hence his emphasis on the collective consciousness of the human 

phenomenon.  The omega point is presumably when we realise our identity with the earth 

and the universe it lives in. 

 

The other significant figure - from the East - was Sri Aurobindo (1872-1950), an Indian 

philosopher, yogi, poet and nationalist.  In his younger days he was active in the India 

movement for independence from British rule, but during a spell in prison he underwent an 

experience of enlightenment, thereafter devoting his life to his vision of human progress 

and spiritual evolution. He may be known as an Indian spiritual leader - author of many 

works on yoga and sacred Indian writings, and who inspired an ashram in Poona of 

worldwide renown - but he had received a humanistic education in England throughout his 

childhood and young adult years (including study at Cambridge) and was strongly 

influenced by Western thought.  As a result he was not uncritical of the classical yoga 

systems of Hinduism which he thought offered a one-sided “ascent” to the “divine”.   
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In The Future Evolution of Man, 28  subtitled The Divine Life upon Earth (1963, edited by P. 

B. Sainte-Hilaire) is a brief compilation of Aurobindo’s voluminous writings, including The 
Life Divine, his major work, concerning his thoughts about evolution.  Darwin, of course, 

had given expression in The Origin of the Species to evolution as a biological 

phenomenon.  Aurobindo, born into a cultural background of classical Indian idealism, 

thought in terms of the evolution of consciousness.  Despite his exploration of the material 

world, man also aspired to know absolute “pure truth”.   In The Future Evolution Saint-

Hilaire summarises Aurobindo’s conception of evolution: 

 

 Life evolves out of Matter, Mind out of Life, because they are already involved 

 there: Matter is a form of veiled Life, Life a form of veiled Mind. May not Mind  

 be a form and veil of a higher power, the Spirit, which would be supramental in  

 its nature?  Man’s highest aspiration would then only indicate the gradual  

 unveiling of the Spirit within, the preparation of a higher life upon earth. 29   

          

This theme is taken up by the science and cultural writer Howard Bloom - not to be 

confused with the literary critic who wrote The Western Canon - in his recent extraordinary 

book, The GOD Problem.  30   
 
In The Life Divine  Sri Aurobindo described the “supramental” dimension of mind beyond 

the reach of the normal and subtle levels of human nature but which were accessible 

through a path of what he called “integral yoga”.  As he explained in Letters on Yoga:  
“men have tried to reach it (the supramental) by raising themselves up to it; what was not 

attained was a method to integrate it into one’s life”.  His integral yoga enabled the 

“descent” of this divine supramental into the material world we daily inhabit.  Thus it was 

possible to make space for a superhuman consciousness - what he called “supermind” - 

within our normal human consciousness. 

 

                                                
28 Sri Aurobindo, The Future Evolution of Man: The Divine Life Upon Earth, Compiled with a  
    Summary and Notes by P.B. Sainte-Hilaire, Twin Lakes, Wisconsin: Lotus Press, 2003, 1963. 
29 Ibid. p vi 
30 Howard Bloom, The GOD Problem: How a Godless Cosmos Creates, Foreword by Barbara  
    Ehrenreich, New York: Prometheus Books, 2016, 2012. 



 

18 

Interestingly there are parallels between the worldview of Teilhard and Sri Aurobindo: both 

had an expanded view of cosmic as well as human history;  both had an experience of a 

consciousness beyond the normal human mind; both are idealists but with a grounding in 

materialist thought - Teilhard, a geologist by training, Sri Aurobindo, educated in Western 

thinking; both were convinced of the importance of evolution in making sense of the 

universe, not just as a biological process but also as a cultural phenomenon. 

 

Climate change: challenge and opportunity 

 

On the opening information page of Mike Hulme’s book Why We Disagree About  Climate 
Change: Understanding Controversy, Inaction and Opportunity (2009), it states:  

 

 Climate change is not a ‘problem’ waiting for a ‘solution’.  It is an    

 environmental, cultural and political phenomenon which is reshaping the way we   

 think about ourselves, our societies and humanity’s place on Earth. 31 

 

Mike Hulme is Professor of Climate Change in the School of Environmental Services at the 

University of East Anglia in the U.K. and founding Director of the Tyndall Centre for 

Climate Change Research. In the preface to his book he presents climate change as an 

“idea” as much as a physical phenomenon that can be observed and measured.  It is now 

“a social phenomenon” and our cultural, social, political and ethical practices are 

reinterpreting what it means.  In the book he examines “this mutating idea”, seeing how 

from the different perspectives - “depending who one is and where one stands” - the 

unfolding idea of climate change means different things to different people and implies 

different courses of action.  

 

The story of climate change is not one that begins in ignorance and ends in certainty.  It is 

“much more interesting than that”.  It is a story about “the meeting of Nature and Culture, 

and about how humans are central actors in both of these realms, and about how we are 

continually creating and re-creating both Nature and Culture”. 32 In his book Hulme 

                                                
31  Mike Hulme, Why We Disagree About Climate Change: Understanding Controversy, Inaction   
     and Opportunity,  Cambridge University Press, 2009. 
32 Ibid. See p xxviii and throughout the Preface. 
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reframes the question.   We should ask ourselves not just what we can do  about the 

climate emergency but how it changes us.   

 

Climate change is known to be a “wicked - or super-wicked - problem”, as opposed to a 

finite “tame problem”, susceptible to a scientific solution.  It is an open-ended issue, an 

“idea” that changes with our thinking about it.    Einstein famously said “we cannot solve 

our problems with the same thinking we used when we created them”.  But climate change 

requires us to change more than our thinking.  It is also an opportunity to explore who we 

essentially are, not just who we think we are but who we experience ourselves to be. This 

is the challenge and opportunity of the new Axial Age. 
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