Another Turn on the Axis

religious and spiritual evolution
in the 21st century
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In 1798, the German cleric Friedrich Schleiermacher gave in to the urgings of a
circle of prominent friends — every one contemptuous of religion — and began to
write. Eight months later, he completed the manuscript of On Religion: Speeches to Its
Cultured Despisers, his compelling attempt to reconcile the human religious intuition
with the rationality so prized by the philosophers of the Enlightenment (and by his
skeptical friends).

On its opening page, Schleiermacher — now regarded as a pivotal figure in the
study of religion — begged the indulgence of the cynics to whom the book was

addressed:

Might I ask one question? On every subject, however small and unimportant,
you would most willingly be taught by those who have devoted ro it their lives
and their powers. In your desire for knowledge, you do not avoid the cottages of
the peasant or the workshops of humble artisans. How then does it come about
that, in matters of religion alone, you hold every thing the more dubious when
it comes from those who are experts...?
Jim Kenney is Co-Editor of Interreligious Insight and the author of Thriving in the Crosscurrent: Clarity

and Hope in a Time of Cultural Sea Change. He serves as Executive Director of Common Ground and
also of the Interreligious Engagement Project (IEP21).
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In the manner of Schleiermacher’s
fashionable friends, a new wave of intel-
lectual despisers has taken the stage in
our own time with an acerbic critique
of religion, its adherents, and the “char-
latans” who shape it. In the view of
thinkers like Richard Dawkins, Sam
Harris, Daniel Dennett, Victor Stenger,
and Christopher Hitchens, religion is
counter-evolutionary, neither adaptive
nor morally purposive. They argue that,
as human culture becomes more scien-
tifically enlightened and as the need for
metaphysical answers to life’s great mys-
teries fades, religion will likewise vanish
from the scene.

Schleiermacher’s “one question”
seems particularly appropriate, given
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the “straw-man” character of the attacks
advanced by the new atheists. Their nar-
row critiques tend to target religion as
it was in the medieval or early modern
periods or as it is in its current funda-
mentalist and extremist manifestations.
As their approach is polemical, they do
not venture into thoughtful dialogue
with religious experts. Ironically, many of
the most knowledgeable thinkers on reli-
gion today would willingly acknowledge
the validity of atheist critiques of hoary
religious institutional structures, anti-
science fundamentalisms, and reprehen-
sible “sacred” violence. At the same time,
however, the true experts understand
that religion and spirituality evolve.

When sectarian intolerance erupts
into violence in the streets of cities
from London to Philadelphia, when
uninformed Islamophobia goes viral,
and when unapologetic theocrats surface
as seemingly viable candidates for the
presidency of the U.S., it’s difficult to
hold out much hope for the evolution of
religion. It’s difficult, but by no means
impossible. One simply needs to know
where and how to look for the signs of
progressive change.

Three thousand years ago, a care-
ful observer would have found little
reason to expect a radical reshaping of
the religious landscape. In the great cul-
tural centers of the ancient world — the
Middle East, Greece, India, and China
—aggression and war were ascendant and
the human condition was largely viewed
as “agonistic”, inextricably bound up in
conflict. Religious energies were focused
primarily on sacrifice; only the ruler had
any assurance of afterlife; and ethical



and spiritual concerns were only begin-
ning to find expression in peripheral
cults. Yet, what many now regard as the
most significant evolutionary shift in the
prehistory and history of religion and
spirituality was about to unfold.

THE AxiaL REvOLUTION

n my book on cultural evolution,

Thriving in the Crosscurrent: Clarity
and Hope in a Time of Cultural Sea
Change (2010), I noted the religious
and spiritual metamorphosis that was
just getting underway three millennia
ago and the pioneering scholar who first
described its course:

The great German philosopher
and psychologist Karl Jaspers,

in The Origin and Goal of
History (Vom Ursprung und
Ziel der Geschichte, 1949),
first called attention to what

he termed an ‘Axial Period” in
human culture and civilization.
This turbulent time in China,
India, and the West (ancient
Greece and the Middle East), he
argued, ‘gave birth to everything
which, since then, man has been
able to be.” Throughout the first
millennium BCE, human societ-
ies from China to the Middle
East began to take up their own
versions of questions that would
soon be universal: Who are we?
Where do we come from? Why
do we exist? How should we live?
Jaspers offers a summary of the
emerging process:
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What is new about this age, in
all three areas of the world, is
that man becomes conscious
of Being as a whole, of himself
and his limitations. He experi-
ences the terror of the world
and his own powerlessness. He
asks radical questions. Face to
face with the void he strives
for liberation and redemption.
By consciously recognizing

his limits he sets himself the
highest goals. He experiences
absoluteness in the depths of
selthood and in the lucidity of

transcendence. . . .

In this age were born the fun-
damental categories within
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which we still think today, and
the beginnings of the world
religions, by which human
beings still live, were created.
The step into universality was
taken in every sense.

Karen Armstrong’s 7The Great
Transformation: The Beginning of Our
Religious Traditions offers a rich and
insightful account of the Axial revolu-
tion as the tumultuous period in which
the world’s great religions arose:

The Axial Age was one of the
most seminal periods of intellec-
tual, psychological, philosophical,
and religious change in recorded
history; there would be noth-
ing comparable until the Great
Western Transformation, which
created our own scientific and
technological modernity.

It was an unprecedented rotation
of the axis of human culture — nothing
less than the transition from mythical
consciousness to rational reflection. The
Axial evolution also produced the shift
from temple-state religions to classi-
cal philosophical and religious systems.
Countless new cultic expressions arose,
each a reflection on the individual’s
place in the cosmic scheme with respect
to ultimacy, spirituality, consciousness,
identity, and ethics. A closer look dis-
closes the most influential new mindsets
of the change, including:

* awareness of the world, the cos-
mos, as a reality entire;
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* reflection on the transcendent and
the nature of ultimate reality;

* attention to a unitary God or core
principle of the cosmos;

* a new sense of the human indi-
vidual as related to the overarch-
ing whole;

o exploration of the self and con-
sciousness;

* engagement with human mortal-
ity and a new focus on salvation,
liberation, or redemption;

* emerging concern with compas-
sion, empathy, ethics, individual
responsibility for the other, and

social justice.

But the Axial transformation, like
all great cultural evolutionary advances,
was eventually diminished as many of its
revolutionary insights crystallized into
institutional inflexibilities and dogmatic
certainties. The progress that had been
made was not really lost; the best of the
first millennium BCE still resonates in
the spiritual excellences of the world’s
great traditions. Sadly, though, most
of the Axial energy for evolutionary
change dissipated with the passage of
time. Humankind unknowingly awaited
a new revolution: a reawakening of the
values that gave birth to the great spiri-
tual traditions and the rise of a new wave
of cultural evolutionary enrichment.

THE SECOND AXIAL
EvoruTtioNn
In Thriving in the Crosscurrent, 1

argued that we are living in an age of



dramatically accelerated cultural evolu-
tion. Such transitions — I call them “sea
changes” — are powerful and progressive
unfoldings, marked by the movement of
humankind’s dominant values toward
a closer fit with reality. Sea changes
affect almost every dimension of human
experience and endeavor; and they are
extremely rare. In Thriving, 1 suggest
that the religious and spiritual expres-
sion of the current cultural evolution-
ary sea change can best be understood
as a Second Axial Age. The First was
marked by the emergence of individual
consciousness, making it possible for
humans to step forth from purely tribal
existence. The Second is giving rise to a
new global consciousness. Still acutely
aware of our individual existence, we
begin to recognize our roles as global
beings.

The great theologian Ewert Cousins,
one of the first to explore the idea of a
Second Axial turning, emphasized its
global character:

All the religions and all the peo-
ples of the world are undergoing
the most radical, far-reaching,
and challenging transformation
in history. . . . Forces, which
have been at work for centu-
ries, have in our day reached

a crescendo that has the power
to draw the human race into a
global network and the religions
of the world into a global spiri-

tual community.

Karen Armstrong, one of the most
respected chroniclers of the great reli-
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gions, also sees the signs and calls atten-

tion to the continuity of the Second
Axial with the First:

Today we are amid a second
Axial Age and are undergoing

a period of transition similar to
that of the first Axial Age.... All
over the world, people are strug-
gling with these new conditions
and have been forced to reassess
their religious traditions, which
were designed for a very different
type of society. They are finding
that the old forms of faith no
longer work for them; they can-
not provide the enlightenment
and consolation that human
beings seem to need. As a result,
men and women are trying to
[find new ways of being religious.
Like the reformers and prophets
of the first Axial Age, they are
attempting to build upon the
insights of the past in a way that
will take human beings forward
into the new world they have
created for themselves.

The flowering of a Second Axial Age
could mean the most remarkable evo-
lutionary advance in the human search
for meaning since the birth of the great
religions in the first millennium BCE.
But how can we be certain that such
a transformation is actually underway,
that ours is indeed a time on the cusp?
Is there a cogent response to the new
“cultured despisers” of religion — those
who imagine that uncritical dogmatism,
rabid intolerance, rejection of science,
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and fanatical violence represent the
authentic character of human religiosity?
What might the critics discover if they
responded to Schleiermacher’s gentle
prompting and entered into dialogue
with those who have real insight into the
human spiritual quest? Might they begin
to suspect that religion and spirituality
truly do evolve?

The following section briefly out-
lines a possible answer to these several
questions in the form of four organizing
themes and sixteen emerging evolution-
ary dynamics. These Axial markers are
already beginning to guide a new gen-
eration of religious and spiritual inquiry,
expression, and action. As we reflect on
them, each one opens a new window
onto our radically changing cultural
landscape.

Four AxiaL THEMES AND
SIXTEEN AXIAL MARKERS

he old “nature or nurture?” con-

troversy points up one of the most
important synergies in human social
existence: the tempering of biology by
culture. Biological evolution equips us
for self-defense against the stranger,
altruism toward the kin group, and
exploitation of resources. Culture, on
the other hand, expands our horizons
and deepens our insight, and in the
process, alters our behavioral patterns
by changing our working understand-
ings of “stranger”, “kin”, and “resource”.
Since some of humankind’s earliest reli-
gious questions addressed our relation-
ships to the outsider, the group, and
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the environment, it’s unsurprising that
any cultural evolutionary advance would
produce new insights and new behaviors
with respect to these critical dimen-
sions of existence. The First Axial Age,
for example, gave rise to human ethical
concerns, notions of social justice, and
reverence for the Earth.

Appropriately, the first three Second
Axial themes address these essential rela-
tionships. The first category of 21st-cen-
tury evolutionary development has to
do with our broadening and deepening
relationships with “the other”. The sec-
ond is an extension of the first, shaped
by new understandings of peace and
justice as critical religious concerns. The
third addresses our deepening under-
standing of our responsibility to the
Earth and the entire planetary commu-
nity. The fourth theme has to do with
the recognition of the vast global land-
scape of spiritual practice and possibility.

Perhaps the greatest of the First
Axial breakthroughs was the discov-
ery of the personal spiritual path and
the rich variety of its tracings. The
Second Axial finds its sacred signature in
what the late interfaith pioneer Brother
Wayne Teasdale described as “interspiri-
tuality...an attempt to make available to
everyone all the forms the spiritual jour-
ney assumes.” The Second Axial reawak-
ening of the inner life, it would seem,
has a distinctively intercultural flavor.

The following list of Axial themes
and markers is neither definitive nor
exhaustive. Each theme represents one
of the most important domains of 21st
century religious and spiritual advance;
each marker points up a particular evo-



lutionary shift that is already well under-
way. It’s perhaps most useful to think of
this compilation as a guide for reflec-
tion, a map of critical action areas, and
— above all — an invitation to further
exploration. Life in a period of powerful
evolutionary advance is never easy, but
always energizing. And riding the new
wave in is always preferable to washing
out with the old.

Reconciling with the Other

o Interreligious awakening and the
phenomenal growth of the global
interre[z'gious movement

o The tarnishing of exclusivism and
Sfundamentalism in the face of
new cultural and religious open-
ness and the spread of inclusivism
and pluralism

» The new religious story: the evo-
lution of consciousness, the new
awareness of mythic and symbolic
expression, and the harmony of
religion and science

* The passage beyond dogma: cul-
tivating unbound reason, inter-
cultural exploration, and creative
teaching

Transforming Society

* Progressive re/igious initiatives to
nurture peace and the just society:
nonviolence, social and economic
Justice, and wuniversal human
rights

» The passing of patriarchy: the
rise of women’s leadership and
authority; the rediscovery of the
divine feminine

* New models and maps for com-

27 | V9 N2 December 2011

Jim Kenney

munity, leadership, and engaged
spirituality

* Activism as a religious responsi-
bility and a spiritual path: old

wisdom for a new generation

Embracing the Earth Family

* New spiritual concern for the
sacred Earth and commitment to
the larger planetary community

» The emerging global consensus:
visionaries and activists converg-
ing on the challenges and oppor-
tunities of the 21st century

* Healing the world: the flowering
Sorth of acts of compassion and
gifts of service

* Creating new lifestyles grounded
in sustainability, fairness, forgive-
ness, and trust

Rediscovering the Spirit

o Interspirituality: making the
riches of the great spiritual tradi-
tions available to every seeker
Celebration of the whole: the
rediscovery of the radical fact of
interdependence as the key to pro-
gressive value shift

Rekindling interest in the inner
life: growing enthusiasm for the
spectrum of ritual celebration, the
varieties of mystica/ experience,
and the cultivation of conscious-
ness, wisdom, and enlightenment
Reclaiming the Great Meme:
countless new spiritual explora-
tions of the richest insight of the
primordial traditions — the con-
stant interpenetration of the one
and the many.
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Tue Epbpies: A CLosiNG NOTE
A_ s each of the emerging Axial cur-

ents intensifies, whirlpools of resis-
tance form and strengthen. These coun-
ter-evolutionary “eddies” are energized
by attachment to older value structures
and fear of newer ones. They attend
every significant cultural evolutionary
wave, churning up destructive turbu-
lence but never reversing the prevailing
flow. Today, the most dangerous eddy is
extremist fundamentalism, materializing
in some form in most of the world’s
great religions. As frightening as it is,
however, fundamentalism is unlikely
to resist the surging global information
flow, the tide of generational metamor-
phosis, and the rise of the Axial free
thinkers. And, of course, as visionaries
and activists continue to imagine and
to serve, the transformative momentum
of the Second Axial surge will prove

irreversible.
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A Second Axial Age?
Explore the implications in
“Awakened World 2012”
October 13-21 * Rome/Florence,
Italy

The Association for Global New
Thought (AGNT), the Interreligious
Engagement Project (IEP21), and the
International Committee for the Peace
Council (ICPC) announce the 2012
Charter Dialogues, to be held October
14-21, 2012 in Rome and Florence,
Italy.

Religious and spiritual leaders will
converge with groups and individu-
als working for global peace, justice,
and sustainability. Together, they will
explore the evolution of religion and
spirituality in our time and work to
create new projects and initiatives for
action in a time of profound change.

The event will help to set the stage for
the next decades of evolutionary activ-
ism, and for a “Second Axial Age” in
religion and spirituality.

Contact Barbara Fields (barbara@agnt.
org) or Jim Kenney (jim@seachanges.
net) to learn more about the event,
registration, travel and accommoda-
tions, etc. Visit the Awakened World
2012 web page: http://www.agnt.org/
awakened-world-2012.




