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Fach who passed through this life, rich or poor,
Chose a path to walk ‘til at death’s door.
You who yet breathe are still choosing yours.
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Preface

When I was in my late twenties, I went through a process
of questioning and soul-searching. My doubt led to introspection
and study, and eventually to the collapse of my previous worldview
and religious beliefs. In the depths of this crisis of faith, I could only
define myself in negative terms—of what I was not and what I did
not believe. I eventually realized that defining myself based on what
I opposed was not spiritually and psychologically healthy and was
hindering my personal growth and search for meaning. I thus
started trying to redefine myself and what I believed in terms of pos-
itives instead of negatives, to worry less about what 1s wrong and
false and more about what is right and true.

I found myself with a spiritual hunger that needed to be
filled. I obtained spiritual nourishment from many places, but es-
pecially in the works of the Stoic philosophers and in the sacred
texts of some of the major religions. I synthesized what I found
mto the Triple Path, which, at its most basic, teaches us to seek
Wisdom, practice Virtue, and labor with Hope. I began this book
to record what I was finding, mostly for myself and my children—
to clarify for myself where I should be orienting my life and to
help guide my children on their own spiritual journeys.

I originally conceived of the Triple Path as a supplement to
religlon—something one could use to add to one’s practice of a faith
that was otherwise lacking. I eventually came to see that practicing
the Triple Path as an adjuvant to another religion I did not believe
was not spiritually or morally sustainable. It was like seeking nour-
ishment from old, moldy bread while having all the necessary in-
gredients to bake new bread (formed after the manner of the old
bread, of course). Or, it was like trying to build a house on a foun-
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dation of sand. And so, I decided to bake some new bread, or to
start building on a firmer foundation.

The Triple Path sets forth a new monotheistic religion that
revives the most ancient branch of Christianity, Adoptionism. It
harmonizes and reconciles our great Western heritage with moder-
nity, but with an emphasis on keeping as much as possible of the
teachings and practices of Western tradition and faith. Its objective
1s to provide a practical approach for drawing closer to God and to
living with more meaning—a virtuous, traditional, and spiritual life.

The Preamble section of this book, comprising four chap-
ters, explains why we need religion and God, and why we now need
the Triple Path; it also explores the concept of truth (and different
ways of discovering it) and principles of morality and ethics. The
next section i1s Meditations and Parables. The first four chapters
are meditations mostly in the second person, following the style of
Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations. They adapt the words of many
great religious and philosophical thinkers, arranged by topic. The
fifth chapter contains parables. The final section—Creed, Rites and
Feasts, and Practice—sets forth a Creed, a description of Church rit-
uals and Feasts, and a pattern for Church organization and practice.

In writing The Triple Path, I am not trying to assume the
status of some sort of guru or sage (indeed, I am skeptical of any-
one who would hold himself out as such). I am trying hard to
practice what I preach, but like all people, I fall short of my ideals.

I have never made any profits off of this book. Electronic
copies are free, and the price of hard copies 1s just above the
break-even point (and does not generate enough revenue to offset
costs, such as for ISBNs and modest promotion efforts).

I started this project in 2010. It has developed and grown
gradually, like a medieval cathedral slowly rising. My regular pro-
cess of adding and revising material will likely continue long into the
future. Whenever an updated book edition 1s released, it will be
named after the Church Feast falling closest in time to its release.
You can always find the latest version for free at TriplePath.org/
Download.

James Kenneth Rogers
January 22, 2023
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Introduction

The West is increasingly giving up on religion. This 1s a
problem.

The United States remains the most religious of the devel-
oped countries!, and even here the percentage of the adult popu-
lation claiming no religious affiliation has icreased significantly—
from 3 percent in 1957, to 8.2 percent in 1990, to 26 percent in
2019. The percentage of Americans self-identifying as Christian
declined from 77 to 65 percent between 2009 and 2019. “No affil-
1ation” 1s now the largest single religious group in America. Only
25 percent of Americans attend church regularly.? Even those who
claim affiliation with a particular religion are giving up on many of
their religion’s teachings. A survey of self-identified Catholics found
that only 31 percent believed in the core Catholic doctrine of tran-
substantiation (that the bread and wine at Mass actually become
the body and blood of Christ).?

The percentage of Americans who report having grown up

1 Pew Research Center, “Among Wealthy Nations . . . U.S. Stands
Alone In Its Embrace of Religion”, December 19, 2002.

2 Pew Research Center, “America’s Changing Religious Landscape”,
May 12, 2015; Pew Research Center, “In U.S., Dechine of Christian-
ity Continues at Rapid Pace”, October 17, 2019; Barry A. Kosmin
and Ariela Keysar, American Religious Identification Survey (ARIS
2008) Summary Report, March 2009, p. 5; Mark Chaves, “The De-
cline of American Religion?”, The Association of Religion Data Ar-
chives Guiding Paper Series, pp. 1-2; Daniel Cox Robert P. Jones,
“America’s Changing Religious Identity”, Public Religion Research
Institute, September 6, 2017.



INTRODUCTION

with a father who was religiously active decreased from 70 percent
for those born before 1900 to 45 percent for those born after
1970. According to one scholar, “every indicator of traditional re-
ligiosity 1s either stable or declining, and there 1sn’t enough new
nontraditional religious practice to balance the decline”.* Secular-
1zation 1s happening even faster in Britain and Europe.’

Religion is part of human nature—it 1s found in all cultures
worldwide®, and appears to have been a constant part of our be-
havior going back at least many tens of thousands of years. There
are different scientific explanations for how religion and our ten-
dency for religious behavior developed. One explanation is that
they directly evolved through natural selection. Another is that
they came about as a cultural byproduct of mental modules (such
as agency detection) that developed for other reasons. From a sci-
entific, materialist viewpoint, the most reasonable explanation is
that religion and rehigiosity likely developed through a combina-
tion of both factors, with religion mnitially developing as a cultural
byproduct of non-religious mental modules, but with innate, biolog-
ical religious tendencies then developing and strengthening through
gene-culture co-evolution. I believe there are also spiritual expla-
nations for their development and that God’s influence was in-
volved as well. Regardless of how they developed, religion and re-
ligiosity are a part of our humanity, and they are precious.

Over tens of thousands of years, human cultures have ac-
cumulated and passed on to future generations much knowledge
about morality and right living—about how to create and maintain

3 Gregory A. Smith, “Just one-third of U.S. Catholics agree with their
church that Eucharist is body, blood of Christ”, Pew Research Cen-
ter, August 5, 2019.

4 Mark Chaves (see footnote 2), pp. 1, 3.

Stephen Bullivant, Furope’s Young Adults and Religion, Institut

Catholique de Paris and The Benedict XVI Centre, Saint Mary’s

University, Twickenham, London.

&2

6  Donald Brown, Human Universals, 1991.
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good relationships and build successful communities, and about
what a good life 1s and how to live it. The principles of morality
and traditions that we have developed within the context of reli-
gion have enabled us to live in ever more complex and prosper-
ous societies.” Over the last 10,000 years, humans moved from liv-
mg in simple hunter-gatherer tribes to agricultural societies of in-
creasing complexity and size. The large and complex societies of
the last few thousand years could not function without moral prin-
ciples that were developed, honed, and promoted over the genera-
tions by religions—principles such as charity, empathy, honesty, in-
tegrity, industriousness, discipline, sexual restraint, and respect for
life and personal property. As more people have more fully lived
these moral principles, their lives have significantly improved.

Beyond just giving us moral principles, religion guides us
on the path to meaning and illumination, supporting our search for
answers to deep life questions and encouraging our individual per-
sonal development. It helps us to make parts of our lives sacred
and to feel like we are part of something bigger than ourselves in a
way that 1s psychologically nourishing and rewvitalizing. It helps us
draw closer to a higher power and feel serenity, peace, transcen-
dence, elevation, awe, and gratitude.

Religion also gives us outlets for exercising moral good-
ness towards others, and thus encourages stable, thriving commu-
nities. It gives us rites and ceremonies to provide meaning and
mark major life events. It provides us with a sense of fellowship and
unity with others. It encourages group cohesiveness and provides
a social outlet for people to interact, become acquainted, learn from
each other, and support one another in their lives and beliefs. And,
it provides a public signaling mechanism about our (and others’)
devotion and trustworthiness.

Most importantly, religion demands that we live better and
become greater than we were, calling to us in unique and com-
pelling ways that are often most apt to lead us to lasting change and

7 Peter Turchin, Ultrasociety, 2016, pp. 208-10.



INTRODUCTION

progress. As William James wrote, “[tlhe highest flights of charity,
devotion, trust, patience, bravery to which the wings of human na-
ture have spread themselves have been flown for religious ideals.”®

Almost every adaptive human trait—from altruism to anger
—can become unbalanced, turn maladaptive, and lead to negative
outcomes. Religion 1s no different. At least in Western society, how-
ever, there 1s hard evidence that religion is a net benefit. Scholars
have found, over and over, that religiosity and belief in God are
positively related to better physical and mental health, greater life
satisfaction, longer lifespan, and prosocial behavior. The research
strongly indicates that religiosity actually causes these effects. The
weight of the evidence 1s astounding. If you have any doubt, please
turn right now to the next chapter, “God and Religion: Practical Evi-
dence”, starting on page 33, for a longer discussion (including many
references to academic journals).

For psychologically healthy and normal human beings, it
1s difficult for us to escape religiosity, no matter what church we
do or do not go to. Whenever a group of people coalesces around
strongly held beliefs or ideas, their religious natures usually emerge,
whether it be around Christianity, atheism, social justice, environ-
mentalism, or politics.

Even those who formally reject orgamzed religion or belief
in God rarely escape their fundamental religious natures—they are
still human beings, after all. Like most human traits, each person’s
mnate religious tendencies probably vary along a bell curve. Just as
some people are naturally angrier or happier than others, some are
more religious than others. The distribution of a natural trait can
change in a population over time, but a trend happening as swiftly
as secularization in the West 1s most likely due to principally cul-
tural forces. This 1s because there have not been enough genera-
tions for natural selection to have had much effect (and, if anything,
1s selecting in the long-term for greater innate religiosity, since reli-

8  William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, 1902, p. 259.
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giosity 1s a heritable trait” and religious people in the West have
higher fertility levels than the nonreligious). Most people who claim
no religious affiliation are thus likely doing so because of cultural
trends and not because of an innate lack of a religious nature.

One might argue that the growing numbers of people claim-
g no formal religious affiliation are doing so because they have a
naturally diminished religious sense and are now giving up on reli-
gion because there are fewer cultural constraints against doing so.
This 1s unlikely, however, because most of those who forsake for-
mal religious affiliation continue to manifest an innate religious na-
ture in other ways. Even atheist philosopher John Gray has noted
that “secular thought is mostly composed of repressed religion”. '

Indeed, it i1s easy to see innate human religious tendencies
manifest themselves among the ostensibly non-religious. New secu-
larists often end up, usually unconsciously, dedicating their natural
religiosity to things that scratch their religious itch, but that do not
bring as many of the benefits of traditional religion. They are like
someone trying to fulfill his body’s craving for the wholesome nutri-
tion of fresh, ripe fruit by eating a bag of candy. They devote them-
selves to things outside the realm of organized religion, but that are
still just as strongly religious, albeit distorted and twisted: new kinds
of superstitions and strange new modern secular orthodoxies lack-
g a basis in reality or tradition, and often with unanticipated harm-
ful effects. For example, many modern secularists have transplanted
Calvinist notions of original sin and predestination, and supersti-
tious notions of witchcraft and black magic, into their conceptions
of race, ethnicity, and gender relations; many have transformed
their zeal for religious orthodoxy into campaigns to universally im-
pose their ideology, often by destroying the professional and social
life of anyone who does not agree with them.

9  Laura B. Koenig, et al., “Genetic and Environmental Influences on
Religiousness: Findings for Retrospective and Current Religiousness
Ratings”, Journal of Personality, Feb. 16, 2005.

10 John Gray, Seven Types of Atheism, 2018.
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INTRODUCTION

Even though we have natural, innate behavioral tendencies
and mental attributes that appear to be hardwired into us, they man-
ifest within the context of the culture around us. Language 1s an in-
nate human characteristic, but the specific language each person
speaks 1s determined by the surrounding culture. When our culture
tails to provide a viable option through which we can manifest our
natural behaviors, we invent something.

In Nicaragua in the 1980s, deaf children were brought to-
gether for the first ime to attend a vocational school for the deaf.
Teachers did not teach any kind of sign language, instead they
tried (unsuccessfully) to teach Spanish and lipreading. The chil-
dren, though, on their own, created their own sign language so they
could communicate with each other. This sign language developed
over time into a sophisticated and complete language.

Similarly, when families from different cultures migrate to
the same place, the adults usually create a pidgin, which 1s a sim-
plified language that combines elements of the native languages of
the people who created it. Pidgins allow for basic communication,
but are not full languages. However, the children in such commu-
nities usually take their parents’ pidgin and turn it into a grammati-
cally and lexically complete language. This new language 1s called a
creole, and normally becomes the native language of the children
and their descendants. Some linguists hypothesize that Modern
English itself is a creole combining Germanic Old English with
the Norman French brought by William the Conqueror.

Left unchecked, the emerging religious orthodoxies and
practices of the new secularists would likely develop into a full reli-
gion, just like sign language in Nicaragua and creoles all over the
world have developed into new, complete languages. Creoles can
develop so quickly because they borrow heavily from the languages
of the groups that came together to create them. Similarly, speakers
of Nicaraguan Sign Language borrow from outside sources, such
as American Sign Language, to fill in gaps.

The secularists, however, seem eager to ignore and forget
as much as they can of the rich religious and cultural heritage be-
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queathed to us by our ancestors. If the new religion they are slowly
creating does not collapse, it will survive only at the cost of many
years (and likely generations) of painful adjustment as they struggle
to come up with new solutions to problems our ancestors already
solved long ago.!" And those “new” solutions will almost certainly
develop into moral values and rules that end up being not much
different from the traditional moral values and rules the secularists
had origially rejected.

After the Western Roman Empire fell in 476 AD, the
knowledge and capacity lost in fields such as science, engineering,
and art were not re-developed or re-discovered for many centuries—
not until the 19th century for some things. Ice core samples that
record historical levels of industrial pollution show that worldwide
mdustrial production of copper, lead, and silver did not return to
Roman levels until about the year 1600. Ancient Rome was the first
city in the world to reach a population of one million. After Rome’s
fall, no Western city reached this size again until London 1n about
the year 1800. The sophistication of the Roman financial system
was not equaled again until the 17th and 18th centuries. Shipbuild-
ing technology did not re-develop to the level of being able to build
ships larger than Roman merchant ships until the 15th century, and
not being able to exceed the size of Roman gran ships untl the
19th century.'?

The secularists’ rejection of religion and tradition runs the
risk of plunging us into an equivalent religious and spiritual dark

11 For example, nearly three generations after the sexual revolution, secu-
larists still struggle to come up with norms for basic aspects of sexual en-
counters, whereas centuries of tradition provide a time-tested solution:
abstinence outside of marriage, and fidelity within it. And the secularists
have done even less to solve bigger problems caused by the sexual revo-
lution, such as unstable homes forced on more and more children.

12 Bryan Ward-Perkins, The Fall of Rome: And the End of Civiliza-
tion, 2005, ch. 5; Kyle Harper, The Fate of Rome: Climate Disease,
and the End of an Empire, 2017, pp. 10, 36-37.
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age that could take centuries to climb out of.

On the other hand, those who have given up on the estab-
lished religions have some valid concerns. The major world reli-
glons are pre-modern creations. After taking into account modern
scientific understandings—as well as recent textual, historical, and
archeological discoveries—many people now find it difficult to ac-
cept certain aspects of the established religions’ factual claims. This
1s one of the main reasons why religious affiliation and participa-
tion 1s decreasing so significantly in the West.

I address this book mainly to those who have lost their faith
n traditional religion. I am one of you. If you are like me, you feel
like you have lost something precious that used to bring value and
meaning to your life. But what do we replace it with? The replace-
ment nonbelievers most often seem to turn to 1s some form of nihi-
lism or social justice grievance fanaticism, or often both. These are
a poor substitute for the grandeur and hope and love and meaning
and Divine connection we get out of religion.

This book offers a new religion that stays as faithful as
possible to the wisdom and traditions of the past while still em-
bracing our modern historical and scientific understanding of the
world. It offers a better substitute for the empty nihilism and totali-
tarian grievance activism that seem to be growing as replacements
for traditional religion. If you do not have faith in the established
religions: please continue on and see if you find something worth
pursuing here.

This book is not an attempt to criticize adherents of other
religions or to claim that their beliefs are wrong. In fact, when it
comes to moral and spiritual truths—truths about being, meaning,
and action—this book argues that the beliefs of the established reli-
gions are more true than what secular modernism teaches. The fo-
cus of this book 1s to encourage faith in God, not to tear it down.
Its purpose 1s to show that you can build up a strong and solid
spirituality that is still compatible with modern rational modes of
thinking and with our factual understanding of the world around
us. Thus, to the faithful of other religions, I mvite you also to read
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on and see 1f you find something of value in these pages. This book
contains no detailed, polemical attacks about specific religious be-
lief. The next five paragraphs are the only ones that even touch on
such 1ssues, and only offer a mild, general explanation about why
many people now find it hard to believe in established religions.
The purpose of those paragraphs 1s not to take a side in a religious
debate, but to make sure both sides can understand where the other
1s coming from.

So why do many people now have a hard time relying on
the established religions? Many teachings of the established reli-
gions are based on pre-modern cosmologies (cosmology means our
understanding of the universe and humanity’s place in it) that make
factual claims that can appear to contradict our scientific under-
standing of the world. They are also mixed with seemingly legendary
retellings of history that can be difficult to take literally. Many peo-
ple perceive these ancient cosmologies and histories as having
ever-decreasing relevance in their day-to-day lives.

For example, when the great world religions were founded,
many of those religions” adherents believed the world was flat and
was at the center of the universe. The most common cosmology in
the Bible presupposes the Earth 1s a flat disc floating in water or
supported by pillars.!® Other biblical writers say the Earth is im-
movable and everything else, including the Sun, revolves around
it.'* For biblical writers, Hell was a literal place below the ground
and Heaven was a literal place just above the Earth (in different
places in the Bible the reason the sky is blue is either because we
are seeing a heavenly ocean suspended above the sky, or because
the sky 1s the sapphire floor of Heaven).!

Even if Hell might not literally exist below us, and Heaven

13 Adele Berlin, “Cosmology and creation”, in Adele Berlin and Max-
e Grossman (eds.), The Oxford Dictionary of the Jewish Religion,
2011, pp. 188-89; Othmar Keel, The Symbolism of the Biblical
World, 1997, pp. 20-21; 1 Samuel 2:8; Job 9:6.

14 Joshua 10:12-13; Psalm 93:1, 96:10; Psalm 104:5.

9
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not literally be in the sky, I believe that Heaven and Hell are real
in a spiritual sense. Like me, most modern readers now interpret
many of these types of Bible passages spiritually or metaphori-
cally. But even so, it appears the writers of these passages probably
mtended them to be interpreted as being literally true.

Many people who read the Bible nowadays perceive some
of 1ts stories as reading more like mythology than literal history.
And if you try to look at things from the perspective of an unbe-
liever, you might understand why they have a hard time believing
stories about talking serpents and donkeys; or about a man emerg-
mg unharmed three days after being swallowed by a giant fish; or
tales of holy men calling fire from the sky, summoning a bear to kill
youths who had mocked his baldness, or stopping the progression
of the sun through the sky.!¢

Because the world’s established religions rest on founda-
tions that many people increasingly perceive as more legendary
than factual, many individuals now find those religions’ claims 1m-
plausibly difficult to accept. As a result, participation 1s declining
i most religions as they are forced to confront modernity.

If Western Civilization needs traditional religion to sur-
vive, but traditional religion cannot thrive in the modern world
and thus cannot fulfill its important historical role, what are we to
do? How should we react when we are confronted with moder-
nity-induced religious doubts?

Let us consider four possible responses: 1) the literal ap-

15 J. Edward Wright, The Early History of Heaven, 2002, pp. 54-57;
The Hebrew word for hell was also used to figuratively refer to death,
but was also used in the Old Testament to refer to a physical place,
Alan E. Bernstein, The Formation of Hell: Death and Retribution
1 the Ancient and Farly Christian Worlds, 1993, pp. 140-42; Exodus
24:9-10 speaks of the sapphire floor of heaven—God’s throne was
also described as being made of sapphire in Ezekiel 1:26.

16 See Genesis 2; Numbers 22; Jonah 1-4; 1 Kings 18; 2 Kings 2; and
Joshua 10.

10
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proach; 2) the symbolic approach; 3) the rejection approach; and
4) the Triple Path.
The Literal Approach

If history and modern cosmology contradict sacred texts,
one approach 1s to reject history and modern cosmology. This 1s
hard to justify, though, based on a dispassionate weighing of the
evidence. Even so, religious believers who take a literal approach
sometimes justify this approach by appealing to authority and ar-
guing that their scriptures (or the pronouncements of leaders who
claim to speak on God’s behalf) contain the word of God and are
thus the ultimate authority, trumping the pronouncements of falli-
ble humans.

There are several problems with this approach to relying
on authority.

Believing in the divine authority of teachers or texts mere-
ly because they claim divine authority 1s circular: we have no rea-
son to believe 1n their claims to divine authority unless we already
accept their teachings—merely claiming authority offers no external
reason to believe 1n that authority.

Believing in the literal, factual truth of a leader’s or a text’s
divine authority because of our subjective emotional responses to
them 1s almost equally questionable. Spiritual feelings are subjec-
tive. Adherents of wildly different religions—religions with contra-
dictory and mutually exclusive teachings—describe the same sorts
of spiritual feelings confirming their belief in these religions. For a
much more in-depth discussion of this phenomenon, and a more
general discussion on how we can find truth, see the third chapter,
“Some thoughts on Truth”, starting on page 51.

Some followers may instead place their trust in stories
about a teacher’s or a leader’s miraculous or supernatural abilities.
These stories, if true, might provide some idication of divine au-
thority, but they often seem to end up failing objective verification.
Often, they are told second- or third-hand, or the “miraculous” oc-
currence ends up being explained by charlatanism. Many such sto-
ries do not stand up to rigorous scrutiny. And even if a story does

11
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stand up to scrutiny, it does not necessarily prove that the miracle
n question came from God. Even a legitimate miracle might have a
non-divine explanation, such as psychic ability or even a connec-
tion to evil spiritual forces—as the Apostle Paul said, “even Satan
disguises himself as an angel of light.” (2. Cor. 11:14).

Things like feelings, stories of unknown veracity, or a reli-
gious text’s or leader’s own claim to authority are not enough to
validate claims about the religious texts’ or teachers’ authority, espe-
cially for claims that are directly contradicted by historical or ar-
cheological evidence, or by our modern scientific observations of
the world.

Furthermore, it 1s a logical fallacy to believe mn a statement’s
truth merely because it was uttered by an “authority”. Statements of
authorities should be able to stand up to criticism and independent
verification. We discuss this fallacy more on pages 60 to 61.

Questions involving religion and the supernatural are hard
to verify. Moreover, there are different standards of truth by which
we can judge such claims. One kind of truth 1s factual truth about
the material world, but another kind is truth about being and mean-
ing. This second type of truth tells us about how we should act and
be in the world—moral and spiritual truth.

If an authority’s statements about facts and history are
true, they should be consistent with our knowledge of reality. Reli-
gious authorities have sometimes had a poor track record on get-
ting factual truth right, but they have a much better track record
on moral and spiritual truths.

Jesus says in Matthew 10:16, that we must be wise like ser-
pents, yet still mnocent as doves. This 1s good advice in many con-
texts, including when trying to discern truth from error. There 1s a
lot of spiritual and moral truth i traditional religious teachings.
Thus, it would be foolish to reject everything that religion can teach
us, just because it sometimes might get its facts wrong. It is also un-
wise, however, to accept without question every factual or histori-
cal, or even moral, claim taught by a religious teacher. Accepting
without question all claims of traditional religion 1is being all dove,

12
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with no serpent. It just doesn’t work. The opposite approach,
though—of being all serpent and no dove—also doesn’t work.
The Rejection Approach

The rejection approach is to conclude that if verifiable re-
ligious claims are often contradicted by scientific discoveries, then
perhaps there 1s not much reason to believe in any religious teach-
g or ideal—if the verifiable claims are untrue, then the unverifi-
able claims and teachings probably are not true or worth following
either. A rejectionist might conclude that, if the ancients were wrong
about their cosmological claims, we should therefore reject (or be
skeptical of) all traditional religious morals and injunctions, unless
we can immediately find a good reason to keep them. The general
presumption of rejectionists is “guilty until proven innocent”—all
aspects of religion are valueless until proven otherwise.

This is the approach most atheists seem to take.

The problem with this approach 1s that it ignores our own
shortsightedness. Often, it 1s hard to understand the reason for a
traditional rule or taboo until long after the fact. For example, dur-
g the sexual revolution of the 1960s and 1970s, 1t was assumed
there was little justification for traditional sexual norms and that they
should be abandoned. It turns out, though, that those traditional
sexual norms encourage behaviors that are associated with stable
family structures, and thus better outcomes for children in our so-
clety (and eventually for the future of society itself). They also en-
courage actions more likely to lead to a life richer with meaning
and they discourage actions that are psychologically and spiritually
harmful.

Sexual promiscuity appears to exact a tremendous negative
emotional toll, particularly on women." Couples who do not live
together before marriage and in which the woman was a virgin on
her wedding night have much lower risk of divorce.'”® And divorce

17 Steven E. Rhoads, et al., “The Emotional Costs of Hooking Up”, The
Chronicle of Higher Education, June 20, 2010.

13
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1s associated with a host of poor outcomes for children.' Compar-
ative anthropological research suggests that widespread cultural ac-
ceptance of norms of strict chastity before marriage and absolute
monogamy afterwards leads to positive societal outcomes as well.

One lifetime 1s not long enough to figure everything out.
That i1s why we have culture and tradition. Wisdom about how to
live accumulates slowly, over huge spans of time, and gets passed
down as tradition. Rejecting all of it, or large parts of it, is an un-
wise course. It is far safer only to reject the hard-earned wisdom of
the past when it has been clearly and indisputably proved wrong.?!

18 Anthony Paik, “Adolescent Sexuality and the Risk of Marital Dissolu-
tion”, Journal of Marriage and Family, Vol. 73, No. 2, April 2011, pp.
472-485; Casey E. Copen, et al., “First Marriages in the United States:
Data From the 2006-2010 National Survey of Family Growth”, National
Health Statistics Reports, No. 49, March 22, 2012; Scott M. Stanley and
Galena K. Rhoades, “The Timing of Cohabitation and Engagement: Im-
pact on First and Second Marriages”, Journal of Marriage and Family,
Vol. 72, No. 4, August 2010, pp. 906-918; Galena K. Rhoades, et al.,
“The pre-engagement cohabitation effect: a replication and extension of
previous findings”, Journal of Family Psychology. Vol. 23, No. 1, Feb-
ruary 2009, pp. 107-11; David Popenoe and Barbara Dafoe Whitehead,
“Should We Live Together? What Young Adults Need to Know about
Cohabitation before Marriage, A Comprehensive Review of Recent Re-
search”, The National Marriage Project: The Next Generation Series.

19 Thomas G. O’Connor, et al., “Are Associations Between Parental
Divorce and Children’s Adjustment Genetically Mediated? An Adop-
tion Study”, Developmental Psychology, Vol. 36, No. 4, July 2000,
pp- 429-37; Charles Murray, Coming Apart: The State of White
America, 1960-2010, 2012, Chapters 8 and 15; Brian M. D’Onofrio,
et al.,, “A children of twins study of parental divorce and offspring
psychopathology”, Journal ot Child Psychology and Psychiatry, Vol.
48, No. 7, 2007, pp. 667-675.

20 Joseph D. Unwin, Sex and Culture, 1936, Oxford University Press.

21 On the value of tradition, see pages 66-72, 83-92, and 102-109.
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Moreover, religion provides important structure and disci-
pline on which to build your life and character. It is difficult to get
this structure and discipline in any other way. As Professor Jordan
Peterson wrote:

Religion 1s . . . about proper behaviour. It’s about what
Plato called “the Good.” A genuine religious acolyte isn’t
trying to formulate accurate ideas about the objective na-
ture of the world (although he may be trying to do that
too). He’s striving, instead, to be a “good person.” It may
be the case that to him “good” means nothing but “obedi-
ent”—even blindly obedient. Hence the classic liberal
Western enlightenment objection to religious belief: obe-
dience is not enough. But it’s at least a start (and we have
forgotten this): You cannot aim yourself at anything if you
are completely undisciplined and untutored. You will not
know what to target, and you won'’t fly straight, even if you
somehow get your aim right. And then you will conclude,
“There 1s nothing to aim for.” And then you will be lost.

It 1s therefore necessary and desirable for religions to
have a dogmatic element. What good is a value system that
does not provide a stable structure? What good is a value
system that does not point the way to a higher order? And
what good can you possibly be if you cannot or do not in-
ternalize that structure, or accept that order—not as a final
destination, necessarily, but at least as a starting point?
Without that, you’re nothing but an adult two-year-old,
without the charm or the potential. That is not to say (to
say 1t again) that obedience 1s sufficient. But a person capa-
ble of obedience—let’s say, instead, a properly disciplined
person—is at least a well-forged tool. At least that (and that
1s not nothing). Of course, there must be vision, beyond
discipline; beyond dogma. A tool still needs a purpose. It is
for such reasons that Christ said, in the Gospel of Thomas,
“The Kingdom of the Father is spread out upon the earth,



INTRODUCTION
but men do not see it.”*
The Symbolic Approach

The symbolic approach 1s to accept current religions as
they are, but reinterpreting many of their teachings as being merely
symbolic. It focuses on symbolism and allegory as powerful tools
for teaching and helping us to feel moral truths.

The conservative variety of this approach is to reject only
the parts of a religion’s teachings that are indefensible, but to retain
everything else and hold fast to the old religion. You take teachings
about cosmology that have been contradicted by modern science
and reinterpret them as symbolic, but you continue believing in the
teachings that have not yet been challenged by science. You create
space for belief out of the gaps that science has not, or cannot, ad-
dress. Thus, you might discount the idea of a creation in six days,
but continue believing that God created the Earth using natural pro-
cesses over millions of years. If' Heaven is not directly above the
Farth, it 1s somewhere else, or on another plane of existence.

This conservative approach of discarding the bare mini-
mum 1s far preferable to the rejection approach. The problem with
it, though, 1s that as scientific and historical knowledge seem to con-
tradict more and more aspects of traditional religion, its foundations
continue to weaken. This 1s because those foundations appear in-
creasingly to rest on cosmologies and historical claims whose factual
basis 1s now doubted, even though, originally, those foundations
were firmly grounded on the premise that they were literally true.

The liberal variety of this approach is to reject or ignore
any teaching that seems out-of-date or out-of-harmony with the
spirit of the times. You reinterpret as symbolic anything you want.
The problem with being this liberal 1s that religious belief becomes
volatile and ever-changing. Groups made up of individuals who ap-
ply a liberal approach often lack mternal consistency and have lit-
tle to unite them.

22 Jordan B. Peterson, 12 Rules for Life: An Antidote to Chaos, 2018,
pp. 133-35.
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Some people adopt a symbolic approach privately, while
maintaining membership in a religion that asserts cosmologically
or historically suspect teachings as true. There are cultural and so-
cial reasons to do this. If you live in a society or within a group
dominated by a certain religion, you may have no practical choice
but to remain affiliated and try to make the best of what you have.
This 1s not a wise or sustainable solution, however. It 1s morally
degrading to live such a double spiritual life, and 1s difficult to do
so without being dishonest. Furthermore, continuing participation
mn such religions provides them with greater institutional strength,
which helps them perpetuate false beliefs.

The liberal variety of this approach often means joining a
liberal religion that endorses the symbolic approach—whether offi-
cially or de facto—by rejecting the literal truth of many of its foun-
dational spiritual beliefs and texts. In theory, this might sound like
a promising way forward, but in practice it has proved to be a
dead end. Churches generally adopt this approach while still rely-
g on their previous forms of worship and holy texts. Doing this
requires a great deal of organizational dishonesty—maintaining an
overt devotion to many aspects of the religion that are based on
things the religion has also already partially or completely rejected.
Such dishonesty 1s poison to the moral character of an organiza-
tion or person.

Applying a “by their fruits you will know them” test shows
that the churches that have adopted the liberal symbolic approach
are generally failures. Such churches usually do not stop only at
rejecting old, seemingly false cosmologies, but continue on to also
jettison many valuable, foundational moral teachings. They give
up not only on the discredited parts of their beliefs, but on tried
and true traditions too—often to the point of almost becoming out-
right rejectionist. This illustrates the greatest problem with the lib-
eral variety of the symbolic approach: it rejects too much. Ever-de-
clining attendance at such churches is a concrete manifestation of
the morally bankrupt, dead husk most of them have become.

By itself, a middle-of-the-road symbolic approach is an im-
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portant tool for getting the most out of religion. The stories and
teachings passed down to us over generations and through the
centuries have survived so long for a reason. They are powerful
stories illustrating profound moral and psychological truths, and
the symbolic approach 1s the best way to take them to heart. Psy-
chology professor Jordan Peterson has produced a marvelous lec-
ture series discussing the psychological significance and symbolic
meaning of major Bible stories.?? These lectures are well worth
studying, and are a great example of how the symbolic approach
can point us toward wisdom and add rich meaning to our lives.

But the way things are now, applying the symbolic ap-
proach to traditional religion can often be like treating skin cancer
with sun block. Even the conservative, traditional religions are
shrinking as people lose faith in them.

Most cosmologically suspect religious teachings were origi-
nally put forth as being literally true, even if they also were originally
mtended to have, or were later re-written to have, multiple, sym-
bolic meanings. (Of course, there are some exceptions: Jesus’s para-
bles are profound and full of meaning, but were not taught as being
literally true.)

The legendary stories of the Bible, and the pre-modern
assumption that they were literally true, formed the traditional
foundation of religion in the West. Symbolically reinterpreting
them—whether in a conservative or liberal way—cannot avoid the
irreparable damage the foundations have already suffered from sci-
entific and historical discoveries indicating that most of them are
not factually true.

If conservative symbolic and literalist churches are facing
long-term dechine, and if liberal symbolic and rejectionist churches
have fared even worse, then maybe we need another solution.

We need new, strong religious foundations that do not
rely on every religious story being literally true. Then, we can con-
tinue to draw meaning and learn important lessons from them

23 See https://jordanbpeterson.com/bible-series/.
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(and all the other parts of traditional religion) without them under-
mining the foundations of our civilization.
The Triple Path Approach

If the previous approaches do not work, then how can we
preserve, honor, and practice the valuable traditions, morals, and
stories of our culture?

The most important, fundamental purpose of religion 1s
not providing a set of facts and propositions about the material
world. Instead, the most fundamental purpose of religion is to
provide guidance about how to structure your life and how to find
meaning—about establishing a connection with the Divine. And,
ideally, this all happens within the context of a community of like-
minded people who help and support each other.

The problem 1s that the symbolic and archetypal value of
our religious traditions and stories are tied too closely to their cos-
mological and historical claims. When someone perceives a reli-
gion’s factual claims as having been discredited, this pulls down
the moral and spiritual claims too, like concrete shoes dragging
someone underwater.

Much of what was once in the realm of the unexplained is
now understood. This has caused ever-greater divergences between
many religious teachings on factual matters and what we now un-
derstand about the material world. We need a fresh start to reset
these divergences, using the good things from the past to build a
new religion free of the nonessential stumbling blocks that are caus-
g so many people to give up on religion. We need something that
can Integrate our modern understanding of the universe into the
traditions and morals of the past—something conservative and tra-
ditional, but that 1s able, when needed, to change in response to
new discoveries.

With a new theological foundation not reliant on the lhiteral
truthfulness of legendary stories, we can maintain the traditions and
morals of the past, and also more successfully apply the symbolic
approach to continue cherishing and learning from the important
heritage of our ancestors’ traditions and culture.
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There 1sn’t anything out there that does this, so I created
it. It is called the Triple Path.

Untl now, the only main alternative to traditional religious
practice was to integrate into the new, coalescing religion of secu-
larism. The Triple Path offers a different option, rejecting neither
tradition nor modernity. It preaches a new monotheistic and
Christian faith that, at its most basic, teaches us to seek Wisdom,
practice Virtue, and labor with Hope.

Seeking Wisdom means searching for the truth—not just
to learn it, but also to figure out how to learn it. It means having
the humility to acknowledge human limitations and to accept truth
wherever you find it. It means developing better judgment and char-
acter. It means cultivating a calm and still mind, unmoved by the
distractions of life and opinion. And it means doing everything you
can to improve your ability to understand God, live under the influ-
ence of His Divine Light, and seek greater union with Him.

Practicing Virtue means living morally, doing good, desir-
mg to do good, and doing it for the right reasons. It means work-
g to be more like God and justified before Him.

Laboring with Hope 1s an extension of practicing Virtue; it
means actively working (even in desperate times) to make things
better, starting first with yourself and your family.

The Church of the West 1s the name of the church for
those who follow the Triple Path. A summary of our beliefs and
practices 1s on page 447, which contains our nineteen-paragraph
Creed. Or, even better, you can read the rest of this book and be-
come fully acquainted with the Triple Path and the rituals and
Church organization it sets forth. Its moral and ethical foundations
are built from the wisdom of Christianity and Stoicism, seasoned
with modern insights from psychology and other schools of Classi-
cal thought, and with some added bits from Buddhism, Taoism,
and other world philosophical and religious traditions. It 1s a reli-
gion focused more on developing moral character and Wisdom
mstead of on superstition, but without ignoring the importance of
spiritual and mystical truth and practice. Its cosmological founda-
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tions are in harmony with modern science, and adaptable to fu-
ture discoveries. Its theology is theistic rationalism. Its rituals are
based on the Anglican Book of Common Prayer and on Western
traditional practices, with influences also from Mormonism. Its
relatively decentralized ecclesiastical and congregational structure
combines elements from the Anglican, Methodist, and Mormon
churches. Clergy and leadership are lay members chosen through
sortition and who serve temporary terms of service. And it 1s un-
apologetically traditional, supporting time-honored morals and
gender roles.

Like all religions, the Church of the West has rules for any-
one wanting to be a member. A thriving religion must make de-
mands of its adherents. There are several reasons for this: to give
adherents a sense of meaning and belonging; to generate a feeling
of group 1dentity; to make the religion a valued part of daily hife (we
do not value things that are easy or free); to teach the importance of
sacrifice through hived experience; and to provide a signaling mech-
anism within the community that adherents can use to demonstrate
to others their devotion to the religion’s principles, and to evaluate
others’ devotion.

Religions develop their own unique rituals, traditions, and
norms that set them apart from other groups. Some of these rituals,
traditions, and norms do not have a strong moral component, but
mstead help ensure conformity with community standards and cre-
ate a feeling of unity and us-ness. These “norms of cohesion” are
rules or expectations that are based less on fundamental principles
of morality and more on behavior rules that help members of a
community establish their separate identity. These practices serve
an important unifying purpose—because these norms of cohesion
mmpose costs in time and foregone benefits, following them pro-
vides a way to signal to other group members one’s commitment to
the group and to its moral principles. They act as powerful, concen-
trated symbols for the entire set of beliefs and practices of the reli-
gion. They serve as outward symbols of adherents’ level of commit-
ment to God and their coreligionists. We should take care to not
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confuse symbols with the things they are representing, but even so,
the outward symbols and practices are still important in them-
selves.

Such outward signals of commitment make it easier for
group members to spot potential free riders (who, not being com-
mitted to the group or to its moral teachings, will be less willing to
follow norms of cohesion that impose costs) and to judge who 1s
worthy of trust and inclusion in the group. The evidence shows that
demanding norms of cohesion strengthen a group, and thus also
strengthen cooperation and relationships between members of the
group—religious communes that have more demanding norms of
cohesion last longer than those that do not.?

You are not committed to something unless you are will-
ing to sacrifice for it,? and no religion can thrive—or even survive—
without committed members. Who would want to be a member
of a religion full of lackadaisical and lukewarm adherents?

Even more importantly, as Professor Jordan Peterson has
said, we come 1nto life with an ethical burden to justify our own ex-
istence. Life’s purpose 1s not to maximize the ratio of personal plea-
sure or happiness to suffering, but to take on honorable, worthy
challenges and sacrifice to overcome them. Such challenges, volun-
tarily undertaken, mold and shape us. They bring nobility of soul
and allow us to accomplish great things.? Self-denial and sacrifice in
the context of religious practice, when properly undertaken, help
develop this mature, courageous character. That 1s why all great reli-
gions demand sacrifices.

The purpose of religion is not just to make you feel good
or inspired. It i1s also to demand that you change for the better,
and to show you the path to making those changes.

24 Richard Sosis and Candace Alcorta, “Signaling, solidarity, and the
sacred: the evolution of religious behavior”, Evolutionary Anthropol-
ogy, Vol. 12, No. 6, Nov. 2003, pp. 266-68.

25 See Hope 3:17 on page 311 (paraphrased from Jordan Peterson).

26 See Hope 3:17 on page 311 (paraphrased from Jordan Peterson).
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Most of the demands the Church of the West makes of its
adherents are standard moral rules found in most religions, but it
also has unique rules that have the specific intent of setting ad her-
ents apart, just as iIn many other strong, cohesive religions (such as
the Jewish prohibition on pork, the Mormon prohibition on alco-
hol and colffee, and the Catholic prohibition of meat on Fridays¥).

Religious rules fall along a spectrum between serving a
moral purpose and a cohesion purpose. Numbers 11 through 14 of
the Creed (found on page 448), list the practices, Rites, and Feasts
for adherents of the Triple Path. The most cohesion-targeted rule
listed in the Creed 1s a prohibition on eating gluten. Its purpose is
only for signaling and group cohesion. The rule 1s easy enough
that anyone determined to follow it can do so without much disrup-
tion, but hard enough that few people will follow it unless they have
a real commitment to the religion.

Other major, specific rules are more obviously moral, the
best examples being the requirements to love others and follow the
Golden Rule, and for celibacy before marriage and fidehty after-
wards. Other rules listed in the Creed fall somewhere between the
two poles of strictly moral- and strictly cohesion-based rules. Some
of these rules are maintaining Sunday as a day of rest, spiritual fo-
cus, and family, free from work and spending of money; completely
abstaining from tobacco; drinking alcohol only in moderation; eat-
ing in a healthy and moderate manner and exercising to keep our
bodies fit and strong; avoiding excessive consumption of caffeine
and refined sugar; and participating in the religion’s Rites and Feasts
(which are set out starting on page 451).

27 These religions’ adherents may say they follow these rules because God
commanded it, but most also accept that these rules are not universal
and binding on those outside their faith. For example, Mormon-owned
food service businesses often serve coffee and alcohol, including in the
City Creek Center mall in downtown Salt Lake City, which 1s directly
owned by the Mormon Church. This points to the rules’ principal role

as having something to do with group identity and membership itself.
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The conservative approach inherent in the Triple Path—of
creating a new religion that also preserves as much of the West’s
religious traditions as possible—is because it can be hard to discern
right away which parts of a religion are valuable. Often, traditions,
rules, practices, and beliefs develop and last, even though no one
would have consciously created them, because they confer some
benefit that 1s not readily ascertainable. If a common, traditional,
Western religious practice 1s not demonstrably untrue or harmful,
then we should be very slow to discard it, even if it appears to serve
no purpose. It may have value or serve a purpose that is not im-
mediately discernible. The Church of the West most assiduously
tries to follow this when it comes to morals, practices, Rites, and
rules, and less so with cosmological claims (for reasons we have
talked about earlier in this chapter).

Followers of the Triple Path worry less about difhicult-to-
answer metaphysical questions like the nature of the soul, our fate
after death, or future eternal rewards or punishments. In Matthew,
Jesus says, “do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will bring
worrles of its own. Today’s trouble 1s enough for today.”? Triple
Path adherents take Jesus at his word. We care more about the
here and now than we do about abstract, indistinct, and indis-
cernible futures. We begin our approach to morality by seeking to
do what 1s right because it 1s right, not because of some expected
reward.

Some might claim that good behavior is not enough, and
that you also have to be baptized a certain way or adhere to some
particular religion’s rites and beliefs But how can we know which
religion’s claims are right? The potential salvific value of most reli-
gions’ practices and sacred rites are usually claimed to be exclusive
—you have to practice that religion, and only that religion, to be
saved. If only the rituals of a certain religion provide salvation, then
we are faced with the nearly impossible task of trying to sort through
an almost endless number of religions and churches to figure out

28 Matthew 6:34 (NRSV).
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which one is correct. It is far more sensible to focus on virtuous
living and seeking a direct connection to God. If salvific rites,
membership in a certain religion, or having the right beliefs were
what God really required of us to receive salvation, I cannot help
wondering if He would have made it clearer and easier to figure
out which were the right ones. It makes far more sense that all of
these are mventions of men to help us mn our quest to draw closer
to God and understand our place in the universe.

The Triple Path teaches that we should be humble about
what we know, or what we think we know. We should retain as
much as we can of the beliefs of our ancestors, but we should also
recognize that sometimes we may need to change our beliefs in the
face of new evidence, proven discoveries, or better information.
Such change should come only after long and careful examination,
and usually only for indisputably proven matters of cosmology, sci-
ence, and history. In matters of traditions, morals, and practices,
change should be even slower and more rare, because “innova-
tions” in such matters are far more likely to make things worse.

Even in our modern age, we should not limit religion to
being just an empirically based, scientific undertaking. Indeed, it
would be foolish to do so. Finding beauty and meaning in life are
mmportant too. Religion helps us cultivate a sense of wonder and
peace; an understanding of our human frailties and imperfections;
resilience and meaning in the face of tragedy and suffering; and a
respect for the mysteries of the universe.

Human reason and rationality have been responsible for
amazing advances in our culture, knowledge, and standards of liv-
ing. But our minds are finite and surprisingly predisposed to irra-
tionality. What this means 1s that all of us—even the most intelli-
gent and rational among us—have hidden biases and predisposi-
tions that we cannot perceive. This is true for both religious be-
lievers and non-believers alike.

Following the Triple Path means trying to clarify your
thinking and act more rationally, but also means having humility
about your conclusions and beliefs, not losing sight of the impor-
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tance of feelings and human relationships, and showing ultimate
respect and reverence for the Divine by seeking the transcendent,
ineffable experience of directly communing with God.

The Codex

In the “Creeds, Rites, and Practices” section of this book,
you will find occasional references to something called The Codex,
which 1s another book that will be a companion volume to this one.
The Codex will apply the symbolic approach to continue cherishing
and learning from the mmportant stories of our culture (without re-
quiring belief they are literally true) by collecting them into one
place—stories from the Bible (including the entire New Testa-
ment), Greco-Roman and Germanic myths, and medieval legends.
The Codex is stll only in very rough draft form. You can find the
latest draft at TriplePath.org/Codex.

Theism

If the Triple Path rejects disproved cosmologies, then why
still believe in God?

Current scientific models give us tremendous nsight nto
how the universe began and how it works, and into the origins of
mankind. These models, however, also have significant gaps and
cannot explain the root cause of many scientific observations. Why
did the Big Bang happen? How and why do the fundamental forces
work? How and why do the elementary particles exist? How does
consciousness work? What is consciousness? We at best have
only incomplete answers to these questions.

These gaps and unanswered questions leave room for be-
lief in things that exist beyond the material world we perceive. The
unanswered questions of science are “known unknowns”—they are
things that we know that we do not know. These known unknowns
already leave room open for the possibility of belief.

But it would be wise to have the epistemological humility to
also recognize the possibility of “unknown unknowns”—things that
we do not even know that we do not know. The inherent limitations
of our senses, our scientific instruments, and our minds leave open
the possibility that there are realities beyond what we can perceive
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and measure—things we are incapable of even understanding. In-
deed, it 1s impossible to prove or disprove the existence of God as
He 1s often described in the monotheistic faiths: an inwvisible, all-
powerful, all-knowing being who 1s present everywhere.

Having this epistemological humility leaves still greater
room, even for the most rationally minded person, to believe in
the existence of God.

With that room left open for belief, though, the question
still remains, why believe? Many people do so after their own per-
sonal encounter with the Divine. I write more on this in the third
chapter, but there are other reasons for believing in God as well.
Like William James, you can root it in pragmatic concerns. Just as
there is a relationship between well-being and religiosity, there is
also a relationship between belief in God and well-being, both phys-
ical and mental. People who believe in God are healthier, happier,
live longer, and act more morally. As with the research on religios-
ity, the evidence 1s compelling. Once again, if you have any doubt,
please turn right now to the next chapter, “God and Religion: Prac-
tical Evidence”, starting on page 33, for a longer discussion (in-
cluding many references to peer-reviewed academic journals).

Based on what we can measure about belief in God, de-
ciding on theism makes sense. If the question of God’s existence
1s fundamentally unprovable, but belief in Him brings such posi-
tive results, then the rational response is to believe in God. And if
your experience is like mine, if you let your rationality lead you to
seek Him out, and once you encounter Him for yourself, you will
come to see that religion and belief in God are much more than
just cold, utilitarian pursuits, but that they can illuminate your life
and kindle a transcendent, Divine Flame in your soul—that they
are of the greatest intrinsic worth.

Yet, the world’s major religions can sometimes teach very
different things about God. Looking more granularly, individuals’
conceptions and definitions of God often seem as varied as the
number of people holding them. How can we meamngfully discuss
the question of God’s existence and His characteristics if we do not
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even have a coherent definition of what He 1s? Indeed, people with
mutually contradictory belief systems claim the same sorts of spiri-
tual, divine feelings as confirmation of the truth of their beliefs
about God.

So what does this mean? It might mean that there 1s one true
religion and all the rest are false (and thus that the spiritual experi-
ences of those religions’ members are false). Or, it might mean that
there 1s no God. We favor a different explanation.

Our explanation is twofold: first, that we often have a hard
time hearing God and understanding Him. As Paul says in the
Bible, “we see through a glass, darkly”.? Second, we believe that
God wants us to figure many things out for ourselves.

We believe that it is impossible to fully define God with
words. Each person must experience God for themself—this is each
person’s right, and solemn responsibility. It 1s your right and re-
sponsibility. It is less important to define God with precision than
it 1s to personally encounter Him and thus come to a greater un-
derstanding of Him for yourself.

The Triple Path’s conception of God is best described as
Theistic Rationalism. We believe that rationalism and religion can
be compatible—we can commune and communicate with God,
but He puts us in control of our actions, and thus also responsible
for their consequences.

We pray to God to express our gratitude, goals, and de-
sires. Maybe we even pray for miracles, but we believe that the
outcomes of our lives are usually the result of our actions, natural
laws, random chance, and the choices of others. We thus believe
that misfortune and suffering can happen for the same reasons.
Christianity

The Church of the West 1s a Christian church. We are a
revival of the most ancient branch of Christianity, Adoptionism.
The New Testament 1s part of our scriptures—the full text of it is
contained 1n the Codex. There is spiritual power in the New Testa-

29 1 Corinthians 13:12 (KJV).

28



THE TRIPLE PATH

ment. That spiritual power is likely one of the main reasons why lit-
erally billions of people, over the course of thousands of years, have
called themselves Christians. If you have never done so, I suggest
you read the New Testament with an open heart and see what you
find there. Like Thomas Jefferson, though, we believe that some
passages of the New Testament are legendary accounts that might
not be factually or historically accurate. We study the New Testa-
ment as one source of spiritual truth, and not as a history text-
book.

‘We accept the historical reality of Jesus’s life and crucifix-
1on (something all mainstream Bible scholars also accept). We also
believe that, for many aspects of his story, it is impossible to sepa-
rate legend from history. Generally, however, we assume that events
in the past proceeded in conformity with natural law in the same
way they do today. We therefore believe Jesus likely was born to
two human parents, like every other human being.

Most Christian churches are Trinitarian—they teach the
doctrine of the Trinity, which holds that God, Jesus, and the Holy
Ghost are coequal, coeternal (and thus not created), and consub-
stantial (and thus of the same substance). Like Sir Isaac Newton, we
are not Trinitarians. We do not believe that Jesus was God or co-
equal with Him. Nor do we believe that Jesus is coeternal or con-
substantial with God in some special way. Instead, we believe we
can understand Jesus as having been Adopted by God as His Son.

Thus, we are Adoptionist Christians. Adoptionism 1s a be-
lief that goes all the way back to the earliest days of Christianity. It
holds that Jesus was born as a human being like any other, but
that he was Adopted by God as His Son. There is support for this
i the New Testament itself, suggesting that many early Christians
were also Adoptionists. The earliest Gospel, Mark, does not de-
scribe a virgin birth, nor do any of the writings of the Apostle Paul.
And i several ancient manuscripts of Luke 3:22, at the baptism
of Jesus, the voice from Heaven does not say the more-familiar
“You are my beloved son, in whom I am well pleased.” Instead,
the voice says “You are my son, today I have begotten you.” If Je-
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sus was only begotten on that day, then it means he was not the
Son of God at his birth—he must have been Adopted later. It 1s
likely that this Adoptionist version of the text of Luke is the origi-
nal version. Indeed, Acts 13:33, Hebrews 1:5, and 5:5 all also ap-
pear to endorse Adoptionism (either in connection with Jesus’s
baptism or crucifixion) and use the same language (which origi-
nates from Psalm 2:7) as the alternate reading of Luke, repeating
it word-for-word: “You are my son, today I have begotten you.”

Whatever the literal historical truth might be, we believe
we can look to the story of Jesus’s life as an example for us to fol-
low. We thus accept Jesus Christ as our Savior, by virtue of his
teachings and the archetype of his life as recounted in the gospels.
Accordingly, we seek to follow his example so that we might also
be united to God and Adopted as His Sons and Daughters, just as
Bible stories and early Christian doctrine taught that Jesus was
Adopted. This 1s similar to the Orthodox Christian concept of
Theosis, which holds that we can achieve union with God by puri-
fying our body, mind, and soul and by being illuminated with
God’s Light. We believe that the path to Theosis and to Adoption
by God 1s by seeking Wisdom, practicing Virtue, and laboring
with Hope.

And, thus, the second paragraph of our Creed states the
following: “We accept Jesus Christ as our Savior, by virtue of his
teachings and the archetypal example of his life as recounted in
the gospels. We believe that Jesus was Adopted by God as His
Son, and we seek to follow his example so that we might also be
united to God and Adopted as His Sons and Daughters.”

I explore these concepts more—along with other ideas re-
lated to spirituality, mysticism, and cosmology—in another com-
panion volume to this one called The Spiritual Sense, which 1s still
i draft form. You can read the latest version for free at
TriplePath.org/TheSpiritualSense.

Conclusion

Our simple belief in God leaves open many questions

about life, existence, and the supernatural. Those questions are im-
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portant, but finding answers is hard. For many of them, finding an-
swers 1n this life may be impossible. The seeming lack of certain an-
swers 1Is not a reason to reject the good that comes from believing
in God and practicing religion. The Buddhist parable of the arrow
helps explain why. This 1s my adaptation of it:

A man was shot with a poisoned arrow. As he lay in-
jJured, his family and friends brought a doctor to him to re-
move the arrow and administer an antidote for the poison.

The man stopped the doctor, saying, “I will not have this
arrow removed until I know the surgical techmque to be
used; until I know whether he who wounded me was wealthy
or poor, well-liked or unpopular, sane or crazy, powerful or
mmpotent. I will not have it removed until I know the name
of he who wounded me; until I know whether he was tall or
short, dark or pale, blond or brown-haired; until I know
whether his eyes were blue, brown, green, or gray; until I
know his city, state, and country; until I know the language
he speaks; until I know whether the bow firing the arrow that
wounded me was a long bow or a crossbow; until I know
what kind of fiber the bowstring was made of; and until I
know whether the arrow’s shaft was wood, bamboo, or
reed.”

His family begged him to at least receive an injection of
the antidote.

He said, “I will not receive an antidote to the poison un-
til I know whether the poison is natural or manmade; untl I
know whether it was derived from animal, plant, fungus, or
mineral; until I know whether it 1s acid or base; until I know
how much poison has entered my bloodstream; until I know
the lethal dosage of the poison; until I know the composition
of the antidote; and until I know the amount to be adminis-
tered to me.”

The man died and all those things about which he had
questioned still remained unknown to him. Indeed, for those
around him with the tools to save him—his family, friends, and
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doctor—the answers to many of his questions were as much
mysteries to them as they were to him. And even for the an-
swers they did have, there was not enough time to explain
them before the arrow and poison killed him.®
Rationalism, empiricism, and pragmatic concerns are impor-
tant, but so are the subjective, emotional, and spiritual side of
things. Religion, God, and tradition add color and meaning to life.
They can bring peace and a feeling of connection to something
greater than yourself. They are the most important ends to seek after.
Our time on this earth 1s mited. Even if we do not under-
stand what they mean or how they work, it makes little sense to re-
ject religion, God, and the traditions of our forefathers if they can
help us be better, do better, and find meaning (yet, in the midst of
practicing our faith and traditions, there is nothing wrong with seek-
ing greater understanding of what they mean and why they work,
and, if we exercise extreme humility and proceed very cautiously,
we might even be able to successfully explore how they can be 1m-
proved). Do not worry so much about getting the answers to all of
life’s questions right away—there are more important things to fo-
cus on first. Instead, worry about removing the poisoned arrows of
selfishness, hypocrisy, ignorance, foolishness, evil, and lazy de-
spair from your life. The evidence shows that religion and God
can help you do that. And that is good enough.
So, read on and learn about the Triple Path. Try follow-
g it. Test its fruits for yourself. Come back to religion and God.

30 See Parables 4, The Poisoned Arrow, on page 349.
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God and Religion: Practical Evidence

A large body of research shows that believing in God,
practicing a religion, praying, and meditating each have a strong
relationship with a variety of positive outcomes.

Belief in God

People who perceive having a close connection to God
have lower rates of depression and loneliness and greater rates of
self-rated health, self-esteem, and psychological adjustment in re-
sponse to major life stressors.! Believers in God treated for depres-
sion had greater reductions in depression and self-harm and greater
improvements in psychological well-being than nonbelievers.?

Attachment theorists hypothesize that believers in God can
look to Him “as a safe haven, a being who offers caring and pro-
tection 1n times of stress” and that this attachment leads believers
to “experience greater comfort in stressful situations and greater
strength and confidence 1n everyday life”. Indeed, people who “re-
port a closer connection to God experience a number of health-

1 Peter C. Hill and Kenneth I. Pargament, “Advances in the Concep-
tualization and Measurement of Religion and Spirituality: Implica-
tions for Physical and Mental Health Research”, American Psychol-
ogist, Vol. 58, No. 1, January 2003, pp. 67-66.

2 David H. Rosmarin, et al., “A test of faith in God and treatment:
The relationship of belief in God to psychiatric treatment outcomes”,
Journal of Affective Disorders, Vol. 146, No. 3, April 25, 2013, pp.
441-446; see also Timothy B. Smith, Michael E. McCullough, and
Justin Poll, “Religiousness and Depression: Evidence for a Main Ef-
fect and the Moderating Influence of Stressful Life Events”, Psycho-
logical Bulletin, Vol. 129, No. 4, 2003, pp. 614-636.
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related benefits: less depression and higher self-esteem, less loneli-
ness, greater relational maturity, and greater psychosocial compe-
tence”. A secure relationship with God 1s tied to “better self-rated
health and better psychological adjustment among people facing a
variety of major life stressors”. These effects are greater than the ef-
fects associated with measures of religiosity or spirituality, and schol-
ars have not been able to explain them by nonreligious factors®

This relationship between theism and well-being 1s not just
an American phenomenon. In a 2013 study of ninety-two coun-
tries, there was a positive relationship between a person’s happi-
ness (as well as life satisfaction) and the self-reported level of im-
portance of God in that person’s life, relative to the average level
of faith in that person’s country.*
Religiosity

Similarly, religion is associated with practical, observable
benefits to adherents, such as “improved health, survivorship, eco-
nomic opportunities, sense of community, psychological well-be-
ing, assistance during crises, mating opportunities, and fertility”.?
People who are religious are more likely to be honest, law-abiding,
give money to charity, volunteer their time to help others, be civi-
cally mvolved, and engage in prosocial behavior. They are also
less materialistic, hedonistic, and self-oriented.®

3 Peter C. Hill and Kenneth I. Pargament (see footnote 1), p. 67-68.

4 Aleksandr Kogan, et al., “Uncertainty avoidance moderates the link
between faith and subjective well-being around the world”, The Jour-
nal of Positive Psychology, 2013.

5 Richard Sosis and Candace Alcorta, “Signaling, solidarity, and the
sacred: the evolution of religious behavior”, Evolutionary Anthropol-
ogy, Vol. 12, No. 6, Nov. 2003, pp. 264.

6  David G. Myers, “Religion and human flourishing”, in Michael Eid
and Randy J. Larsen (eds.), The Science of Subjective Well-Being,
2008, pp. 323-46, 330-32; Jesse Preston and Ryan S. Ritter, “Differ-
ent effects of Religion and God on prosociality with the ingroup and

outgroup”, Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, Vol. 39, No.
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Religiosity has a positive relationship with good physical
health. “[A]s a predictor of health and longevity, religious involve -
ment rivals nonsmoking and exercise effects.”” Regular church at-
tendance is correlated with a twenty-five percent decrease in risk
of mortality, even after accounting for confounding variables; reli-
glosity and spirituality are also associated with decreased risk of
cardiovascular disease (but religiosity does not appear to help with
cancer or to help recovery from acute illness).? Religiosity and spiri-
tuality have a positive relationship with lower blood pressure and
better immune function.” A study of elderly patients found a posi-
tive relationship between physical and mental health and religios-
ity, and that non-religious and non-spiritual patients had worse
health and higher morbidity.'” Another study concluded that a 20-
year-old who frequently attends church has a life expectancy of 83
years, whereas a 20-year-old who does not attend church has a life
expectancy of 75 years. This increased life expectancy appears to
be caused not only by selection effects (such as unhealthy people
being less likely to attend church), but also in part because religi-
osity 1s associated with greater social ties and behavioral factors
that decrease the risk of death.!! A meta-analysis of studies that ex-

9, September 2013; Arthur C. Brooks, “Religious Faith and Charita-
ble Giving”, Policy Review, No. 121, October 1, 2003.

7 David G. Myers (see footnote 6), pp. 336-38.

Lynda H. Powell, et al., “Religion and spirituality: Linkages to physi-
cal health”, American Psychologist, Vol. 58, No. 1, January 2003,
pp- 36-52; David G. Myers (see footnote 6), pp. 334-38.

9  Teresa E. Seeman, et al., “Religiosity/Spirituality and Health: A Crit-
ical Review of the Evidence for Biological Pathways”, American Psy-
chologist, Vol. 58, No. 1, January 2003, pp. 53-63.

10 Harold G. Koenig, et al., “Religion, spirituality, and health in medi-
cally 1l hospitalized older patients”, Journal of the American Geri-
atric Society, Vol. 52, No. 4, April 2004, pp. 554-62.

11 Robert A. Hummer, et al., “Religious involvement and U.S. adult
mortality”, Demography, Vol. 36, No. 2, 1999, pp. 273-285.
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amined the relationship between religious mvolvement and mor-
tality found that greater religious involvement is linked to greater
odds of survival."? It appears that these beneficial effects are not
Jjust caused by mundane benefits that religion provides, such as so-
cial ties. In studies examining the relationship between religion
and health, “salutary effects of religious involvement persist de-
spite an mmpressive array of statistical controls for social ties,
health behaviors, and sociodemographic variables”.!3

Religion also has a positive relationship with mental health.
“[S]ystematic reviews of the research literature over the years have
consistently reported that aspects of religious involvement are as-
sociated with desirable mental health outcomes.”'* Attendance at
church is directly related to subjective well-being and is indirectly
related to 1improved physical health through its association with
mmproved mood and also through its relationship with decreased
substance abuse.!"” Higher religiosity has a relationship with lower
depression risk, especially for those under stress; similarly, a meta-
analysis of nine studies found a relationship between religiosity and
lower risk of suicide.'® In another study, higher religiosity and spir-
ituality among elderly patients was linked not only with fewer depres-
sive symptoms, but also with better cognitive function.'” Among
stroke victims, spiritual belief was positively correlated with better

12 Peter C. Hill and Kenneth I. Pargament (see footnote 1), pp. 66.

13 Christopher G. Ellison and Jeffrey S. Levin, “The Religion-Health
Connection: Evidence, Theory, and Future Directions”, Health Ed-
ucation & Behavior, Vol. 25, No. 6, December 1998, pp. 700-720,
at 702.

14 Same.

15 Laura B. Koenig and George E. Vaillant, “A prospective study of
church attendance and health over the lifespan”, Health Psychology,
Vol. 28, No. 1, January 2009, pp. 117-24.

16 David G. Myers (see footnote 62), pp. 326, 337; Andrew Wu, et al.,
“Religion and Completed Suicide: a Meta-Analysis”, PLOS ONE,
Vol. 10, No. 6, June 25, 2015.
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mental health (but not with better physical health).'®

‘When asked what they were striving for in their lives, peo-
ple with a larger number of spiritual goals had greater purpose in
life, life satisfaction, and levels of well-being. Those with a more n-
trinsic religious orientation have better mental health, self-esteem,
meaning in life, family relationships, and a feeling of well-being;
they have lower levels of alcohol abuse, drug abuse, and sexual
promiscuity.'” Weekly church attendance has about the same sig-
nificant positive effect on happiness as being married.?

Most of the above studies focused on the United States.
Critics might argue that such studies are not generalizable outside
the United States because American culture is more religious than
other developed nations. Thus, they may argue, the negative com-
parative effects of irreligion in these studies may come from the
stress of being part of a minority group. Studies involving interna-
tional samples, however, contradict this assumption. Data from
seventy countries showed that a person’s self-definition of being “a
religious person” (versus being not religious or atheist) was posi-
tively associated with subjective personal life satisfaction. The rela-
tionship did not seem to depend on whether a person was a mem-
ber of the majority or minority religion, but just on whether a per-
son was religious.?!

This relationship has apparently held across countries for

17 Harold G. Koenig, et al., “Religion, spirituality, and health in medi-
cally 1ll hospitalized older patients”, Journal of the American Geri-
atric Society, Vol. 52, No. 4, April 2004, pp. 554-62.

18 Brick Johnstone, et al., “Relationships Among Religiousness, Spiri-
tuality, and Health for Individuals with Stroke”, Journal of Clinical
Psychology in Medical Settings, Vol. 15, No. 4, December 2008, pp.
308-313.

19 Peter C. Hill and Kenneth I. Pargament (see footnote 1), p. 68.

20 Danny Cohen-Zada and William Sander, “Religious Participation ver-
sus Shopping: What Makes People Happier?”, Journal of Law and
Economics, Vol. 54, No. 4, 2011, pp. 889-906.
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several decades. A 1990 study of sixteen countries found that the
relationship between church attendance and a person’s happiness
and life satisfaction “is not a uniquely American finding, but a gen-
eral pattern that holds true” across the mdustrialized world, in-
cluding in Europe, Canada, and Japan. In the sixteen countries,
the people who attended church once a week were satisfied with
their lives at a rate eight percentage points higher than those who
did not attend, and they were happy at a rate nine percentage
points higher than those who did not attend.?? One study found
that religiosity in the United States, Denmark, and Netherlands
were all weakly associated with happiness (although the correla-
tions in Europe were not statistically significant).?® A study of a
representative sample of elderly adults in the Netherlands showed
that even after adjusting for physical health, social support, alcohol
use, and demographic variables, there was a consistent relation-
ship between lower depression and regular church attendance.?* A
study of persons in thirty-five Furopean countries found that both
traditional religious beliefs and new age religious beliefs were asso-
ciated with higher levels of subjective well-being, and that atheists
had the lowest rates of subjective well-being.? A study of nearly

21 Marta Elliott and R. David Hayward, “Religion and Life Satisfaction
Worldwide: The Role of Government Regulation”, Sociology of Re-
ligion, Vol. 70, No. 3, 2009, pp. 285-310.

22 Ronald Inglehart, Culture Shift in Advanced Industrial Society, 1990,
pp- 227-29.

23 Liesbeth Snoep, “Religiousness and happiness in three nations: a re-
search note”, Journal of Happiness Studies, Vol. 9, 2008, pp. 207-211.

24 Arjan W. Braam, et al., “Religious involvement and 6-year course of
depressive symptoms in older Dutch citizens: results from the Longi-
tudinal Aging Study Amsterdam”, Journal of Aging and Health, Vol.
16, No. 4, 2004, pp. 467-89.

25 Andrej Kirbis and Sergej Flere, “Conventional religiosity and New
age beliefs as predictors of subjective well-being in Europe”, Out of the
Box Conference, May 15-17, 2002.
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half a million people from 154 countries found a small positive re-
lationship between religiosity and subjective well-being, after con-
trolling for personal circumstances (but the relationship attenuated
in better-off societies).? A longitudinal study of 1,500 Germans
showed that “individuals who become more religious over time
record long term gains in life satisfaction, while those who become
less religious record long term losses”. %

Like all social science research, these results on the effects
of religiosity will never be as conclusive as research in hard sci-
ences such as physics and chemistry. People are complicated, and
it can be difficult to do the statistics right and create an adequate
model to control for all the relevant variables. Moreover, in stud-
1es where we look at population-level data, it can be hard to infer
causality. It 1s difficult, and often impossible, to set up double-blind
studies, or even studies with control populations, to analyze the ef-
fects of religiosity as an independent variable versus a control. The
above longitudinal study of Germans, where changes i religiosity
over time were related to changes in happiness levels, 1s highly
suggestive, however, that religiosity was causing the happiness.?

One clever study used a natural experiment to test causal-
ity, using changes in state laws in the United States in the 1960s
and 1970s that led to decreased church attendance. Many U.S.
states used to have “blue laws” that prohibited commercial activity,
such as retail, entertainment, and sports, on Sunday. States re-
pealed their blue laws throughout the 1960s and 1970s, often in
response to court challenges (and thus not, apparently, because

26 Ed Diener, et al., “The Religion Paradox: If Religion Makes People
Happy, Why Are So Many Dropping Out?” Journal of Personality
and Social Psychology, Vol. 101, No. 6, December 2011, pp. 1278-90.

27 Bruce Headey, et al., “Authentic happiness theory supported by im-
pact of religion on life satisfaction: A longitudinal analysis with data
for Germany”, The Journal of Positive Psychology, Vol. 5, No. 1,
2010, pp. 73-82.

28  Same.
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people had grown less religious and demanded repeal through
democratic processes). The repeal of state blue laws led to a de-
crease in church attendance among white women (but not men).
States did not repeal their blue laws at the same time. This allowed
researchers to compare demographically and geographically simi-
lar states where blue laws were in effect in some and not in others.
These conditions allowed researchers to examine the churchgoing
behavior and happiness of people before and after the repeal of
blue laws. After church attendance decreased, there was a signifi-
cant and substantial decline in the happiness of white women (but
not men). Women'’s decreased church attendance explained much
of the decrease in happiness that they have experienced, relative
to men, since 1973.% This research 1s even more suggestive that
religiosity causes happiness, and not that happy people merely
also tend to be religious.

‘What 1s responsible for the relationship between religion
and well-being? Religion does not appear to have much of an ef-
fect on the “Big Five” major personality traits that psychologists
use to describe human personalities (agreeableness, conscientious-
ness, extroversion, neuroticism, and openness). Religion does,
however, seem to have “profound effects on mid-level personality
functions such as values, goals, attitudes, and behaviors, as well as
on the more self-defining personality functions of life meaning

and personal identity”.*

Religion provides hope, optimism, and
purpose, all of which in turn increase a person’s well-being.?' We
mvest more care and attention into parts of our lives that we view
as sacred, and those sacred aspects of our lives give greater life sat-

isfaction and meaning. Not only does religion serve as a general

29 Danny Cohen-Zada and William Sander (see footnote 20).

30 Peter C. Hill and Kenneth 1. Pargament (see footnote 1), p. 71.

31 Christopher G. Ellison and Jeffrey S. Levin (see footnote 13), p. 708-
9; David G. Myers (see footnote 6), pp. 326-28; Sonja Lyubomirsky,
et al., “Pursuing happiness: The architecture of sustainable change”,
Review of General Psychology, Vol. 9, No. 2, 2005, pp. 111-31.
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orienting and motivating force, it also provides specific coping
mechanisms (such as prayer, meditation, and religious rituals).?

Many of religion’s benefits may come because it helps
“solve significant communication problems inherent in human
hife”.® Religions provide social support, companionship, and a
sense of community.?* Indeed, the social aspects of religion have
the greatest relationship with increased happiness (both in secular
Europe and the more religious United States).?” Social support
from religion often leads to greater self-esteem and a sense of in-
trinsic self-worth among adherents. It also provides a continuous
support network in all phases of life. Religious support, however,
seems to offer something greater than what comes from other
types of non-religious social support—religious support still has a
strong relationship with psychological adjustment even after con-
trolling for general social support.®

It 1s also likely some of the health benefits associated with
religion come from religion’s encouragement of healthy behaviors
—people who attend church more often also tend to have other
characteristics that are associated with lower risk of dying, such as
more physical activity, more social mteractions, and being mar-
ried. These additional healthy behaviors do not explain all the
benefit, however. In one study, a twenty-five percent reduction in
risk of death still remained among churchgoers even after ac-
counting for these other behaviors that are related to health.

32 Peter C. Hill and Kenneth I. Pargament (see footnote 1), p. 68; see
also Christopher G. Ellison and Jeffrey S. Levin (see footnote 13), p.
707-8.

33 Richard Sosis and Candace Alcorta (see footnote 5), p. 264.

34 Peter C. Hill and Kenneth I. Pargament (see footnote 1), p. 69;
Christopher G. Ellison and Jeffrey S. Levin (see footnote 13), p. 705-
7; David G. Myers (see footnote 6), pp. 336-38.

35 Liesbeth Snoep (see footnote 23), p. 209-10.

36 Peter C. Hill and Kenneth I. Pargament (see footnote 1), p. 69; Chris-
topher G. Ellison and Jeffrey S. Levin (see footnote 13), p. 705-7.
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Other studies have found that even after controlling for unhealthy
behaviors, seventy-five percent of the difference in longevity be-
tween the religious and non-religious remains.?” This added effect
of also religion exists outside the United States: increased church
attendance was associated with lower depression in the elderly in
the Netherlands even after accounting for other explanatory vari-
ables.®

Religious Practices: Prayer and Meditation

Beyond studies of just the general effect of religiosity,
prayer and meditation are two specific religious practices that have
proven positive effects.

Prayer has provable positive effects. Even if you question
whether prayer could have any kind of supernatural or metaphysi-
cal effect on others, it has demonstrably positive effects on the per-
son who prays. For example, prayer increases gratitude and has a
strong relationship with hope and adult attachment.* Praying for
one’s partner also decreases infidelity in the person who prays (both
unfaithful acts and thoughts) by increasing the perception that the
relationship 1s sacred." Praying with and for one’s partner or for a
friend increases trust and unity with that person. In one study, the
participants were instructed to pray together, while control groups

37 Lynda H. Powell, et al. (see footnote 8), p. 41; see also Christopher
G. Ellison and Jeffrey S. Levin (see footnote 13), p. 704 and Laura
B. Koenig and George E. Vaillant (see footnote 15); David G. Myers
(see footnote 6), pp. 336-38.

38 Arjan W. Braam, et al. (see footnote 24).

39 Nathaniel Lambert, et al., “Can Prayer Increase Gratitude?”, Psychol-
ogy of Religion and Spirituality, Vol. 1, No. 3, August 2009, pp. 139-
149; Peter Jankowski and Steven Sandage, “Meditative Prayer, Hope,
Adult Attachment, and Forgiveness: A Proposed Model”, Psychology
of Religion and Spirituality, Vol. 3, No. 2, May 2011, pp. 115-131.

40 Frank Fincham, et al., “Faith and Unfaithfulness: Can Praying for
Your Partner Reduce Infidelity?”, Journal of Personality and Social
Psychology, Vol. 99, No. 4, October 2011, pp. 649-659.
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were told to engage in daily positive thoughts about their partner, or
to engage 1n a neutral activity. Those in the prayer group were given
a sample non-denominational prayer as a starting point in which
the person praying addressed God and petitioned for help for the
friend. Subsequent self-reported measures and observations by
objective observers indicated that the couples in the prayer groups
had stronger relationships.*!

Prayers also seem to benefit the person being prayed for.
The studies we have on intercessory prayers—prayers said with the
mtent to benefit someone else—indicate that such prayers have a
positive impact on the other person. In a randomized double-
blind study from 1988 of coronary patients in a hospital, individu-
als in the group being prayed for had a “good” outcome 85% of
the time, compared with 73% of those in the control group.* A
randomized, controlled, double-blind study from 1999 of 990 pa-
tients in a hospital coronary care unit showed that the patients as-
signed to receive daily itercessory prayers from strangers did bet-
ter on an objective score assessing the outcome of their hospital
stay. Neither group of patients were told they were part of the
study, and so they did not have knowledge that they were poten-
tially being prayed for.*® In a 2001 “[plrospective, double-blind,
randomized clinical trial” of in vitro fertilization patients “in which
patients and providers were not informed about the intervention,”
the group being prayed for had a higher pregnancy rate (50% vs.

41 Nathaniel Lambert, et al., “Praying Together and Staying Together:
Couple Prayer and Trust”, Psychology of Religion and Spirituality,
Vol. 4, No. 1, 2012, pp. 1-9.

42 Randolph C. Byrd, “Positive therapeutic effects of mtercessory prayer
In a coronary care unit population”, Southern Medical Journal, Vol.
81, No. 7, July 1988, pp. 826-9.

43 William S. Haris, et al., “A Randomized, Controlled Trial of the Ef-
fects of Remote, Intercessory Prayer on Outcomes in Patients Admit-
ted to the Coronary Care Unit”, Archives of Internal Medicine, Vol.
159, No. 19, October 25, 1999, pp. 2273-2279.
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269%) and a higher implantation rate (16.3% vs. 8%)."

A 2001 randomized, double-blind study published in the
British Medical Journal examined the effect of “remote, retroac-
tive intercessory prayer said for a group of patients with a blood-
stream 1infection”. The study’s retroactive design means that it
tested the potential effect of prayers said affer the patients’ treat-
ment was over—“4-10 years after the patients’ infection and hospi-
talisation.” This was because “we cannot assume a priori that time
1s linear, as we perceive it, or that God 1s imited by a linear time,
as we are.” The study found that the patients being prayed for had
slightly lower mortality levels and significantly shorter hospital
stays and fever duration.®

Of course, many patients also would have had loved ones
praying for them as well, and these studies could not control for
these outside prayers. Thus, these studies likely underestimate the
potential effect of intercessory prayer. The possibility of outside
prayers confounding the results would seem to be lower in a study
of wild animals for whom there would presumably be no humans
praying. One such study exists—a 2006 double-blind, randomized
study of bush babies (small African primates that resemble rac-
coons). This study found that the animals in the prayer group
“had a reduction in wound size compared to non-prayer animals”;

44 K. Y. Cha, D. P. Wirth, and R. A. Lobo, “Does prayer influence the
success of in vitro fertilization-embryo transfer? Report of a masked,
randomized trial”, Journal of Reproductive Medicine, Vol. 46, no. 9,
Sep. 2001, pp. 781-787.

45 Leonard Leibovici, “Effects of remote, retroactive intercessory
prayer on outcomes In patients with bloodstream infection: ran-
domised controlled trial”, British Medical Journal, Vol. 323, Dec.
22-29, pp. 1450-51. This study was published in the British Medical
Journal’s Christmas edition, which traditionally publishes unusual
papers meant to be slightly humorous or joke-y. But regardless of in-

tent, the data and results of the study were real.
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had higher levels of red blood cells, hemoglobin, and hematocrit;
“and a reduction in wound grooming ... and total grooming behav-
1ors”.%

Some skeptics contest the results of these studies. Their
criticisms seem to be motivated by an ideological bias in favor of
materialism and atheism and against the possibility of anything su-
pernatural. Some of these skeptics have even conducted their own
studies that have found no effect for intercessory prayer.” How-
ever, the majority of studies on intercessory prayer find a positive
effect.”® Academia is dominated by materialists and atheists who
oppose the 1dea of prayer on emotional and ideological grounds.
Thus, it is almost certainly easier to get a negative result published
than a positive one. Most academics are naturally predisposed
against prayer. There are many more academics who want to dis-
prove the effect of intercessory prayer than who want to prove it
(and who are less disposed toward publishing any positive results
they might find). Therefore, the number of positive results that
have achieved publication 1n spite of these obstacles lends more
credence to the positive results than the negative ones.

There 1s also meditation, which can mean a lot of differ-

46 Karen T. Lesniak, “The effect of intercessory prayer on wound heal-
ing in nonhuman primates.” Alternative Therapies in Health &
Medicine, Vol. 12, no. 6, Nov.-Dec. 2006, pp 42-48.

47 David R. Hodge, “A Systematic Review of the Empirical Literature on
Intercessory Prayer”, Research on Social Work Practice, Vol. 17, No.
2, March 2007, pp. 174-187; K. Masters, et al., “Are there demonstra-
ble effects of distant intercessory prayer? A meta-analytic review”, An-
nals of Behavioral Medicine, Vol. 32, No. 1, August 2006, pp. 21-26;
L. Roberts, et al., “Intercessory Prayer for the alleviation of ill health”,
Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews, November 9, 2011.

48 John A. Astin, Elaine Harkness, and Edzard Ernst, “The Efficacy of
‘Distant Healing™: A Systematic Review of Randomized Trials”, An-
nals of Internal Medicine, Vol. 132, no. 11, June 6, 2000, pp. 903-
910.
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ent things, from following rigid techniques and reciting specific
mantras all the way to quietly thinking. My discussion of medita-
tion here focuses on the form with which I am most familiar: still-
mg one’s thoughts and emptying one’s mind. The National Insti-
tutes of Health provides an excellent description:
In meditation, a person learns to focus his attention and
suspend the stream of thoughts that normally occupy the
mind. This practice 1s believed to result in a state of greater
physical relaxation, mental calmness, and psychological
balance. Practicing meditation can change how a person
relates to the flow of emotions and thoughts in the mind.*
This stillness meditation has tremendous benefits. Ran-
domized controlled trials into meditation techniques that focus on
stilling one’s thoughts and achieving mental silence show significant
effects (greater than other common stress management techniques)
on work-related stress and depressive feelings.” Beyond effects on
stress and mental health, meditation actually causes physiological
changes in practitioners’ brains and bodies.’! Meditation improves
physical and mental well-being for people suffering from a variety of
physical and mental ailments.’> Meditation correlates with lower
blood pressure, lower cholesterol, lower stress hormone levels, and

49 National Institutes of Health, National Center for Complimentary
and Alternative Medicine, “Terms Related to Complementary and
Alternative Medicine”, http://nccam.nih.gov/health/providers/camter
ms.htm (accessed May 12, 2013).

50 Ramesh Manocha, “Meditation, mindfulness and mind-emptiness”,
Acta Neuropsychiatrica, Vol. 23, No. 1, Feb. 2011, pp. 46-47; sece
also Ramesh Manocha, et al., “A Randomized, Controlled Trial of
Meditation for Work Stress, Anxiety and Depressed Mood in Full-
Time Workers”, Evidence-Based Complementary and Alternative
Medicine, June 2011.

51 B. Rael Cahn and John Polich, “Meditation states and traits: EEG,
ERP, and neuroimaging studies”, Psychological Bulletin, Vol. 132,
No. 2, March 2006, pp. 180-211.
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better health outcomes.?® Other related practices are also beneficial:
praying the rosary and saying mantras both have a positive effect on
cardiovascular health, and transcendental meditation (which also n-
volves saying mantras) modestly reduces blood pressure.>* Even just
cultivating sacred moments has positive effects on subjective well-
being, psychological well-being, and on stress reduction.”

The research strongly suggests that prayer and meditation
have real beneficial effects on mental, physical, and relationship
health. Why? How? We do not know exactly. It may be only be-
cause 1t helps us reduce stress and break out of harmful thought
processes. I think it may also be because it helps us connect to
God and the Divine, but regardless of the exact mechanism of ac-
tion for prayer and meditation, and regardless of whether the mech-
anism of action is natural or supernatural, the fact is that the re-
search shows they work.

Given how easy and simple it 1s, it makes sense to learn
how to pray and meditate effectively and then to do them regu-
larly. The studies I cite above generally allowed participants to de-
fine the meaning of prayer for themselves, or encouraged them to
use generic non-denominational prayers addressed to God. I ad-

52 Paul Grossman, et al.,, “Mindfulness-based stress reduction and
health benefits: A meta-analysis”, Journal of Psychosomatic Research,
Vol. 57, No. 1, July 2004, pp. 35-43.

53 Teresa E. Seeman, et al. (see footnote 9).

54 Luciano Bernardi, et al., “Effect of rosary prayer and yoga mantras
on autonomic cardiovascular rhythms: comparative study”, British
Medical Journal, Vol. 323, No. 7327, December 22, 2001, pp. 1446-
1449; Robert D. Brook, et al., “Beyond Medications and Diet: Alter-
native Approaches to Lowering Blood Pressure: A Scientific State-
ment From the American Heart Association”, Hypertension, vol.
61, No. 6, June 2013, p. 1360-1383.

55 Elisha David Goldstein, “Sacred Moments: Implications on Well-

Being and Stress”, Journal of Clinical Psychology, Vol. 63, No. 10,
2007, pp. 1001-1019.
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dress my prayers to God, then express gratitude, express my
hopes for the current situation and the future, and then end by
saying “Amen”. I use formal language and archaic pronouns for
God, because that helps it feel more sacred. I have also found
praying with prayer beads to be a meaningful and profound spiri-
tual practice. I discuss his more in the book The Spiritual Sense.

I got an mtroduction to meditation in a free class I took at
Harvard when I was there as a law student. The following tech-
niques I learned there are simple, but have worked well for me. I
find a quiet place where I can sit or lie comfortably. I close my
eyes, take deep breaths, and clear my mind of thoughts. To help
me clear my thoughts, I sometimes use visualizations I learned at
the meditation class. The most effective one for me (and that I stll
often use) 1s to imagine (while continuing to breathe deeply) that my
mind is a stormy sea and that my thoughts are violent stormy waves
undulating across my mind. Then, I imagine the sun rising over
the sea of my mind, gradually burning off the storm clouds and
slowing and stilling the winds. I think about the waves of thoughts
m my mind slowly weakening and subsiding. I continue to breathe
deeply and imagine my mind becoming the glassy smooth surface
of a perfectly calm sea.

Other times, instead of the sea visualization, or together
with 1t, I recite in my mind a simple mantra as I breathe in and out
—usually I will think the word “stillness” as I breathe in and then
think the word “peace” as I breathe out. Whatever method 1 use,
once my thoughts have been stilled, I continue to breathe deeply
and enjoy the serenity of a still mind. I imagine a window in my
heart opening and drawing in heat and love, which induces feel-
mgs of elevation to add to the serenity. When I have been more
regularly practicing meditation, I find I need to use the visualiza-
tions less frequently—I can more easily just sit and start to breathe
deeply and gradually switch my mind over mnto “meditation mode”.
Another technique we used in the class that I liked was to begin our
meditations by breathing deeply while staring at a candle’s flame.

I recommend taking a class on meditation or reading a
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good book about it to get more ideas and to find something that
works for you.
Evaluating Religious Practices

Just because a lot of people engage in a religious practice,
does not by itself mean the practice 1s optimal or worth following.
Path dependency can mean that useless or harmful religious prac-
tices become widespread because they are part of a “religious
package” that a lot of people have come to accept, often because
other aspects of a religion do bring real benefits, or because the
religion has become widespread because of macro socio-political
forces or even because of random chance.

But it 1s likely that many, if not most, religious practices
become widespread because they bring real benefit. It is worth
learning about and examining the religious practices of others to
evaluate whether those practices are worth following, especially
when different, unrelated religions have ended up adopting similar
practices. For prayer and meditation, the evidence that they are
worth adopting 1s strong, as 1s the evidence for religion and belief
in God 1n general.

Religion As an End, Not a Means

If you have doubts about the practical value of religion, I
hope this evidence leads you to rethink your opinion. That 1s what
it did for me. When I came to doubt many of the factual claims of
the religion I had been raised in, I also came to doubt most other
aspects of religion and spirituality, and even the existence of God.
I still wondered, though: why do religions exist, and why have they
persisted across all of human history? I read up on the academic
literature about religion and discovered the research summarized
mn this chapter.

Learning about the practical benefits of religion led me to
rethink my rejection of religion and my doubts about God. If reli-
gion and belief in God were associated with so many positive out-
comes, maybe there was something to them—“by their fruits you
shall know them.” I started on a new path that eventually led back
to belief in God and the afterlife, back to a focus on spirituality,
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and to writing this book.

But please do not mistake this book, or the Church of the
West, as espousing a religion of utilitarianism. The point of this
chapter 1s not to reduce religion to some cold transactional en-
deavor focused on achieving better mental and physical health or
some other tangible benefit. Rather, the point 1s to provide to those
of you who are religious skeptics with enough rational, empirical ev-
idence to get you to consider trying out belief in God and the prac-
tice of religion. And if you give them a try, and if your experience is
like mine, you will come to find that religion and God are not just
some means for achieving utilitarian benefits for yourself. They are
not a means toward any other final end. They are the ends.

A spiritual, transcendent connection to God, and a life of
Wisdom, Virtue, and Hope are ends in themselves. Yes, it 1s true
that they are often associated with positive results in life, but the
reason to pursue them is not for the positive results. Pursuing
them would be just as worthwhile 1if you never got any of the posi-
tive benefits described in this chapter. The spiritual pursuit 1s the
highest good, and has the greatest intrinsic value.

One of the biggest problems with modern life is that we
have lost sight of this. Religion is too often considered a means in-
stead of an end, and government and commerce are too often con-
sidered ends instead of means. A state or an enterprise that holds
itself up as the source of morals or meaning is a false idol, and
when it topples, it will wreak destruction and suffering.

God, religion, spirituality, and tradition are the right places
to look for morals and meaning. Try it, and see what happens.
Maybe you’ll even come to see that pure religion—the spiritual
pursuit—is not just an end. It is the end.

56 Hope 11:17 at page 327.



Some Thoughts on Truth

Our desire for truth is one of the most fundamental hu-
man yearnings. What 1s truth, though? And how we can come to
know it? Thinking about these questions, and their answers, 1s an
important step to shedding our foolishness.

Our Senses and Objective Reality

The most fundamental question in a quest for truth 1s if
some sort of truth in the universe even exists. If the answer 1s yes,
the next question is whether we can discover that truth.

Based on our experience with our senses, most of us read-
ily assume without thinking that there 1s some sort of objective re-
ality. Our perception of reality, however, is limited and imper-
fect. We only perceive a small part of what we normally think of
as being real.

Even someone with 20/20 eyesight has imperfect vision.
The level of detail that we can see 1s limited by the number of rod
and cone receptor cells in our eyes. Moreover, there are holes and
imperfections in the picture our eyes pick up because the distribu-
tion of receptor cells in our retina i1s uneven and because there are
no receptors where the optic nerve connects to the retina. Our per-
ception of seeing a complete picture with no holes in it is merely an
illusion created by our brains filling in the gaps. Worse still, our
eyes can see only a small part of the available light—visible light (the
only part we can see) is only two percent of the electromagnetic
spectrum.! This means that we are blind to potentially ninety-eight
percent of what there 1s to “see”. These hmitations of perception do

1 Lisa Yount, Modern Astronomy: Expanding the Universe, 2005, p.
36.
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not apply only to sight—all of our senses are similarly constrained.
Moreover, our brains have to further filter and interpret all the in-
formation our senses receive. Seeing a good magic show 1s easy
proof of how quickly our senses can be fooled.

Beyond just the fallibility of our senses, the very physical
properties of the universe make it impossible to be certain about
some things. Quantum physics indicates that it 1s impossible to have
complete certainty about certain aspects of subatomic particles: as
certainty about a particle’s momentum goes up, certainty about its
position goes down, and vice versa. Gaining knowledge about one
aspect of the particle makes it impossible to gain knowledge about
another. A few scientists have even hypothesized that the physical
laws of the universe may not be constant—they may have changed
over time, or may be different in other parts of the universe.?

In spite of all these uncertainties and limitations, most of
us Intuitively believe that some sort of objective truth exists. We
perceive an apparently unchanging and constant exterior environ-
ment, and we experience a consistency to cause and effect. While
our perception of physical reality may be imperfect and flawed, the
consistency of those perceptions leads us to assume that our per-
ceptions of reality have a high probability of being generally accu-
rate. Indeed, our continued survival as living beings requires that
we act as 1if objective physical reality exists—for example, without
thinking about it, we presuppose that the food we see 1s real, and
we eat it when we are hungry; anyone who does otherwise would
soon die.

Our experience indicates that there are physical laws gov-
erning the operation of the universe and that, on the scale of hu-
man lifetimes, these laws are unchanging. This consistency in our
daily experience leads us to assume that truth exists and that we can

2 John Webb, “Are the laws of nature changing with time?” Physics
World, April 2003, pp. 33-38; Michael R. Wilczynska, et al., “Four
direct measurements of the fine-structure constant 13 billion years
ago”, Science Advances, Vol. 6, No. 17, April 24, 2020.
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discover and understand it. Just as we learn through repeated ex-
perience from a young age that the sun always rises, we come to
expect consistency in other areas, so long as we can discover some
sort of pattern.

Our experiences with the consistency of reality contrast
with a common unreal experience: when dreaming, we often look
at something, look away, then look at it again only to discover that
the object has changed in some fundamental way.? We perceive
“real life” as being qualitatively different from our dreams because
we presume that our dreams are generated by our own minds and
are thus changeable, whereas our waking perceptions of the uni-
verse and the physical world are consistent and appear to be gov-
erned by unchanging laws. We feel time flowing on, cause and ef-
fect seemingly unchanging and unalterable.

The business of living requires that we assume there is a
reality to our existence and that we can come to an understanding
of it. We should be bold in moving forward on the best truth we
have, and in seeking more of it. No other course makes more
sense. It would be wise in this boldness, however, to still have the
humility to recognize we will never have perfect understanding. As
we confidently seek, we should also humbly understand that the
best we can hope is only that our imperfect knowledge and under-
standing become slightly better approximations of reality. Because

3 While dreaming, most people do not notice the inconsistencies in
their perceptions and usually do not even notice they are dreaming—
within the context of the dream, the inconsistencies appear perfectly
natural. This raises the question: 1s anything like this happening while
we are awake? If so, how could we tell? Psychology research in recent
decades into the phenomena of change blindness and inattention
blindness suggest that, even when we are awake, we do not perceive
such changes very well. See, e.g., Daniel J. Simons and Daniel T. Le-
vin, “Failure to detect changes to people during a real-world interac-
ton”, Psychonomic Bulletin & Review, Vol. 5, No. 4, 1998, 644-649;
Christopher Chabris and Daniel Simons, The Invisible Gorilla, 2010.
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of our human limitations, we can never have complete certainty
about any of our perceptions.

‘When I write 1n this book about facts or truths or reality,
it 1s because I am communicating with the normal words of every-
day language. I write based on my limited perceptions and experi-
ences of an outside world that seems to exist. Of course, there 1s
uncertainty about everything I represent as being true or real, but
Just as it 1s wise to have the humility to recognize the uncertainties
of life, it 1s also foolish to be crippled by that uncertainty.
Different Notions of Truth

Enlightenment and scientific notions of objective truth are
often the only way we are taught to conceive of truth in school and
university. This can cloud our understanding and keep us from
considering other ways of conceiving of truth.

‘We can perhaps define truth, from a scientific perspective,
as “a set of facts that are derivable from materialistic reductionism”.*
Some 1deas, however, are outside the realm of facts capable of veri-
fication in this manner, yet appear in practice to be no less true. In
many ways, they seem to be more true. The American Pragmatist
school of philosophy offers a way of evaluating the veracity of such
ideas. It teaches that we should determine the truth of an idea by
examining its practical consequences. For example, on the question
of God, William James said “[o]n pragmatic principles, if the hy-
pothesis of God works satisfactorily in the widest sense of the word,
then it is ‘true’.””

Following the Pragmatist line, Professor Jordan Peterson
defines truth in Darwinian terms, arguing that fundamental truth is
that which guides you to action and allows you to survive and repro-
duce, or more broadly, that which ensures viability across the broad-

4 Jordan Peterson, July 5, 2018, https://twitter.com/jordanbpeterson/st
atus/1014983453173878784.
5 William James, Pragmatism: A New Name for Some Old Ways of

Thinking, “Lecture 8: Pragmatism and Religion”, 1907.
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est domain of time.® He argues that truth in the Darwinian sense is
that which is uniquely useful and valuable, as opposed to the New-
tonian notion that only what is objectively observable is real.”

Finding truth can thus mean not only seeking greater un-
derstanding about the “world as a place of things”, but also about
the “world as a forum for action”.® Whereas Newtonian or scien-
tific truths teach us facts about the material world, lessons about the
world as a forum for action teach us moral truths: truths about val-
ues and how we should act in the world—truths about being and
meaning. This kind of truth is one of the most fundamental as-
pects of religion. As William James said, religion “consists of the
belief that there 1s an unseen order, and that our supreme good
lies in harmoniously adjusting ourselves thereto.”?

As vehicles for truths about action and being—for moral
truths—the old traditional religions are far truer than the emerging
modern simulacrum of religion we now often call “Wokism.”
These old, traditional moral truths have usually been passed down
to us n stories. Our problem now is that many, 1f not most, of our
traditional narratives have been proved historically and cosmologi-
cally inaccurate. Just because the stories are not factually true, how-
ever, does not mean that the moral claims embedded in them are
also untrue. As the 4th century Roman writer Sallust said of the Ro-
mans’ pagan myths: “Now these things never happened, but always
are.”'” When he wrote that, paganism was already on the decline
and would soon collapse, in spite of his efforts (and those of the fi-
nal pagan Roman Emperor, Julian).!! His justification for the myths

6  Jordan Peterson, Podcast 4: Religion, Myth, Science, Truth, 32:00,
1:12:00, and 1:13:50.

7 Id. at 1:37:00.

8 Jordan Peterson, Maps of Meaning: The Architecture of Beliet; 1999,
p- 15 (page numbers from 2002 PDF version).

9  William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience, 1902, p. 53.

10 Sallust, On the Gods and the Cosmos, ca. 360.

11 See Edward J. Watts, The Final Pagan Generation, 2015.
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was not enough to salvage belief in stories in which ever-growing
numbers of people had lost confidence. We are facing something
very similar today.

As we discussed 1n the introduction, it 1s getting harder
and harder to rely just on our faith in the stories passed down to
us. What 1s the answer, then, as we seek truths about the world as a
forum for action—truths about acting, being, and meaning? Perhaps
we need new stories, or a new way of using our old ones. The
Triple Path’s main purpose is to move to a solution to this prob-
lem. We have already discussed how the Triple Path takes as many
as possible of the ingredients available from traditional religion and
bakes them into something new and nourishing and more resilient,
but it does something else too. It calls for each individual to get bet-
ter at learning how to find truth, especially moral truths, and then
having more faith in the truth itself, and in its Source.

There are many such moral and spiritual truths to be dis-
covered, or re-discovered. In the next chapter, we will discuss
these questions of morality and ethics in more detail. Here, we fo-
cus on the methods we can use to discover truth.

How Can We Discover Truth?

If we assume there 1s some kind of real, objective truth,
and that we can gain knowledge about it (both of which are reason-
able assumptions, based on our perceptions of existence), the next
step 1s to figure out how we may gain knowledge of it.

There are different ways of gaining knowledge. Some are
more effective than others. They often complement each other.
Some are better for discovering factual truths and some are better
for discovering moral truths. I have separated them into seven cat-
egories: sensory observation, experience and common sense, trial
and error, authorities, empirical rationalism, emotions, and reli-
gion and tradition. These categories are artificial. In real life, there
1s no clear separation between them, and we often use multiple
methods at the same time. But separating them 1is a useful way to
think about the different ways we gain knowledge of the truth.
Fach category has an important place in our quest for truth. Let us
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discuss each of them in turn.
1) Sensory Observation

The most fundamental way to gain knowledge is through
passive observation using our senses. Imperfect though they are,
our senses seem to be the only way our internal selves receive in-
formation about the outside material world.

There are three problems with observation. First, as I dis-
cussed above, our senses are imperfect, limited, and not always re-
liable. Second, mere observation does not tell us anything about
the root causes of things. Determining causes requires interpreta-
tion and reasoning, rather than just observation. Third, observa-
tion 1s backward-looking and limited: it only tells us about what
has already happened in the past, and it limits us to only learning
about what we can directly perceive.

2) Experience and Common Sense

Gaming knowledge through observation mvolves accumu-
lating memories of previous sensory experiences. Using experi-
ence and common sense means interpreting the information we
have gained to make conclusions and predictions. We notice cause
and effect, and gain experience to make conclusions about future
events. A child remembers the time he burned himself by touch-
g the hot stove, and he thereafter avoids touching that stove until
he has first checked whether it 1s hot.

‘We apply our innate and learned cognitive abilities to rea-
son and extrapolate from previous experience to make inferences
about things we have not yet observed or experienced, and to make
predictions. We notice patterns and learn to generalize from them.
The child extrapolates from his experience with a particular stove
to conclude he should be careful about touching all other stoves
and even things that are not stoves that he knows might be hot.

The problem with common sense is that it seems our
minds did not develop to be truth-seeking machines, but to be sur-
vival machines. Speaking in physical, material terms, it appears
that one of our minds’ main purposes is to help us survive into
adulthood and pass on our genes by having and raising children.
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We seem to have many cognitive shortcuts and biases hardwired
mto us that increase our probability of survival but that may some-
times decrease our ability to find truth. We tend to be much more
biased toward false positives than false negatives—we are much
more likely to assume that something is there when it 1s not (a
false positive) than to assume that something is not there when it
really 1s (a false negative). The frequently used stylized example of
this tendency 1s that the person who assumed that the rustling in
the grass was caused by a predator and fled tended to survive.
Even if most of the time the rustling was only caused by the wind,
it would only take an occasional hidden lion to cull from the gene
pool those not prone to the false positive bias.

Thus, while it confers survival advantages on the savanna,
neolithic farms, and even in urban jungles, our mnnate basic intu-
itive reasoning can be wrong. We naturally commit all sorts of fal-
lacies:

e we falsely attribute causation to unrelated events that
happen close together (like the Aztecs believing their blood
sacrifices caused the sun to rise, or our tendency to feel
aversion to the particular food we ate just before we felt
sick to our stomach, even if the illness had nothing to do
with the food);

¢ we misunderstand the true causes of events (such as
the belief up untl the 19th century that bloodletting help-
ed cure disease or that bad air caused malaria);

* we trust too much in our senses without understand-
ing their limitations—we believe that our senses give us a
completely accurate understanding of world, but then
make false conclusions based on them (like believing the
world 1s flat);

e we falsely attribute personality and intentionality to
manimate objects (like someone talking to a broken-down
car trying to convince it to start).

There 1s only so much one person can figure out using
personal experience and common sense on his own.
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3) Trial and Error

Trial and error is a rudimentary form of experimentation.
It involves observation and experience, but instead of just pas-
sively observing, we take action to test our ideas. Tral and error
means testing different options until we come to one that works.
Think of Thomas Edison inventing the light bulb by testing new
materials over and over until he found something that would work
as the filament.

Discovery through trial and error 1s often time-consuming.
Relying on trial and error to discover new truth means that each of
us 1s limited in what we can discover during our lifetime. Imagine
if each of us had to mvent the light bulb again on our own. We
can only personally do so much. Moreover, trial and error will not
always lead to the complete truth. If we discover something that
seems to work, it does not necessarily mean it is optimal in all situ-
ations (for example, fluorescent and LED bulbs last longer and
are more energy efficient than Edison’s light bulb).

Even if it leads us to the optimal solution, the bigger prob-
lem with trial and error 1s that, just like with observation, it does
not usually lead to an understanding of the root causes of things.
Just because we find a solution that works does not mean that we
will understand why it works. The inventors of the light bulb, or
fire or the wheel, did not understand why or how their inventions
worked.

4) Authorities

Our time and our ability to observe, experience, and ex-
periment are mited. Language 1s a powerful tool that developed
to allow us to pass knowledge to others, first through oral tradi-
tions, and now through the written and recorded word. We do not
have to start from scratch in our quest for knowledge. We are thus
not limited to our own personal experience. The accumulated store
of human-generated information is now so amazingly vast that it
would be impossible for even the greatest genius to rediscover and
recreate it all through observation, trial and error, and common
sense. Because of this, we all rely on a body of gradually developed
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knowledge and wisdom that we often call “culture” or “tradition”
(more on these in a few pages). We also rely on experts: people
who have gained knowledge in a particular subject area and who
then share that knowledge with others.

As we briefly discussed n the introduction, 1n spite of the
mmportance of experts, it 1s a logical fallacy to rely on the truthful-
ness of a statement just because an expert said it. There 1s nothing
wrong, however, with relying on a statement made by an expert
because of the inherent merit of the statement itself. It is thus not
a fallacy to argue that something said by an authority is true. The
fallacy comes from believing that something is true because an au-
thorty said it. The status of the person making a statement does
not magically make the statement true.

Every statement made by an authority should be subject
to criticism. It 1s always a big warning sign when authority figures
(whether as individuals, groups, corporations, associations, or gov-
ernments) claim their statements to be above reproach and beyond
criticism, and especially when they try to silence the speech of those
whom they oppose. Whatever the justification given, anytime peo-
ple try to stop you from subjecting their statements to critical exami-
nation, the real reason will almost always be because they are afraid
you will discover their statements are false, or because they them-
selves are afraid their claims might be false, and they do not want
to expose themselves to the cognitive dissonance of considering
they might be wrong. If they had good evidence and justifications
to back up their claims, why would they not want you to critically
examine thelr pronouncements?

Another similar tactic to be wary of 1s when anyone tries to
shout down, shame, harass, or publicly humiliate dissenting voices
(often by using some pretextual excuse about the dissenter violating
orthodoxies or being “offensive”). It would be wise to automatically
discount any statements, and to disregard any claims to authority,
made by such people. If an authority’s claims are true, why would
he or she need to resort to such oppressive tactics to defend those
claims? Legitimate authorities do not shrink from challenges to
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their ideas, because they know they have nothing to fear. It is the
charlatans who try to suppress others’ voices, because they are
scared of being disproved.

Almost as bad are those who create, spread, or promote
propaganda, which are messages intended to convince or change
opinions by misrepresenting facts, as if their feeble words have the
power to change truth. Soviet propaganda trying to justify the su-
periority of communism did not change its inherent defects. The
supermarket shelves were still always bare. Communism’s 100
million victims were still dead. And it still collapsed.

This 1s why free speech 1s one of the foundational values
of the West. We have progressed so far and so fast since we en-
shrined free speech during the Enlightenment because free speech
1s such a powerful tool for cutting down the lies and mistakes of
the powerful and the charlatans among us, and thus bringing us
closer to the truth.

The pronouncements of an authority are worthless unless
they are backed up by good justifications, but, even then, it is im-
portant to apply the proper methodology for evaluating the kind of
claim being made, and across the right imescale.

5) Empirical Rationalism (the Scientific Method)

Empirical rationalism means applying reason and logic to
our perceptions and experiences to come to conclusions. It means
employing a systematic approach to gaining knowledge and find-
Ing answers to questions; it means following the evidence where it
leads, even if it proves your previous ideas wrong. The scientific
method is an application of empirical rationalism where scientists
openly share their results and ideas. Others critique those results
and ideas and build on them. This becomes an iterative process
that builds more and more knowledge, leading to improved con-
clusions and ideas. It requires freedom of speech to work.

The scientific method involves observation and experimen-
tation. Sometimes, scientists start with an unanswered question.
The question might be more implicit than explicit and be as sim-
ple as “what more can we learn about this species living in this
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habitat?” Other times, scientists create and then test a hypothesis
using the knowledge they have gained from observation, experi-
ence, trial and error, authorities, and previous applications of the
scientific method.

Whether it be a formal hypothesis or question, or just an
mmplicit question focused on gaining more knowledge, scientists de-
sign experiments or tests to disprove their hypothesis or to provide
data to help answer the question. They then share those results with
other people who examine and critique the methodology and re-
sults, and perhaps try out the experiments or tests themselves to see
if they can replicate the results. If the results stand up to scrutiny,
and can be replicated by others, then our level of confidence in the
validity of the hypothesis or the answer to the question increases.
The hypothesis, however, will always be subject to further testing
and attempts to disprove it. If further experiments disprove it, then
we will reject it (Newtonian physics stood for hundreds of years un-
til Relativity came along). As it stands up to more and more experi-
mentation, then our level of confidence in it further increases.

My description of the scientific method 1s simplified. There
are as many ways of doing science as there are scientists. No mat-
ter the exact approach, the distinguishing characteristics of science
are 1) subjecting one’s results to others’ review and criticism; 2) an
analytic and systematic approach to solving problems and answer-
ing questions; 3) rejecting conclusions that are not supported by
evidence; and 4) making a sincere, good faith effort to be unbiased
and to base one’s views and opinions on the evidence, as opposed
to trying to force evidence to fit one’s preconceived notions.

More than just being simplified, my description of the sci-
entific method 1s also 1dealized. In real life, things do not happen
so cleanly or clearly. Results are often ambiguous or misinterpret-
ed. Even worse, just like everyone else, scientists can be dogmatic
and set in their ways, refusing to change their opinions in the face
of new evidence. For example, geologists regarded theories about
plate tectonics and continental drift as ridiculous fringe ideas for
decades before those 1deas were accepted.
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There are even problems with the process of what gets
presented as science in the first place. A new theory usually will
not be disseminated and get widespread acceptance unless it 1s
published in a peer-reviewed journal. Scientists rightfully expect
new claims to stand up to criticism and review. Publishing in peer
reviewed journals helps provide a system that ensures experts in
the field vet new scientific claims, but the people who decide what
gets published 1n a scientific journal also have the power to sup-
press papers presenting theories with which they disagree, such as
when a new concept contradicts their own pet theories. More and
more often, reviewers reject papers because they contradict the re-
viewers’ political and ideological beliefs. Some so-called “academic”
disciplines are so infected with such practices that they are not wor-
thy of any consideration or respect.'?

Relying on the scientific method also means accepting that
we are capable of correctly perceiving and understanding reality
and causality, which (as I discussed above) 1s not necessarily some-
thing we can be sure of.

Most scientists are aware of the issues I have described
above. Many of them really do care about maintaining the mntegrity
of the scientific process, and they work to overcome or minimize
its potential flaws and problems. Mistakes usually get corrected,
eventually. If we adopt a “by their fruits ye shall know them” stan-
dard, the scientific method has proven itself over and over. No
other approach to discovering factual truth has yielded better re-
sults. Do you use smartphones, the Internet, or modern medicine?
Then you have already experienced some obvious fruits of the
achievements of science. If you had a serious illness and your op-
tions were to get treatment from a modern doctor (who was trained
based on our modern scientific understandings of biology, anat-
omy, and physiology) or a tribal witch doctor from a hunter-gath-
erer tribe (whose “expertise” is based solely on observation, expe-
rience, trial and error, and authorities), whom would you choose?

12 These fields are increasingly called “grievance disciplines.”
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6) Feelings

Feelings are also important parts of knowing truth and in
the decision-making process. When certain areas of the brain as-
sociated with emotions are damaged, a person’s decision-making
abilities are often significantly impaired.'® In spite of the benefits of
empirical rationalism, our brains are not, and likely can never be-
come, passionless rationality machines (much to the chagrin of
many economists, New Atheists, and rationality enthusiasts).

Letting emotions influence your decisions means you are
a normal human being. Rather than being an impediment to ratio-
nality, emotions are often a great help. Your feelings can help you
subconsciously integrate what you learn using the previous five
methods and come to the right conclusion.

In his 1971 essay “The Eureka Phenomenon”, Isaac Asi-
mov explains that many discoveries are made when someone has a
sudden flash of inspiration about the solution to a problem the per-
son had been mulling over."* Such “eureka” moments do not come
from a rational, conscious process. Perhaps they come from sub-
conscious processing done by the brain, or maybe even from exter-
nal inspiration. Even after we have stopped consciously thinking
about a problem, our brain seems to continue to work on it subcon-
sciously. Many scientists, including Einstein, experienced sudden
flashes of nsight when making some of their most important dis-
coveries.”” Some scientists who experience these mental flashes of
mnsight even believe they come from an external source.'

13 Antoine Bechara, “The role of emotion in decision-making: Evidence
from neurological patients with orbitofrontal damage”, Brain and Cog-
nition, Vol. 55, January 2004, pp. 30-40; see also Antonio Damasio,
Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason, and the Human Brain, 2004.

14 Isaac Asimov, “The Eureka Phenomenon”, The Left Hand of the
Electron, 1972.

15 For example, see Albert Einstein, “How I created the theory of rela-
tivity”, Physics Today, August 1982, pp. 45-47.

16 D.W. Pasulka, American Cosmic, 2019, Oxford University Press.
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The very term “eureka” originates from a (possibly apoc-
ryphal) story about the great ancient Greek mathematician Archi-
medes, who had a sudden flash of insight while visiting the public
baths; when the insight came to him, he reportedly leaped out of
the bath, shouted “eureka!” (Greek for “I've got it”) and ran home
right away because he was so eager to test his discovery.!”

There 1s much we do not understand about how the mind
works and how we form opinions and make decisions. We would
like to think we understand why we do what we do—that we are
good at introspection and self-understanding. Research indicates,
however, that we do not understand our own decision-making pro-
cesses as well as we think we do.

More often than we realize, we rely on emotion to shape
our beliefs. Rather than using our powers of rationality to come to
a conclusion based on the available information, we usually work
the other way round: we use our powers of reason to justify our al-
ready-held, emotion-based beliefs. We decide what to believe based
on what “feels” right, rather than a conscious application of any of
the five ways for discovering truth we have already discussed above.
We start with a conclusion and then reason backwards, after the
fact, to come up with a justification for that conclusion, even though
we do not fully consciously understand the real reasons why our
minds arrived at that decision or belief.'®

Our feelings, our subconscious, and our intuition make us
mto the amazing thinking beings that we are. At the same time,
though, they create mental blind spots and biases that are impossi-
ble to see ourselves. Because we lack conscious awareness of this,
it 1s easy to fool ourselves into making bad choices. The scientific
method has proven itself to be so powerful because peer review
requires that other people critique, evaluate, and test a scientist’s
work. On a more personal level, it would thus seem that peer re-

17 Isaac Asimov (see footnote 14).
18 Jonathan Haidt, The Happiness Hypothesis: Finding Modern Truth
1 Ancient Wisdom, 2006.
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viewing ourselves—a continuous, iterative process of exposing our
decisions and conclusions to others’ critiques—would help us find
more personal truth and guidance for how to live.

But how can we do this over the span of a human life
about every 1dea and decision? Turning to friends for advice 1s a
good 1dea, but friends can only take us so far, since they are usu-
ally about the same age as us and share the same general life expe-
rience and thus many of the same blind spots and biases. Parents,
grandparents, and wise older mentors can offer advice based on a
lot more life experience, but each of them has only lived one life.
There 1s only so much wisdom in any one person.

And turning to family and friends for advice is not really
peer review, not in the same way that science uses it. It is not a step
up from older methods of finding truth because it is one of the
oldest ways of finding truth. People undoubtedly have been turn-
ing to family and friends for advice as long as there have been
people. Peer review implies a systematic, rational, repeatable, and
replicable process.

Can science and technology offer a solution? Maybe if we
had big datasets with details about huge numbers of people’s deci-
sions and lives; and maybe if there was some computer monitor-
ing everything about you; then maybe there could be a way to
compute meaningful information that would be generalizable from
other people’s lives to provide good advice to you about your life.
But how would we get huge numbers of people to consent to such
Intrusive monitoring to create such datasets? And who would want
something so cold and intrusive controlling his or her life?

And even if such a thing were possible or desirable, for it
to offer good advice for your life, you would have to tell it what
kinds of outcome you want. As we have already discussed, our
minds are not transparent to ourselves. So how can you even
know what kind of life you really want to live? And how can you
know what kind of life you should want to live? And how can you
predict how that will all change as you grow older and (hopefully)
wiser? And how can you avoid making decisions now that will
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lock your future self into a life you will end up detesting?

How do you peer review what is right and wrong? How
do you peer review existence?

When it comes to knowing facts, empirical rationalism
has proved itself, but when it comes to finding moral truth—to liv-
g the good life, as the ancient philosophers called 1t—empirical
rationalism’s track record 1s lacking. We must turn elsewhere.

7) Tradition and Religion

Because we understand ourselves so poorly, it 1s all too
easy to fail to understand the real motivations for our desires and
decisions, let alone the likely long-term consequences of our deci-
sions on ourselves, our families, and our community. By middle
age, almost everyone can look back on their life and remember
times when they were certain about something that later turned
out to be wrong, or when they were sure about a decision that
later proved to be a big mistake.

While every situation and person 1s unique n some ways,
there are also remarkable similarities too, more than most of us
would like to admit." Tradition and religion are two tools human-
ity has developed to “peer review” ourselves across large swaths of
territory and people, and even across huge timescales. And they
have worked remarkably well. The emergence and development
of the great universal religions of the Axial Age were the necessary
precursors to the rest of modernity that followed.?

Religion and tradition provide generalized guidance that
would be difficult to figure out for yourself, especially at the begin-
ning of life, without the experiential wisdom that comes with old
age and a life well-lived. They represent the collective body of wis-
dom passed down to us from multitudes of our forebears, devel-
oped slowly over time, based on the lessons they learned the hard
way.

Many elements of religion and tradition can seem arbitrary

19 See Parables 12, The Sand in the Hourglass, page 359.
20 See, e.g., Peter Turchin (see footnote 7, page 3).
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and nonsensical in the moment, only for their purpose to become
clear much later, when we are older and wiser. We would all do
well to respect the traditions of our ancestors, as voices echoing
hard-earned wisdom out of the past to us.?!

“What about slavery?”, you might ask (or about any other
evil thing in the world that religion at some point encouraged, al-
lowed, or even just failed to elimiate)—after all, every major reli-
gion at least tolerated slavery (and some still do). Well, I would first
point out that slavery’s end in the West, and then in most of the
rest of the world, came about mostly through the long, tireless ef-
forts of fervent Protestant Christians acting because of their religious
convictions. Nevertheless, it 1s true that slavery persisted as a prac-
tice for a long time before it was abolished, and that most religions
at least tolerated its practice. We must, of course, acknowledge that
tradition and religion are not perfect guides. We already discussed
in the first chapter how religion has failed us in its cosmology.

Could we not use reason and the scientific method and all
of our modern knowledge to create something better, then? Well,
two of the major 20th century attempts at this—communism and fas-
cism—were terrifying, terrible, murderous disasters. And secular hu-
manism 1is not some new system. It is really just secular Christianity.
Moreover, it has failed until now to prove itself as a viable replace-
ment for religion and tradition, likely because it not only removes
just the false cosmology, but God too, and most of the rituals, and
the community, and the sense of tradition and rootedness, and the
awe and transcendence. What makes it so attractive, though, is that
it also removes most of the parts that require sacrifice or difficulty.

Moreover, secular humanism has not proved itself a sta-
ble replacement. It appears to be rejecting more and more of its
Christian roots and evolving into an incoherent medley of secular
nihilism and social justice grievance activism. This 1s a path lead-
g in the direction of collapse, just like fascism and communism
before. If so, let us hope it neither gains as strong a foothold as its

21 Hope 9:4 on page 318; Parables 64 on page 429.
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communist and fascist intellectual forebears, nor as cataclysmic a
collapse.

This question of using science and reason to replace reli-
gion goes to the 1s-ought problem articulated by David Hume: there
1s a difference between knowing what 1s and what ought to be, and
it 1s not clear how we get from knowing what 1s to deducing what
ought to be. As Hume said, “let us see, that the distinction of vice
and virtue 1s not founded merely on the relations of objects, nor 1s
perceived by reason”.??

As we have discussed, science 1s the best method we have
found for discovering what 1s, but it has failed miserably at helping
us understand the ought. For guiding us toward right living—toward
the good life—religion and tradition have a millennia-long proven
track record. They are the best we have. As Professor Jordan Pe-
terson has pointed out:

How 1s it that complex and admirable ancient civilizations
could have developed and flourished, imtially, if they were
predicated upon nonsense? (If a culture survives, and
grows, does that not indicate in some profound way that
the 1deas it 1s based upon are valid? If myths are mere su-
perstitious proto-theories, why did they work? Why were
they remembered? Our great rationalist ideologies, after
all—fascist, say, or communist—demonstrated their essen-
tial uselessness within the space of mere generations, de-
spite their intellectually compelling nature. Traditional so-
cieties, predicated on religious notions, have survived—es-
sentially unchanged, in some cases, for tens of thousands
of years. How can this longevity be understood?) Is it ac-
tually sensible to argue that persistently successful tradi-
tions are based on ideas that are simply wrong, regardless
of their utility?

Is it not more likely that we just do not know how it

22 David Hume, A Treatise of Human Nature, 1739, book III, part I,
section I.
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could be that traditional notions are right, given their ap-
pearance of extreme irrationality?

Is it not likely that this indicates modern philosophical
1gnorance, rather than ancestral philosophical error? . . .

There appears to exist some “natural” or even—dare 1t
be said—some “absolute” constraints on the manner in
which human beings may act as individuals and in society.
Some moral presuppositions and theories are wrong; hu-
man nature 1s not infinitely malleable.

It has become more or less evident that pure, abstract
rationality, for example, ungrounded in tradition—the ratio-
nality which defined Soviet-style communism from incep-
tion to dissolution—appears absolutely unable to determine
and make explicit just what it is that should guide individual
and social behavior. Some systems do not work, even
though they make abstract sense (even more sense than al-
ternative, currently operative, mcomprehensible, haphaz-
ardly evolved systems). Some patterns of interpersonal in-
teraction—which constitute the state, insofar as it exists as a
model for social behavior—do not produce the ends they
are supposed to produce, can not sustain themselves over
time, or even produce contrary ends, devouring those who
enact them and profess their value. Perhaps this 1s because
planned, logical and intelligible systems fail to make al-
lowance for the nrrational, transcendent, incomprehensible
and often ridiculous aspect of human character . . . .2

I will repeat: religion and tradition are not perfect guides.
However, “incomprehensible, haphazardly evolved” though they
are, they are the best we have got. As John Derbyshire has said:

Does it not occur to you. . ., not even for a passing instant,

that by purging all sacred images, references, and words

from our public life, you are leaving us with nothing but a

cold temple presided over by the Goddess of Reason? —

23 Jordan Peterson (see footnote 8), pp. 19, 22.
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That counterfeit deity who, as history has proved time and
time and time again, inspires no affection, retains no loyal-
ties, soothes no grief, justifies no sacrifice, gives no comfort,
extends no charity, displays no pity, and offers no hope, ex-
cept to the tiny chiques of fanatical 1deologues who tend her
cold blue flame.?!

And religions and traditions do develop and update them-
selves in response to changing circumstances and current situations.
Christianity today 1s radically different from the practice and beliefs
of Jesus’s followers in 40 AD. Sometimes, though, circumstances
change enough that a religion or tradition cannot keep up, and it
collapses. This can happen quickly. The paganism of the classical
world was strong and widely practiced for centuries, likely millen-
nia. Romans at the beginning of the 4th century AD were born into
a pagan world they assumed would continue long after they were
dead. But within their hifeimes, Christianity replaced it as the domi-
nant religion of the Empire, and paganism swiftly collapsed.®

I believe we are seeing the same thing happen with tradi-
tional Christianity right now.

Even as paganism collapsed, though, there was still much
of value 1n it. The Christians saw this too. Significant elements of
pagan belief and practice were thus incorporated into the Chris-
tianity that replaced it. Pontff, Faster, Yule—these words are all pa-
gan 1n origin, as are many of the practices underlying them, along
with many other elements of Christianity.

So too should we use as much as we can of Christianity in
what replaces it. This 1s one of the main purposes of the Triple
Path: not to create some new system from scratch, but to provide a
replacement religion that keeps as much of our Western Christian
practice and heritage as possible. This 1s what sets it apart from sys-
tems like fascism and communism that were “rationally” con-

24 John Derbyshire, “Affronts and Provocations”, National Review On-
line, August 25th, 2003.
25 See Edward J. Watts (see footnote 11).
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structed from scratch, as well as from secular humanism and its
offshoots, which increasingly reject as much as possible of West-
ern tradition and Christianity.

Spiritual Feelings, Religion, and Morality

So now let us discuss where emotion intersects with reli-
gion. One of the areas where feelings affect our beliefs most pro-
foundly are in matters of religion and morality. People frequently
form religious convictions about a religion’s truthfulness based on
personal emotional experiences with the religion. Many Christian
churches call this religious emotional experience feeling the spirit,
or accepting Jesus in your heart. This feeling 1s often described as
a feeling of warmth, peace, and light flowing into your mind and a
burning in your heart that makes you want to do good.

The Book of Galatians in the New Testament says that
“the fruit of the Spirit 1s love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, gen-
erosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control”.? In the Gospel
of John, Jesus says that “[wlhen the Advocate [or Helper] comes,
whom I will send to you from the Father, the Spint of truth who
comes from the Father, he will testify on my behalf”.?” From these
and other passages, many Christians have come to believe that spiri-
tual feelings are an indicator of truth that “testifies” on behalf of
God. But what kind of truth 1s it testifying about?

Psychologists who study this spiritual feeling have named it
“elevation”. They describe it as involving a desire to act morally
and being characterized by a feeling of warmth in the chest.? (Ele-
vation 1s a big part of spiritual feelings, but not the only part; other
emotions such as awe and transcendence and tranquility are also
important.) As we will see in the next section, elevation is a com-
mon human experience across cultures and religions. This suggests

26 Galatians 5:22-23 (NRSV).

927 John 15:26 (NRSV).

28 Jonathan Haidt, “Elevation and the positive psychology of morality”,
in Corey Keyes and Jonathan Haidt (eds.), Flourishing: Positive psy-
chology and the life well-lived, 2003.

72



THE TRIPLE PATH

that feelings of elevation are not reliable indicators of the material,
factual truth of a religion’s cosmological and historical claims.
The Purpose of Elevation

So what is the purpose of elevation?

One of its functions seems to be helping encourage altru-
1sm and community in the appropriate circumstances. Laboratory
studies have shown that participants who were induced to feel ele-
vation were more likely to act altruistically afterward.®

There 1s much research that shows that almost every hu-
man behavioral and cognitive trait has a significant heritable com-
ponent.** Assuming that our ability to feel elevation is heritable like
most other traits, then why would it have developed? Why would
it have continued as a universal human emotion?

We are social and communal. We band together with oth-
ers to cooperate, share resources, and provide mutual protection.
Altruism and sociality help communities survive and thrive, but
too much altruism can also lead to their downfall, as freeriders and
sociopaths take advantage of the community’s foolish over-generos-
ity. Perhaps elevation developed as a way of encouraging us to en-
gage In altruism and sociality at the right times, to guide us toward
appropriate moral action within our human environment.

Looking at things less scientifically, I also believe there is
an element of divine communication or influence mvolved 1n ele-
vation that helps lead us to better understand moral truths, live
with meaning, and draw closer to God.

‘Whatever the explanation for how and why we have the
ability to feel elevation, it seems to be a valuable way to guide us to
moral action. It does not, however, seem to work well as a guide
to finding objective facts about the material world.

29 Simone Schnall, et al., “Elevation leads to altruistic behavior”, Psy-
chological Science, Vol. 21, No. 3, March 2010, pp. 315-320.

30 Thomas J. Bouchard, Jr., “Genetic Influence on Human Psychologi-
cal Traits: A Survey”, Current Directions in Psychological Science,
Vol. 13, No. 4, August 2004, pp. 148-51.
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A Short Experiment—Comparing Different Religions

When I was a youth, I was taught that feeling elevation
was a sign I had encountered truth and that feeling it within the
context of our religion meant that God was telling me that all the
truth claims of our religion were true. When I later encountered
convincing evidence that contradicted things I had previously “felt”
to be true, I began to question what these spiritual feelings had
meant. I decided to investigate by comparing what people from
other religions had to say about their spiritual experiences.

I searched the Internet for narratives about religious or spir-
itual experiences that used words describing elevation; 1 specifi-
cally sought writings from people of different faiths. It was not
hard to quickly find examples from every religion I checked. Every-
where I looked, people described the same feelings leading them to
faith in their religion. Whether it was Christianity, other monothe-
1stic faiths, polytheistic religions, non-theistic religions, or even New
Age beliefs—adherents always gave a similar story about their emo-
tional conversion to the religion.

If you believe that spiritual feelings can only be found
within one, “true” religion, then try the exercise on the following
pages. It contains a representative selection from the descriptions
I found® and lets you test yourself to see whether you can recog-
nize which description comes from which religion.

The following fourteen quotes are from practicing Bud-
dhists, Catholics, Hindus, Mormons, New Agers, Protestants, and
Unitarians in which they describe how they felt during their conver-
sion to the religion or during important, defining spiritual experi-
ences. Try to guess which quote comes from which of the seven re-
ligions (some religions are used more than once). I have standard-
1zed the language, with changes indicated by brackets, so that differ-

31 The omitted descriptions are all similar in tone and language to the
ones included here. I omitted some for the sake of space and others
to avold mentioning religious traditions with members having more

delicate sensibilities about the mention of their faith.
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ences 1n terminology between religions will not tip you off (for ex-
ample, the Bible and all other religious texts become [sacred text]).

Following each quote is the list of seven religions, so you
can circle the one you think each quote 1s about. The answers are at
the bottom of each page (and at the very end of this chapter, there
are citations and further explanatory notes about each quote):

1. “As I read [the sacred text] . . . I felt a burning in my
heart that I should come and investigate.”

Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian

2. “I was praying . . . when I felt a burning shaft of [God’s]
love come through my head and into my heart.”

Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian

3. “I ... wanted to know [the truth]. After a few weeks, I
stumbled onto [a sacred text] which . . . answered my questions in
a way that I had not heard of before. I read everything . . .and I
even tried the experiment of asking [God] . . . . After about 6
weeks, I felt a burning in my chest and a sensation that was unlike
anything I had ever felt. It was pure happiness and peace.”

Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian

4. “For the first time I not only felt accountable for my
past [sins,] but I had to fight back tears. I knew that I had let down
[God and] my family. . . . However, I also knew I was forgiven! . . .
[It] gave me a feeling of peace that I have never felt . . . in my whole
life. I felt like I had a huge weight lifted off of me and that I was fi-
nally home and free . . . . I felt like a new person.”

Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian

Answers: 1. Catholic; 2. Catholic; 3. New Age; 4. Catholic.
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5. “About 10 years ago, when Jenny and I decided to start a
family, we began looking for a [church] for our kids. During my
first service here at [the churchl],. . . . I was hooked. I recall the feel-

”

g of peace that I felt when I was attending . . . .
Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian

6. “The sense I had of divine things would often of a sud-
den kindle up, as it were, a sweet burning in my heart; an ardor of
soul, that I know not how to express.”

Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian

7. “I felt a burning in my heart, and a great burden
seemed to have left me.”

Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian
8. “[Even as a child], [w]ithout understanding much about
the complex [doctrine] . . . he was attracted to [church]. There he
often felt a strong feeling of peace flowing through his body.”
Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian
9. “The power of [God] came into me then. I had this
warm and overwhelming feeling of peace and security. It’s hard to

explain.”

Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian

Answers: 5. Unitarian; 6. Protestant; 7. Protestant; 8. Hindu; 9.
Catholic.
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10. “[After praying,] [ilmmediately I was flooded with a
deep feeling of peace, comfort, and hope. . . . It was real, it was ut-
terly convincing, it was entirely unexpected.”

Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian

11. “[The religious leader] looked into my eyes deeply for
a moment, and I experienced a feeling of peace and love unlike
anything I had ever experienced before.”

Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian

12. “Every time I was with the [church members], I felt
this warm feeling, a feeling of peace and for the first time in my

”

life since my church-going days, I wanted to follow [God] . . . .
Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian

13. “A feeling of peace seemed to flow into me . . . . I felt
very peaceful from inside and also felt [warmth].”

Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian

14. “Every time I am there [at church], a feeling of peace
overcomes me.”

Buddhist Catholic Hindu Mormon New Age Protestant Unitarian

Answers: 10. Protestant; 11. Hindu; 12. Mormon; 13. Hindu; 14.
Buddhust.

The point of this exercise 1s not to question anyone’s spir-
itual or religious beliefs, but to help us understand the role of spir-
itual feelings in finding truth. Since the cosmological and historical
claims of the above religions are largely contradictory and mutually
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exclusive, if one of the religions were true in the material factual
sense, many or most of the others would be false. Many or most of
the above people’s religious experiences, therefore, could not have
been reliable indicators of factual truth about the material world.

But what about moral truth? Might spiritual feelings be
leading us to truths about the world as a forum for action? It would
be difficult to follow up with the individuals quoted above to find
out how their experiences affected them in the short- or long-term,
but from the way they wrote about them, they seem to highly value
their spiritual experiences and consider them milestone events in
their lives. I know I consider my important spiritual experiences as
not only milestone events, but as life-changing events.

I mentioned above that elevation induces a desire to act
altruistically, and we discussed in the last chapter the research that
shows religious people are more likely to engage in a variety of pro-
social behaviors.* I cannot help but believe there 1s a connection.
It appears that spiritual feelings lead us to moral truths—to truths
about action, being, and meaning.

Conclusion

Recent history has led to radical changes in how we dis-
cover and disseminate truth. The Enlightenment and Scientific Rev-
olution transformed how we understand the material world. The in-
vention of the printing press, and the increased literacy it brought,
encouraged increased reliance on authority and transformed how
tradition and religion and knowledge spread to new people and
get passed down to future generations.

Jesus said “you will know them by their fruits”.?® On the
question of s, the scientific method and the rest of the great intel-
lectual heritage of our modern Western tradition and culture have
done more than anything in history to guide humanity to greater
factual knowledge about the material world and also to previously
unfathomable increases in standards of living.

32 See text accompanying footnote 6 on page 34.

33 Matthew 7:20 (NRSV).

78



THE TRIPLE PATH

Scientific discoveries about the material world are often
proven wrong, but virtually always by someone else applying the
scientific method. While the scientific method 1s not always right,
it has proven far more accurate at discovering truth about the ma-
terial world than anything else we have been able to come up
with.?" But rationalism and the scientific method have been inade-
quate tools at helping us find truth about the world as a forum for
action. Science does well at helping us discover new facts, but does
poorly at helping us find meaning.

‘When it comes to oughit—to figuring out what is right and
wrong, how to live a good life, and how to live with meaning, then
tradition and religion have shown themselves to be our best
guides. Their proven track record to help us be healthier, happier,
and behave better suggest that we should adopt as much of their
practices and moral teachings as possible, rejecting only the factual
and historical claims that are clearly mistaken.

No one has all the answers. We are all fallible and imper-
fect. Each of us believes things that are wrong. We cannot change
and 1mprove our thoughts and ideas and actions to more closely
match reality if we cannot recognize when we are wrong. May we
all seek for more of the right kind of humility. But may we also
have the right kind of courage also, to seek truth boldly and hero-
ically and then act confidently based on the best knowledge and
‘Wisdom we have found.

Most of the time, we seek truth only haphazardly and as an
afterthought. How much more truth could each one of us find if we
sought it out purposefully and with Wisdom? How much more
truth could humanity find if we all collectively did so?

34 A philosopher might point to the problem of induction to argue
against science’s utility in discovering truth. The counterargument,
though, is that science has produced the best results so far. We
should, of course, never stop looking for better ways of coming to
the truth, but for coming to factual conclusions about the material

world, the scientific method is the best thing we have.
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Notes About Spiritual Descriptions Exercise:

The following are references for (and an explanatory note about)
each quote in the spiritual descriptions exercise on pages 75 to 77.
If any source becomes unavailable on the Internet, copies are in
the possession of the author and available upon request:

1. Mark Miravalle, Interview dated January 12, 2008, http://
wap.medjugorje.ws/en/articles/mark-miravalle/; talking about his ex-
perience reading about a famous apparition of the Virgin Mary in
Medjugorje, Bosnia-Herzegovina.

2. Maria Christi Cavanaugh, “Meet our Novitiate”, https://
web.archive.org/web/20120605162939/http://olivben.org/Novitiate
/Our_Newest_Novitiate/; describing when she felt called to be-
come a nun.

3. Reverend1111, “Re: How can you be sure of what hap-
pens after death if.... (beliefs, belief)”, City-Data Forum, General
Forums, Religion and Spirituality, September 23, 2010, http://www.
city-data.com/forumy/religion-philosophy/1057532-how-can-you-sure-
what-happens-7.html; a forum post about finding information on a
website that claimed to be information from divine beings describ-
ing the afterlife.

4. Carmel Brizzi, “My Journey Back to the Catholic Church”,
https://web.archive.org/web/20130415164233/http://www.ancient-fut
ure.net/cbstory.html; a lapsed Catholic explaining her return to
Catholicism and experiencing the sacrament of reconciliation.

5. Dave Flynn, “My journey to Universal Unitarianism at
First Parish Church”, Mindful Parenting Blog, October 25, 2009,
http://mindfulparenting.blogspot.com/2009/10/my-journey-to-univ
ersal-unitarianism-at.html; describing his experiences with Unitar-
1an Universalism.

6. Jonathan Edwards (colonial American preacher and
theologian, 1703-1758), “Personal Narrative”, ca. 1740, in William
P. Trent and Benjamin W. Wells (eds.), Colonial Prose and Po-
etry, Third Series, 1903, https://archive.org/stream/colonialprose
an(1wellgoog/colonialprosean01wellgoog_djvu.txt.
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7. Alonzo Johnson and Paul T. Jersild, Ain’t Gonna Lay
My “ligion Down: African American Religion i the South, 1996,
p- 29 (quoting Clifton Johnson, et al., God Struck Me Dead: Voices
of Ex-Slaves, 1969, p. 126); excerpt of an oral history of a black
woman from the American South after the American Civil War.

8. Jean-Philippe Soule, “The Way of the Sadhu”, January
2003, https://web.archive.org/web/20131014082315/https://www.
nativeplanet.org/health/yoga/swami/swami2.htm; a description of a
Hindu guru’s spiritual experiences as a boy.

9. Dan, “Conversion Story from Dan”, December 7, 2009,
http://conversionstories.org/2009/12/07 /conversion-story-from-dan;
describing a visit to Medjugorje, Bosnia-Herzegovina and getting a
blessing from a Catholic priest.

10. asteroid, “Re: Evangelical ‘born again’ experience: real,
exaggeration, or hoax?”, Catholic Answers Forum, https://web.archi
ve.org/web/20130906155431/http://forums.catholic.com/showthread
.php?t=22192; describing a Protestant born-again experience after
saying the sinner’s prayer (the author later converted to Catholicism).

11. Bob Bishop, “WHO IS ‘HAN’ (aka Bob Bishop)?
And What Does He Know that Might be Worth Learning?”, All
Awaken, https://web.archive.org/web/20130817171336/http://www.
allawaken.net/html/who_am_i_.html; describing an encounter with
Maharishi Mahesh Yogi.

12. Emily Mockus, “A Longing For The Spirit”, https://
web.archive.org/web/20120627111537/http://www.mormonconver
ts.com/catholic/a-longing-for-the-spirit.htm; a former Catholic de-
scribing her conversion to Mormonism.

13. Siddhaloka (Siddha Yoga Dham, Bangalore), “News-
letter 20107, https://web.archive.org/web/20140524142117/http://
www.siddha-loka.org/mewsletter2010.html; descriptions from two
people about encountering a Hindu guru.

14. Debasish, Review of Dhauli Peace Pagoda, http://www
Jocalyte.com/attraction/11416-Dhauli-Peace-Pagoda—India-Orissa
—Bhubaneswar; describing feelings experienced at the Buddhist
stupa on Dhauligiri in India.
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Some Thoughts on Morality

‘What 1s morality?

Most broadly, it 1s recognizing that there 1s a difference
between right and wrong, and then doing what 1s right. More than
that, though, morality provides a framework for how to live and
be. It shows how to live with meaning—how to live the good life, as
the ancient philosophers called it.

Morality 1s also about resolving conflict. Within you, differ-
ent parts of yourself may disagree about what is best in the moment;
more broadly, the you in the moment may conflict with your poten-
tial self as it beckons to you out of the future.! Your personal inter-
ests, or those of your family, may conflict with other families’ or the
community’s interests; your community’s interests may conflict with
those of other communities or with the nation; and the nation’s in-
terests may conflict with other nations and peoples. In the midst of
such conflicts, it 1s easy to overinflate the fault of others while ratio-
nalizing away your own mistakes (or those of your group). A lot of
morality 1s about resolving these conflicts correctly by helping us see
where we are in error so we can correct our mistakes.

Morality 1s also part of our quest for truth. Moral ques-
tions are inherently interesting to many of us because we yearn to
find more truth about the world as a forum for action. As we dis-
cover more such truth, we can understand better what we should
be aiming at in life. And as we better understand what ought to be,
those righteous aspirations also motivate our quest for morality,
with morality providing principles, guidelines, and rules to tell us
how we should behave and how we should treat each other so that

1 See Hope 8:5 on page 316.
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hopefully we can turn more of our aspirations into reality.

When it comes to rules, though, we each have a natural
tendency to make exceptions for ourselves and rationalize our bad
behavior. The higher someone rises in a hierarchy, the more he
can enforce exceptions for himself; the more he can bend rules
and make new ones to excuse his immorality. One check on this
problem, however imperfect, 1s always having someone higher up
in the hierarchy to prevent abuses of those under him. At the very
top always used to be God, from whom all morality flowed. The
Bible and traditions of the church could provide absolute standards
that even the king and the church leaders, at least in theory, could
not controvert.

But now that religion is in retreat—now that so many of us
doubt the material, factual truth of much of the Bible or Christian-
ity, what are we left with? Even if you believe in God, to where do
you turn to know His Will?

In the early drafts of this book, in this chapter I argued
that it was possible to use reason to create a universally applicable
rational moral system, and then I tried to elucidate that system. I
failed i my attempt. I ended up just using logic and reason to jus-
tify the already-established basic moral precepts of Western cul-
ture and Christianity. In the few places where my reasoning went
beyond those traditional precepts, I now have strong doubts about
whether I was right.

Plenty of philosophers and ethicists have tried to do the
same thing as me and have also failed. Many have advanced our
understanding of ethics and morality, but none has created a self-
evidently superior, universal system of morality based only on rea-
son and logic. This all goes back to the 1s-ought problem we have
already discussed.

Every moral system must start from some basic axiomatic
premises that define the system’s objectives or the system’s highest
ideals. But how do you rationally and scientifically justify the sys-
tem’s axiomatic premises?

Neuroscientist and New Atheist Sam Harris recently tried
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to do it by arguing that an ethical system should maximize the
“well-being of conscious creatures” and that “science can tell us
what values lead to human flourishing”.? But how do you define
“conscious,” “well-being,” and “human flourishing”? How do you
measure them? And across what time span? How do you account
for differing, contradictory preferences within the same individual,
or between different individuals? When there are disagreements—
and there will be disagreements—who gets to be the final arbiter of
what constitutes “well-being” and “human flourishing”? The very
fact that there will be those inevitable disagreements casts strong
doubt on whether we can ever bring morality into the same realm
as material facts and science.?
In the context of morality, this is how Professor Jordan

Peterson defined the is-ought problem:

The painstaking empirical process of identification, com-

munication and comparison has proved to be a strikingly

effective means for accurately specifying the nature of the

relatively mvariant features of the collectively apprehensible

world. Unfortunately, this useful methodology cannot be

applied to determination of value—to consideration of what

should be, to specification of the direction that things

should take (which means, to description of the future we

should construct, as a consequence of our actions). Such

acts of valuation necessarily constitute moral decisions. We

can use information generated in consequence of the appli-

cation of science to guide those decisions, but not to tell us

if they are correct. We lack a process of verification, in the

moral domain, that is as powerful or as universally accept-

able as the experimental (empirical) method, in the realm

of description. This absence does not allow us to sidestep

2 Sam Harris, The Moral Landscape: How Science Can Determine
Human Values, 2010.

3 This is the “open-question argument”. See G.E. Moore, Principia
Ethica, 1903, § 13.
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the problem. No functioning society or individual can
avold rendering moral judgment, regardless of what might
be said or imagined about the necessity of such judgment.
Action presupposes valuation, or its implicit or “uncon-
scious” equivalent. To act 1s literally to manifest preference
about one set of possibilities, contrasted to an infinite set of
alternatives. If we will live, we must act. Acting, we value.
Lacking omniscience, painfully, we must make decisions,
in the absence of sufficient information. It 1s, traditionally
speaking, our knowledge of good and evil, our moral sensi-
bility, that allows us this ability. It is our mythological con-
ventions, operating implicitly or explicitly, that guide our
choices. But what are these conventions? How are we to
understand the fact of their existence? How are we to un-
derstand them?

This “problem of morality”—is there anything moral, in
any realistic general sense, and if so, how might it be com-
prehendedP—is a question that has now attained para-
mount importance. We have the technological power to do
anything we want (certainly, anything destructive; poten-
tially, anything creative); commingled with that power, how-
ever, 1s an equally profound existential uncertainty, shallow-
ness and confusion. Our constant cross-cultural inter-
changes and our capacity for critical reasoning has under-
mined our faith in the traditions of our forebears—perhaps
for good reason. However, the individual cannot live with-
out belief—without action and valuation—and science can-
not provide that belief. We must nonetheless put our faith
mto something. Are the myths we have turned to since the
rise of science more sophisticated, less dangerous, and
more complete than those we rejected? The ideological
structures that dominated social relations in the twentieth
century appear no less absurd, on the face of it, than the
older belief systems they supplanted; they lacked, in addi-
tion, any of the incomprehensible mystery that necessarily
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remains part of genuinely artistic and creative production.
The fundamental propositions of fascism and communism
were rational, logical, statable, comprehensible—and terri-
bly wrong. No great ideological struggle presently tears at
the soul of the world, but it 1s difficult to believe that we
have outgrown our gulhibility. The rise of the New Age
movement in the West, for example—as compensation for
the decline of traditional spirituality—provides sufficient evi-
dence for our continued ability to swallow a camel, while
straining at a gnat.

Could we do better? Is it possible to understand what
might reasonably, even admirably, be believed, after under-
standing that we must believe? Our vast power makes self-
control (and, perhaps, self-comprehension) a necessity—so
we have the motivation, at least in principle. Furthermore,
the time 1s auspicious. The third Christan millennium 1s
dawning—at the end of an era when we have demonstrated,
to the apparent satisfaction of everyone, that certain forms
of social regulation just do not work—even when judged by
their own criteria for success. We live in the aftermath of
the great statist experiments of the twentieth century, after
all. .. .1

Schools of Thought on Morality

Various schools of thought have come up with different
approaches about how to think about ethics and morality. Ostensi-
bly, each explains what ethics is and provides a framework for how
we can evaluate whether a given action is moral or not. Propo-
nents of each school might claim that their school 1s authoritative
and prescriptive. Really, though, each 1s explanatory and descrip-
tive, mostly only telling us what people already generally agree to be
moral and immoral (or, in a few cases, perhaps what the school’s
proponents wish were moral and immoral), but then also offering
that school’s own justification for the rule, thus helping us better

4 Jordan B. Peterson (see footnote 8, page 55), p. 21-22.
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understand the reasons for the rule.

Even though adherents of the different schools usually
agree on most moral questions (such as murder, adultery, and steal-
ing being wrong), their varying descriptions and justifications are use-
ful ways for better understanding our general Western system of
morals and some potential justifications for its principles and rules.

The schools occasionally do come out on opposite sides of
some questions. It is on those edge cases we can best see differ-
ences between the schools and argue their relative merits. We will
shortly discuss one of those cases, the “lying to the murderer” sce-
nario. Considering these edge cases can help us think more care-
fully about moral questions.

Overall, in spite of the intellectual merits of each school
of thought, and in spite of the best efforts of their proponents, the
justifications and explanations offered by the different schools can-
not replace the effectiveness of the old order of traditional moral-
ity, which was justified because it came from God. The harsh real-
ity 1s that if there 1s no higher, sacred standard of moralty, then
each individual feels somewhat free to determine his own stan-
dards. And if each person determines his own morality, he will all
too easily make exceptions for himself when right conduct is hard
or undesirable in the moment. Even within the framework of a
given school of thought of ethics, if a dispassionate application of
its tenets would yield an answer you do no like, it is not too hard
to create reasonable-sounding rationalizations for whatever you
want to do. The sexual revolution has shown us that.

If there 1s no easy way to derive a universal system of ethics,
then to what do we look for our source of ethics and morals in our
modern, post-Enlightenment world? Where can we find a source of
morality and ethics beyond ourselves—something that we cannot ra-
tionalize away? And especially, how do we do this as followers of
the Triple Path—a religion that readily acknowledges “we see
through a glass, darkly”® and do not always understand the will of

5 1 Corinthians 13:12 (KJV).
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God very well?

The old order functioned as well as it did for two reasons:
first, because its moral principles worked, and second, because peo-
ple believed those principles came from God.

But even n those past times, when everyone in the Chris-
tian West accepted as authoritative and divine the traditions of the
church and the Bible, people still were really the ones who made
the traditions, and the church, and the Bible.

But how did they make 1t? Christianity 1s a fusion of 1st
century apocalyptic messianic Judaism with significant elements of
Greek and Roman culture and philosophy. The initial, recogniz-
able beginnings of the system date back at least 30 centuries, when
the ancient Hebrews, Greeks, and Romans each began to emerge
as peoples. There were hundreds of thousands of people (and very
likely millions) who had significant impact on how it all developed
—authors and scribes and compilers who made the texts; religious
leaders who established and enforced traditions, rules, and prac-
tices; and many laypeople who followed those traditions, rules, and
practices and, in following them, molded and adopted them to their
lives, passing modifications down to their children, who in turn
shaped and modified them. Many of these people tried to do their
best to represent God’s Will. Some did not. The whole system,
though, grew up gradually, over a long stretch of time. What we
have now was distilled out of thousands of years of experience and
practice. No one person made it.

Now that so many people recognize that the system 1s man-
made, can it still survive? Well, the moral principles have not
changed—they still work when people follow them. The problem
1s the growing lack of belief that God 1s at the head of the system.
This makes people less likely to follow it.

So then with what do we replace God at the head of our
moral system? The Triple Path’s solution is to put God back at the
head, but without the grand unsupportable claims of the past. We
can do this by seeing the slow development of our traditional moral
system as a gradual manifestation of God’s Will to us.
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Traditional morals were put to the test over many years by
many individuals. The parts that brought people closer to the Di-
vine and to living the good life were more likely to win continued
acceptance over the years. Similarly, the parts that did not lead peo-
ple closer to the Divine and to hiving the good life were more likely
to fade away as they proved meffectual. Just as the processes of nat-
ural selection and evolution can be understood as the way God cre-
ated modern humans, the process of the natural selection and evo-
lution of tradition and religion can be understood as the way God
revealed His Will to us about morality and how to live.

On a spiritual note, I believe God can speak to us through
divine 1impressions, and maybe sometimes even through visions.
But considering the experiment in the last chapter that compared
people’s descriptions of their spiritual experiences, it appears
those manifestations from God often do not come with the clarity
and precision of mathematics, or even spoken language. They can
thus be easy to ignore or misinterpret without paying careful, hum-
ble, attention. Even so, I believe those divine impressions—foggy
and fant, but always pointing the same general direction—have
been nudging us to move the right way as well.

Let us thus acknowledge that the system we have inherited
1s imperfect and not necessarily a perfect representation of God’s
‘WIill, but it is also the best we have got. And let us recognize that
breaking a complicated, well-functioning system 1is a lot easier than
fixing it—this means change must be careful and very, very slow.

‘When slight modifications to the traditions of the past are
needed, we should rely on the collective wisdom of elders who have
proven themselves over a lifetime of moral conduct to decide to
make those changes. And these changes should be small and hap-
pen gradually and incrementally, after much time for deliberation
and examination. As stated later in this book:

Truth lies open for all; it has not yet been monopolized.
There 1s plenty of it left for us and our posterity to dis-
cover. The teachers of the past are not our masters, but our
guides. We usually follow in their footsteps on the old road
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they have trod before. If we find a way along the path that
appears shorter and smoother to travel, let us scout out
miles far ahead to verify the soundness of the proposed
change. And let us always beware that we do not short-
sightedly fool ourselves into following what ends up being
a dangerous or faulty path, when the safety of the old road
was there all along.®
The chapter, “Church Organization and Practice”, (starting on page
717) outlines a general system of Church governance that follows
these principles—respect for tradition, and slow, gradual modifica-
tions made by elders with a proven track record of moral conduct.

I acknowledge that, just like the other schools of thought on
ethics, what I set forth above 1s only a descriptive justification for tra-
ditional morality. The difference, though, is that whereas post-En-
lightenment culture (and most particularly post-modern culture) has
weakened our moral system by removing God from its head with-
out offering a compelling replacement to submit to, the Triple Path
puts God back at the head, but in a way that 1s compatible with
modern cosmology and science.

In spite of my criticism of Sam Harris above, and even
though we cannot use science and reason as the primary determi-
nants of morality, there must be some role for them in ethics. For
example, we should use reason to help us understand and evalu-
ate rules and competing interests, and we should use the scientific
method to assess the outcomes of different choices and life cour-
ses. As we have already seen, and will see again below, research
supports many aspects of traditional morality and shows that peo-
ple who live according to the old, traditional standards live hap-
pier, more fulfilling lives.

We should never, however, be so arrogant to think that our
own reasoning can be the primary source of our morality. In mat-
ters of morality, it 1s too easy to use reason to justify things we want
in the moment, but which are ultimately bad for us. We should be

6  Hope 9:13 on page 320.
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on guard to not let reason mislead us and always remember to let
all reasoning be silent when experience gainsays its conclusions.’

To get a better picture of the current state of moral think-
ing, let us discuss briefly some of the major schools of thought on
morality, and then let us discuss some foundational principles of
Western morality.

In many ways, as far as practically applicable morality, the
Golden Rule 1s still the main focus of much moral thinking, so let
us start there.

The Golden Rule

The Golden Rule has been around for thousands of years,
with forms of it being taught in places as varied as Ancient Egypt,®
Greece,’ and China.! The negative form, taught by Confucius and
others, frames the rule in terms of what you should not do:

‘What you do not want done to yourself, do not do to oth-
ers.!!
Jesus taught the most famous version of the positive version, telling
us what we should do:
Do to others as you would have them do to you.'?

7 Wisdom 1:28 on page 176.

Richard Jasnow, A Late Period Hieratic Wisdom Text: P. Brooklyn
47.218.135, 1992, p. 95. “That which you hate to be done to you, do
not do it to another.”

9  Isocrates (436-338 BC), 1:14. (Democritus), “Conduct yourself toward
your parents as you would have your children conduct themselves to-
ward you.”; Isocrates, 2:24 (Nicocles), “Deal with weaker states as you
would expect stronger states to deal with you.”; Isocrates, 3:61 (Nico-
cles or the Ciprians), “Do not do to others that which angers you when
they do it to you.”

10 Confucius, Analects, 5:12, “What I do not wish men to do to me, 1
also wish not to do to men”; Confucius, Analects. 12:2, “[Virtue 1s] not
to do to others as you would not wish done to yourself.”

11 Confuclus, Analects, 15:24.

12 Matthew 7:12 (NRSV).
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The negative form of the rule, though, 1s contained within the pos-
itive. Doing to others also includes not doing to others.

George Bernard Shaw criticized the Golden Rule because
it does not take into account that our preferences might be differ-
ent from others’.!? This 1s a valid criticism, but most people really
following the Golden Rule will already take into account others’
preferences because they will want others to take their preferences
mto account.!* This is not always obvious just from hearing the
Golden Rule, though, and philosopher Karl Popper offered an in-
teresting reformulation of it to make this point clearer:

[Do] unto others, wherever possible, as they want to be
done by."

The Golden Rule is a major part of how we think about
ethics and morality, and has been for more than 2,000 years. But
Popper’s inclusion of “wherever possible” hints at a flaw: what if
you (or the other person) desire evil or immoral things? In a vac-
uum, the Golden Rule would appear to require immoral acts to-
ward others, so long as the other person desired it. What if Alice
wants Bill to kill her? And what if Bill wants to kill Alice too?
Does this magically make it moral for Bill to kill Alice? Can the
Golden Rule transform murder into a moral act?

Thus, Immanuel Kant criticized the Golden Rule because
“on this principle the criminal might argue against the judge who
punishes him”.'% In other words, the convicted criminal being sen-
tenced could argue to the judge that the Golden Rule requires his
release, since the judge himself would not want to be sentenced to

13 George Bernard Shaw, Maxims for Revolutionists, 1903.

14 Walter T. Stace, The Concept of Morals, 1937, p. 136. “[D]oing as
you would be done by’ includes taking mto account your neighbour’s
tastes as you would that he should take yours into account.”

15 Karl Popper, The Open Society and Its Enemies, Vol. II, 5th ed.,
1966, p. 501 (2011 printing).

16 Immanuel Kant, Fundamental Principles of the Metaphysic of
Morals, 1785, Second Section.
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prison. Even if the judge were a deeply moral person who would
want to be sentenced for a crime he had committed, Shaw’s and
Popper’s reformulation would appear to require respect for the
criminal’s preferences and thus compel his release.

Another problem with the Golden Rule 1s that it does not
mention the need for reciprocity in our altruism. We briefly dis-
cussed 1n the last chapter the problem of freeriders and sociopaths
taking advantage of the altruism of others. In the face of repeated at-
tempts at exploitation from freeriders, how can altruistic behavior
persist in human populations? The answer 1s reciprocal altruism.
‘We start out with a default of gnarded benevolence—our initial incli-
nation is generally to respond to someone kindly, but if that person
mistreats us or takes advantage of us, we reciprocate. Thus, when
someone treats us poorly, we usually cease our altruistic behaviors,
and we respond to that person’s mistreatment in kind with our
own defensive negative and selfish behavior. If, however, the other
person responds positively to us, we also respond 1n kind again,
and we enter a cycle of increasing, and then eventually stable, al-
truism towards each other. In this way, we can punish freeriders,
prevent them from taking advantage of our generosity, and ensure
that only those people who are also willing to act with altruism will
get the benefit of our own continued altruism.

In simulations and games designed to test human interac-
tions, people who engage in reciprocal altruism do better than those
who play entirely selfishly or those who play entirely selflessly. Re-
ciprocal altruism 1s usually the best strategy in most human inter-
actions. Yet, the Golden Rule fails to explicitly take mto account
the need for reciprocal altruism.

The requirements of the Golden Rule thus must be limited
by other moral considerations. It cannot stand on its own as the
only foundation of all morality. It 1s most definitely one of the foun-
dations of morality, but not the only one. In day-to-day life, reason-
able people mmplicitly understand that there are limits to the
Golden Rule such that judges can still sentence criminals to
prison; that murder is still wrong, even if the murderer and the
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victim consent to it; and that there are limits to our moral obliga-
tions to others.

Any reasonable person practicing the positive formulation
of the Golden Rule takes mto account all of these criticisms, and
the Golden Rule becomes a shorthand for something like this:

Do to others as you would have them do to you, including
doing to others, where possible and moral, what they
would want done to them. Cease so doing to others who
fail to reciprocate. Do not do to others that which 1s harm-
ful to them, that which wrongfully interferes with their au-
tonomy or accountability, that which would harm third
parties or the community, or that which would cause you
to act immorally.
The Categorical Imperative and Deontological Ethics

The problems with the Golden Rule bring us to our first
modern school of ethics. Kant’s solution to the Golden Rule’s
shortcomings was his Categorical Imperative: “Act only according
to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should
become a universal law”.!”

In some ways, the Categorical Imperative improves on the
Golden Rule, solving its problem with how to deal with the im-
moral 1diosyncratic preferences of individuals. Kant’s rule has its
own problems, though, such as the “lying to the murderer” sce-
nario that French philosopher Benjamin Constant proposed: the
Categorical Imperative would appear to demand that you always
tell the truth, no matter what. This would make 1t immoral to lie
to a murderer about the whereabouts of his intended victim, even
if doing so would protect the victim.

Or what about sheltering an innocent family condemned
to the gulag? When the secret police come knocking, the Categor-
ical Imperative would seem to require that you tell the truth about
the family’s presence in your house.

17 Immanuel Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, 1785,
3rd edition.
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Constant’s solution to the “lying to the murderer” sce-
nario 1is that we only owe a duty to tell the truth to someone who
has a right to the truth. The murderer has no right to the truth
about the whereabouts of his intended victim, and thus you would
not have any duty to disclose it to him.

Kant wrote an essay responding to Constant’s criticism in
which Kant maintained that if remaining silent was not possible for
some reason, then the Categorical Imperative requires telling the
murderer where to find his victim.'®

Similar to the Golden Rule, the Categorical Imperative has
a problem in not accounting for questions related to reciprocity. If
everyone followed the Categorical Imperative, then maybe you
could blindly follow it too, but when others do not and you still do,
they can take advantage of you. An ethical system with real-world
applicability needs to take into account that some people cheat
when they can get away with 1t, or even ignore the rules altogether.
It 1s foolish to pollyannishly proclaim the importance of having uni-
versal duties or rules that would expose those who respect them to
exploitation or even ruin. Thus, reciprocal altruism must be a
clear and explicit part of the foundation of human morality.

Kant’s theory of ethics (and Constant’s response) was de-
ontological, which 1s an approach to ethics that considers the moral-
ity of an action based on duties and rules and on whether the act
itself 1s right or wrong, regardless of the outcome. Kant opposed
consequentialism, which we discuss next.

Consequentialism

Consequentialist theories of ethics hold that the results of
an act are what matter. They thus judge an act’s morality based on
its consequences, not on whether it conforms to the law, or some
set of moral rules, or even based on the actor’s intent. The conse-
quentialist resolution to the “lying to the murder” scenario 1s that
lying to the murderer is the most moral act to take, because it

18 Immanuel Kant, On a Supposed Right to Tell Lies From Benevo-
lent Motives, 1798.
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would achieve the result of protecting the victim.

The most well-known branch of consequentialism 1is utili-
tarianmism. Eighteenth century English philosopher Jeremy Ben-
tham founded utilitarianism, with its “fundamental axiom” that “it
1s the greatest happiness of the greatest number that 1s the measure
of right and wrong”.' Bentham called the principle of maximizing
happiness and pleasure “the principle of utility”,? hence the name
utilitarianism. Proponents of later versions of utilitarian theories
have argued for maximizing other things as well, such as well-be-
g, personal interests, and even beauty and love.

All things being equal, it would make sense that we want
more well-being than less and that more happiness, beauty, and
love are better than less of them. But like each moral theory, utili-
tarianism has its faults (many of which also apply to other kinds of
consequentialist theories).

One problem with pure utilitarianism 1s that it can be cold
and 1impersonal, which 1s alienating to our mnate, emotional moral
sense. It just feels wrong to be so calculating in our moral judg-
ments. A practical moral system has to take into account natural
human emotion.

Another problem is that it 1s often hard to predict the con-
sequences of one’s acts. The fruits of some bad decisions do not
become apparent for years, or even decades—long after it is too late
to do anything about the bad choice. It 1s also difficult to sort out
competing interests, such as when an act has bad consequences for
some and good consequences for others; or when it brings huge
positive consequences for a few people, but small negative conse-
quences for a lot of others; or when it brings small, diffuse positive
consequences for a lot of people, but huge negative consequences
for a few. It would be easy to make compelling arguments for either
side 1n many of these kinds of situations.

19 Jeremy Bentham, A Fragment on Government, 1776.
20 Jeremy Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and
Legislation, 1789.
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Bentham came up with equations to show how to com-
pare and evaluate different kinds of pain and pleasure to deter-
mine their relative worth. Even with equations, though, how pre-
cise can you be when measuring and comparing subjective human
experiences? And how practical 1s it to work out equations when
trying to make a decision in the heat of the moment?

If you noticed that some of these critiques of utilitarianism
sound similar to the criticisms above about Sam Harris’s concep-
tion of ethics, that 1s because Harris’s system 1s a kind of utilitari-
anism.

Because it has to account for so many competing inter-
ests, and because of the difficulty in accurately measuring utility,
Utilitarianism makes it too easy to rationalize what would be good
for you and costly for someone else. No one is omniscient, and
no one Is purely selfless; it 1s easy to falsely convince yourself that
what you want 1s also moral. This 1s especially true with Utilitarian-
1sm, which tends to eliminate any kind of transcendent authority
over the system. Relying exclusively on utilitarianism means that
the human rule-makers at the top can too easily justify moral rules
they have created for their own benefit.

The communists who starved millions to death, sent mil-
lions more to their deaths at gulags and reeducation camps, and
who committed genocide against their own people rationalized the
bloody horror of their acts with utilitarian excuses.

Utlitarianism is not the only type of consequentialist ethics.

Ethical egoism teaches that each individual should maxi-
mize his own self-interest. Economists and libertarians love this
one. The tremendous success of modern capitalism shows how
well this principle can work to create a thriving, prosperous soci-
ety. When taken to extremes, however, or when held up as the
highest value, ethical egoism can go very wrong: just look at the
general economic stagnation experienced by many people mn the
West since the 1970s, as the wealthy have captured for themselves
almost all the extra income productivity gains; or at the causes (and
effects) of the financial collapse of 2008; or at the moral malaise of
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modern times, as people are increasingly seen, and treated as,
nothing more than economic production units and not as spiritual
beings.

Ethical altruism takes the opposite stance, saying that the
morality of your acts depend on how they impact other people, re-
gardless of the consequences to yourself. There are many exam-
ples of self-sacrifice that we all recognize as noble and commend-
able. The main problem, though, 1s that an overly strong focus on
selfless altruism makes it too easy for freeriders to take advantage.
Furthermore, many people claiming (even to themselves) to be al-
truists are not necessarily acting out of pure motives. As philoso-
pher Max Scheler said, altruism is not noble when “love for the
small, the poor, the weak, and the oppressed is really disguised
hatred, repressed envy, and impulse to detract. . . directed against
the opposite phenomena: wealth, strength, power, largess”.?!

Thus, while maximizing positive outcomes if a worthy
pursuit, there 1s not enough certainty and too much room for ex-
ploitation for consequentialism to stand alone. Additionally, great
care must be taken that the right things are being maximized. I
would suggest that a meaningful, spiritually rich life 1s the outcome
most worth maximizing,.

Deontology defines morality in terms of ensuring your ac-
tions conform to the rules and fulfill your duties, while consequen-
tialism defines it in terms of the results of your acts. The next major
school of ethics in our discussion, virtue ethics, focuses on personal
character.

Virtue Ethics

In virtue ethics, having a virtuous character 1s seen as its
own end, not as a means toward some other greater end. In virtue
ethics, you thus cannot reduce virtue to some other more 1impor-
tant ought, such as maximizing utility or fulfiling your duty. Be-
yond just having a virtuous character, though, virtue ethics also re-
quires having what is usually translated from Ancient Greek as

21 Max Scheler, Ressentiment, 1913.
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“practical wisdom”, which means being able to figure out what is
right in a given situation. These ancient ideas about virtue and wis-
dom obviously have had a strong influence on the Triple Path.?
In contrast to virtue ethics, many modern theories explain
why people conform to laws and norms in terms of maximizing
their personal self-interest. For example, the “control theory of de-
viant behavior” holds that:
[pleople conform when they believe they have more to lose
by being detected in deviance than they stand to gain from
the deviant act. Some people deviate while others conform
because people differ in their stakes in conformity. That is,
some people simply have far less to lose than do others. A
major stake in conformity lies in our attachments to other
people. Most of us conform in order to maintain the good
opinion of our friends and family. But some people lack
attachments. Their rates of deviance are much higher than
are those of people with an abundance of attachments.*
These types of theory describe only a part of human na-
ture. They fail to adequately account for why people who have a
lot to lose sometimes go against the majority and stand up for what
they believe in, even at tremendous cost to themselves. Most people
mn Nazi Germany or Stalinist Russia or Maoist China kept their
heads down and went along with the rest of their society, but not ev-
eryone did, and many times, the people who resisted did so even
when they had attachments to many others and had a lot to lose.
Most people want to do the right thing and have an inher-
ent sense of morality. I suspect that many or most of the people
who went along with the Nazi, Stalinist, or Maoist regimes pri-
vately disagreed with them, but lacked the moral courage to stand
up and say so.

22 “Virtue” in the context of virtue ethics does not mean quite the same
thing as Virtue in the context of the Triple Path. Virtue ethics 1s an im-
portant part of morality in the Triple Path, but not the only part.

23 Rodney Stark, The Rise of Christianity, 1996, p. 17.
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This 1s where virtue ethics has tremendous power. It helps
explain why people act morally even when there is little personal
upside and much personal risk: because they have an mherent
sense of morality and enough moral courage to act on it. Beyond
Just 1ts explanatory power, virtue ethics has transformatory power
to help us develop the necessary moral courage to stand up for
what 1s right. Virtue ethics helps us become the kind of people who
would stand up to a Hitler, Stalin, or Mao in power over us.

Because there are some differences in what is considered
virtuous in different cultures, critics of virtue ethics question its uni-
versality. Furthermore, they charge that its focus on personal char-
acter attributes, as opposed to right action, means that it cannot pro-
vide clear rules to follow. Additionally, critics argue that while you
cannot get from is to ought, the ought cannot ignore the is. There
are limits on what is possible and what can be expected of people.
The virtues and behaviors expected of people must take into ac-
count our human limitations and the hmitations of existence.

These criticisms are worth considering. On the other hand,
there must be a reason virtue ethics has stood the test of time and
has survived since the times of Ancient Greece until now. It is no
accident that 1t 1s still taken seriously as a way to approach moral-
ity. It most definitely should play a big part in how we conceive of
morality.

Now let us move from the oldest school of ethics to the
newest: moral relativism.

Moral Relativism

In its most mild form, moral relativism 1s merely the recog-
nition that people disagree about what 1s moral. At its most perni-
cious, 1t takes Hume’s 1s-ought problem to an absurd extreme and
holds that because people disagree about what 1s right and wrong,
and because there 1s no way to use science and reason to resolve the
question, this means that there is no right and wrong, and we
should therefore tolerate others’ behavior even if we personally
think it to be immoral.

The general influence of post-modernism on society has
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brought with it—to our collective shame and detriment—a strong
undercurrent of moral relativism that permeates much current pub-
lic discourse and opinion. Moral relativism 1s worthless as a moral
philosophy, as it does not even attempt to help us make judgments
about what 1s moral and what 1s not. It 1s an anti-morality, tearing
down what came before without even pretending to offer anything
useful as a replacement. It represents the worst of post-Christian
nihilism in the West.

Moral relativism 1s a dead end and not worth further dis-
cussion. So, let us move on to one of the most compelling mod-
ern schools of ethical thought: pragmatic ethics.

Pragmatic Ethics

Pragmatic ethics grew out of the general American philo-
sophical tradition of Pragmatism. It holds that societies can progress
morally just as they do scientifically, through a process of inquiry
and social innovation. It calls itself pragmatic because one of its core
tenets 1s that we should keep what works and discard what does not.
It recognizes that we can never fully understand the truth and must
seek ever-closer approximations by testing ideas through human ex-
perience, evaluating them based on their practical uses and effects.

So far, this 1s not much different from the approach of the
Triple Path. There are differences, though. The first is that most
proponents of pragmatic ethics are wholly materialist, not making
much allowance for the Divine or the spiritual. The next big differ-
ence 1s that its main focus is on society, whereas the Triple Path’s
focus 1s on first taking ethical responsibility as individuals and fam-
ilies. !

The biggest difference is that for ethical pragmatism, ev-
erything 1s subject to revision—nothing 1s sacred. It holds that all
moral principles should always be subject to inquiry and reexami-
nation with no regard to established tradition. Because of this ori-
entation, pragmatic ethics too quickly rejects the wisdom of tradi-

24 See Virtue 11:1-11 on pages 232-233; Hope 1:2-3 on page 307; and
Hope 10:1-10 on page 322.
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tion in areas where the nitial results of experimentation or analysis
can yield misleading results and conclusions that only are demon-
strated as incorrect much later. This is where pragmatic ethics
goes most wrong. The wisdom of tradition is not always apparent
at first glance. Change 1s more likely to get things wrong than right.
It 1s highly likely that our descendants will consider to have been
grave mistakes many of the social “innovations” since the 1960s
that were breathlessly praised by their proponents as great
progress.

Even the very willingness to so quickly reject the sacred
weakens a moral system. All human societies sacralize things. Ev-
ery culture has taboos. Our natural psychology appears to create a
mental hierarchy in which the values and beliefs at the top are
considered so sacred and mmportant that they are inviolable, and
the things at the bottom are so reprehensible that they are always
worthy of contempt and should be shunned.

In his book, The Happiness Hypothesis, psychologist Jon-
athan Haidt discusses research that indicates that one of the major
groups into which our moral concepts cluster 1s “the ethic of divin-
ity”.% When people apply the ethic of divinity, “their goal is to pro-
tect from degradation the divinity that exists in each person, and
they value living in a pure and holy way, free from moral pollutants
such as lust, greed, and hatred”.?® “The core idea of the ethic of
divinity is that each person has divinity inside, so the ideal society
helps people live in a way consistent with that divinity.”#

Even if we never end up tearing down any of our most sa-
cred values, and even if we never accept that which we now reject, a
moral system will be inherently weak if it encourages a ready open-
ness to tearing down what was previously held sacred and encour-
ages a willingness to uplift what had been considered reprehensible.
The very willingness to tear the sacred parts down makes none of

25 Jonathan Haidt (see footnote 18, page 65), pp. 187-211.
26 Same, p. 188.
27  Same, p. 209.
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it feel sacred in the way that we psychologically and spiritually
need. And being willing to uplift that which was once considered
evil makes nothing proscribed feel very bad anymore. After the
moral system has thus been weakened in our minds, it becomes
easy to ignore important, valuable moral rules when they are hard
to follow. Even worse, beyond just making it easier to ignore moral
rules, a mindset open and willing to tear down what 1s sacred and to
uplift what is evil creates a general predisposition to tear down sa-
cred things and accept what was once thought evil, even when the
sacred parts are true and valuable and divine and the proscribed
things really are evil.

Having a willingness to tear down sacred things makes one
more likely to actually do so. And when someone’s prior hierarchy
of sacred values has been torn down in his mind, it 1s not a dispas-
sionate, rational process to replace them. It 1s often spiritually and
psychologically shattering. It usually takes a long time to find new
replacement 1deals and to rebuild a new internal hierarchy of val-
ues. Tearing down the sacred hierarchy also usually removes the
stigma (at least temporarily) of the taboos as well. While one is
seeking and rebuilding a replacement set of values, it thus be-
comes all too easy to justify dysfunctional and evil behavior, to the
point where, to avoid cognitive dissonance, one can come to per-
manently accept evil and start to think of it as unobjectionable, or
even good. In this way someone who starts out applying pragmatic
ethics can become a moral relativist.

Even worse, the most common available alternatives to tra-
ditional morality that are compatible with science and rational cos-
mology are, on the whole, terrible replacements. Like candy that
oversatisfies our natural taste for sweetness without providing any of
the nutrition of real fruit, the common secular replacements for reli-
gion only momentarily gratify the natural moral and religious long-
ings of the soul by providing empty spiritual calories that leave us
still hungering. The most insidious influence of pragmatic ethics
and of moral relativism 1s they have created a greater willingness to
tear down the old order, without offering a viable replacement.
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This helps explain why it 1s such a big problem that reli-
gions are stuck with pre-modern cosmologies and historical claims
that are clearly false. Once you recognize the parts of a religion that
are incorrect, the next emotionally natural step is to reject all of it,
since none of 1t feels as sacred as it used to. As Professor Jordan
Peterson wrote:

Our 1inability to understand our religious tradittons—and
our consequent conscious denigration of their perspectives
—dramatically and unfortunately decrease the utility of what
they have to offer. We are conscious enough to destabilize
our beliefs, and our traditional patterns of action, but not
conscious enough to understand them. If the reasons for
the existence of our traditions were rendered more explicit,
however, perhaps we could develop greater intrapsychic
and social integrity. The capacity to develop such under-
standing might help us use our capacity for reason to sup-
port, rather than destroy, the moral systems that discipline
and protect us.?

Part of the Triple Path’s purpose 1s to help solve this prob-
lem by making it harder to “denigrate” what religion has to offer.
The Trple Path 1s compatible with current knowledge and better
able to accommodate our growing understandings. It 1s thus more
resilient and less likely to bring on a shattering moral experience.

But this aspect of pragmatic ethics does raise a valid point:
what should we do when something held sacred is wrong? No
moral system 1s absolutely perfect, and a resilient moral system has
to make allowance for that. The problem with pragmatic ethics and
moral relativism 1s they are too ready to change. I daresay that many
of those sympathetic to their views relish such change. In contrast,
the Triple Path’s approach 1s that change should be infrequent,
slow, and considered, and that decisions about such change should
be entrusted to elders who have proved themselves through a life-
time of upright living. While maintaining great respect for tradition,

28 Jordan B. Peterson (see footnote 8, page 55), p. 189.
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such elders reconcile and apply the relevant aspects of the different
schools of thought to make small changes when they are needed.

‘While the Triple Path 1s a new creation, it developed and
formed out of the hard-earned wisdom and longstanding, proven
traditions handed down to us by our forbears. And one of the most
important sources for the Triple Path 1s the wisdom of the philoso-
phers of Ancient Greece and Rome, who taught an important con-
cept that can help us reconcile the conflicts between the different
schools of thought on ethics: the Golden Mean.
The Golden Mean and Tradition

One of the maxims inscribed outside the Ancient Greek
temple at Delphi was “nothing to excess”. Aristotle expanded on
this with his concept of the Golden Mean:

Moral virtue 1s a mean . . . between two vices, the one 1n-

volving excess, the other deficiency . . . it is such because its

character 1s to aim at what 1s intermediate in passions and
actions. ... %

It is the nature of . . . things to be destroyed by defect
and excess, as we see 1n the case of strength and of health.
. . ; both excessive and defective exercise destroys the
strength, and similarly drink or food which is above or be-
low a certain amount destroys the health, while that which
1s proportionate both produces and increases and pre-
serves it. So too 1s it, then, in the case of temperance and
courage and the other virtues. For the man who flies from
and fears everything and does not stand his ground against
anything becomes a coward, and the man who fears noth-
mg at all but goes to meet every danger becomes rash; and
similarly the man who indulges in every pleasure and ab-
stains from none becomes self-indulgent, while the man
who shuns every pleasure, as boors do, becomes in a way
msensible; temperance and courage, then, are destroyed

29  Arnstotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book 2, part 9.
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by excess and defect, and preserved by the mean.®
Thus, for Aristotle, most virtues fall in the middle between two
vices, one caused by excess and the other by deficiency.?!

As with virtues, so too with schools of ethics. The four
schools of ethics we have discussed (I exclude moral relativism as
not being a legitimate school of ethics) all have their strengths and
weaknesses. Deontology, consequentialism, virtue ethics, and prag-
matic ethics each have a different focus: on rules and duties, on con-
sequences, on character, and on moral progress and change. If
you take any of the four schools to its extreme, it can yield perverse
results, such as deontology teaching that you should help a mur-
derer find his vicim. Conversely, each school shines when you ap-
ply it at its Golden Mean between the excess and deficiency of its
guiding principles.

And not just for each school by itself. Holding up each
school as something separate in competition with each of the oth-
ers 1s the wrong approach. When a situation forces one school into
deficiency or excess, then another can step in to offer better guid-
ance. When you take all four schools together, each at its Golden
Mean, then you really have something.

I am not the first to have pointed out that, in practice, each
of the four major schools incorporates elements of the other three.
Most forms of deontology and consequentialism incorporate no-
tions of virtue. Real-world application of deontology and virtue
take into account the results of actions (Constant’s solution of the
“Iying to murderer” problem was an appeal to duty, but it appears
he specifically created his solution to avoid a bad result). Virtue
ethics and consequentialism acknowledge the role of moral rules
and the importance of fulfilling duty. And pragmatic ethics incor-
porates the elements of each of the other three that have proven

30 Id. at Book 2, part 2.

31 Auristotle admitted that this principle did not hold in all cases. For ex-
ample, it did not hold for things universally recognized as bad, such
as adultery, theft, and murder. Id. at Book 2, part 6.
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useful.

Each school complements the others. Together, the four of
them can best be compared to the four legs of a table holding up
modern Western morality. But that table (to continue the meta-
phor) rests on the solid, firm ground of tradition. The four moral
schools of thought only work because they were built up on the tra-
dition of the past, relying on the moral rules and practices slowly de-
veloped through hard experience and then proved true over genera-
tions of practice. The four moral schools have advanced morality
because they examined what already worked and then offered ex-
planations for why they worked, thus helping us understand better
our moral system, hopefully allowing us to advance it a little. None
of the four schools gets the explanation exactly right, which 1s why
they work better in concert, complementing each other’s deficien-
cies. This 1s also why we will likely always need the guiding hand
of tradition, since it has provided us more of what 1s true and right
than any of the four schools by themselves have ever been able to.

Examining moral systems that try to divorce themselves
from tradition shows us the importance of tradition. Some moral
systems make a lot of logical sense, but do not actually work. I
briefly mentioned communism, which purports to be set forth on
rational, logical, and scientific principles. Communism preaches
the necessity of revolution to overturn the old order. In practice, ev-
ery time a regime tried to implement communism, it sought to
break the “shackles” of the past to bring about a promised com-
munist utopia. The utopia never came. Instead, the communists
perpetrated some of the worst horrors of the 20th century: the
Holodomor, the gulags, the cultural revolution, and the killing
fields of the Khmer Rouge, to name a few.

Nazism, the 1deology responsible for most of the rest of the
terrible horrors of the 20th century, also rejected the accumulated
wisdom of the past, as manifested in Christianity. Nazism was antag-
onistic toward Christianity—had they been victorious in World War
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Two, the Nazis planned to eradicate Christianity in Germany.*?

The moral rules provided by religion and tradition do not
always make sense. Someone (rying to create a rational system of
ethics and moral practice would probably not have created the tra-
ditional system we have mherited. But what we have inherited ac-
tually works. The “reason-based” alternatives cannot claim that.

Now that we have discussed the different schools of
thought on morality, let us turn to some other foundational princi-
ples of morality.

Autonomy, Accountability, and Free Will

We each appear to be separate, autonomous individuals.
For every action we take, there are natural consequences. Choos-
ing to do something also means choosing its consequences. Be-
cause of this, most of us also assume that each of us should be
held accountable for the consequences of our actions.

But what if our choices are not really freely made? Does
free will exist, or are our actions determined by preexisting cir-
cumstances?

The distinction implicit in these questions, between free
will and determinism, 1s a false dichotomy. Debates about free will
are mostly just debates about semantics and definitions. Determin-
1sts, who do not believe in free will, argue that our actions are gov-
erned entirely by the conditions that pre-existed our actions. They
thus argue there 1s no free will, because 1f you had perfect informa-
tion about a person’s physical state and all the preceding events of

32 U.S. Office of Strategic Services, The Nazi Master Plan, Annex 4:
The Persecution of the Christian Churches, July 6, 1945, published in
Rutgers Journal of Law and Religion, Winter 2001 (“[T]he destruction
of Christianity was explicitly recognized as a purpose of the National
Socialist movement.”); George Lachmann Mosse, Nazi Culture: Intel-
lectual, Cultural, and Social Life in the Third Reich, 2003, p. 240
(“Had the Nazis won the war their ecclesiastical policies would have
gone . . . to the utter destruction of both the Protestant and Catholic

Church.”). It is well-documented that Hitler was an atheist.
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his life, you could perfectly predict his future actions. The problem
1s that no one has been able to experimentally prove if this is pos-
sible, and perhaps uncertainty at the quantum level means that it
will never be possible. Even the most devoted determinist would
have to admit that no one has ever conclusively proved you can
predict a person’s actions and choices based on the antecedents.

The 1dea of determinism is often set against a definition of
free will that holds that we are free to make choices independent of
constraints (with different free will defenders offering different ex-
planations or definitions of those constraints). Even the most ardent
free will advocate would have to admit, however, that the physical
desires and sensations of our body exercise a powerful influence on
our choices and that physical laws and principles govern the func-
tion of our brains and bodies. Even if it were true that we could
choose to act independently of the physical realities of our bodies,
there would still be other constraints on our decisions, such as so-
cial pressures and psychological factors. Thus, no one who talks
about free will can really claim that we are free of all constraints on
our actions.

The debates about free will versus determinism are fruitless
—neither position is strong, and the arguments end up being more
of a pointless debate about defimitions of words than something that
will yield useful ideas about morality and how we should act and be.
The purported dichotomy between determinism and free will is
false. There 1s validity to both concepts, and only considering both
of them together (in keeping with the Golden Mean) can we really
understand human nature and behavior. The 1dea that free will
and determinism can both be right 1s called compatibilism.

Holding each of us accountable for our choices does not
require that there be free will in some metaphysical sense. Outside
constraints and pre-existing conditions do influence our decisions.
It 1s equally true, though, that individuals are capable of indepen-
dent action and of learning from their choices—we change our fu-
ture behavior in response to the results of our past actions. As au-
tonomous individuals, we accumulate experience and knowledge
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and adjust our behavior in response to our environment and to in-
centives.

Furthermore, in spite of the constraints on us, there is prag-
matic evidence that we possess some sort of free will: the history
of human experience clearly shows that we flourish when freedom
1s maximized.*® We thrive when others treat us as if we have free
will. Even just reducing a person’s belief in free will makes that
person less helpful and more aggressive.!

Being accountable for our actions, though, 1s as important
as having freedom to act. Because our actions affect others, we
must be held accountable not only for the natural personal conse-
quences of our actions, but also for the effect our actions have on
others. Laws and moral rules do this.

‘Whether or not we are free in some metaphysical sense,
the physical reality is that both individuals and societies progress
and flourish when individuals are free to determine their actions
and then held accountable for the results.

We think of our “self” as one continuous being, existing
from birth until death. It can sometimes be helpful, however, to
consider the “you” of the present moment as a finite entity, one
who will soon no longer exist, and of the future “yous” as separate
and independent “descendants” of the present you. The existence
and condition of each of your future selves is determined largely by
your actions in the present. Taking a moment from time to time to
look at your future selves as separate, independent beings for whom
you have complete responsibility helps you act with proper care and
foresight, remembering your obligation to work in the present to
ensure the welfare and personal development of your future selves.

We often do poorly, though, at predicting the future. Pun-

33 See, e.g., Fraser Institute, Economic Freedom of the World: 2004
Annual Report, pp. 22-25.

34 Roy F. Baumeister, et al., “Prosocial benefits of feeling free: disbelief
in free will increases aggression and reduces helpfulness”, Personality
and Social Psychology Bulletin, Vol. 35, No. 2, February 2009.
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dits and so-called experts usually avoid making specific predictions
that are easily measured and evaluated, and when they do, they are
usually wrong (of course, they love to trumpet the rare occasions
when they are right, but conveniently fail to mention their many
misses). Most mutual funds underperform when compared to the
market average. And more personally, we are bad at predicting
what will matter most to our future selves and how different choices
will affect whether we will be able to live with meaning and pur-
pose.® Traditional morals, which have proved themselves through
hard experience, are thus usually our best tool for figuring out
how to exercise our free will optimally.
Pathological Altruism

The research of psychologist Jonathan Haidt and his col-
leagues has discovered six foundations of human morality: care/
harm, fairness/cheating, loyalty/betrayal, sanctity/degradation, au-
thority/subversion, and liberty/oppression.* Most of these founda-
tions have been hollowed out by postmodernism and moral rela