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Post-Modern Religion

by Dr. Ted Peters

Critics contend that the scientism and secularism of the last two centuries
have broken and fragmented what should be whole: we have separated
subjects and objects by abstract thinking; we have compartmentalized our
knowledge through warring specialism; and we have sundered the bond
between humanity and nature. Many voices are calling for a new post-
modern consciousness. Rather than disintegration, the post-modernists
want integration. In fact, a renewed sense of the whole is the heart of the
post-modern consciousness.

Theologians of this century have defined their task as making the
gospel relevant and meaningful to the modern world characterized by
natural science and a this-worldly secularity. But what happens when
this world of modernity changes? What happens when the world in
which we live becomes less scientific and secular and more religious?

I intend to examine the specifically religious tendencies in post-modern
thinking as a kind of »perennial Gnosticism« which teaches eight things:
(1) cosmic unity, (2) the higher self, (3) the divine spark, (4) human
potential, (5) reincarnation, (6) evolution and transformation, (7) gnosis,
and (8) Jesus, sometimes. After describing each of those, I will offer a
theological assessment,

Perennial Gnosticism

A trend already begun in the Renaissance continues to the present day and
characterizes post-modern thinking as well, namely, opposition to Christian
orthodoxy and to the institutionalized Church. Historically, rebellion against
ecclesiastical authority--political and intellectual--marked the advent of the
modern world. That the post-modern movement would continue the anti-
-establishment tradition is probably to be expected. Strangely, the major
emerging religious consciousness often denies that it is religious at all,
preferring to identify itself as a science or as a personal-growth enterprise.
Whatever label practitioners give themselves, however, their religious
structures can be clearly discerned. ,

That emerging religious consciousness is by no means limited to a
single cult or to any single formal organization. In part or whole one
might find it associated with Transcendental Meditation (TM), Hare
Krishna, est, Lifespring, holistic health, the occult, astrology,
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Teilhardianism, UFO cults, articles in the National Enguirer, and
Freemasonry.

I call that new age religiosity »perennial Gnosticism.« It is not identical
to the Gnosticism of ancient Rome, of course. Nothing could be. I believ
the term perennial is helpful because it connotes that many new age
teachings in fact are drawn from ancient wisdom, although in many
cases that is disguised. I settle on the term Gnosticism because the basic
category for understanding the nature of the human predicament and
for solving it is a form of knowledge. It is knowledge understood as
experiential awareness or consciousness. Carl Raschke uses the term
modern Gnosticism to refer to that set of perennial beliefs that stand in
revolt against modernity.! Not everyone in the movement would
embrace all eight of the doctrines I shall describe. But after allowing for
differences in terminology and nuance in different quarters, we still find
considerable consensus in the movement.

1. The Experiential Awareness of Cosmic Unity

What I am calling the neo-Gnostic sensibility begins with religious wholisn
It seeks to foster an immediate or direct knowledge of reality, an experienti;
connection with the infinite and the eternal--what Carl Jung calls th
experience of »at-one-ment.« That cosmic at-one-ment usually takes th
form of an ecstatic experience, which may or may not be labeled religious b
the persons involved. Marilyn Ferguson quotes the testimony of a wealth
real estate entrepreneur to such an insight.
It was Esalen, my first trip there several years ago. | had just had a
Rolfing session, and I walked out-doors. Suddenly [ was
overwhelmed by the beauty of everything I saw. This vivid,
transcendent experience tore apart my limited outlook. I had never
realized the emotional heights possible. In this half-hour solitary
experience [ felt unity with all, universal love, connectedness. This
smashing time destroyed my old reality permanently.?

Reflection upon that experience in the higher religions often leads to th
positing of monism, an underlying cosmic oneness that incorporates an
unifies the apparent plurality of things existing on the surface of reality
Monism affirms a latent completeness or perfection of all things lying beloy
the surface of the apparent incompleteness or imperfections we see. Th
multiplicity we perceive is either an illusion--that is, it is unreal--or, if real, it
reality is subtly dependent on a principle of mutual complementarity o
balance with the uniting whole.

That position has probably been worked out most thoroughly by the
eighth-century Indian philosopher Shankara, whose influence in
contemporary India is overwhelming. According to Shankara, there is an
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absolute reality, Brahman, and there is no other reality but Brahman.
Only that which neither changes nor ceases to exist is real, he says. So
Brahman is understood as absolute existence, without qualities or
attributes, without distinctions within or outside, beyond the subject-
object split, beyond the sense of mine and yours, and without change or
process. Therefore, the distinction between the human self and the
single cosmic reality is a false distinction. My self (my Atman) is
identical with Brahman. If I fail in my consciousness to realize that at-
one-ment, then I am living in ignorance. Marvin Henry Harper contends
that Shankara has the most popular philosophy in India today, and in

~one form or another it pervades the cults that are making their way

West .4
2. The Higher Self

The sense of cosmic unity seems to carry with it a notion of a higher or supra-
individual self, an inclusive reality within which one’s apparent or
phenomenal self participates. The real estate man quoted by Ferguson above
says he discovered

multiple dimensions of self, a newly integrated sense of oneself as an

individual...a linkage with others as if they are oneself...and the

merger with a Self yet more universal and primary.
Personal integration here takes one beyond the ego, beyond the individual or
phenomenal self. It connects us to a much larger self, which Ferguson
describes as an invisible continent on which we all make our home. Welive in
a friendly universe, not one jostled from pillar to post by destructive forces.
And this cosmic friendliness expresses itself in our lives through the higher
self, through the god within.¢ Here, as elsewhere in new age thinking, we
find a partnership between modern Western and ancient Asian thought.

The doctrine of the higher self usually begins by acknowledging that
life here on earth is darkness, a sleepy haze. We bumble through life in a
sort of hypnotic sleep, not clear on what forces are governing the course
of personal events. We feel that our life is a lonely combination of
inconsistent decisions, random events, accidental happenings. At times
things may appear to be meaningful, but overall there is no visible
purpose or unity to life. y
If we could penetrate the haze to apprehend the light of truth, we

would realize that there is a hidden higher and eternal self directing us.
Our life happenings are not simply a series of accidents or random
events. There is purpose, direction, and influence from a source of which
we are at best only dimly aware. Holistic health advocates describe the
higher self as the healer inside us. Occasionally, the higher self will break

19

through to the mundane level as a moment of inspiration. Willis Harman

quotes Ralph Waldo Emerson‘s »The Oversoul,« wherein Emerson writes,
When it breathes through his intellect, it is genius; when it breathes
through his will, it is virtue; when it flows through his affection, it is
love.”

It is our task as human beings to become aware of the metaphysical
unifying reality that lies within us. The ancient imperative of Socrates,
»know thyself « is the starting point of post-modern Gnostic consciousness.
Those who have joined the Aquarian conspiracy--who are breathing now the
spirit of the new age coming--believe they are in touch with their higher self
and are vigorously pursuing deeper awareness of it.

3. The Divine Spark

According to the anthropology of ancient Gnosticism, the human being
consists of three dimensions: body, soul, and spirit. The body represents the
prison of darkness. The soul has seven built-in passions which correspond to
the seven planes or spheres of reality that separate our mundane world from
the transcendent realm of divine light and pure reality. The spirit represents
the divine spark, a tiny piece of the eternal light smothered under layers of
darkness and emotion. Restrained by the life of the flesh, the spirit within us
is asleep, unconscious, ignorant of its true identity, ,
True knowledge consists in recognizing the divine within the human
being. To know oneself at the deepest level, then, is simultaneously to
know God. Momimus, an ancient Gnostic teacher, put it this way,
Abandon the search for God and the creation and other matters of a
similar sort. Look for him by taking yourself as the starting point.
Learn who it is within you who makes everything his own and says,
My God, my mind, my thought, my soul, my body.« ..If you
carefully investigate these matters you will find him in yourself.s
Wholeness is sought in Gnosticism, ancient and modern, through a turn
inward. If God is to be found, then it is said that he will be found on the inside.
It appears that the divine spark doctrine is making a comeback.

4. Potentiality

We are being told by some new age voices that human potential is limitless.
All knowledge and power are ultimately accessible to the mind looking
within itself, and all limitations are ultimately self chosen. Immense
untapped resources lie within the dormant 90 percent of the brain. We need a
technique for tapping those resources, and once we tap them, we will find we
have powers to engage in activities such as extrasensory perception (esp),
precognition, psychokinesis, telepathic communication, and astral travel.
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For example, the human potential movement teaches that (1) each of
us has a great potential lying within us; (2) that potential can be
awakened through education and experimentation; (3) the individual can
change his or her situation dramatically, that is, actual self-
transformation is possible; and (4) self-realization and self-fulfillment are
the proper ends of life.

est founder Werner Erhard says that the self is the ground of all that
is: in fact, the self is all there is, that's it! To speak of the divine is to

_speak of oneself. A Theta Seminar creedal statement reads:
The thinker in all of us is the creator of our universe and manifests
whatever it believes to be true. Within the dominion of our minds
we are surely God, for we can control what we think, and what we
conceive to be true becomes the truth.?

5. Reincarnation

Reincarnation, or metempsychosis, the doctrine that souls migrate from
one body into another through death and rebirth, probably originated in
ancient India. Repudiated in the West first by the Christian Church, for
whom reincarnation is incompatible with its belief in the resurrection of
the body, and then by modern naturalism, for whom reincarnation is
mere religious superstition, the doctrine is making a comeback. Each
issue of that most widely read periodical the National Enguirer contains
accounts of people discovering their identities in past lives.10
Reincarnation therapy, whereby a client is helped to go back to a
traumatic experience in a previous life, is being practiced within many
religious cults, as well as in more publit new age circles.

The spiritually sterile culture of modernity has sent religious seekers
to non-Western sources of wisdom. Reincarnation is one of the alleged
treasures which they have found. A bit ahead of the crowd and in large
part responsible for those who have followed, the great Tibetan scholar
W. Y. Evans-Wentz has been seeking for a rapprochement between
Western science and Eastern metaphysics. He believes the convergence
of those two traditions will produce an atonement (an at-one-ment)
which will result in Westerners accepting the notion of reincarnation. He
writes enthusiastically in his preface to the first edition of the Tibetan
Book of the Dead:

Then, when that long-awaited at-one-ment shall have been
consummated, there will no longer be doubt, nor fallacious
argumentation, nor unwise and unscientific Church-Council
anathematizations directed against that paramount doctrine of pre-
existence and rebirth, upon which the Bardo Thodol is based. Then,
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too, not only will Pythagoras and Plato and Plotinus and the Gnostic
Christians, and Krishna and the Buddha be vindicated in their
advocacy of the doctrine, but, equally, the Hierophants of the
Ancient Mysteries of Egypt and Greece and Rome, and the Druids of
the Celtic World. And Western man will awaken from that slumber
of Ignorance which has been hypnotically induced by a mistaken
Orthodoxy. He will greet with wide-open eyes his long unheeded
brethren, the Wise Men of the East.!1
As clearly reflected in that Evans-Wentz quotation, belief in
reincarnation represents a modest rebellion against Western science. It is
modest because many advocates are in fact seeking scientific verification
for that otherwise metaphysical belief. It is rebellion because it
represents listening to a spiritual voice that speaks to the human soul on
an issue about which science has been silent too long. Evans-Wentz goes
on to offer general praise for the mystical insights of Asia and expresses
his hope that the coming new age in the West will be propelled by a
renaissance of Indian philosophy.12

6. Evolution and Transformation

In the new age subculture, evolution refers to change on an abbreviated
time scale. It may refer to psychological change within an individual's
lifetime, as well as to a revolutionary transformation in human
consciousness that could occur within a single generation. To achieve
such transformation is the avowed goal of new age theorists. Harman is
pressing for a societal metamorphosis based on a fundamental
transformation of the human mind which he describes as metanoia, or
religious conversion. The new society would live out a new worldview in
which (1) the emphasis of science would be to understand rather than to
manipulate through technology; (2) an ecological ethic would reign; and
(3) a teleological view of life would organize human efforts around a
single central purpose. What he appears to be describing is a cultural
transformation which in principle could occur within the span of a
generation. But in Harman’s view such a transformation is part and
parcel of the cosmic evolutionary process in which we cooperate but
which has a telos of its own.13 The key elements for change are
knowledge and choice. We have the power to choose to be something
different than we presently are.

Fergusont described four stages of personal transformation that lead
finally to membership in her Aquarian conspiracy. First, the entry point,
which consists of shaking up the old understanding of the world. It may
Occur as a spontaneous mystical experience or as a drug-induced
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experience. The second stage is exploration. It is a deliberate step into a
new paradigm for understanding the world and may involve participation
in such things as TM, est, Rolfing, etc. No one of those, however, is
adequate; their limits are soon recognized. That leads to a third stage,
integration, a mopping-up operation in which the individual establishes
his or her new identity and no longer seeks validation from some
movement or group. That is followed by stage four, conspiracy.
Conspiracy literally means sharing the spirit. What happens here is that
transformed individuals seek one another out, joining minds and
attempting to transform all of society. !

Ferguson speculates that God might be thought of as the evolutionary.
drive of consciousness in the universe. She reports that for Aquarian
conspirators, God is experienced as flow, wholeness, the infinite
kaleidoscope of life and death, ultimate cause, the ground of being, the
organizing matrix that enlivens matter. God is the flowing silence out of
which all sound comes. She quotes Buckminster Fuller, for whom God is
to be understood as a verb, a process.1s
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In ancient Gnosticism the god who fashioned the world is not the
ultimate reality; the impersonal supra-temporal One, or All, is. At that
point, however, it appears that Western neo-Gnostics still take reality as
governed by time and space quite seriously. The new Gnostics are not
the world-denying pessimists that their ancient ancestors were,

Although the ancient Gnostics believed in personal advance and
development in consciousness, such advance carried with jt renunciation
of the material and ephemeral world. The attainment of saving
knowledge (gnosis) for the Gnostic meant escape from the physical world
of darkness into the intellectual o spiritual world of light. That
antipathy toward the physical or natural world does not preoccupy
contemporary new age thinkers. »There is no dualism,« writes Ferguson,
>no separation of mind and body, self and others 16 Emphasis on
personal and social transformation marks a decisive acceptance of
temporality and progress on the part of the neo-Gnostics. To the extent
that integrative consciousness and wholism are pursued, the world of
nature is included and even celebrated.

continued

‘The New Age Movement Defined

Typical new age enthusiasts range from disciples of Carlos Castaneda to run-of-
the-mill peaple who believe that man can be whatever he wants to be. We will
not find total unanimity among all new age suppotters, but so much general

‘agreement exists that new age has become a distinct category in philosophic and

religious literature.
How, then, shall we describe this movement? To put it in simplest terms, the
new age movement is a diversified stream of coalitions, organizations, and

_individuals all striving to induce a new age of enlightenment and harmony in our

society. The bond which unites them is their desire to promote a new worldview
based on a melange of humanistic ethics, holistic health ideals, the human
potential movement, and traditional Eastern religions (Hinduism, Zern, Sufism,
Tibetan Buddhism) in order to revitalize humanity. ,

Many people optimistically anticipate the dawning of a new age, a sweeping

. revolution in man’s ways of thinking, perceiving, and developing. The impending
" new age is also believed to be a genuinely new stage in the evolution of mankind.
- This time, however, the human species will not evolve structurally (new organs,
- body parts, etc.) but psychologically, spiritually, psychically, and socially. Some

- authors expect to see humankind develop a planetary consciousness, with

definitions ranging from a universal concern for global survival to everybody .
thinking the same way (and occasionally the same thought!), A common term js

 bransformation: the new age will not just introduce new ideas—it will bring a new

Four fundamental prermises undergird nearly all new age literature. The First
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premise involves the acceptance, in one form or another, of monism. The heavy
emphasis new age writers place on Eastern teaching, theoretical quantum ,
physics, meditation, and planetary consciousness is only mxvxnmzmvw A»rm, it
compottent common to them all: the presupposition that all is one. The: new N.Wa
moverment can just as easily accommodate traditional pantheistic Hinduism as it
can a Werner Erhard proclaiming, »Consciousness is all there is, there jsn’t =~
anything else.<r A classic example of new age monism can be found inMichael -
Talbot's Mysticism and the New Physics, wherein he argues that sthe universe js a =~
great thought, the substance of which is »consciousness« and that we do not
actually exist (like points in geometry, we »possess no true reality in mv..wn? b
.time«).2 Marilyn Ferguson contends that reverything is process. The mcma.%@&m_ f
is a process,« and in fact probably »is an illusion« created ExcE.;%c:m,aozm:mmm.z s
New age believers have a decided bias towards deifying consciousness as the
monistic substrate of the universe and generally embrace the corollary premise
that they themselves are fragments of this cosmic consciousness and must ;
possess innaté divinity. , . iy we r DREh N
A second key premise is the new age philosophy of relativism and contintous
~change of matter and being. Accordingly, thére is no ultimate truth, nora - ,
personal God who has spoken with finality, Stagnation comes from the.
misconception that one has arrived, has the truth, or has the last word, -
accommodation, and synthesis of new views. Ferguson says the transformative = -
methods »eventually lead to the realization that there will be no ultimate ©
answers.«! Thus, a fundamental assumption is that nobody has all the answers or
even a final answer: we are all evolving, (This is why theistic religions such as

~ Conversely, transformation and personal growth comie from constant change,” . |




7. Gnosis

Transformation, which is the functional equivalent of salvation, is to be
gained through knowledge, through gnosis. For the ancient Gnostics
such knowledge consisted of secret, or esoteric, wisdom, an insight into
the workings of the world and the opening of the transcendental gate so
that the soul might pass from this ephemeral world of darkness into the
eternal realm of light. Gnosis is saving knowledge.1”

The kind of knowledge involved, then, is not the kind of objectivist or
controlling knowledge characteristic of modern science and technology.
Rather, it is an intensely personal form of knowledge often dubbed new
* awareness or higher consciousness. Elaine Pagels explains that the
ancient Greek language could distinguish between scientific or reflective
knowledge (He knows mathematics) and gnosis, that is, knowing
through observation or experience (He knows me). Gnosis involves an
intuitive process of knowing oneself, and to know oneself is to know
both human nature in general and human destiny.1® Stated that way the
term gnosis is also descriptive of much of new age thinking. For modern
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Gnostics the fundamental human problem is understood as ignorance,
and the solution must then be some form of personal knowledge.

Literary critic lhab Hassan uses the term new Gnosticism to refer to
that personal form of knowledge. He perceives in Western culture a
growing insistence on apprehending reality immediately, that is, without
mediation by the scientific and critical disciplines. There is a »new sense
of the immediacy of Mind, of complete gnosis or knowledge.«19

That concept is illustrated, among other places, in Robert Heinlein's
science-fiction novel Stranger in a Strange Land. The Martian tries to grok his
experiences of earth. Grokking means complete identification, total
understanding, a participatory knowledge which requires a momentary
fusion of two beings into a larger shared awareness. The new
Gnosticism presupposes that critical or scientific thinking is itself a form
of ignorance from which we need to be liberated.

By direct knowledge Ferguson means a mystical or quasi-mystical
experience with the whole. It is not that the world of appearances which

‘Christianity, Judaism, or Islam, and even highly authoritarian cults such as the
‘Moonies and the Way International cannot be considered part of the new age
imoverent, They claim to have a final truth.}

A third basic ideal is individual autonomy. Since social transformation will arise
‘through transformation of the person, each individual must have the freedom to
choose for himself what he deems best. One of the great banners of the new age
is the freedom to live any lifestyle one desires. Ferguson dubs it autarchy,
»government by the self.« Political theoretician Mark Satin has suggested that
new age politics would insure abortion rights, gay rights, animals’ rights, the
right to polygamy, and repeal of all prostitution, gambling, and drug laws.s
" New age autarchy is founded on the concept that there are no moral absolutes
‘which judge both people and society, that there are no permanent standards
‘imposed by God incumbent on all people everywhere. All ethics are self-imposed.
‘For example, Satin believes »A spiritual path is valid for us if it is appropriate to .
“oir needs as we ourselves define them e Such a statement typifigs new age writing
‘and echoes the guiding principle of sorcerer, occultist Aleister Crowley. sDo what
‘thou wilt shall be the whole of the law.<” Plainly, such an ideology makes no
.allowance for the final and ultimate Lordship of Jesus Christ. The humanist
\imperative is an essential component of the infrastructure of new age thinking .

.and cannot be detached from new age philosophy without destroying it entirely.

A fourth premise is the new age insistence that our problems stem from a

‘Western, Judeo-Christian worldview. New age philosophy denies that man’s basic

‘problem is moral, caused by sin. Instead, it is caused by alack of knowledge;
‘awareness, or fully seeing. Most people are convinced humanity is chin-deep in 4
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- in science and business through seeking new approaches to old problems. The =

6. Ibid, pr112, 0
7

= R R e
megacrisis--environmental, political, economic, personal--but those in the - oy
movement assign fault to the antiquated political/religious/social structures we = |
have today. Thus, the transformation of those structures and of our lives
depends on finding a new worldview, of seeking a new paradigm with which to"
understand them. We do not deny that genuine technical advances have occurred

personal paradigm change espoused by the vast majority of new age advocates,
however, involves the acceptance of a monistic, Eastern worldview and occultic-
mystical experimentation. 8 WP s S T e
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we study objectively and scientifically is wrong. It is, rather, .:‘_m.n :”,%o:
can penetrate through the system of things, you can communicate directly
with the whole. .
Direct knowledge gets us out of the system. It is the awakening. It
reveals the context that generates our lesser reality. The new
perspective alters our experience by changing our vision.20
With a new mind, a new consciousness, we can transform ourselves.
We obtain that new mind by reinterpreting our world through new
paradigms. »We live what we know,« writes Ferguson. . .
If we believe the universe and ourselves to be mechanical, we will
live mechanically. On the other hand, if we know that we are part .om
an open universe, and that our minds are a matrix of reality, we will
live more creatively and powerfully.2!
If we draw upon the resources already lying deep within us, upon our
potentialities, we can create a new vision of how the world should work.

8. Jesus, Sometimes

If and when Jesus appears, his role is that which he played in ancient
Gnosticism, the teacher of gnosis. He represents the protohuman, the
one who has developed his innate human potential to its fullest
actualization. He has fanned his divine spark into a full flame.

In the Aquarian Gospel of Jesus it is reported that in the memmsm. years
between Jesus’ twelfth birthday and the beginning of his teaching career,
he went to India. There he studied mystical esoterica at the feet of
Hindu gurus. The reason we normally do not associate such Im:.mc
teachings with Jesus is that the established churches have conspired to
keep such knowledge from the general public.

Theological Reflections

To raise the question of the whole of reality--as is done in ﬁo.mﬁ..:soamg
speculation--is to ask about the divine. In the Jewish and Christian .
traditions, all that is real is the product of God's creative work, _mmm&m to
the theological conviction commonly known as monotheism. Something
exists beyond the being and value of all things. That »One beyond all the
many« Christians call God. . .

In principle, it is possible to solve the problem of the nm_mr.o:.wr%
between the one and the many without recourse to the Christian God.
The path taken by perennial Gnosticism is monism. Monism holds that
the plurality of things in the phenomenal world is ultimately part of a
single reality. The pre-Socratic philosopher Thales, for example, held that
everything was a form of water.
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The problem with monism is that it denies the Christian beljef in a
radical distinction between God and creation. Our God transcends the
world. That means, among other things, that the creature can never
become fully like God. God creates ex nihilo, out of nothing, and the
created realm is entirely dependent upon God as the source and power of
its continued existence. We have a part in the universe, not by some
natural right, but only by the grace of God. The proper creaturely
response is to be thankful.2

Another problem with monism is that it makes God less than ultimate.
The One ultimate reality in religions such as Gnosticism and Buddhism,
for example, is supra-divine. God is a creature among others and, as
such, belongs to a whole that is greater than the divine. The divine
belongs to the realm of the many, not to the One.

A variant on the above is pantheism, which makes divinity coextensive
with the cosmos. That view offers support for the belief that each
human being is essentially divine and that the task in life is to actualize
the divine potential that lies within each of us.

In Christianity the relationship between God and the world is that of
creator to creature. There is no ultimate dualism because the whole
creation comes from the divine word. There is no ultimate monism
because the creation is sufficiently distinct from God that a genuine
relationship can develop. There is no ultimate pantheism because,
although God is everywhere present to the creation, the creation does
not exhaust God's being. He is still transcendent. We come to know the
Christian God through his revelation in history. The transcendent
creator God becomes present because of the incarnation of Jesus Christ.
Ismael Qulies writes in Rahner’s Sacramentum Mundi:

The solution attempted by pantheism leads to atheism, at least
according to the Christian viewpoint. For the equation of God and
the world means ultimately the reduction of God to the world and
the denial of transcendence which goes beyond the world. The
Christian notion of God is gained from historical revelation, but
pantheism derives its idea of the God-world relationship from an a

priori concept of being, and by equating God and the world
eliminates the notion of God.24

Whole, Part, and the Eschaton

Post-modern speculations on perennial Gnosticism have a tendency to
dissolve everything into a timeless unity. But we take history seriously,
so that what is engaged in temporal passage is in fact real. We also
believe in the possibility of a genuinely new reality coming into
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existence. Hence, we deny that the whole of reality presently exists.

In isolated moments of meaningfulness, however, we anticipate the
completed whole, the total reality which will finally put all things into
their respective places. To see meaning in the present moment is an act
of faith, it is an act of trust that the future will confirm the meaning we
presently perceive and experience.

Wolfhart Pannenberg contends that the essence of all things will not
be determined until the eschatological future. The meaning we find in
the present moment is dependent upon an implicit faith that includes a
“fore-conception of what is to come. A

Only from such a fore-conception of a final future, and thus of the
still unfinished wholeness of reality, is it possible to assign to an
individual event or being--be it present or past--its definitive
meaning by saying what it is. Thus, when someone names a thing
and says, »This is a rose,« or »This is a dog,« he always does so from
the standpoint of an implicit fore-conception of the final future, and
of the totality of reality that will first be constituted by the final
future.zs

To look toward defining the whole of reality is to look toward God. All
events are moving ahead to meet a common future, a common future
that is the reality of God. We must live by faith and by reason until the
process is complete, at which time faith and reason will themselves be
united. In the meantime the idea of God is a paradigm for understanding
and a hermeneutical principle for determining provisionally the meaning
of the course of events.

Sin and Wholism

The anticipated eschatological unity of all things recognizes another
factor totally overlooked by new age thinkers: sin. We are seeking
wholism in large part because of our impatience with the division,
fragmentation, loneliness, competition, and violence caused by the
modern way of life. What is assumed in the post-modern critique of
modernity is that all of those problems are caused by a form of
ignorance, but the post-modern critique ignores a crucial key ingredient
in the discussion, namely, sin.

The essence of sin is our refusal to place our trust in a gracious God
and an open future. By nature, we want to reorder the relationship of
dependence. We want to reorient everything so as to hide the gifted
essence of who we are. We try to reestablish our relationship to the
world on our own terms, to establish the human self as an independent
source, as the creator.
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We deny the truth by taking unto ourselves the powers of creativity
and by creating history to suit our own designs, thereby shutting
ourselves off from the open future. To trust God means that we face
history squarely with all jts ambiguity and its uncertainty, That terrifies
us. When one chooses to center history, not in the divine future but in
the human present, the future becomes an extension of present
potential. That denies to history the quality of advent, of newness. In
modern technology the new we celebrate is the new gadgets produced by
engineers who calculate and remake the world according to their own
designs,

Science and technology help to provide a hospitable mental framework
for a consistent denial of divine grace. Those forms of rational thought
may represent the flowering of seeds sown by the ancient astrologers. In
the fourth century, Augustine reports with amazement the ability of
ancient stargazers to predict eclipses. What a scientific achievement! Yet
he proceeds immediately to note how the star calculators undergo an
eclipse of the mind by writing God out of the picture.

So early can they foresee a coming eclipse they do not see, for they
do not seek with a devout mind...[they do not know] your Word, by
which you made the things they number off, and themselves who
number, and the sense by which they discern what they number,
mwi the intellect by which they number (Confessions, Book V, Chapter
3).

Sin is the production of darkness through willful division and
fragmentation. It is choosing one realm of knowledge as absolute and
consigning all other realms of knowing to untruth. The overcoming of
ignorance--including the criticism of modernity by perennial Gnostics--is
laudable, to be sure, but it does not guarantee that people will choose to
live synergistically instead of independently. Much of the fragmentation
we experience is due not to Descartes’ subject-object split but to Adam’s
God-human split. No amount of post-modern consciousness-raising can
bridge the chasm that split has caused. Only forgiveness can. The
forgiveness accomplished in the atoning work of Jesus Christ is a
sproleptogram,« a message announcing the final unity of all things in the-
consummate future of God.
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