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OST of us suppose that all religions
are akin to the one we happen to

4. ¥ B know best. But this assumption can
be misleading. For example, many Christians
believe that all religions place heavy emphasis on
an afterlife, although, in fact, the central concern
of Judaism is life in this world, not the next,
Similacly, many Christians and Jews are con-
vinced that a person who is religious must affirm
the existence of a supernatural God. They are
surprised to learn that religions such as Jainism
or Theravada Buddhism deny the existence of a
Supreme Creator of the World.

But how can there be a non-supernatural
religion? To numerous theists as well as atheists
the concept appears contradictory. I propose to
show, however, that nothing in the theory or
practice of religion—not ritual, not prayer, not
metaphysical belief, not moral commitment—-
necessitates a commitment to traditional theism.
In other words, one may be religious while
rejecting supernaturalism.

Let us begin with the concept of ritual. A
ritual is a prescribed symbolic action. In the
case of religion, the ritual is prescribed by the
religious organization, and the act symbolizes
some aspect of religious belief. Those who find
the beliefs of supernaturalistic religion unrea-
sonable or the activities of the organization
unacceptable may come to consider any ritual
irrational. But, although particular rituals may
be based on itrational beliefs, nothing is inher-
ently irrational about ritual.

Consider the simple act of two people shak-
ing hands when they meet. This act is a ritual,
prescribed by our society and symbolic of the
individuals’ mutual respect, There is nothing
irrational about this act. Of course, if people
shook hands in order to ward off evil demons,
then shaking hands would be irrational. But this
is not the reason people shake hands. The ritual
has no connection with God or demons but
indicates the attitude one person has toward
another.

It might be assumed that the ritual of hand-
shaking escaped itrationality only because the
ritual is not prescribed by any specific organiza-
tion and is not part of an elaborate ceremony.
But to sce that this assumption is false, consider
the graduation ceremony at a college. The grad-
uates and faculty all wear peculiar hats and robes,
and the participants stand and sit at appropriate
times throughout the ceremony. However, there
is nothing irrational about this ceremony. »
Indeed, the ceremonies of graduation day, far
from being irrational, are symbolic of commit-
ment to the process of education and the life of
reason, . -

At first glance it may appear that I d aIs)ne
compatatively insignificant features of ourlives,
but the more one considers the matter, the more
it becomes apparent that rituals are a pervasive
and treasured aspect of human experience. Who
would want to eliminate the festivities associ-
ated with holidays such as Independence Day or
Thanksgiving? What would college football be
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without songs, cheers, flags, and the innumer-
able other symbolic features surrounding the
game? And those who disdain popular rituals
typically proceed to establish their own distinctive
ones, ranging {rom characteristic habits of dress
fo the use of drugs, all symbolic of a rejection of
traditional mores.

@__alig»_kglous_g_e_r_sgns, like all others, search for
an appropriate means of emphasizing-théif com-
mitment to a group or its values: Rituals‘provide
such a means. It is-true that sipernaturalistic
religion has often infused its rituals with super-
stition, but nonreligious rituals can be equal}
as superstitious as religious ones. For example,
most Americans view the Fourth of July as an
occasion on which they can express pride in
their country’s heritage. With this purpose in
mind, the holiday is one of great significance.
However, if it were thought that the singing of
the fourth verse of “The Star-Spangled Banner”
four times on the Fourth of July would protect
our country against future disasters, then the
original meaning of the holiday would soon be
lost in a maze of superstition.

A naturalistic (e, non—supematurahstlc)
religion need not utilize r1tual in such a supersti-
tious manner, for it does nof “employ rituals in
order to please a benevolent deity or appease an
angry one. Rather, naturalistic religion views
situal, as Jack Cohen has put it, as “the enhance-
ment of life through the dramatization of great
ideals.” If a group places great stress on justice or
freedom, why should it not utilize ritual in order
to emphasize these goals? Such a use of ritual
serves to solidify the group and to strengthen its
devotion to its expressed purposes. And these
purposes are strengthened all the more if the rit-
ual in question has the force of tradition, having
been performed by many generations who have
belonged to the same group 2nd have struggled
to achieve the same goals. Ritual so conceived is
not a form of superstition; rather, it is a reason-
able means of strengthening religious commit-
ment and is as useful to naturalistic religion as it
is to supernaturalistic religion.

Having considered the role of ritdal in'a nat-
uralistic religion, fet us next turn to-the concept
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of prayer. It might be thought that naturalistic
religion could have no use for prayer, since
prayer is supposedly addressed to a supernatural
being, and proponents of naturalistic religion
do not believe in the existence of such a being.
But this objection over-simplifies the concept
of prayer, focusing attention on one type of
prayer while neglecting an equally important but
d1fferent sort of prayer. -

~ Supernaturalistic-religion " makes “extensive
use of petitionary prayer, prayer that petitions a
supernatural being for various favors. These may
range all the way from the personal happiness
of the petitioner to the general welfare of all
society. But since petitionary prayer rests upon
the assumption that a supernatural being exists,
it is clear that such prayer has no place in a
naturalistic religion.

However, not all prayers are prayers of peti-
tion, There are also prayers of meditation. These
prayers are not directed to any supernatural being
and are not.requests for the granting of favors.
Rather, these prayers provide the opportunity for
persons to rethink their ultimate commitments
and rededicate themselves to live up to their
ideals. Such prayers may take the form of silent
devotion or may involve oral repetition of certain
central texts, Just as Americans repeat the Pledge
of Allegiance and reread the Gettysburg Address,
so adherents of naturalistic religion repeat the
statements of their ideals and reread the docu-
ments that embody their traditional beliefs.

It is true that supernaturalistic religions, to
the extent that they utilize prayers of mediation,
tend to treat these prayers irrationally, by sup-
posing that if the prayers are not uttered a pre-
cise number of times under certain specified
conditions, then the prayers lose all value. But
there is no need to view praver in this way
Rather, as Julian Huxley wrote, prayer “permits
the bringing before the mind of a world of
thought which in most people must inevitably
be absent during the occupations of ordinary
Life: . .. it is the means by which the mind may
fix itself upon this or that noble or beautiful or
awe-inspiring idea, and so grow to it and come
to realize it more fully.”




6 CHAPTER ONE  Does Religion Give My Life Meaning?

Such a use of prayer may be enhanced by song,
instrumental music, and various types of symbol-
ism. These elements, fused together, provide the
means for adherents of naturalistic religion to en-
gage in religious services akin to those engaged in
by adherents of supernaturalistic religion. The
difference between the two services is that those
who attend the latter come to relate themselves to
God, while those who attend the former come to
relate themselves to their fellow human beings
and to the world in which we live.

We have so fur discussed how ritual and
prayer can be utilized in naturalistic religion, but
to adopt a religious perspective also involves
metaphysical beliefs and moral commitments.
Can these be maintained without recourse to
supernaturalism?

If we use the term metaphysics in its usual
sense, to refer to the systematic study of the
most basic features of existence, then it is clear
that a metaphysical system may be cither super-
naturalistic or naturalistic. The views of Plato,
Descartes, and Leibniz are tepresentative of a
supernaturalistic theory; the views of Aristotle,
Spinoza, and Dewey are representative of a
naturalistic theory.

Spinoza’s Ethics, for example, one of the
greatest metaphysical works ever written, explic-
itly rejects the view that there exists any being
apart from Nature itself. Spinoza identifies God
with Nature as a whole, and urges that the good
life consists in coming to understand Nature, In
his words, “our salvation, or blessedness, or free-
dom consists in a constant and eternal love
toward God....” Spinoza’s concept of God,
however, is explicitly not the supernaturalistic
concept of God, and Spinoza’s metaphysical
system thus exemplifies not only a naturalistic
metaphysics but also the possibility of reinter-
preting the concept of God within a naturalistic
framework,

But can those who do not believe in a super-
naturalistic God commit themselves to moral
principles, or is the acceptance of moral princi-
ples dependent upon acceptance of supernatu-
ralism? It is sometimes assumed that those who
reject a supernaturalistic God are necessarily

immoral, for their denial of the existence of such
a God leaves them free to act without fear of
Divine punishment, "T'his assumption, however,
is seriously in error.

The refutation of the view that morality must
rest upon belief in a supernatural God was pro-
vided more than two thousand years ago by
Socrates in Plato’s Euthyphro dialogue. Socrates
asked the following question: Are actions right
because God says they are right, or does God say
actions are right because they are right? This
question is not a verbal trick; on the contrary, it
poses a serious dilemma for those who believe in
a supernatural deity. Socrates was inquiring
whether actions are right due to God’s fiat or
whether God is Himself subject to moral stan-
dards. If actions are right due to God’s com-
mand, then anything God commands is right,
even if He should command torture or murder.
But if one accepts this view, then it makes no
sense to say that God Himself is good, for since
the good is whatever God commands, to say that
God commands rightly is simply to say that He
commands as He commands, which is a tautol-
ogy. This approach makes a mockery of moral-
ity, for might does not make right, even if the
might is the infinite might of God. To act
morally is not to act out of fear of punishment; it
is not to act as one is commanded to act. Rather,
it is to act as one ought to act. And how one
ought to act. And how one ought to act is not
dependent upon anyone’s power, even if the
power be Divine.

Thus, actions are not right because God
commands them; on the contrary, God com-
mands them because they are right. But in that
case, what is right is independent of what God
commands, for what He commands must con-
form with an independent standard in order to
be right. Since one could act in accordance with
this independent standard without believing in
the existence of a supernatural God, it follows
that morality does not rest upon supernatural-
ism. Consequently, naturalists can be highly
moral (as well as immoral) petsons, and super-
naturalists can be highly immoral (as well as
moral) persons. This conclusion should come as
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no surprise to anyone who has contrasted the life
of Buddha, an atheist, with the life of the monk
Torquemada.

We have now seen that naturalistic religion is
a genuine possibility, since it is reasonable for
individuals to perform rituals, utter prayers,
accept metaphysical beliefs, and commit them-
selves to moral principles without believing in
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supcrnaturalism. Indeed, ong can o
while maintaining allegiance 1, Chr‘v ! so
Judaism. Consider, for example, thm.lani or
tians who accept the “Death of Goé’fe Chrig
Jews who adhere to ReCOnStl'uctioms ¢
Such options are philosoPhiCauy e JUdaig .
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KARMA AND REBIRTH

MONG the most basic and pervasive

of these are teachings attributed to

Buddha concerning karma and rebirth.
These ideas were already present in the culture
in which Buddha was born, and he accepted them
in much the same way that his contemporaries
did. According to Tibetan Buddhists, Buddha
taught that one's present life is only one in a
beginningless series of rebirths, and each of these
is determined by one’s actions in previous lives.
These actions are collectively referred to as
“karma.” This idea specifically refers to one’s
volitional actions, which may be good, bad, or
neutral. The Buddhist concept of karma is
similar to Newton’s Third Law of Motion,
which holds that for every action there is a reac-
tion. Similarly, in Buddhism, actions give rise
to concordant effects: good, bad, and neutral

experiences are the direct regultg of
and neutral karma. This is Presented o q, 'bad’
sal law that has nothing to do wig, absty un.xverh
of justice, reward, or punishment, Eve ACtideg,
produces a concordant teaction, apq i Alioy
automatically. It does not require fﬁeis Oceypg
intervention, or modification of an Control,
power, and as long as one remajng Wit ,Putsid,
existence one performs actiong karmn Crelie
these inevitably produce concordan ros T). 2nd
Karmas, therefore, are being lnadeu ts,
time. When one speaks with 5 g00d g, all the
a friendly atmosphere is created 4 an; tlvatx-o
result; also, the action makes 4, im lediage
the mind, inducing pleasure in the futug é)nnt‘ on
bad rmotivation, a hostile Atmospheya is-With a
immediately, and pain is induced f,, the Createq
i the future. Buddha’s teaching H SPeake,
U age
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your own master; everything depends nyo
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