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Preface

I am a strong believer in the scientific method and empirical enquiry. I am a research scientist, and have done hundreds of experiments myself, summarised in more than eighty-five papers in peer-reviewed scientific journals, together with articles in many technical books and in several scientific encyclopaedias. I spend much of my time doing experimental research.

I also believe that it is only through spiritual practices and direct experiences that we can effectively deepen our own connections with the more-than-human realms of consciousness, and become more aware of the underlying source of all consciousness and all nature.

These practices tell us something about our own nature. They also tell us something about the nature of the spiritual realm, the realm beyond the mundane, by which I mean the realm of more-than-human consciousness.

This is a sequel to my book Science and Spiritual Practices. In that book, I discuss seven very different spiritual practices – gratitude, meditation, connecting with nature, relating to plants, singing and chanting, rituals, and pilgrimage. In this book, I discuss a further seven practices, including some that are not usually thought of as having a spiritual dimension, like learning from animals and participating in sports.

The scientific exploration of spiritual practices is a very positive aspect of the modern world. The self-imposed separation between science and the spiritual realm is breaking down, as scientists investigate spiritual practices and as the field of consciousness studies develops. Both science and spiritual experiences are empirical, based on experience. Systematic research into experiences brought about by spiritual practices brings science and spirituality into convergence. This new synergy could lead towards better ways of relating to the realm of more-than-human consciousness, and also to deepening our understanding of spiritual experiences.

In the preface to Science and Spiritual Practices, I wrote about my own personal background and long-standing interests in both scientific research and the exploration of spiritual practices, not only in Europe and North America, but also in Asia. In summary, after a conventional Christian upbringing, as a teenager studying science I became an atheist, accepting the conventional scientific view that science was essentially atheistic and that science and reason had superseded superstitions, like a belief in God and in religious dogmas.

But through my studies at Cambridge and Harvard Universities, and through my research in developmental biology at Cambridge, my atheist faith was weakened by scientific doubts about the machine theory of life. I found it harder and harder to believe that animals and plants are nothing but unconscious mechanisms programmed by genes that had evolved by chance and the blind forces of natural selection.

While I was a Fellow of Clare College, Cambridge, and Director of Studies in Cell Biology, I also found myself questioning the materialist assumption that minds are nothing but the activity of brains. Travelling in Asia, discovering psychedelics, and taking up the practice of meditation amplified these doubts.

I spent a year in Malaysia doing research on tropical plants at the University of Malaya. I also spent seven years in India, five of them as Principal Plant Physiologist and Consultant Plant Physiologist at the International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT), near Hyderabad, where I helped in the breeding of new varieties of chickpeas and pigeon peas, and in the development of new cropping systems that are now widely used by farmers. I also spent two years in a Christian ashram on the bank of the river Cauvery in Tamil Nadu, where I wrote my first book, A New Science of Life.

My wife, Jill Purce, is a voice teacher, who has pioneered new ways of working with group chant. Her workshops and seminars open up ancient spiritual practices with the voice to anyone who is interested. Jill’s work has shown me over and over again how spiritual practices can enrich people’s lives, whether they think of themselves as religious or not, and is one of the inspirations for this book.

My purpose in this book is not to make an exhaustive catalogue of all possible spiritual practices, but to illustrate that there are many different ways of approaching the spiritual realm, and that they have scientifically measurable effects.

I hope this book will help those who already do these spiritual practices to see them in a new evolutionary and scientific light. For those who are not familiar with some or all of these practices, I hope these discussions will open up new personal possibilities.

Hampstead, London

July 2018



Introduction

Never before has any civilisation had access to almost all the world’s spiritual practices. In major cosmopolitan cities, it is now possible to attend rituals from a wide range of religious traditions, to learn to meditate, to practise yoga or chi gong, to take part in shamanic practices, to explore consciousness through psychedelic drugs (albeit illegally in most places), to sing and chant, to participate in a wide range of prayers, to learn martial arts and to practise a bewildering array of sports.

All these practices can take us beyond normal, familiar, everyday states of consciousness. They can lead to experiences of connection with more-than-human consciousness, and a sense of a greater conscious presence. Such experiences are often described as spiritual.

The experiences themselves leave open the question of the nature of the spiritual realm. As I discuss in this book, there are several possible interpretations of spiritual experiences, including the materialist view that they are all inside brains and that there are no more-than-human forms of consciousness ‘out there’.

At the same time, spiritual practices are being investigated scientifically as never before. We are at the beginning of a new phase of scientific, philosophical and spiritual development.

The philosophy of nature that has dominated the natural sciences since the late nineteenth century is mechanistic materialism, the belief that all nature is machine-like, made up of non-conscious matter whose behaviour is determined by mathematical laws, including the probabilistic laws of quantum mechanics, together with chance events. Nature is purposeless, and evolution has no direction or meaning. Minds are nothing but the activity of brains, and are confined to the insides of heads. Consciousness is an illusion, or a functionless by-product of brain activity. Free will is an illusion, too.1

This kind of science has been very successful in physics, chemistry, engineering and technology. It has also led to great advances in biology, in particular a description of the molecular mechanisms of genetic inheritance and the role of genes in the synthesis of protein molecules. In medicine, there have been enormous advances, through ever more skilful surgery and through the development of a host of drugs and vaccines.

But the science of the mind, psychology, has been far less successful. A science that assumed that everything is made of non-conscious matter was not well-equipped to deal with consciousness. For much of the twentieth century, academic psychology in the English-speaking world was dominated by the school of behaviourism, which treated subjective experiences as irrelevant and unscientific, because they could not be objectively measured.Behaviourists valued only objective measurements of bodily activity or glandular secretions.

When behaviourism’s dominance waned in the late twentieth century, the new academic orthodoxy was cognitive psychology, based on the idea that the mind is nothing but the activity of the brain, and that the brain is a kind of computer, processing algorithms. The mind is like the software and the brain is like the hardware.

In the 1990s, the psychologist Antonio Damasio helped disrupt the dominant computer-centred model of brain activity by suggesting that thinking is influenced by emotions, and that emotions are rooted in the reactions of the body, like the fight-or-flight reaction mediated by the hormone adrenaline. In his influential book, Descartes’ Error: Emotion, Reason and the Human Brain, he proposed that emotions guide behaviour and decision-making.2 For most people outside the academic world, the idea that emotions influence human behaviour and decision-making is neither shocking nor original. It is common sense. But in the world of academic psychology it was a radical innovation.

Another innovation was the school of positive psychology, officially established in the academic world in 1998, which set itself the goal of finding out what makes life worth living.3 When positive psychologists investigated what makes people happy, they found a wide range of activities that do so, including being absorbed in one’s work, having a good conversation, singing, dancing, making love and playing games. The common factor is a state of absorption or flow.4 By contrast, people are less happy when they are separate, detached, alienated, or in conflict. Positive psychologists have contributed to the study of spiritual practices by studying the effects of gratitude (discussed in Science and Spiritual Practices [SSP], chapter 2), and the induction of states of flow through sports, singing and dancing.

The 1990s also saw the emergence of the field of consciousness studies, which went far beyond the limited perspectives of behaviourism and cognitive psychology, opening up areas of research that most scientists had ignored or rejected as unscientific. Researchers in this field investigate near-death experiences, meditation, the effects of connecting with nature, out-of-the-body experiences, mystical states of union, the effects of singing and chanting in a group, and psychedelic experiences. All these enquiries take the sciences a long way beyond old-style mechanistic materialism.5 Indeed, some materialists and atheists are now exploring their own consciousness through practices like meditation and psychedelics. Sam Harris, for example, one of the New Atheists, is now a meditator and teaches meditation online.6

This convergence of science and spiritual practices is surprising from the point of view of materialist orthodoxy, in which the vast majority of contemporary scientists have been trained. Yet it is entirely consistent with the scientific method, which involves the formation of hypotheses – guesses about the way the world works – and then testing them experimentally. The ultimate arbiter is experience, not theory. In French, the word experience, means both ‘experience’ and ‘experiment’. The Greek word for experience is empeiria, the root of our English word ‘empirical’. The exploration of consciousness through consciousness itself is literally empirical, based on experience. Spiritual practices provide ways in which consciousness can be explored empirically.7

This book continues the enquiry I started in my book Science and Spiritual Practices, in which I discuss seven different practices that have been investigated empirically, both by the practitioners themselves and by scientists studying the effects of their practices. The chapters discussing these practices are entitled:


	Meditation and the Nature of Minds


	The Flow of Gratitude


	Reconnecting with the More-Than-Human World


	Relating to Plants


	Rituals and the Presence of the Past


	Singing, Chanting and the Power of Music


	Pilgrimages and Holy Places




In this book, I discuss seven further practices under the chapter headings:


	The Spiritual Side of Sports


	Learning from Animals


	Fasting


	Cannabis, Psychedelics and Spiritual Openings


	Powers of Prayer


	Holy Days and Festivals


	Cultivating Good Habits, Avoiding Bad Habits, and Being Kind




I conclude with a discussion of why these practices work.

These two books do not constitute a comprehensive survey of all spiritual practices. There are many others, including yoga, service to others, tai chi, chi gong, devotional worship or bhakti, tantric sex, caring for dying people, dream yoga, and the practices of the arts. Some practices suit some people better than others; some practices are better at some times of life than others, and all religious traditions have their own combinations.

I have taken part in all the practices I discuss in this book. Many people are more expert than I am in each of these practices. I am not a guru, but an explorer. My purpose is to take further the project I began in Science and Spiritual Practices, to show that there is a wide variety of ways to connect to greater conscious realities, however we conceive of them, and that the effects of these practices can be investigated scientifically. At the end of each chapter, after the discussion of a particular kind of practice, I suggest two ways in which readers can experience this practice for themselves.

We are on the threshold of a new era of the exploration of consciousness, both through a revival of spiritual practices and also through the scientific study of them. After several generations in which science and spirituality seemed to be in opposition, they are becoming complementary. Together, they are contributing to an unprecedented phase of spiritual evolution, beginning now.
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