CHAPTER 1

THE DESTRUCTIVE POWER OF RELIGION
J Harold Ellens

Religion is a source of remarkable consolation and hope. Te accounts for
human endurance through the long reach of our species’ precarions history,
It is stimulated by and at the same time drives our spirituality, that is, our
hunger and gquest for meaning in lite. Religion responds o our innate sense
that the ultimate meaning of our lives is transcendental, and it offers the
worldviews andd rituals, the ideas and programs, that help us formulate and
express our sense of linkage with transcendental reality—with God.

Religion has taken many forms in homan history. Those numerous forms
have focused on a great variety of points, claiming each of them in varions
times and settings as the centeal meaning or truth for lnnoankind. Some reli-
gion is formalistic and full of programs and projeces, Other kinds are medita-
tive, tovching a very fiery personal inner thirst for meaning. Programinatic
and project-oriented religions may be called extrinsic in their spivitality,
while interior and reflective religions seemn more intrinsic. Which suics each
human best is a matver of style rather than one’s degree of spiritual authen-
ticity or genuineness.

Seme religious practice is most focused on dogma or liturgy, some de-
pends nearly completely upon intoitive illumination and psyehospivitual in-
teriority. As Toynbee is said to have remarked on history in general. it is
certainly true of the history of religions. The tormalistic aspects of religions
instituticns, creeds, dogmas, canon law; the notable records of bishops, arch-
bishops, curias, and popes; and the deerees of councils, consistories, or con-
fraternities, while of temporary usefulness, constitute the fotsam and jetsam
that wash down the stremm of history into the ocean of relative irrelevance.
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The real history of religions is rather the variegated life that is at play deep
in the stream of history, where all the unnoticed schools of colorful lite forims
gambol, and on the banks of the river where both simple and sophisticated
folk from the hamlets, villages, and glass skyscrapers everywhere, live and
move, sing and dance, fear and hope, touch each other with hamds and heares,
Bove anad make love, bear claldren and catechize them, comtort them in their
losses, and bury their dead with faith, hope, and dignicy.

It has long seemed to me quite clear that the authenticity of any form of
religion or personal spirituality depends upon whether it will bury a child.
Can the spirituality that shapes my sense of meaning, the religious ritual that
comforts and consoles me, empower me to endure the terror of standing at
the edge of the empty tomb into which [ must finally lower my own little
oned Hunmans have eratted this question in avaricty of ways. Usually coar way
of saving that unspeakable sentence is designed to mask the horror of it, but
neither the most intensely devout form of spivituality, nor the most prayer-
fully confident hope, protects us from this tereor, If we can get through a
litetime without that broken child being our own personal progeny, it is some
inexpressible prace, bot, nonetheless, we do not get clean away, For me, and
every sensitive person, every broken child is mine. That death is a form of
terror. Can a religion speak spivitually 1o such a time of terror and save one’s
senge of meaning? What does that take?

EXPOSITION

Too often religion has spoken with an opposite voice, We look to our
sacred seriptures for the words of consolation and hope and we find them
there pervasive, but many of the waords in sacred seriptures express threat
and violence, Western cultures have been shaped by religions that, at best,
have sounded uncertain trumpets. Judaism, Christianity, and [slam are all
forms of spirituality and religions practice that derive directly from ancient
Israclite religion, and that religious tradition speaks with remarkable and
disappointing ambiguity. Tt is my conviction that the main psyehosocial and
political problem in modern and postmodern cultire arises from the apoeca-
Iyptic worldview willed to us by that ancient ambiguous religion. From the
Hebrew Bible's earliest cadences come the sounds of a world splic apart, Good
anidl evil are ranged against each other, and from the outset they are given
cosmic dimensions. Good and evil 1’]1Ii(‘l~i]}" become God and devil, and the
real arena of the problem becomes transcendent and hence all-encompassing,
This ultimate dualism then becomes the model tor explaining the meaning of
everything, and this schizophrenia is internalized to the unconscious level in
every aspect of Western culture and every Western person. I beeomes the
primal archetype of our understanding, reflecting a sehizoid misunderstand-
ing of the real way things are,
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The notion that evil is cosmic and that reality is split, from the
transcendental level down to cur empirical experience, is profoundly untroe.
There is no evidence on the basis of which to conclude that there is such a
thing as cosinic evil or that some grand warfare between good and evil, God
and devil, rages in the universe or in onr personal worlds, We have ne data
in terms of which to conclude that any evil exises in this world except that
which humans do te each other from illness, ignorance, or i1l will. Tragedies
happen, of course. Mud slides Lill Columbians. Vesuvios killed Romans in
789 c.E On January 21, 2003, an earthquake of 7.5 on the Richrer seale killed
at least 22 eitizens of Mexico. Children die daily somewhere. These ave trag-
edies, but not cosmic evil. They are evil in that they terrorize and torture
hutans, sometimes beyond what is supportable, They are inconveniences
of the body, mind, or spivit. However, the suftering of this world arises from
aur actions or our failore o act, eicher from inadequate or bad will, or from
inadequate or bad information, or from inadequate or ineflicient effort, or
fronn lack of power or ability to do better or differently,

Humankind is canght in a world that challenges us beyond our incom-
pletely evolved luman capacities, a world in which our incapacity to meet the
challenge turns natirally back upon us with eruel pain, If you do not have
enough men Lo lift the barn beam, it will fall upen you and crush you, not
because the beam or the world inowhich it funetions s evil, or because barn
raising is evil, but because the challenge was still bevond you, A microbe
infects a blade of grass munched by a cow whose dangerous milk is offersd
an infant and kills him. Great achievement for the parasite. Great tragedy for
thie child amd his loved ones—not becanse the world B5 evil but becanse we
have not yet imagined an adequare medical management of microbes,

Soowe live oot our quest for meaning, spirituality, and authentie religion
i s world of human pathos, valnerability, and pain. There is no way aroomd
that. [t is surely the best of all possible worlds, nonetheless, in which mi-
crobes, cows, babies, and their parents are free, although immature, inad-
equate, incomplete, and endangered species. The challenges are God-sized
and our resources are only buman, so the sk could easily become over-
whelming, For many it does. For all ot us it would it we could Bmd no com-
fore and conselation. The tragic side of human experience, therefore, is
greatly and unnecessarily exaggerated when the main sources o which we
Teok tor consolation and empowerment, our religious traditions, are infested
with ambiguity, The greatest tragedy is religion that seunds the trumpet of
violence amd rhmu]miomj the mf'ta]ﬁhnrs of abuse, exploitation, IF‘EH] istns, and
merely a conditional grace,

As I mentioned above, the Western religious traditions, which go back to
the ancient lsraclite religion of the Hebrew Bible, have internalized this vio-
lent metaphor of the cosmic contest between teanscendental good and evil. It
is an old pagan idea that derives from ancient Mesopotamian, Egyptian, and



i Thie Deestructive Power nl'-!hr'ﬁgiqm

Canaanite legend, reinforced by the apocalypticism of Zoroastrian influences
from the sixth century se.g This violent metaphor of divine warfare and of
a Grod whe kills his son has become the central metaphor of the Master Story
of Western culture, It has settled into the center of the psyche of the com-
munities ol faith we know as Judaism, Chreistianicy, and [slam, Through them
it has shaped the uneonscions |'.-:i:.-'n:'|m.lmt'is|l assumptions of our cultures. This
set of unconscions apocalypric assumprions forms the sources and stage set
for what we find meaningful in our cultures, from the vielent game machines
in the arcades our eenagers frequent to the actions of the Islamic Funda-
mentalists who Hew airplanes into the World Trade Center. It is a short
psyehospiritual step from the vicarious forms of wishful mythic viclence in
the arcade machine to the mythic wishes that hueled gasoline-laden Aving
machines into the work place of twenty thousand New Yorkers.

The hero=touting movies, popular literature, inoney=-making music, and
crowd-gathering Fundamentalist TV evangelists are all pushing the same
apocalyptic model. Cosmic good and transcendental evil are depicted as
being in mortal combat on the bartlefields of our political policy, eur interna-
tiomal relations, our social values, amd our spicitoal quests in the arena of te
heman hears, Meanwhile, the truth is that none of this is so. But how many
of the movies produced in the Tast 10 years would have gained any audience
or financial success, if tlw}' had not exploited this false Elpﬂl'ﬂl}'ptil‘ vision?
What would happen to a mevie that simply teld the truth that humans are up
against some massive challenges to form a congenial world, safe for children
and those who love them? Who would make money onoa film that refised the
apocalyptic vision and instead set before us the hardheaded eniginas of the
creation of a more blessed world?

Apocalyptic evangelists, [l producers, arcade machine purveyors, design-
ers of the vislent Disney videos, and those Fundamentalist Tslamic terrorists
are all in the same category in terms of the unconscious metaphors by which
they are shaped, o which they appeal, and that they constantly reinforee in
cur eultures, Moreover, the Master Story from which they derive their uncon-
scious metaphors is the tradition of Western religions: Judaism, Christianity,
and Islame The Western world will necd o decide whether it wishes to change
this destructive story and its vicious core metaphors, or continue o wreak
increasing psychospivitual havee upon itself until the metaphor becomes so
pervasive that we will all feel relieved with the ia]t]wncling prospect of a final
cataclysimie Armageddon, closing out history. Does this seem far-fetched® 1tis
the palpabile vision of the Zionist Christian Fondamentalists and Evangelicals,
of the Islamic terrorists, and can it not be of the Israch Zienists who would
rather fight than switch? Soch folk are serious and sincere about their vision
and are quite sure they are closer o God's troth than any of the rest of us who
seek spiritual authenticity and religious integrity and peace. The metaphor of
cosmic evil and violence has taken over their center.
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It is of great interest that Western religions are the action-oriented
religions. I this regard they differ greatly from the spirit and style of the
historic Eastern religions, Hinduism, Buddhism, and Contucianisin, Eastern
religions are characterized by a movement inward, while Western religions
tend to externalize their values in sociocoltural influences. The inward-
oriented |'c']igit}|15 of Asia and Tndia emphasize the importance of individoal
and intrinsic spirituality that moves toward transcendence of self, society,
and world. The ouoward-ascting religions of the West emphasize human re-
sponsibility for the shape and function of society, and tend to make ethical
claims in the name of religion and religions’ God. This extrinsic spirituality
is advantageous in many ways, especially in terms of attempts at manag-
ing material resources for the enhancement of the material comfort, safety,
health, and quality of human lite. One needs only compare the sewer systems
of India and the United States to discern the difference a socially responsible
extrinsic spirituality makes compared with an individualistic, interiorizing
transeemdental religion,

However, the underside of this very same extrinsic and action=criented
nature of the Western religions carries with it the monstrous danger that
externalizing the metaphors and models of apecalyptic religion into culture
building and social funetion preduces enormous potential for vielence at both
the individoal and societal levels, TF the world is a stage for the cosmic battle
between good and evil, Ged and devil, medisted through human ageney, hu-
mans whe want to undertake what they consider responsible courses of ac-
tion are likely to resort to violence to win the war for God and the good. Each
highly motivated religionist coneeives of his or ber religio-cultural stance to
be the one that is on God's side, Thus those who have the posture of one of
the other action religions tend to be placed in the religio-cultural category
ot the evil one=—the ather side of the cosmic conflict. Thus Fundamentalist
Muslims resort to terror to oppose the influences of American culture and
political presence in their world, the generally secolar character of which is
identified with Christian or Indeo-Christian traditions. It was these people
who assassinated Apwar Sadat for his inclination toward American policy
and toward peace.

So alse Fundamentalist Jews tend 1o side with the aggressive right-wing
politics in Israel wday and demonize the Palestinian activists as belong-
iug to the enemies of God and God's people, Tt was such Jews who assassi-
nated Habin because of his quest for peace and reconciliation. In like manner,
American Fundamentalist Christians support Zionist causes, not because
they hold o the original Zionist principles. but because they believe that
dotng so horries the onset of the oltimate conflict between the canse of God,
identified with their torm of Christianity, and the cause of the devil, identified
with Muslim religion and politics. Their ambition is 1w precipitate the ulti-
mate conflict, bringing the world into a cataclysmic Battle of Armageddon,
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This prospect is of high value to these Christian Fundamentalists becaonse
they are sure that the final battle will end the travail of history as we know
it with its cosmic conflic, it will defeat the powers of the devil, and it will
bring Jesus, as “the Son of Man, on the clonds of heaven, with all the Holy
Angels, in the glory of his Father” It will give us a new heaven and a new
carth, devoid of the tiring cosmic conflict.

All three of these action-oriented Western religions have a common psy-
chological need and archetype. It is that of the quest for a final solution. This
15 not just the final solotion to present practical political or secial problems,
not simply the final solution to misunderstandings between Jews and Arvabs,
not even the final solution to high threat levels in the oily Middle East, nor
the definitive final solution to disagreements between Europe, Asia, and
America on how to sheplesd the world to peace and prosperity. This is noet
a conscious level quest for a strategy of political and social well-being. It is
an unconscious urge, a psychological desperation, a sociopolitical lust For
the finzl solution to the underlying cosmic conflict between God and devil,
between all things good and all things evil.

It you asked buman beings on the streees of our cities it this is their need
and hunger, most would not be conscions of this as the driver behind their
enthusiasin for the causes they esponse, Nonetheless, itis troe for religionists
andl secularises alike. The deep-structure drivers behind the institutional and
societal violence in our Western culture—paolitieal and economic manipula-
tion and military action—are the psychological archetypes that compel us to
lunge for those final solutions, Each war is the war to end all wars—although
it never does and never will, These deep-strncture psyehological avchetypes
are shaped by the religious models of violent cosmice conflict that derive from
ancient [seaelite religious nareatives in the Bible and lie at the core of all
Western religions. This Tuse and longe for final solutions express the weari-
ness of Western homanity under the burden of the cosmic-conflict madel of
reality. Tt is a failure of verve and a failure of nerve in the West. It expresses
a universal unconscions longing to get out from under this religio-cultural
burden. It is a longing for the end—and for the relief of death.

CONCLUSION

The central problem with which we are perpetually faced throughout the
world today, given the prominent influence of Western calture nearly every-
where on this planet, is complex but relatively easy w ontline. As we noged, it
is rooted in the core metaphor of a vielent cosmic contest between good and
evil in terms of which all of reality s consciously viewed and that is derived
frem the ancient Tsraclite voot of all of our religions. This metaphor appeals
tov e primal communal survival instinets and feeds those agrressive drives,
giving form te unconscions psychological archetypes reparding us versus
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thent, those on the side of God and the good versus those on the side of
evil and the demonic. This set of archetypes prompts the lust for comfore
and satiety gained by foree: political, economic, or military; and the lunge for
an ultimate resolution by cataclysm—an apocalypric death wish, This is a
Particularly obscene state of aflairs, sinee the root hypothesis is erreneous.
There is no reason to claim that there is such a thing as ontelegical evil in
this world, and there is no evidence for a transcendental cosmic conflict.
There are just communities of inadequate, ignorant, and sick humans weying
to fined their way to meaning in a world of radical freedom, constant growth,
the perpetual change attendant upon growth, and the pervasive pain that ac-
commadating change always brings,

Some years ago, 1 am teld, the carwoon editor of the Kansas City St re-
tirech. e Bead served o long Lifetime carcer for that paper, and they honored
him with a congratulatory dinmer. He had wielded s particularly eynieal and
acerbic pen all his long years as a cartoonist, severely lacerating the pompos-
ity, presumptooushess, narcissism, acquisitiveness, and general bad manners
of humanity, Now, at his dinner he was expected to make some memorable
remarks. They asked him to comment upon what e really thought of the
human race, He simply said, “1 think we ought to be kind to it It is the only
ane welve got!” 1 othink it is tme for us o begin o weat amd nurtore the
human race and its pilgrimage with gentle kindness and enticing nurture, by
providing it a vision of life as an intriguing, though painful, growth quest, in
the congenial environment of siimple pleasures, consoling love, and amazing
grace, To do this we muse rid ourselves once and for all of the grear lie, We
must transcend the awiul berrayal in our earliest religions metaphors that
miake us teel unconscionsly that we are up against cosmic evil, divine threar,
inlerent failuee, insurmountable guilt, final resolution by calamity and eata-
clysin, and ultimate seli-inflicted disaster. That is not the meaning of things.
The meaning is in growth and grace.
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