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Chapter 6

Religion: Naturalized, Socialized,
Evaluated

Since there isn’t any religion in nature, it may be difficult to natural-
ize it, even harder than with ethics, where there is animal reciprocal
cooperation as a precursor. Religion is without antecedents in wild
nature. Still, the capacity in persons to be religious somehow
evolved within, or emerged out of, natural systems, where before
there was no such capacity. Religion too, like ethics and science, is
eminent in the human genius. Human societies, historically, always
produce religion. Again, there must be some story to tell - this time
of the genesis of religion. Now too, however, one must assess such
accounts of the genesis of religion as these are set alongside reli-
gious accounts of the genesis of nature and culture, analogously to
the way one needs an account of the genesis, in culture, of science,
set alongside science’s account of such genesis of nature and cul-
ture.

One should be wary. The question is of the logic as well as of the
origin of religion. Religion today may be something quite different
from what earlier religion and its precursors initially were. The
monotheism widespread in the West, which has interacted with sci-
ence for several centuries, is quite different from aboriginal ani-
misms. The many religions may not have common origins or any
common logic; their origins and operations may differ. Most of what
the earliest humans thought is lost in the mists of the past; any psy-
choprehistory is speculative. One would commit the genetic fallacy
if one overlooked ways that religions have matured, reformed, and
transformed over the millennia of cumulative and critical transmis-
sible cultures. Religions change, as much as does science. We know
much more about what religion now is, and, failing knowledge of
the routes traveled in the remote past, it could be a mistake to be so
sure we know the determinants along the way.
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Still, origins contribute to explanations in a deeply historical
world. In evaluating religious accounts of origins, we will be wiser if
we can discover how humans came to be religious, especially since
religious capacities are a unique mark of Homo sapiens. Two ques-
tions are entwined: Is there a plausible religious account of genes
and their genesis? Is there a plausible account of the genesis of reli-
gion, relating its origin to genes? Neither account will be by way of
implication, whether deductive or inductive. There are no covering
laws (such as natural selection) plus initial conditions (such as pri-
mates) from which one can infer religion (persons who are priests),
any more than one can assume microbes as a premise and deduce
primates in conclusion. Perhaps we cannot even predict what univer-
sal religions in advanced societies will be like, if we know what early
religions in simple societies were. That development too may be
more historical or culturally contingent than logically or biologically
necessary.

The best explanation available will be a “how-possibly”’ explana-
tion, not a ““why-necessarily”” explanation (Hempel 1965, p. 428); that
is, it will trace a pathway along which religion might have appeared.
It will also be true that there appears on Earth later on something,
religion, of which there was exactly none before. Ideas may also ap-
pear within later religions that have little or no precedent in previous
religions. Religious experience transforms animal experience of the
environment. Experience of nature takes on a dimension of depth,
the experience of the sacred. Nature becomes sacramental, as also do
events in culture. This could be illusory mythology that is success-
fully functional. It could be an epiphenomenal anomaly, like dreams
that have little to do with the real world. But it might be, like science
and ethics, the achievement of new levels of insight. The fact that our
perceptual and conceptual faculties have evolved does not mean that
nothing true appears in them, nor that nothing new can ever appear
in them.

Although origins contribute to understanding, the genesis of reli-
gion, unique to humans, is unlikely to be something one can extrap-
olate from earlier explanations in biology. A good rule facing the
future is to stick with explanations previously tested; the sun will
rise tomorrow because it rose yesterday and yesteryear. One will be
right almost all the time, for the future is regularly like the past. One
will be wrong every time the event under consideration is an advent
making a critical difference introducing what is genuinely novel. One
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will miss every occasion of originating genesis. All one’s explana-
tions will be anachronistic. In the continuing creation, the future is
never like the past: life appeared where none was before, exoskele-
tons and endoskeletons arose, photosynthesis evolved, so did sexu-
ality and warm blood. So did vertebrates, sentience, pain, hiding,
smelling, alarm calls, courting of mates, aggressive displays, learned
behavior. So did fire building, tool making, language, writing,
money, internal combustion engines, computers, rockets. So did
ethics, science. And religion. What are we to make of sacrifice,
prayer, altars, sacraments, cultus, shamans, priests, prophets, saviors,
preachers?

It is tempting to dismiss novel appearances at first as “apparent”
anomalies, because lawlike explanation dislikes counterexamples
that defy the law. Some way is found by which these are “nothing
but’” appearances, and the old account, extrapolated, holds despite
appearances. But when the appearances continue to mount, the law
diminishes in its logical appeal. The developing appearances, the
anomalies, are sometimes recompounded into history. When religion
appears, can one subsume it under yesterday’s explanatory catego-
ries? Or is this a deepening of the plot?

1. THE DIVINE EPIC OF LIFE

Religion is generated confronting nature - the sunset, the midnight
sky, the wind and the rain, the forest primeval, birth and death, life
renewed in the midst of its perpetual perishing. Though religion
arises only within human societies and notably helps humans to
manage within such societies, coupling neighbors and God, it will
not suffice to get religion socialized (Sections 2, 3, and 4). One must
also get religion naturalized, not so much in the sense of explaining
it (away) naturalistically, as of explaining the numinous encounter
with manifest nature. Biology does generate religion: the phenome-
non of life evokes a religious response whether or not a functional
human society is at issue, whether or not one is being altruistic or
evangelistic toward others. Nature is the first mystery to be encoun-
tered, and society comes later, much later, after one learns evolution-
ary history. Surveying paleontological history, Loren Eiseley ex-
claims, “Nature itself is one vast miracle transcending the reality of
night and nothingness” (1960, p. 171).
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Religion begins also in physics and chemistry, matter and energy;
in cosmology. Why is there something rather than nothing? Why is
there something of a kind that spins this surprising kind of uni-
verse? But the most startling results are on Earth, not in the heav-
ens. Our native-range life world stands about midway between the
infinitesimal and the immense on the natural scale. The size of a
planet is near the geometric mean of the size of the known universe
and the size of the atom. The mass of a human being is the geomet-
ric mean of the mass of Earth and the mass of a proton. Astronomi-
cal nature and micronature, profound as they are, are nature in the
simple. At both ends of the spectrum of size, nature lacks the com-
plexity that it demonstrates at the mesolevels, found in Earthen eco-
systems, or at psychological levels in human persons in their socie-
ties. Humans do not live at the range of the infinitely small, nor at
that of the infinitely large, but we may well live at the range of the
infinitely complex.

There is in a typical handful of humus, which may have ten billion
organisms in it, a richness of structure, a volume of information (tril-
lions of “‘bits’"), resulting from evolutiohary processes across a billion
years of history, greatly advanced over anything in myriad galaxies,
or even, so far as we know, in all of them. The human being is the
most sophisticated of known natural products. In our hundred and
fifty pounds of protoplasm, in our three pounds of brain, there may
be more operational organization than in the whole of the Androm-
eda galaxy. The number of possible associations among the trillion
neurons of a human brain, where each cell can “’talk” to as many as
a thousand other cells, may exceed the number of atoms in the uni-
verse. On a gross cosmic scale, Earth is insignificant and humans are
minuscule atoms. But on scales of prolific genesis, Earth is quite sig-
nificant, and mind is a most impressive creation. The brain is so cu-
riously a microcosm of this macrocosm, since the mind can contain
so much of nature within thought and thus mirror the world. We
might live at the center of the most genesis.

As far as we can gain it, we, who have such minds, need a unified
account, one that narrates the whole Earth story and locates our-
selves in it. Call such worldviews “myths” if you wish; they must
now be couched in scientific mythology; afterward one can see
whether such accounts of the genesis that has taken place here re-
main congenial to any of the classical religious myths.
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(1) The Prolific Earth

One thing is right about the fertility hypothesis as the key to under-
standing life: humans reside on a fertile Earth. Evolutionary history
has been fruitful, prolific. This is no myth; it is among the best estab-
lished facts. But what hypothesis best explains this fact? From the
dawn of religious impulses, in the only animal capable of such reflec-
tion, this vitality has been experienced as sacred. Such experience
has been often fragmentary and confused, as has every other form of
knowledge that humans have struggled to gain, but at its core this
insight developed that religion was about an abundant life, about life
in its abundance. Classical monotheism developed (evolved) into a
fertile (widely reproducing) hypothesis that claims - to take the He-
brew form of it — that the divine Spirit, Wind (Greek: pneuma),
breathes the breath of life into the dust of the Earth and animates it
to generate swarms of living beings (Genesis 2.7). Eastern forms can
be significantly different — maya spun over Brahman, or samsara ovér
sunyata — but they too detect the sacred in, with, and under the pro-
fuse phenomena.

In that sense, the fact that religious conviction cherishes, con-
serves, and celebrates this fertility is no reason to think religion sus-
pect; to the contrary, it is reason to think it profound. If this be
animal faith, we still need to ask whether the animal in which such
faith emerges, Homo sapiens, is coping now because it is detecting the
truth: there is a divine will for life to continue. Genes and their gen-
esis do lie behind the genesis of religion — but not (we will be claim-
ing) in the way typically alleged by behavioral psychologists and
sociobiologists. Rather, the genesis in natural history, when humans
discover and reflect over this, generates religious responses. “Fertil-
ity”” is precisely what evokes religious belief. The prolific Earthen
“fertility,” ““fecundity,” or generative capacity is what most needs to
be explained in the spectacular display of life in which we find our-
selves immersed.

“Fertility” is literally used of the fauna and flora, though perhaps we
are metaphorically extending it to evolutionary ecosystems and the
global biosphere. ““Nature” (we recall) has, as rootidea, “/giving birth.”
If we must use metaphors, after Darwin, the Earth is as much like a
womb in these gestating powers as it is, after Newton, a clockwork ma-
chine, or, after Einstein, energy and matter bubbling up out of a space-
time matrix. The genesis is widely distributed over the planetary
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rockpile I remember so vividly, but rather what I saw when I
looked back at my fragile home - a glistening, inviting beacon,
delicate blue and white, a tiny outpost suspended in the black
infinity. Earth is to be treasured and nurtured, something pre-
cious that must endure. (1980, p. 6)

Ernst Mayr’s thoughtful biologist not only has religious humility, but
a respect for nature. “And if one is a truly thinking biologist, one has
a feeling of responsibility for nature, as reflected by much of the
conservation movement”’ (1985b, p. 60).

The Earth is a pearl in a sea of black mystery. That is metaphor,
but metaphor witnessing to the eventful genesis on Earth and wit-
nessing to the power of such genesis, when scientifically known, to
generate convictions of value present, to generate religious wonder.
Whatever may be said of the rest of the universe, Earth is a prolific
place, a pro-life place. That is the testimony of science, as well as a
religious conviction. To use a weighted term, the telos, ending, head-
ing, of the Earth process is “fertility,” generativity, as evidenced in
the telos (lives defended as ends-in-themselves) of the organisms that
are its myriad products. Say if you like that there is a bias for self-
organizing or autopoiesis in the process (Kauffman 1993; 1995; Ma-
turana and Varela 1980) that explains the remarkable results. That
may be good science, but now we are in a religious or metaphysical
mode and need to explain this remarkable bias. Nature has been
generously fertile.

(2) Nature and Spirit (Geist)

The story is nowhere more fantastic than in the evolution of spirit
within and out of nature. Molecules, trillions of them, spin round in
complicated ways and generate the unified, focused experience of
mind. This too is among the established facts. For this appearance of
“genius” (Latin: spirit) scientists can, as yet, hardly imagine a theory,
though if ever such a theory appears, we shall welcome it as the
most ingenious theory of all. Meanwhile, putting together molecular
parts does not really explain how inwardness comes out of outward-
ness, how felt experience arises where before there was none.

At this point scientists, no less than religious persons, believe what
they do not understand: that the output exceeds the input, that the
results outrun the causes, that there evolves, incrementally and yet
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ex nihilo too, something in kind (subjects) where, if one looks rear-
ward far enough, nothing of that kind existed before among the
Earth objects. The human Geist is especially fertile in its generation
of cumulative transmissible cultures, something novel in kind again,
now in only one species, for, if one looks rearward in any of the
other several billion species over evolutionary time, there is nothing
of this kind. Persons too are among the established facts with which
we must deal. There is personal narrative as an ego travels through
the world.

The real surprise is that the human intelligence can be religious
and philosophical; we nowhere approach that elsewhere in animal
life. That is why it is so hard to get religion naturalized; it is quite
unprecedented. Human spirits have Existenz. They anticipate death;
they sense their finitude. They face the limit questions, sense the
sacred, worry about communion with the ultimate or atonement of
their sins. They know guilt, forgiveness, shame, remorse, glory,
pride. They suffer angst and alienation. They build symbols with
which they interpret their place and role in their world. They create
ideologies, affirm creeds, and debate them. They are capable of faith
and need salvation. They worship God. All of this is summed up in
the one word: “spirit” (Geist).

Out of physical premises one derives biological conclusions, and,
taking these as premises in turn, one derives psychological conclu-
sions, which, recompounded again, yield spiritual conclusions. This
kind of logic seems more story than argument; the form of argument
is not so much rational as, to use a religious word, incarnational,
since each step has to be embodied. Story is a better category than
unfolding law, much less random drift, or selfish defense of life,
when one wants to get more out of less. If one tries to interpret the
world as law plus initial conditions, there is little plot. If one tries to
interpret the world as statistical probabilities, there is little story. But
when we tell the story of suffering through to something higher, over
the millennia of microbes, and trilobites, dinosaurs and primates,
persons who are scientists and saints, we have enough bite for a
dramatic story.

(3) Nature and Sin

Humans forge their cultural history beyond biology, but this is not
particularly to praise humans and belittle beasts. Part of the human
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genius is the genesis of sin. Humans have a superiority of opportu-
nity, capacities unattained in animal life. Alas, however, the human
capacity is but brokenly attained. Much of the history that humans
have made is checkered enough. There are noble achievements, but
humans repeatedly stand condemned because they could and ought
to have made for themselves better history than they did. Religion
has tried to face this fact full on, cognitively, existentially, and re-
demptively. All classical religions find the human condition to be
deeply flawed; humans need salvation. “Our civilizations were jer-
rybuilt around the [human] biogram,” Wilson laments (1975a,
p- 548). But to discover that the world is in a troubled condition is no
new revelation to religious sages; to the contrary, it is what they have
regularly taught. In Judeo-Christian monotheism, the central cate-
gory is that of “’sin,” missing the mark; in Eastern faiths the category
is that of ““ignorance,” avidya. Islam uses both evaluations.

There is something “original” about sin, something in human ori-
gins that produces sin perennially, something in human biology, in
the flesh, that makes it inevitable for humans to lapse into sin. At
this point biology and theology are well within dialogue; indeed they
can seem to be saying almost the same thing. The innate biological
“’selfishness” concurs with what classical religions have been teach-
ing for millennia. But this congruence of biology and religion will
have to be interpreted with some care.

Humans do have to break out of their animal nature. When ani-
mals act “like beasts,” as nonmoral beings, nothing is amiss. To the
contrary, spectacular values have been achieved over the evolution-
ary millennia. But if humans go no further, something is amiss; in-
deed, in theological terms, something is ungodly. They “fall” into
evil, rather than rise to their destiny. This is not because their ani-
mal nature is selfish; the word “’selfish” does not apply where there
are no moral agents. Rather, trying to become human without emer-
gence from the animal nature results in selfishness. That stagnates
in animal nature. “The natural man [who] does not receive the gifts
of the Spirit of God”” (1 Corinthians 2.14) is not so much “fallen,” as
nonrisen, failing rather than falling, languishing in animal nature
and falling away from his humane, godly ideal. That is the story
parable of Genesis 1-3, a story that is both once upon a time, and
once upon all times, aboriginal and perennial, the situation into
which humans are now born, which also discloses the ancient past.
That is the prologue, sketched mythically, and profoundly orienting
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the whole story of salvation to follow. What was and is in the ani-
mals a good thing becomes (“falls into”) a bad thing when it is the
only thing in human life. This arrests advancement to the next, the
human, humane stage.

Is our genetic inheritance the source of the problem? Genetic pro-
cesses conserve value, but they are, or ought to be, here surpassed.
The impulses that give rise to sin (such as those for self-defense) are
inherited, though they are not, biologically speaking, a defect in
nonhuman lives, or even in human lives, unless and until the op-
tions for higher defenses of value arrive, behavioral possibilities,
freedoms, from which humans do defect. Human cultural inheri-
tance requires experiences super-to-the-genetic, super-to-the-natural,
that is, beyond the previous attainment and power of biology.
Those experiences come creatively, with struggle, with an arduous
passage through a twilight zone of spirit in exodus from nature.
This does not mean that nature is bad; nature is pronounced to be
very good — not perfect, because culture is yet to come ~ but intrin-
sically good. Humans are made godward, to turn toward God, but
shrink back and act like beasts. Genesis is the story not of the fall
from perfection, but of the ““fall” of the aboriginal couple from inno-
cence into sin and of their awakening into this state. After the sin,
“the eyes of both were opened, and they knew that they were na-
ked” (Genesis 3.7).

The aboriginal couple, symbols of us all, rise out of innocence into
the world of moral choice, which brings growth into responsibility,
imaging God, but also, inevitably, falling into sin, as shown in Cain’s
killing of Abel and in the subsequent Genesis stories of the worsen-
ing human condition. Killing is not new in the world; primates have
killed each other for millennia in the defense of their genetic lines.
But murder is new in the world; the human has risen to an option to
do otherwise and therefore ought to do otherwise. The murderer
fails, falls back; his opportunity for humanity is now broken, and his
society falls under a curse. The Earth cries out for justice. Society
becomes a confused chaos, a babel.

Self-actualizing is a good thing for humans as well as animals.
Self-interest is godly; the commandment, we remember, is to love
others as we do ourselves. The garden is full of trees to eat; we pray
for our daily bread. But concupiscence, the desire to possess and
enjoy inordinately, is not a fitting form of life in the world. Natural
selection does favor the “self-serving” individual, and there is no
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reason to deplore this process. The fauna and flora are checked in
this possessive impulse by the limitations of their ecosystems —
which provide a satisfactory place, a niche, for each specific form of
life, but limit each species to its appropriate sector, where it has
adapted fit. The human species is not so checked, but tempted by the
fearful power of hand and mind to possess the whole. The human
species has no natural niche, no limits by natural selection, that is
relaxed progressively as the human species rises to culture.as its
niche, superposed on nature.

What religion warns, past the ethical aspirations (of Chapter 5),

past the scientific aspirations (in Chapter 4), in critique of culture
(Chapter 3), is that ethics and science, like all cultural activities, reli-
gion included, will be warped by human ambiguity, by the evil that
besets their loftiest aspirations toward the good. Both morality and
rationality, unredeemed from self-love, will prove dysfunctional and
tragic. Both science and ethics need to be redeemed. Here the value
crisis is taken to a new level. Symbolically put, those who wish them-
selves to be God fail tragically; those who wish to image God can
become children of God, though made of the dust of Earth. The
dusty beast reaches to be god; that is biology gone amok, the original
sin.
In the Buddhist version of this story, our inordinate thirsts (tanha)
make the world unsatisfactory (dukkha), and humans can be released
only by enlightenment that transcends the self (anatta). In the Hindu
version, human ignorance (avidya) mistakes the empirical self (jiva)
for the true self (atman) and misses the universal (Brahman). There
are important differences with the Hebrew-Christian vision, beyond
our scope here. Meanwhile, each in its own way inhibits the geneti-
cally transmitted animal drives so that the cultural transmission
checks and humanizes the genetic one. Genes may make one selfish,
but it is not genes that make one Christian, Buddhist, Hindu, or
religiously Jewish; rather, one converts to teachings that discipline
and inhibit these genetically based drives.

Nature produces matter and energy, then objective life, then sub-
jective life, then mind and culture. The fourth movement is mostly in
a minor key - and beautiful for its conflict and resolution, for the
struggling through to something higher. The evolutionary epic,
when it comes to the human chapter at least, is the story of good and
evil.
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(4) Suffering and Creation

The story is of the evolution of suffering; this too is among the emer-
gents. In chemistry, physics, astronomy, geomorphology, meteorol-
ogy, nothing suffers; in botany life is stressed, but only in zoology
does pain emerge. Genes do not suffer; organisms with genes need
not suffer, but those with neurons do. One is not much troubled by
seeds that fail, but it is difficult to avoid pity for nestling birds fallen
to the ground. In every season, most of the sentient young starve; are
eaten, abused, abandoned. Life is indisputably prolific; it is just as
indisputably pathetic (Greek: pathos), almost as if its logic were pa-
thos. The fertility is close-coupled with the struggle.

There is no moral agency in nature, no immoral selfishness; that
was a category mistake. There are both intrinsic and shared values.
Also, without doubt, there is suffering; there is no more certain fact
than this disvalue. One is not going to get religion naturalized, or
. socialized, until one reckons with this. Dukkha, that the world is suf-
fering, is the first noble truth of Buddhism. Genesis 1-2 begins with
a good world, but by Genesis 3 it has fallen, and redemptive suffer-
ing is the critical theme of both faiths.

Suffering is a troubling fact, but the first fact to notice is that suf-
fering is the shadow side of sentience, felt experience, consciousness,
pleasure, intention, all the excitement of subjectivity waking up so
inexplicably from mere objectivity. Rocks do not suffer, but the stuff
of rocks has organized itself into animals who experience pains and
pleasures, into humans whose Existenz includes anxiety and afflic-
tion. We may wonder why we suffer, but it is also quite a wonder
that we are able to suffer. Something stirs in the cold, mathematical
beauty of physics, in the heated energies supplied by matter, and
there is first an assembling of living objects, and still later of suffering
subjects. Energy turns into pain. The world begins with causes, mere
causes; it rises to generate concern and care. Is this now ugliness
emergent for the first time? Or a valuable good, sentient life, with its
inevitable dark side? Suffering too involves the historical genesis of
something in kind where nothing of that kind existed before.

Pain is objectively present in nature, and what is its connection
with genesis? Struggle is the dark side of creativity, logically and
empirically the shadow side of pleasure. One cannot enjoy a world
in which one cannot suffer, any more than one can succeed in a
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world in which one cannot fail. The logic here is not so much formal
or universal as it is dialectical and narrative. In natural history, the
pathway to psychosomatic consciousness, the only kind of experi-
ence we know, is through flesh that can feel its way through that
world. An organism can have needs, which is not possible in inert
physical nature. If the environment can be a good to it, that brings
also the possibility of deprivation as a harm. To be alive is to have
problems. Things can go wrong just because they can also go right.

Sentience brings the capacity to move about deliberately in the
world, and also to get hurt by it. There might have evolved sense
organs without any capacity to be pained by them. But sentience is
not invented to permit mere observation of the world, rather to
awaken some concern for protection of the kinesthetic core of an
experiential life that can suffer. A neural animal can love something
in its world and is free to seek this, a capacity greatly advanced over
anything known in immobile, insentient plants. The appearance of
sentience is the appearance of caring, when the organism is united
with or torn from its loves. The story is not merely of goings on, but
of going concerns, that is, of values that matter.

Pain is eminently useful in survival, and it will be naturally se-
lected, on average, as functional pain. Natural selection requires pain
as much as pleasure in its construction of concern and caring; pain is
an alarm system in a world where there are helps and hurts through
which a sentient organism must move. On the other hand, any pop-
ulation whose members are constantly in counterproductive pain
will be selected against and go extinct or develop some capacities to
minimize it. In this sense, natural selection, so far from needlessly
increasing pain, rather trims it back in the system, so far as the sys-
tem can remain vital, conservationist, and developmental. Pain is
self-eliminating except insofar as it is instrumental of a subsequent,
functional good. Intrinsic pain has no logical or empirical place in
the system; neither does maladaptive pain.

The capacity to suffer is generally accompanied by possibilities of
avoiding suffering, some freedom and self-assertion. The capacity to
suffer, for instance, drives the capacity for learned behavior; it brings
animal life to a central focus in sentient consciousness, as cannot
happen in plants. Thought appears in order to prevent pain and to
affirm well-being, but the thinker that cannot feel pain cannot figure
out how to escape it. In humans, this evolution of thought seeking
comfort drives the transition from nature to culture.
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We cannot show this in the detail of every case; perhaps we need
not expect it to be true in every case, and there are troublesome
anomalies. Nevertheless, the system statistically must select for ben-
eficial pain. The system historically uses pain for creative advance.
Such is the biology of life. Theologically speaking, this position is not
inconsistent with a theistic belief about God’s providence; rather, it
is in many respects remarkably like it. There is grace sufficient to
cope with thorns in the flesh (2 Corinthians 12.7-9). Life is a table
prepared in the midst of enemies, green pastures in the valley of
deep darkness (Psalm 23).

The vast number of creatures sprouted, hatched, or born are, of
necessity, more or less well-endowed genetically and emplaced in a
more or less congenial environment, despite or including the fact that
in their environment they are spurred to earn they way. Even though
most will not live to maturity, they are competently programmed for
their tasks. Organisms survive in about that proportion in which
they are viable, so that life is sustained in any individual in relative
proportion to its fitness for it. The community of life is continually
regenerated, as well as creatively advanced, and this requires value
capture as nutrients, energy, and skills are shuttled round the trophic
pyramids. From a systemic point of view, this is the conversion of a
resource from one life stream to another - the anastomosing of life
threads that characterizes an ecosystem. The “waste” (as it first ap-
pears) is really the systematic interconversion of life materials; nature
recycles. Death in vivo is death ultimately; death in communitatis is
death penultimately but life regenerated over the millennia of species
lines and dynamic biotic communities, millennia continuing almost
forever.

Individual organisms must die. Species do not have to die; most,
of course, do die. Ninety-eight percent of all species that have ever
existed did go extinct, so there are high probabilities, but there is no
law of nature or inevitability about species extinction. But here a
puzzling aspect of the matter strikes us. By virtue of the smart genes,
the death of the organism feeds into the nondeath of the species.
Only by replacements can the species track the changing environ-
ment; only by replacements can they evolve into something else.
Genera and species sometimes do die, that is, go extinct without
issue, but they are often transformed into something else, new genera
and species, and, on average, there have been more arrivals than
extinctions — the increase of both diversity and complexity over evo-
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lutionary history. The loss of species in natural systems has meant
more birth than death; perhaps there too it is tragic, but it is not
unredeemed tragedy. The “birthing”” metaphor is at the root of the
concept of “nature”; here creativity comes only with “labor” and
“travail.”

Genes do not suffer but they do code this story of coping with
suffering. They make the story possible, necessary for it, but they are
not sufficient to interpret it. The world is not a paradise of hedonistic
ease, but a theater where life is learned and earned by labor; in this
struggle there is something demanding appropriate respect, some-
thing inviting reverence, something divine about the power to suffer
through. The cruciform creation is, in the end, deiform, godly, just
because of this element of struggle, not in spite of it. Among availa-
ble theories, there is no coherent alternative model by which, in a
painless world, there might have come to pass anything like these
dramas of nature and history that have happened, events that in their
central thrusts we greatly value.

Environmental necessity is the mother of cultural invention. An
environment that was entirely hostile would slay us; neither life nor
culture could ever appear there. A nature that was entirely irenic
would stagnate us; human life could never have appeared there ei-
ther. ‘All human culture, in which our classical humanity consists,
originated in the face of oppositional nature. Nature insists that hu-
mans work, and this laboring and even suffering is its fundamental
power for genesis. Creativity is through conflict and resolution. We
suffer, and lest we suffer more, we organize ourselves creatively. In
that sense, humans owe all culture to the hostility of nature, pro-
vided we can keep in tension with this the support of nature that is
truer still, the one the warp, the other the woof, in the weaving of
what we have become.

Early and provident fear moves half the world. Suffering, far more
than theory, principle, or faith, moves us to action. One should not
posit the half-truth for the whole; we are drawn by affections quite
as much as pushed by fears. These work in tandem reinforcement;
one passes over into the other and is often its obverse. In this sense,
pain is a prolife force. In the evolution of caring, the organism is
quickened to its needs.

Nor in humans is there only physical pain. Spirits know affliction.
In humans the relationship between bodily wounding or deprivation
and pain is quite complex, involving cognitive factors such as cul-
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tural conditioning and psychological evaluation of the situation. Sin
appears, as do guilt, insult, humiliation, reproach, grief, angst, alien-
ation, remorse. This is why such things as rape and slavery have
meanings in culture that simply do not transfer to bluebirds or ants.
One becomes reflectively self-conscious about the values of which
one is deprived, sometimes by nature but now even more by the
exploitations of culture. One knows one’s social status, not just one’s
physical or biological state, and the former may determine behavior
more than the latter. The concept one has of oneself, the gap between
one’s perceived real and ideal, and the placing of responsibility for
closing of that gap, become critical.

All this drives the religious life. In human spirits, the distinctive
characteristics of spirit make tragedy and redemption possible. Birth
is superseded by rebirth; the question of generation by the question
of regeneration. Any adequate interpretation of this story of spirits
fallen into tragedy and redeemed from this fall is going to be irre-

- ducibly religious. That is the essential theme of Christianity and Ju-
daism, for example, that suffering love is divine — and we doubt
whether there is any competence in biology to evaluate whether this
is true or false, although biology has competence enough to docu-
ment the struggle for survival, the sequence of life, death, and life
renewed. Zoology, perhaps joined with psychology, can raise the
problem of suffering, but its redemption is a religious issue.

The way of history too, like that of nature, only more so, is a via
dolorosa. Since the beginning, the myriad creatures have been giving
up their lives as a ransom for many. In that sense, Jesus is not the
exception to the natural order, but a chief exemplification of it. The
secret of life is seen now to lie not so much in the heredity molecules,
not so much in natural selection and the survival of the fittest, not so
much in life’s informational, cybernetic learning. The secret of life is
that it is a passion play. This is the labor of divinity, misperceived if
only seen as selfish genes.

In this evaluation, we have not painted the world as better than it
is in the interests of a philosophical metaphysics, nor worse either;
rather we have tried to see into the depths of what is taking place in
natural history. The view here is not panglossian; it is a tragic view
of life, but one in which tragedy is the shadow of prolific creativity.
That is the case, and the biological sciences with their evolutionary
history can be brought to support this view, although neither tragedy
nor creativity is part of their ordinary vocabulary.
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2. RELIGION AND FERTILITY

Religion, we have been claiming, is a response to the prolific Earth.
There is an alternate account of the connection between religion and
fertility. There is no religious behavior in nature, just as there is no
moral behavior among the animals and plants. But humans behave
religiously in culture, almost invariably so in classical cultures, and
extensively still in modern cultures. Why so? For those wishing to
explain, within the framework of biology, the genesis of religion in
its connections with the genes, the evident way is to apply natural
selection. Persons who are religious leave more offspring than those
who are not. Persons who practice religion x leave more offspring
than those who practice religion y. Religion a produced better adap-
tive fit in hunter-gatherer cultures; religion b produces better adap-
tive fit in agricultural cultures; religion c, in technological cultures.
These begin to sound like claims that could be formulated in a statis-
tical, mathematical model. Birth rates are measurable, though if one
is to correlate them with religions one will need also to put numbers
on the degrees and kinds of religious belief.

Such a religion-producing-offspring model might have been the
way in which religion originated, or classically functioned, but no
longer the way religions operate. In either case, the past numbers
will now be hard to obtain. But this might also be elemental in all
religion, and therefore the way religions operate today, in which case
the theory might be more testable. Religious behavior in culture in
any specific form is acquired, not innate, but there seems some ge-
netic tendency to acquire some religion or other. The novelty is reli-
gious behavior, previously absent from all other fauna and flora, but,
when religion emerges in humans, the fundamental biological rules
still apply. The fittest — in this case, the religious — survive.

Wilson recognizes that religion is a critical test case:

Religion constitutes the greatest challenge to human sociobiology

and its most exciting opportunity to progress as a truly original

theoretical discipline. . . . Religion is one of the major categories
of behavior undeniably unique to the human species. The prin-
ciples of behavioral evolution drawn from existing population
biology and experimental studies on lower animals are unlikely

to apply in any direct fashion to religion. (1978, p. 175)

There are reasons to believe that the deeper operations of religion
will be concealed from its practitioners. Nevertheless:
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When the gods are served, the Darwinian fitness of the tribe is
the ultimate if unrecognized beneficiary. . . . The highest forms of
religious practice, when examined more closely, can be seen to
confer biological advantage. Above all they congeal identity. In
the midst of the chaotic and potentially disorienting experiences
each person undergoes daily, religion classifies him, provides
him with unquestioned membership in a group claiming great
powers, and by this means gives him a driving purpose in life
compatible with his self-interest. (1978, pp. 184 and 188)

It is certainly true that fertility is a fundamental theme in primitive
religions. Practitioners seek the fertility of fields and flocks. They
worship the sun and its warmth, they pray for rain in drought, they
dance to help the maize grow. They seek fertility in childbirth. They
seek cures from diseases for themselves and their children. The ety-
mological root of “salvation” (Latin: salus) is “health.” “Elementary
religions seek the supernatural for the purely mundane rewards of
long life, abundant land and food, the avoidance of physical catastro-
phes, and defeat of enemies” (Wilson 1975a, p. 561).

Religious rituals and ethics get people to cooperate for their mu-
tual good. Since people have to eat daily, reproduce each generation,
and care for children throughout much of their adult lives, it is un-
surprising that fertility — success in staying alive from one generation
to the next - is pervasive in religions that have succeeded. Any reli-
gion persisting over the centuries will, necessarily, result in repro-
ductive success. We know that before we look.

Such elemental fertility is there right at the origin of Hebrew
monotheism. Yahweh's divine promise to Abraham, frustrated be-
cause he was childless, was “I will make of you a great nation”
(Genesis 12.2). Abraham did not even have one child yet, and God
promised to make of him a nation; that's real reproductive success!
The Abrahamic covenant is sealed by circumcision, a genital sacra-
ment if ever there was one! Moses at Sinai renewed this covenant
and God commanded children, “Honor your father and your
mother, that your days may be long in the land which the Lord your
God gives you”” (Exodus 20.12). God gave the Israelites a promised
land, flowing with milk and honey.

Boldly stated, all religions are fertility religions. “The biology of
religion,” according to Vernon Reynolds and Ralph Tanner, “looks
at religions in terms of their contributions to individual (and, though
to a lesser extent, group) survival and reproductive fitness” (1983,
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p- 267; 1995, pp. 38-40; Reynolds 1991). This is the analogue of the
previous claims that science and ethics are to be understood, at deep-
est level, in terms of the fertility they produce. The general theory of
religion and its practices is that “these rules and the actions resulting
from them are adaptive in the sense that they are found in countries
where the results they produce will tend to enhance the reproductive
success of individuals following them. Religions thus act as cultur-
ally phrased biological messages” (1983, p. 294; 1995, p. 40).

This faith—fertility correlation can be cast into testable form and
verified, so Reynolds and Tanner claim. They grade religions com-
paratively according to the impetus they give to reproductive activ-
ity. The result is a spectrum (Fig. 6.1) on which the maximally “‘pro-
natalist” religion is Islam and the least reproductive is Protestant
Christianity (1983, p. 289; Reynolds 1991).

Some general positive correlation between religion and fertility
sounds plausible. We cannot simply consider birth rates, of course,
but must see how many children survive to reproductive age, and so
general health and diet are critical. We need to know how religions
contribute to sanitation, to parent-offspring and family caring and
sharing, to solving of conflicts, to work initiative, what attitudes they
have toward material necessities, which religions best stabilize soci-
eties and families sufficiently for the decades of child rearing, and so
on. Reynolds and Tanner conclude that essentially “‘a religion is a

0
+

islam
Hinduism
Judaism

Buddhism
Christianity: Roman Catholicism

Christianity: Protestantism

o Reproductivity —» =

Religion

Figure 6.1. Religions and reproductivity (following Reynolds and Tanner
1995; 1983, p. 289).
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primary set of ‘reproductive rules’, a kind of ‘parental investment
handbook’ ” (1995, p. 40; 1983, p. 294).

Different religions produce different sorts of comprehensive fit-
ness appropriate to local circumstances. In some environments (typ-
ically the uncertain ones, with high mortality rates), it is advanta-
geous to have many children, though each child has reduced
survival likelihood, but in others (the more stable ones) it is advan-
tageous to have few children with high survival probability. So it
turns out that the pronatalist Muslims may not have the edge over
the Protestant Christians after all, if the latter have lots of Yankee
ingenuity or high medical, agricultural, and industrial technology
and a Puritan work ethic or a stable democratic society.

There is a well-known model in ecology that describes differing
reproductive strategies. On one end of a spectrum there are species
with a reproductive strategy of numerous offspring in disturbed en-
vironments (r-selected species), and on the other are species produc-
ing fewer offspring in stable climax ecosystems (k-selected). The
model needs to be adapted for humans; Reynolds and Tanner pro-
pose an analogous cultural variant r*+ (high birth rate) model versus
a r°*— (low birth rate) model (1983, pp.11-17, and 269-270; 1995,
P- 39; Reynolds 1991, p. 209). Protestants do not need to breed much;
they are r°— selected, not r°+ selected.

Since it is difficult to compute quantitative judgments on all this,
Reynolds and Tanner think that they can simplify the problem and
get a fair estimate by looking at per capita energy consumption and
gross national products, which are indicators of how prosperous a
stable society has become (1983, pp. 290-295). Here the White Anglo-
Saxon Protestants (WASPs) outconsume the poor Muslims and Hin-
dus. That high consumption and production explains how the
WASPs get their fewer children more often to reproductive age. At
the same time the higher birth rates in the pronatalist religions, dom-
inant in the lesser developed countries, explain the persistence of
Islam and Hinduism. So now it turns out that all the religions on the
spectrum, despite differentials in birth rates, have enough overall
reproductive success to remain viable in their respective niches on
the world scene.

Such an investigation may seem to have proved the religion/fer-
tility thesis, but it may just as well be that it has assumed it. The only
religions calibrated on the spectrum were religions that we knew
before we started had supported substantial populations over gen-
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erations. All that has been asked is whether differing religions, all
successful, might succeed by varying their emphasis on number of
children born relative to subsequent parental investment, depending
on circumstances. Put that way, however, it seems entirely possible
that one or more of these religions may, in different circumstances,
allow differing reactions. Protestant Christians, for instance, in earlier
centuries had higher birth rates. In 1800 in New England, when the
birth rate was 7, compared to 2.1 in 1990, was the environment more
or less stressful or stable than it is now? It is hard to say.

Christianity, over the centuries and around the globe, has per-
sisted in remarkably diverse circumstances, as often nondemocratic
as democratic, as often nontechnological as technological, as often in
unstable as in stable environments, as also has Judaism. Buddhism
has persisted in quite diverse environments, from ancient India to
modern Japan. Reynolds claims that Christians, who are less prona-
talist, do better in Europe because this is a less stressful environment
than the Middle East, where the quite pronatalist Muslims flourish
(1991, pp. 210-214). But Islam, Judaism, and Christianity, religions
at both ends and the middle of the spectrum, all originated in the
same place, the Middle East, where their originators presumably had
about the same stressful or stable environments with which to cope.
And all three spread widely. By this time we are beginning to lose
any meaningful correlation between religion a4 and its r*+ selected
strategy or religion b and its r*— selected strategy. All we are really
left with is what we knew before inquiry, that the major world relig-
ions can encourage various behaviors enabling people to survive
over generations in differing kinds of environments.

Wilson seems to think it embarrassing that seeking the “’supernat-
ural” brings “mundane” rewards, but this comes as no surprise to
Jews or Christians. Moses urged, “You shall walk in all the ways
which the Lord your God has commanded you, that you may live,
and that it may go well with you, and that you may live long in the
land which you shall possess. . . . And the Lord commanded us to do
all these statutes, to fear the Lord our God, for our good always, that
he might preserve us alive, as at this day”” (Deuteronomy 5.33; 6.24).
Jesus taught his disciples to pray for their ““daily bread.” “Therefore
do not be anxious, saying, ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we
drink?’ or “What shall we wear?’ For the Gentiles seek all these
things; and your heavenly Father knows that you need them all. But
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seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things
shall be yours as well” (Matthew 6.31-32).

Meanwhile, we do not yet know whether fertility is the sole or
chief determinant of religious beliefs and behaviors, nor what the
relation may be between persisting religions, all of which must be
functional in this regard, and their truth. The true ones, if there are
any, might be equally fertile with the untrue ones, if there are any;
or the true ones might be more, or even less fertile, than the untrue
ones. Fertility and truth might be independent variables. To this re-
lation among fertility, functionality, and truth we will later return
(Section 4).

One religion, Judaism, might seem to provide a convincing exam-
ple of the connection between genetics and religion. Judaism has
been especially effective at keeping racial stock and religious convic-
tions together; most Jews religiously are Jews genetically, and this
pattern has persisted for thousands of years. But we no sooner note
the Jewish example, positively corroborating the theory, than we run
head on into a counterexample that seems decisively to falsify it.
Jesus, a Jew, launched Christianity, which spread into the uncircum-
cised, Gentile world; gave up most of the distinctive ritual obser-
vances of Judaism; replaced previously existing religions all over the
ancient Mediterranean, spread to Europe, and thence to many parts
of the world. Today approximately one third of humans on Earth,
well over a billion persons, are Christian, either in conviction or by
heritage. Compared with these Christians, the Jews are minuscule in
number.

Few Christians have any genetic relationship with the early Se-
mitic Christians; Jesus had no offspring at all. The genetic survival
value of Christianity, if there is any, is smeared out over thousands
of different racial stocks in hundreds of countries. Christianity may
be a parental investment handbook, but it seems that anybody can
use it, around the globe and across the centuries, regardless of ge-
netic origin. There is no identifiable relationship between this or that
set of genes and Christian belief and behavior.

The Jewish genes-belief-behavior connection, if there is one, is
only a fragment of the evidence, most of which dissociates specific
genes, belief, and behavior. Even the Jews have long insisted on iden-
tifying what was specifically Jewish in their religion (the Abrahamic
covenant, the Mosaic observances), separating this from what in Ju-
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daism also applied to the Gentiles and was to be a'blessing to all
nations (the Noachic covenant, ethical monotheism). Meanwhile,
Christianity (as do all other persisting religions) has to result in
Christians’ regenerating themselves biologically over the genera-
tions. After all, one has to be born before one can be born again, even
if being born again of the spirit then feeds back into the birth rate
and results in more births in the flesh. If there ever were a divinely
revealed religion by an ethical monotheist God, one would expect it
to further the welfare of those to whom it was given. In that sense
both the theological and the biological theories of the origins of reli-
gion predict the same results: prosperity over generations. If we ob-
serve such prosperity in actual history, either or both theories may
be true.

Where religion brings such prosperity, reached as this must be by
successful surviving through difficulty, by the creativity inseparable
from suffering (Section 1[4]), this invites persons to return to reflec-
tion on the prolific Earth, the larger genesis into which human gener-
ativity is now incorporated. Perhaps, to some extent, religion results
from and is generated by selection for fertility, a coping ‘“myth” max-
imizing offspring or at least inspiring caring for offspring. In that
respect, there is nothing ungodly about a religion that brings a fruit-
ful life, including both prosperity and children.

But that truth will have to be put in a larger picture. Religion may
arise as a coping myth (“'the gods are for us and our children”), but
what is one to say when the truth is found: that there has been
successful coping over three and a half billion years, in which the
local self now takes a part and plays a role. Perhaps it was once true,
in the launching of religion, that the earliest humans mythologized
these powers as sacred, personified them, and that this proved adap-
tive in child rearing. Perhaps religion is still useful in this way. But
after that, these generative powers are in fact there surrounding us,
past and present, to which any worldview must be suitably adapted.
To see such creative process as sacred, to detect a Creator present, is
as plausible an interpretive framework as any and is an explanation
adequate to the results. These prevenient vital powers, sacred pow-
ers, numinous Presence in, with, and under the emergent phenom-
ena, are, after we learn genetics, no less still there in and with the
genetics underlying the genesis.

Religion results from and is generated by reflection over, as well
as participation in, a prolific Earth. Genes generate a mind, which
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generates religion, which supports genetic survival. Such a mind,
formulating its religion, protects its offspring, and also encounters
the surrounding genesis in natural history, recorded in the genes of
others, humans and nonhumans. Such a mind encounters also the
human genius generating the myriad cultures, including that of its
own heritage. The local self with its family line participates in wider
communities of shared values, and an account of that too is signifi-
cant in the religious challenge. We are back to the question of ““oth-
ers” and the sharing of values, now in religious form.

3. RELIGION AND ALTRUISM

Close analysis — Wilson, Reynolds, and Tanner were claiming — will
show that all successful religion is really “selfish,” in the sense of
serving one’s genes. In view of the fact that the most successful relig-
ions routinely urge altruism and censure selfishness, sociobiologists
and behavioral psychologists will have to show that this altruism is
only apparent and that these religions do in fact support biological
selfishness. Or one will have to find some account(s) to give of this
emphasis on altruism that can reinterpret it within the general bio-
logical theory. Or perhaps the altruism will be revealing counterev-
idence. Religion generates a social phenomenon that biology is in-
competent to handle, either to explain or to evaluate. If so, such
naturalistic accounts of the genesis of religion will be partial, at best.
Religious accounts of the genesis of this altruism might be comple-
mentary or corrective to the biological accounts.

As with ethics before, we need to remember that religion is more
than altruism. Religions too are concerned with justice, fairness, eq-
uitable sharing of resources, prudent care of oneself, a right relation-
ship to God or the gods; with placating the spirits; or with reaching
nirvana, or union with Brahman, and so on. In the Judeo-Christian
tradition, the desired goal is often said to be a state of righteousness.
In the vocabulary recommended here, this optimizes values, now
religious values, both in the personal lives of believers and in the
lives of those they benefit.

(1) Religion Generating Altruism

Many religions urge altruism; this is as frequent a theme as is in-
creased fertility (Hefner 1993, chapters 11-12). Judaism summarized
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its ten commandments into two: love God and neighbor, which Jesus
enthusiastically endorsed. New Testament writers prefer the Greek
term agape over eros. Eros is an acquisitive love, responding to value
in the other and being fulfilled by that other; agape is a giving love,
offered regardless of value in the other and any reciprocating benefit.
Eros may be a good thing in its place, but agape cares for the other
more sacrificially. These writers did not think that philea, brotherly
love, was profound enough to embody the Christian ideal. One
ought to love the other as one does oneself. Augustine summed up
the Christian ethic: love and do what you will. He contrasted the
self-centered love, concupiscence, characteristic of Babylon, with an
other-(altrus)-love, caritas, characteristic of Jerusalem.

Buddhism’s first commandment is noninjury to others, ahimsa; the
bodhisattva takes a vow of karuna, compassion on all beings:

I have made the vow to save all beings. All beings I must set
free. The whole world of living beings I must rescue from the
terrors of birth-and-death. . . . My endeavours do not merely aim
at my own deliverance. For with the help of the boat of the
thought of all-knowledge, I must rescue all these beings from the
stream of Samsarsa. (Vajradhvaja Sutra, 280-281)

The four noble truths locate the fundamental human disorder in
thirst and clinging, in a grasping that feeds and satisfies the self; the
route to salvation is by an enlightenment, nirvana, where one sees
that the self is unreal, anatta.

Contented, easily supported, with few duties, of simple liveli-
hood, controlled in senses, discreet, not impudent, he [the Bo-
dhisattva] should not be greedily attached to families. . . . Just as
a mother would protect her only child even at the risk of her
own life, even so let one cultivate a boundless heart towards all
beings. Let one’s thoughts of boundless love pervade the whole
world - above, below and across — without any obstruction,
without any hatred, without any enmity. (Suttanipata, 1, 8)

That certainly doesn’t sound like selfish genes. Neither agape nor
taruna seems to be explicitly or implicitly promoting the self; this
altruism runs counter to the fertility elsewhere vigorously sought in
religion. What is one to make of religion exhorting altruism?

There is no problem when the altruism so promoted binds kin
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