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Neurotheology: Is Religion Obsolete in the 21st Century?


Ever since the 1960s America has been undergoing a spiritual crisis as socio-economic changes are leading to religious changes.  People are looking for new answers to their spiritual needs.  This is nothing new.  Religion is almost as old as humankind, and since the beginning has responded by changing itself to accommodate economic, political and social changes.  It probably evolved in the first place as a response to human wonder about the movement of nature.  The human mind looking for explanations for the phenomena of nature imagined supernatural forces or spirits as the cause of all this movement.  Animism is the term historians of religion give this belief that all of nature is pervaded by spirits.  Humans imagined these spirits as causing the weather, the movement of the orbs in the sky, the flow of rivers, in fact, all natural occurrences.  Fearful of the power of these spirits, it appears that as long as 100,000 to 25,000 years ago, Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon humans practiced rites of propitiation in an effort to appease or conciliate these spirits or powers.  So early in human history humans had a propensity to explain the unexplainable with supernatural causes.  


As time went on these spirits were anthropomorphized, i.e., were given the forms, emotions, and behaviors of human beings.  The earliest of these anthropomorphized spirits were probably fertility goddesses and sky gods.  The most the famous example of these early fertility goddesses is the Venus of Willendorf, dating to around 24,000 BC.  The “snake goddess” figurines of Bronze Age Crete represent another.  Fertility goddesses continued to appear in many forms in ancient civilizations: Innana in Sumer, Ishtar in Babylonia, Isis in Egypt, Astarte in Phoenicia, Aphrodite in Greece, Venus in Rome.  Early sky gods include the Egyptian Ra, Etruscan Tinia, Greek Zeus, and the Roman Jupiter.  


As religion developed, it began to play another very important role in civilizing early humans through law codes.  Leaders among early tribes were able to get their people to act more civilized by claiming that the law codes they expected the people to abide by had been given to them by the gods on a mountaintop where the early gods were seen to reside  (e.g., Ur-Nammu the Sumerian and Hammurabi the Babylonian).  Early kings also told the people that they should be obeyed because, as agents of the gods, they derived their power from the gods (as Mesopotamian rulers claimed) or because they were gods themselves (as the Egyptian pharaohs claimed). 


Though there is no evidence for belief in an after-life in the earliest stages of the development of religion, this would change as religion expanded its role in human culture beyond this world by claiming to offer mortal human beings eternal life in another world.  This eternal life was always connected to a dying/resurrecting god.  The ancient world became replete with competing dying/resurrecting gods, such as Osiris in Egypt, Dionysus, Orpheus and Heracles in Greece, Attis in Phrygia, Adonis in Syria, Mithras in the Roman world, Jesus in Palestine, and many others.  These gods have always been attractive to humans because they could sympathize with human suffering:  they had suffered and died too.


Because of the ubiquity of religion throughout time and cultures, humans have been described as homo religiosus.  The sociologist Thomas O’Dea attempts to explain this universal phenomenon by suggesting that religion is a response to three realities of human existence:  uncertainty, powerlessness, and scarcity.  In other words, religion is man’s attempt to deal with the common suffering all men experience.  


On the other hand, there has also been throughout history a small minority of intellectuals who doubted the traditional religion of their society.  In the Western world, one of the most famous was Xenophanes of Colophon who doubted the Greek anthropomorphic picture of the gods in Homer’s works, the Iliad and the Odyssey.  Anaxagoras was exiled by the conservative Athenians because he believed the sun was not a god but a fiery stone.  The philosopher Protagorus was also exiled and Socrates was executed when he refused exile.  Later Aristotle fled for his life, explaining, “lest Athens sin twice against philosophy.”  The Roman statesman and philosopher Cicero doubted augury, the ability of prophets called augurs to read signs from the gods in chicken livers.  We are all too familiar with the attempt by the Roman Catholic Church to control people’s beliefs with the dreaded Inquisition, but Michael Servetus was burned at the stake in Geneva, Switzerland, by hero/reformer John Calvin because Servetus didn’t believe in the trinity.


Despite these attempts by the religious to control doubters, the number of people doubting traditional religion would begin to increase after the Scientific Revolution of the 16th and 17th centuries.   Copernicus’ De Revolutionibus shocked the medieval world by proposing that the sun was the center of the universe, not the earth as Aristotle, Ptolemy, and the Bible stated.  Newton’s Principia was another shock that cinched the inevitable destruction of the medieval religious worldview.  Newton removed the necessity of a belief in spirits, gods or angels that pushed the planets in the sky by proposing a theory of universal gravitation to explain all this movement in the sky.  Particularly since the Enlightenment of the 18th century, also called the Age of Reason, we have witnessed a significant number of people beginning to question the religious traditions in the West as science continued to explain more and more phenomena of human experience without resorting to the supernatural.


Men influenced by the Newtonian revolution called themselves “free thinkers” and began to question any organized religion, including Christianity.  John Toland (1670-1722), for instance, published a tract called Christianity Not Mysterious, in which he argued that any religious doctrine that seemed to contradict reason or common sense--for example, the resurrection of Jesus or the miracles of the Bible--ought to be discarded.  These free-thinkers, so impressed with Newton’s application of a new scientific method of arriving at truth through reason and observation rather than tradition and revelation, gave rise to a broader rational religion called Deism that would flourish in early America.  In fact, probably 52 of the 56 signers of the Declaration of Independence were deists who believed only those Christian doctrines that could meet the test of reason.  They believed that 1) God set the universe in motion as Creator; 2) Jesus was just a great moral teacher; 3) ethics, not faith, was the essence of religion. 

On the basis of the history of religion we notice that in order to survive, religion often has had to modify its beliefs.  A simple example concerns the location of God.  The ancients thought the gods resided on mountaintops, the most famous being Mt. Olympus for the Greeks and Mt. Sinai for the Hebrews.  Eventually after climbing the mountains and finding no gods, the Greeks moved Olympus to above the clouds.  Medieval Christians who saw the earth as the center of a finite universe thought God was at the outer end of the universe.  Most believers in the modern age place the divine in another dimension, a place undetectable by our senses or telescopes or space probes.  Most also have decided that demons and gods do not cause lightening, rain, earthquakes or even disease because science has discovered natural explanations for these things.  


Yet many conservative people are reluctant to change their views.  Many Americans, for instance, are in a difficult struggle in the 21st century as modernity offers many obstacles to their antiquated beliefs.  One can turn on the television to a fundamentalist Christian station and witness an evangelist praying for the demon of flu to leave a person, totally ignoring the microbe theory of disease that has informed the West since Pasteur in the late 19th century.  In fact, as new methods of biblical scholarship called "higher criticism" threatened long-standing assumptions about biblical inerrancy, and the works of Darwin, Freud, and Marx presented a world of inexorable and often random control by biological, psychological, and economic forces, by the 1880s Protestant Christianity split between the conservatives who resisted these new ideas and the liberals who adjusted their religious views to the new sciences.  


The fact is that religion in America since the Great Awakening of the 18th century has always had an anti-intellectual strain.  Religion for Americans has gotten even more emotional and less intellectual since the last decades of the 20th century.  Feeling threatened by modern science and its demand for evidence, when many Americans give reasons for the belief in God, they will say something like “I know Jesus personally” or “I just know in my heart that God is with me.”  They are expressing the fact that they have experienced God in their lives.  They have felt a divine presence or seen a vision.

The point is that the notions of God have basically been used throughout history, as we have seen, to explain the unexplainable.  Philosophers and theologians often call this approach the “god of the gaps.”  The problem is that science has been closing the gaps.  The idea of God is less and less needed to explain the phenomena of nature.  Yet despite the rise of science and its destruction of the need for belief in God to explain much of human experience, people still have feelings of the presence of god or ghosts or visions of the divine that they feel justifies a belief in something beyond this world of the senses.  


In the ancient world pagans were often visited by the gods in visions, such as an outbreak of such visions in the city of Miletus
in the third century AD.  Throughout the Middle Ages Christians were positive they had visions of Christ or the Virgin Mary.  Today there are still people who claim to have seen the Virgin Mary, such as the children of the Bosnia, Herzegovina, village of Medjugorje.  Yet Americans seem more likely to see aliens or Elvis or ghosts or to feel the presence of some spiritual being or to leave their bodies in astral flight.  


Given that science has explained many of the “miracles” of nature (such as rain and thunder and earthquakes), visions of aliens, dead rock stars or feelings of having spiritual powers may be the last frontier of proof of supernatural occurrences.  How else can you explain these human religious feelings and experiences if not through the supernatural?  Many people base their belief in God on experiences with the divine, a vision or a feeling of divine presence that sent chills up their spines.  “I know,” say the devout, “that there is a god; I’ve felt his presence” or “I’ve seen a vision.”  Rather than looking for some natural explanation for these experiences, most of us find it more comforting to just accept that they are proof of our beliefs.  Unfortunately, these experiences are common to all mankind and yet they are used to prove contrary beliefs about the divine. 


Recently science has begun to invade this last bastion of belief.  Because spiritual experiences are so consistent across cultures, across time and across faiths, and realizing that all we see, hear, feel and think is mediated or created by the brain, psychologists and neurologists recently began to speculate that there must be a common core to spirituality that is likely a reflection of structures and processes in the human brain.  Well, now with new machines to investigate brain activity, specifically Single Photon Emission Computed Tomography or SPECT, science can offer an explanation for even these phenomena.  Using SPECT neurologists have begun to examine the brain during experiences of religious emotions and feelings.  These include the feeling of a spiritual presence, an out-of-body experience, and a oneness with the universe where a sense of individual existence, of separateness from the physical world, vanishes so that people feel that they have experienced a comprehension of the ultimate nature of things.

What neurologists have discovered is that any sort of human mystical experience, spiritual moment, or religious epiphany, that involves a dissolving of fear and self-consciousness, necessitates a dampening of the amygdala, which monitors the environment for threats and registers fear.  In addition, the parietal-lobe which orients us in space and marks the sharp distinction between self and world must be switched off.  Frontal- and temporal-lobe circuits, which mark time and generate self-awareness, must disengage.

In light of these discoveries, modern neurologists have created a new field of study called “neurotheology” that specifically investigates these feelings that people have.  What they have discovered is that these feelings of a presence that people assume to be a ghost or some other spirit or God, can be duplicated in the laboratory.

Dr. Michael Persinger has created a field generator so that people can put on this helmet and experience timelessness or even meet God.  “This ‘God helmet’ gently creates miniature-versions of temporal lobe epileptic seizures by causing short-lived increases in the neuronal firing in the temporal lobes.  Patients sit reclined, isolated from sound and with eyes covered.  The helmet is strapped to the head and currents shoot from its solenoids into the brain, generating a low-frequency milligauss magnetic field.  When the temporal lobes are stimulated, subjects often report specifically religious dream-like hallucinations, and four out of five subjects report sensing a spectral presence in the room with them.  Persinger thinks that his subjects’ left hemisphere interprets the right hemisphere as a separate “sensed presence”, or sometimes as God.  Potential triggers for seizures without Persinger’s helmet include fatigue, high altitude, low blood sugar, personal crisis, anxiety and other physiological stressors.  Since not everyone under any of these conditions will have such experiences, it appears that some people may be “hard-wired” to have such brain-region-specific experiences more frequently, and to varying degrees of intensity.


Moreover, a limbic region stimulated by music, dancing, or the chanting of religious ceremonies can trigger less intense spiritual experiences.  These activities, though sometimes less dramatically than meditation or seizures, can also cause the hippocampus to block neuronal activity to other parts of the brain, tagging them with special significance.  This helps explain the transcendent experiences which some musicians report, or why chanting and ritual is so important to many religious traditions.  Research on Alzheimer’s disease also supports the limbic system’s involvement in spiritual experience:  Alzheimer’s cripples the limbic system and is characterized by a loss of religious interest.  Also, neurosurgeons who stimulate the limbic region during surgery say their patients report having religious experiences.

If some people’s brains are more susceptible to these experiences than others, could disbelief also be explained by differences in the hardwiring of the brain?  TechTV aired a program on August 10, 2003, entitled “Gods, Ghosts, and Magnets” that highlighted this new research.  Persinger was shown testing the brain of England’s infamous atheist Richard Dawkins with his “God helmet.”  The result was that Dawkins did not experience God or ghosts as others who were tested with this machine invariably did.  

Persinger has also been investigating places where people imagine the presence of ghosts with a magnetic field detector.  The TechTv show followed Persinger on just such a case.  It involved a young girl who believed her bedroom was haunted by a ghost.  Checking her room for magnetic fields that might be affecting her brain, Persinger traced the cause of her hallucinations to an LCD clock on a table near the head of her bed that was producing fields similar to the ones generated by his “God helmet.”  Once the clock was removed, she no longer had hallucinations of her room being haunted.

Skeptics claims that tracing the experience of God into the brain’s hardwiring and especially being able to create or not create similar experiences with Persinger’s helmet proves that God is a figment of the imagination of those whose brains are sensitive to magnetic fields existing in nature or manmade. 

Most people do not seriously examine any of their beliefs.  They don’t even want to hear any evidence that might force them to question the authorities that inform their belief system.  Carl Jung called this resistance to evidence of the religious mind “systemic anesthesia.”  I’ve seen examples of this “systemic anesthesia” myself.  I have several friends who are followers of a modern messiah figure named Sathya Sai Baba.  The Sai Baba is an Indian Holy Man now in his 70s whose devotees — and contributors — across the world are estimated at up to fifty million. He is worshiped as a living god who can profoundly change people's lives, and work miracles.  His most famous devotee could be Isaac Tigrett, founder of the Hard Rock Café restaurant chain.  Tigrett believes that Sai Baba saved his life when his Porsche careened at 90 mph over a 300 ft drop. "Sai Baba appeared beside me in the car and put his arm around me. The car was totally destroyed but I got out without a bruise."  He ended up selling the chain and giving all his money to Sai Baba.
Sai Baba is not only a holy man, he is a virgin born Messiah whose death will trigger the end of the world.  According to his disciples he performs miracles such as medical healings and raising the dead.  One common miracle that this Messiah often does to convince his followers of his divine being is to cause objects to materialize out of thin air, which he then gives as gifts.  I myself have seen a video recording of Sathya Sai Baba's ‘creation’ of a gold necklace, in the presence of the Prime Minister of India, Mr. P.V. Narasimha Rao. The video tape of the event appeared to show unambiguously Sathya Sai Baba being passed a necklace clandestinely by his personal assistant Radhakrishna Menon, which later Sathya Sai Baba ‘materializes’ after a wave of his hand. Direct evidence of fraud such as this seems to have no effect on religious belief.  In fact, what usually happens is that believers become angry with those who give such evidence of fraud.   What could explain this resistance to facts other than Jung’s “systemic anesthesia” at work?

Sai Baba is apparently a homosexual pedophile who has been charged with child molestation on numerous occasions, yet so far he roams free as believers call the victims liars (does this remind you of the Catholic Church’s problems?).

But are all religious emotions or experiences of human beings just brain seizures?  Maybe not, since the fact that an experience has a neural correlate does not mean that the experience exists “only” in the brain or that it is a figment of brain activity with no independent reality.  After all, activity in our brain caused by real stimuli causes us to experience smells, sights, etc. Couldn’t these religious experiences be triggered by a real spiritual presence? 

It seems to me that now knowing what we do about how the brain operates, we are left with two alternatives:  either all religious people who think they feel the presence of God or think they have had a vision of the divine are the victims of brain seizures or they are all visited by external spiritual realities.  Of course there is a third alternative, my experiences are real and yours are not.  Your religion is the result of brain seizures and my religion is evidence of the divine in my life.  The problem we must now solve is how to distinguish the two!  

Would any one like to offer a solution?

