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Preface 

All of the essays in the following book 
were written during the 1990s, except Chapter 
Six, "Intelligent Design," which was finished in 
2007 at the request of Frank Visser for his 
series of critical essays on the work of Ken 
Wilber. 

Skepsis, properly defined as a questioning 
or doubtful attitude, is the underlying theme in 
each of these pieces. Much too often in our 
rush to find some overarching meaning in our 
lives we succumb to what Paul Kurtz calls the 
“transcendental” temptation. In so doing we 
prematurely accept the claims of so-called 
gurus or prophets without asking deep and 
critical questions in the first place. We end up 
deceived and duped. In my thirty plus years of 
investigating various paranormal claims in 
India and elsewhere I have yet to unearth a 
case that didn't ultimately have a rational 
explanation behind it. We are, as Michael 
Shermer and others have pointed out, almost 
predesigned to be easily deceived. It is as if our 
brain was programmed to believe in nonsense, 
provided, of course, that such nonsense 
insured our genetic survival. At first this may 



 

 

seem odd, but on closer inspection it becomes 
fairly obvious that homo-sapiens are meaning 
seeking creatures that live best when some-
thing (one is tempted to say anything) is 
believed in. 

This is why religion is such a powerful 
force in the world, despite whatever scientific 
or technological advances we have made. I am 
often asked by my students what the secret is 
to becoming a good critical thinker. My answer 
is a very simple one. Develop the ability to 
admit to being wrong when presented with a 
stronger and more evidential case. As most of 
us know from our own life experiences, we 
tend to defend our cherished positions, 
regardless of whether or not they are factually 
and logically sound. Critical thinking in an age 
of faith necessitates that we move away from 
the naive position of believing for belief's sake 
and start asking the hard questions which may 
have answers that we neither expect nor want. 
Or, as one famous philosopher once quipped, 
"Doubting is the first step to wisdom."
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Chapter One: Edgar Cayce  

In his new study of Edgar Cayce, Mr. 
Johnson exemplifies a most remarkable 
methodological bias: open mindedness. Unlike 
typical studies of the paranormal or the 
transpersonal, where the reader is left with 
either adopting a believer's or a skeptic's 
position, Johnson weaves an illuminating 
pathway by which one can see where Edgar 
Cayce's readings have been historically and 
factually inaccurate or where they indicate a 
potential transrational imperative. In either 
case, Johnson is masterful in avoiding the 
pitfalls that usually sink investigations of this 
kind. As he demonstrated with his pioneering 
books on the history of the Theosophical 
Masters, where he literally grounded the 
metaphysical Great White Brotherhood down 
into the social and political moorings of the 
late 19th century, Johnson places Edgar Cayce 
in the larger, infusing environment of the early 
and mid-20th century. By doing so, the reader 
begins to appreciate the religious context out 
of which Edgar Cayce was operating, and, in 
turn, how to better appraise the import of his 
trance readings. 
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Johnson does not believe he has the final 
answer on Cayce's psychic abilities. Rather, he 
has taken a multi-dimensional view of the man 
and in so doing can easily navigate between the 
waters of empiricism and occultism, while all 
along remaining relatively unweathered. 
Undoubtedly, Johnson is the best guide we 
have on Edgar Cayce to date. 

Having said that, however, my task is not 
to adopt Johnson's broader phenomenological 
perspective, but rather to illustrate how a 
skeptic, particularly one steeped in western 
science, grapples with the phenomenon of 
Edgar Cayce. In other words, my task is to 
"explain" the apparently transpersonal or 
paranormal elements suggested in the Cayce 
readings. My approach is decidedly reductionis-
tic (a term I use unhesitatingly and with 
approval) and therefore tends to look for the 
simpler, more earthy interpretation of any 
paranormal claim, whether it be in the realm of 
ufology, medicine, astrology, or psychic gifts.  

Thus, in the case of Edgar Cayce's trance 
readings I have employed the principal tool of 
my trade: Occam's razor. Essentially what this 
entails is "shaving" down the extraordinary 
claims surrounding Cayce's readings and 
attempting to discover a more ordinary expla-
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nation. Now Occam's razor is not a magic 
blade and it should be remembered that it 
doesn't always work. It so happens that some 
phenomena are not quantifiable or reducible. 
They resist wholesale reductionism and must 
be understood on entirely new levels of 
explanation. It may be true to say that a 
futuristic novel, like Aldous Huxley's Island, is 
ultimately comprised of letters, 26 individually 
distinct symbolic units, but entirely misleading 
to suggest that reading those components in 
isolation is all that is necessary to understand 
Huxley's meaning and intention. Obviously, 
the novel must be read in its entirety (from 
whole sentences to whole chapters to the 
whole book) in order to properly appraise all 
of its various facets. 

Thus the spirit of reductionism is not to 
deflate everything no matter what to its atomic 
structure, but rather to simplify and reduce 
those things which are amiable to such reduc-
tion. To say that water is H20 is illuminating, 
since we get a deeper insight into how and why 
water is formed. It is what philosophers of 
mind, like the Churchlands, call intertheoretic 
reduction, an entirely appropriate and mea-
ningful way to grapple with physical mysteries. 
But to say that the Encyclopedia Britannica is 
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nothing more than alphabet manipulation is to 
completely miss its most important feature: 
information. Such information, though com-
prised of smaller units (whether they are 
comprised of English, French, or binomial), 
cannot be comprehended until its higher levels 
of organization are ascertained and unders-
tood: the word, the sentence, the paragraph, 
the page, the chapter, etc. It is on those higher 
levels where the fullness of information 
conveyed in the encyclopedia can be appre-
ciated. 

But keep in mind one important caveat: 
regardless of how sophisticated, or higher level 
order, our information may be--as in the case 
of the printed or online versions of the Encyc-
lopedia Britannica--it is always built algorithmi-
cally: one step, two step, three steps; A, B, C; 
one letter, one word, one sentence, one 
paragraph, etc. Our world is a scaffolding 
project and the closer we pay attention to the 
various steps inherent to that scaffolding the 
more accurate and precise our descriptions of 
the universe become. 

How this relates to the field of parapsy-
chology in general and to Edgar Cayce specifi-
cally is twofold: 1) before we entertain theories 
that are trans-rational we should attempt to 
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discover explanations which are rational or 
pre-rational; and 2) if it so happens that no 
adequate scientific explanation is possible, even 
with our current state of advanced technology, 
we should not succumb to ad hoc transcenden-
tal theorizing. Why? Because the very moment 
we opt for "sky hooks" (Daniel Dennett's 
lovely phrase for non-algorithmic guesses in 
contradistinction to "cranes" which are algo-
rithmic and procedural) we have, more or less, 
surrendered any hope for a communicable 
understanding of why so and so actually 
transpired. 

To be sure, this does not mean that we 
cannot wildly speculate any number of possi-
bilities for the odd event, but rather that we 
"test" those speculations in the empirical 
world. If we fail to do this, and this seems to 
be habitual among various New Age practices 
and beliefs, we are then left open to an almost 
infinite array of competing stories which rely 
more on faith than reason. 

In light of this context, I personally don't 
see anything whatsoever in the Edgar Cayce 
readings which suggests that something truly 
psychic or supra-mundane is happening. But 
this does not mean that I think that Edgar 
Cayce is a fraud or consciously trying to 
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deceive his audience. To the contrary, I think 
Cayce appears quite sincere, even if naive, 
about the origins of his gift. What is perhaps 
more important, however, is that Cayce has 
had a profound impact on many people from 
all walks of life who have found tremendous 
meaning and purpose in his readings. This 
ranges from those who were in direct contact 
with him to those who have only met Cayce 
through his writings.  

Thus the Cayce phenomenon must be 
tackled in two different ways: 1) from a purely 
scientific framework. Do these experiences 
represent something genuinely paranormal? 
And 2) Regardless of their putative origins, 
what does Cayce "mean" to people? These are, 
I would suggest, distinct questions and should 
be handled as such. Otherwise, the tendency is 
to conflate the two and in the process obfus-
cating any clear answer that may be apparent to 
both. 

In answering the first question, we must be 
careful not to be so cynical and so dogmatic 
that we do not fully investigate all of Cayce's 
readings. This is why Johnson's approach is so 
useful and why his book is a necessary prelude 
to any final indictments on the extra-sensory 
claims inherent in much of Cayce's predictions. 
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It is one thing for me to think that there is 
nothing "spooky" going on in Cayce's life and 
work, but quite another for my opinion to be 
stretched into a final scientific pronouncement. 
I have a strong hunch, based upon my reading 
of Cayce, that there is nothing paranormal 
happening, but my hunch is merely that and 
cannot, and indeed should not, be construed as 
a final closure to the ongoing investigation of 
Cayce's ideas. Skepticism is an extremely 
valuable tool in the arsenal of the researcher, 
but it is a tool among many. Ironically, it is 
better to have more broad-minded investiga-
tors explore Cayce first than having either firm 
believers like a Jess Stearn or an I.C. Sharma, 
or hard core skeptics like a James Randi or a 
Paul Kurtz, try to lionize or debunk him. The 
reasons for this are simple: the researcher who 
is unsure of his/her position allows for more 
conflicting reports to come to the surface, 
whereas the researcher who is already certain--
either pro or con--has a tendency to drown any 
report which doesn't buttress his/her views. 

Thus the scientific investigation of Cayce's 
psychic abilities must not be prematurely 
"explained away" by skeptics who have not 
fully and thoroughly investigated his case. Yet, 
at the same time, such an investigation should 
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not be hampered by the flowering of hagiogra-
phy which appears to be growing year by year 
around Cayce. W. H. Church's novelizations of 
the Cayce readings are a prime example of 
what not to do with Cayce's legend. Such 
crossbreeding of fact and fiction may sell lots 
of books, but they substantially detract from an 
unbiased appraisement of the sleeping prophet. 

The second question, where one asks how 
Cayce's life and work has provided meaning to 
thousands of individuals, is a more complex 
issue since it involves a wide range of human 
emotions. Unlike the first query, which I 
believe can have a final answer (psychic or 
sociological? paranormal or normal? prophet 
or folk psychologist?), the question of meaning 
is an open-ended investigation which by its 
very nature betrays any single or final response.  

Edgar Cayce has become-- whether he 
would have wished it or not--a religious figure. 
And as a religious figure he serves as a fulcrum 
for people's yearning to connect with the 
mystery of being, the sacredness of life, and the 
wonder of creation. Edgar Cayce has become a 
modern myth and because of that exalted 
status transcends the either/or question of 
genuineness that skeptics, like myself, want 
resolved. Even if Cayce's readings turn out to 
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be nothing more than the misidentified 
projections of his own unconscious mind, the 
Cayce phenomenon will not disappear because 
for many followers it is not simply a question 
of psychic ability. It is, rather, a larger question 
of sacred meaning and purpose and how they 
have found both in their relationship with 
Edgar Cayce's life and work. For these advo-
cates Cayce remains a numinous touchstone 
and not merely a litmus test for borderline 
science.  

One of the more interesting, if controver-
sial, features of Johnson's book is that he takes 
a two-track approach in evaluating Cayce's 
psychic readings. First, Johnson attempts to 
distinguish fact from fiction in Cayce's procla-
mations. This modus operandi, refreshingly 
different from most of the popular studies on 
Cayce which tend to fuse the two (see W.H. 
Church's conflations, for instance, in his book 
Many Happy Returns), allows Johnson to be 
both critical and sympathetic. Second, while 
freely admitting where Cayce has made mis-
takes, Johnson then looks for the possibility 
that there may be a deeper religious or spiritual 
truth buried within the narratives, even if they 
contain fictitious elements. This is a particular-
ly powerful approach since Cayce's readings 
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tended to be full of spiritual import. Indeed, it 
may well have been this spiritual aspect that 
attracted so many to become followers of 
Cayce's prolific readings. In this regard, 
Johnson's fascinating profile of Cayce's 
numerous religious influences (from Theoso-
phy to Bhagat Singh Thind) illustrates that the 
readings arise from the current fashions of the 
time. 

What a skeptic may wish to find but 
doesn't is an airtight case for Cayce's paranor-
mal ability. Yet this is not Johnson's fault, since 
he meticulously tries to substantiate Cayce's 
clairvoyance, as in the instance of a predicted 
passage in the Great Pyramid and the right paw 
of the Sphinx. In both instances, Cayce's 
information was shown to be inaccurate. Yet 
despite such disqualifications, Johnson rightly 
states that Cayce's material remains interesting 
as a cultural phenomenon despite its "scholarly 
implausibility." Thus, Edgar Cayce in Context 
is not so much a study of purported paranor-
mal ability (the evidence being scant or non-
existent), but rather an insightful look at how a 
genuinely sincere "prophet" can change the 
course of people's live even if his prophecies 
are not extra-sensory. In other words, Johnson 
has tapped into the spiritual heart of Cayce and 
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shown him to be a man of deep psychological 
insights, if not paranormal ones. 

Ironically, the finest endorsement of Edgar 
Cayce's genuineness comes from a most 
unlikely source: Baba Faqir Chand, the radical 
Radhasoami guru of Hoshiapur, India. Faqir 
Chand, who is well known for dismissing any 
miraculous claims made about his life and 
work, proudly displayed a letter from Cayce's 
foundation, the A.R.E. When asked directly 
about Cayce, Faqir and his successor, Dr. I.C. 
Sharma, argued that he was an authentic 
mystic. This is no slight praise since it arises 
from a lineage which tended to dismiss almost 
all gurus as frauds. Hence, I think Edgar 
Cayce's readings will survive into the 21st 
century not so much as illustrations of psychic 
ability misread, but as psychological and 
spiritual documents which resonate with 
seekers interested in a larger synthesis of New 
Age thinking. In this light, Edgar Cayce 
emerges as one of the architects to the modern 
esoteric revival. 

Finally, I think K. Paul Johnson represents 
a new breed of scholar sorely missing in the 
academic field. He combines an acute critical 
judgment with a deeply held spiritual empathy, 
a rare combination. I think it is for this reason 
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that Johnson's first two books on Theosophy 
have altered the course of future scholarship in 
that area. I have no doubt that Johnson's Edgar 
Cayce in Context will do the same. 



 

 

Chapter Two: Francis Crick 

Francis Crick is a charming and disarming 
man, with a good sense of humor and a quick, 
ironic wit. It is these very same traits which 
makes reading The Astonishing Hypothesis 
such a joy to read. Although there has been 
something of a publishing bonanza in books 
dealing with the brain/mind/computer 
connection, they have with a few exceptions 
been weighted down by cumbersome reason-
ing (especially works trying to connect quan-
tum theory with mysticism). Such is not the 
case with Crick's latest tome, since he argues 
with clarity, focus, and ease. His hypothesis, 
astonishing or not, is really quite simple: man 
has no soul, no spiritual self which transcends 
his/her physical frame. What we take to be the 
soul, Crick argues, is nothing more than a 
complex network of neurons. We are to the 
very core physical beings that have somehow 
deceived ourselves into believing that we are 
something more, something non-material, 
something transcendent. That is the prejudice, 
of course, which Crick is trying to overcome 
by gallantly stating that science should explore 
the question of consciousness with as much 
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dedication as we have the sky, the atom, and 
the evolution of life. And what Crick thinks we 
will eventually discover is a physical basis for 
consciousness, something which resides in the 
parallel processing of a vast neural internet. As 
Crick so astutely puts it:  

The Astonishing Hypothesis is that "You," 
your joys and your sorrows, your memories 
and your ambitions, your sense of personal 
identity and free will, are in fact no more than 
the behavior of a vast assembly of nerve cells 
and their associated molecules. As Lewis 
Carroll's Alice might have phrased it: "you're 
nothing but a pack of neurons." This hypothe-
sis is so alien to the ideas of most people alive 
today that it can be truly called astonishing.  

Now on the surface of it, Crick's argument 
seems so obvious as not to be very astonishing 
at all, especially when we realize that every 
great discovery in science has been grounded, 
so to say, in some simpler material structure. 
Cells turned out are cast from molecules; 
molecules from atoms; atoms from electrons, 
protons, and neutrons. Even questions as 
profound as what is life? (Also the title of a 
highly influential book by the famed physicist 
Erwin Schrodinger) which plagued biologists 
during the early and mid part of this century 
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turned out to have a physical, if minute, 
answer: the D.N.A. molecule. Yet, many 
thought the answer would never be found 
because life was something vitalistic, something 
non-material, something science could not 
identify. As it turns out, though, every endea-
vor to locate the secrets of the universe hinge 
on focusing first and foremost on the empirical 
realm. As Crick sees it, why shouldn't con-
sciousness have a physical basis? Hearing does. 
Seeing does. Why not being as well?  

To Crick's credit and unlike that of Daniel 
Dennett's over-hyped and under-documented 
Consciousness Explained, he does not claim to 
have the final answer to the mystery of aware-
ness; rather, he wants to posit a well-thought 
out blueprint on how neurons could produce 
something as unlikely as self-reflective con-
sciousness. Crick does this by centering on 
how we see things, since vision is such an 
elemental part of most individual‟s day to day 
world. As Crick explains:  

The mental picture that most of us have is 
that there is a little man (or woman) some-
where inside our brain who is following (or, at 
least trying hard to follow) what is going on. I 
shall call this the Fallacy of the Homunculus 
(homunculus is Latin for "little man"). Many 
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people do indeed feel this way--and that fact, in 
due course, will itself need an explanation--but 
our Astonishing Hypothesis states that this is 
not the case. Loosely speaking, it says that "it's 
all done by neurons."  

Crick isn't simply being glib when he says 
that neurons are the basic unit by which we 
should understand the profound display of 
awareness. Keep in mind, it was this very sort 
of radical reductionism which led to the 
discovery of the double helix molecule. 
Without such a positivistic, empirical approach, 
there wouldn't be a genome project, much less 
the amazing discoveries--almost monthly--of 
how and where certain diseases are located and 
copied in our genetic code. To be sure, Crick is 
a thoroughly materialistic scientist, always 
grounding his insights in the observable world, 
but shouldn't we all be to some extent given 
the wonderful successes of just such a posture? 
True we may not like the implications of 
Crick's hypothesis (as Patricia Churchland so 
exquisitely sums it, "we are simply three 
pounds of glorious meat, wonder tissue"), but 
can we escape its factual elegance? Even now, 
as I type these lines on the computer, if I close 
my eyes just for a second the whole visual 
world collapses into darkness. Why? A very 
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thin layer of skin (my eye lids ) have sealed off 
the infusing light so that my eye (no pun 
intended) can no longer transfigure the incom-
ing data. I have gone blind temporarily not 
because of karma, not because of some sort of 
sin, not because of God intervening, but 
because of a very ordinary physical happening. 
. . I blinked. If blinking can cause the bright 
universe to go dark, is it really a stretch of our 
imagination to believe that consciousness is the 
outcome of chemical-electrical processes in the 
brain? I think not. Indeed, it takes a much 
greater investment in faith to believe that "I" 
am something more than neurons firing.  

Crick even has the audacity to claim that he 
might have discovered where "free will" is 
located in the brain: “My first assumption was 
that part of one's brain is concerned with 
making plans for future actions, without 
necessarily carrying them out. I also assumed 
that one can be conscious of such plans--that 
is, that they are subject to at least immediate 
recall. My second assumption was that one is 
not conscious of the „computations‟ done by 
this part of the brain but only of the „decisions‟ 
it makes--that is, its plans. Of course, these 
computations will depend on the structure of 
that part of the brain (derived epigenetically 
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and partly from past experience) and on its 
current inputs from other parts of the brain. 
My third assumption was that the decision to 
act on one plan or another is also subject to 
the same limitations. In other words, one has 
immediate recall of what is decided but not of 
the computations that went into the decision, 
even though one may be aware of a plan to 
move. Then such a machine (this was the word 
I used in my letter) will appear to itself to have 
Free Will provided it can personify its beha-
vior--that is, it has an image of „itself.‟ The 
actual cause of the decision may be clear cut 
[Patricia Churchland's addition], or it may be 
deterministic but chaotic--that is, a very small 
perturbation may make a big difference to the 
end result. This would give the appearance of 
the Will being "free" since it would make the 
outcome essentially unpredictable . . . Such a 
machine can attempt to explain to itself why it 
make a certain choice (by using introspection). 
Sometimes it may reach the correct conclusion. 
At other times it will either not know or, more 
likely, will confabulate, because it has no 
conscious knowledge of the "reason" for the 
choice. This implies that there must be a 
mechanism for confabulation, meaning that 
given a certain amount of evidence, which may 
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or may not be misleading, part of the brain will 
jump to the simplest conclusion. As we have 
seen, this can happen all too easily . . . Free 
Will [it appears] is located in or near the 
anterior cingulate sulcus.” 

Crick may turn out to be wrong in the de-
tails of his theory (if God resides in the details, 
as the popular saying goes, so does our under-
standing of awareness), but I think he is right 
on the mark to focus our aim in the direction 
of the neural pathways of the brain. If we do 
not follow such a materialist paradigm to 
understand consciousness, we may be then left 
with the likes of Shirley and crew telling us to 
find our true selves (along with Elvis presuma-
bly) in the higher astral worlds. . . no doubt at 
the added expense of having to attend some 
New Age seminar first to get the "correct" 
directions. On the other hand, the scientific 
search for the soul, according to Crick, will end 
up not finding one, but will instead reveal that 
we are, in sum, nothing more and nothing less 
than neural surfers riding stimulus waves in the 
cerebral hemispheres. As a surfer myself of 
ocean waves, I think Crick will eventually be 
proven correct.  

Note:  Not surprisingly, the only major ob-
jection I have with Crick's book, The Astonish-
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ing Hypothesis, is his section, albeit brief, on 
animal testing. Writes Crick, "Even if new 
methods are devised, so that much better 
neuroanatomy can be done on humans, there 
are still many key experiments that can only be 
performed on animals. Most of these experi-
ments produce little if any pain, but when they 
are over (in some cases they may last for 
months), it is usually necessary to sacrifice the 
animal, again quite painlessly. The animal rights 
movement is surely correct in insisting that 
animals be treated humanely and as a result of 
their efforts animals in laboratories are now 
looked after somewhat better than they were in 
the past. But it is sentimental to idealize 
animals. The life of an animal in the wild, 
whether carnivore or herbivore, is often brutal 
and short compared to its life in captivity. Nor 
is it reasonable to claim that since both animals 
and humans are "part of Nature" that they 
should be entitled to exactly equal treatment. 
Does a gorilla really deserve a university 
education? It demeans our unique human 
capabilities to insist that animals should be 
treated precisely the same way as human 
beings. They should be certainly handled 
humanely, but it shows a distorted sense of 
values to put them on the same level as 
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humans." Here Crick's reasoning is not only 
fallacious (granting a gorilla entrance rights to 
the University of California is one thing; killing 
him or her is quite another), but ethnocentric 
to the extreme. If, as Crick argues, we are 
nothing more than sophisticated neural 
chemistry, then how many neurons does an 
animal need in order to have its life not 
terminated for scientific research? One hun-
dred thousand? One million? Crick's argument 
is inane; especially when we consider that our 
DNA code is almost identical (99%) to that of 
chimpanzees. Sorry about that "cheetah," but 
your one percent shy on the genetic test. Off 
to the death camps for you! Our use of the 
word laboratory, from the living perspective of 
the animal, is simply a euphemism for incarce-
ration, occasional torture, and death. I would 
love to see how Crick would plead his case to a 
species (exo-biological in origin, presumably) 
which had a more developed brain than 
himself. He probably couldn't communicate to 
them, though, since they most likely would not 
understand his "primitive" cries. Poor human, 
not enough neurons--off to the "laboratory" 
for him. 

 





 

 

Chapter Three: Perfect Gurus?  

It seems obvious that our gurus, prophets, 
and sages are much more human than we wish 
to believe. Yet, despite all the indicative 
signposts which clearly demonstrate the 
frailties of our beloved religious figures, we 
persist in inflating them to wholly unreasonable 
heights of glory.  

One of the more celebrated, if inappro-
priate, honorifics we have bestowed on our 
chosen gurus is the term "Perfect Master." It 
may be one thing to call a teacher a master (he 
or she may know more than us in a certain 
subject), but it is quite another to call such 
mastery "perfect." The first and most trouble-
some problem is one of definition: what do we 
actually mean by "perfect"? My sense is that we 
fundamentally misunderstand the honorific 
and we do not fully understand the implica-
tions involved when applying such terms to 
living human beings. My argument is a very 
simple one: The guru is not perfect, at least not 
in the ways that we may assume. But despite 
the fact that we can easily demonstrate the 
limitations and fallibilities of our gurus, we 
somehow hold on to the naive concept that a 
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Guru can be an all-knowing and all-powerful 
being.  

In writing this series I had two options: 1) 
to write a third person narrative and keep a 
somewhat detached voice, pointing out the 
inherent mistakes we make when saying the 
Guru is God; or 2) writing a first person 
narrative, more or less, in which I take my own 
spiritual tradition to task by citing certain 
empirical examples of how the guru is not all-
knowing or all-powerful. I have opted for the 
latter course, knowing full well that I am going 
to offend many people in the process, particu-
larly my friends and maybe even myself. But let 
me say right at the outset that I am not anti-
guru or anti shabd yoga. Rather, I am very very 
fond of my own guru and my own path, but I 
have come to realize that there is way too 
much hyperbole and too much ideological 
work going on when it comes to "Perfect" 
Masters. In short, if I may invoke the vernacu-
lar, this subject of "Perfect" gurus is replete 
with B.S.--so much so that clear thinking on 
the subject has given way to cultic silliness.  

I think we are much better served by criti-
cally accepting the humanness of our "Perfect" 
gurus than in intellectually torturing ourselves 
with spiritual gymnastics, such as: "No, my 
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guru is not yawning because he is tired [God 
can't yawn], but because he is swallowing up 
the disciples' karmas [yep, this was told to me 
in India by an earnest devotee who didn't blink 
in the telling.] Let us start with the first order 
of silliness: The Master has a "Perfect" Body.  

1. Although a large number of devotees in 
shabd yoga traditions will accept the physical 
limitations of their respective gurus, there is 
still a significant contingency which will 
implicitly (and, at times, explicitly) argue that 
the guru does indeed have a "perfect" body 
(whatever that may mean?). I still fondly recall 
meeting a young man who got really upset and 
left his spiritual path after finding out that his 
guru was bald. He told me that a true guru 
cannot go bald and when he saw his guru 
without his turban he was shocked  ...  No hair! 
When I tried to counter argue with him that 
the guru's body is just that ... a body like yours 
or mine, he didn't buy it. In fact, he went on: 
"Yea, not only is my guru bald, but he also 
wears glasses. How can God wear glasses?"  

2. It so happens that many middle-aged 
gurus have a bulging waistline. They have what 
my father had: a growing pouch! But, unlike 
my father, who knew his increasing girth was 
due to late night binges of ice cream and candy 
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bars, certain disciples feel that the guru is fat 
for a spiritual reason. You see, it is just not 
kosher to say, "Yea, my guru is getting fat; he 
likes to eat and doesn't get much exercise" (a 
pretty solid explanation). Rather, some argue 
that there must be a "higher" reason or mean-
ing. These range from: "Oh, he awakened his 
kundalini and that is why his stomach is pot 
shaped; when the shaktipat arises, the stomach 
protrudes." "My guru is not fat! He is literally 
eating the disciple‟s karmas in his own sto-
mach." "The God-man is not fat. He is full of 
life in the solar plexus."  

3. I have met a number of gurus (whose 
disciples claim that they are God in the flesh), 
who have been physically ill or sick. I remem-
ber meeting with Agam Prasad Mathur at his 
home in Peepal Mandi, Agra, India, and 
noticed that he was not feeling well. Now from 
my perspective it looked like Agam was 
suffering from a bad cold or flu. I felt sorry for 
him since his health was not up to par. Yet, his 
disciples didn't say "Yea, guru has a bad cold." 
Rather, there were all sorts of dramatic expla-
nations revolving around karma. "You see, 
Dave, the Master is taking on the karmas of his 
disciples and he is literally paying off their debt 
in his own body. He is so compassionate. The 
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Master himself, of course, never suffers. He is 
always enjoying the divine inner bliss." Well, 
that's a nice way of "explaining way" Agam's 
obvious suffering, but such metaphysical 
trapeze work seems to me a long-winded way 
of avoiding the obvious: The guru is sick! 
That's okay, most of us get sick from time to 
time, but we don't need to resort to non 
credible theories for why we are sick. Indeed, if 
the guru's body is simply the manifestation of 
"eating karma" then when he is healthy it is no 
different than when he was sick. Yet, it is 
precisely when he is sick that the disciple 
wheels out the elaborate explanation for why 
he is in such a state.  

In the Sociology of Knowledge there is a 
nice phrase for this kind of posturing: "Ideo-
logical Work"--the attempt to reconcile a 
discrepancy between theory and praxis. That is, 
what do you when your theology demands a 
certain ideal and the actual example of it 
cannot and does not live up to it? One then is 
forced by the searing breach to engage in 
ideological work. The bigger the gap between 
the ideal and the example and the more 
mentalist footwork that is demanded. For 
instance, if you one is brought up in a spiritual 
tradition where the guru is seen as merely 
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mortal there is not much difficulty when he or 
she gets a cold/flu. Hey, she's just sick. No 
need to elaborate. But in traditions where the 
guru is elevated to Almighty status there can be 
potential difficulties when the guru shows signs 
of physical weakness.  

I remember noting that one esteemed guru 
in India seemed to get regularly ill after con-
ducting mass initiations. The "unofficial" buzz 
around the ashram was that the guru was 
"taking" on the new initiates' karma. Naturally, 
I had a different hunch of the situation. I 
noticed that thousands of people would get 
really close to him during this time and, 
invariably, a few of them had colds or other 
contagious ailments. I thought to myself that 
this was the underlying cause for the guru's 
illness, since I even seem more prone to getting 
colds and the like after interacting with large 
groups of people (particularly when dealing 
with college students in conferences).  

Then there are those "embarrassing" things 
that gurus do, like pick their nose. In India, 
especially in the Punjab, I have noticed a lot of 
gurus picking their nose (and I do mean 
"picking"!). Why? It's dusty. Now this is where 
I would expect some "karmic relief" theory to 
be brought out. "No, the guru is picking away 
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at dirt of our soul and his nose is simply the 
symbol of it." However, I have yet to hear a 
karmic explanation for nose picking. Maybe it 
is too obvious or too personal or too funky. 
But I most certainly do hear karmic theories 
for colds, for yawning, for back troubles, etc. 
My sense is that some things are too bodily 
obvious to demand any ideological work. "No, 
the guru doesn't pee for himself. He is simply 
whizzing our sins down the toilet."  

4. Let's talk about how gurus eat. I have a 
dear memory of my own guru eating a particu-
larly sweet Indian delicacy known as a jellebi. 
He seemed to genuinely relish it. I like jellebis 
myself; especially when they are fresh and hot, 
so I had no trouble "understanding" why he 
enjoyed the dessert . . . they are good!  

But when I talked later about my guru's 
eating habits, one disciple chimed in and said, 
"No, the guru doesn't even taste food; he does 
not allow his consciousness to descend below 
Trikuti (the second inner region in the cosmol-
ogy of neo-santism). Thus he is only aware of 
those things beyond the senses/mind." Yea, 
sure, so that's why he is eating the sweetest 
thing on the menu, bro, and probably the least 
healthy as well.  
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I have a truly simple explanation for the 
guru's eating habits: he eats what he likes just 
as most of do (with exceptions like diets or 
being forced to eat my mom's cooking). Kirpal 
Singh liked to drink Coca Cola and not just 
one or two. If I remember Robert Leverant's 
story correctly (when you are 40+ the memory 
is the first to go, along with one's surfing 
skills), Kirpal Singh had a case of Cokes placed 
under his podium when he was conducting 
initiation. Now for a coke addict like myself 
(Coca Cola, not Pepsi, not LadyLee, not R.C., 
not Jolt), I was quite impressed with this story. 
It actually made me think higher of Kirpal 
Singh. I thought it was cool that he drank Coke 
and drank lots of it. Coca Cola is divine nectar 
. . . the carbonation, the burn, the hit, the right 
sweetness, the rupture of bubbles where even 
Jesus appears.... Oh, sorry, I am getting off 
track. But for some disciples (not Robert 
Leverant who had no problem with it) Kirpal 
Singh's Coke drinking "needed" explaining. 
The God-man can't just drink Coca Cola 
(please note, it was not Pepsi!) for its own sake, 
but there has to be some deeper or higher 
purpose for it. I got one: he was thirsty.  

Ajaib Singh, one of Kirpal Singh's more 
celebrated successors, drank a Campa Cola 
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right in front of me (coca cola had been 
banned by this time--1978--and one could only 
get it on the black market.... Don't ask how "I" 
know). I could tell by watching him that he dug 
it and he drank it in one huge gulp. I didn't 
dare ask him "why" since I wanted one too. 
Then Ajaib Singh let out an apparently satisfy-
ing burp. Totally understandable. Any divine 
reasons? I got one: too much gas.  

I have yet to meet a Perfect Master who 
has a "perfect" mind. As Wilber once rightly 
stated (I am paraphrasing): "I have never seen 
a perfect guru run a sub 4 minute mile with his 
'perfect' body or explain Einstein's theory of 
relativity with his 'perfect' mind." Faqir Chand 
point blank stated that he "didn't know" when 
his form appeared to disciples worldwide, 
whether in meditation, in times of distress, or 
even in dreams. Faqir argued that these 
projections were products of one's own mind 
(lower or higher, dream or astral, etc.) and that 
the guru herself does not consciously project in 
the mind of the neophyte. Indeed, the guru 
may not even have a clue that the disciple is 
thinking about him/her.  

I recall getting a phone call from a Catholic 
woman in Oklahoma, I believe, who got my 
number from the editors of FATE magazine. 
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Apparently, she had been praying/meditating 
one day and she had a vision of a guru with a 
long white beard and turban who informed her 
that she would learn more about him that day. 
Later she happened to pick up a copy of Fate 
magazine which contained an article I wrote 
entitled 'The Enchanted Land' which described 
my visits with various shabd yoga gurus in 
India. When she saw the picture of Charan 
Singh that accompanied the article she was 
thrilled, since--as she alleges--it was this same 
Charan Singh who had appeared to her during 
her prayer/meditation. So enthralled in fact 
that she tracked me down and asked for more 
information. Being somewhat skeptical by 
nature of transpersonal or paranormal happen-
ings (even when connected with my path), I 
advised her to write a letter to Charan Singh 
about it and ask his opinion. She did and a few 
weeks later he wrote her a long reply in which 
he stated that the vision was, more or less, a 
projection of her own mind and that he had 
nothing to do with it.  

I realize that Parapsychological and Occult 
literature is replete with "knowing" bilocations, 
but my hunch is that even if we accept some of 
these as authentic (and that is, of course, a 
huge leap; better to closely examine the 
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conditions and the context surrounding the 
transmundane happening), the vast majority of 
inner visions and the like are indubitably linked 
with our own (and not some exterior) con-
sciousness. I don't think the Virgin Mary is on 
hold right now waiting to be called so that she 
can make an appearance on a flour tortilla 
somewhere; moreover, I don't think Elvis is 
hanging out at the end of the tunnel to greet 
his followers.  What you see is what you bring 
to the neurological/mystical (you choose) 
picnic. The Galaxy of Cosmic characters, I 
would imagine, are not baking pie waiting for 
some glub from Duarte to have a car accident 
just so they can make a "Divine" appearance. 
Now this whole issue hovers around a more 
cardinal principle in shabd yoga: the apparent 
"all-knowingness" of the Perfect Master.  

In my twenty plus years in this field I have 
seen nothing of the kind. I have seen, of 
course, some really impressive people and 
some really beautiful acts of kindness (free 
food, free hospitals, free eye camps, etc.), but I 
have yet to see an airtight case for "all kno-
wingness." I have seen too many examples of 
unknowingness and no facade of "humility" 
can fully cover it up. And that is not to fault 
the guru in question (since in some cases he or 
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she was chosen for the role against his/her will 
or desire; just read Treasure Beyond Measure 
for an illustration of this), but the theological 
constraints which do not allow for letting the 
guru be just as he is: a human being. It is their 
"humanity" manifested in good acts or kind 
gestures or selfless service which is truly 
impressive, not the unproven idea that they are 
All-Powerful and All-Knowing. If such gurus 
are, in fact, All-Knowing they do a lousy job of 
showing it.  

How else can we explain the following: 1. 
an esteemed Master mistaking Disneyland's 
fake flowers for real ones (this interesting 
moment is captured on film)? 2. A Master 
addressing a woman as sir, only to be corrected 
by the woman in public. 3. A Master instruct-
ing a woman in a letter to talk with her college 
teacher before writing him in the first place. 
(The glitch here is that the woman did talk with 
me first and I told her to write to him!) 4. A 
Master forgetting that the person he is talking 
with had already been initiated by him (He 
queried, "How do you know the five names if 
you have not been initiated?" His reply, "But I 
was!") 5. A Master incorrectly stating facts and 
dates of history, only to be corrected by a 
member of the audience. 6. A Master writing 
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about a genealogical connection between gurus 
and stating it as fact only to have future 
scholars prove that the assertion is historically 
impossible. I could go on, and these are merely 
minor incidents to be sure, but the list of 
examples is huge. Of course, all of this is 
"normal" if we accept the idea that the guru is 
human. But it becomes downright strange if we 
think the Guru is All-Knowing because then 
we are stuck with lots of explaining to do 
(Ideological Work 101!), the very thing we 
shouldn't have to do if the Guru demonstrated 
his/her all-knowingness. And the claim that 
the guru is merely being humble just doesn't 
pass the litmus test, because more often than 
not that simple humility can be re-translated as 
outright lying. I have talked with lots of shabd 
yoga gurus in my time and though a few are 
genuinely brilliant, it does so happen that even 
their verbal responses are error prone.... Again, 
completely normal IF we accept them as 
humans; completely AB-normal if we think 
they are God.  

I just don't get it. If the Perfect Master is 
one with Anami Purush (the Transcendental 
Lord), then why does he give a crap about 
some junky property in Agra, India? You see, 
there has been a decade‟s long legal battle (and 
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occasional fist-fight) between two Radhasoami 
groups (now known as Soami Bagh and Dayal 
Bagh) in Agra, India, over worship rights at 
Shiv Dayal Singh's samadh. They have gone to 
Indian courts over this matter for some fifty 
plus years; it makes the length of the O.J. trials 
seem like nano-seconds in comparison. And 
what are these "lineages of Perfect Masters" 
fighting over? Real estate. That‟s right, who 
owns what and who has the rights to utilize 
such. Hey, I have been to Soami Bagh and 
Dayal Bagh and let me tell you: it's not La Jolla, 
my huqqa smoking chums. It's not even El 
Cajon. It's dirt and lots of it.... Okay, there is 
this half-built samadh that is a wanna-be Taj 
Mahal that is probably never going to get 
finished..... But who cares? Geez, if you have 
access to "ALL" the REAL STATES (pun 
intended) of EVERY Known and Unknown 
Cosmos, I think it just might be possible to 
practice a little "detachment" and let go of the 
spiritual parking lot, huh? The fact that these 
"Perfect" Masters are NOT letting go of the 
lawsuits or the real (I am tempted to say 
"illusory") estate speaks volumes to me perso-
nally. It sounds awful human to me and no 
matter how you slice it, the Soami Bagh/Dayal 
Bagh duel is human greed at its worst, except 
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that it‟s disguised under "spiritual" worship 
rights. Typical human stupidity cannot be 
acknowledged for what is in these turf wars. 
Instead it has to be dressed up in theological 
garb as if the Ultimate State of the Cosmos 
really depended upon some shitty piece of 
property in Uttar Pradesh.  

You know it is time for a Sant Mat Group 
to call it quits when it has to spend much of its 
time suing others over property rights. I would 
be impressed if just one of these groups would 
say, "Hey, you take the fudging land; we'll 
meditate instead." Hasn't happened, though; I 
guess those "inner" lights just don't compare 
with that water view over the polluted Jumm-
na. Gotta have that unobstructed vision of the 
Baby Taj … Yea, right. And if these guys can 
be so anal retentive about a dirt lot, then I am 
downright scared to hang out with these 
luminaries in Sach Khand. I can see it now: 
"Hey, Kabir, get your hands off my Guru Wha 
Chew or I am going to kick your shabd filled 
agam butt all the way to Anami Lok, where you 
are just some nameless glob of infinite light. 
Dig?" "Woe, Nanak man, I told you that if you 
tried surfing at my Celestial Bhanwar Break 
that I was going to take you to the Court of Sat 
Purush … And, by the way, is it true you 
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smoked a tobacco pipe when you were on 
earth?"  

Oops, get lost in strange sub-references 
again. If Sant Mat is a structural science (an 
inherent higher potential within every human 
being, regardless of caste/creed/race/cola 
affiliation), as the various "Perfect" Masters 
proclaim, and not merely a cultural club to win 
property and influence friends, then they 
should start acting like it. Lighten up about the 
world-wide build up of property. Lighten up 
about trying to "trademark" shabd yoga terms 
(yes, even certain groups in India are following 
the capitalistic model). Lighten up about trying 
to "control" the free flow of information (just 
try reading the history of shabd yoga from one 
of the respective lineages.... Tell me how much 
you "learn" about the other groups. Not much, 
I can assure you.). Lighten up because accord-
ing to your own philosophy, the ultimate goal 
is not this place, but it radical transcendence. If 
transcendence is the case, then it is a bit mind 
boggling to see how much concern there is in 
"trademarks," "property rights," "money seva," 
and "litigation over willed estates." To be sure, 
I understand why organizations indulge in such 
actions, but I don't think it exemplifies the 
"universal" teachings by trying to mimic 
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XEROX or IBM or MICROSOFT. If my 
metaphorical friend Kabir was to reincarnate 
again (literalists beware, I am indulging in a 
parable) and he saw what has happened, I get a 
sneaky suspicion that he would be the first to 
throw rocks at the ashram's wall, perhaps 
shouting cryptically: "What does real estate got 
to do with going within? What do trademarks 
got to do with perennial truths? Why are 
Perfect Masters suing each other and their 
disciples in courts?" He may just say, "Hey, 
shut up and meditate."  

Faqir Chand once commented to me that 
most of the "Perfect" Masters that he knew 
died in very "imperfect" ways. Faqir, to his 
credit, was merely stating the obvious and, 
unlike many of his counterparts, he saw no 
reason to lamely justify a dying guru's illness 
under the pretext that he/she was doing a 
"karmic readjustment." Sawan Singh died of 
cancer; Kirpal Singh had prostate surgery; 
Charan Singh had heart problems; Jagat Singh 
was ill for much his tenure. People die; "Per-
fect" masters die. That "cancer" or "heart 
problems" or "prostrate difficulties" is due to 
carrying the disciples' load of karma seems to 
me an unnecessary way to rationalize the 
humanness of how all gurus have died.  
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Faqir Chand didn't "know" exactly when 
he was going to die, nor do I suspect that most 
gurus. If Faqir Chand "knew" then he certainly 
did a good job of hiding it from me. I talked 
with him on the phone just a few weeks before 
he died. He called me at my mom's house late 
one evening and we had a delightful conversa-
tion and I even made it a point to ask him 
about his health: he said that despite being 
older and weaker he was otherwise doing fine. 
Just a couple of days later though he had a 
cardiac arrest and went into a coma. It is true 
that Faqir gave some signs that he was going to 
die (ranging from the often told story of how 
Faqir informed his friend in Delhi that he was 
going to come back in a black box from the 
USA to his lucid awareness just moments 
before expiring), but I don't think he knew 
"exactly" and "precisely" when he was going to 
die. Do we?  

Okay, I am sure there are some who have a 
better idea of when they are going to transpire 
than others (geez my own brother had a pretty 
good hunch and told me so), but I don't think 
the track record of "Perfect" Masters is that 
much better than plain ordinary folk. The 
primary difference, I have noticed, is that 
disciples just won't allow for "unknowingness" 
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when it comes to their respective gurus dying. 
Rarely do I hear the following: "Yea, my guru 
died completely unexpectedly--we didn't have a 
clue and neither did he!" Instead we get lots of 
hagiography, the almost immediate embellish-
ment of stories of how the guru "really" did 
know but just gave hints. Darshan Singh was a 
genuinely nice person and almost everybody I 
know who knew him liked him. But when he 
died in May of 1989 it came as a big surprise to 
even his close associates. Indeed, he had even 
planned for a summer tour in the USA and 
thousands of dollars was spent promoting his 
tour (with his picture, by the way). Now I am 
confident that disciples of Darshan Singh 
would argue that their Master really had 
planned his exit all along. But that's not what it 
looks like from the outside. 

Thus, what do we really have here? Un-
knowing gurus posing as "knowing" masters 
and caught in the crossfire are naive and 
unsuspecting seekers (of all ages and from all 
sorts of backgrounds) believing that these very 
human beings are divinely connected. Unplug 
the projections and untie the turban. The guru 
is human, the guru is human. That mantra is 
the rational chant of those who have realized 
that Toto is the great revealer of the puffery 
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and showmanship of the Wizard of Oz. And 
what did Toto reveal? That the "Great" Wizard 
was a small man hiding behind a curtain. Or, 
more precisely to fit in with our analogy, the 
Guru has NO turban and all the images we 
project upon him or her are, at the end of the 
day, our own. The real guru, if there is such a 
beast, will perform dastarbandi (the turban 
tying ceremony) on YOU and not on himself. 



 

 

Chapter Four: Ken Wilber & Da 

First of all, this series is designed to point 
out the fundamental weaknesses that I see in 
Ken Wilber's work and, to some degree, in the 
whole transpersonal psychology movement.  

However, I should state right from the 
outset that I have tremendous respect for Ken 
Wilber and his books. I have used Wilber's 
ideas since I first started teaching in 1979. In 
almost all of my philosophy and religious 
studies classes (from high school to college to 
graduate studies) Ken Wilber's spectrum 
psychology has been instrumental. In the late 
1980s I even taught two or three graduate level 
courses devoted entirely to Wilberian thought. 
At MSAC this past year we have read Sex, 
Spirituality, and Ecology and a Brief History of 
Everything in my Introduction to Philosophy 
and Introduction to Major World Religions 
classes. I pride myself on having read almost 
everything Wilber has ever publicly published.  

Moreover, my critique of Wilber can also 
be applied with double force to many of my 
early writings. What I accuse Wilber of—gross, 
or should I say spiritual? exaggeration—is 
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precisely what I have been (perhaps still am) 
guilty of.  

Quite simply, it is the tendency to "inflate," 
to "exaggerate," to "hype" those things which 
are not yet knowable. It is, in sum, the inclina-
tion to indulge in spiritual hyperbole, gross 
exaggerations that do not (perhaps cannot) 
convey the precision necessary for the progres-
sion of transpersonal psychology as a science.  

Wilber exaggerates and he exaggerates way 
too much, especially on matters of ultimate 
importance. I don't think he does it intention-
ally (I am not accusing Wilber of dishonesty), 
but I do think it fundamentally taints his work 
to such an extent that most reductionistic 
scientists—a phrase I use approvingly—cannot 
distinguish Wilberian gems from Wilberian 
rubbish.  

I write this critique not so much to "dis" 
Wilber (I will always eagerly await any new 
tome from his pen), but to rather frame what I 
think limits the import of his research on the 
harder sciences.  

On a more personal note, I think Ken Wil-
ber is a delightful fellow. He is, unquestionably, 
one very bright guy and I consider myself 
fortunate to have had the pleasure of dining 
with him (and his beautiful late wife, Treya).  
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I also want to underline that my criticisms 
of his work can also be applied to much of my 
writing and perhaps too many of the writers in 
the Transpersonal Movement. 

Ken Wilber says the following statement 
about the spiritual teacher Adi Da (a.k.a. 
Franklin Jones, Bubba Free John, Da Free 
John, Da Love Ananda, Da Avabhasa, Satguru 
Da, and just plain Da):  

This is not merely my personal opinion; 
this is a perfectly obvious fact, available to 
anyone of intelligence, sensitivity, and integrity: 
The Dawn Horse Testament is the most 
ecstatic, most profound, most complete, most 
radical, and most comprehensive single 
spiritual text ever to be penned and confessed 
by the Human Transcendental Spirit. That 
seems an objective fact; here is my own 
personal and humbler opinion. I am honored 
(even awed) to be allowed in its Presence, to 
listen to and Hear the Potent Message of the 
Heart-Master Da. How can the soul not bow 
down to such a Message? What other is the 
appropriate response? How can I not say what 
I am saying? How, in the face of such a 
Testament, can we possible justify neglect?  

At the very least, it is perfectly obvious that 
there is now no excuse whatsoever for any 
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intelligent and spiritually-minded person, of 
whatever persuasion, not to be at least a 
student (or one who simply studies the Written 
Teachings) of Master Da Free John. The days 
of denial are over; this nonsense of neglect 
cannot continue, with any rational reason. I ask 
my friends, my students, my readers, even my 
casual acquaintances, to see and recognize 
and—above all—confess the Realization that 
Master Da is.  

I do not understand why so many thou-
sands of people—who have heartily expressed 
to me the opinion that my own written works 
express great clarity, judgment, and under-
standing—balk and look in disbelief when I 
speak ecstatically of the Heart Master Da. It is 
as if my friends believe everything I say except 
that Master Da is a genuine Adept, Free at the 
Heart, Confessed in Radiance, Transcendent to 
it all. How has my judgment suddenly lapsed in 
regard to this Man? I am as certain of this Man 
as I am of anything I have written—in fact, as 
certain as I am of my own hand (which 
apparently claps by itself in solitude when it 
comes to this Great Issue). So I make only one 
request: if you do only one thing to test my 
judgment in this matter, please read this The 
Dawn Horse Testament cover to cover (and I 
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mean cover to cover), and then I will be glad to 
argue with you if you still wish—but not 
before. And, I think, we will then see who the 
Master of the Heart really is. Is that not fair? 
Read this Man, Listen to this Man, Hear this 
Man, then See Him. And then, I think, you will 
stand Smiling. What else do you really want? 
What else can I say?  

[Yea, right, Ken.... By what yardstick? 
Herpes transmitter? Fat boy chronicles? Amyl 
Nitrate addiction? Wife Beating? Dildo Predi-
lection? Capitalization Freak? Purveyor of 
Other People's Wives and Girlfriends? Mukta-
nanda's Letter Successor? Crazy Wisdom and 
Let's Smoke, Drink, and Party While My 
Disciples Fast? Porno Production Coordina-
tor? Urine Drinker? Get Pissed When My New 
Girlfriend Leaves? Perpetually Out of Money, 
but Hey Donate To My Name? Biography 
Evolution—Only the Facts will be Changed? 
Settle Lawsuits Out of Court Guru? Mentally 
and Physically and Sexually Humiliate Female 
Disciples? The Pouting Master—Geez, Why 
Doesn't Anybody Listen to Me? Why Don't 
They Believe I am God?  

Oops, I got carried away there (by the way, 
every one of the previous statements I just 
slandered Da with has a documented source: 
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see Scott Lowe's "The Strange Case of Franklin 
Jones" or the numerous exposés of Da in the 
San Francisco Chronicle [1985 was not a good 
year for Franklin/Da]).  

Okay, I think you can see why Wilber has 
been accused of gross exaggerations, especially 
in light of his praise of Da Free John. But let's 
be systematic and let's see why Wilber's 
commentary is mostly silly puffery.  

1. Wilber says that The Dawn Horse Tes-
tament is, in essence, the greatest spiritual book 
of all time. Well, he does not know this. What 
he does know is that of all the thousands of 
books "he" has read in his lifetime (sorry, 
previous reading in previous lives doesn't 
count here), he is most impressed with this text 
by Da.  

That's an important difference, and not just 
some trivial pettiness on my part. Indeed, I 
have been guilty of the same indulgent hyper-
bole in my book reviews in FATE in the mid-
1980s (see the New Age in Review), but such 
stupid leaps of praise should be pointed out. 
Thus, Wilber would be more honest, more 
precise, and more believable if he simply 
stated, "Hey, this is the best book I have read."  

2. Just by way of contrast, having read The 
Dawn Horse Testament myself (cover to 
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cover, as Wilber implores), I was just not that 
impressed. I like Da's books as well and for my 
money I think the Paradox of Instruction is a 
much better book: tighter, more focused, and a 
lot fewer irritating capital letters to distract the 
reader (sorry Da, but your postmodern attempt 
at revamping English doesn't work for me; try 
the Internet and hyperlinks).  

Thus on even this score, since I have read 
almost every available Da book since 1973, 
Wilber's "ontological" statement about The 
Dawn Horse Testament being the greatest is 
suspect. And I am reasonably certain that I am 
not alone in this regard (why else would Wilber 
vent?).  

3. Wilber continues in his praise and says 
that the book's greatness is a "perfectly ob-
vious fact." No, actually, it seems like a subjec-
tive opinion and one which Wilber is naturally 
entitled to, but to then hype his opinion and 
skirt the issue of objectivity is arbitrary and 
sophomoric. If Da's writings are indeed so 
"amazingly true" then Wilber's endorsement 
adds zip to the argument. In surfing parlance, a 
thirty foot wave at Pipeline (I know such 
beasts are rare.... let's say twenty foot) doesn't 
need a testimonial. When it arrives, you get 
worked. It has an objectivity to it that is 
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empirically verifiable. Wilber, on the other 
hand, has simply been impressed by a book, 
which if his analogy were correct, should be 
similar to the wave at Pipeline. But it is not. 
Why? Because the claims that Wilber makes 
about Da have yet to be verified (I wonder if 
they can be verified at all?). Instead of limiting 
his praise to the realm of opinion, Wilber 
argues that he has somehow tapped into the 
spiritual attainments of this man....  

As I mentioned to Wilber in print and in 
person (I first wrote the "Paradox of Da Free 
John" back in 1985 as a direct response to 
Wilber's hype) just because one writes well 
does not mean by extension that he is an 
embodiment of the highest truth or realization. 
He could be quite the opposite. Wilber repeat-
edly confuses the message with the medium, 
believing that if someone writes well or 
beautifully or transcendentally that he/she is a 
Master by virtue of it. Well, given that modus 
operandi, then Alan Watts was an enlightened 
being (just tell that to his ex-wives and his 
drinking buddies in Marin County). No, Alan 
was a good writer.... Just like Wilber is a good 
writer. But that does not make Wilber enligh-
tened. Simple mistake, no doubt, but a devas-
tating one as well.  
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4. Wilber expresses wonder at how his nu-
merous fans balk at his praises of Da Free 
John. I am not surprised. I don't even think 
Wilber is surprised. If Wilber really believes 
that Da is the greatest spiritual master of all 
time, then why did he refuse to do Da's official 
biography? A job which would have allowed 
Wilber direct access to Da for a long period of 
time. In private correspondence with me (and 
in person), Wilber has admitted that "Da is a 
fuck-up" (his words, not mine).  

Do I see any indication of that in Wilber's 
overly-enthusiastic gushes? Yea, there it is, Da 
is the Supreme Avatar of all time, but he is also 
a major fuck-up.... Talk about Paradox!  

In more simple terms, if Wilber really be-
lieved what he was saying, then I would 
venture that he would want to "hang" with the 
Supreme one. But guess what? He has only 
occasionally seen the Big Boy.  

I mean if you are going to read this guy's 
books, you are going to express your absolute 
awe at his being, then take the next logical step 
and become his disciple (Wilber told me he 
was a "friend" of the group—a non-committed 
involvement).  

Now I am sure Wilber has lots of reasons, 
but I would suggest that those reasons should 
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be broadcast load and clear. Could it be, as 
Wilber has told me in conversation, that Da 
surrounds himself with a bunch of sycophants? 
Could it be that Wilber does not condone Da's 
continual sexual interplay with numerous 
female disciples? (The great Da is reported to 
have had a least 100 sexual encounters since 
the 1970s with his female devotees; my source 
on this, lest I be accused of inflating figures is 
from a soon to be published essay by a former 
follower of Da. I have cut his figures in half, 
just to be conservative.) Could it, in fact, be 
that Wilber sees in Da the egotistical just as 
much as the transcendental? Wilber has 
confessed that Da has a proclivity for pouting, 
for trying to legitimize, for trying to justify, and 
for trying to place blame on others when in 
truth much of the blame should be placed 
directly on his shoulders (I am tempted to say 
penis, but ah well)....  

It is strange for me to say this, but Wilber 
is quite naïve. Naïve in interpreting a guru's 
status; naïve in thinking that writing is some-
how reflective of one's inner attainment; naïve 
in thinking that just because he knows lots of 
maps, has meditated, and has a good reputa-
tion, that he somehow "knows" and is "cer-
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tain" of Da's ontological status in the known 
and unknown universe.  

It is just plain silly. I don't know, in truth, 
anybody's ultimate spiritual status. I don't even 
know how to give directions to El Cajon, 
much less to the fabulous inner region of 
Sahans-dal-Kanwal. To be sure, I have read 
lots of books and talked to lots of gurus, but I 
"don't" know.  

And, Wilber doesn't either, and if you push 
him on it (I did when we met), he admits that 
there are many things about Da that are 
"funky." So why not just say, "Hey, I really get 
a lot out of his books." Who knows about the 
guy, but his books are cool. Or, if you really do 
like Da and the impression he gives you in 
public audiences, then say, "yea, I liked his 
vibe" (whatever that means). Yet, instead we 
get this disguised reprimand, as if we were the 
Pharisees who didn't recognize Christ when he 
was alive.  

Well, I know very little about who Jesus 
may or may not have been, but I can tell you 
this: I don't think he took amyl nitrates when 
he had sex with his female disciples; I don't 
think he forced his disciples to make a "porno" 
movie; I don't think he had his disciples sell his 
dildo collection in Berkeley; I don't think he 
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beat his wife; I don't think he got sued for 
transmitting herpes to one of his female 
devotees; I don't think he lived on Raymond 
Burr's old island? (Hey, Ironsides was a good 
show.... watch what you're criticizing, Lane.)  



 

 

Chapter Five: Evolution Now  

In A Brief History of Everything (1996), 
Wilber writes on pages 22-3 the following 
about his understanding of current evolutio-
nary theory:  

The standard, glib, neo-Darwinian explana-
tion of natural selection—absolutely nobody 
[my emphasis] believes this anymore. Evolu-
tion clearly operates by Darwinian natural 
selection, but this process simply selects those 
transformations that have already occurred by 
mechanisms that absolutely nobody [my 
emphasis] understands....  

Take the standard notion that wings simply 
evolved from forelegs. It takes perhaps a 
hundred mutations to produce a functional 
wing from a leg—a half-wing will not do. A 
half-wing is no good as a leg and no good as a 
wing—you can't run and you can't fly. It has 
no adaptive value whatsoever. In other words, 
with a half-wing you are dinner. This will work 
only if these hundred mutations happen all at 
once in one animal—and also these same 
mutations must occur simultaneously in 
another animal of the opposite sex, and then 
they have somehow find each other, have 
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dinner, a few drinks, mate, and have offspring 
with real functional wings.  

Talk about mind-boggling. This is infinite-
ly, absolutely, utterly, mind-boggling [my 
emphasis]. Random mutations cannot even 
begin to explain this. The vast, vast majority of 
mutations are lethal anyway; how are we going 
to get a hundred nonlethal mutations happen-
ing simultaneously? Or even four or five, for 
that matter? But once this incredible transfor-
mation has occurred, then natural selection will 
indeed select the better wings from the less 
workable wings—but the wings themselves? 
Nobody has a clue [my emphasis]."  

For the moment, everybody [my emphasis] 
has simply agreed to call this "quantum 
evolution" or "punctuated evolution" or 
"emergent evolution"—radically novel and 
emergent and incredibly complex holons come 
into existence in a huge leap, in a quantum-like 
fashion—with no evidence whatsoever of 
intermediate forms [my emphasis]. Dozens or 
hundreds of simultaneous nonlethal mutations 
have to happen at the same time in order to 
survive at all—the wing, for example, or the 
eyeball.  

Wow! I can almost see Charles Darwin 
turning in his grave, Stephen Jay Gould 
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fainting at a New York Yankees game, Richard 
Dawkins spitting out his beer at an Oxford 
Pub, Daniel Dennett shouting, "That's the 
biggest Sky Hook I have ever seen!," and Pat 
Robertson praising Jesus saying, "When did 
Wilber convert to Creationism? He's on our 
side now. Hey, the New Age is okay!"  

Having taught Darwinian evolution (and its 
various manifestations, including punctuated 
equilibrium) in grammar school, in high school, 
in community college, in university, and in 
doctoral programs, for the past seventeen years 
I must say that Wilber's take on what evolution 
is about baffles me.  

Not only is Wilber inaccurate about how 
evolution is presently viewed among working 
biologists (remember Wilber says "absolutely 
nobody believes this anymore"—tell that to the 
two most popular writers on evolution today) 
but he is just plain wrong in his understanding 
of the details of how natural selection operates. 
One can only wonder how well he has read 
Darwin, or Gould, or Mayr, or Dawkins, or 
Wilson, or even Russell. None of these indi-
viduals would agree with Wilber's assessment. 
Indeed, they have written extensively against 
the type of argument Wilber presents. As 
Dennett points out in Darwin's Dangerous 
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Idea, evolution proceeds by cranes (a nice 
metaphor to explain that evolution works 
piecemeal and in an algorithmic process, 1 
step, 2 step, 3 step), not by skyhooks (non-
algorithmic processes: 1 step, then an airplane, 
or 1 kiss, 2 kiss, then baby twins!).  

Wilber does not seem to understand that 
the processes of evolution are blind. He wants 
to have it "open-eyed" as if natural selection all 
of sudden wakes up when it hears that a "wing 
has been formed" (better start chugging) or 
that an "eye has been completed" (let's fine 
tune now). Natural selection does not "start" 
when the eye is formed; it works all along 
without any conscious intention whatsoever.  

Not to sound like a groggy professor, but if 
Wilber turned in the above quote to me as a 
college student trying to explain the current 
view of evolutionary theory, I would give him 
an "F" and ask to see him in my office. Why? 
Not because there can't be healthy debates 
about evolutionary theory, but because Wilber 
has misrepresented the fundamentals of natural 
selection. Moreover, his presentation of how 
evolution is viewed today is so skewed that 
Wilber has more in common with creationists 
than evolutionists, even though he is claiming 
to present the evolutionists' current view.  
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And to top it off, Wilber's gross exaggera-
tions are downright sophomoric (just look at 
the capitalizations again and ask yourself: is this 
how transpersonal psychology should be 
"grounded"?). It is little wonder that transper-
sonal psychology has problems. If Wilber 
cannot accurately portray the underlying 
pretext of his holonic system, then why should 
materialists/empiricists believe his trans-
rational realm theory?  

Well, they shouldn't actually if he can't get 
the details straight on the one holonic level that 
we can all see.... But enough of my reprimand, 
let us have Richard Dawkins himself in his 
book, [RIVER] OUT OF EDEN (not to be 
confused with Wilber's other misguided view 
of evolution, UP FROM EDEN), take Wilber 
to task (and in so doing prima facie show 
Wilber that his hyperbole is precisely that: 
exaggerations that misconstrue the truth).  

Keep in mind that Dawkins is addressing 
creationists, even though the following quote 
looks like he is responding directly to Wilber's 
misinformation campaign. (Please also note 
that I will put my comments via Wilber in 
brackets.) [Quote from Richard Dawkins' 
[River] Out of Eden, pages 76-79]  
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Mention of poor eyes and good eyes brings 
me to the creationist's [Wilber's?] favorite 
conundrum. What is the use of half an eye? 
[Same holds true for Wilber's 'half a wing'] 
How can natural selection favor an eye that is 
less than perfect [according to Wilber it can't; 
according to evolution it easily can] . . . There 
is a gradient, a continuum, of task for which an 
eye might be used. I am at present using my 
eyes for recognizing letters of the alphabet as 
they appear on the computer screen. You need 
good, high-acuity eyes to do that. I have 
reached an age when I no longer read without 
the aid of glasses, at present quite weakly 
magnifying ones. . . Here we have yet another 
continuum—a continuum of age.  

Any normal human, however old, has bet-
ter vision than an insect. There [are] tasks that 
can be usefully accomplished by people with 
relatively poor vision, all the way down to the 
nearly blind. You can play tennis with quite 
blurry vision. . . There is a continuum of tasks 
to which an eye might be put, such that for any 
given quality of eye, from magnificent to 
terrible, there is a level of task at which a 
marginal improvement in vision would make 
all the difference. There is therefore no 
difficulty in understanding the gradual evolu-
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tion of the eye, from primitive and crude 
beginnings, through a smooth continuum of 
intermediate, to the perfection we seek in a 
hawk or in a young human.  

Thus the creationist's question—"What is 
the use of half an eye"?—is a lightweight 
question, a doddle to answer. Half an eye is 
just 1 percent better than 49 percent of an eye, 
which is already better than 48 percent, and the 
difference is significant. A more ponderous 
show of weight seems to lie behind the inevit-
able supplementary: "Speaking as a physicist, I 
cannot believe there has been enough time for 
an organ as complicated as the eye to have 
evolved from nothing. Do you really think that 
there has been enough time?" Both questions 
stem from the Argument from Personal 
Incredulity. Audiences nevertheless appreciate 
an answer, and I have usually fallen back on 
the sheer magnitude of geological time. If one 
pace represents once century, the whole of 
Anno Domini time is telescoped into a cricket 
pitch. To reach the origin of multi-cellular 
animals on the same scale, you'd have to slog 
all the way from New York to San Francisco.  

It now appears that the shattering enormity 
of geological time is a steam hammer to crack a 
peanut. Trudging from coast to coast drama-
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tizes the time available for the evolution of an 
eye. But a recent study by a pair of Swedish 
scientists, Dan Nilsson and Susanne Pelger, 
suggests that a ludicrously small fraction of 
that time would have been plenty. When one 
says 'the' eye, by the way, one implicitly means 
the vertebrate eye, but serviceable image-
forming eyes have evolved between forty and 
sixty times, independently from scratch, in 
many different invertebrate groups....  

Sidebar: If you don't like Dawkins ... then 
read Gould, Dennett, Darwin, or Berra's 
Evolution and the Myth of Creationism 
(Stanford University Press, 1990), which says 
essentially the same thing about evolution. 
Below is a pertinent quote from Berra which 
again looks like he is talking directly to Wilber 
(but he is in fact talking to Biblical Creation-
ists):  

Creationists [Wilber again?] frequently 
make the specious argument that an eye (or 
ear, wing, lung, etc.) could not have evolved 
because the intermediate stages would be 
imperfect and therefore not functional. They 
miss the point that a structure need not be in a 
final form to confer an advantage. Some vision 
is better than none. . . Eyes did not arise 
suddenly from nothing. They evolved gradually 
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over hundreds of millions of years by incre-
mental improvements over previous models....  

Now, no doubt, Gould and Eldredge have 
postulated a "speedy" version of Darwinian 
evolution (punctuated equilibrium), but they 
are not saying what Wilber suggests: that 
something mystical is going on. Rather, it just 
happens that if evolution is mostly a slow 
dance, there occasionally arises moments for 
some techno hip-hop.... Yet throughout it all 
the feet are doing the moving, not some trans-
rational force....  

What makes Wilber's remarks on evolution 
so egregious is not that he is more or less a 
closet creationist with Buddhist leanings, but 
that he so maligns and misrepresents the 
current state of evolutionary biology, suggest-
ing that he is somehow on top of what is 
currently going on in the field.  

And Wilber does it by exaggeration, by 
false statements, and by rhetoric license.  

Wilber cannot understand half a wing, or 
part of an eye. Well, those are the very things 
that Darwin himself talked about in the Origin 
of Species. Moreover, just read Gould's book 
on the Panda's Thumb and one will clearly 
understand the contingencies of nature and 
how certain parts of the body evolve to be 
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utilized for their advantage (genetic or other-
wise).  

Although it may seem that this issue of mi-
sunderstanding evolution is a small chapter in 
Wilber's overall work, it is so fundamental to 
his thinking that it makes one question the 
entire edifice upon which he has built Spec-
trum Psychology.  

As the cliché says, "God resides in the de-
tails." It is those details which Wilber has 
consistently messed up.  

(Keep also in mind that Wilber is being 
raked over the coals here not because he 
disagrees with evolution, but because he 
misrepresents it and misrepresents the current 
status of the field. If he doesn't want to believe 
in Darwinian evolution, or algorithmic evolu-
tion, then so be it, but at least be accurate in 
your appraisal of the discipline. Wilber's 
illustrates a basic lack of understanding.)  

In the terminology that I have been using, 
Wilber looks for the Super-Context, forgetting 
in the process that every text has a pretext and 
every context is grounded in the holonic realm 
which precedes it. Wilber seems to forget his 
own theological leanings, suggesting that there 
has been something "mysterious" going on 
(that nobody understands) when in fact it is 
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much simpler. Things, as Feynman might say, 
are made of littler things. Look first to those 
littler things and every-thing becomes a bit 
clear. Avoid that and you end up thinking that 
nobody could possibly make a Pizza. But 
anybody who cooks knows that it takes 
ingredients, those items which are less (not 
more, not in addition, not super-tremendous) 
than the completed project, to make a nice 
pizza pie. Well, Wilber wants to avoid the 
ingredients in his transpersonal recipe by 
postulating a Consciousness First principle. 
Okay, but then don't use that Context to 
misread the Pretext of Molecular Evolutionists. 
Or, as Wilber in his more lucid moments might 
say (like when he is ripping the new physics = 
mysticism connection): Don't collapse hierar-
chies in order to squish in God or the Myste-
rions.  

 
 





 

 

Chapter Six: Intell igent Design?  

Tom Floyd: True enough, Wilber is an 
exaggerator and a misuser of absolutist terms 
of the highest, perhaps even non-dual, order, 
but he did forewarn us in BRIEF HISTORY 
that the style was colloquial rather than rigor-
ous. Still that's no excuse for his exaggerations.  

But how firmly established are all of the 
possible interpretations of the relatively scant 
physical record across the vast evolutionary 
time domain? Doesn't the added notion of 
punctuated equilibria call for additional 
mechanisms, some Wilber would say are 
"spiritual" and purposive, operating in tandem 
with the natural selection process?  

David Lane: According to Ernest Mayr, 
Stephen Jay Gould, and Niles Eldredge 
punctuated equilibria does not at all necessitate 
anything "spiritual" or "purposive". The idea 
itself is not even new since indications of it 
were postulated as far back as 1825. It also 
dovetails with Darwinian evolution, as Ernst 
Mayr points out,  
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"A modest theory of punctuationism is so 
strongly supported by facts and fits, on the 
whole, so well into the conceptual framework 
of Darwinism, that one is rather surprised at 
the hostility with which it was attacked."  

 Tom Floyd: Even if there were a spiritual 
component to all this, Wilber has already 
postulated that it will have scientifically dis-
cernible physicalistic correlates and we can at 
least hold him to that. Rather than tangentiat-
ing off into tallying expert opinion or arguing 
theoretical notions as regards eyes and wings, it 
might be more constructive to consider what 
empirical hypotheses would be generated by 
such a consideration.  

David Lane: I am all for generating empir-
ical hypotheses but here it seems a tad inge-
nious, since Darwin himself elaborated on how 
a partial eye or a partial wing could indeed 
confer advantage via natural selection without 
resorting to any new or additional mechanism. 
As the PBS Evolution website points out:  

"Zoologist Dan-Erik Nilsson demon-
strates how the complex human eye could have 
evolved through natural selection acting on 
small variations. Starting with a simple patch of 
light sensitive cells, Nilsson's model "evolves" 
until a clear image is produced. Examples of 
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organisms that still use the intermediary forms 
of vision are also shown."  

The site also includes an illustrative film 
which underlines how even intermediary stages 
in the eye's development can confer some 
advantage. As for the advantages of a partial 
wing, see the article "Vertebrate Flight".  

Tom Floyd: But first, let me bring up 
some of the more basic issues arising from 
Lane's reaction to Wilber. We have a typical 
adversarial stance taken up by the two which I 
guess is the hallmark of Western scholarly 
dialog. And as in most adversarial discussions, 
exaggerations occur on both sides, and the 
mentality of the whole discussion reduces 
down to about the third grade elementary 
school level. It's as old as caravan drivers 
haggling over the price of myrrh with local 
tradesmen or as recent as the negotiations 
between the US and the USSR or Israel and 
the PLO. "You better take that back or I'll beat 
you up!" Perhaps it is time for humanity to 
attempt to transcend this form of negotiation 
just as Jesus supposedly transcended the eye-
for-an-eye justice in the Ten Commandments 
(Yeah right, and give rise to two more millen-
nia of self-righteous super-cults!). Let's try for a 
moment to move up to the next holon of 
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consciousness and look down on the argument 
at hand. Wilber has absolutized his way off the 
scale by claiming that ALL modern evolutio-
nary scholars share his views and interpreta-
tions of punctuated equilibria of evolution. A 
plethora of simultaneous mutations are said to 
occur to get us a wing from a leg, requiring 
suspension of ordinary natural selection, 
thereby establishing the grounds for an inter-
pretation that "spirit" is acting on real events. 
The natural selection process only acts to fine 
tune, "differentiate and integrate", the wing for 
use by the various species that use wings. But 
he loses the point if only ONE evolutionary 
scholar disagrees, and for this we only need 
look to Lane himself. So what profiteth a 
prophet so preposterously to hyperbolate?  

David Lane: I think the larger issue here 
(outside of the who wins and loses form of 
debating such issues on the net) is that Ken 
Wilber is factually wrong on a very important 
point. Forget me; Charles Darwin tackled the 
question of the complexity of the eye and wing 
in the first edition of On the Origin of Species. 
This is not a new issue in evolutionary studies 
and there is wide consensus among evolutio-
nary biologists about the efficacy of natural 
selection. Indeed, Wilber's claim doesn't 
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contradict just one Darwinian scholar in the 
field, but the vast majority and that is why 
Wilber's claim is so egregious.  

Tom Floyd: Then we have Lane labeling a 
scholar who has repeatedly espoused his 
acceptance of evolutionary theory, and of 
empirical science in general, as "creationist." 
That's hitting below the holon if you ask me. 
He comes on guarding his dominion like a 
good centurion of science with the ultimate 
academic coup de gras, an F. What are we 
upper holonions to do with these scrappy 
gladiators? Let them fight it out, giving a 
thumbs down when the trident is at the throat 
of one or the other. Tempting, very tempting. 
But I think it's time to apply some of the 
wisdom of Solomon to this problem. We have 
Wilber, The Exaggerator, who plays both 
indoors and out, but doesn't know all that 
much about the out of doors. And we have 
Lane, The Labeler, who plays outdoors and 
just can't stomach any of that indoor stuff 
being left around outside. And he labels 
anyone who does so a "dumbfomentalist" or 
such.  

David Lane: Actually this is pretty funny, 
but I don't remember calling anyone, least of 
all Ken Wilber, a "dumfomentalist." Indeed, I 
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even suggested that the reason I was raking 
Wilber over the coals on this issue wasn't 
because he couldn't disagree with evolution by 
natural selection but that he wholly misrepre-
sented the current thought in the field. Wilber's 
misrepresentation is the problem since it gives 
a false impression of what evolutionary 
biologists think.  

As for the indoor/outdoor metaphor, I am 
of the strong opinion that interior states of 
consciousness should be explored. Indeed, I 
have been a life-long practitioner of medita-
tion. But having said that I think there is a 
potential danger in conflating our neurological 
states of being with ontological states of reality. 
As one quip goes, "don't confuse neurology 
with ontology." There is no doubt that we have 
"inner" experiences, but the question that is 
key is how we interpret them. That I believe is 
still up for grabs.  

Tom Floyd: I say it's time to split the ba-
by. But if we did, which one of these mothers 
would give up the fight? In this day of gangsta 
feuds on all levels, I don't think that would 
even work. So it remains for us high holonics 
(drop those comments about "high colonics"--
we're trying to be post-New Age here!) to 
come up with our own solution and drop these 
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wads down the . . . er, "integrate and tran-
scend" these fine gentlemen. So here goes.  

There a several underlying premises here to 
consider:  

1. Why do we expect any individual to take 
on the responsibility for stating ultimate truths? 
Most scientists would never consider even the 
most carefully performed and highly funded 
project as definitive on a given question. I 
never take anyone seriously who makes a final 
statement that is to be considered fact or truth. 
My cynicism simply does not accept the 
perfection of human verbal expression. Words 
and sentences are such poor representatives of 
what I see in my consciousness that no amount 
of them will ever suffice as some sort of final 
truth, or even a fact for that matter. Describe 
your hand so that another person can visualize 
exactly what it looks like and what it can do, 
write instructions for tying a shoe, define the 
word "is," write down the difference in the 
odor of Chanel No.5 vs. CK1, for example . . . 
we can't even verbalize the sensory basics 
much less the ultimates! Words are absolutely, 
er almost absolutely, necessary for humanity as 
we know it, but they are a work in progress. 
And we haven't been doing much progress 
lately. They've been worshipped ("In the 
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beginning was the Word and The Word was 
God . . .) and there is every indication that they 
still are. We have vast armies of individuals in 
our culture--lawyers, legislators, academics, PR 
firms--whose jobs are nothing more than to 
find the "right" words. (By "right" I don't 
necessarily mean the most truthful, just the 
most manipulative.) One reason we're sitting at 
this frustrating plateau of human verbal 
development is that we have not developed a 
very good theory of our own consciousness, 
the very substratum of verbal content. Mean-
while, my temporary solution is to consider 
every word I encounter, I don't care the source 
or the number of expert adherents to its 
veracity, just another opinion about the world 
around and inside me. That goes for my own 
words as well--I am at least directly aware of 
their inadequacies. As a corollary to what I 
have just said, all words lie to a certain extent--
they transfer only a part of the meaning, 
consciousness, that we are trying to convey--
even when we do not intend to lie.  

David Lane: I don't disagree with you 
about the imprecision of language. But that is 
even more reason to allow deep critical feed-
back and for us to engage in rigorous debates 
when we feel something has been maligned or 
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misquoted or inaccurately described. In other 
words, your very argument can be flipped 
around and used to demonstrate WHY it is 
important not to let thinkers, like Ken Wilber, 
off easy under the lame excuse that they are 
speaking in a "colloquial" way. Even you don't 
agree with your own argument here since you 
are using words to contravene the words I used 
to critique Ken Wilber's thoughts on evolution. 
I applaud your efforts and so, I would imagine, 
should Ken applaud those who would spend 
the time to analyze and critique his ideas, even 
if he doesn't necessarily agree with such 
criticisms all the time.  

Tom Floyd: 2. Adversa-rialism, as we wit-
ness every day in Congress, in our legal system, 
or right here in these debates, to my mind is 
pitting one lie against another to get at the 
truth. Look at negative advertising (it works!), 
look at the OJ trial, look at the flip-floppy 
public statements in carcinogen research. The 
real winners in all this are the lawyers, politi-
cians, the media and PR firms. I know, it's the 
"best system yet devised", right, why tamper 
with it? Because it's becoming very annoying, 
that's why. The winning argument is one that 
supposedly devastates the opponent by 
providing non sequitur revelations of miss-
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tatement or association. The one who can 
throw out the most convincing negative 
comment--"he lied about that punctuated 
equilibrium idea" or "he's one of them crea-
tionists" or "that cop is a racist and obviously 
conned his buddy into strewing OJ's blood all 
over the crime scenes" or "he's just a flatlan-
der"--is supposed to be the one holding the 
truth. I thought that I had gotten through to 
Lane in my earlier discourse regarding Wilber's 
association with Da Free Whatever. It would 
be as bad as my saying, "Did you know that 
Lane is just a dumb surfer dude that practices 
speaking in tongues when he's not here 
pretending to be a professor?" It doesn't 
matter, does it?. My suggestion: offer opinions 
that can help in understanding of other 
opinions. Wilber overstates his case with 
absolutes and exaggerations. Wilber might 
agree to a restatement by Lane if he removed 
the absolutes instead of listing them like so 
many charges in an inquisition. Instead, Lane 
labels Wilber with the undeserved pejorative 
"creationist" and would have us totally dis-
count ANY of Wilber's argument as regards 
evolution. Adversarialism invokes exaggeration 
on both sides and here we have no exception.  
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David Lane: I have al-ways liked Ken 
Wilber. I have met him personally on a few 
occasions back in the 1980s and he was always 
very friendly and very engaging. He even 
supported a research journal, Understanding 
Cults that Brian Walsh and I published for a 
short period. He was generous with his time 
and back then seemed to listen to my criticisms 
of Da Free John. I have used Ken Wilber's 
books in many of my classes at the undergra-
duate and graduate level. I still use his book, 
The Marriage of Sense and Soul, in my upper 
division Religion and Science course at Cali-
fornia State University, Long Beach. So I 
completely disagree with you when you claim 
that I am suggesting that we "totally" discount 
Wilber as regards evolution, or any subject for 
that matter. No, I am simply pointing out a 
fundamental mistake he has made and that it 
should be corrected. There is no reason to see 
this as "adversial" just as I shouldn't see your 
critique of what I have written as "adversial." 
You have done me a service and I see no 
reason why Wilber isn't better served by critics 
pointing out his varying weaknesses.  

 Tom Floyd: Let's see what the score is so 
far: Wilber doesn't know what all evolutionists 
believe about punctuated equilibria and Lane 
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isn't justified in lumping Wilber with the 
creationists.  

David Lane: Here again we disagree. I 
don't think it is about taking "score". No, it is 
merely individuals responding to perceived 
mistakes and trying to correct them in the 
future. This is more than just a two-way street. 
This IS the internet and nobody is exempt 
from it and nobody should be exempt from it. 
It is to quote Darwin, "one long argument" 
and in that argument we should double check 
each other to see if we are making mistakes 
along the way.  

As for labeling Wilber with creationists, my 
point was to show how Wilber's objections to 
natural selection have similarities with creation-
ists. But I do agree with you that my rhetorical 
analogy shouldn't be taken too literally. I think 
it is best to let Ken Wilber's own words on the 
subject speak for themselves. He has clearly 
written about his doubts about the sufficiency 
of Darwinian natural selection to explain 
certain emergent properties.  

Tom Floyd: Still we have to make some-
thing out of this punctuated equilibrium 
problem that creationists have used to chal-
lenge natural selection as the primary factor in 
species origins. Is Lane's argument that a 
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continuum of forms can exist between a leg 
and a wing--forms that have to be beneficial 
enough to warrant natural selection--really 
tenable? Not only do mutations have to occur 
in the axial, upper body area, but also in the 
pelvic area so that upright posture is present. 
There would have to be a long period of time 
across which these mutations would be 
happening and the fossil record should be 
replete with such intermediate forms, shouldn't 
it? Well while we are waiting for the paleobiol-
ogists to dig all these things up, why not 
entertain some other theories, and I don't 
mean creationist theories. Is there a physicalis-
tic theory that correlates with Wilber's spirit of 
evolution? There's only one good way to 
handle this and it's going to require a resurrec-
tion of an old debunked theory (and a straight 
jacket for Lane).  

David Lane: Well, we should be a bit 
more accurate here. It is not my argument 
about the tenableness of a continuum of forms 
that can exist between a leg and wing and an 
eye or whatever physical feature we are dis-
cussing. It is Charles Darwin's argument as first 
laid out in On the Origin of Species. It is also 
the key argument of varying evolutionists 
ranging from Mayr to Dawkins to Gould to 
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Wilson to Carroll, etc. Many evolutionists have 
already addressed this issue much better than I 
can ever tackle it. I suggest a close reading of 
Sean Carroll's newest book, The Making of the 
Fittest, which describes the DNA fossil record 
and how scientists today are better understand-
ing how slight incremental changes can indeed 
confer advantages in temporal geometric 
spaces. And on the web you may want to see 
the National Geographic article, "From Fins to 
Wings"  

Tom Floyd: Ladies and gentlemen, I give 
you Jean Baptiste Pierre Antoine de Monet, 
Chevalier de Lamarck.  

He is le chevalier noir, the dark knight, of 
evolutionary science, and although praised by 
none other than Charles Darwin himself, he 
was summarily drummed out of the annals of 
respectable science by virtue of a series of 
experiments done early in this century to test 
his theory of inheritance of acquired characte-
ristics. One experimenter chopped the tails off 
of several generations of laboratory mice to see 
whether offspring would begin to grow 
without tails. Other "scientists" ground up 
rabbit corneas, exchanged guinea pig ovaries, 
painted salamanders, and mercilessly shocked 
desperately swimming rats in their attempts to 
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cause transmission of a trait to succeeding 
generations grown in the laboratory. Experi-
ments that at first appeared to support la-
marckism did not hold up when replications 
were attempted by other researchers. The case 
of the painted salamanders resulted in discov-
ery of the fraud and disgrace for the perpetra-
tor, Paul Kammerer. But I ask you. How can 
we really simulate evolutionarily significant 
environmental pressures in such experiments 
or any laboratory experiment for that matter? 
In an attempt to shortcut the thousands or 
millions of years required in the wild for effects 
to be produced, extreme, unnaturalistic, even 
preposterous stimuli have to be introduced. 
The real environmental pressure in these 
studies is the experimenter himself and the 
only adequate response for these poor crea-
tures would be to get the hell out of the lab! 
Perhaps they did--in spirit. Lamarck's inherit-
ance of acquired characteristics was accepted 
by Darwin in "The Origin of Species" as an 
integral part of his original theory of evolution. 
In "The Variation of Animals and Plants under 
Domestication", he presented his provisional 
hypothesis called pangenesis in which every 
part of the body held small particles called 
'gemmules' (as waves, we can call them 'spirit') 
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which would travel to the germ cells and 
modify the next generation according to the 
acquired traits of the parent generation. Are we 
to accept a person like Darwin that proposes 
such cockeyed hypotheses as one of the 
founders of modern biology? I'll bet Lane 
wouldn't have.  

David Lane: It is well known that Charles 
Darwin's sixth edition of Origin of Species 
(side note: the "On" which appeared in his first 
edition had been dropped by this time) con-
tains "non-selective forces" outside of natural 
selection. Many evolutionists regard these later 
editions as containing more mistakes versus 
less, primarily because Darwin was unaware of 
the work of Gregor Mendel who would have 
provided him with a clear theory of inherit-
ance. Lamarck's inheritance of acquired 
characteristics, of course, has long been 
rejected by genetics. But your last two sen-
tences here highlight once again a major 
misunderstanding of what I was driving at in 
my critique of Ken Wilber. All authorities, of 
whatever stripe, are potentially wrong so it is 
silly to invoke Darwin as a supreme authority 
as if he couldn't be mistaken. Darwin was 
mistaken on many points. But to his credit he 
was quite willing to admit those when con-
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fronted with sufficient evidence. Indeed, he 
might be surprised to see how much has been 
added to his theory of evolution. I think an 
extended quote from the TalkOrigins Archive 
will be helpful here to unpack some confused 
notions about the current state of evolutionary 
thinking:  

"The modern theory of the mechanism of 
evolution differs from Darwinism in three 
important respects:  

[1] It recognizes several mechanisms of 
evolution in addition to natural selection. One 
of these, random genetic drift, may be as 
important as natural selection.  

[2] It recognizes that characteristics are in-
herited as discrete entities called genes. Varia-
tion within a population is due to the presence 
of multiple alleles of a gene.  

[3] It postulates that speciation is (usually) 
due to the gradual accumulation of small 
genetic changes. This is equivalent to saying 
that macroevolution is simply a lot of micro-
evolution.  

In other words, the Modern Synthesis is a 
theory about how evolution works at the level 
of genes, phenotypes, and populations whereas 
Darwinism was concerned mainly with organ-
isms, speciation and individuals. This is a major 



Believer Skeptic 

 84 

paradigm shift and those who fail to appreciate 
it find themselves out of step with the thinking 
of evolutionary biologists. Many instances of 
such confusion can be seen here in the new-
sgroups, in the popular press, and in the 
writings of anti-evolutionists.  

The major controversy among evolu-
tionists today concerns the validity of point #3 
(above). There are many who believe that the 
fossil record at any one site does not show 
gradual change but instead long periods of 
stasis followed by rapid speciation. This model 
is referred to as Punctuated Equilibrium and it 
is widely accepted as true, at least in some 
cases. The debate is over the relative contribu-
tions of gradual versus punctuated change, the 
average size of the punctuations, and the 
mechanism. To a large extent the debate is 
over the use of terms and definitions, not over 
fundamentals. No new mechanisms of evolu-
tion are needed to explain the model.  

Some scientists continue to refer to mod-
ern thought in evolution as Neo-Darwinian. In 
some cases these scientists do not understand 
that the field has changed but in other cases 
they are referring to what I have called the 
Modern Synthesis, only they have retained the 
old name."  
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Tom Floyd: Evolution science, like as-
tronomy, is an observational science, not an 
experimental one.  

David Lane: This may have been true 
years ago, but not anymore. Indeed, there are a 
number of ways to option how evolution 
occurred in the past ranging from genetic 
sequencing to fossilized DNA to the study of 
bacterial resistance, etc. In a recent paper for 
Science (Vol. 312. no. 5770, pp. 111 - 114), 
Daniel M. Weinreich et al., demonstrated how 
evolution is open to both observational and 
experimental science:  

"Five point mutations in a particular ß-
lactamase allele jointly increase bacterial 
resistance to a clinically important antibiotic by 
a factor of ~100,000. In principle, evolution to 
this high-resistance ß-lactamase might follow 
any of the 120 mutational trajectories linking 
these alleles. However, we demonstrate that 
102 trajectories are inaccessible to Darwinian 
selection and that many of the remaining 
trajectories have negligible probabilities of 
realization, because four of these five muta-
tions fail to increase drug resistance in some 
combinations. Pervasive biophysical pleiotropy 
within the ß-lactamase seems to be responsible, 
and because such pleiotropy appears to be a 
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general property of missense mutations, we 
conclude that much protein evolution will be 
similarly constrained. This implies that the 
protein tape of life may be largely reproducible 
and even predictable."  

Tom Floyd: Theory is generated in the 
mind of the scientist (how, the true scientist is 
not even allowed to consider) after painstaking 
observations and classifications of the objects 
discovered.  

David Lane: Whoever said that a scientist 
is "not even allowed to consider" how theories 
are generated in his/her mind? This claim by 
you is not only unsupported but is literally 
untrue, given that a number of neurologists are 
trying to under-stand how indeed the brain 
generates models and hypotheses. Gerald 
Edelman, among others, has tried to tackle this 
very issue in his latest book, Second Nature.  

Tom Floyd: Hypotheses tested are usually 
existential rather than experimental. You look 
for missing links, right? Time has come to 
revisit Lamarck with plenty of new knowledge 
and insights. Wilber notwithstanding, I can't 
see how evolution could have missed out on 
such an effective shortcut to natural selection 
as permitting consciousness to help direct its 
course.  
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David Lane: Permitting consciousness to 
help direct its course? I am not quite sure what 
you mean by this because obviously viruses 
and bacteria don't need "awareness" to mutate 
and spread. Nor does hydrocholoric acid or 
pepsin need "to be conscious" in order to 
secrete in your stomach after munching down 
on a tasty cheeseburger. Now if you are talking 
about how conscious-ness influences cultural 
evolution we might agree. But the key point 
here is to understand that consciousness itself 
could arise by natural selection (something that 
even the co-founder of evolution by natural 
selection resisted, namely Alfred Russel 
Wallace). Today there are a number of pioneer-
ing studies suggesting how consciousness 
could have arisen as a "virtual simulator" and 
how any sophisticated genetic strand of DNA 
that could "simulate" its environment and 
provide varying strategies (versus merely one) 
would be of a unique advantage over a strand 
that was could not. I even made a fairly short 
movie on this idea this past month entitled 
"Brain Burn".  

Tom Floyd: Why have this wasteful epi-
phenomenon if you're not going to put it to 
good use? No one would look for Darwin's 
somatic gemmules or try to establish Lamarck's 
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principle of use-it-or-lose-it, but there may very 
well be gemmules of a sort found among the 
communicator proteins produced in the brain. 
It might not be a bad idea for someone to 
thoroughly classify any and all brain chemicals 
that traverse to the germ cells. (Sorry, rabbit, 
these tricks will kill your kids!) Or how about 
through the placenta! Yes, now we may have 
found a sound evolutionary reason for higher 
species to bathe their offspring in an amniotic 
bath instead of dumping them out covered by 
a shell. There may be late breaking develop-
ments coming down the pipe. These effects 
may be very subtle and not show up in just a 
few generations. And of course, these gem-
mules, or "telegens" as I would term them, 
would always result from behavioral responses 
by the organism under environmental pressure 
to modify responses and the somatic instru-
ments used in those responses. The proto-
giraffe could get his neck elongated, the proto-
bird could, with enough striving, produce the 
telegens necessary for his flight much more 
readily than with a continuum of stumbling, 
flightless wonders the current evolutionary 
defenders have so much faith in, but have 
found scant evidence of.  



Intelligent Design 

 89 

David Lane: Again, I am not sure what 
you mean by "this wasteful epiphenomenon" 
since natural selection and sexual selection and 
genetic drift can more easily explain why 
evolution is blind and not at all conscious or 
directed by "consciousness." It appears that 
you want to invoke some kind of intelligent 
designer to explain what can already be ex-
plained more simply by natural selection, etc. 
But this doesn't preclude, of course, the fact 
that consciousness once formed couldn't in 
itself alter or change what used to be left to 
random variations. Indeed, we are already 
"consciously" directing how we produce 
genetically modified grains. James Watson's 
text DNA is a nice primer on this subject.  

As for the scant evidence issue you raise I 
think you might have it in reverse. There are an 
abundance of refereed journal articles pub-
lished on the divergent lines of evidence 
supporting natural selection and next to none 
on intelligent design which are published in 
reputable scientific journals.  

Tom Floyd: And it is real faith, too. Look 
at the quotes by Dawkins and Berra as quoted 
by Lane. It is too bad that academic science has 
so vehemently defended a theory as if it were a 
proven fact. It is taught as if it were fact, it is 
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presented to the lay public in documentary 
after documentary as if it were fact, you get an 
F if you don't regurgi-tate it back in class as 
fact. It's the same for Big Bang cosmogenesis, 
but isn't this really just another form, however 
time consuming and elaborate, of creationism? 
We are still left with nothing all of a sudden 
becoming something--a something that just 
happens to be so lucky that it becomes us and 
company. Wilber is just trying to get us to 
study the pizza maker as well as the pizza. I 
think the zeitgeist demands it, and I'd much 
rather have such an inquisition, or inquiry, 
done by those who accept science as part of 
the overall picture.  

David Lane: While we can certainly debate 
on how life arose billions of years ago, the 
subject we were discussing wasn't on the 
ultimate origins of the universe, but the 
mechanism which explains how evolution 
occurs at the genetic and species level. For 
example, we can discuss how waves are formed 
in the ocean without having to resort to the 
ultimate question of how hydro-gen and 
oxygen came together to form H20. So, in this 
light, nobody is critiquing Ken Wilber because 
he wants to talk about the origins of the 
universe. No, he is being critiqued because he 
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inaccurately described the current state of 
evolutionary theory. They are distinct issues 
here and conflating the two only leads to more 
confusion.  

Tom Floyd: And sorry, Dave, about the 
Lamarck stuff--remember it's just another 
opinion. But it's the only way I could see to 
give evolution the spirit that Wilber needs, the 
eye of evolution that cannot possibly arise with 
just a natural selection model. The eye of 
evolution is the same eye used to make pizza--
every pizza maker knows.  

David Lane: Watch the terms you use and 
this may indeed be the sticking point, "the eye 
of evolution that cannot possibly arise with just 
a natural selection model." Of course, nobody 
is saying "just" here, given what we know 
about the modern synthesis in biological 
evolutionary thinking. However, the gut of 
Lamarck's notion of acquired inheritance has 
proven to be wrong in light of what we now 
know about genetics.  

This also raises an important issue that 
seems to be implied in your critique of evolu-
tion. Can physical processes give rise to the 
current complexity we see? For most scientists 
the answer is yes and they have given us 
wonderful results from just such an affirma-



Believer Skeptic 

 92 

tion. If you really think another mechanism is 
necessary I encourage you to proffer your best 
evidence and get it published. But as the late 
Carl Sagan once cautioned "extraordinary 
claims demand extraordinary proof."  

Or, as we teach in our Critical Thinking 
classes, "The burden of proof is on the one 
who makes the claim." If consciousness is a 
necessary feature to the evolution of simple 
proteins I would love to see your convincing 
data.  

Tom Floyd: Relax and concentrate on 
your breathing . . . slowly in . . . now slowly out 
. . . slowly in . . . slowly out . . . visualize those 
air molecules bouncing and rolling, bouncing 
and rolling up and down the nasal passages . . .  

David Lane: Dear Tom, it has been a long 
time coming, but I appreciate the time and 
energy you spent in replying to my critique of 
Ken Wilber. Keep up the sharp edge and feel 
most free to rip, shred, and lacerate anything I 
write. 

 



 

 

Chapter Seven: Richard Feynman 

Richard Feynman reveals a very intriguing 
story about how a clock that he had given his 
wife stopped at the moment of her death. On 
the surface of it, the story has a twilight zone 
feeling. What an odd coincidence it was. A 
young woman dies and the clock "mysterious-
ly" stops.  

Now for some people this event would 
provide a point of meaning in which they 
would impute a certain type of significance 
(maybe this was a sign to us, maybe a confir-
mation, maybe a prophecy).  

But for Richard Feynman, the soon to be 
world famous Nobel Prize winner in Physics 
for his work on Q.E.D., he saw nothing of the 
sort. Instead of looking for "meaning" in the 
odd event, he looked for an explanation.  

He didn't have to look far. Feynman rea-
lized that the attending nurse had touched the 
clock at the moment of his wife's death to 
confirm the time of her death. Her simple 
touch was sufficient to "stop" the clock. Why? 
Because as Feynman points out, the clock had 
already been mechanically failing from time to 
time.  
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Thus to his mind, nothing paranormal 
transpired, nothing extraordinary. Rather, a 
simple physical malfunction occurred.  To his 
credit, he accepted it as such.  

Now something a bit similar happened 
with Ken Wilber the night his beloved and 
wonderful wife, Treya, died. As he reports in 
his moving book, Grace and Grit, powerful 
winds began to whip up right around the time 
of Treya's departure. So significant were these 
winds that Wilber reports that even the 
newspapers reported it the next day.  

Wilber admits that it may have just been a 
coincidence, but he goes on at length about it. 
Why? Because ... Wilber finds meaning in the 
fact that winds kicked up at a most unexpected 
time.  

Now Wilber's narrative, as romantic and 
moving as it is, shows a clear proclivity to find 
synchronicity ("meaningful coincidence") in 
apparently disparate events.  

Whereas Feynman's narrative, as romantic 
and moving as it is, shows a clear proclivity to 
find common-sense explanations in apparently 
disparate events.  

In the terminology I have been using in 
this series, Wilber is looking for a Context to 
the odd occurrences surrounding his wife's 
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death, whereas Feynman is looking for the 
Pretext to the odd occurrences surrounding his 
wife's death. Both invoke strategies of interpre-
tation; both assume a priori world views.  

Wilber's writing is inflationary and exagge-
rated to suggest the mystical; Feynman's is 
deflationary and understated to suggest the 
physical.  

I draw a parallel between these two stories 
because I think it presents a clear picture about 
the stark differences between a transpersonal 
worldview and a merely empirical one.  

My hunch is that Feynman's approach is 
the more mature—he is willing to accept things 
as they are, more or less—whereas Wilber's 
view is more immature—he is less willing to 
take things at a surface level (why else imply 
that winds carried more significance than they 
actually did?). What this further suggests is that 
we are meaning-seeking creatures and we are 
bound to find meaning or the lack of it in 
everything we encounter.  

What troubles me about Wilber's approach 
is not his quest for purpose, but his buttressing 
that quest with questionable and doubtful 
elements. To use Wilber's own parlance, I find 
that he commits more pre/trans fallacies in his 
writing and in his methodologies than he might 
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suspect. In trying to posit a "trans" or "mystic-
al" event he relies on "mythic" or "magical" 
means, forgetting in the process that a rational 
inspection would most likely collapse the 
supposed "rupture" of the divine and shows it 
to be nothing more than a chance occurrence.  

In other words, Feynman wouldn't look for 
the "mysticism" of the winds; he would instead 
look for the "physics" of the phenomena. And 
in so doing discover a perfectly rational 
explanation for what transpired in Boulder, 
CO.  

Naturally, we are free to find meaning and 
purpose in anything we choose. But in light of 
Wilber's insistence on a spectrum approach 
(and his strident criticism of hierarchical 
negligence among New Agers) I find his lack 
of skepticism worrisome.  

If there really is something beyond the ra-
tional mind, if there really is a psychic domain, 
then we are better served by the likes of 
Feynman—who was reluctant to project 
"transrationality" to that which could easily be 
explained more simply—than we are with 
Wilber, whose tendency for hyperbole dilutes 
whatever edge he claims to have.  

The reader may think that Grace and Grit 
is filled with romance and I would heartily 
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agree. But I find its mystical posturing to be 
exactly that and not indicative of what Wilber 
would have us believe: a reflection of the 
subtle realms.  

Feynman's story is also quite romantic, but 
its romance is not hinged upon doubtful 
variables. One turns to Feynman more and 
more and finds reliable answers, even though 
he proclaims nothing supra-ordinary. Turning 
to Wilber more and more and one finds 
increasing questions, even though he alleges to 
provide a transcendental context.  

Wilber may turn out to be right, but if his 
fanciful details are any indication then we will 
have a long time to find out.  

Feynman was not so concerned with being 
right, as he was with being accurate.  

That accuracy has already proven fruitful.  
Postscript: Probably the best critique of 

imputing meaning to disparate events is what is 
called Littlewood's Law. Here are a few 
pertinent quotes and they directly serve as 
counter-ballast to Wilber's transpersonal 
hyperbole:  

If there are thousands, nay millions, of 
events in our lives (measured in transparently 
fractal ways), then it should be expected that 
for every thousand events, there should be two 
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or more events which INTERSECT..... 
NOTICE that intersection and you will be 
aware of a MEANINGFUL coincidence ... 
The meaning being that two disparate parts 
have something in common (whatever that 
intersection may entail)."  

Freeman Dyson tells it like this: Little-
wood's Law of Miracles states that in the 
course of any normal person's life, miracles 
happen at a rate of roughly one per month. 
The proof of the law is simple. During the time 
that we are awake and actively engaged in living 
our lives, roughly for eight hours each day, we 
see and hear things happening at a rate of 
about one per second. So the total number of 
events that happen to us is about thirty thou-
sand per day, or about a million per month. 
With few exceptions, these events are not 
miracles because they are insignificant. The 
chance of a miracle is about one per million 
events. Therefore we should expect about one 
miracle to happen, on the average, every 
month. Broch tells stories of some amazing 
coincidences that happened to him and his 
friends, all of them easily explained as conse-
quences of Littlewood's Law....  

I can even branch off from this and make a 
broad, sweeping generalization. There are 



Richard Feynman 

 99 

those who LOOK OR SEEK out these 
Littlewood EFFECTS/Laws and those who do 
not.  

I would imagine that some are MORE 
ATTENTUATED or keenly aware of the 
intersections (which happen randomly) and 
they will end up seeing MORE MEANING in 
their lives, even if the meaning quota is the 
same relatively speaking for all. In other words, 
there are those who seek the Littlewood stream 
and plunge right in and those who do not. 
Blind typing by the way will produce a legible 
word by chance.  

Here is another quote: Succinctly put, the 
law of truly large numbers states: With a large 
enough sample, any outrageous thing is likely 
to happen. The point is that truly rare events, 
say events that occur only once in a million [as 
the mathematician Littlewoood (1953) required 
for an event to be surprising] are bound to be 
plentiful in a population of 250 million people. 
If a coincidence occurs to one person in a 
million each day, then we expect 250 occur-
rences a day and close to 100,000 such occur-
rences a year.  

Going from year to a lifetime and from the 
population of the United States to that of the 
world (5 billion at this writing), we can be 
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absolutely sure that we will see incredibly 
remarkable events. When such events occur, 
they are often noted and recorded. If they 
happen to us or someone we know it is hard to 
escape that spooky feeling."  

The reason I compared the two stories be-
tween Feynman and Wilber was to point out 
how a transpersonalist, as in Wilber's case, 
attempts to explain an unusual event, and how, 
in turn, as in Feynman's case, a skeptic re-
sponds to such an event.  

The "maturity" issue can be used by simply 
employing Wilber's hierarchical schema. 
According to Wilber, something is "higher" 
when it is more inclusive and ascends higher 
up in consciousness (from mythic to rational to 
subtle, etc.). Something is "lower" (remember 
these are Wilber's terms) when something is 
less inclusive and descends down in terms of 
awareness.  

Wilber's response to "winds" is hyped (read 
the narrative as it originally appeared in New 
Age Magazine and also read Grace and Grit) 
according to his own Pre/Trans critiques of  
others who indulge in the same hierarchy 
collapse.  

One example: it is narcissistic to believe 
that such winds kicked up as a response to one 
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person's death. Why? Because those very winds 
also affected many other people and other 
creatures. The winds were not merely subjec-
tive phenomena, but were rather the long 
result of physical forces that have long term 
effects on the local area (think of Chaos or 
complexity and you will see why this one event 
cannot be singularly extrapolated and iso-
lated—the winds involve much more than just 
"blowing").  

Thus, according to Wilber's own thoughts 
(read, for instance, how he critiques New 
Agers for their short-sightedness on "cancer" 
and "healing"); his naïvety is merely reflective 
of mythic and not rational thinking.  

Even according to Wilber's ideas, Feynman 
(and not Wilber) was operating with the 
rational realm when he tried to look for a non-
magical and a non-mythic explanation for the 
clock stopping at the time of his wife's death. 
Wilber did no such thing. Feynman was 
engaging in the rational mind, according to 
Wilber's own hierarchical structure of con-
sciousness. Thus, Feynman's approach is the 
more "mature"—not on my definition mind 
you, but on Wilber's model.  

Wilber's inflationary hype is simply reflec-
tive of mythic and magical thinking. That's 
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okay, but it's not rational and if Wilber were to 
critique his own episode he would see it (via 
his spectrum psychology paradigm) as being 
"immature" (less inclusive, less rational, etc.).  

On the question of reliability [we] don't 
want to appeal to authority or tradition on 
these matters. What I meant by more reliable is 
actually the opposite: more testable, more 
empirical, and more accurate. Remember Q.E. 
D. [Quantum Electrodynamics, to which 
Feynman made fundamental contributions] is 
perhaps the most "reliable" (in terms of minute 
accuracy) theory we have to date.  

When I compared and contrasted Feynman 
story surrounding his wife's death and Wilber's 
story surrounding his wife's death, it was to 
illustrate how a skeptic and how a transperso-
nalist responds to an unusual (but not trans-
personal) event.  

We noticed, for instance, that there was a 
simple (rational) explanation for why the clock 
stopped at exactly the time Feynman's wife 
expired (the nurse checked the clock at that 
time and the clock had a history of mechanical 
malfunctioning).  

There was nothing "transpersonal" about 
the event, even though on the surface it 
"appeared" to suggest something spooky or 
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paranormal. Given Feynman's skepticism, he 
did not even attempt to "inflate" the story (and 
by this I mean the tendency not to look for an 
underlying simpler reason, but to rather "add" 
or "embellish" the narrative with that which is 
not readily apparent).  

Now a close reading of Wilber's story sug-
gests that he was not so willing, as Feynman, to 
explain an unusual event—in this case kicked 
up winds in Boulder—in a simpler and more 
rational way. [GF note: Lane's reading here is 
of course bolstered by Wilber's later inclusion 
of the "weird weather phenomena" attending 
the death of the wife of one of his readers.] If 
Wilber really does think they were indicative of 
some trans-rational force, then he needs 
naturally to give us some convincing documen-
tation why. Keep in mind that a trans-rational 
or paranormal event by its very nature is not 
anti-rational, but rather—using Wilber's terms 
here—supra rational. It includes rationality and 
does not exclude it. In more precise terms, a 
trans-rational event, if it is such, will carry 
"more" (not less) proof than an ordinary 
empirical occurrence, provided that such an 
event manifested outwardly (winds or stopped 
clocks, for instance).  
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If there really was something "trans" per-
sonal going on in the event, then Wilber 
should present overwhelming evidence for it. 
He doesn't.  

In Wilber's own critiques of the New Age, 
he has stated that "New Agers have a tendency 
to bypass that obstruction known as their brain 
because they want to go directly to the heart" 
[paraphrase].  

Likewise, in this narrative of the winds, 
Wilber has provided a beautiful and moving 
"emotional" portrait (in his schema, magical 
and mythical, but pre-rational), but he has not 
provided substantial empirical or causal 
reasons (the brain?) and has in so doing 
bypassed the very medium he feels grounds all 
transpersonal allegations. He has, to use 
Wilber's parlance, attempted to pass the merely 
ordinary off as something extraordinary 
without giving the reader ample evidence.  

It was for this reason that I argued for a 
pre/rational schema, not because there cannot 
be something beyond the brain but because 
Wilber's narrative gives us no evidence for it. 
As such, then, it is a story easily explained (via 
intertheoretic reduction) by mere coincidence.  

Thus when I said Wilber was being narcis-
sistic in his analysis of those winds, I was using 
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the very adjective that Wilber himself on 
several occasions has used to illustrate a 
pre/trans fallacy, a mistake where the New 
Ager or whomever in question sees something 
mystical when it was merely mythic, where 
someone sees something paranormal when it 
was merely normal.  

Occam's razor does not suggest that only 
simple things exist, but that we should tend 
first (not last) to the simpler explanation if it 
explains the given phenomena.  

Wilber has a tendency not to look for a 
simpler explanation, even though he is the very 
person who argues for doing so.  

I don't begrudge Wilber for eulogizing his 
late wife. I simply call into question the 
inflationary tendency of his account.  

Concerning the significance of the winds, it 
was Wilber who pointed to it. He was imputing 
objective meaning in a causal way to those 
winds, suggesting that they kicked up as a 
response the passing away of his beloved 
Treya. That's fine for Ken to do such, but it 
does not in any way (given his model) provide 
us with over-riding supra-rational reasons to 
believe that something truly mystical was going 
on. The skeptical reader can easily find the 
explanation, and as such illustrates a merely 



Believer Skeptic 

 106 

rational and empirical explanation and not as 
Wilber's tries to suggest that a Divine Hiero-
phany manifested.  

The "narcissism" of the account (to go 
back to Wilber's own adjective for those who 
do not seek genuinely rational explanations 
when such are available) is directly correlated 
to the fact that those "outer" winds affected 
many people, some who had no relationship 
whatsoever with Treya or Ken. In other words, 
those winds can be subjectively interpreted any 
way one wishes, but the objective fact of them 
has a rational basis. If Wilber, as his narrative 
suggests, really thinks that those "objective" 
winds (we are not talking about his feelings 
here) are the result of a Divine intervention, 
then he has failed to provide overwhelming 
evidence for it.  

Again, a simple explanation is all that is 
necessary, just as in Feynman's clock story. 
There may be something beyond the rational 
mind, but according to Wilber if there is it will 
have more proof for it than anything pre-
rational. He has not given us that. He has, 
instead, given us emotional and magical 
extensions.  

Hence, I do not see Wilber has being 
"more" mature or going beyond the rational 
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mind in his re-telling of the winds. Rather, I 
see him doing precisely what he criticizes New 
Agers for doing: "In trying to go directly to the 
heart, they bypass the Brain." Or, in Wilber's 
vocabulary, in trying to give meaning to an odd 
empirical event, he forgets his empiricism and 
mistakes something pre for something trans, 
he mistakes something emotional for some-
thing subtle.  

He mistakes coincidence for Divine inter-
vention. And according to Wilber such mis-
takes are the trading cards of immature 
thinkers.  

 
 





 

 

Chapter Eight: Kirpal Singh  

Wilber has been hailed as a pioneer in 
transpersonal studies because he has tried to 
make the subject of mysticism worthy of 
serious consideration.  

In his books he comes off as widely read 
and as an authority on the realms beyond the 
intellect. Yet, as we have already seen in the 
previous three parts to this series, Wilber has a 
precocious habit of exaggerating and not being 
accurate.  

This hyper-inflationary quality [if this 
seems a bit harsh, just read his endorsements 
of Da] to his work naturally makes it difficult 
for more skeptically minded readers to accept 
his speculations, especially when he travels into 
regions of the psychic, subtle, and causal.  

In part one we saw how Wilber grossly 
over-estimated the power and status of Da 
Free John (oops, Franklin Jones, now Adi Da). 
Just recently, after about 10 years of keeping 
relatively silent on the subject, Wilber has gone 
public on the World Wide Web and attempted 
to soften his endorsement of the Big Boy from 
Fiji. It is a rather lame retraction at that, since 
Wilber does not acknowledge or admit the 
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extent to which Da is a real "fuck-up" (Wilber's 
words, not mine). Indeed, Wilber just doesn't 
seem to "get it" about why so many of his 
readers are turned off by his praise of the one-
time California guru from New York.  

When it comes to guru appraisements, 
Wilber is just plain naïve. He is as gullible as 
the rest of us and given his track record with 
Da perhaps more so.  

What is perhaps so worrisome about all of 
this, of course, is that Wilber does not show 
the kind of level-headed discrimination that is 
necessary to separate the wheat from the chaff. 
It would be one thing to admit to a bit of 
"greenness" (e.g., "Hey, I am a sucker when it 
comes to Perfect Masters"), but it is quite 
another to pose like you are a seasoned veteran 
of the guru wars.  

One illustrative example of Wilber's naïvety 
is found in his "under-reading" of shabd yoga.  

As his readers know, Wilber likes to re-
peatedly write about the higher planes of 
consciousness which comprise his spectrum 
psychology: from psychic to subtle to causal to 
the Transcendental. Depending on the book, 
these realms can be basic structures or subdi-
vided into small compartments. In each case, 
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however, Wilber points to the "pioneer" or 
"master" of that respective realm.  

But whom Wilber considers a "Master" is 
so arbitrary and contrived that his final choices 
in this regard are nothing more than subjective 
guesses—guesses, by the way, which are not 
based upon deep structural insight into the 
realm in question, but upon his own discursive 
reading of what literature is available at the 
time.  

Okay, prime example time: Ken Wilber 
talks in almost all of his books about the 
"subtle" realms, where the meditator encoun-
ters inner lights and inner sounds (nad and 
shabd). In one published essay in The Journal 
of Humanistic Psychology in the early 1980s, 
wherein he provides a biographical narrative, 
Wilber states that "Kirpal Singh is the Unsur-
passed Master of the Subtle Realm" [paraph-
rase].  

Now no doubt Kirpal Singh devotees may 
agree with this appraisement, but Ken Wilber 
does not know this to be true. Indeed, he has 
no idea whatsoever if he is even close to being 
right. Why? Because in order to make such a 
categorical statement one would have to draw 
upon a complete field in which to make such a 
comparative judgment.  
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He "knows" it not by direct observation 
(Wilber never met Kirpal Singh or the hun-
dreds of gurus claiming to be shabd yoga 
masters in India and elsewhere) but because 
Wilber happened to have read about three or 
four books by Kirpal Singh, a guru who also 
happened to have a better distributor than 
most other shabd yoga gurus.  

I like Kirpal Singh's books too (especially 
his biography of Jaimal Singh), but just because 
I like them and find them illustrative does not 
then extend directly into: "unsurpassed" 
master.  

Geez, given that type of criterion—
whatever book I happened to have read 
recently means that the author is the "su-
preme" authority—could lead to some pretty 
funny results: Ray Monk as the greatest book 
reviewer (I just read his nice pieces on the 
latest Wittgenstein studies).  

Let's focus this a bit more: How many dif-
ferent shabd yoga gurus are there in the world?  

Answer: we don't know. But if we had to 
estimate those with followings over 1000 the 
number is easily over 100 (and that is a very 
conservative estimate) in India alone! How 
many of these gurus have Wilber met? How 
many practitioners of shabd yoga are there?  
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Answer: we don't know. But if we had to 
give an estimate of just Radhasoami followers 
the number tends to be over 2 million plus 
(again a low ball figure). How many of these 
people have Wilber met?  

How many shabd yoga texts or articles are 
there? Answer: we don't know. But according 
to Faqir Chand, his guru Maharishi Shiv Brat 
Lal wrote over 3,000 articles and texts himself. 
One can only guess that the number is in the 
multiple thousands. How many has Wilber 
read?  

Well, more to the point, how many does 
Wilber cite and list in his own books? On this 
we have an answer: anywhere from 1 to 4. And 
guess what? They are all by the same author: 
Kirpal Singh (remember we are not talking 
about shaktipat or kundalini).  

I have read over a 1000 books on the sub-
ject myself, been to India 8 times, and done an 
M.A. and Ph.D. on the subject, but I really 
don't know who the “unsurpassed” master of 
shabd yoga is. I may believe many things and 
say many things (by the way, I am more guilty 
than Wilber of inflationary hype—just read 
some of my more "puffy" pieces on gurus in 
the 1980s), but even in my own little field of 
expertise which I have concentrated on does 
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not, indeed cannot, lead to me to say univocal-
ly [sic] that so and so is the "Best" or the 
"Greatest."  

All I could say is that I have read such and 
such books and this one I think is best, or I 
have met such and such guru and I think this 
guy is tops. That's it.  

Yet, Wilber who is not an expert on shad 
yoga pontificates in a rhetorical fashion as if he 
"really" knew.  

It this kind of unmitigated hype which is so 
pernicious in Wilber's writings and it shows up 
in lots of places. Wilber lacks the nuance and 
the attention to the odd fact and the limitations 
of scholarship to convince both skeptics and 
those who know their area better than he.  

On one level this may sound quite nit-
picky on my part since we all exaggerate to 
some degree when writing. However, the 
reason it is important to call Wilber's exaggera-
tions into scrutiny is because he represents 
much of why transpersonal psychology is 
dismissed and why it has as a field more or less 
floundered.  

It flounders because even one of its most 
heralded theoreticians is liable to over-
generalize and make sweeping generalizations 
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that are not only inaccurate but downright 
untrue.  

It is one thing for a community of physic-
ists who know the field to say Einstein is a 
great physicist, quite another to have someone 
who has cited 1 to 4 books on the subject (and 
never met working physicists) to say "Einstein 
is the Unsurpassed Physicist!" And I am giving 
Kirpal Singh the benefit of the doubt in this 
comparison, since in India there are quite a few 
shabd yoga gurus who have had bigger follow-
ings or who have written more books or who 
have had a larger impact.  

Why does this one little episode matter in 
the larger mosaic of Wilber's work? Because if 
each patch of Wilber's work is as weak as this 
one link (shabd yoga), then the whole system is 
filled with major, not minor, loopholes. 
Precision and accuracy are what transpersonal 
psychology needs, not grandiose statements 
about who's on first or second or third.  

A little more "unknowingness" and a little 
less hubris and then maybe a little more 
progress in the discipline.  

 





 

 

Chapter Nine: Occam's Razor  

 
It seems to me that we often get caught up 

in a tripartite dilemma--one which is echoed in 
the following intellectual triangle: pretext, text, 
and context; or prehension, apprehension, 
comprehension; or deflation, elation, inflation; 
or reductionism, phenomenology, complexity. 

Take a book, actually any book, but in this 
example we will simply limit it to that wonder-
ful little text published by Cambridge Universi-
ty Press, What is Life? by Erwin Schrodinger. 
Not very long (my edition is only 96 pages), 
but sufficient to get the point across. 

Now if I wanted to know the meaning of 
the book, if I wanted to "apprehend" its 
contents, I would read the entire tome. So far, 
so good. But let's say that I wanted to discover 
what ultimately constituted the book. That is, I 
wanted to know what the common underlying 
symbol system was that actually comprised the 
text. In this type of quest (the pun is intention-
al), I would reduce the book down to its 
chapter divisions, chapter divisions down to 
pages, pages down to paragraphs, paragraphs 
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down to sentences, sentences down to words, 
and, finally, words down to letters. 

Letters, individual (but only 26 variations in 
our alphabet) symbols would be the fundamen-
tal unit by which information is encoded. But 
let us imagine that I only read What is Life? in 
terms of its letters, not the words they form, or 
the sentences they create, or the paragraphs 
they construct, or the pages they comprise ... 
What then? Would I "understand" the meaning 
of the book if I simply limited my reading to 
the symbol units themselves? The answer is 
fairly obvious: no. 

Why? Because the letters "a" or "b" or "z" 
do not, indeed cannot, convey the meaning as 
isolated units. They begin to form meaning 
when they conjoin and develop a larger 
complex, a larger construction. 

Okay, so now we understand something 
called "pretext." That unit which is rudimenta-
ry to the book, but which is not yet readable as 
a text. Important sidebar: as the latest studies 
in reading have shown, "hooked on phonics" 
(Michael Landon's greatest legacy?) or the 
understanding of the sounds that constitute 
words is very helpful to students for later 
reading and comprehension. Indeed, as good 
as "wholistic" reading may be, phonics is even 
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more helpful at a fundamental level. The 
reason why is pretty obvious: the more one 
grounds herself in "pre-text" the more secure 
the formation will be when one moves "up" to 
"textual understanding." Why? Because there 
will be less con-fusion of word or sentence 
formation. Pretext is fundamental. 

But now let us imagine that we have un-
derstood pretext (symbols, or the alphabet in 
our example) and text (the larger complex 
which words and sentences and paragraphs 
develop). Is that all that is necessary to "com-
prehend" (I am consciously using a different 
word than "apprehend" at this stage) Schro-
dinger's book, What is Life? 

Well, yes and no. Yes, because clearly I can 
get a fairly decent sense of what our quantum 
theorist is trying to convey. No, because there 
are certain things "around" or "beyond" the 
text which the book cannot convey, but which 
strangely enough is demanded for better 
comprehension.  That missing something is 
not pretext, or text, but context.  

Context can range from the very simple: 
the paper quality, the binding, the typography, 
the smell of the book (anyone who has read 
books published in India will immediately 
know what I am talking about) to the very 
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complex: What year was the book published? 
What prior knowledge of math, of physics, of 
astronomy, of biology is necessary to better 
engage the text? Moreover, what is my mood? 
What country am I in? What reli-
gious/scientific beliefs do I bring to the text? 
Is it nighttime? Is the T.V. on? Silly questions? 
Not really, since this larger infusing environ-
ment--ranging from the rudimentary to the 
baneful to the sophisticated--plays an impor-
tant factor in any reading of any book at any 
time. Context is the larger arena by which any 
text, formed by any pretext, is understood. 

 
Pretext: rudimentary/fundamental; 
Text: instrumental/informative 
Context: bounding/eliciting/forming 
 
And, as such, a pretext can "evolve" itself 

into a text which in turn “evolves" itself into a 
context ... So that a context in a different 
situation can become the pretext to a new text 
which itself is housed by a new context ... And 
so on and so on. Or, as Ken Wilber would 
have it, "holons, holons, and more holons." 
Each holon, as Wilber would suggest, com-
prised of holonic parts, but which itself acts a 
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holonic part (I know it sounds oxymoronic but 
that's the point) of some larger holon. 

Atoms have parts (electrons and protons, 
for instance), but an atom is "part" of some-
thing larger (molecules). Molecules have parts 
(atoms of varying weights).j, but a molecule is 
"part" of something larger (cells). Cells have 
parts (molecular bonding), but a cell is "part" 
of something larger (a simple organism). Etc. 
Which leads to brains have parts (neurons, 
axions, synapses....), but a brain is "part" of 
something larger (the human body). The 
human body has parts (the brain, the heart, the 
liver....), but the human body is "part" of 
something larger (family/environment) ... and 
so on. 

Okay, so who cares? Well, it seems as if we 
are always struggling with this dilemma: reduce 
or inflate? Pretext or context? 

What Wilber suggests, though I don't think 
he is aware of how thoroughly materialistic his 
system can be, is that science tends towards 
reductionism, towards Occam's razor, towards 
Churchland's intertheoretic explanations, and 
that is its great strength ... It tends to explain 
things more simply ... and by more simply we 
mean more "fundamentally." 
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For this reason it usually kicks butt on any 
or all "inflated" theories (context which seems 
divorced from pretext?). But reductionism can 
in fact "go too far." And what I mean by "too 
far" is that it can actually become anti-
informational when such reductionism to echo 
the words of Dennett becomes "cheap." 

What is cheap reductionism? Let's go back 
to our book, What is Life? Remember that we 
can reduce the text to a series of letters, and 
such reductionism would be very helpful at 
first. Indeed, it would give us a tremendous 
grasp of what we could or perhaps could not 
do with such a symbol system.  

But let's imagine that I wanted to "reduce" 
even further. I find that the letters are made of 
little lines, so that a "W" looks like two "V's 
(VV) conjoined. We can even go farther and 
see that all letters in print are made of tiny 
molecules which are themselves made up of 
atoms, and the atoms are (eventually) made of 
quarks ... and quarks? Well, super-strings in 
nth-dimension are vibrating at a frequency 
below Planck's constant, which is not at any 
perceptive level..... 

See, we have gone too far. It is nice to say 
that words are nothing more than the con-
gealed results of trapped electrons but it adds 
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very little in terms of instrumental or pivotal 
information. To be sure, it helps to understand 
other things about our universe, but given the 
complexity of letters it does not add to our 
present domain-related discussion. 

We have made a classic boundary skip, cat-
egory collapse, and we have indulged in 
"cheap" (not very worthwhile) reductionism. 
Yet, this does not mean that reductionism is 
bad, it just means that reductionism is quite 
useful in the right domain ... Reduce too much 
and we lose. Don't reduce and we inflate too 
much. 

Having said all this, it is obvious that the 
direction of science must always be, fundamen-
tally, in the path of "reducing" as far as it can 
go while remaining useful and informational.  

Let us see how this works across discip-
lines: physics (looks to math, perhaps our most 
precise and accurate "human" language); 
chemistry (looks to physics, especially quantum 
mechanics--just see the work of Linus Pauling); 
biology, especially molecular biology (looks to 
chemistry; just think of Watson and Crick and 
the double helix model of DNA); psychology 
(looks, or perhaps they should!) to neuros-
cience, the study of the brain (Why? Because 
the greatest progress in psychology has not 
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come from Freud or Jung.... It has come from 
those pioneers who have grounded their 
studies in evolutionary brain science.... Just 
think to yourself when you get a headache: 
should I call 1-900-shaman or should I take an 
Excedrin extra strength? I would have men-
tioned Prozac, but I was thinking about cross-
posting this to alt.religion.scientology!); 
sociology (looks bad, but if it is to have a 
future, it should tend towards biolo-
gy/psychology/evolution).I know nobody likes 
Sociobiology (its "new" name is evolutionary 
psychology--cool, now we can do what E.O. 
Wilson has been talking about for some twenty 
years). A sociology grounded in evolutionary 
theory may actually come up with some 
revolutionary and cross-cultural predictions. 
Get rid of Marx, but not his reductionistic 
spirit, and hitch it to evolution and sociology 
may go somewhere.  

Now each of these disciplines "succeeds" 
when they discover their basic alphabet, their 
basic pretext. That has to be done and is the 
key to any further scientific progress. Below is 
a very simplistic look at various pre-
text/alphabets: physics: at the subatomic level 
it is clearly quantum mechanics, and its sophis-
ticated reworking Q.E.D., which is so fudging 
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precise that no theory rivals it in terms of 
accuracy. Molecular biology: DNA as everyone 
knows is the blueprint for all life. Evolutionary 
biology: natural selection. Darwin's contribu-
tion, as Dennett so rightly points out, is 
probably the single greatest thought given to 
man. 

But let's go back to What is Life? Can I get 
a Q.E.D. reading of it? Can I get a DNA 
reading of it? Can I get a natural selection 
reading of it? Yea, but it is not going to be as 
useful or as informative as understanding the 
English language at its own level.  So let's jump 
domains and cut to the chase: Metaphors 
coming (literalists beware!) 1. The brain is a 
text 2. Neurons are its subtext 3. The human 
body (thanks to Descartes‟ Error for informing 
us here) is the context. 

Now I want to understand "me"! Best to 
start with the brain's alphabet(neuroscience 
101); Then look at the brain's architecture and 
how the neural symphony comes together And 
then look at the larger human anatomy and see 
how all the various "beyond" brain parts work 
together. 

Is that enough? No, because just as neu-
rons have constituent parts, so does the human 
body have a much larger context or field of 
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interplay. That larger context or infusing 
environment always arises when the pretext 
and text have reached their terminus, their 
limit.... Thus if we want to avoid "cheap" 
reductionism, we also want to avoid "expen-
sive" inflationism (think of "fake" or "mono-
poly" money). 

Why did I go on at length about pretext, 
text, context (alphabets/books/purviews)? 
Because in trying to understand consciousness 
(soul?) we usually run in two directions: 
deflation--hey, Crick's right, I am nothing more 
than a sophisticated neural net; or, inflation--
hey, Wilber's right, I am Pure Spirit.  

In the middle of such opposing sides is 
relation: the connection between these two 
views (such as, hey, all I know is that I "feel" 
more than the body, except in those cases 
when I have a really bad headache or too-
thache.). 

What is fairly obvious in understanding a 
book (pretext: alphabet/phonics) text: 
words/sentences/paragraphs/chapters; 
context: when was this book written? where 
was it published? what mood am I in when I 
read it?) can also be applied via analogy 
(literalists beware!) to consciousness: pretext: 
brain/neural net/connectionist/PDP; text: "I" 
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consciousness, personality, "the lived through 
sense of me" context: in what city does this "I" 
live; what relationship do I have to my family, 
to my nation, to my religion, etc. 

Given this simple scenario it becomes ob-
vious that we can reduce consciousness down 
to its pretext (the brain) and we would be only 
partially correct. We would not--perhaps could 
not--understand the "qualia"--the phenome-
nology of my own lived through experiences 
(John Searle's "first person") if we merely 
stayed at the level of neurons. No doubt, we 
would understand a tremendous amount (and 
my biases lean, I should point out, with the 
Churchlands' for intertheoretic reductions 
whenever possible), but something would be 
lost in the reductive translation. We need text 
(read: the personality at its own level, at its own 
understanding, at its own self-reflections) 

Moreover, there is something about con-
sciousness that is not merely the brain, but also 
the body entity (as Descartes' Error strongly 
suggests). Additionally, consciousness--as such-
-arises within a larger field, that of family 
relations, societal relations, ecological niches, 
etc. It is this larger field which informs and 
shapes much of what we know about our 
consciousness and personality. This larger 
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"context" is essential, especially when one 
considers the vast differences in cultures 
throughout time and place on this planet. 

The above tripartite schema is clear enough 
and I would venture to guess that most would 
not disagree with it. Where we run into diffi-
culty is when we start to think of conscious-
ness as "transcending" physicality. Well, to be 
sure, there is a transcendence of sorts when the 
alphabet turns into words and words into 
sentences and so on. But it is not divorced 
from the prior structure. Indeed, each higher 
level is situated upon--sits upon--that former 
and under girding pretext. 

Okay, the Great Gatsby transcends a mere 
random collection of letters (there is a point, 
there is meaning, there is character develop-
ment), but take out those very letters at any 
stage and the entire superstructure of the 
"novel" collapses. 

As Wilber would point out (or any good 
physicist for that matter), the alphabet is more 
"fundamental" than sentences, though sen-
tences are more significant (convey more 
meaning, have more depth). So at each stage of 
explanation we are confronted with this 
situation: what is the pretext? (alphabet, the 
rudimentary symbols by which we comprise 
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larger sets. Hint: this can be applied to any-
thing: Atoms? Electrons/nucleus. Molecules? 
Atoms. Living Cells? DNA ... and so on) 

What is the text? (This is actually quite ar-
bitrary and it depends where and when we 
want to measure something, but once staked 
out it becomes the rallying point for pretext 
and context) what is the context? (In what 
larger field does the alphabet, the DNA, the 
atoms, the quarks, etc., arise?) 

But here's the catch: none of these larger 
texts or contexts is divorced or separated from 
its predecessors. Indeed, in terms of genealogy, 
it is impossible to have a book, as such, 
without a rudimentary symbol system. It is 
impossible to have molecules without atoms. It 
is impossible to have a brain without neurons 
(A note of caution to my A.I. friends: this is 
merely an analogy; I am not denying that 
silicon chips could not in theory replace 
neuronal components .... Even then, there is 
still a pretext--sand!). 

So when one speaks of consciousness 
without a brain, or beyond the body, or 
without physicality, it is naturally criticized by 
those conversant with neurology. They don't 
buy it, since they know that by understanding 
the pretext of the brain they can actually 
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change how the brain functions. They know 
the code. And there is nothing to suggest that 
consciousness which arises in the brain can 
somehow fly away from the body or code 
without any restraint whatsoever. 

But this is exactly the point about any 
physical or mental or spiritual thing--things 
arise from other things and those very things 
arise in fields of emergence.  Yet, there is no 
absolute separation from the quantity of one 
thing into the quantity of another (or new 
thing). 

To put it to consciousness, we have the 
following: neurons: subset brain: set personali-
ty: post-set or personality: preset society: set 
ecology/environment: post-set all the way 
down, as Wilber says, holons all the way up, as 
Wilber says, holons Yet, Wilber makes one 
huge "sky-hook" mistake (thanks Daniel 
Dennett) when he argues that Spirit is the basis 
of all matter. Wilber wants us to believe that 
Spirit is not based upon matter, but the 
reverse. 

This is where he makes his leap and where 
any materialist worth his salt is going to have 
huge difficulties with Wilber. What Wilber 
should concede (he doesn't) is that he does not 
know what Spirit is ... (I don't either). Why? 
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Because what Wilber really means by Spirit is 
the Context of every pretext/text/context.... 
That is the Infinity in which everything arises. 

Well, I don't know what that is; Wilber 
does not know what that is; I would imagine 
nobody "knows" what that is. What we do 
know, partially, are limited frames of reference, 
and, as such, we can pontificate upon them--
from quarks to atoms to molecules to cells to 
people to societies to nations. 

But let's not go too far. There may be an 
astral plane, but we have no evidence--at this 
stage--to comprehend it. We only have limited 
symbols which may point to it. Yet, do we 
admit to this contextual impasse? Do we, in 
fact, say with humility, "there might be?" Yes 
and No. 

When one reads Wilber or anybody (in-
cluding almost all of my early writings) you get 
the impression that he/she/it has a lock on the 
ultimate truths. Woe, we just found out about 
DNA ... and that only explains the alphabet of 
life processes. Before the 50s we didn't know. 
So can we then take a huge leap from DNA to 
the fabulous inner regions of Sahans-dal-
Kanwal? 

We can, but my hunch is that we are mere-
ly "infusing" contexts that we do not as of yet 
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know exist. And by doing such we "confuse" 
ourselves unnecessarily. 

Dennett would say we are going for sky 
hooks, not cranes.... But it is cranes all the way 
up that produce the higher orders, the complex 
systems ... Not the other way around. What 
meditation may indicate is a higher context but 
that very higher context will, by necessity, be 
grounded in the text that precedes it. What is 
that? The brain. So there is no way around this-
-from a bottom up perspective--but to admit 
that everything is higher order materialism. I 
could say "spirit" but that would incline itself 
to meaningless gibberish. 

When I say "matter is all there is," it tends 
towards reductionism and thus is more locata-
ble in terms of its pretexts. It does not mean, 
of course, that I "know" what matter ultimately 
is. I don't. What it suggests is that we ground 
our speculations, as always, with the rudimen-
tary tools that are available. Wilber and others 
with a Consciousness bent (read: Big Context 
takes Over ALL) will heartily disagree with my 
slant, thinking that I have sold my soul in 
exchange for quantum mechanics and neurolo-
gy and evolution. 

 No, I have come to grips with the fact that 
whatever my soul may be is grounded in the 
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pretexts/texts/contexts of everything that 
arises within my body and without it. Thus I 
think we will understand a lot more of what we 
mean by "soul" if we start with what we mean 
by "body,” by "brain," etc. 

Now if there is indeed a context which 
transcends this frame of reference, this waking 
state, then having a humble approach to it, I 
would argue, will be even better. We will be 
more open and skeptical. Open to the possibil-
ity; skeptical of misguided confusions of 
pretext and context. What we get instead with 
Wilberian type thinking is actually a bit of 
hubris and a whole lot of arrogance (well, he is 
on the seventh plane.... she is on the eighth 
plane.... and Free Willy is stuck in the bowels 
of the astral). 

Think for a second. How many times have 
we engaged in arguments over inner level 
attainments from the comfort of our own 
chairs? And all the while most of cannot even 
explain--in terms of physiology--how we grow 
hair on our arms. 

I find it completely amazing that we cannot 
define this universe (which is the emerging 
context by which we can empirically under-
stand our lives), but geez we most definitely 
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know the ins and out of the astral plane and 
who resides there. 

Materialism is multi-dimensional. The rea-
son it is probably nicer to use that term (versus 
spirit) is that it tends towards reductionism. It 
tends towards looking to its primary alphabet. 

 By positing a materialist position, we look 
first for the cranes; by positing a spiritualist 
position, we look first for the sky-hooks. Or in 
the terminology I have been using: by saying 
matter first, we look for pretext; by saying 
spirit first, we look for super-context (usually 
divorced from any empirical referent) 

Now it is correct to look for both pretext 
and context, but both arise in a relationship in 
the here and now. Super-contexts (or SPIRIT) 
is usually too far up the hierarchy to mean 
anything useful. I could say anything to posit a 
super-context (Elvis, Sugmad, Anami Purush, 
God, Jesus, Gumby, etc.), but it would given 
our grounded lives here mean zip. 

Why zip? Because it can stand for anything. 
Yet matter is the same thing, one might 
counter? Yes, but it has one advantage: it looks 
to its predecessors, to its genealogical parents, 
to its alphabet, to its cranes, to its roots ... And 
when such is lacking, then and only then can it 
make the slow climb up.  
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Spirit--we could actually say Infinity in-
stead--is never definable because it is by 
definition never ascertainable or limited. Matter 
is about limits or at the least our understanding 
of how energy/matter interacts at a certain 
level (our text?). 

But matter is not something flat, not some-
thing grey. It is absolutely beyond my fullest 
comprehension. And yet, as Einstein rightly 
said (he was agnostic and a materialist) “the 
most incomprehensible thing about the 
universe is that it is comprehensible.” Thus we 
may not ultimately know, but we know a little 
and that little grows by looking to its roots.
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