
CHAPTER ONE 

IN CONFRONTING CATASTROPHE, 

WHO CAN HELP? 

I. Collective Insanity

In the summer of 1969, I awakened to the fact that humanity faces a crisis
of unprecedented proportions. My son, Cliff, had persuaded me to read Paul 
Ehrlich's The Population Bomb. The book was wrong about a lot of things, but 
it was right about one extremely important matter. The growth of population 
and of per capita consumption was on a collision course with the limited 
capacity of the Eflrth to support human activity. Most of our supposed intelli­
gence and rationality was directed to "improving" activities, leading us to self­
destruction in the sense of making them more efficient. 

For a few years it seemed that we might, collectively, begin to behave ration­
ally. Earth Day 1970 got a lot of press. There was widespread public concern. 
There were articles, books; and conferences. Some significant legislation made 
its way through Congress and was signed by Richard Nixon. The United 
Nations held a major conference at Oslo and established helpful programs. If 
this momentum had continued during the past forty years, the world would be 
in a very different place. 

But that was not what happened. With the United States in the forefront, 
world opinion, or at least that of its controlling leadership, decided we had had 
enough of that issue; we needed to get back to "serious business." Serious busi­
ness was, of course, making money. From that point of view, it was regrettable 
that in the brief period when world attention had turned to the fate of the 
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Summary of Book

In these times many people feel that their cherished religious 
values are held hostage by the forces of secularization and that, 
as a consequence, society is morally bankrupt.  While 
acknowledging this problem, John Cobb overturns the 
prevailing expectations by drawing a distinction between 
secularization and secularism. 

Secularization, as Cobb uses the term, has a prophetic 
function. It is a process by which religion is cleansed and 
refocused on mission and ministry rather than on other-worldly 
myths and concerns. The uncritical understanding of religion 
that focuses on religion for its own sake is what Cobb calls 
secularism. In Cobb’s view, secularization has led to secularism 
or a culture of consumerism that threatens those very religious 
convictions many hold dear.  After teasing the concepts of 
secularization and secularism apart, Cobb proposes an 
alternate path for secularization that will help us reevaluate our 
relation to our world and each other.









Spiritual Bankruptcy 

activities from governmental interference and organized labor. Jesus is made 
over into the promoter of these goals, and the one to whom unquestioning obe­
dience is owed. Sharlet discusses more briefly the allied, but quite different, 
religiousness encouraged by mass revival movements, television evangelists, 
megachurches, Campus Crusade, and so forth. Here personal morality and con­
servative theology, focused on opposition to abortion and to homosexuality, 
play a larger role, but much of the energy is directed to the same political and 
economic goals. 

By no means are all the practices promoted by the religious, even the reli­
gious right, harmful. Their religion encourages many people to develop excel­
lent personal habits and do many good things. They are often fine citizens and 
upright in their dealings. Religiousness often generates excellent community 
life among those who basically agree. The religious are likely to behave chari­
tably to persons in need, especially in emergency situations. 

Religiousness as a whole, therefore, is not to be condemned. But neither is 
it to be affirmed. Like human phenomena in general, it is ambiguous. Sadly, in 
relation to the utterly critical situation of our time, it is more of an obstacle to 
the needed response than a participant in it. 

I have said that collectively, we humans are crazy. Much of this craziness is 
found in religion. Ignoring or denying information that would require changed 
behavior is irrational and, when the future of the Earth is at stake, crazy. 
Believing that some one set of ancient legends is literally true is crazy, espe­
cially when it leads to discrimination against believers in the literal truth of 
other legends. When religiousness is co-opted for purposes that run diametri­
cally against the needs of the world, the insanity becomes vicious. 

III. The Insanity of Secularism

Damaging as is the religious attitude, the insanity of the world cannot be 
blamed primarily on religiousness. With the exception of Israel and a few 
Islamic nations, the ancient Ways do not play a determinative role in global 
leadership. The great majority of nations is now secular in the sense of being 

xopen to multiple Ways and committed to none. Most nations pride themselves
on making their decisions on the basis of rational discussion without appeal to 
supernatural authority or to anything otherworldly. 

Throughout the modem era, secularism has presented itself as the sane alter­
native to the craziness of religion. Today, in the United States, its clearest 
commitment is to exclude the Ways from _an equal place in the public square. 
It focuses attention on this world and the human condition within it. It claims 
to reject all restrictions on critical thought. Surely concern for the world and 
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the application of critical rationality are essential to the resolution of our prob­
lems! One might hope, therefore, that the dominance of secularism would lead 
to serious concern for the fate of this planet and its inhabitants and to a 
rational response. But dearly it has not done so. Why? What is the secularist 
world lacking? 

To answer this question, I tum to the major expressions of secularism in the 
modern world. Four are significant in shaping current thinking and behavior. 
They are science, philosophy higher educalion, and economism. 

First, science has directed its attention entirely to this world and developed 
methods ofstudying it that have proved extraordinarily fruitful. Chiefly scien­
tists have alerted us to the destructive effects of our actions on our environ­
ment. And individual scientists have given us the leadership we urgently need. 
But the scientific community as a whole has gone about its business little 
affected by the crisis. When scientists offer the guidance we need, they are 
regarded as stepping outside their proper role as scientists. 

Second, philosophy, beginning with Descartes, separated itself sharply from 
theology in order to be fully secularist. It has had a fascinating history, which 
has also affected the wider society in many ways. But the dominant school of 
philosophy today, linguistic analysis, contributes very little to the needed 
response. Fortunat�ly, a group of philosophers have brought their analytical 
skills to bear on issues related to the environment. They are tolerated in the 
wider philosophical community. Yet that community has not been much 
affected by this subgroup. Most members of this subgroup attend to environ­
mental issues because of passions they bring to philosophy rather than derive 
from it. 

Third, the modern university is a fully secularist institution. The research 
university is organized around academic disciplines, including the sciences. 
These disciplines aim at being value free. This organization of knowledge is 
designed to press forward the frontiers of research, and it has been brilliantly 
successful in this regard. Some of this research is useful for understanding the 
environmental crisis and suggesting responses·to it. More of it is useful for 
improving the quality of production of corporations and increasing its quantity 
as well. Serving corporations rarely contributes to saving the Earth. More ,,,, 
often, it hastens catastrophe. Since the university does not promote its own 
values, research goes to where the money for it is available. Overall, university 
research contributes more to the Earth's problems than to their solution. )<\ 

Fourth, the ideology that now governs the world can be called economism,

whfcn1s a fully secularist way of thought. Its principles are articulated in one 
of the academic disciplines, economics, which has been particularly successful 
in becoming completely secularist. Economism is based on the choice of 
economics to be the queen of the sciences. Its bask ori��tation is to promote 
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CHAPTER NINE 

A NEW BEGINNING IN PHILOS.OPHY 

I. The Prospects for a New Philosophy

The preceding chapters pointed out the limitations of secularism: These lim­
itations resulted from the secularist effort to cut thinking off from ideas inher­
ited from the premodem past. This effort has been most explicit in philosophy, 
but it has shaped science and higher education in general. It works especially 
against thinking with full seriousness about questions of value, human mean-
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ing, and personal commitment. It now works also against seeking coherence in v

our understanding of the world as a whole, even of the purely physical world. 
At a time when the Earth as a whole is in crisis and radical commitment to its 
salvation is critically needed, these limitations are very serious. 

If secularism were a minor factor in human affairs today, its criticism would 
be an academic affair, and in one sense this is the actual situation. Few people 
are totally secularist in their personal lives, for life is v_ery much a matter of val­
ues, meaning, and commitments. But secularism plays a role in the social order 
vastly greater than it plays directly in md1v1diJal lives. For example, the world 
as a whole is organized chietly around secularist economic considerations, even 
if the individuals who promote the dominant economic theory and those who 
serve economistic institutions actually care greatly about other things. This 
structuring of global activity accelerates the destruction from which human 
intelligence should be used to save us. 

The failure of secularism to provide guidance in our time of overwhelming )( 
crisis does not mean that the world can simply return to its ancient Ways. These 
Ways have again and again succumbed to religion. Even the finest wisdom 
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