
Religious and Spiritual Experiences (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).  

248. Religious naturalism affirms that intentionality is always embodied and emergent from a 
world of natural possibilities. In sufficiently neurologically and socially complex beings, 
engagement with value structures and flows in the depths of nature becomes possible. These 
axiological depths fund exploration of the space of aesthetic and moral possibilities. Intense 
experiences (in the depth-and-breadth sense of this book, a significant subset of RSEs) manifest 
these depths in much the same way that sense experience manifests the sensible elements of our 
environment. Once encountered and engaged, the axiological depths of reality power the 
construction of meaning on which individual lives and cultural projects crucially depend. 
Religious naturalism is compatible with ground-of-being views of ultimate reality, from the 
mystics’ God beyond God to the Dao That Cannot Be Daoed, and from Nirguna Brahman to 
sunyata.  

Science and Religious Anthropology: A Spiritually Evocative Naturalist Interpretation of 
Human Life (Surrey, England: Ashgate, 2009).  

xv. Indeed, the central argument of this book supports a naturalistic interpretation of the human 
being as homo religious. That is, religious behaviors, beliefs, and experiences—understood 
sufficiently broadly—constitute human nature not only historically, culturally, or 
circumstantially, but also ontologically, essentially, and inescapably. A thoroughgoing and 
consistent naturalism is inevitably also profoundly spiritual and religious. 

24. Naturalism requires the rejection of self-authorizing means of knowledge about ultimate 
reality, including direct self-interpreting experiences and special revelation through sacred texts 
or sacred traditions. All such sources of putative knowledge, to be self-interpreting and self-
authorizing, require supernaturalism and possibly also supranaturalism, which naturalism rejects. 
This does not entail the rejection of the idea of sacred religious classics (see Tracy 1981), nor the 
idea of revelation understood as the manifestation of the self-transcendent sacred depths of 
nature (see Hardwick 1996, Ricoeur 1977). But it does rule out any interpretation of such things 
that implies supernatural authorization or short-circuits (through appeal to supernatural 
illumination) the complex process of human interpretation.  

From this threefold stipulation of the basic ontological and epistemological commitments of 
religious naturalism, it follows that every determinate feature of ultimate reality—and thus every 
characteristic that can be thought, experienced, discovered, or believed—is constituted by the 
relation between nature and its self-transcendent ground. Ultimacy has no determinate 
characteristics apart from its expression in the valuational depth structures and self-
transcendence of nature; in itself, ultimate reality is empty of determinacy.  

26. All theology is, on this view, natural theology—admittedly not in the traditionally narrow 
sense of the term, but rightly called “natural theology” just the same. Indeed, the distinction 
between natural theology and revealed theology utterly collapses, and all theology is also 
revealed theology, as we can describe the depths of nature equally well as discovered through 
inquiry and as manifested through encounters with nature.  

27. In the final analysis, the religious naturalist has a profound account of ultimacy as partly 
known, but known as passing understanding; and also as good and true and beautiful in some 



sense, while in other senses expressing aesthetic and moral music utterly unscaled to human 
cognitive and experiential grasp. 

171. I think this commits us to acknowledging what the apophatic mystics have always known, 
and what Nietzsche preached, namely, that God is far beyond human moral categories of good 
and evil (see Nietzsche 1907). Fundamentalists resist evolutionary theory especially because they 
sense that the idea of a good personal God is at stake. They are quite correct about this, and 
nothing makes that clearer than our growing understanding of the evolution of sex differences. 
For the religious naturalist, God is the creative and fecund ground of nature’s being, its 
valuational depth structures and dynamics; the moral dimensions of the ground of being are not 
scaled to human interests.  

175. Naturalist theologians understand ultimacy as the self-transcendence of nature, and so 
discover the determinate features of ultimacy in the intricately structured and chaotic dynamics 
of nature’s axiological depths; the character of nature and of ultimate reality do have to match. 

197. To the extent that ultimacy is not a being with determinate features, as it is in most forms of 
traditional theism and as it is decidedly not in religious naturalism, ultimacy escapes the net of 
cognition and interpretation. Ultimacy is not thereby entirely beyond cognitive address because it 
is still reflexively manifest in the valuational features of nature that we engage and can 
describe—the religious naturalist’s version of revelation. But the overall character of those 
axiological structures and flows necessarily surpasses cognitive grasp. For the apophatic 
religious naturalist theologian, this is the driving force behind religious symbolism—not merely 
human cognitive style, that is to say, but the character of ultimacy itself demands indirection in 
speech and concept.  

204. If ultimacy is groundless abyss, it is also ground of being and power of being. And here we 
have to take account of the structures and flows of nature that swirl up out of cosmic processes 
and then in and through the microbial ocean and finally seemingly almost beyond it. These 
structures and flows are not intelligible as anthropomorphically scaled intentions, and so are not 
commensurate with supranaturalist aspirations to detect intelligent design. Rather, they are 
interplays of chaos and order, of chance events and emergent patters. They create layers of 
complexity, with each layer repeating the entanglement of chance-like and law-like components 
that give rise to the next most complex layer.  

206. Ultimacy in this portrayal is simultaneously gracious in respect of its fecundity and its 
receptiveness to creative human effort, and untamable in respect of its ceaseless challenge to all 
forms of order, including all human achievements. It is because of our dawning awareness of the 
cosmic, evolutionary, microbial, and ecological habitat that births us, sustains us, threatens us, 
and receives us—because of this awareness more than our knowledge of the vicissitudes of 
history and of the psychic chaos of our personal lives—that human beings are able to perceive 
ultimacy in these terms.  

“Incongruous Goodness, Perilous Beauty, Disconcerting Truth: Ultimate Reality and 
Suffering in Nature” in Nancey Murphy, Robert J. Russell, and William R. Stoeger, eds., 
Physics and Cosmology: Scientific Perspectives on the Problem of Natural Evil (Vatican City 
State: Vatican Observatory and Berkeley: Center for Theology and the Natural Sciences, 
2007): 267-294. 



282. The moral conundrum for human beings is not the process theist’s bracing Manichaean or 
Zoroastrian challenge to join the divine side against the chaos of anarchic freedom, but rather the 
challenge to decide which part of the divine nature we truly wish to engage. Can we choose 
purposelessness, violence, and cruelty? Yes, and God awaits us along that path as self-
destruction and nihility. Should we choose to create meaning, nurture children, and spread 
justice? If we do, the possibility itself is a divinely grounded one. Does God care which way we 
choose? God is not in the caring business, on this view. The divine particularity is expressed in 
the structured possibilities and interconnections of worldly existence; wanting and choosing is 
the human role. 

On this view, the fulcrum for human moral action lies where it always has, despite all theological 
obfuscations: with human decision. God does not advocate or resist the decisions we make 
because God ontologically supports all decisions. Improving the world and making it more just is 
one of the choices before us. This is an invigorating challenge but also terrifying, as Nietzsche 
pointed out. He praised the spiritual vivaciousness of the one who can take full responsibility for 
choosing, without any hint of evasion and without any pretense that God favors one choice or 
another. This is spiritual maturity in the ground-of-being framework. 

294. Suffering in nature is neither evil nor a by-product of the good. It is part of the wellspring of 
divine creativity in nature, flowing up and out of the abysmal divine depths like molten rock 
from the yawning mouth of a volcano, searing and burning—maybe with ecological benefits, 
maybe with no discernable redemptive elements whatsoever. Luminescent creativity and 
abysmal suffering are co-primal in the divine nature as they are in our experience. To 
acknowledge the ground of our being in these terms is to accept suffering as our fate and the fate 
of all creatures, and also to do what we will with these circumstances, whether that means sitting 
idly by or launching into the world with banners waving and guns blazing. All things testify to 
the divine glory. All things without exception. 

 


