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Ecstatic Materialists
An Ethnographic Study on the Perception of Death by Members of World Pantheists Movement.
We see death as the return to nature of our elements, and the end of our existence as individuals. The forms of "afterlife" available to humans are natural ones, in the natural world. Our actions, our ideas and memories of us live on, according to what we do in our lives. Our genes live on in our families, and our elements are endlessly recycled in nature (From The WPM Belief Statement, Article 6).
“People subscribe to theistic faiths only to medicate their fear of death”, wrote Wade Farge, a WPM member from Texas. Indeed, on surface, many people are driven into various forms of religions because of their fear of death. Latently though, fear of life after death is what many people fear, not merely death. Scientific Pantheism (another name for World Pantheist Movement) seems to dissipate fear of death by rejecting life after death
 and accepting death as “the end of individuals’ existence” .

While rejecting life after death can dispel fear of death, it often creates existential despair as the problem of ultimate life meaning arises. The problem of ultimate life meaning does not arise to most Christian, Jews and Muslims not because they know about the ultimate meaning
 of their life, but because they postpone it until their death
. As Adam and Eve just happened  to know about "good and evil" when they tasted from the fruit of knowledge, religious dualists think that they will just happen to know about the ultimate meaning of their life after they die and transcend into the ultimate reality. However if there is no afterlife, and there is no an ultimate reality, then there is seems to be no an ultimate meaning. So how can a religion survive with such atheistic presupposition?
 
In my effort to investigate how scientific pantheists perceive death I first inquired  several members (via email)  and pantheist community at large (via list posting) on wherever they consider themselves religious
 without belief in afterlife. Most pantheists I interviewed considered themselves religious, however, they tried to distinguish themselves from traditional religious people, by classifying religion in various categories. For example Stewart Cook differentiated religion in ascetic and poetic categories:
 

 Ascetic religions are religions whose ultimate goal is preparation of the



spirit, soul, body, consciousness, or all of the above for some sort of



afterlife or continuous life process that extends beyond natural death. This



definition is typified by various levels of discipline and/or "faith," but



does not necessarily preclude an adherent from rationalism or scientific



empiricism.



Poetic religions are more or less religions of convenience. They draw their



inspiration from the here and now, or from within the adherent. They don't



necessarily have to entail a belief in a "spiritual nature" or



life-after-death. Nor are they necessarily confined to the realm of



naturalistic beliefs.  They are typified by the desire to make life as



pleasant or beautiful as possible while it lasts, or at least live life to



its fullest by recognizing the innate beauty of nature and the universe



around us...a most decidedly non-disciplinarian structure. This may sound



odd or offensive, but there have been and are numerous "Satanist" groups



whose members believe no more in the supernatural than they do the man in



the moon, yet they have taken their distaste for religion (particularly



Christianity) to an extreme and express their derision by partaking in a



mock religion. Strange as this may sound, this falls under the category of



"poetic." In any case, poetic religions may utilize a great deal of theistic



concepts and connotations. The difference is that they recognized these only



in metaphoric terms rather than literal. I've heard that some sects of



Shaivism regard their holy writ and deific concepts as entirely metaphorical



and engage in "religious" practice merely to give some structure to their



lives and culture.

While the director of North American’s pantheist movement, Thomas More, classified religions in faith based religions and experientially based religions:

Faith Based religion are based on faith, whether it be faith in a divine being, faith in 

a holy book, faith in a guru, faith in an amulet, faith in a creed  etc.

Experientially based religions are based on what one sees,


hears, feels, and concludes from sensory evidence and the experience of


one's life. The experience of living a life is not just an intellectual


matter, but also a physical, emotional, cognitive, and a sensory


matter. This emotional experience MAY include mystical experience which


may be valued highly, but experientially based religion does NOT regard


mysticism as a 'tool of cognition' giving knowledge of what is true or


false in objective reality.

      
Looked at in these ways these two types of religion are opposites.


A faith based religion is one based on what one has not seen, has not


experienced, has not concluded on reasoning based on sense data etc. An


experientially based religion is based on what one has seen, what one


has felt, what one has reasoned from sensory data, what one has


existentially experienced.

      
Faith based religions tend to be authoritarian, illogical, and


where they give a role to 'mysticism'  it is 'mysticism' in the sense of


irrational claims to knowledge i.e. superstition.

      
Experientially based religions tend to be anti-authoritarian - as


all people can see for themselves, anyone can feel for themselves,


anyone can reason for themselves. When experientially based religions


talk of mysticism they are talking of the mystic experience - e.g. union


with the universe, rather than making claims to supernatural knowledge


or miracles.

      
The faith based religions may even say 'believe because it is


absurd' - one of the early church fathers said just that. They say 'this

   is in the book'. 'This is what this saint said'. 'These are the


commandments'.

      
The experientially based religions say 'try this', 'look', 'in my


experience', 'see for yourself', 'this is how I felt', 'this is what we


did', 'I know this because....'

      
Faith based religions value prayer, and see it as a way of changing


objective reality.

      
Experientially based religions value meditation and see it as a way


of learning about the self, experiencing altered states of


consciousness, merging with the universe, and changing aspects of ones


personality.

     
 Faith based religions look at ethics as based on authoritarian


rules given from on high, rules that supply a key to getting into heaven


or avoiding hell.


Experientially based religions look on ethics as based on compassionate


experience, appreciation of consequences, growth and maturation, and


acquisition of wisdom.

      
Some religions as a whole stress faith while others stress


experience. Consider the contrast between Christian Fundamentalism and


philosophical Taoism. However Most religions are mixtures of the faith


based and experientially based.

     
 Some individuals are more attracted to the faith based aspects and


others to the experientially based aspects.  For example bishops are


more likely to be faith based while monks are more likely to be


experientially based. One stresses prayer, holy writ, authority,


miracles, incomprehensible mysteries (to be accepted on faith)  and

obedience. The other stresses meditation, contemplation,  mindful simple

living, and emphasizes the beauty of the lived experience of a certain

type of monkish life. If it stresses mysticism it is interested in

techniques that actually work to let one personally have a mystical

experience.

 

Natural Scientific Pantheism, in general seems to attract those

             interested in experientially based religion rather than in faith based

 religion.

             

To the faith-based the existence or non-existence of God(s) and

             belief in stories about the gods is paramount. To the

             experientially-based the emotions of compassion, suffering, joy, awe,


gratitude, beauty are paramount.

    
To the faith based the afterlife is what matters.

      
To the experiential living and dying well on this earth are what


matters. Any afterlife will take care of itself ----- or won't  because


it doesn't exist.
    After differentiating themselves from over religions, scientific pantheist find it perfect congruent to be “spiritual” without believing in “spirits” (or “soul) and afterlife. At the heart of scientific pantheists’ spirituality lies the belief in (knowledge of)  law of conservation of energy  which states that in the universe nothing is created nor destroyed. Thus anything, including human bodies, will be constantly recycled into other forms of matter and energy. From this perspective universe is a holistic unit, where energy constantly freezes into matter, and matter is constantly release into energy. From this perspective  death is a way to become “one” with the universe (or with “all that I revere and love” according to Diane Fields, WPM member). 

Second element at the heart of scientific pantheisms that makes the death spiritual rather than meaningless is belief in (knowledge of) evolution. Hence, as Misty Coulter putted, “human body and life force will return to the earth and join back with the circle of life” after death, to eventually serve as raw material for more evolved organisms from our planet and other planets.

Third element of pantheism that makes death meaningful is metaphysical belief in the distinction between  the person  we consider us to be and us as immortal matter/energy. According to  this staggering  idea the reason we are concerned of person conventionally considered to be us, is due to the fact that “us as matter/energy 
” composes “conventional “us” of the person”.  

Although the idea that “we as matter/energy” always have existed, and always will exist seems reassuring, the idea that “we are not we” is quite disturbing. And in contrast to the idea of second law of thermodynamics and evolution it does not make any sense from physical and psychological perspective, but does make a lot of sense from metaphysical and philosophical perspectives 
. As Brian Bartholomew, WPM putted:
As painful as it is to swallow, I no longer believe in an ongoing being named Brian Bartholomew upon my demise. I now believe that the only reason I am concerned with that person. Upon my disintegration the need for my continued concern disappears. Dammit! I love it here! 
 

While many scientific pantheists find meaning in their eternal postmortal recycling and other elements described above, others, like my friend Eljay don’t buy these arguments. For Eljay death is not meaningful, it is inevitable, it is part of life. Eljay is not a nihilist though, rather he is a relativist. In his opinion there is no need of knowing
  “why” things ultimate are (he refers to this sort of question as “mu” or “unasked” questions) and we can only address “what” and “how” things ultimate are. He knows that his body decomposes and is recycled after death, but he doesn’t seek a meaning to that.  

Rather than anticipating the death to become one with the Universe, Eljay considers himself currently to be one with the universe. He doesn’t consider himself distinct from the universe, as he expressed: “We are not just made of star stuff -- we are the star stuff.” 

Actually this notion that we are of what we are made is quite popular among Scientific Pantheists. These belief is partially borrowed from Lutheran notion of Eucharist, where bread is not only believed to be possessed by Christ, but actually is Christ (along with crumbs of bread)
. However scientific pantheism’s transubstantiation differs from Lutheran’s transubstantiation, in that we can only be natural entities and phenomena’s (stars, people, dust, atoms, photons, worlds, galaxies, wind) rather than supernatural entities and phenomena ( saints, devils, witches, ghosts, unicorns, gods, sin).

As we’ve seen through the example of my friend Eljay (who rejected some of the basic tenants of pantheism) Scientific pantheists are very individualistic and their belief and practices tend to vary widely, still there some rituals encouraged to be perform at death. While there is no strict code on dying, there are some preferable provisions on dying and burials. 
There is an emphasis in scientific pantheism of dying with dignity, that is without after an excruciating pain (which ,if necessary, can be accomplished through suicide). The ideal place to die is in the midst of nature (while dying in hospitals is considered very undesirable) Scientific Pantheism endorses nature, in particular forests as the ideal place for burial, as it returns flesh’s elements to the earth (though cremation is considered an option too, as it returns flesh’s elements to the atmosphere).


During the burial procedure, relatives and fellow WPM members gather in the midst of nature, organize environmentally responsible picnics, and engage in discussion and mediation on death They  also recite the spiritual poems on dying (like those reproduced bellow by  Paul Harrison and meant to substitute funeral religious prayers.) As the evening sets the guest despearce, leaving the more close relative of the deceased in the forest overnight to stay and more intimately mediate . The next morning the close relatives disperse as well leaving the site of burial without any marks. The next time the relatives would want to organize a remembrance picnic in the forest, they will do that in any parts of that forest (as it is believed/known that the matter of the deceased is absorbed and distribute by the entire forest).
	Elemental Death

Like the curlews' twilight cries
curling over the silvered bay.
four deaths draw me 

To lie in earth, a heavy sleeper
in an old bed, slowly melting
like late snow in shadow. 

To drift on the flow of a river flooding
seaward, then to roll with tides
and thunder with the surf. 

To burn with the fierce crackling
updraught of a fire of dry leaves
roaring into bright air. 

Or to be scattered on the wind,
and sail the clouds
or ride the hurricanes. 

Elementally we live:
solid and soft as earth, fluid as water,
light as air, bright as fire. 

Even so we pass away:
wave to the waves, rain to the rains,
element to the elements we give. 

As long as it is so - 
whichever way - I won't be sad 
when it's my time to die. 

Just so the curlew's cry
echoes and fades in the moonlight
over the curving bay.


	Epitaph for a child of earth
Traveller, do not hurry by,
but rest awhile on this white stone,
listen to the wind's words in the leaves
and cleanse your mind of fantasy. 

There is no Tartarus and no Elysium,
no soul imprisoned in a cage of bone,
that will be freed and purified.
We who have died, we who were earth 

have now returned to earth 

and this is our bliss:
our atoms live commingled in this tree.
Inhale its scent, you will commune with us. 

Our memory and our seed survive
in living minds and living births.
What better immortality?
Now go your way in peace.




As we’ve seen, WPM  balances rational presupposition about death with, humanistic and environmental ethics and emotional spirituality (the sense of wonder). Although WPM is not yet fully developed religion (due to its very young age) it can eventually develop into an ideal spiritual alternative for those who reject the  traditional religious doctrine and prefer to take the naturalistic view on death and dying
� As was noted by Epicurus: "Why should I fear death? If I am, death is not. If death is, I am not. Why should I fear that which cannot exist when I do?"





� While many monotheists will, without given a thought, exclaim that the ultimate meaning of their life is to worship God, latently they regard worshiping God as only a requirement (or a provisional life meaning) necessary to discover ultimate meaning of life after their physical death.


� This postponement of ultimate meaning until death alienates many people from traditional religions. As one of the members of WPM putted: “Traditional religions have become incapable of supplying a basis for a meaning of life for increasingly large numbers of�educated people. But the need for meaning is still there” (Richard Hervey, 1999).


� “Religion” is to be defined here, according to Paul Harrison, the founder of WPM, as any combinations of philosophy, ethics and spirituality.  


� It interesting to contrast “us as matter/energy” with “us as spirit”- the slogan promoted by some New Age cults.


� The idea of evolution, or for an animal to transform in other animal, and  second law of thermodynamics, or for a piece of paper to have the same mass before and after burning, were perceived as outrageous as well.


� Sic, Eljay doesn’t mention the religious clishe “there is no way of knowing ultimate meaning of death”, rather he emphasize that “there is no need of knowing the ultimate meaning of death”


� As Lutheran once said: a bar of iron heated to fire, will not only contain fire, but be fire, along with iron.





