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ABSTRACT 

 

 This paper looks at a paradox of large religions in the modern world, some driving us 

toward endless war even though all the founding prophets spoke about peace, and cited Golden 

Rules of very similar meaning.  It identifies “authoritarian law and militant religion” as 

interacting evils wrapped in soft words of scriptural origin.  It applauds the emergence of 

“sustainable stewardship” as a counterpoint to more primitive “multiply and dominate” 

theologies.  It shows how “people of faith” and “people of reason” coexist in many churches, but 

differ in how they evaluate the world. The author discusses why we need a civilizational religion 

that could manage the planet and the people on it more humanely, instead of subjugating and 

exploiting them for anyone’s short term benefit.  And he ends with a concrete list of 

characteristics that global religion should have. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

   Religion presents a critical paradox to those who work on civilizational and human survival.  

On one hand, some religions point the way toward a sustainable, humane and ethical civilization.  

On the other hand, others drive us toward a fast Armageddon of war with weapons of mass 

destruction, or a slower death by environmental collapse and civilizational decay.  Understanding 

both sides of this paradox is one key to the happier outcome.1 

Because the stakes are so high, I begin this essay with some axioms that may be controversial 

for some who read them.  First, whatever God is (or Allah, Yahweh, Atman, The Force, Wakan 

Tanka or whatever name you prefer) it cares about life, truth, and love.  Second, “religion” is not 

the same thing as “spirituality”.  “Religion” is more organized than mystic spirituality, and often 

far more aggressive.  The churches, mosques, synagogues and temples that are most convinced 

they are God’s elect doing God’s will on earth are powerful forces driving us toward global war 

over which is “the best”.  I believe that is the opposite of God’s desire.  Why? 

                                            
1For 23 years I studied why wars begin to write a book that won a National Peace Writing Award in 1999 (On the 

Causes of War, 1997, 1999).  Two chapters in that book address the main challenges that animate this edited work, 

#13 on Authoritarian Law and Militant Religion, and #31 on Spirituality Without Churches.  Concepts developed 

there in more detail are summarized here and supplemented with context appropriate to civilizations. 
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Well the answer to that question is the essence of this essay.  One reason is because churches2 

are often bound to words in books written thousands of years ago by tribal peoples (and often 

edited by many hands thereafter).  Inspired by God these words may be, but they had to pass 

through the minds of people from very primitive cultures, and were necessarily expressed in 

human languages which are always profoundly limited.  Besides, God appears to have spoken 

with a great many people through time in every language there is.  It is hubris to think that 

spirituality cannot progress beyond that comprehended thousands of years ago,3 or that God 

needs permission from certified clergy to speak to other human beings. 

Another reason why organized churches and the religious extremists attracted to some of them 

are driving us toward global war is because the churches themselves are living systems.  They 

compete in a Darwinian universe that is ruthless, extremely self-centered and sometimes cruel.  

Churches compete for limited resources just like bacteria, hyenas and trees.  But the feedstock 

for churches (synagogues, mosques and etc.) are human beings willing to give treasure and 

sometimes their lives in service to the church, which alleges that doing so is the same as serving 

God.  Sometimes they offer special rewards for risky service, like 72 virgins alleged for martyrs. 

Yet another reason why some churches drive us toward death instead of life, and toward hate 

instead of love, is because some churches and people are quite hostile to “science” as a discipline 

and to “reason” as a way to discern truth.  They prefer “revelation” from designated prophets or 

church leaders, although sometimes they allow that God may talk to anyone it desires. 

It is also important for this essay not to become a mere diatribe against the sins of churches.  

Churches provide some very essential services to society and to billions of human beings.  In 

fact, good churches are a critical part of the solution to our crises.  Unenlightened churches are a 

cause of the same crises.  Churches are complicated, and one often finds authentically spiritual 

people, inspired by God and doing good works every day, side by side in churches with 

individuals of more limited vision who really believe that God loves them exclusively. 

Finally, we must acknowledge here that the living system of our Earth is experiencing an 

existential crisis on a scale seen only five times before in the geological history of the planet.4  

This crisis began long before the term “sustainability” gained traction, or “climate change” or 

other current expressions of the global environmental crisis.  It began with exponential increases 

of human populations and the wave of extinctions of other species that inevitably followed.  That 

                                            
2For most of the rest of this essay I will use the Christian term “churches” for all houses of worship of any faith 

rather than repeating “churches, mosques, synagogues and temples” over and over.  The belief that God loves one 

form but not the others is one of the core illusions that blinds many organized religions.  This is closely bound to the 

equally false belief that God loves only one religion or one group of people and not all or any others. 
3Another errant conclusion of the fundamentalist views I describe alleges that God says exactly the same thing to 

everyone all the time.  Another is that God never uses metaphor or symbolic language forms. Such beliefs contribute 

to the ignorance of fundamentalist literalism.  This matters due to resulting wars over whose truth is THE TRUTH. 
4 These were the great extinctions known as the Cretaceous-Tertiary, End Triassic, Permian Triassic, Late Devonian 

and Ordovician-Silurian extinctions, the most famous of which was about 65 million years ago when dinosaurs and 

about 20% of all other species disappeared in the blink of a geological eye.  The prime theory today is collision by 

comet or asteroid, but maybe one of the dinosaurs caught “religion” and tried to dominate all of the others with 

weapons of mass destruction such as we have developed today.  Anyone who thinks science knows for sure what 

happened 65 million years ago has elevated science to a quasi-religious status that it neither deserves nor desires. 
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decay accelerates each day.  Any religion for a sustainable civilization must therefore have some 

core elements that respond to the biological aspects of the crisis before us. 

Churches rooted in the words of tribal peoples thousands of years ago find it difficult to 

change their dogmas as fast as the living system is decaying today.  One obvious example is bans 

on birth control and other pronatalist policies.  Tribal people thousands of years ago suffered 

very high mortality rates, had life expectancies of 40 years if lucky; half their babies died very 

young and they competed with aggressive others for land and every other critical resource.  

Aggressive breeding was essential to group survival then.  Today it is a formula for global 

disaster.  Some churches have come to understand that, but the fundamental wing of many 

organized churches is still caught up in trying to outbreed the others with disastrous 

consequences for all.  This is a “tragedy of the commons” phenomenon of the first order. 

At the same time, many churches include an ecumenical element that recognizes some validity 

to other religious perspectives and organizations.  Most include authentically spiritual people as 

well as those who just memorize words, and all claim to worship a God that loves people, life 

and the Earth.  So the seeds of enlightenment are there, and nourishing those seeds is a task 

implied by the title of this book. 

The remainder of this essay will address the following subtopics.  “Authoritarian Law and 

Militant Religion” focuses on why some churches are so violent, and why that drives us toward 

global war.  “Sustainable Stewardship” focuses on how undue emphasis on one sentence from 

Genesis (1-28) in the Bible / Torah leads some people and institutions to support destruction of 

the living system by trying to outbreed each other, and to oppose many social actions that might 

solve that problem.  Enlightenment here means simply attending to other phrases in the sacred 

texts that promote stewardship of life on earth.  “People of Faith versus People of Reason” aims 

to defuse that tragic war between worldviews, because it appears that both are legitimate ways of 

learning, each with different virtues and flaws.  Listening carefully to the best of both reveals 

many important perspectives on how to deal with the great challenges that civilizations must if 

they want to survive and prosper in the Third Millennium after the birth of Jesus Christ.  Finally 

a conclusion will come where I try to show in simplest form the path from here to there. 

 

Authoritarian Law and Militant Religion 

 

   Militant religions tend toward authoritarian or even totalitarian politics and law because they 

think they know exactly how God wants people to live, and are distinguished from peaceful 

churches by their willingness to force those views on others.  Since they are also aggressively 

pronatalistic they inevitably come into contact with other aggressively expansive social groups, 

often after driving off or killing less aggressive native peoples.  Compromise is difficult between 

true believers, and there are a thousand varieties competing for the crown of God’s “favorites”. 

An Israeli counterterrorism expert with 20 years experience in the Israeli Defense Forces 

thought as hard as he could about why some people become violent when exposed to “religion” 
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(Guiora, 2009)5.  He also teaches Constitutional Law at an American law school so he is very 

reluctant to recommend restraints on either free speech or religion, but in the end he does.  

Having looked very closely at religious extremism as a phenomenon and at actual terrorists as 

people he interrogated, he then consulted scholars and counterterrorism practitioners in four 

other countries with relevant cases to study; Turkey, Britain, the Netherlands and the U.S.A. 

The case he examines in Israel is not of suicide bombers, but rather the ultra-right wing 

Jewish forces that assassinated Israeli Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin on November 4, 1995.  The 

shooter was a man named Yigal Amir, but the shot was preceded by extremely vigorous and 

public appeals for the death of the Prime Minister by extremist rabbis associated with the settler 

movement that occupied parts of Gaza and much of the West Bank in a quest for Eretz Yisrael6. 

These are the same rabbis who promote the most orthodox, or fundamentalist interpretations 

of the Torah, and who oppose any steps toward peace with the Palestinian people whose land 

they are slowly digesting.  Sharing is not an option to them (nor to religious extremists on the 

Palestinian side).  The rabbi’s counterparts in the Muslim Ummah are those radical imams who 

urge imposition of Sharia law in countries they take over.  The most extreme of all urge global 

war against the West in general, and that call is echoed by extremists of the Christian variety 

who truly believe that a global war that kills most people on earth is actually God’s will.  They 

have been confused by a foolish interpretation of “Revelations” and other Biblical passages. 

Sincerity is not a valid excuse for genocide, in my opinion; a topic to which we will return.  

Thus we observe today a “global war on terrorism” (the GWOT in military jargon) which can 

change names, but has no definable end.  The sustainable civilization we desire will have to deal 

with a great many of these disturbed individuals and groups for as far as my eye can see, because 

many have weapons and lethal intent.  In fact the most violent are eager to acquire the weapons 

of mass destruction (WMDs) invented by civilizations before them, so we do not have eternity to 

contemplate this problem and to end the GWOT because it is actually a fuse heading toward a 

real Armageddon that no one in their right mind wants. 

The phenomenon of terrorists seeking weapons of mass destruction has spawned libraries of 

literature, much relevant to this topic.  Here I will focus on a neglected dimension.  These groups 

and churches and individuals are not actually religious, in my trying-to-be-humble opinion.  

Rather, they express mere linguistic and cultural variations on a much more ancient theme, the 

simple but ruthless Darwinian competition for resources.  That process is described by Richard 

Dawkins (1976) among many others.  The law of the jungle works in jungles, but it cannot work 

for a sustainable, global, high tech civilization capable of building WMDs. 

That kind of “religion” is not a spiritual phenomenon at all.  Rather it is simple selfishness 

wrapped in pious cloth.  That some pretend these thoughts are derived from God is hubris. 

                                            
5Guiora’s term “religious extremism” is a virtual equivalent to my term “militant religion.”  We both focus on those 

forms of “religion” that urge holy wars or personal violence against people who are not members of the sacred club. 

 
6Eretz Yisrael or “Greater Israel” is a term for all land from the Nile to the Euphrates Rivers which many orthodox 

settlers believe is the actual land God gave their ancestors which must be occupied only by Jews to fulfill His Will. 
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Prohibition of birth control, repression of women’s freedoms in general, indifference to the 

devastation that follows population pressure and destruction of biological habitats, and predatory 

attitudes toward neighbors not of the same “church” are all associated with these tribal belief 

systems justified by allegedly sacred words of men long dead. 

This is not “spiritual” at all – it is all about power and resources, veiled by a mask of piety.  

The color and details of the masks vary from fundamental Christian, orthodox Jew or Wahhabi 

Muslim on some lesser jihad.  And remember, there are almost always some excellent people in 

all of those groups, doing God’s actual work in much quieter ways while the extremists fight and 

kill.  These forms of pseudo-religion lead to endless wars because each truly believes that they 

are the one and only God’s favorite.  But all of that, in my opinion, is just the selfish Darwinian 

drive to dominate and ultimately to outbreed others expressed in religious and political language.  

That drive to dominate the entire earth also leads to destruction of ecosystems that sustain us all, 

religious and secular alike, by reckless growth and greedy consumption of scarce resources not 

all of which are renewable.  Secular governments have been very reluctant to address this threat, 

and very weak even in recognizing how fundamental this threat is to the very existence of the 

secular state and to civilization itself. 

 

Sustainable Stewardship versus “Multiply and Dominate” the Earth 

 

   In the Christian and Jewish scriptures there is a particular passage of special relevance here.  

Genesis 1:28 of the American King James version of the Bible claims that God spoke to a first 

couple, Adam and Eve thus:  “And God blessed them, and God said to them, Be fruitful, and 

multiply, and replenish the earth, and subdue it: and have dominion over the fish of the sea, and 

over the fowl of the air, and over every living thing that moves on the earth.”  This passage has 

been used to justify occupying every spot on Earth that can sustain human life and quite a few 

that cannot without sending in provisions.  Extinction of species increases quickly. 

   This passage has also been used to justify genocide and near equivalents against competitors, 

especially native or indigenous peoples who happened to occupy territories the eager breeders 

wanted to exploit.  So long as the indigenous did not belong to the organized church with the 

best weapons and most aggressive military cultures of their time and place, this was also often 

blessed by ecclesial authorities of their time and place as “God’s will”. 

But after several generations of growing evidence of the gradual destruction of the ecosystems 

that sustain us all, Evangelical Christians in America discerned that stewardship of natural 

resources and of the Earth (conservation and maintenance for the long term) could also be 

inferred from this same passage.  The point here is that even fundamentalist churches can change 

their interpretations of scripture and grow spiritually; they just do so very slowly. 

After centuries of hostility to science in general and to reason as a path to knowledge rather 

than faith in what was delivered in churches by certified clergy of the Roman Catholic Church, 

even a Pope allowed in 1996 that evolution was probably a correct description of how life 

emerges and changes on our planet.  He also wrote that belief in evolution was “compatible with 
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Christian faith” (Pope John Paul II, 1996). This was a shock to those who still believed that God 

created humans de novo, along with every other species on earth, approximately 6,000 years ago 

as proclaimed by medieval theologians who counted genealogies written in the Bible.  Those 

passages, as noted often here, were written by tribal peoples thousands of years ago who had 

never heard of DNA or ecosystems, much less of evolution. 

Despite that Pope’s enlightenment, it bears emphasis that far more people in America today 

remain skeptical of evolution than are literate in it, and contests between creationists and 

biologists recur each year in some school board in America.  People change slowly, cultures 

change slowly, and there is something much more comforting about “faith” for large numbers of 

people than “objective” and often sterile science can provide. 

It also merits emphasis that every step of this glacial process of enlightenment has been 

accompanied by and sometimes catalyzed by “people of faith” working within institutions that 

were generally hostile to change.  The father of classical genetics was a Catholic priest named 

Gregor Mendel who noticed patterns of inheritance among his garden peas.  He studied, recorded 

and ultimately published his results according to the scientific method that developed during the 

general Enlightenment in Europe.  My main university is named for another Catholic priest and 

theologian (St. Thomas Aquinas) who opined in Summa Theologiae and Summa Contra Gentiles 

that reason might be, or must be, a legitimate way for human beings to learn about the universe.   

This was very controversial in his time, and remains disputed to this day by those who believe 

that there is some intrinsic conflict between people who use evidence and reason as their guides, 

versus “people of faith” who never challenge knowledge as delivered by their certified clergy. 

This conflict between “people of faith” and “people of reason” is so fundamental to the task at 

hand that I treat it separately in the next section.  Here my goal is integrating the good in both. 

 

People of Faith versus People of Reason 

 

   First and most importantly, this alleged conflict between different ways of knowing and 

understanding the world is itself half illusion.  Most people obviously use both styles to inform 

their conclusions about the world.  But it is also an illusion that is vigorously promoted by some 

who feel threatened by modern science and especially by evolution and ecology. On the other 

side of this chasm are extremists of the “rational” type, who reject any insights of the intuitive, 

mystic or charismatic kind, including actual evidence of phenomena that they cannot understand 

by their paradigm (e.g. paranormal phenomena like remote viewing which the US Army and CIA 

used for over 20 years because it sometimes worked).  Things that only work sometimes or only 

for some people are anathema to the hyper-rationalists, just as evidence that the Earth was 

formed much more than 6,000 years ago annoys extremists on the other side. 

My Ph.D. professor happened to be the son of a Russian Orthodox priest and one of the most 

famous evolutionary biologists of his time (Theodosius Dobzhansky).  He reconciled this 

paradox very concisely by saying that “Evolution is God’s way of creating life on Earth.” 

(Dobzhansky, 1962).  Because he was one of the founders of the modern, synthetic theory of 
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evolution he was asked hundreds of times to debate with the creationists of his day, but found 

most to be impervious to the mountains of evidence that biologists, geologists and others had 

found to support the theory of evolution over other theories of the genesis of life on earth. 

He also observed to me privately that the extremists on the ‘rational’ side were probably 

equally confused.  By those he meant “fundamentalist” scientists who dismiss anything they 

can’t understand as unreal, but especially notions of spirits or souls or ghosts or heaven or hells 

or any alternative dimensions of reality accessible by means other than repeatable, physical 

experiments.  In my own, un-humble opinion, those pseudo-scientists have made a religion of 

their “science” and are just as dogmatic as the faith-based folks that they reject, because there are 

undoubtedly phenomena on Earth that contemporary science cannot explain at all. 

So the second most important thing to stress here is the extremely important role that churches 

and faith have played in the evolution of civilizations and still do serve in the daily lives of 

billions of people on this earth today. 

Churches and temples and priests of a vast array of nameable religions have been repositories 

of culture since the beginning of recorded history.  Beyond storing, duplicating, and passing on 

treasures and skills (like writing), churches provided resources for specialized classes of people 

who could then learn more about astronomy, bureaucracy, and biology, for example.  Without 

the Muslim Arabs of the late-first millennium where would math and science be today?  Without 

Jewish artists, writers and jurists laboring away in their harsh Diaspora of two millennia, where 

would culture, art and law be today? Very impoverished I would say.  So those who would build 

a better religion for a new millennium should be very careful to retain what is good of the ancient 

religions, which you can be certain are not going to vanish under any circumstances less than the 

catastrophic wars that some think are God’s plan for Earth.  Besides, as a practical matter, 

churches are built by true believers, not by mystic intellectuals (Hoffer, 1954). 

A comprehensive treatment of these topics would require a magnum opus to bring in the great 

religions of Asia and the nature based (but often unwritten) religions of Africa and the Western 

Hemisphere.  But for this simplistic, synthetic essay it is better to focus on the many very good 

and sometimes essential things that organized churches do today for their peoples and the world. 

The average person on Earth struggles with many difficult daily challenges of survival, and 

worries about the welfare of his or her children now and when the parents are gone.  One of the 

few things every church acknowledges is that every human dies, and one of the greatest things 

that churches provide for people is some comfort that even then something greater will care 

about their children and the Earth that sustains them.  A related service of churches for ordinary 

people is some story about the meaning of life, and of death, that makes sense to them and helps 

us with those daily struggles and with the occasional terrifying moments of birth and death. 

That is not a trivial service to provide.  Far beyond charity, the churches provide comfort, 

meaning, and dignity for the half of humanity that scholars often forget, the half with IQs under 

100, whose fear of death and of the unknown is as great as any others’.  Churches also provide a 

matrix of community which, when functional, helps to solve a great variety of community 

problems as well as to assure worried parents that someone will be there if disaster strikes. 
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Any plan to promote a “religion” for a “sustainable civilization” that can survive the third 

millennium must provide equivalent services to the people.  This function, often dismissed by 

atheists and by all too many scholars, is quite essential.  But there is more. 

Churches, traditionally, have taken ethics seriously.  Despite their many errors in that domain, 

this is quite essential too.  Without someone thinking seriously about ethics we are doomed, so it 

helps when churches encourage people in business, for example, to think hard about business 

ethics.  It helps when military professionals engage in creating rules of war, lest barbarians with 

weapons of mass destruction ruin everything.  Who did western warriors look to when their 

moment came?  To Just War Theory, developed by ancient Catholic scholars like St. Thomas of 

Aquinas and even more by St. Augustine of Hippo who pondered similar problems long ago.  

Even ethics for spies is developing, although that is a difficult birth (Andregg, 2010). 

Spiritual or mystical warriors know that there is more to their profession than winning battles 

of bullets, and they have been around since at least the time of Sun Tzu 2,500 years ago.  His Art 

of War is reprinted today because it is so profound.  In fact, it is scripture for warriors although 

many do not realize that.  For example in the 3rd lesson of his first chapter he alleges that the first 

of the fundamental factors in war is the moral (Sun Tzu, as translated by Samuel Griffith, 1963). 

Science, business, and the military are not notorious for spending excessive time on “ethics” 

so it is important to note how critical the people are who create and promote professional ethics 

in each of these domains.  The most relevant discipline, law, spends much more time on such 

concepts, but the dreadful reputation of lawyers shows some limits of progress there too. Most of 

all, law illustrates the phenomenal difference between deeds, and words on paper or uttered by 

mouths.  Law also illustrates the corrosive roles of hubris and the love of money and power.  

Who wrote “The root of all evil is love of money”?  A man named Timothy inspired by God 

(or Jesus) thousands of years ago, it is alleged. Those words have been copied more than the vast 

majority of words written by anyone, so I should not be rash when criticizing ancient people or 

the churches that labored very hard to bring those words to our attention.  Who wrote the Golden 

Rule?  Well, Jesus is alleged to have said it, but before him were the authors of Leviticus who 

said it also, and Confucius wrote a version and, in fact, this appears to be an even more universal 

concept than the dangers of loving money too much.  All those pearls of wisdom were brought to 

the third millennium by scribes of various kinds, often employed and equipped by churches who 

took ethics seriously.  We should not forget them at the same time that we warn about the zealots 

who burn books and kill scholars in their wars over whose god is the real God and similar issues. 

Scientists who work hard on the frontiers of knowledge know that there is so much more to 

understand about the universe than the minuscule amount we understand now, that what we 

know is like a grain of sand in the Sahara desert or a drop of water in the ocean.  So religion for a 

sustainable civilization should call off the stupid war7 between people of faith and people of 

                                            
7 While praising the good works of churches, secular states should never forget that people who truly think they are 

serving God may come at any time with heavy weapons to mow down the intellectuals, enslave non-believers, and 

impose their rigid codes of “sacred law” on all.  This is the paradox of “religion.”  If civilization is to endure it must 

defeat those dark forces physically and on the fields of philosophic battle, without destroying collateral goods. 
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reason.  It should recognize instead that both faith and reason are legitimate ways of knowing 

that can be tested against the evidence of an external world and the universe around us. 

 

Getting from Here to There 

 

   The complex crises confronting civilizations today are so daunting that they challenge the 

greatest minds of our time.  Compounding the obvious problems of war, poverty, injustice and 

destruction of the living system is the fact that the powers that actually rule the earth today are 

heavily invested in the status quo and resist change vigorously (military, financial and energy 

interests, along with those dinosaur churches I have been criticizing here). 

But change agents should recall that these are all human beings in the end, confused though 

they may be.  All institutions are staffed by humans, who often have children.  So the vast 

majority of the powers that be on Earth still care about the future of the Earth, and especially 

about the welfare of their children who must inherit whatever we leave behind, so there is hope 

even for dedicated non-believers in anything beyond their personal power and wealth. 

Plus, we all die in our due time, so even the most fanatic suicide bomber, or dedicated Air 

Force bomber, worries at some level about whether God will agree in the end that they lived their 

lives well or poorly according to the desires of Allah (or whatever you choose to call the Creator 

of us all). Comforting this almost universal fear of death is one of the classical functions of 

churches, along with giving guidance on how to lead the moral life, and promoting community.  

A religion for sustainable civilization cannot abandon these basic functions.  In fact, it must 

do better than most religions do today to cultivate the enlightened morality of world citizens that 

all the Buddhas, sages and prophets wrote about in ancient times.  

Since churches and governments have fought so often and so fiercely about which truth is the 

truth, and which power structure “owns” which pieces of land on earth, some of our deeper 

thinkers spend considerable time searching for a universal ethic of some kind.  One example was 

Hans Kung and Helmut Schmidt’s Global Ethics (1998).  Kung was a famous theologian and 

Schmidt a retired chancellor of Germany.  Kung brought together religious people from a vast 

array and Schmidt brought together parliamentarians to consider the same basic questions. 

On another front, engineers, physicists and others have been slaving away on energy issues 

for at least two generations (since nuclear bombs were dropped on children in Japan anyway) 

and biologists have been slaving away seeking solutions to the biological problems that the 

global environmental crisis presents.  So there are solutions out there, many, once the will to 

seek them exists.  Lots of solutions exist that have not been adopted by the powers that rule our 

Earth today, and some have been actively suppressed when they threatened lucrative franchises. 

Reform of the UN is another of those institutional challenges that seems impossible on the 

surface.  Most everyone who knows the UN knows that its voting system is archaic, based on the 

distribution of major powers in 1945, that its budget is ridiculous, that its bureaucracy is a model 

of inefficiency, and that all the permanent seats in the security council are reserved for the 

biggest nuclear powers who are paradoxically the only ones who could blow the whole place up.  
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Any of them can veto any substantive decision, a formula for glacial change.  As such the UN is 

constrained by its charter to tiny problems and is almost powerless to deal with big ones. 

But answers are out there, solutions exist, ready for the day when humankind actually wants 

answers and solutions that work instead of just rationalizing the way things are today.  Joseph E. 

Schwartzberg has written extensively about those issues (2009) along with Kofi Annan, Boutros 

Boutros-Ghali and a host of other internationalists who would much prefer a system that works 

to fulfill the UN mandates rather than an institution paralyzed by squabbling among its members. 

So the religion for a sustainable civilization can only be an ecumenical system that, a) rejects 

war as a legitimate instrument of statecraft for anything less than unambiguous self-defense, b) 

promotes global citizenship, c) recognizes the biological crisis and promotes environmental and 

economic sustainability on Earth, d) preserves the ancient virtues (like charity) and the essential 

functions of traditional churches while waging a war of words, hearts and minds (and as seldom 

as possible bullets) against the fundamentalists, fascists and militant extremist terrorists who are 

willing to destroy everything in their misguided fights over who knows God’s will best.  

 

Turkey and Iran as Current Examples 

 

Two Islamic countries illustrate well the cross currents of old religions struggling with the 

challenges of modernity.  They are Turkey and Iran, and like every other subject considered here, 

there is only space for the highlights. 

When Mustafa Kemal Ataturk took over the reins of Turkish power in 1922 after World War 

II’s defeat of the Ottoman Empire, he recognized that this 98% Islamic nation could not compete 

with Europe and America without a radical reorganization to bring it into the modern world.  

Very few leaders have accomplished such radical change without destroying their countries. 

First, he declared that Turkey would henceforth be a secular state, anathema to Islamic 

fundamentalists who believe that the church should be the state and that governments should be 

subservient to Islamic clerics and Sharia law.  That law imposes punishments derived from 7th 

century Arab culture that many find draconian, like stoning adulterers to death (if they are 

female, males get much more lenient treatment) or cutting off the hands of thieves. 

Then Ataturk empowered the Army to guard this secular state, which was accomplished at 

great pain to many other constituencies.  As part of this package he also transformed the Turkish 

language (adopting the western European alphabet instead of cursive Arabic calligraphy), 

liberated women from bondage to men (another vestige of Arab culture not actually commanded 

by the Holy Qur'an) required training and certification of imams and other religious teachers in 

schools funded and controlled by the secular state, and other drastic transformations. 

Despite vast problems that remain, Turkey today is the only Islamic country with a real 

chance to join the European Union, and is far more modernized than most Islamic countries 

which cannot even form a modern bank (because interest is forbidden by Sharia law). 

Iran was propelled into forced modernization when British oil companies objected to 

nationalization of Iranian oil. With operational help from the young American CIA, they deposed 
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democratically elected Prime Minister Mohammed Mosaddeq in 1953 in Operation Ajax.  The 

PM was replaced by an ancestral heir to power named Mohamad Reza Pahlavi who became a 

dictatorial monarch called the Shah.  Iran modernized quickly after that, but at great price. 

Ruthless repression of dissent was organized by the Shah’s secret police, created by the CIA 

and called SAVAK.  Depletion of the only Iranian resource (oil) able to generate large amounts 

of foreign cash accelerated, some invested in development while most of the money went 

overseas or into the Shah’s accounts.  This eventually resulted in a chaotic people’s revolution in 

1979, organized by some of the most radical clerics who had relocated to Paris and London.  

When they returned to power, they established a new dictatorial rule by the most Islamic of 

Islamic scholars as determined exclusively by a group of senior imams and ayatollahs. 

So today one of the cradles of civilization, with 5,000 years of recorded history, is in thrall to 

two great problems with implications for us all.  One is enormous tension between the very old 

and exclusively male mullahs who want to retain 7th century Arabic cultural norms (not Persian, 

the Persians have fought many wars with Arabs) and a population half of which is under 25 years 

old, and half of which is female.  Most of them would much rather be free than slaves to a bunch 

of bearded old guys.  The other great problem is an alleged quest to achieve nuclear weapons 

capability, which frightens everyone in the neighborhood but especially Israel and NATO. 

There are many ironies in this if you can step back from details to take a God-like, detached 

view of the region.  Iran is surrounded by nuclear weapons powers (Russia to the north, China 

Pakistan and India to the north and east, France, Britain and America to the west-NW, and Israel 

to the southwest) which has very graphically offered to destroy Iran if it becomes too frightened.  

So the mullahs press on with their program to build weapons that should be totally forbidden by 

strict interpreters of the Holy Qu’ran, which strictly forbids murdering children, other Muslims, 

and many other innocents who would certainly die if nuclear weapons are ever used again. 

Turkey, Iran and Israel are therefore crucibles today where we shall learn whether secular 

states and the people who create them can control the religious extremists who threaten to 

destroy today’s civilization if they cannot rule it all. A modern, civilizational religion could help. 

God informs the mystic ecumenicals, but not, I think, the violent terrorists of any persuasion.  

God is love, life and truth, not necessarily in that order.  I urge readers to use those guides as you 

reform the institutions. For the strictly atheistic I can offer Bertrand Russell and Albert Einstein’s 

advice:  “Remember your humanity, and forget the rest” (1954). 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

   Religion for a sustainable civilization able to meet the challenges of the Third Millennium after 

the birth of Jesus of Nazareth should express the following qualities. 

 It should be more spiritual than hierarchically organized, and more ecumenical than 

exclusive. 

 It should express the Golden Rules and therefore it must reject war as an instrument of 

statecraft except in unambiguous cases of literal self-defense. 
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 It should vigorously promote environmental and economic sustainability on earth, because 

it is aware of the crisis in the living system here and now, and because … 

 It should recognize Stewardship of the living system as a primary spiritual responsibility 

of human beings. 

 It should preserve and cherish the ancient virtues like charity in particular, and the duties 

to help, heal and educate those less fortunate or enlightened. 

 And finally, it must defeat the false religions of fascists and militant extremist terrorists 

who use “religion” as a cover for their quests for absolute power, without destroying 

innocents in the area or the ecumenical spirit of the Creator who loves us all. 

 

   These are my opinions on the topic of human survival and enlightened religion. 

 

REFERENCES 

 

Andregg, Michael.  (1997, 1999) On the Causes of War.  St. Paul, MN:  Ground Zero Minnesota. 
 

Andregg, Michael.  (2010)  “Ethics for Intelligence Professionals,” Chapter 44 in Loch Johnson 

(Ed.)  The Oxford Handbook of National Security Intelligence.  London, UK, Oxford University 

Press, 735-753. 
 

Aquinas, St. Thomas.  (~ 1273 CE)  Summa Theologiae, and Summa Contra Gentiles.  Italy. 
 

Dawkins, Richard.  (first edition 1976, 30th anniversary edition, 2006)  The Selfish Gene.  

London, UK, Oxford University Press. 
 

Dobzhansky, Theodosius.  (1962, reprinted in 2009)  Mankind Evolving: the Evolution of the 

Human Species.  New Haven, CT:  Yale University Press. 
 

Russell, Bertrand, and Albert Einstein.  (1954)  “The Russell-Einstein Manifesto,” senior author 

Russell, but signed by Einstein on his death bed; delivered by Russell on BBC radio Dec. 23, 

1954 and very widely quoted due to the prominence of both men in their relevant ways. 
 

John Paul II, Pope of the Catholic Church.  (Oct. 22, 1996)  Letter to the Pontifical Academy of 

Sciences, delivered in plenary session. 
 

Guiora, Amos X.  2009.  Freedom from Religion: Rights and National Security, London, UK, 

Oxford University Press, 2009. 
 

Hoffer, Erik.  (1951, 23rd edition 2002)  The True Believer: Thoughts on the Nature of Mass 

Movements.  New York, NY:  Perennial Classic Books. 
 

Kung, Hans and Helmut Schmidt.  (1998) Global Ethics and Global Responsibilities: Two 

Declarations.  Norwich, UK:  SCM Press. 
 



13 
 

Schwartzberg, Joseph E.  (June 6-8, 2007)  “Universal Regional Representation as a Basis for 

Security Council Reform” presented at the Twentieth Anniversary Meeting of the Academic 

Council on the United Nations System, CUNY Graduate Center, New York, NY, USA.  
 

Sun Tzu.  (1963)  The Art of War, as translated by Samuel B. Griffith.  London, UK:  Oxford 

University Press.  Original written about 400-500 BCE in China. 

 

 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

 

Michael Andregg teaches in Justice and Peace Studies and the honors program at the University 

of St. Thomas in St. Paul, Minnesota, USA and in the graduate school at the University of 

Minnesota.  He also directs a non-profit called Ground Zero Minnesota dedicated to “informed 

democracy and human survival.”  Dr. Andregg is a specialist in the causes of war, and has been 

promoting “ethics for intelligence professionals” (a.k.a. spies) for several years among a number 

of the America’s three letter intelligence agencies.  He has also been invited to lecture on similar 

topics in several other countries. 

 


