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                                              General Topic: The Church, New Age and Sects
NOTE: THIS VIDEO CONFERENCE ON THE NEW AGE AND SECTS WAS HELD A YEAR AFTER THE RELEASE OF THE VATICAN DOCUMENT ON THE NEW AGE- MICHAEL
In this paper we seek to understand the elements taken from Asian religion and thought that have been used-- perhaps at times in a distorted or simplified way-- in the New Age Movement. To clarify our topic: the new religious movements referred to are the various religious or spiritual movements associated with New Age spirituality; as far as Asian thinking, because it is too vast for this short presentation, we will at least limit ourselves to the religious and spiritual thinking of Chinese culture. 

According to the Vatican document, Jesus Christ, The Bearer of the Water of Life: A Christian Reflection on the 'New Age', "New Age is often a response to people's religious questions and needs, and its appeal to people who are trying to discover or rediscover a spiritual dimension in their lives. ... Many have rejected organized religion, because in their judgment it has failed to answer their needs, and for precisely this reason they have looked elsewhere to find spirituality." Perhaps because of the secularization of Western society, including constant, subtle attacks on Christianity by the media and governments, Christian spirituality has become remote and inaccessible to many people. New Age attempt to supply a new spirituality which integrates elements from "Egyptian occult practices, Cabbalism, early Christian Gnosticism, Sufism, ... Zen Buddhism, Yoga and so on."(Definition of New Age, p. 2) 

The above shift in spiritual orientation is part of a general paradigm shift that characterizes the new perspective of the New Age movement. Hence, New Age is not simply seeking new ways to restate the traditional truths of Christianity, or even Asian religions, but wishes to bring about a fundamental re interpretation of the former world view or vision. Therefore, as we will see, though New Age spirituality and religious practice borrows many elements from Chinese religions, it integrates them in a way radically different from any one of these religions. Most obviously, the great religions and system of thoughts that characterize Chinese culture are not "new"; whether Taoism, Confucianism or Buddhism, these are ancient systems that predate Christianity by 500 years. This long experience has naturally lead to some understanding of and adaptation to the stubborn realities of the natural moral law. The value of this vast ethical work and experience seems sadly missing from New Age spirituality. Still, many elements of New Age clearly have their root in Chinese spirituality and thought. Among these are an attempt to accept and integrate the best elements of different religious traditions; the emphasis on being attuned or in harmony with nature as the basis of virtue (as opposed to a free, loving obedience to God's will as the foundation of Christian life); 

a positive pursuit of "wellness" and long life through the understanding of natural medicine and the natural workings of human body and mind; the emphasis on the Master-disciple relationship, religious experience and spiritual techniques (as opposed to the emphasis on Faith, dogma and sacraments in Christianity). 

New Age is characterized by a seeming tolerance for many diverse religious traditions. It would seem to seek the best from each religious or spiritual tradition. This attitude is also characteristic of Chinese culture. 
There is a famous Chinese painting which shows Confucius, Lao Tze and the Buddha meeting at the juncture where three separate roads meet. In this picture their is an _expression of delight and joy on the faces of the founders of China's three great systems of religious or ethical thought as they encounter each other on the way. This picture represents the genius of Chinese culture, the religious tolerance that allowed it to integrate the best, or at least for the Chinese people most apt, elements of Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism (we admit there is debate about whether or not Confucianism should be called a religion). The Chinese took from Confucianism the familial and social virtues of filial piety and benevolence; from Taoism the virtues of humility and naturalness; and from a Buddhism the sense of "another or other lives" (a sense obscure in both Confucianism and Taoism) and the need to strive through asceticism, compassion, humility and benevolence to overcome sin and advance to higher states of perfection. 

There were, of course, battles and wars, both for followers and sometimes literally, between these three great systems, but gradually each found its role within Chinese culture as whole. Because for Chinese culture moral virtue is what is of highest of value, all religions are "good" because they exhort men to moral virtue and often provide the spiritual discipline that aids the moral life. Further, at the highest intellectual levels, all three systems have adopted elements of the other. For example, Confucianism, centred on the practical wisdom required to lead a virtuous life, was challenged to a deeper reflection by the metaphysical systems of Buddhism. The resulting Neo-Confucianism became the dominant system in Chinese though until the arrival of new systems from the West in the 19th and 20th centuries. On the level of popular religion, Chinese temples are a mixture of Taoist and Buddhist saints, symbols and practices. 

A second area in which New Age finds a source in Chinese thought is in the importance it places in being attuned to nature, in being in harmony with the cosmos. "New Age teachers and therapies claim to offer the key to finding the correspondences between all the elements of the universe, so that people may modulate the tone of their lives and be in absolute harmony with each other and everything around them," (p. 4, Definition of New Age). Hence, in the New Age perspective, achieving good health and developing our potential is brought about by attunement to our nature, including an inner divine nature. This emphasis on attunement or harmony with nature, rather than freely acting in accordance with the will of a transcendent Personal God, is also characteristic of Chinese religion and thought. In Confucianism, what separates man from the animals is his "moral nature": hence, the noble man's task is to attune himself to this existing moral nature. It should be pointed out quickly, however, that the Confucian attunement leads to the pursuit of familial virtues that seem peripheral to New Agers. Taoism stresses the Tao as source and end of life. This Tao includes but is greater than morality, and the mission of men is to attune themselves to and follow the abundantly rich source of life, goodness, beauty and truth flowing from the unnameable Tao. Finally, Buddhism teaches it followers to become attuned not to nature but to their inner Buddha-hood, seeking to lead men, as New Age also claims to do, to a higher plane of existence. But again it should be quickly pointed out that New Age seems to lack the moral and religious seriousness of Buddhism: for example, Buddhism's strict prohibitions against abortion and extramarital sex receive little attention from New Agers. 

Another area of great concern of the New Age movement is the promotion of holistic health through techniques "derived from ancient cultural traditions, whether religious or esoteric. ... Advertising connected with New Age covers a wide range of practices such as acupuncture, biofeedback, ... massage, ... meditation and visualization, psychic healing, ... various kinds of herbal medicines ... The source of healing is said to be something within ourselves, something we reach when we are in touch with our inner energy or cosmic energy." (Definition of New Age, pp. 4-5) This approach to healing bears great similarity to types of Chinese medicine found in the Taoist tradition. One aspect of original Taoism was a stress on the goodness of life itself; it was also pointed out that an attitude of humility, on a practical level, by leading one to seek the lower, more obscure place, was also the best way of protecting one's life. It is the tree whose wood is gnarled and apparently useless that avoids being chopped down to make houses and is able to become ancient. Life, that is the concrete life in this present world, is more important than position or wealth or fame. In some later forms of Taoism, the center shifted from attunement to the Tao, to research into ways of nurturing, preserving and extending life. As with New Age, some methods were simply natural, some were magical, a few verged, at times, towards the diabolic. Some of these later forms of Taoism departed very far from the Lao Tze's original naturalism and humility. 

A further interest of many in New Age is reincarnation: a belief that has its source in Hinduism and reached China through Buddhism. In this belief either the soul or a perduring consciousness inhabits a succession of bodies. In Buddhism this cycle is a cycle of suffering in which one progresses or regresses according to the behavior in previous lives. By the law of karma, evil behavior is necessarily punished, often with eons of time in hell, before one may begin again the ascent toward Nirvana. But again New Age re interprets the Chinese concept of reincarnation: New Age understands reincarnation "far more optimistically as a process of learning and progressive individual fulfilment" and "dispenses with the notion of hell." (Definition of New Age, p. 5) 

The three great systems of Chinese thought all stress the role of religious and moral experience under the direction of a Master as the key to spiritual development. In contrast to Christianity, religion is a matter of experience, not dogma. New Age places a similar stress on spiritual experience over dogma. Especially in Buddhism and Taoism, many techniques and disciplines have been developed to achieve spiritual experience. But again there is a seriousness in the Eastern religions that seems lacking in the New Age movement. A very long period of preparation and moral uprightness is demanded before one becomes a Buddhist Master in Taiwan today. Some of the present Buddhist Masters in Taiwan have first spent 15 to 20 years in a kind of Desert Father experience of asceticism and meditation before emerging to guide disciples. 

In conclusion, in the above we have sought to point out certain elements taken from Chinese religion and thought that have been used in the New Age Movement. As we have seen, though many elements of New Age thought have their root in Asia religions, these elements are used in a new paradigm that is not only different from Christianity, but different from Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism. The difference between these paradigms can summed up as follows: "Basically the appeal of the New Age has to do with culturally stimulated interest in the self, its value, capacities and problems. Whereas traditional religiosity ... is well suited to community, de-traditionalized spirituality is well suited for the individual. The New Age is 'of' the self in that it facilitates celebration of what it is to be and to become; and 'for' the self in that by differing from much of the mainstream it is positioned to handle identity problems generated by conventional forms of life." (Definition of New Age, p. 11) One has only to look at traditional Chinese art, which so often portrays natural settings or communal settings in which the individuals do not stand out, to sense the difference between these traditional spiritualities underlying Chinese culture and that of New Age. Finally, New Age attempts a new integration of Eastern and Western religions. If in fact all religions were founded upon the special religious experience and spiritual illumination of their human founders there would be at least the hope that New Age could do on a world wide scale what China was able to by integrating Buddhism, Confucianism and Taoism within its one culture. That is, synthesize the best elements of each religion into a new world wide culture. Since, however, Jesus is not simply a man, but also the Infinite God, the highest human truths of each religion will attain their perfect synthesis only when integrated with the divine truths revealed by the Incarnate Son of God.
Fr. Louis Aldrich SJ, born in the United States, is the former Dean of Fu-Jen Faculty of Theology and the founder of the new laity evangelization mission centers in Taiwan. He holds a Ph.D. degree in Theology from Gregorian University in Italy. Fr. Louis is an expert on social justice and Catholic faith. He has led his laity students to practice "localized evangelization" in Taiwan; he has also taught the internet courses I-PECC to benefit the overseas Chinese Catholics.
 July 2011
                                                                                             [image: image1][image: image2][image: image3]
