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The New Age is an elusive phenomenon. It is recognisable in its manifestations, but it is harder to define its essence, scope and boundaries. When one examines the contents of a New Age shop it is difficult to tell what its various items have in common. The shelves boast Tarot cards, runes, dowsing rods, incense, essential oils, crystals, angel cards, dream-catchers and images of Arthurian heroes. The books on sale cover subjects as seemingly diverse as the I Ching, Hinduism, Buddhism, Sufism, feminism, gay rights, ecology and self-improvement, and business skills ranging from time management and leadership to neuro-linguistic programming. Mindful of this diversity, I aim in this article to trace the development of the New Age, its salient features and its relationship with the dominant culture and religion of the West. 

Preliminary Orientations 

Few researchers would care to make an estimate of the number of New Agers either worldwide or in any given country. Harold Bloom suggests that there are thirty thousand in the United States,1 while the Canadian census of 1991 revealed a mere twelve hundred self-defined New Agers—a minuscule 0.005 per cent of the population. Despite the wide prevalence of the New Age, which manifests itself in the United States, Canada and Europe and made marked inroads into Eastern Europe and the former Soviet Union, the New Age is a movement rather than a membership organisation, and its eclectic character entails that seekers can make use of its facilities without abandoning their prime religious allegiance.

 

The expression "New Age" refers overtly to an astrological phenomenon. Astrologers typically regard the earth as being dominated by one particular zodiacal constellation at any given time. Each zodiacal period is believed to last for approximately two thousand years. The era from which the earth is currently emerging is the Age of Pisces, and the dawning age—the New Age—is the Age of Aquarius.

 

Two important points need to be made in this regard. First, the change-over from one zodiacal age to another is gradual rather than sudden, since there is no precise dividing line between one constellation and another. Hence, views differ as to when—or indeed whether—the New Age has begun. According to some, the change-over has long since occurred, possibly as early as 1898; according to others it is still awaited (the remotest estimate I have found is 2915), while others declare that the earth is "on the cusp".

 

Second, whatever the precise date of the change-over, it is significant that the two thousand–year period of Pisces coincides with the Christian era. The Age of Aquarius is thus a post-Christian age, and it is notable that, despite the wide variety of stock held in New Age outlets, there is little, if anything, that is recognisable as traditional Christianity. Although organised religion is not explicitly disparaged, it is given little encouragement: spirituality rather than religion is the hallmark of the New Age. Paul Heelas writes, "Some see the New Age Movement as a New Religious Movement (NRM). It is not. Neither is it a collection of NRMs."2
 

The New Age, therefore, offers no set times and places for religious worship; it prescribes no single definitive spiritual path; and it offers no creed to bind its adherents together. Indeed, one way of encapsulating the contrast between New Age spirituality and the Christian faith is to suggest that the former emphasises seeking while the latter gives higher regard to finding. Jesus is recorded as saying, "Seek and you will find" (Matthew 7:7). By contrast, the New Ager appears to prefer the spiritual journey itself rather than any destination, and seems to gain satisfaction from exploring—either successively or simultaneously—Buddhism, aspects of Hindu spirituality, Sufism, Taoism and, most recently, Native American shamanism. Whether the seeker comes to focus on any of one these spiritual paths is a matter of individual choice. While a few may wish to do so, others see them as stages on life’s spiritual journey, and others still (perhaps the majority) are eclectic.

 

The New Age is not averse to taking on board some Christian elements. However, the Jesus of the New Age is either someone who preached a gospel that is consistent with Buddhism, or someone who travelled to India, Nepal and Tibet—either in his early pre-ministry years or else after his Palestinian mission, having survived the crucifixion. 
Angels have become a source of theological embarrassment in many mainstream Christian circles, but they have enjoyed a comeback in recent New Age thinking. The New Age angels are often part of a spiritual hierarchy consisting of gnomes, elves and fairies. Of the various elements of historical Christianity, the mystics secure a much higher regard among New Agers than the early Church Fathers or the shapers of the present-day Christian faith. There are absolutely no signs of Augustine, Anselm, Luther or (least of all) John Calvin.

 

Consistent with the New Age’s complexity, its founding figures (if one can indeed speak of "founding") are various. They possess one important feature in common, however: they are either outside the Christian mainstream or (as in the case of Swedenborg and Emerson) on its fringes. 

Swedenborg 

Michael W. Stanley describes Emanuel Swedenborg (1688–1772) as the "father of the New Age".3 Swedenborg is seldom read outside the context of the dwindling Swedenborgian New Church, but his importance should not be underestimated. His ideas provided an important counterbalance to the prevailing rationalism of the Enlightenment. Ralph Waldo Emerson placed Swedenborg among the ranks of his "representative men", a company which included intellectual giants such as Plato, Shakespeare and Goethe. Immanuel Kant took Swedenborg’s ideas sufficiently seriously to write in response to them; and the prolific Zen author D. T. Suzuki devoted an entire book to Swedenborg, describing him as the "Buddha of the North".4
 

Swedenborg was a brilliant mathematician and engineer, attaining important office in the Swedish Board of Mines, until in his mid-fifties he began to experience a series of visions, variously of Jesus, of angels, of heaven and hell, and on at least one occasion of God himself. One of Swedenborg’s most powerful visions was of the New Jerusalem (described in the twenty-first chapter of Revelation), which Swedenborg saw descending from heaven to earth. Unlike the later and more hectic apocalyptics, Swedenborg regarded this as a symbolic reference to an event that had already taken place: Christ’s Second Coming had actually occurred in the year 1757, and while his reign was invisible on a physical level, this invisible event marked a new dispensation, affording humankind new possibilities of evolution and spiritual development.

 

Swedenborg heralded the New Age Movement most overtly in his claim that a new dispensation had begun. He also sought to achieve a balance between the reason of the Enlightenment and the intuitive and imaginative spirituality that was evidenced by his visions. Yet to portray him as a proto–New Ager would be misleading: his thought is too Bible-based to be truly New Age, and he remained throughout his life a member of the Christian church, even if he was not considered to be wholly orthodox. It was a number of later followers who in 1787, fifteen years after Swedenborg’s death, established the Church of the New Jerusalem (also known as the New Church). Swedenborg’s true influence on the New Age was indirect, and comes through Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803–82), to whom I shall now turn. 

Emersonian Transcendentalism 

Emerson was originally a Unitarian minister in Boston, Massachusetts, but despite the liberal nature of Unitarianism, he had problems with organised religion. In particular, he was unable to find meaning in the sacraments, which he was expected to celebrate. One Sunday, at the regular Communion service, he preached a sermon denouncing the sacrament and resigned his office. Emerson set out for England in 1834, where he met a number of prominent representatives of the Romantic movement, notably Coleridge, Carlyle and Wordsworth. When he returned to America he published an important essay entitled "Nature" (1836). This urged that truth was not to be found in organised religion, in books such as the Bible, or even in learned institutions like universities: the true teacher was nature itself. Together with a number of like-minded thinkers, Emerson founded the "Transcendental Club", and he and his sympathisers came to be known as the Transcendentalists.

 

Emerson’s Transcendentalism was a form of nature mysticism whereby the soul was one with God, and God was one with nature—a notion which he partly derived from the Hindu Upanishads, where one finds the famous assertion tat tvam asi (literally, "you are that", i.e., the divine). Emerson was one of the first Westerners to own a copy of the Upanishads and his synthesis of Western and Eastern ideas was an early attempt at such innovation. Emerson’s notion of the "Over-Soul"—an idea of which he and his followers made much use—was of an ultimate authority which transcended the intellect and which served as the link between atman (the individual soul) and brahman (the eternal soul, which is the ground of all existence).

 

Unlike Swedenborg’s writings, Emerson’s ideas are more readily accessible to New Agers, but mainly in short anthologies. His writings are not easy to read: his style is rather rambling and turgid, with long sentences and disconcerting punctuation. Although he is not widely read in New Age circles today, Emerson’s writings were highly influential and drew attention to the scope and limits of the intellect in finding spirituality.
 

The Legacy of the Theosophists 

Most important in the development of new currents in spirituality is the Theosophical Society, founded in New York in 1875 by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831–91)—better known to her followers as Madame Blavatsky or simply "HPB"—and Colonel Henry Steel Olcott (1832–1907). Whether Blavatsky really travelled around the world meeting Canadian Red Indians, Egyptian Kabbalists and voodoo magicians, finally reaching Tibet to study with Tibetan masters, is debatable. 
Whatever the truth about her "veiled time" between 1848 and 1858, her claims received enough credibility for her Isis Unveiled to circulate widely. Blavatsky was an occultist, claiming to be in touch with a Great White Brotherhood, a hierarchy of spiritual beings consisting of deceased philosophers and religious leaders, figures who belong to religious mythology (such as the Buddha Maitreya) and beings sometimes said to be Blavatsky’s own imaginative creations, for example Morya and Koot Hoomi.

 

Blavatsky’s "second" journey in 1878 is much more convincing. Travelling to India and Ceylon with Olcott, she undoubtedly made contact with Hindus and Buddhists. Olcott was particularly instrumental in reviving Sinhalese Buddhism, which had lost ground because of Christian missionary activity. On her return, Blavatsky set to work on her second major piece of writing, The Secret Doctrine, which draws largely on Hindu and Buddhist ideas and affirms a common core of esoteric teaching underlying all the world’s religions. The Theosophical Society provided a forum for exploring world religions in general and esotericism in particular. Although Theosophy is currently in decline and appears to attract an older rather than a younger generation of seekers, it served as the breeding ground for a large variety of spiritualities that continue to influence the New Age.

 

Among the most important early figures within the Theosophical Society was Jiddu Krishnamurti (1895–1986), who was "discovered" in 1908 by Annie Besant (1847–1933) and Charles W. Leadbeater (1854–1934), the second generation of Theosophical Society leaders after the demise of Blavatsky and Olcott. Krishnamurti was at first proclaimed as Maitreya, the expected Buddha of the new aeon, and Krishnamurti’s book At the Feet of the Master reflects early Theosophical thinking about his status. In 1929, however, Krishnamurti reappraised his position within Theosophy and broke away, attracting his own following. Rudolf Steiner (1861–1925), the founder of Anthroposophy, was never able to accept the role given to Krishnamurti within the Theosophical Society, leaving in 1912 to form his own organisation.

 

Also important within the Theosophical Society were J. I. Gurdjieff (ca. 1874–1949) and P. D. Ouspensky (1878–1947). They taught a form of esoteric Christianity, but are especially important in the development of Western Sufism. Although Sufism is often regarded as the mystical tradition of Islam, Western Sufism—sometimes referred to as "Universal Sufism"—incorporates elements from several religious traditions, including Buddhism, Christianity and Hinduism, and sometimes Jewish Kabbalism. In common with Islamic Sufism, Universal Sufism offers a form of mysticism, employing dhikr (recitation of God’s name) and sama (meditation) to enable the follower to attain a state of oneness with God. These techniques are generally accompanied by the use of music and dance, in common with the Islamic Sufi tradition of whirling dervishes.

 

Universal Sufism was initially introduced to the West by Hazrat Inayat Khan (1882–1927) and developed by Samuel ("Sam") L. Lewis (1896–1971), both of whom profoundly influenced Gurdjieff. Drawing on Eastern sources, Gurdjieff himself choreographed many Sufi dances, which he called "sacred gymnastics" and, later, "movements". His writings remain popular within the New Age, but a number of more recent Sufi exponents have helped to disseminate Universal Sufism. The best known is Idries Shah (b. 1924), whose book The Way of the Sufi (1991) provides a historical account of Sufism, as well as presenting it as a spiritual path.

 

Notions of a universal brotherhood and a mystical union with God which transcends all religions help to place Sufism outside the boundaries of organised religion—a position which enhances its appeal to New Agers. Since mystical union is not the exclusive prerogative of any one religious tradition, Western Sufism has done much to enhance interfaith relationships, encouraging New Agers and the interfaith movement alike to expand their horizons beyond any one single religious tradition. The active nature of sacred dancing, in contrast to the passivity of (say) listening to a Christian sermon, has an obvious appeal to those who want more than a religion that appeals to the mind, and events such as "dances for universal peace", promoted within the New Age, serve to further New Age eclecticism. 
The World’s Parliament of Religions 

Just over twenty years after the Theosophical Society’s formation, another supremely important event occurred, which was to change the face of interreligious understanding. It was the World’s Parliament of Religions, organised in Chicago in 1893, a gathering of some seven thousand representatives of the world’s religious traditions. The event was masterminded by three people: Charles Caroll Bonney, a Swedenborgian; the Rev Jenkin Lloyd Jones, a Unitarian; and the Rev J. H. Barrows, a Presbyterian. The parliament, which lasted twenty-one days, was attended by a number of famous figures, one of the most important of whom was Swami Vivekananda (1863–1902). Vivekananda was originally a follower of the Brahmo Samaj, an organisation founded by Rammohun Roy (1772–1833), and which sought to break down barriers between Christians, Hindus and Muslims. Vivekananda was therefore already accustomed to interreligious encounter. Having met Ramakrishna in 1891, he had abandoned a potential career in law in favour of life as a sannyasin (wandering mendicant). His personal charisma won over the parliament, rather than any profundity in his speech to the assembled gathering, and it caused one Christian later to comment, "Why send missionaries to a country which produces men like this?"5 The West was beginning to perceive that one-way traffic in missionary activity was a phenomenon that could be questioned.

 

Vivekananda was the first of a number of Indian gurus to disseminate Hindu teachings in the West. He was followed by Swami Yogananda, who came to the United States in 1920, and thereafter by a procession of Indian gurus: 
Meher Baba in 1931; Kirpal Singh (Ruhani Satsang) in 1955; the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi in 1955; Sri Chinmoy in 1964; Swami A. C. Bhaktivedanta Prabhupada (founder-leader of the Hare Krishna movement) in 1965; Swami Satchidananda in 1966; Indra Devi, who lectured in California in 1967 and introduced Americans to the guru Satya Sai Baba; Muktananda in 1970; the "boy guru" Maharaj Ji (who led the Divine Light Mission) in 1971; and Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, subsequently known as Osho, in 1981. Many followers of these gurus are single-minded in their allegiance and would not consider themselves to be supporters of the New Age. However, several of their gatherings were public and their literature was made widely available outside their movements. At the many "Mind Body Spirit" festivals that are held in the United States and Europe it is usual to find at least some of their organisations represented.

 

The World’s Parliament of Religions also helped disseminate Buddhist teachings. Paul Carus (1852–1919), a publisher and speaker at the parliament, met Soen Shaku, a Rinzai Zen master who impressed Carus greatly and prompted him to commission writings on Zen. Soen Shaku recommended his pupil D. T. Suzuki (1870–1966), now widely famous for making Zen accessible to the West.

 

Carus, of course, cannot take the entire credit for the Western interest in Buddhism. Other important influences included the translation of Buddhist scriptures by scholars such as T. W. Rhys Davids, E. B. Cowell and Max Müller, as well as the work of the Theosophical Society, which established a Buddhist Lodge in Britain under Christmas Humphreys’s leadership that rapidly became transformed into the Buddhist Society of Britain and Ireland. Improvements in global communications enabled Westerners to visit Buddhist countries, study under Buddhist teachers and in some cases seek ordination into the Buddhist sangha (monastic order). Reciprocally, Buddhist teachers were able to visit the West. The Chinese invasion of Tibet brought Buddhist teachers such as Chogyam Trungpa (1939–1987) and Geshe Kelsang Gyatso (b. 1932) to the West, and of course the Dalai Lama, following his displacement from Lhasa, made numerous visits to America, Canada and Europe, attracting large public interest and support. 

Occultism 

The New Age has a keen interest in psychic phenomena and the paranormal. Edgar Cayce (1877–1945), known as "the sleeping prophet" on account of his propensity to make psychical pronouncements while in a state of trance, remains highly popular with New Agers even though his career as a psychic began almost a century ago. Cayce’s appeal is attributable to three factors. First, he offered one-to-one consultations in which individuals could raise their own problems and questions when the need arose, rather than wait amid a Spiritualist congregation, say, until they were fortunate enough to gain the attention of the medium—something which attendance at services or séances cannot guarantee. Second, because much of Cayce’s teachings are available in written form, his message can be studied, rather than incorporated into formal worship. Third, Cayce was innovative in introducing the concept of karma into his teachings, giving them an obvious rapport with the East and hence further allure for New Agers.

 

By and large, the New Age has abandoned old-fashioned Spiritualism in favour of "channelling". A "channel" is someone who claims to be capable of being taken over by a spirit. Unlike the Spiritualist medium, who can supposedly mediate a variety of spirits of the departed, the channel is normally associated with a single spirit-guide. Some channelers mediate the spirit of an ordinary deceased person, while a small minority of others claim to have a psychic link with some higher spiritual being, such as an Ascended Master. Alice Bailey (1880–1949), for example, one of the movement’s precursors, claimed to channel Djwhal Khul, allegedly a Tibetan Master.
 

At a channelling session, the channel will induce a state of trance, which is often accompanied by a change in his or her voice. The channelers body acts as the medium by which the spirit communicates with its audience. Members of the audience may be permitted to ask questions. At one channelling session which I recently attended an entire family had booked places in order to seek life-guidance from a channeller who supposedly mediated a spirit named "H-A" (Helio-Arcanophus), an erstwhile high priest from the lost city of Atlantis.

 

Channelled messages can be relayed through the written word as well as through speech, and "automatic writing" is a phenomenon that is sometimes employed in channelling. At other times, spirits are believed to dictate their messages to their chosen channels. Channelling in written form, of course, enables these spirit messages to be more widely circulated, and entire books have been attributed to channelling. Recent examples popular with New Agers include The Urantia Book (1934–35), Levi H. Dowling’s Aquarian Gospel of Jesus Christ (1964) and Helen Schucman’s A Course in Miracles (1985). Other celebrated channels include Jane Roberts (channeller of the spirit Seth), J. Z. Knight (the spirit Ramtha), and Jack Pursel (the spirit Lazaris).
 

Other forms of occultism have influenced the New Age. In 1910, A. E. Waite had the Tarot pack redesigned, commissioning pictorial representations for the minor as well as the major arcana. Ouspensky wrote his own treatise on the subject in 1913, based on the Waite pack. A number of other exponents of the Tarot followed, until the 1970s saw an explosion of interest. The New Age’s eclecticism has enabled innovatory Tarot designs, combining this form of divination variously with Tantrism, witchcraft, Arthurian myths and Native American spirituality, to name but a few.
 

Waite’s connections with the occult were not confined to the Tarot. He was a member of the Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn, an organisation which proved highly influential in the subsequent development of the New Age. The order, founded in 1888, derived its practices from Masonic Rosicrucianism. Ritual magic, the study of the Kabbalah, Tarot and astrology, were all part of its areas of exploration, as were astral travel, scrying (crystal gazing), alchemy and geomancy (divination by figures on or of the earth). Aleister Crowley (1875–1947), the controversial exponent of "high magick", was attracted to the order. Crowley’s Magick in Theory and Practice (1929) remains an important work; it is still in print and can be found in many New Age outlets.

 

Although witchcraft—also known as Wicca—elicits interest among New Agers, many Wiccans, witches and also pagans take exception to being identified as New Agers. Paganism typically regards itself as a revival of pre-Christian religion, a form of earth-centred spirituality acknowledging the various solar and lunar cycles of the year and endowing them with ritual significance. For the Wiccan, goddess and earth-centred spirituality are linked with methods for controlling the world through various magical rites for the benefit of the self and others. Paganism/Wicca/witchcraft can thus be pursued as forms of religion in their own right, without experimenting with the plethora of New Age spiritual aids such as crystals, channelling, Tarot reading, alternative healing and the like. The New Ager, by contrast, being eclectic, is often quite happy to take on board ideas derived from goddess spirituality and paganism. 

The 1960s Counter-Culture 

Mention should be made of the 1960s counter-culture in the rise of the New Age. The Vietnam War caused many of America’s youth to consider whether to engage in combat or to protest. A protest signified two important ideals: concern for peace, and a questioning of the dominant culture. The hippies and the psychedelic revolution of the 1960s manifested both aspects: "peace" and "love" were hippiedom’s bywords, and experiments with drugs, alcohol and sex evinced a desire to flout the social mores enshrined in custom, conventional religion and the law of the land. In some cases the counter-culture found expression in new forms of religion, such as Moses David’s Children of God (now known as The Family) and Stephen Gaskin’s The Farm. The popularity of Zen, usually in its "Beat" form, legitimised unconventionality, seemingly allowing that "anything goes" and permitting the seeker to discover his or her own inner nature as a potential buddha. When the hippie movement disintegrated, some ex-hippies remained within these alternative religious groups, while others continued their search for meaning in life outside any clearly defined movement.

 

Several other factors in the 1960s reinforced the counter-culture’s radical questioning of authority. In Western philosophy, relativism experienced something of a comeback, calling into question the absolute nature of values and truth. In a much discussed essay entitled "Understanding a Primitive Society" (1964), Peter Winch compared the worldview of Azande witchcraft with that of Western science, concluding that there could be no reasons external to both to compel us to prefer one to the other. At roughly the same time, Carlos Castaneda’s popular works hit the Western market. Castaneda was an anthropologist studying at the University of California. His Journey to Ixtlan was his doctoral thesis. His first volume, The Teachings of Don Juan, is probably his best known, and received popular acclaim. Castaneda claimed to have studied under a Yaqui sorcerer called Don Juan and to have learned shamanic practices—including the use of hallucinogenic substances (principally peyote) to gain paranormal experiences—and the ability to practise magic and healing.

 

Castaneda’s work remains controversial, and there is no general consensus as to whether Don Juan was a genuine sorcerer or the creation of Castaneda’s imagination. Castaneda found support in no less a figure than Michael Harner, an anthropologist who researched the Conibo Indians of the Peruvian Amazon, subsequently gained initiation as a shaman himself and went on to teach shamanic techniques to Western audiences. Native American shamans who have taught the art to Western seekers include Black Elk (1863–1950), Rolling Thunder (b. 1915) and Sun Bear (b. 1929). Shamanism remains a popular New Age interest, partly because it presents an alternative spirituality and also because the Native American is now seen as a victim of Western oppression. In many New Age journals it is common to see advertisements for courses on shamanism or on "drumming", a shamanic technique used to induce states of trance. The appropriation by Westerners of Native American rites remains controversial: while some American Indians are pleased to witness a revival of interest in their religion, others regard Westerners as unauthorised practitioners who are now stealing their religion, having once appropriated their land. 
Science and the Paranormal 

In the late 1960s and early 1970s there was an explosion of interest in paranormal phenomena and a progressive questioning of Western science. Uri Geller, famed for his apparent proficiency at psychokinesis (PK), seemingly demonstrated to the world that spoons could be bent by mental power alone. Lyall Watson’s Supernature (1973) catalogued a variety of paranormal phenomena that appeared to defy conventional scientific explanation. Thomas Kuhn’s more serious academic work, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962), introduced the now familiar concept of the "paradigm shift", thus raising the question of whether contemporary science was about to reach breaking point and find itself displaced by radically new ways of understanding the world.

 

One specific area of challenge to scientific orthodoxy was in the field of medicine. Despite the strides made by modern medicine, the effects of medical treatment were frequently criticised as harmful. 
In place of the standard term "side effects", critics substituted the expression "iatrogenic illness" (illness caused by doctors). The thalidomide scandal of the 1960s highlighted the harm that modern drugs could inflict. As well as illnesses that remained untreatable, new epidemics, such as Aids in the 1980s, appeared and defied attempts to find a cure.

 

Western medicine was also accused of compartmentalising illness, merely treating symptoms or parts of the body in isolation from each other, rather than taking a holistic view of health. The various healing techniques that feature within the New Age seek to explore alternatives. The use of crystals, aromatherapy, essential oils, massage, Bach Remedies, homeopathy, Reflexology and self-hypnosis are just a few examples of alternative techniques that are allegedly beneficial, or at least without harmful side effects.

 

Besides purchasable remedies, the New Age offers the services of people who have gained a reputation as healers: Stephen Turoff and Matthew Manning are among the best known. Other New Agers, such as Deepak Chopra, prefer to mediate healing techniques through their writings. 
Reiki, a technique of healing by the laying on of hands, originated in Japan and came to the West via Hawaii. It affords seekers the opportunity themselves to qualify as healers through a series of initiations.

 

New Age healing techniques differ from older Christian "faith healing" in a number of ways. They purport to be holistic, offering healing rather than curing, in contrast with the biblical miracles in which individuals came to Jesus with a specific ailment which was eliminated through Jesus’ healing power. Holistic healing goes beyond illness: You Can Heal Your Life was the title of Louise Hay’s popular book which appeared in 1984. Healing extends to individual peace of mind, interpersonal relationships and human potential more widely. New Age healing is also de-institutionalised: it is either self-administered or done in the context of a healing centre, which is more like a clinic than a church. As with all aspects of the New Age, the seeker can be eclectic, combining remedies which draw on a variety of cultural and religious traditions. 

An Appraisal 

I have outlined some salient features of the New Age. It is eclectic in its pursuit of spirituality, rather than espousing any single religion, especially mainstream Christianity. It rejects absolutism, encouraging seekers to pursue their own chosen spiritual path or paths. It affirms the worth of the individual irrespective of tradition, culture, gender, race or sexual orientation. Due recognition is given to the feminine, particularly in Wicca and goddess spirituality. Men and women are not sinners who are "totally depraved" (as Calvin claimed) but human beings with potential, for which they must assume responsibility. Questioning of traditional values—in religion, science and ethics—and, indeed, of truth itself, is encouraged, with serious consideration given to ideas that the dominant culture places on the margins. It is world-affirming, showing concern for the planet and its continued survival.

 

These features of the New Age entail an implicit critique of Christianity. Astrologically, the New Age supersedes the Christian era, and the New Age’s ideas suggest rejection of an authoritative (or authoritarian) religion which has traditionally claimed exclusive ownership of absolute truth and the means of salvation. Christianity is typically perceived as patriarchal, with a warrior deity. (The expression "the Lord Sabaoth" or "the Lord of hosts" means "the God of armies".) For some New Agers, the patriarchal deity gives way to the goddess: hence the interest in women’s spirituality and in a divinity whose female aspect is extolled as a counterbalance to the male warrior-god. Wicca, witchcraft and paganism are perceived as spiritual paths that simultaneously acknowledge the feminine aspects of divinity and assign positive worth to the earth. For other New Agers, God is within the universe itself, and the antithesis to patriarchy is either a god within oneself or a god who is the "world soul" whose being is infused within the world, making it a living being.

 

Although there are a few Christians who have taken on board New Age ideas, many Christian leaders have warned against it, accusing it variously of pantheism, occultism and of teaching self-effort instead of reliance on divine grace. Indeed, one Christian writer views the New Age as the most serious threat to Christianity today.6 The New Age’s blurred edges no doubt help to fuel such fears: many of its ideas and much of its paraphernalia can seem innocuous, but behind them lie teachings from other faiths and from the occult. It is not surprising, then, that the New Age appears as a kind of Trojan horse to the Christian. The totality of its contents is not immediately apparent and elements can be taken on board unknowingly.

 

For the secular critic, the New Age can seem naive, over-optimistic and superstitious. Some believe that, far from being a two thousand–year-long age, it has already seen its heyday and is now on the decline. As I have argued, its nebulous, unstructured nature makes rise and decline hard to measure, and at this stage of its development any assessment of its future is difficult to make. But there is no obvious spiritual movement waiting behind the scenes to take over from New Age spirituality as a varied and colourful set of alternatives to the West’s dominant culture and religious life.
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http://www.asanas.org.uk/files/jasanas001.pdf 
By George Chryssides 2003 in the Journal of Alternative Spiritualities and New Age Studies 2005

(Report from the British Association for the Study of Religions Bulletin, no. 99, June 2003 19-21)
The ASANAS conference is a continuation of the annual Contemporary and New Age Religions annual conferences, which began in 1993 at Bath Spa University College, as a small gathering of like-minded researchers. From these small beginnings, [the 2003] ASANAS conference attracted [over 100] attendees, including participants from other European countries and the U.S.A.

The name 'ASANAS' indicates a new endeavour at finding an appropriate name for 'New Religious Movements' (NRMs) and 'New Age', both of which have come in for criticism in recent times. Various speakers raised terminological and typological issues regarding the various new forms of spirituality. Did the term 'New Age' ever describe a coherent set of spiritualities? In what sense, if any, is the New Age 'dead'? Does the term 'alternative spirituality' do justice to the phenomenon?

The conference began with presentations from Eileen Barker, 'New Age' author William Bloom, and Prudence Jones, Past President of the Pagan Federation. 
Barker provided some demographic details about NRMs, and how they served to form group boundaries, while Prudence Jones sought to correct some basic misconceptions of Paganism. Bloom argued that the New Age now formed part of a global culture, and that the strong emphasis given to 'body, mind, spirit' in mainstream bookshops was an indication of its occupying a central role in the spiritual arena.

Bloom was the first of a number of speakers to question the appropriateness of regarding New Age spirituality as 'alternative'. Olav Hammer (University of Amsterdam) argued that the New Age had moved away from being a deviant 'cultic milieu', and that Christianity itself — like the New Age — was not monolithic, and offered a number of alternative spiritualities. Paul Heelas — one of four keynote speakers — described the recent 'Kendal project' (an extensive study of religious and spiritual communities in Kendal), suggesting that, if the present decline in traditional religion continues, coupled with the growth of alternative spiritualities and therapies, new spirituality will have overtaken the old in Kendal by the year 2035!

Other keynote speakers argued for the retention of the term 'New Age'.

Christoph Bochinger acknowledged that it was a 'fuzzy term', but argued that fuzzy terms were nonetheless useful. Wouter Hanegraaff, speaking on 'Swedenborg and New Age Religions' said it was a useful 'theoretical construct', and the question of whether the term might function 'etically', if not 'emically' was raised at various junctures in the duration of the conference. Hanegraaff argued that New Age ideas had become assimilated within mainstream society and religion, and hence it was difficult to disentangle the two. Other speakers commented on the term 'spirituality', and there were differences of opinion as to whether one could speak of a 'spirituality' that was not identifiable with any particular religious expression of it.

Issues of mapping new forms of spirituality inevitably arose. Michael York — another keynote speaker — raised the question of the relationship between Paganism and New Age. Despite the Pagans’ attempts to distance themselves from New Age, the latter was in fact a subset of Paganism: the development of Paganism as a discrete religion that attempted to revive a pre-Christian spirituality came later. Paganism featured largely in two of the sessions, and others dealt with related concepts such as Teen Witchcraft, which appears to be receiving increasing academic attention, as well as indigenous religions.

The esoteric tradition featured prominently in a number of presentations throughout the conference. Astrology occupied one major slot, and reappeared in several other sessions. Much attention was given to the roots of esotericism, Emanuel Swedenborg, Gurdjieff and Theosophy being identified as important precursors. However, several speakers drew attention to the fact that this is true predominantly of the American and British tradition, but that different influences are at work in other parts of Europe. Daren Kemp examined some key New Age writers in France, Germany, Italy, The Netherlands and Spain, while George Ronnevig focused on the New Age in Norway, and Peter Clarke and Inken Prohl examined aspects of new spirituality in Japan.

Despite the apparent 'fuzziness' of New Age, a session on 'New Age and Modernity' highlighted the ways in which the New Age is, to a significant degree, becoming organised, and caught up in wider societal phenomena such as secularisation, capitalism and globalisation. 
Reference was made at various points in the conference to the relationship between New Age and commercial publishing, and its self-promotion at commercial events such as Mind-Body-Spirit festivals. A relationship with capitalism is further forged by the 'management ASANAS', which occupied two full sessions.

A UFO-religions session got off the ground, despite technological hitches and some uncertainty about which speakers had arrived: Mikael Rothstein spoke on first generation UFO-contactees, George Chryssides on Heaven’s Gate, and Susan Palmer on the Raëlians.
The content of all these various and distinctive belief systems inevitably raises the issue of how people are persuaded to join, what their state of mental health is, and whether they suffer from delusions. Interestingly, the panel on 'Psychological ASANAS’, which included two experimental psychologists, one clinical psychologist and a psychiatrist, found no evidence that those who espoused alternative spiritualities were in a worse state of mental health than the rest of the western population.

Finally, LTSN [Learning and Teaching Support Network] had a presence at the conference. A rather thinly-attended, but nonetheless important, seminar discussed the place of New Age and new spirituality studies in the teaching of RS, their new proposed guides on 'People of Faith in the HE Environment', and whether New Age ideas might themselves be taught in the classroom.

All in all, some 65 papers were presented at this important conference: space does not permit reference to each and every presentation, even if had been possible to trek round them all. Marion Bowman, Daren Kemp and James R. Lewis are to be congratulated on their excellent organization of the event: their efforts have been well worthwhile.

Dr. George D. Chryssides (born 1945) was a senior lecturer and Head of Religious Studies at the School of Humanities, Languages and Social Sciences of the University of Wolverhampton, later at Birmingham University, England. He holds a M.A. in Philosophy and a B.D. in Systematic Theology from the University of Glasgow and a D.Phil. in Philosophy of Religion from the University of Oxford. He has a particular interest in new religious movements, on which he has published extensively.

Other articles and papers by George Chryssides:

"Is God a Space Alien? The Cosmology of the Raelian Church", Culture and Cosmos, vol. 4, no 1, pp. 36-53. 

"The New Age: A Survey and Critique", Global Dialogue, vol. 2, no 1, Winter 2000, pp. 109-119. ISSN 1450-0590. 

New Religions and the Internet by George Chryssides, DISKUS Vol. 4, No.2 (1996) 
The author explores NRM-related use of the internet, taking as examples two new religious movements and their critics. The Jehovah's Witnesses' attitude to the Net is cautious, fearful of 'apostasy'. The Church of Scientology provides a contrasting case study of legal battles and successes. Anti-cultists using the Internet include principally the American Family Foundation (USA) and the Reachout Trust (Britain). The article provides numerous website addresses, highlighting the problems posed for students and scholars by the Net's vast resources.

New Religious Movements: Some Problems of Definition

 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.apologeticsindex.org/graphics/out4.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 
 by George Chryssides, DISKUS Volume 2 No. 2 (Autumn 1994) 
The paper sets out to develop a more appropriate and more widely acceptable definition of new religious movements than the different and often implicit ones used by scholars, by 'anti-cultists' and by religious movements themselves. Seeking to make explicit criteria which are already intuitively applied by both academics and anti-cultists the author proposes three criteria for a New Religious Movement: it is recent, it is 'outside the mainstream' and it attracts converts from the indigenous culture. 

The Seat of Authority in Unitarianism

 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.apologeticsindex.org/graphics/out4.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET 
 by George Chryssides, DISKUS Volume 4 No. 1 (Spring 1996) 

The paper deals with the influence on the Unitarian movement of the radical ideas of James Martineau, who in 'The Seat of Authority in Religion' (1890) rejected the Church, scripture and the figure of Jesus (except as examplar) as sources of authority, arguing that reason alone is the arbiter of truth. After Martineau the necessity for Biblical exegesis to vindicate Unitarian teachings disappeared, opening Unitarianism to freedom of thought, reason and conscience.

His many books on contemporary religion include: 
The Advent of Sun Myung Moon: The Origins, Beliefs and Practices of the Unification Church, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, ISBN 9780333496985, 1991 

The Path of Buddhism, St Andrew’s Press, 1988
The Elements of Unitarianism, Element Books Ltd, ISBN 1-86204-247-0, 1998
Exploring New Religions, London: Cassell, ISBN 0-304-33651-3 (hbk), ISBN 0-304-33652-1 (pbk) 1999

Historical Dictionary of New Religious Movements, Lanham, Maryland, and London: Scarecrow Press, ISBN 0-8108-4095-2, 2001 

Unitarian Perspectives on Contemporary Social Issues, London: Lindsey Press, 2003 

The A to Z of Jehovah's Witnesses, Scarecrow Press, (pbk), ISBN 0-8108-6891-1, 2009 
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