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All men seek happiness, and all the unhappiness in the world comes from the fact that they do not seek it, where they could find it" (Bossuet)

Where can happiness be found? This advert suggests that a magic crystal would help:

“AMETHYST: Stone of spirituality and contentment. Provides a clear connection between the earth plane and other worlds, clears the aura, brings peace, stability and strength. Excellent for meditation, releasing addictions and migraines. $1.00 each. 

Amethyst is a form of quartz (silicon dioxide) containing iron and manganese atoms within the crystal lattice which produce the purple colour. It is somewhat unclear how it “clears the aura” and connects so clearly “between the earth plane and other worlds.” 

If you have more money to spend, you could splash out on a Fluorite Generator crystal at $95.00:  ”This is a stunning cut and polished fluorite generator. Beautiful colours and clarity. Size 7cm x 4cm Fluorite brings order to chaos. Aligns mental, physical, emotional and spiritual bodies. Grounds out excess electrical energy bringing calmness. Helpful dissipating and protecting from colds, flu and infections. Helps one to see the truth.”

Remedies from colds and flu are always welcome, but would staring at a crystal of calcium fluorite be an improvement on Lemsip? Perhaps chemical sceptics like me need to take up one of these invitations:

“Have a Crystal Party...
If you live in the west of Sydney and like crystals, this is for you. Get your friends together and you can have a crystal shop in your own lounge room. Choose your own birthday presents, or just have a party for the sheer joy of playing with crystals! Learn about the different crystal types and their properties. For more information and bookings phone Ted (02) xxxxxxxx.”

When asked to explain how crystals might influence one’s spiritual state, some New Agers discourse poetically on quantum mechanics. They obviously never struggled with Cambridge Tripos exam questions about molecular orbitals and the Schrödinger wave equations!

It is ironic that as iconoclastic zealots cast out statues, rosaries, holy pictures, relics, holy water, blessed oil and scapulars from the Catholic churches, people’s need for “touchy-feely” religion has alighted on healing crystals, I Ching and tarot cards. Out with private confession, in with Vedic astrology readings. Away with guardian angels, in with spirit-channelling. Down with dogma, up with karma.

New Age teachings became popular during the 1970's as a reaction against what some perceived as the failure of Christianity and the inability of Secular Humanism to provide spiritual and ethical guidance for the future. Its roots are traceable to many sources: Astrology, Channelling, Hinduism, Gnostic traditions, Spiritualism, Taoism, Theosophy, Wicca and other Neo-pagan traditions. 

Three weeks ago the Vatican responded to the growing popularity of New Age practices with a report entitled “Jesus Christ the Bearer of the Water of Life - A Christian reflection on the “New Age” (hereafter JCBWL)

The text clearly states that it is a provisional report. This is the first Vatican document I have ever noticed describe itself as “provisional!” It is issued jointly by two Pontifical Councils – that for culture, headed by the French Cardinal Paul Poupard; and that for Interreligious Dialogue, headed by Archbishop Michael Fitzgerald who hails from the Midlands.

The report summarises the conclusions arrived at, after a long period of deliberation and consultation, by the Working Group on New Religious Movements,. One of the two co-authors is Mgr Peter Fleetwood of Liverpool Archdiocese.

It is neither a wholehearted approval nor a blanket condemnation of New Age practices and all their works and pomps. The media prefer Vatican anathemas because they make for better headlines. Instead, the text is modestly and sympathetically written, with three full pages of bibliography and 107 footnotes in six languages - obviously very well researched. It is a thought-provoking document which needs some time for adequate digestion.

It is easy enough to parody the more ridiculous aspects of New Age Beliefs, as I did in my opening paragraphs. 

Some Christians regard New Age in a very hostile manner as the door to occultism and Satanism. Dr. Carl Raschke, professor of Religious Studies at the University of Denver describes New Age practices as “the spiritual version of AIDS; it destroys the ability of people to cope and function." He describes it as "essentially, the marketing end of the political packaging of occultism...a breeding ground for a new American form of fascism."

The Vatican document JCBWL, however, is more measured and philosophical. It recognises the spiritual thirst of many who adopt New Age practices, and analyses the underlying theology of the movement – a difficult task since it is so multi-faceted and unsystematic. However, it concludes that within the atmosphere of New Age, there do indeed lurk assumptions which are inimical to classical Christianity.

The title itself “Jesus Christ - the Bearer of the Water of Life” is an oblique correction to the so-called “Age of Aquarius”, the water-carrier. The Age of Aquarius refers to the precession of the zodiac. Every 2,000 years the earth passes into a new sign of the zodiac. Some believe that we entered the constellation Aquarius in the 19th century, and that the present era is the dawning of the age of Aquarius. In much New Age thought, the age of Pisces the fish (a symbol of Christianity) is to be superseded in the new millennium by the Age of Aquarius, bringing a New World Order:

“This will be a utopia in which there is world government, and end to wars, disease, hunger, pollution, and poverty. Gender, racial, religious and other forms of discrimination will cease. People's allegiance to their tribe or nation will be replaced by a concern for the entire world and its people.”

This sounds lovely, but can there really be salvation for the world without conversion to Christ? Is original sin so easily set aside? We have seen Utopian schemes for a perfect world, like Marxism and Fascism, which rapidly created hell on earth. Jesus Christ is the true water-carrier, who brings the living water of eternal life. This is the theme of St John’s Gospel ch. 4, Jesus’ meeting with the Samaritan woman at the well of Sychar.

The New Age is a heterogeneous movement of individuals, who often graft some New Age beliefs and practices onto their regular religious affiliation. 

"New Age shares many of the values espoused by enterprise culture and the “prosperity Gospel,” and also by the consumer culture, whose influence is clear from the rapidly-growing numbers of people who claim that it is possible to blend Christianity and New Age, by taking what strikes them as the best of both.”

Recent surveys in the USA suggest that many adult Americans hold some New Age beliefs: 8% believe in astrology as a method of foretelling the future. 7% believe that crystals are a source of healing or energizing power. 9% believe that Tarot Cards are a reliable base for life decisions. 

More than 20% hold to a non-traditional New Age type concept of the nature of God: 11% believe that God is "a state of higher consciousness that a person may reach." 8% define God as "the total realization of personal, human potential." 3% believe that each person is God. 

“New Age appeals to people imbued with the values of modern culture. Freedom, authenticity, self-reliance and the like are all held to be sacred. It appeals to those who have problems with patriarchy. It “does not demand any more faith or belief than going to the cinema,” and yet it claims to satisfy people's spiritual appetites.”

New Age advocates frequently preach a type of doctrine-less spirituality, of well-being and inner harmony with the cosmos and divine energy. JCBWL highlights many important points.

Much New Age material is not new at all, but very old hat, consisting of a hotchpotch of shamanism, the kabbalistic magic, Rosicrucianism, alchemy, spiritualism and oriental practices.

 In its attitude towards Christianity it frequently resembles Gnosticism, a series of heresies which ran underground from the second century onwards. Esoteric groups claimed that the official Church of the apostles was not teaching the “real message of Christ.” Instead, they alleged, Jesus had given his real teaching secretly as a mystical gnosis (knowledge) to their sect. The public official Church of the bishops was misled and misleading. Such Gnostics claimed to have the true, secret interpretation of the meaning of Christ’s message.

New Age writers often argue in a similar way. They claim to be tolerant, but prove remarkably intolerant of classical Church-based Christianity.  Although they speak of “Christic energy,” they reject Christ’s claims to be the unique Saviour of the world, and the only Way to the Father. For them He is just one among many avatars, messengers of the divine, an “enlightened one” like Buddha, Mohammed or Confucius.

(to be continued next week)

