A Summary and Discussion on ‘Allister Hardy – Biologist of the Spirit’ by David Hay

The beginning of the essay explains Hardy’s views on the importance of placing funding, beliefs, and organisation into combining science and faith, a ‘widened scientific outlook’ (Hay, p.1) that would accept faith as part of it. Mentioning Darwin and his belief in environment and random evolutionary traits, explaining the reason for how we have become what we are. Then contrastingly, Paley who uses the existence around us to state that they must be the work of a designer (for example God) via analogy of a watch and a rock in understanding that upon seeing a watch, humans understand that it must have been designed by a watchmaker.  Darwin’s study deposed Paley’s view of a designer, and postulated that the beings we see are there because they were better adapted to their environments and more likely to produce offspring, thus evolving. Hay states in his essay that the main goal is to review the relation of biology and religion, trying to give context as to why Allister Hardy’s work was so ground-breaking to him. Immediately you get the impression that Hay is quite the fan of Hardy’s theses and seemingly become wary of a bias. On the other hand, as Hay is forthcoming of his admiration, you are able to view the work as a piece that you can argue against easily, given the straightforwardness by Hay. The supposed original, ground-breaking thesis of Hardy’s was that evolutionary change, especially in mammals and birds ‘is initially directed by deliberate alterations in their habits – a process which he calls ‘behavioural’ or ‘internal’ selection.’ (Hay, p.1). Also, quoting ‘Active choice (and, in the case of the human species, conscious choice) is, he claimed, in many cases the directing agent and precursor of natural selection.’(Hay, p.1), much like biology versus behaviourism, it gives faculty to the being, one could use this to argue even more for evolutionism, but Hardy’s presents this innate idea in a more spiritual way, making us ask the question, what is it that allows us to have this precursor?


Hay explains that secularism has a viewpoint in the west as being a unique viewpoint with a self-appreciating nature that lords over those with faith, stating that reductionist theories of religion are socially constructed, and secularism predominantly existing in the west is exemplary of this. The use of the word privatisation is in all intents and purposes Hay’s backing point for a lot of his arguments. The strongest being that privatisation of religious expression ‘dissipates the potential of spirituality to change society because it cannot feed easily into public understanding or political legislation’ (Hay, p.10). The logic here is quite easy to see, when we look at Christianity’s effect on law, especially in the United Kingdom, the fundamental ideas of thou shalt not kill, steal and so on are still engrained in the public’s psyches, with a microscopic amount of people veering from these laws. The law’s effect on human morality and behaviour is a deep subject and using this to explain that the separation of religion and law halts people in their expression is a valid point. Hay explains, arguing in favour of religious proof, apologists would employ nature, the physical reality of what we can see, as non-believers pointed out the lack of spiritual presence in their life, and physical experience implied the absence of it. Using evidence from the 17th century and the turn from religion being partially due to intense radical reformers, whose proof of religion was based in the fact they are passionate, Hay offers secularism as an answer to this in the west (Hay, p.7). Which is why Hardy’s pairing of science of, and spirituality was a welcomed relief. In context, Hardy was able to finally twist science back around as an explanation of religious experience without turning to “tongues” (hay, p.7) like Newton described, who think they’re right because they’re louder than everyone else. Hardy delivered an elucidation that considered Darwin, and the capacity for spiritual implications.

There is also mention of reductionist conjecture, that Marx’s theory of religion as ‘opium’ to the poor is fundamentally disproven due to lack of religious belief found amongst ‘oppressed’ (Hay, p.8). Hay offers substantiation for social and political importance that spirituality extends us, in relation to morality people who have a spiritual experience demonstrate ‘an increased desire to care for those closest to them, to take issues of social justice more seriously and to be concerned about the total environment. Again and again people say things like “I behave better; it touches the conscience” (Hay, p.9).  Hay has also conducted studies on spirituality in children, a theme they called ‘relational consciousness’, ‘intuition of a profound relationship between the child and the whole of reality – with other people, with the environment and with God.’ (Hay, p.10). Spirituality and connections amongst homo-sapiens links to Durkheim’s social effervescence theory that Hay argued against earlier in the essay. The use of the word God, although I haven’t read the studies on the children, makes the studies seem bias due to children being influenced, possibly by Christianity. Toward the end of the essay, Hay mentions Lord Samuel’s grave “warning” of a world where faith is destroyed, and the major loss facing the world, and the contribution to music, poetry and so on. Subsequently quoting Rahner to say that if all this was lost to time out of our memories ‘transcendentality inherent in human life is such that [we] would still reach out towards that mystery which lies outside [our] control.’ (Hay, p.11). Using Rahner’s non-committal stance towards a mystifying area that is associated with religion, ties hand in hand with what Hardy is able to bring into grasp with evolutionary ideas. Thus, it was a good way to end the essay in concise pointed thoughts for the reader.

Hay has academic qualifications of a high degree working in zoology, writing more than 50 books on spiritual experience and science, and winning the Templeton prize in 1995. However valuable academic qualifications are to others, I base my viewpoint on what is directly in front of me. The essay had a leaning toward monotheism and although understanding that this area is what concerned most of the historical sources used, and Hardy, I believe that using a more varied field of research, possibly across countries can help in making spiritualism even more realistic. In my own research I would like to be able to source as perfectly as Hay seems to, moreover, a lot of the mentioned academics in this essay will tie into my own research of individualism, groups and spiritual experience. 
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