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One of the major intellectual and cultural dilemmas of the interwar
period of the 1920s and 1930s involved the quest for an adequate source of
value in a world that had come to be understood as intrinsically valueless.
Symptomatically, many Western intellectuals, academics, writers and
artists evidenced a longing to believe in some transcendent idea or
principle that would give structure and meaning to their experience. This
longing, according to Franklin Baumer, was brought on by the failure to
reconcile the ‘‘man-society’’ connection with the ‘‘man-universe’’ connec-
tion.! For some, this longing for belief was satisfied by either a kind of
religious adherence to political and economic ideologies or by a return to
traditional religious creeds. Others were led to an exploration of a broad
combination of religious, scientific and psychological elements which
together represented a new, modern syncretic spiritualism.

Arthur Koestler explored this dilemma in his 1946 collection of essays,
The Yogi and the Commissar. Koestler likened the entire range of attitudes
towards life to a physicist’s light spectrum. On the infra-red end, he locates
the commissar. This end of the spectrum encompasses the lowest vibra-
tions which are also the hottest. The commissar, argues Koestler, believes
in change from without; that all the ills of mankind from the unequal
distribution of wealth to the elimination of Oedipus complex can be
accomplished by the application of logical reasoning, social engineering
and, if need be, violent revolution.
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At the other end of the spectrum are the ultra-violet frequencies, a
range where the beam of light becomes invisible to the naked eye. At this
end is the Yogi, who believes that the ills of mankind can only be addressed
by securing the proper internal disposition; a disposition which is oriented
only towards the truth which is understood to be the ‘‘godhead.’’?

The underlying problem, Koestler suggests, is the fundamental opposi-
tion between the conception of change from without and change from
within. These opposing notions of change help to explain periodic
historical swings between the two extremes of the spectrum and offer a
vehicle for understanding such mid-range combinations as political liber-
alism, Fabianism and the social gospel. Koestler believed that twentieth-
century man was inexorably moving towards the Yogi end of the spectrum,
sometimes consciously and at other times unconsciously. According to
Koestler’s diagnosis, the West was suffering from a bad case of anti-
materialistic nostalgia which was repelled by logic, optimism and ra-
tionalism, and attracted to various forms of romantic mysticism.3

My concern is with a small group of English expatriates who, from the
late 1930s through the 1960s, contributed to the spread of mystical
religious ideas in America. This group included Aldous Huxley, who by
the time of his emigration was a world-renowned novelist and essayist;
Gerald Heard, a well-known BBC science commentator and man of
letters; and Christopher Isherwood, the leading novelist in a group of
young, leftist, interwar writers referred to as the Auden group. Collectively
they created a minor literary movement that brought to the attention of
American readers a wide variety of religious subjects including spiritualism
and psychic phenomena, mysticism, pacifism, oriental philosophy, self-
help therapies and consciousness-altering drugs. In addition to their
importance as noteworthy twentieth-century authors, they represent facets
of a more generalized religious awakening in the West. As a group, they
helped to stimulate this religious awakening in America and shape its
distinctive eclectic form. As case studies, they provide instructive examples
of modern spiritual longing and help to elucidate the form and substance of
contemporary divergent religious belief in America.

The reason for treating these three as a group has little to do with their
age—a total of fifteen years separates Heard, the eldest, from Isherwood,
the youngest. Even from a literary perspective, they represent different
‘‘generations.”” What these three did have in common was their experience
of the interwar period—the disquieting knowledge that they had survived
the Great War and a sense of foreboding about the inevitability of a second
war. Each found himself ultimately frustrated with the England of the
interwar years; each developed a commitment to pacifism which served as
a catalyst for his interest in religion; each settled in America (more
specifically, Los Angeles) where all three remained in constant contact for
approximately twenty-five years; each explored in his personal life and
writing the spiritual aspects of human existence; and each contributed to
the nascent American interest in mysticism, spiritualism and Asian
religions. Thus, as individuals and as a group, they are important in the

46



history of the twentieth century ‘‘religious renaissance’’ among Western
intellectuals in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s.

The very idea of a modern religious renaissance necessarily involves a
variety of complex and arguable comparisons. Noting that, ‘‘One of the
most significant tendencies of our time, especially in this decade, has been
the new turn toward religion among intellectuals and the growing disfavor
with which secular attitudes and perspectives are now regarded in not a few
circles that lay claim to the leadership of culture,’’ the editors of the Partisan
Review asked a group of prominent intellectuals in 1950 to comment on the
notion of a religious renaissance.* The responses were anything but
unanimous. Nevertheless, the fact remained that a variety of individuals,
generally regarded as intellectual and cultural leaders, had demonstrated
an apparent reawakening of interest in spiritual matters. These included
Carl Jung, Arnold Toynbee, Arthur Koestler, Pitirim Sorokin and Albert
Einstein, just to name a few. Certainly Huxley’s unexpected spiritual turn
generated much notoriety. As Ben Ray Redman wrote in 1944, ‘‘We shall
do better to study the case of Huxley as an important case-history of our
time . . . Such a study may shed light upon what is happening not only to
Huxley but to many others of our generation, for his abdication is only one
among many.’’>

Whether it constitutes a religious renaissance or not, the twentieth
century has witnessed a growing interest in the scientific study of religious
phenomena coupled with a syncretic approach to human spirituality. This
type of spiritual interest which is broad in focus, minimally religious in the
traditional sense of the word and extensively known due to its diffusion in
popular culture, consists of attempts empirically to validate spiritual
experience by reconciling religious insights with scientific and psychologi-
cal theories. Relying heavily on anthropological data, philosophical spec-
ulation and psychological observations, this empirical analysis of religion
has occupied some of the more imaginative minds of our century. Applying
analytical skills to traditional western religions and to the rediscovered
Asian traditions, these scientific spiritualists have taken as their task the
analysis of religious experience within a scientific-empirical framework.
Abandoning religious vocabulary, the resulting scientific spiritualism has
become one of the more appealing forms of religiosity for Western
intellectuals who seek forms of spiritual belief compatible with their secular
and scientific frames of mind. Many of these secularized spiritual orienta-
tions have stressed their separation from normative religious traditions by
insisting that they are not religions at all but ‘‘alternative ways of
knowing,’”’ new metaphysical systems for a nuclear age or simply forms of
psychological self-help. Regardless of the form, the last four decades have
seen a notable growth in the West of divergent or ad hoc ‘‘religions’’ that
have appealed to a highly educated and secular audience.

Franklin Baumer terms this modern spiritual interest a ‘‘layman’s
religion.’’® According to Baumer, this layman’s religion is an individu-
alized combination of beliefs and practices chosen from such diverse
sources as Christianity, oriental religions, political ideology, psychological
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theories and anthropological observations. As such, the layman’s religion
expresses a personal belief system rather than adherence to formal dogma
or theology. Moreoever, it exhibits at least two significant characteristics: it
is polymorphic and anti-dogmatic.”

The polymorphic quality of modern spiritual belief is hardly surprising
given the popularity of comparative religious studies, the vast treasure of
ethnological literature about the role and function of religion in other
societies and the interest in exploring the psychology of religious experi-
ence. Because intellectuals share at least a passing acquaintance with these
subjects, their spiritual beliefs tend to incorporate, or at least acknowledge,
the insights of all religions while avoiding the notion of privileged
revelation. Individual modern believers are more likely to ponder these
collected insights and reduce them to a set of common denominators so as
to form what has been termed a ‘‘minimum working hypothesis.’’3

As an obvious corollary to these polymorphic qualities, Baumer
suggests that a layman’s religion would resist the tendency to dogmatize.
Each individual believer understands himself or herself to be responsible
for fixing in his or her own mind the limits of one’s own belief system.
Therefore, no attempt is made to seek common agreement on other than
the most general articles of belief. At best, modern intellectuals may agree
on a common ethical system or simple rules of behavior as opposed to more
complex patterns of belief. For example, such behavioral rules may
incorporate elements of vegetarianism, pacifism or communitarianism.

As a mode of life, the layman’s religion, in whatever form, is composed
of a number of beliefs, practices and disciplines—some disparate, some
related—all of which together are used by the individual believer to
mediate his own felt spiritual vacuums or psychological dead-ends.
Because the individual believer feels that he has the latitude to piece
together a belief system to meet his or her own unique set of individual
needs, it is highly unlikely that his choice of elements would consist of those
which are not compatible with his own personality and needs. As such, the
process of constructing a layman’s religion, inasmuch as it is a heterodox
and individualistic process, is in the mainstream of modern intellectual
life.®

Gerald Heard, now a largely obscure and forgotten figure, in the 1930s
was a well-known science commentator for the BBC as well as a prolific
writer. E. M. Forster’s assessment of Heard as one of the ‘‘most
penetrating minds in England’’1® was shared by many including W. H.
Auden, who in 1933 was at work on a poem that portrayed Heard as Virgil
guiding Auden through the complexities of modern life.!! But while
Heard’s admirers hailed him as a profound synthesizer of science and
religion, his detractors excoriated him as an intellectual gadfly and
philosophical raconteur. In reviewing Heard’s thirty-five books and
numerous articles and essays, one is immediately struck by the variety of
genres he pursued. Heard the raconteur (writing under his real name,
Henry Fitzgerald Heard) wrote a total of nine books including mysteries,
science fiction and eerie short stories. However, it was as Gerald Heard the
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mandarin that he wrote most of his twenty-six other books devoted to
scientific, philosophical, historical and religious topics.

In spite of his copious literary canon, Heard essentially devoted his life
to the rewriting of a single ‘‘book.’”” That ‘‘book’’ was a series of accounts
of the modern dilemma, which Heard characterized as the dichotomy
between humanity’s growing control over the material world and its
corresponding lack of control over the spiritual or psychological world.
Heard believed that the application of a scientifically validated form of
contemplative or mystical spirituality, underscored by a teleological belief
in the continuing evolution of human consciousness, would lead to the
development of a more advanced form of intelligence capable of transcend-
ing the political, economic and social consequences of one’s individualized
consciousness. Heard pursued this theme in each of his major works and,
over time, as he was able to digest greater and greater amounts of
historical, anthropological and psychological data, his expositions became
more detailed and complex. The fundamental outline of Heard’s thesis,
however, is contained in a trilogy of his early works: The Ascent of Humanity
(1929), The Social Substance of Religion (1931) and The Source of Crvilization
(1935).

An ardent proponent of evolutionary theory, Heard believed that while
physical evolution had come to a halt, the evolutionary process itself
continued on in the realm of consciousness. As the result of his evolution-
ary investigations, Heard became convinced that it was always the less
specialized forms of life that prevailed. Overspecialized species, by com-
pletely adapting to a single change in their environment, became incapable
of subsequent adaptions to other inevitable changes. Therefore, these
species remained locked in a static state of development and ruefully
awaited the day of their extinction. Unspecialized species, on the other
hand, were far better able to adapt to change and consequently survive for
further evolutionary development. Just as behavioral overspecialization
produced effects harmful to physical evolution, so conceptual over-
specialization produced effects harmful to psychological evolution.

History, for Heard, provided the record of man’s capacity for adapta-
tion and change. Thus, in the tradition of Comte, Spengler and Toynbee,
his major works consisted of impressionistic, metaphorical world histories
in which he repeatedly honed his teleological theories. ‘“The real ad-
vance,”’ wrote Heard, ‘. . . is in man’s spirit and can be disclosed through
the evolution of his standards.’’!2 Heard believed that man’s consciousness
had evolved from a primitive, pre-individual group consciousness to a fully
individualized form of consciousness. Unfortunately, the development of
man’s intensified self-consciousness, which resulted in his obsession with
material progress, overshadowed the need for social merger with his fellow
beings—the essence of self-negating spiritual development. Heard feared
that humanity was in danger of capsizing mentally because of the gross
imbalance between man’s enormous material growth and his correspond-
ing lack of spiritual growth. Moreover, Heard was convinced that modern
ideologies such as capitalism, Marxism, nationalism and scientism were all
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conceptual overspecializations of this individualized human consciousness
that had arrested man’s psychological evolution. By comparison, concep-
tual unspecialization consisted of man’s capacity for adaptation, wonder,
curiosity and all embracing love.

Because modern science provided evidence of man’s developing capac-
ity for curiosity and wonder, Heard enthusiastically reported on science in
the broadest possible sense, describing the latest discoveries in physics,
biology, psychology and anthropology, and speculating on their implica-
tions for the future.!® These implications, asserted Heard, pointed to the
underlying development of a new consciousness which, he believed, would
be a transcendent super-consciousness. Further, this emerging con-
sciousness, in combination with new discoveries in physics and psychology,
could lead to the integration of scientific cosmology with the free and
benevolent political and economic orders necessary for constructive social
action. 4

Convinced that religion was the expression of man’s capacity for love
and proof of the historical quest for psychological wholeness, Heard
penned nine books and countless articles on spiritual themes. Consistent
with his negative view on the effects of individualized consciousness, he
argued in The Social Substance of Religion (1931) that the growth of individual
consciousness occurs in inverse proportion to the intensity of the psychic
field which a social group is able to create. Traditional religion was no
longer able to create the necessary psychic field because, equally affected
by individualized consciousness, it had become ‘‘increasingly intellectual,
the approach of a creature who thinks of itself as being nothing but a self-
conscious individual to an equally defined self-conscious individual crea-
tor, a relationship of bargaining or conversation, almost never of
union.’’13

Because traditional religion and the social forces created out of man’s
individualized consciousness were inappropriate for achieving further
progress in the evolution of human consciousness, a new source of creative
power had to be tapped. Heard believed that this new source of power,
which lay in the subconscious mind and could be awakened by deliberate
techniques, was a kind of mysticism or yoga found in religion but also
accessible through psychological understanding and conditioning.16

Heard’s concern for improvement in the human condition was more
than academic. As a leading figure in the British interwar peace movement
he was increasingly disheartened by the seemingly inevitable drift towards
war and the failure of the pacifist movement to capture the mass
imagination. From Heard’s point of view, war was simply the crudest
expression of individual consciousness—the pitting of one’s individuality
against another’s with the provision that only one survive. Thus, if war was
essentially a ‘‘symptom of a diseased individualized civilization,’’!? the
most efficacious preventative required the transformation of individual
consciousness. This transformation, or ‘‘new pacifism,’’ as Heard called
it,'8 began with proper individual conditioning as prescribed in his book
The Third Morality; a blend of asceticism, meditation and good works which
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Heard termed a ‘‘new athleticism.’’!? Unfortunately, while many found
Heard’s approach novel, few seemed willing to follow the required
regimen. Ultimately frustrated with the general European situation and his
inability to influence its outcome, Heard emigrated to America in 1937
and took up residence in Southern California.

Heard was entranced with the cosmopolitan diversity of the Los
Angeles area partly because he was convinced that mankind’s greatest
advances were nourished by the social and psychological alchemy of such
melting pots. Writing of Los Angeles, his thoughts drifted back two
millenia to another similar place.

There was once a coast curiously like this, when the world went
through its last world crisis. On the Levant, the palestinian coast in
the senescence of the Classical Age, crank religions and fraud cults
proliferated. But there also had risen Stoicism and Christianity and
there amid all the charlantry, emerged the new chemistry. . . .
Indeed, it may be that only out of such a welter of conflicting
credulity that profound creation can arise.2°

Scoff as we might, there is ample evidence to suggest that Heard
envisioned Southern California as a potential modern Holy Land and, as
he began to attract his own personal following, he increasingly saw himself
as a kind of guru or ‘‘neo-brahmin,’’ as he called his version of the modern
spiritual leader.2! In 1943, with donated funds, Heard purchased a small
ranch at Trabuco Canyon some miles inland from Laguna Beach.
Renovated to look much like a small monastery complete with courtyard,
cloisters, cells, library, refectory and meditation hall, Heard ensconced
himself with a small group of followers for the purpose of training a cohort
of neo-brahmins who would be equipped to reenter the world as modern
spiritual mediators or guides for the perplexed.?? Heard maintained
Trabuco College (as it was called) until 1949, at which time he reentered
the world as a writer, essayist, lecturer and radio personality. Heard found
his audiences on college campuses, in the congregations of liberal Protes-
tant churches and among the urbane and cosmopolitan as well as among
the troubled and the disaffected. For the rest of his life, Heard criss-crossed
the country winning friends and outraging others. His audiences were
consistently curious, if not always enthusiastic. Admittedly, his influence
was diffuse. Over time, as biographical detail is fleshed out by additional
research, we may learn more about this intriguing figure. What we do
know is sketchy but suggestive. As Eckard Toy reported some years ago,
Heard captured the spiritual imagination of a number of prominent
conservatives such as William C. Mullendore, Chairman of the Board of
Southern California Edison Company, Henry and Clare Booth Luce and
Robert Greenleaf of AT&T.23 There is evidence that Heard not only
provided spiritual guidance to such individuals but also introduced some of
them (under his guidance) to the effects of hallucinogenic drugs. With the
personal and financial support of these followers, Heard devoted the
remainder of his life to what he called ‘‘growing edge’’ research into such
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