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CURRENT EVENTS

“Eamonn Kelly’s imagination is grave, prehensile, and informed by a splendid breadth
of context. This is an absolutely fascinating book, and one I look forward to re-reading
at the earliest opportunity.”

—WILLIAM GIBSON, science fiction writer, author of Neuromancer and Pattern Recognition

“The world is changing fast in ways we dimly comprehend. Eamonn Kelly provides us with
the ideas to better understand what is going on. He lays out the dilemmas we face and
hints at ways in which the global agenda might evolve. He is a master of the ‘big picture.’
This is must reading for those who need to know about the future of planet Earth.”

—GED DAVIS, managing director and head, Centre for Strategic Insight, World Economic Forum

“This book is a wake-up call for all who may not recognize the powerful uncertainties
that are shaping our future. Those of us in business will need to upgrade our skills to
learn how to balance market and moral wisdom, and to move from our narrow focus
on competition to embracing adaptiveness as well.”

—CRAWFORD BEVERIDGE, senior vice president of people and places, Sun Microsystems
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Praise for Powerful Times

“Eamonn Kelly’s imagination is grave, prehensile, and informed by a splendid
breadth of context. This is an absolutely fascinating book, and one I look forward to
re-reading at the earliest opportunity.”

—William Gibson, science fiction writer, author of 
Neuromancer and Pattern Recognition

“The world is changing fast in ways we dimly comprehend. Eamonn Kelly provides
us with the ideas to better understand what is going on. He lays out the dilemmas
we face and hints at ways in which the global agenda might evolve. He is a master of
the ‘big picture.’ This is must reading for those who need to know about the future
of planet Earth.”

—Ged Davis, managing director and head, 
Centre for Strategic Insight, World Economic Forum

“This book is a wake-up call for all who may not recognize the powerful uncertain-
ties that are shaping our future. Those of us in business will need to upgrade our
skills to learn how to balance market and moral wisdom, and to move from our nar-
row focus on competition to embracing adaptiveness as well.

—Crawford Beveridge, senior vice president of people and places, 
Sun Microsystems
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“The world around us is a very confusing and complex place; making sense of where
we are, let alone where we are headed, is fraught with uncertainty. In Powerful Times,
Eamonn Kelly has given us a something far better than predictions that can be
proven wrong. He has crafted an insightful map of the plausible landscapes unfold-
ing in front of us, a map that enables us to navigate these surprising times. Kelly
helps us to understand and prepare for the often contradictory and paradoxical cross
currents shaping our future so that we are equipped to make better decisions today
that will stand up to an uncertain tomorrow.”

—Peter Schwartz, co-founder, Global Business Network; 
author, Inevitable Surprises

“History is unleashed, the future is unwritten, and this is the best assessment of
today’s highly turbulent driving forces that you are likely to find anywhere. Reading
Eamonn Kelly’s book is like watching him break a kaleidoscope and number the
bits.”

—Bruce Sterling, science fiction writer (Holy Fire, The Hacker Crackdown);
Viridian design activist; Wired blogger

“I love this book; it is an easy and thought-provoking read. In a world seemingly torn
by multiple uncertainties and tensions, Powerful Times sorts them out for us into a
clear map of outcomes and consequences. And rather than dispense formulas—like
so many business books—Kelly challenges us to think for ourselves about strategies
we might not have otherwise imagined.” 

—Luis Jimenez, senior vice president and chief strategy officer, Pitney Bowes

“Eamonn Kelly’s Powerful Times could as well have been called The Art of the Wide
View. In times of great upheaval, he demonstrates, the critical skill for decision mak-
ers is to avoid being prisoner of one’s expectations. Kelly shows us how to array our
forces so as to be prepared not just for rose petals being strewn at our feet, but also
road bombs. Kelly’s profound lesson is that ‘both/and’ thinking is the only way to
make hard decisions in the face of ambiguity and uncertainty.”

—Joel Garreau, author of Radical Evolution: The Promise and Peril of Enhancing
Our Minds, Our Bodies—and What It Means to Be Human

“Any company that bets on a single future is likely to be blindsided by events that
fall outside their peripheral vision. Eamonn Kelly’s insights will help organizations
tune their peripheral vision, perhaps even see out the back of their heads, so they can
anticipate the most lethal threats or take advantage of a currently hidden opportu-
nity.”

—Daniel Rasmus, director of information work vision, Microsoft; IT industry
observer; former vice president of Forrester Research
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“Kelly carries on the rich tradition of Global Business Network in raising the impor-
tant questions that society, business, and government will be facing in the future.
Powerful Times does a masterful job of framing these questions with a richly illus-
trated story of how the future is unfolding right before us.”

—Andrew Hines, executive director, Association of Professional Futurists; 
lecturer in future studies, University of Houston 

“In Powerful Times, the practical realities of scenario thinking instruct the reader
from start to finish. Kelly’s storytelling makes easy reading of the otherwise daunting
realities of future challenges and proposes frameworks for the decisions we must
make as individuals and corporations in a changing and interdependent world.”

—Nancy Ramsey, author, The Futures of Women

“Anyone trying to anticipate the future—to seize the great investment opportunities
or to dodge potentially enterprise-ending risks—should pay attention to Eamonn
Kelly’s insights, honed from years of scenario thinking on the world business stage.
A distinguished futurist, Kelly has filled his canvas so richly that any perspective will
gain from his explication of the global forces that envelop all human enterprise—
from the impacts of India, China, and AIDS to the range of energy or meteorologic
futures that could unfold from this moment forward. Kelly argues cogently that
while continued wealth and prosperity are plausible, they are no one country’s or
region’s manifest destiny.”

—Eric Best, global scenario strategist, Morgan Stanley
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Preface

We humans are truly remarkable. We have, so quickly, taken such
commanding control of our planet, developed such powerful sciences and
technologies, and assumed such profound and audacious responsibility
for our own destiny. Yet for all our ambitious and aspiring ways, we have
not, in our essence, moved so very far from our ancestry. While capable
of incredible sophistication of thought and discovery, we still desire clear,
compelling stories to make sense of our world. We still crave certainty and
simplicity and shy away from complexity and ambiguity. We still tend to
default, whenever we can, to black-and-white, “either/or” logics that
allow us to discern neat patterns and construct comfortable worldviews.
We still appear to be motivated primarily by the primitive dual forces of
love and fear, and we still, for the most part, fear “the other”—the
unknown, the strange, the distant.

Today, there is growing dissonance between the dynamic and uncertain
world that we have created for ourselves and our instinctive preferred pos-
tures toward that world. We lack a shared story of our times. Instead, we
live with many critical but disconnected storylines (globalization, war,
materialism, fundamentalism, dotcom bubbles, terrorism, decline of mul-
tilateralism, economic growth, rise of China, agony of Africa, climate
change, and so on) that are incoherent at best and hazy, flickering, and
out of focus at worst. Our world is increasingly complex and confusing,
a crazy kaleidoscope of important but ambiguous dynamics from the
worlds of politics, technology, economics, and culture—all amplified, but
not necessarily clarified, by a ubiquitous yet partial global media. As
incorrigible meaning-makers, we are compelled to identify patterns in the
messiness. But the signals we extract from the white noise of daily events
often appear mutually incompatible and even paradoxical. And yet our
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world is so transparently interdependent, our economies so integrated,
our boundaries so permeable, distance so diminished, that increasingly
there is no “other” to fear, reject, or hold at arm’s length. There is only an
emergent “we” that we have yet to come to know and understand, let
alone trust and love.

The world, then, is increasingly messy, complex, and interconnected—
and it is also increasingly volatile. It has been obvious for more than a
decade that we live in an age of change; today, it appears that we are also
living through a change of age. In the decade ahead, the collective choices
and actions of people, businesses, organizations, and governments every-
where will likely define and shape global civilization for the next genera-
tion and beyond.

These are indeed powerful times, and they will demand an openness of
mind and of heart that does not come readily. Our times demand that we
adopt a powerful orientation toward learning, experimentation, and dis-
covery that will require us to acknowledge uncertainty and embrace ambi-
guity—even as our impulse is to seek comfort in certainty and adhere to
a set of familiar convictions, assumptions, and beliefs that provide us with
a reassuring true north. Our times demand that we make diversity and
multiplicity a virtue, that we bridge divides, make connections, and find
alignments and points of commonality—even as our differences frighten
us, our ideologies polarize us, and our enemies enrage us (and this is as
true within countries and regions as it is between them). Our times
demand that we think long term, imagine the futures that we may be cre-
ating today, and prepare for the challenges and opportunities of tomor-
row. Yet how can we possibly try to make sense of the future when the
present is so profoundly perplexing?

Can we, then, really rise to the demands of our powerful times? I am
deeply hopeful that we can. Since the late 1990s, I have enjoyed the priv-
ilege of leading a unique organization that is dedicated to exploring our
changing world and anticipating the futures that may await us—and that
we can collectively act to create. Global Business Network, a Monitor
Group company, was founded close to 20 years ago as an unique new net-
worked business. Part consulting firm, part think tank, it is a pragmatic
learning community that includes future-oriented strategists, business
leaders, public servants from the world of governance and intelligence,
educators, and executives from nonprofit and philanthropic organiza-
tions, combined with a network of deep, wise, independent thinkers and

Preface
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visionaries from the sciences, the arts, and academia. Believers in the
necessity of diverse perspectives, we have deliberately chosen to work with
a fantastic array of organizations—from global corporations to commu-
nity colleges, from large government agencies to small nonprofit organi-
zations, from philanthropic foundations to global institutions. Our work
with them all is exploratory yet practical. It is aimed at helping our clients
make better sense of the world they inhabit; think afresh about the mul-
tiple possible futures they might face (and are also helping to shape); gain
new insight into what they must track, observe, and understand better
over time; and, above all, make wiser decisions and take better actions to
ensure their own success while contributing to a better future for us all.

My colleagues and I are repeatedly humbled by the people, teams, and
organizations that we support. We have learned, again and again, that in
every organization, every community, and every network there are people
with the passion, energy, talent, and humanity to make a true difference.
They are people who seek out the big picture, imagine the future, create
meaning, and figure out ways to both succeed and contribute over the
long term. They are able to acknowledge, explore, and understand uncer-
tainty without being forced into denial or overwhelmed by paralysis.
They are open to alternative perspectives, opinions, and beliefs, however
uncomfortable that sometimes can be. Sometimes they are senior leaders
with the power to make decisions and set directions. Sometimes they are
acknowledged thought leaders—designated explorers with voice and
credibility. Sometimes they are regarded as idealists, even heretics. Yet
they all share three characteristics: a belief that the world is changing in
critically important ways, a conviction that there are ways of making bet-
ter sense of those changes, and the confidence to embark upon a difficult
journey with no clear destination or endpoint.

It is this group of people—this type of person—who inspired this
book. They are, to borrow a nature metaphor, the “scout bees” among us.
In every hive, there are scouts whose job it is to discover new sources of
pollen. They set out for new pastures, and when they discover a promis-
ing area, they return to the hive and perform an intricate dance that sig-
nals to others the direction and distance to the new harvest. These scouts
play a critical role as explorers and providers of new knowledge and new
direction; without their constant searching and steady perseverance, the
hive could not live, let alone thrive. There are always a small number of
scouts who, sadly, cannot dance well, and end up sending their fellows on

Preface

Kelly_FM.qxd  8/22/05  11:07 AM  Page xxi



an unknown path—until they, too, eventually and inevitably find new
pollen. Even these inaccurate explorers, then, serve as a source of hope,
renewal, and new discovery.

This book is for all of the “scout bees” of the human world—those
explorers who find it their calling to seek, on behalf of us all, a better
future. I hope it makes a modest contribution to strengthening your
wings, animating your dance, refreshing your optimism, framing your
insights, and, above all, helping you make a difference in the world.

Preface

Using This Book in Your Life and Work

In Powerful Times, I have set out some frameworks that have proved
extremely useful for my own thinking and learning about our
volatile world. I have populated these frameworks with information
and ideas that I consider highly important. But learning only
becomes embedded and useful when it is made immediately rele-
vant and specific to your own context.

Therefore, I hope that you will find it helpful to reflect on how the
content of this book relates to you and your organization.To facili-
tate your thinking about this, the Afterword provided at the end of
the book poses a series of questions about each of the main chap-
ters, which might help structure your ideas and insights.You can
turn to these pages as you read Powerful Times to make notes, or
simply review the questions after you have finished reading the
book. I hope that you might also be interested in using this book as
a catalyst for strategic conversation within your team or organiza-
tion.And I hope that many of you will share your ideas on the
Powerful Times website—http://www.powerfultimes.net—a
place where we can explore the future together over time. I look
forward to meeting you there.
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Chapter 3

Secular and Sacred

In the coming decade, we will witness a growing tension between the secu-
lar models of society, governance, business, and economics that have charac-
terized Western modernity and the increasingly sacred worldviews of billions
of people on every part of the planet. The secular lies at the heart of Western
notions of civilization, with reason, science, and logic trumping religion and
belief in the management of civic affairs and the public domain. Secular
principles are so embedded in our laws and our institutions that, for the most
part, we no longer notice them. Yet the power of the sacred as a mobilizing
force is making itself felt with increasing strength. Fundamentalist movements
(themselves a direct response to secularization) have emerged in every major
religion and are gaining muscle on most continents—and by no means exclu-
sively in the Islamic nations. Meanwhile, an almost opposite—and certainly
gentler and more inclusive—“sacred” reaction against the strictly secular can
be seen in the rise of spirituality, which also seems poised to play a role in
defining our future values, customs, and behaviors.

Secular
God, protect me from your followers. 

—Anonymous

The Enlightenment laid the deep and strong foundation upon which
modern Western civilization was built. Enlightenment principles and val-
ues, such as reason, tolerance, respect for science, and belief in the virtue
of human nature—quite radical in their day—profoundly shaped the
Constitution and the character of the United States (the first true democ-
racy), and have continued to spread in influence and deepen in impact for
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more than two centuries. Sitting at the core of enlightenment values is
secularism, derived from the Latin word saeculum, meaning “the present
world.” Secularism is generally understood as the explicit separation of
the religious and church-based from the functioning of the state and the
regulation of civic society.

By the mid-nineteenth century, this separation had spread across the
Western world, while the role of established religion as an ordering prin-
ciple for political, economic, and social life waned significantly.
Developments—such as the rise of industrialization, migration to urban
areas, remarkable economic growth, and the rise in the value of the mate-
rial over the spiritual—all served to further undermine established reli-
gion after it had ceased to be influential in political life. George Holyoake,
a friend of the British socialist industrial reformer Robert Owen, coined
the term “secularism” in the mid-nineteenth century to refer to a set of
beliefs rooted in daily experience and intended to improve the lot of
workers in this life rather than reward them in the next. “Secularism is a
code of duty pertaining to this life founded on considerations purely
human, and intended mainly for those who find theology indefinite or
inadequate, unreliable or unbelievable,” he explained. Secularism, social
reform, and materialism became entwined as complementary factors in
adapting to and shaping the modern world. 

The Secular Mindset
The secular mindset, while not essentially or necessarily anti-religious, is
about more than restricting the influence of religion on civic governance.
It is the outcome of a deeper philosophical shift in which reason sup-
planted belief as the central maker and organizer of meaning, and in
which mankind was understood to have the power to shape and change
the world to serve human needs and wants without reliance upon God.
This shift enabled new modes of enlightened thought and reasoning that
came to define secular modernity—they are now so embedded in Western
worldviews that they have become invisible and unremarkable.

In particular, the rise of secularism was powerfully linked to a human-
centric view of the world that placed the desires of people in a separate
category from the needs of other species; the physical environment was
but an endless catalogue of resources to be exploited and manipulated to
serve human interests. This, in turn, was linked to a powerful belief in 
science and scientific methods as the means through which incontrovert-

Powerful Times46
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ible truths and single “right answers”
about the natural world could be
discovered that could then be used
to further man’s dominion over
nature. Above all, secularism fos-
tered a potent and optimistic prag-
matism that placed the highest value
on knowledge, insights, and ideas
that could address and solve the
problems that mattered most to
mankind.

The Secular Unleashed
The Enlightenment rationality
underpinned the development of
economics and Western theories of
how business should work. Especially
in the developed West, it became the
guidebook for how to think and per-
ceive the world, as well as how to
value and measure success and
progress. It also underpins many of
our social theories and the ways in
which civic society and political sys-
tems have been constructed.

The payoffs have been tremen-
dous. Principles and ideals that 
people in the developed world tend
to take for granted today (and some-
times assume to be timeless) owe
their origins and their power to the
relatively recent Enlightenment 
perspective. Democracy, freedom,
individual liberty, and tolerance of
differing belief systems are all off-
spring of secular modernity. The
remarkable march of economic and
material progress and growth of the
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Importance of Religion in My
Life: An International Poll

Source: “Among Wealthy Nations…U.S. Stands Alone in Its
Embrace of Religion,” The Pew Research Center for the
People and the Press, December 19, 2002. Reprinted by
permission of The Pew Global Attitudes Project.
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last two centuries has been fueled in many ways by Enlightenment-
inspired scientific and technological innovations. Evolving corporate,
legal, regulatory, infrastructural, financial, and governance systems were
all influenced enormously by the economic theories that flowed directly
from the insights of Adam Smith and his contemporaries. The ongoing
spread of wealth and opportunity across much of the world, increase in
life expectancy, and growth in literacy rates are a testament to the power
and effectiveness of the secular mindset.

Meanwhile, societies that have eschewed Enlightenment principles are
generally less wealthy, less equitable, less democratic, and far less innova-
tive. New York Times columnist Thomas Friedman’s patent statistics exem-
plify this fact: “Between 1980 and 1999 the nine leading Arab economies
registered 370 patents [in the U.S.] for new inventions,” Friedman wrote
in 2003. “Patents are a good measure of a society’s education quality,
entrepreneurship, rule of law, and innovation. During that same 20-year
period, South Korea registered 16,328 patents for inventions.”

It is not surprising, then, that the secular perspective has taken such
firm root. By the mid-twentieth century, the rise of modernity and a shift
to the secular had become apparently inseparable. Anthropologist
Anthony Wallace captured the prevailing wisdom well when he predicted
in the 1960s that “the evolutionary future of religion is extinction.” A
clear self-reinforcing cycle had begun: as the authority of religion dimin-
ishes in social and political affairs, its attractiveness, endurance, and cul-
tural reach falls into decline.

This cycle has been most visible in Europe. In his book God Is Dead:
Secularization in the West, respected sociologist of religion Steve Bruce
takes data from Britain as typical of the trends in the liberal, democratic,
economically developed modern world. Whether it is involvement in reli-
gious organizations, church attendance, training for the priesthood, com-
mitment to religious ideals, or just simple belief, Bruce concludes that
religion has long been in steady decline. He describes modern secular
Britain in unambiguous terms: “Christian ideas are not taught in schools,
are not promoted by social elites, are not reinforced by rites of passage,
and are not taken for granted in the mass media. Given those changes it
would indeed be a miracle if Christian ideas were as popular as they were
in the 1950s.”
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Moreover, the dominant powers of today’s world—nation-states,
multinational corporations, and international organizations—are 
overwhelmingly secular. This has become the norm in modern global 
governance and commerce: we expect a separation of church and state,
religious tolerance, an absence of religious persecution, and a breaking up
of religion’s hegemonic or monopolistic power in society. In the West, we
have come to expect secularization as a precondition of good governance,
so much so that our state-based institutions have difficulty accommodat-
ing state-sponsored religion. For example, the European Union has
hesitated to welcome Turkey as a member in large measure because of lin-
gering suspicion that its secular constitution may not be truly genuine
and that it will revert to operating like an Islamic state.

In the coming decade, secularism will be further reinforced by several
factors. The first is the continuing spread of proven business-based prac-
tices and approaches across the world and across every sector of activity.
The dominant Western model of business is resolutely secular: reason and
rationality consistently trump intuition and instinct; data and evidence
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A Secular Britain

Percentage of Brits who claimed no religious affiliation in 2000: 44

That percentage in 1983: 31

Percentage drop in the number of people who said they were members
of Britain’s state religion, from 1983 to 2000: 40

Percentage of 18-to 24-year-olds in the UK who say they have no reli-
gious affiliation: 66

Percentage of Brits who claimed to belong to a religion in 2000: 48

Percentage in the U.S.: 86

Percentage in Italy: 92

Percentage of the British population that Peter Bierley, the leading expert
on church attendance in Britain, believes will be attending church serv-
ices in 2040: 0.5

Percentage by which seminary enrollment dropped from 1970 to 1995,
according to the Center for Applied Research in the Apostolate at
Georgetown University: 50

Sources: BBC News, The New Criterion, Associated Press.
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overwhelm belief and faith; the quantitative is more trusted than the qual-
itative. These values continue to spread across the world. Moreover, as the
stability of fragile states becomes a matter of growing concern, we can
expect global institutions, international lenders, and nongovernmental
organizations to place more emphasis on encouraging and enabling
“good” local governance arrangements around the world. The core prin-
ciples of such arrangements will flow directly from the secular paradigm.
Finally, the mounting issues of the modern world—large populations to
be fed, important security concerns, climatic change, burgeoning energy
needs—call for more and better rational, scientific solutions.
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Jacques Chirac Bans Head Scarves in French Schools 

“The Islamic veil—whatever name we give it—the kippa, and a cross that
is of plainly excessive dimensions: these have no place in the precincts of
state schools. State schools will remain secular. For that a law is neces-
sary…. Secularism is one of the great conquests of the republic. It is an
element crucial to our social peace and national cohesion.We cannot let
it weaken.We must work to reinforce it.”

Source:The president’s address to the nation of France, December 17, 2003.

Today’s organizations and institutions came to life during a profoundly
secular era and are predominantly ingrained with a secular outlook and val-
ues. Looking forward, our sensibilities regarding global politics, economic
development, technology change, social and cultural matters, and environ-
mental issues are equally imbued with a strongly secular perspective.
However, the very success of secular modernity has generated its own pro-
found challenges, and these will become more pressing in the coming
decade.

Weaknesses of the Secular Model
The complexity, connectedness, and volatility of the world today require
us to amplify our comfort with ambiguity, tolerance of difference, and
openness to alternative interpretations. Yet our embedded forms of 
secular reasoning sometimes stand in the way of this. The secular world-
view is built upon reason and “truth” discovered through scientific 
methods and debate. This rationalist model has little tolerance for ambi-
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guity or doubt; indeed, it tends to be structured around a crisp “either/or”
logic through which ambiguities can be conclusively resolved one way or
another. This black and white perspective, which increasingly informs
civic and political discourse around the world, often leads to polarization
and false certainty built around ideological models that are too firmly
held as fact rather than opinion. (The greatest such schism is now behind
us: the twentieth-century clash between two competing forms of secular
modernity, capitalism and communism, both of which were zealously
promoted as the “only way” by their advocates.)

Moreover, science and reason are driven largely by evidence, quantifica-
tion, and measurement, placing significant emphasis on numbers and giv-
ing the knowable supremacy over the unknowable. Yet, as Einstein
observed: “Not everything that counts can be counted, and not everything
that can be counted counts.” Today we tend toward an almost obsessive
fascination with metrics—measurable indicators that can be tracked and
used to judge success and failure, progress and decline. In business, the
metrics we choose often drive rather than measure performance, and not
always for the better or in the ways intended. The field of education has
also developed increased reliance on metrics and measurement in an effort
to raise standards and accountability—with the inevitable consequence
that an increasing amount of student time is being spent preparing for and
taking tests rather than learning. As the old saying goes, “You don’t make
the hog any heavier by weighing it repeatedly.” The strengths of secular
approaches become weaknesses when they pull us too far away from our
own judgment and provoke unintended consequences.

The secular perspective starts and ends with the needs and desires of
mankind; everything else—and crucially, all of nature—is too often
regarded as a resource pool to be drawn upon, consumed, and manipu-
lated for human purpose. There is no place in this worldview for the more
ancient notion that man “must tread lightly upon the Earth.” In the secu-
lar scheme, mankind has dominion over the planet, and with science as its
key tool, it can and should shape the natural world to human advantage.
Luckily, after more than two centuries of rapid economic growth uncon-
strained by consideration of the impact it might have on the planet and its
other species, we are becoming more aware of the profound negative envi-
ronmental consequences of this perspective. Yet even as we struggle to
make real the concept of sustainability, we are in part constrained by our
deep-seated, unconscious secular sense of human entitlement.
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American “Happiness”

“No society in the history of the world has ever enjoyed the standard of
living Americans know today….Yet since 1960, the divorce rate has dou-
bled, teen suicide tripled, violent crime quadrupled, the prison population
has quintupled, and some estimates put the incidence of depression in the
year 2000 at 10 times what it was in the year 1900. Americans are less
happy today than they were 40 years ago, despite the fact that they make
2.5 times as much money.”

Source: Barry Schwartz, Ph. D.,“Waking Up From the American Dream,” Psychology Today, July/August
2000. Reprinted by permission of Psychology Today. Copyright © 2000 Sussex Publishers, Inc.

By definition, secularism is about improving material conditions in the
here and now and worrying less about the spiritual or the “afterlife.” This
way of thinking has significantly, if invisibly, influenced the science of eco-
nomics and the practice of business and commerce—sometimes adversely.
Materialism and high levels of consumption have become widespread
characteristics of developed societies. Yet they do not appear to be making
us any happier. Surveys in most developed countries, including the U.S.
and Japan, reveal that there has been no increase in happiness over the last
several decades despite substantial economic growth. Depression is on the
rise; each year, as many as 14 million American adults experience an
episode of major depression, 10 times more than in 1945. According to
the World Health Organization, suicide rates have increased by 60 percent
worldwide in the last 45 years. WHO now ranks depression as the leading
cause of disability globally and projects that depression will be the second
leading health problem in the world by 2020.

Complaints about the “soulless” nature of organizations, designed to
harness human reason rather than honor human spirit, are also on the
rise. Early economists’ focus on the production of material and measura-
ble goods led to accounting methodologies that failed to value a great deal
of the work that holds families and communities together—particularly
work typically undertaken by women, including child-rearing, house-
work, and relationship nurturing. Businesses and financial markets have
little obvious means of connecting with higher moral purpose and are
typically obliged to conform to short-term thinking and a desire for
immediate returns. These are issues of growing concern today, and are
deeply connected to the secular origins of the modern economy.
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Above all, the secular mindset, reinforced by two centuries of unri-
valled achievement, has perhaps become far too confident about the
supremacy of its role in shaping the future. Even as secular civilization
mobilizes to address challenges generated by its own embedded philoso-
phy, another worldview—less prominent and less of a defining force in
recent centuries—is reemerging to take its place at the table. The “sacred”
perspective has returned, and the secular world is going to have to learn
how to accommodate it.

Sacred
I’ve read the last page of the Bible. It’s all going to turn out

alright. 
—Billy Graham

To the bewilderment of many Europeans and even many Americans, the
2004 U.S. presidential election highlighted the fundamental yet rising sig-
nificance of religious conviction in the U.S. today. Perhaps it is not sur-
prising that a country founded and regularly refreshed by immigrants seek-
ing freedom from religious persecution should not only be the first mod-
ern secular state but also the one that has sustained the highest levels of
religious participation. In the U.S., the epitome of modernity, churches
and organized religion have endured as a potent popular and political
force. Church attendance remains stable. Sixty percent of Americans say
that religion plays an important role in their lives, according to a 2002 Pew
Research Center survey. This is so unusual in the developed world that Pew
titled its survey report “Among Wealthy Nations…U.S. Stands Alone in Its
Embrace of Religion.” Pew’s conclusion: “Americans’ views are closer to
people in developing nations than to the publics of developed nations.”

Not only have the practice and influence of religion remained strong
in the U.S.—they are also growing. Driven by the continued rise of evan-
gelical Christianity in the U.S. since the 1970s, religion has been moving
back into the everyday discourse of American civic and political life. In
1984, 22 percent of voters believed that presidential candidates should
discuss the role of religion in their lives; 75 percent said that it should not
be part of a presidential campaign. The same survey taken by The New
York Times during the 2004 presidential campaign showed a dramatic
change in those figures: 42 percent wanted to hear about candidates’ reli-
gious beliefs, while just 53 percent thought that religion should be kept
out of the campaign.
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Source: “Among Wealthy Nations…U.S. Stands Alone in Its Embrace of Religion,” The Pew Research Center for the People and
the Press, December 19, 2002. Reprinted by permission of The Pew Global Attitudes Project.

This is a considerable shift in 20 years and confirms the wider fact that
the secularization trend is reversing itself in the U.S. It should not be sur-
prising, then, that during his visit to the Vatican in June 2004, President
George W. Bush, leader of the world’s first constitutionally secular nation,
actively sought the intervention of Pope John Paul II in the U.S. election
campaign, asking the Pope to acknowledge his anti-abortion credentials.
Meanwhile, Bush’s campaign team targeted membership lists from
Christian churches.

Is the U.S. a curious anomaly—or leading evidence of the broader
durability and permanence of the sacred perspective? Secularists have long
assumed that with increased prosperity, better education, and the advance
of scientific understanding, societies would inevitably turn away from
religion. However, this appears to have occurred as expected only in
Europe, and emphatically not in the U.S. The evidence elsewhere remains
ambiguous and to some extent contradictory. In Muslim countries, for
example, opinion appears to embrace both the promise of modern gover-
nance and adherence to strict religious rule. A 2003 Pew Global Attitudes
Project survey revealed that this dissonance still persists. “People in
Muslim countries place a high value on freedom of expression, freedom
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of the press, multi-party systems, and equal treatment under the law,” the
survey found. At the same time, most Muslims “favor a prominent—in
many cases expanded—role for Islam and religious leaders in the political
life of their countries.”

Meanwhile, around much of the world, we are witnessing the phenom-
enal growth of Pentecostalism, a Christian movement born in the U.S. in
the early twentieth century now believed to have more than 20 million
adherents in the U.S. and more than 400 million adherents worldwide, as
well as the world’s largest church—the Yoido Full Gospel Church in South
Korea, which in 2003 had 780,000 members. It is interesting to observe
that this is a new strand within Christianity—one that places emphasis on
the spirit and that is energetic and engaging for its participants, providing
grace plus community and belonging. In fact, much of the current growth
in religious conviction involves novel forms of the monotheistic religions
(perhaps because the moderate establishments of each were largely acqui-
escent in the move toward secularism). Worryingly, they include a power-
ful rise in new forms of fundamentalism.

New Fundamentalism
The rise of fundamentalism around the world has been a subject of com-
mentary since the September 11 terrorist attacks. But it was the object of
quieter (and generally wiser and more balanced) review long before that.
Fundamentalist belief systems are less filled with love and hope than
Pentecostalism. They are characterized by exclusivity, certainty, and sepa-
rateness; they create the potential for increased tribalism and violence, as
well as profound assaults on the prevailing secular worldview.

The rise in Islamic fundamentalism continues to be widely regarded as
a threat to the Western world, and the U.S. in particular. Less acknowl-
edged is the fact that fundamentalism was on the march during the twen-
tieth century in all three of the monotheistic religions of Abraham and
has also been spreading into other religious systems wherever the modern
world is making new inroads. In India, there has been a resurgence of
Hindu fundamentalism, with reported violence against Christian and
Muslim minorities. In South Korea and Taiwan, a “neotraditionalist”
Confucianism has emerged. Japan has experienced growth in radical
Buddhism, and the Sikh religion has become progressively more funda-
mentalist, spurred by threats of Hindu and Muslim violence in Northern
India. As Phillip Longman says in his book The Empty Cradle, if the

Chapter 3 • Secular and Sacred 55

Kelly_ch03.qxd  8/19/05  3:22 PM  Page 55



birthrate in the developed world continues to decline, it is fundamental-
ism that will benefit. “In a world of falling human population only fun-
damentalists would draw new strength,” Longman writes. “For the deep
messages of the Bible and the Koran…are relentlessly pro-natal.”

Religious fundamentalism is not, as is sometimes assumed, a return to
old established ways. It is an innovative new phenomenon. The term was
first used by American Protestants in the early twentieth century. Indeed,
Christianity (in the U.S.) was the first major religion to give birth to a
fundamentalist movement. Given the U.S.’s place at the vanguard of sec-
ular modernity, this may seem surprising. But fundamentalism is always
associated with a sense of threat against the survival of a religious belief
system; primarily, it is a fear-driven response to the encroachment of
modernity and a coercive secularism. Acclaimed religious historian Karen
Armstrong is unequivocal on this: “Fundamentalism is an essential part of
the modern scene. Wherever modernity takes root, a fundamentalist
movement is likely to rise up alongside it in conscious reaction.” As the
encroachment of modernity becomes stronger, so the fundamentalist
reaction becomes more extreme and entrenched.

This may represent a collective, almost instinctive reaction to increasing
complexity and tempestuous change. In a highly unstable world, some will
inevitably search for a firm and steady anchor, an absence of ambiguity,
and a clear, simple, and authorized set of rules. But fundamentalism can
also be viewed as a subset of another, broader reaction to globalization and
increased interdependence and interaction: a desire for separateness.
Fundamentalist beliefs are by nature exclusive and divisive. A single set of
absolute truths can tolerate no competing set of perspectives.

Religious fundamentalism often also holds the promise of a better life
in the next world to compensate for earthly suffering or reward commit-
ted sacrifice. This is a potent promise—and is one reason that funda-
mentalism can foster conditions for extremism and violence among many
faiths and in many forms. Timothy McVeigh’s bombing in Oklahoma
City and the 1995 assassination of Israeli President Yitzak Rabin demon-
strate that Christianity and Judaism are not immune from spawning their
own forms of violence and should also remain causes of concern.
However, there is no doubt that the tendency toward violence within
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fundamentalist movements is significantly increased by a societal conflict
of lingering tensions, conflict, or even war, and that such conditions exist
today in many parts of the Islamic world in particular. Islamic funda-
mentalism (and the extremist violence it can foster) is, without doubt,
one of the most significant challenges of the next several decades. It is all
too easy to imagine it getting worse before it gets better.

What’s Driving Islamic Fundamentalism?
In all the monotheistic religions, fundamentalism builds upon a return to
Holy Scripture as the literal foundation for a belief system. Mainstream
moderate religious followers tend to embrace a fluid and evolving faith,
one in which scripture is considered as much a product of iterative devel-
opment as the origin of the belief system and is subject to reinterpretation
over time. Fundamentalism rejects this openness, seeking to lock down
the religion according to the most literal and inflexible interpretation.

The earliest seeds of this reaction in Islam were arguably sown in the
eighteenth century with the emergence of the reform movement known as
Wahabbism, which, while not itself a fundamentalist movement, sought to
eradicate all the characteristics and forms of the religion that had been
added since the time of Mohammad. Saudi Arabia, home of Osama bin
Laden and most of the September 11 hijackers, is a Wahabbist kingdom.

The teachings of the Sunni Egyptian Sayyid Qutb are a more direct
and powerful source of today’s Islamic fundamentalism. A member of the
Muslim Brotherhood, Qutb served more than a decade in prison in the
1950s and 1960s before being executed by Egyptian president Gamal
Abdel Nasser in 1966. He wrote extensively during his imprisonment,
producing an enormous multivolume work called In the Shade of the
Qu’ran. Qutb’s writings laid the foundation for today’s Islamic extremism
and violence and provide the philosophical underpinnings for Al Qaeda.
The core of his philosophy is simple: for centuries, the Christian West has
been driving a wedge between the godly and the scientific, between 
reason and belief. The result is a “hideous dichotomy” that has led to great
and growing human misery and despair that is now being exported 
steadily all over the world.
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Qutb: The Philosopher of Islamic Terror

The core of Qutb’s argument was neatly summarized by Paul Berman in
an article in The New York Times Magazine in March 2003 titled,“The
Philosopher of Islamic Terror.” According to Berman, Qutb wrote that
God had provided Moses and the Jews with the guidance, instruction,
and behaviors that were required for man to live in harmony with both
the spiritual and the physical world, without tension between the two.
Over time, Judaism ossified and turned lifeless. God chose another
prophet, Jesus, to introduce new reforms and a revival of spirituality. But
Christ’s followers and the traditional Jews clashed and argued, and as a
result his messages became distorted. Most tragically, the early Christians
had embraced the Greek notion of separating the physical world from
the spiritual world—a separation of the secular and the sacred.This cre-
ated, according to Qutb, a “hideous dichotomy,” one that later led
humanity to disaster.

In the seventh century, God again chose a new prophet—Mohammad—
and provided a new set of instructions and codes that enabled religion
to sit in harmonious ease within the physical world. In particular, he
stressed that man should freely take charge of the physical world and
not regard it as separate from his spiritual existence.This led to the
emergence of the great early science of Islam during the Middle Ages,
including the creation of the inductive method, which underpins all mod-
ern scientific inquiry and discovery. For several centuries Islam enjoyed
leadership in the world until, beleaguered by conflict with Christians and
other attackers and weakened by failure to faithfully follow the teachings
of Mohammad, Islam could not take full advantage of what it had started.
The powerful scientific methods it had initiated passed instead to
Christian Europe.

Therefore, science and technology developed and flourished within a
growing dichotomy between the sacred and the physical, with science on
one side of a divide and religion and God on the other side—reason and
belief pulled apart.This cleavage split humanity in two, dividing our need
for God and the divine from our appetite for knowledge of our physical
world.Thus, the “hideous dichotomy” introduced by Christianity led to a
modern-world crisis in which material success resulted not in happiness
but in despair, and anxiety and skepticism prevailed.The human race had
become separated from human nature.Through their technological and
economic dominance, Europeans then exported this misery across the
globe.

continues
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Islamic fundamentalism has developed upon a core philosophy not fully
understood by those it challenges. But, crucially, it is the broader context
of many Islamic nations that has fueled its growth: five centuries of rela-
tive economic, scientific, and technological decline; a recent history of
occupation and subjugation by the empires of Europe; in some states, the
imposition of alien, secular approaches to governance by elites that have
not shared power and have often not shared the benefits of modernity; a
demographic swell of young men in Middle Eastern countries, with stag-
nant economies providing few opportunities; unresolved tension and con-
flict between Israel and its Arab neighbors and between Pakistan and India;
an infrastructure of education, especially the madrasas of Pakistan and
Afghanistan, that promotes fundamentalist beliefs; the prolonged and
much resented Soviet occupation of Afghanistan; and a growing mistrust
of the U.S., widely regarded as a nation attempting to impose an insidious
and profoundly unwelcome form of imperialism. Hence, the combustible
combination of inflammatory ideas and people eager to adopt them that
emerged in the last two decades of the last century and that will undoubt-
edly help shape the first decades of this new one.
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Qutb spread the blame widely. He blamed Jews, early Christians,
European empires,America’s support of Zionism, secularism, and Muslims
who had accepted Christian errors. Only Islam offered a way of living in
accordance with God’s intentions; only Islam acknowledged the unity of
the sacred and the secular and provided a path for mankind.Yet Islam
was under sustained attack from other religions and even from within its
own ranks; these enemies sought nothing less than to exterminate it.To
prevail, Islam had to respond. Qutb set out a program, derived primarily
from the experiences of Mohammad, which included a phase of with-
drawal from the world, a period of preparation, and then an offensive
phase attacking the enemies of Islam. “ To the end…Qutb himself
remained an ideologue rather than an agitator,” Karen Armstrong wrote
in The Battle for God. But Al Qaeda is in some important measure a direct
legacy of his philosophy.
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The challenges posed by a rise in this tension between secular and
sacred are complex and perplexing. To be sure, the heaviest burden must
be carried by the majority of people in the Islamic world—people who
seek harmonious and mutually beneficial relationships with the rest of the
world while promoting the essence of their great religion. But they must
be helped by the West, especially by the U.S. Frankly, this will require a
greater sophistication of thought, word, and deed in the West than has so
far been in evidence in the years following September 2001. The
responses to date have included a “hearts and minds” campaign in the
Islamic world, run like a corporate marketing program, to “re-brand”
America in the Islamic world. Unfortunately, the authenticity of this cam-
paign was undermined by other key signals from the U.S., including the
unhelpful rhetoric of “good versus evil” and the repeated assertions that
the U.S. has embarked upon a divinely ordained mission.

When Jerry Falwell proclaimed that September 11, 2001, was “God’s
punishment” of the U.S. for its secular ways, he was inadvertently speak-
ing in the language of the hijackers. When President Bush talked of a
“crusade” (a comment he later withdrew), he clearly did not realize the
inflammatory nature of that phrase. The continued use of terms such as
“evil-doers,” coupled with attempts to push the margins of legality in the
detention and treatment of prisoners, have created a dangerous atmos-
phere. This arguably helped create the conditions for the events at Abu
Ghraib, which shook even the U.S.’s champions. The United States has
never had a greater need to learn and demonstrate cultural competence in
a fraught world. In dealing with Islamic fundamentalism’s threats and 
violence, it must learn to step carefully back from its own tendencies in
that direction. 
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Christian Missionaries Heading to Europe

Christian missionaries from South America and Asia are at work in the
United Kingdom, attempting to spread the gospel and convert secular
Europeans to forms of evangelical Christianity. In 2001, about 1,500 mis-
sionaries from 50 countries were believed to be operating in churches in
Britain, attempting to reinvigorate fading parishes.

Source:“Missionaries Flock to Britain to Revive Passion for Church,” The Daily Telegraph, January 18,
2001.
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Christian Fundamentalism
Indeed, while confronting the challenges of religious extremism, attention
should not be focused solely on Islam. Though they have garnered much
less attention, much stricter forms of Christianity are emerging, particularly
in the developing world. A survey by Philip Jenkins in the Atlantic Monthly
in October 2002 reported that the rising popularity of Christian faiths in
the poorer regions of the world is likely to transform their relationship with
the developed world in the next quarter century. In Africa, Latin America,
and Asia, Pentecostalism is growing rapidly; so are stricter forms of
Protestantism and less-tolerant forms of Catholicism. In his survey, Jenkins
notes that “African and Latin American churches tend to be very conserva-
tive on issues such as homosexuality and abortion,” in contrast to the far
more liberal attitudes in many “northern” churches. The stage is set for sig-
nificant schisms within the Christian faith, the largest faith in the world. 

The drift toward fundamentalism in Christianity is not confined to the
developing world, however. A similar dynamic is underway in the U.S.,
perhaps most dramatically illustrated by the spectacular popularity of the
Left Behind book series—11 novels about the lives of people “left
behind” after the sudden, apocalyptic disappearance of millions of
Christians. Described by Salon.com as “a Tom Clancy-meets-Revelation
saga of the Rapture, the Tribulation, and presumably, the eventual return
of Jesus,” more than 60 million copies of the Left Behind books have been
sold. Time magazine estimates that only half of Left Behind readers are
evangelical Christians.
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U.S. Fundamentalism

• 59 percent of Americans believe the events in the Book of
Revelations will come true.

• 17 percent believe the end of the world will happen in their lifetime.

• 45 percent of Americans believe in strict creationism and only 35
percent in evolution.

• Americans are twice as likely to believe in the devil (70 percent)
than in evolution.

Source: Gallup polls conducted in May 2004 and November 2004.
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Mel Gibson’s “The Passion of the Christ”

• Earned more than $370 million at the North American box office,
making it the top-grossing R-rated movie of all time

• Made $239 million in overseas theaters, so that worldwide gross in
theaters = $609 million

• DVD sales of the film topped $4.1 million in a single day; the editor
in chief of DVD Exclusive predicted that sales of the “Passion” DVD
would ultimately reach between 15 million and 18 million copies,
generating as much as $400 million

Source: Box Office Mojo, CNN Money.

Another Path to the Sacred—The Rise of
Spirituality
There is another, quite different “sacred” response to global modernity on
the rise today: neo-spirituality. Known for its embrace of inclusiveness,
holism, and tolerance, neo-spirituality most commonly manifests itself in
New Age world-affirming philosophies, the revival of Eastern religious
practices and traditions, and the growth in psychotherapy and human
potential that has emerged since the 1960s, especially in Europe and the
U.S. These various forms of spirituality are often referred to as “self-
religions” because, as Steve Bruce argues, “New Agers believe that the self
is divine or, if it is not yet, then it can become so with the right therapy,
ritual, or training.” In Holistic Revolution, William Bloom, one of Britain’s
leading holistic teachers and practitioners, argues that the rise of this 
phenomenon is in part a consequence of an increasingly modern, secular
world. “A planetary culture of free-flowing information is absolutely
bound to manifest new ways of enquiring into meaning. This is to be
applauded. It is liberating and deeply democratic,” Bloom writes. “It
encourages and empowers people to taste around until they find those
pieces of the jigsaw that fit their character and temperament.”

Spirituality is born of the same impulse that fuels more traditional reli-
gion and fundamentalism: a belief that a deeper level of reality can be per-
ceived and a more profound wisdom discovered. But spirituality resides 
at the opposite end of the cultural spectrum from fundamentalism,
attracting those who are drawn to a journey of discovery and growth, to
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a postmodern perspective of multiple truths, to finding new questions
rather than more certain answers, and to learning and experimenting
rather than subscribing to a rigid set of infallible and static givens.

These amorphous, fluid, and increasingly democratic characteristics
make it difficult to pinpoint and analyze neo-spirituality as a “move-
ment.” As pointed out by U.S. social researchers Paul Ray and Sherry
Ruth Anderson, who have studied at length this modern turn toward liv-
ing a more spiritual and ethical life, the many millions of people pursu-
ing this path are largely hidden from mainstream political or religious
analysis because their beliefs are multifaceted and difficult to categorize.
But even if neo-spirituality is not an easily defined movement, it is cer-
tainly a powerful trend. In the U.S. today, one of the fastest growing reli-
gious groups comprises people who classify themselves in census returns
as “nones”—those who do not subscribe to any particular branch of reli-
gious belief yet are not atheistic. Their ranks in the U.S. have doubled in
the last decade, to around 30 million. In the UK (where Cosmopolitan
magazine has recently appointed a “spirituality editor”), a 2000 survey by
David Hay and Kate Hunt found that 76 percent of people acknowledged
having had a religious or spiritual experience—far more than belong to
and participate in churches. In China, Falun Gong, an integrative prac-
tice that incorporates Buddhist and Taoist principles with body and mind
exercise and healing techniques, claims 100 million members; that is 40
million more people than belong to the Chinese Communist Party.
Threatened, the Chinese government has denounced Falun Gong as a
dangerous “cult” that “under the pretense of religion, kindness, and being
nonpolitical, participates in political activities,” and has declared it illegal.

Looking forward, we can anticipate two likely neo-spiritual dynamics
in the coming decade. First, neo-spirituality will likely continue to inte-
grate and align Western and Eastern philosophies and practices and draw
heavily from self-improvement methodologies. The popularity of yoga,
meditation, holistic medicine, and alternative therapies continues to rise.
Roughly 16.5 million Americans now practice yoga regularly, an increase
of 43 percent since 2002, according to research by Yoga Journal magazine.
Americans spend $27 billion annually on alternative medicine, and 88
percent believe in its efficacy. One study in the early 1990s found that
New Agers represent 20 percent of the population, and are the third
largest religious group in the U.S.
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The second dynamic we are likely to see is the integration of spiritual and
religious belief with deep concern for the physical environment. Groups
within mainstream Christian and Jewish religions are already moving in this
direction, as seen in such nascent movements as “What Would Jesus Drive?”
and “Rabbis for the Redwoods.” And there is growing evidence that evan-
gelical are “going green”; in October 2004, leaders of the National
Association of Evangelicals, which has 30 million members, adopted an
“Evangelical Call to Civic Responsibility,” proclaiming that it is every
Christian’s duty to preserve and protect the planet. This convergence might
even fuel a resurgence of Gaia-like concepts and belief systems. The Gaia
theory, developed by James Lovelock, suggests that the Earth be viewed as a
coherent system of life, self-regulating and behaving as if it were a super-
organism made up from all living things and their material environment.
“We now see that the air, the ocean, and the soil are much more than a mere
environment for life; they are a part of life itself,” Lovelock writes.

Fundamentalism and spirituality, then, represent two extremes of the
re-emerging sacred: one a reversion from modernity to traditionalism, the
other a struggling journey into postmodernity. The more established con-
ventional religions will find themselves increasingly squeezed and threat-
ened by these two flanks. Meanwhile, the assumptions of a dominant sec-
ular worldview may be seriously undermined. It is likely indeed that the
tension between the sacred and the secular will play out in several inter-
esting and different ways. The West will need to learn how to combat
Islamic extremism without fueling it. Muslim nations like Saudi Arabia,
Pakistan, Iran, and Iraq will struggle to find a balance between Islam and
the secular structures of the modern world in order to define their own
futures. The environmentalist movement will struggle to express its spir-
itual intuitions about the nature of nature and our place in the world
within a secular worldview. And our organizations and institutions, born
and matured in an era of deep secularism, will need to learn how to align
with the growing desire—indeed, insistence—of the sacred world, in its
many manifestations, to reintegrate with and help shape modern society.

The tension between the secular and scared worldviews—and, in par-
ticular, between different sacred belief systems—seems set to be an impor-
tant source of political and social strife in the coming decade. Therefore,
it will contribute to the growing dilemmas about the optimal projection
of power in a volatile world, as well as to the growing sense of threat and
vulnerability. The next dynamic tension explores these issues.
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