Book Review     -     Evolutionary Enlightenment (Andrew Cohen)
“I have led a toothless life” muses Mathieu, “I was waiting”. This sober reflection, spoken by the lead character in Jean-Paul Sartre’s Age of Reason, is as relevant now as when Sartre penned those words in the dark days of World War Two. What, if anything, is our life’s purpose? Do we embrace it with gusto and delight? Or do we meander along, treading water, and postponing our passion?
Many opinions have been proffered about Andrew Cohen. Many words, not all of them complimentary, have been written and spoken about his notion of “evolutionary enlightenment” and the practices he advocates. But few would suggest Cohen is anything except passionate about his path, and articulate in his expression.
Over a decade ago, when he published Embracing Heaven and Earth, Cohen had already been a spiritual teacher for fifteen years. Then, as now, his invitation (as one reviewer puts it) is to “experience directly the ultimate simplicity of living at one with the flow of creation”. In itself this is not an unusual invitation. Contemporary mystics and teachers such as Eckhart Tolle, John de Ruiter, Deepak Chopra and Gangaji all speak eloquently of the mystery that lies beyond the reaches of our human minds; an elusive butterfly of self-realisation hovering beyond form, time and space.
Yet it is Cohen who has given this quest a distinctly evolutionary flavour. Years ago, at a bookshop gathering in Boulder, Colorado, I first saw him in action. “Be Here Now?” he flung out to his audience of crinkling hippies and perennial seekers of stillness. “It’s not enough. Do Here Now is where we need to go”.
Needless to say the stillness, such as it was, suffered a form of coitus interruptus. But that was Cohen at his provocative best, exuding a sense of urgency, and propelling his audience to confront their inertia and decide whether they really wanted to change or simply bowl along in a more-or-less comfortable groove.
Since then Cohen has refined and expanded his teaching. His new book, Evolutionary Enlightenment, begins with a cosmic journey. The reader is invited to experience, through deep meditation, “a limitless dimension that you did not even know was there”. In consciously tasting this pure being-ness; this enlightened awareness, a freedom arises and existential doubt disappears. This description – or something similar – will be familiar to many of us. But what next?
The bulk of the book deals with the “what next?’  Cohen identifies an “evolutionary impulse”. We are not here to live our lives in a sort of neutral gear nor do we live in a meaningless and purposeless universe, as scientific materialism tends to maintain. On the contrary, there is an inherent optimism; a fundamental positivity that underlines everything. In evolving “from nothing to energy to light to matter to light to consciousness, and ultimately to you”, each one of us can recognise what a gift and privilege it is to be here on Earth – after 14 billion years of evolutionary hard work!
As we feel more and more connected to the surging energy and creativity that Cohen locates at “the heart of life”, we experience a mysterious compulsion to evolve. This compulsion can be found on a number of levels – from the physical drive to procreate, to the urge to create and innovate, and to the yearning to “grow” and attain in the spiritual sphere.
How might we accelerate this process? Cohen points out we humans have an extraordinary capacity for self-reflective awareness and the freedom to choose. We are not – as far as we know – robots. With this recognition comes responsibility. As we begin to understand that our personal presence in the world is part of an infinitely bigger process, we experience a moral imperative – a kind of cosmic conscience that propels us and guides us. As we evolve ‘the process that created us also evolves”.
More than half a century ago, when Sartre, Camus and their fellow intellectuals were at the height of their creative powers, their life experiences gave birth to a bleak existentialism and their reflections rarely found the rivers and streams of a mystical or spiritual exploration. In a different context and born into different times, many of us today have the luxury to embark on an inner journey. Andrew Cohen is a powerful voice in exhorting us to use that opportunity wisely. In what can be an age of complacency, it is refreshing to have the gauntlet thrown down at our feet.
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