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Ten days ago, in a brief meditation that prefaced our weekly email announcing 

upcoming events at All Souls, I contrasted George W. Bush’s use of the term axis of evil 
with what I called the axis of good. Several days later, a member of our congregation 
recalled that contrast and asked if I had anything more to say about the matter. As it 
happens, I do — especially considering some new insights into ancient philosophy that 
have recently emerged. 

It is true that our world has been sabotaged by evil, but it is also true that our 
world is suffused with good. We need to keep ourselves connected to what is good in 
order to confront what is evil. 

Shortly before President Bush’s State of the Union address in 2002, his 
speechwriters were trying to come up with a collective term for nations that threaten 
global peace and prosperity. Someone proposed the term “axis of hatred,” an allusion to 
the Axis Powers of World War II, the group of nations led by Germany, Italy, and Japan. 
Michael Gerson, a fervent evangelical Christian, sought a more theologically potent 
term. In a proposal that was both rhetorically brilliant and theologically perverse, 
Gerson suggested “axis of evil.”  

The idea that all evil emerges from the same widening gyre, to use William Butler 
Yeats’ poetic image, is an appealing one. Evangelical Christians like Gerson, along with 
the fundamentalists further to their right, believe that God and Satan are distinct and 
pervasive spiritual forces. Human history, in this view, is merely a backdrop against 
which God and Satan duke it out, like boxers in a ring.  

While this may be a tempting explanation, it is also wrong. Most historic religions 
of humanity, along with most of history’s great philosophers, reject this view. St. 
Augustine and Thomas Aquinas, two of Christianity’s greatest theologians, rejected it as 
well. In fact, Augustine is the source of the view that evil is, as he put it, the privation of 
good. This means that evil is not the antithesis of good, but rather its absence. The 
ethical consequence of this view, famously summarized by the 18th-century Irish 
statesman and philosopher Edmund Burke, is that the only thing necessary for the 
triumph of evil is for good people to do nothing.  

For my part, I believe that Burke, following Augustine, is correct, which I why I 
also believe Ronald Reagan was wrong when he called the Soviet Union an evil empire. 
Some political and economic systems are clearly better than others, but most, including 
capitalism and democracy, have both virtues and vices. With a few notable exceptions — 
the institution of slavery comes to mind — the evil element comes not from the nature of 
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system itself, but from the individuals who control it. In fact, I think an argument can be 
made that most of the horrors that have ravaged human history have come from the 
malfeasance of a few evil men whose cruelty was amplified by the complicity of many 
good ones.  

When the gyre of violence and hatred begins to widen, our instinctive response 
should not be to identify an axis of evil and load its coordinates into our targeting 
software. Rather, we should ask where the axis of good lies and why it has lost its 
centripetal force. What is the source of human good? Where do we look to discover the 
truth about life and learn how we must live?  

In ancient times, the answer was to look upward. Our most distant human 
ancestors looked to the heavens for clues about how they should live. The highest and 
most powerful of the gods was the Sky God, who was even more feared for being remote 
and inaccessible. The Sky God ruled the human realm through intermediary deities, the 
sometimes beneficial but often destructive forces of nature: sun, wind, water, fire, 
thunder, and lightening. To appease these ferocious gods and hopefully keep the cosmic 
order intact, animal sacrifice became a universal religious practice. Even so, the caprice 
of nature’s gods continued unabated. With human suffering as their dominant theme, 
the religions of the ancient world ritualized a culture of violence and fear. 

Over time, people began to grow weary of living along an axis of good that 
connected frightened humans on earth to a vengeful god in the sky. They grew tired of 
being terrorized by fear of divine retribution and being splattered by the blood of animal 
sacrifice.  

As their knowledge of themselves and their world grew, their approach began to 
change. The role of violence in religion began to recede. Nature worship and sacrifice 
were replaced by a more inward-looking and compassionate approach to life. These 
changes occurred between 900 and 200 BCE, a seven-century period that German 
philosopher Karl Jaspers named “The Axial Age,” for its pivotal role in the spiritual 
history of humanity.  

Historian of religion Karen Armstrong describes these changes in her book titled 
The Great Transformation, which I commend to you. Armstrong surveys the religions 
produced by the Axial Age, which include Taoism and Confucianism in China, 
Buddhism and Hinduism in India, Judaism (the first monotheism) in the Middle East, 
and philosophic rationalism in Greece.  

In religious terms, this was an astonishingly fertile age. These religions developed 
in unrelated places at the same time, but they cohere around similar core teachings that 
are described in remarkably similar language. All accept human suffering as inevitable. 
Each embraces some form of non-violence. They insist that what matters most is not 
what you believe but how you behave. Their ethical imperative centers upon some 
version of what we now call the Golden Rule: never do unto others what you would not 
want done unto you. 
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For the frightened, war-torn people of the Axial Age, this new ethic of compassion 
required a new understanding of human identity. As Armstrong explains, “The Axial Age 
needed to craft a new vision because humanity had taken a social and psychological leap 
forward. People had discovered that each person was unique. The old tribal ethic, which 
had developed a communal mentality to ensure the survival of the group, was being 
replaced by a new individualism. This is why so many of the Axial spiritualities were 
preoccupied by the discovery of the self.”  

This discovery of the self, I would add, became the touchstone for Axial religions. 
Where do we look to discover the truth about life and learn how we must live? In ancient 
times, the answer was to look upward. During the Axial Age, it was to look inward. For 
the Hebrews, the great commandment turned out to be this: love the Lord your God 
with — note the shift inward — all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 
strength. The Psalmist cries out, “Create in me a clean heart, O God, and renew a right 
spirit within me.”  

Jesus would later add a fourth internal dimension to the great commandment, 
when he said that we should love God not only with all our heart, soul, and strength, but 
also with all of our mind. The Apostle Paul reinforced this mental element when he told 
the Romans, “And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the 
renewing of your mind, that you may prove what is that good and acceptable and perfect 
will of God.” 

The axis of good for religions of the Axial Age connects the human mind and the 
human heart. It insists that good lives on the inside.  

The problem with this approach is that it ignores how our sense of self develops. 
We do not develop our sense of who we are in isolation from the people in the world 
around us, but through our relationships to them. We are made up of — constituted by 
— our relationships to the people and the world around us. 

As these relationships change and develop, so do we. Our sense of who we are 
changes over time, as does our influence upon the people around us and upon the 
natural world. 

The inward focus also misunderstands at least some of the philosophy of the 
Axial Age. In Harvard philosopher Michael Puett’s recent book titled The Path: What 
Chinese Philosophers Can Teach Us About the Good Life, he observes, “The common 
assumption most of us make about the self is that our goal as individuals is to look 
within, find our true selves, and try to be as authentic and true to ourselves as we can 
be.” Puett adds, “But this assumes we have a stable self.” 

By contrast, Puett says, Axial Age philosophy derived from Confucius envisions 
the self as more of a messy product of habit than a clearly defined inner essence. From a 
young age, he explains, we form patterns of responding to the world. Those patterns 
harden and become what we mistakenly call a personality. So, if we love ourselves just 
as we are, embracing all our flaws and idiosyncrasies, we are just hardening these ruts of 
behavior. Because the Confucian tradition rejects the notion of a free and individual self 
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that we should always be true to, it opens us up to the possibility of change and 
transformation — not by becoming more fully who we already are, but by becoming 
something better: who we could be or ought to be. 

The third axis of good, one that is oriented to the challenges of the modern world, 
lies not upward or inward, but outward. Looking upward to a supernatural God did not 
solve our problems. Nor did the inward turn of spiritual narcissism. The only option left 
is to look outward. It is how we actually develop our sense of who we are — by 
connecting ourselves and our lives to the world we live in and the people with whom we 
share it.  

At its best, this outward turn becomes a spiritual practice — the practice of 
openness. We look outward to the vast expanses of the universe we call home. The 
vastness teaches us humility. Occasionally, it is worth remembering how insignificant 
we are. We live near the edge of a galaxy of stars and planets called the Milky Way, 
located in a metropolis of galaxies known as the Virgo Supercluster. This supercluster is 
scattered across more than 100 million light years of space and contains nearly 30,000 
galaxies and more than 500 trillion stars. There are 80 such superclusters within a 
billion light years of Earth. And this accounts for only one-quarter of one percent of the 
universe. We are by no means the measure of all things. 

Also, we look outward to the beauty of the natural world. Beauty evokes from us 
gratitude. Daffodils bloom only for a few short days, each moment a testimony to the 
profligate beauty of the Earth. Like flowers, our time on this good earth is short as well. 
We too pass this way only once and never again.  Flowers remind us that life is short, 
and therefore precious. 

Finally, we look outward to people who are suffering in our world. Suffering gives 
us purpose. As we bear witness to violence, oppression, bigotry, and poverty, we will be 
reminded that their fate depends on our faithfulness. This brings us full circle, back to 
Edmund Burke. The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good people to do 
nothing. Look out at people who suffer. They remind us of our duty in this world.  

Humility, gratitude, and purpose come to us as we look out along the axis of good 
into a world that waits to be transformed by our faithfulness. 

 


