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Alan Watts was a philosopher and popularizer of eastern religions, who wrote throughout the fifties and 
sixties. He wanted to bring eastern ideas to the west, and perhaps did so more than anyone else prior to 
his time, and perhaps since.  Most people associate him with Zen buddhism and other eastern religions, 
but I’m going to give a pantheist interpretation of his life and teachings today.



One of his most popular books - widely 
reprinted as a paperback that even college 
students could afford - was titled: The 
Book: On the Taboo Against Knowing 
Who You Are.  This is one of several of his 
books that I and many others in both the 
“Beat” and the “Hippie” generation read in 
college that profoundly affected us.  Watts 
ability to turn inscrutable oriental ideas 
into something that modern Americans 
could understand is what made him so 
popular. 

During his lifetime, Alan Watts wrote 25 
books on the topics of philosophy, the 
psychology of religion, and mystical 
experience. He also wrote more than a 
dozen booklets, and contributed chapters 
to a plethora of books. Since his passing in 
1973, nearly 40 additional books have 
been published, derived from his 
numerous lectures.



Alan Watts was born in England in 1915, on January 6. As a teenager, he became a member of the 
London Buddhist Lodge, which had been established by the Theosophists, and at age 16 became its 
secretary. He published his first book at age 21, about Zen. He moved to the USA in 1938 at age 23, 
did further Zen training, and attended an Episcopal theological seminary in Illinois, becoming an 
Episcopal Priest in 1945. He became a chaplain at Northwestern University, and wrote a book 
attempting to reconcile Christianity and Zen teachings, Behold the Spirit. His Episcopalian 
priesthood didn’t last long; five years later, in 1950 he resigned from the Episcopal church, and 
moved to California, where he joined the faculty of the American Academy of Asian Studies. Watts 
gained a large following in the San Francisco Bay Area while working as a volunteer programmer at 
KPFA, a Pacifica Radio station in Berkeley. His writings and radio programs introduced the then-
burgeoning counter-culture to Zen Buddhism, Vedanta Hinduism - and especially in the last years of 
his life, Taoism.



Watts maintained an academic career - becoming a professor of Comparative Philosophy at the 
California Institute of Integral Studies, and had a fellowship at Harvard University, and was a 
Scholar at San Jose State University. Despite these academic pursuits, Watts insisted that he was a 
“philosophical entertainer” rather than an academic philosopher.  His lectures and writing was 
intended for a broader audience compared to more academic texts. He tended to have a casual, often 
humorous tone. His radio programs were re-broadcast many times over in the decades following his 
death. Today, they live on in YouTube videos , audio recordings, and even online courses you can 
take from his son Mark.



For his entire adult life, Watts explored the nature of human awareness, as well as the relationship 
between humanity and the natural world. In addition Eastern religions, Watts studied written Chinese 
and practiced Chinese brush calligraphy, and enjoyed Japanese art. He also studied many other topics, 
including psychology, "the new physics,” cybernetics, semantics, process philosophy, natural history, 
and the anthropology of sexuality. Watts' explorations and teachings brought him into contact with 
many noted intellectuals, artists, and environmentalists of his day, including Gary Snyder, Joseph 
Campbell, D.T Suzuki, and various entertainment celebrities like Shirley Maclaine. 



Watts described himself as "an unabashed pantheist" in his autobiography, In My Own Way. He 
wrote: “We are all unconscious pantheists, trying to grasp the moment, the Eternal Now, in its various 
forms, trying to identify God with something in the moment.”  According to a recent collection of 
surveys at online pantheism discussion groups, Watts has been considered the favorite communicator 
and advocate of pantheism, followed closely by Carl Sagan and Eckhart Tolle.  Although best known as 
a Zen Buddhist, his efforts to blend Christianity, mysticism, Taoism, and other Eastern philosophies is 
actually a form of modern Pantheism. 



There are a couple of different definitions that can be helpful here. In the traditional definition, 
Pantheism holds that the cosmos, taken or conceived of as a whole, is synonymous with God.  Thus, 
for Pantheist, the Cosmos is divine, and the earth sacred. However, the Encylopedia of Philosophy 
gives a definition that avoids the historical nomenclature involving the word “god” - to simply 
describe that everything that exists is a unity, and that this all-inclusive unity is divine.  Watts used 
both approaches in his writings, depending on who he was talking to.



As a recent biography of him written in Tricycle, the Buddhist journal, says, “his one central idea, 
essentially the insight of his mystical moments, is that all of creation is one. Man’s feeling that he is 
an isolated being in an alien environment is a basic illusion that leads to many others: that nature is 
somehow a threat to us and needs to be controlled, and that human nature is similarly a dark and 
dangerous force. He experienced, and promoted, a shift in consciousness from a lonely isolated ego 
to an integral part of a vast ongoing creation.” 



Not long ago, Alan Watts was placed in a prominent position in the “Luminaries of Pantheism” mural 
located at Venice Beach in southern California. Here he is firmly planted at the top row of the mural, 
second from the left, between Albert Einstein and Baruch Spinoza.  You will notice a couple of lapsed 
UU’s in this group as well - Emerson and Thoreau.  Scientists like Carl Sagan and Nikola Tesla are 
featured along with philosophers and poets. 



The makers of the mural portrayed a variety of historical pantheists, identified as “Pantheist 
Luminaries.”Others have made similar lists of pantheists. One pantheist scholar made a list of 
pantheist “Lodestars.” The Universal Pantheist Society made a list of “Pantheist Prophets” or 
“Trailblazers.” Wikipedia lists even more people in their “List of Pantheists.”You’ll see that a lot of 
people have different ideas of what it takes to be a pantheist; there is not a huge overlap of names in 
these different lists.Note, however, that Alan Watts appears on each one of these lists, along with 
only a few others who are also duplicated.



Watts said in his autobiography, “I simply couldn’t get along with the Christian God.  He was a 
bombastic bore, and not at all the sort of fellow you would want to entertain for dinner.”… He had no 
charm, no lilt, no laughter, and no sensual delight in the world of nature which he had supposedly 
created….  It was thus an immense relief to find out that millions of people outside Europe and the 
Near East didn’t have this notion of the ultimate reality. The ground of it all was, instead, something 
variously known as the Universal Mind, the Tao, the Brahman, Shinnyo, alaha-vijnana, or Buddha-
nature, where  one’s own self and being is ultimately identical.”  He noted that his teachers “derided 
such notions as being unworthy and vague and, above all, damnably pantheistic.”  He complained 
that his theological teachers dubbed [eastern philosophy] as “immoral and illogical, and the 
scientistic and atheistical ones deemed it sentimental and meaningless nonsense.” 



 He deplored the endless battles over theological doctrines like the Trinity, ultimate substances, 
transubstantiationism, etc.  He said he had his own opinions about these doctrines, "But I’m not 
going to go to war about it, nor sizzle the testicles of those who don’t agree with me by planting 
them on bonfires.”  
 He decried the European forefathers “who engaged in these quarrels as utterly insane.”  He 
said they were “hopelessly confused and hypnotized by their languages, by the crude linear 
symbolisms wherewith they sought to make “sense” of the world.”  His criticism also turned to 
atheists like Bertrand Russel, who he said “was also hypnotized with words - and endless talk about 
talk - having very little to do with the realities of nature.”



 Like many revered pantheists, he had more of an agnostic faith than a strict and certain belief. 
To know God, is to know everything. And Watts didn’t pretend to know everything. 
 He said, “A person who is fanatic in matters of religion, and clings to certain ideas about the 
nature of God and the universe, becomes a person who has no faith at all.” But “everyone has a 
religion, whether admitted or not, because it is impossible to be human without having some basic 
assumptions (or intuitions) about existence and the good life.”



 But he stated his position: “I want to make one thing absolutely clear. I am not a Zen Buddhist, 
I am not advocating Zen Buddhism, I am not trying to convert anyone to it. I have nothing to sell. 
I'm an entertainer. That is to say, in the same sense, that when you go to a concert and you listen to 
someone play Mozart, he has nothing to sell except the sound of the music. He doesn’t want to 
convert you to anything. He doesn’t want you to join an organization in favor of Mozart's music as 
opposed to, say, Beethoven's. And I approach you in the same spirit as a musician with his piano or 
a violinist with his violin. I just want you to enjoy a point of view that I enjoy.”



 He thought that we are all prone to the suspicion that someone out there is smarter and 
much more powerful than we are.  That is why we tend to think of “God” as some kind of 
ultimate Being Somewhere Out There.   But Alan Watts disagreed; he said God is inside you. 
 He said, “The religious idea of God cannot do full duty for the metaphysical infinity…. The 
style of God venerated in the church, mosque, or synagogue seems completely different from the 
style of the natural universe.” 

 



 For Watts, divinity includes everything and everybody.  He said: “Everybody is fundamentally 
the Ultimate Reality. Not “God” in a politically kingly sense, but GOD in the sense of being the self – 
the deep, down, basic, whatever-there-is. And you’re all THAT, only you’re pretending you’re not.”  
 This kind of God is everything, including you…. 
 “You are that vast thing that you see far, far off with great telescopes. You don’t look out there 
for God, something in the sky, you look in you.”



When Watts uses the word “you,” he doesn’t mean just what’s inside your skin. He 
complained that “Civilized human beings are alarmingly ignorant of the fact that they are 
continuous with their natural surroundings.”  He saw that in the same way that brains, 
hearts, lungs, and stomachs are our internal organs, the air, water, plants, insects, birds, fish, 
and mammals are our external organs. This led to an ecological awareness. He said, “The sun, 
the earth, and the forests are just as much features of your own body as your brain.”  The 
corollary to this is that that we must be concerned about ecological protection. He said, 
“Erosion of the soil is as much a personal disease as leprosy, and many ‘growing 
communities’ are as disastrous as cancer.” He called “growing communities” “Los 
Angelization instead of civilization”  He went so far as to call the petroleum industry the 
“anti-christ”:  observing that petroleum was “powering a technology which is fouling the 
whole human nest.” And he knew this even before the knowledge about global climate change 
caused by burning fossil fuels was well known! 



 So we see that Watts approach to spirituality results in a fundamentally Earth-centered one. 
He may go on about what we think of as abstract ideas of zen philosophy, but he always returns to 
the relationship of human beings to the planet and the universe.   
 Watts extended this identity to the natural world to the entire cosmos, and learning to accept 
our place in it.  He said: “You, yourself, are the eternal energy which appears as this universe.”  
 “You are a function of what the whole universe is doing in the same way that a wave is a 
function of what the whole ocean is doing.”   
 “We are not egos in bags of skin, who come into the world. We come out of the world; as trees 
leaf, and cows calve, he universe peoples. We are the universe become conscious of itself.”   
 This means you don't come into this world.  You come out of it, like a wave from the ocean.  
You are not a stranger here. 



This video explains further the relationship of human beings to the Universe according to Alan 
Watts. Click on the video above to start video playback. If you have trouble viewing it here, you can 
find it on YouTube here: 
Source:  https://youtu.be/ZYffSEV7pdw  
 
Video: “You are the Universe” [YouTube Title] Alan Watts - The Nature of Consciousness  
 

https://youtu.be/ZYffSEV7pdw
https://youtu.be/ZYffSEV7pdw
https://youtu.be/ZYffSEV7pdw


 Watts said: “I’ll tell you what the hermits realize. If you go off into a far, far forest and get 
very quiet, you’ll come to understand that you’re connected with everything.”  
 An appreciation for this is his equation of mystical experience with ecological awareness. 
In fact, Watts revealed, “When I talk in academic and scientific circles about mystical 
experience, I have to be very careful of my terminology. And so I alter the phrase ‘mystical 
experience’ and call it ‘ecological awareness’ because it really amounts to the same thing. But 
the terminology is much more acceptable in the scholarly environment because, after all, 
mysticism is a dirty word associated with mist and vagueness.“  And this inunction to go to the 
forest was not a casual remark. Watts said “if you want to find out what is the spiritual, what is 
Buddha-nature, what is Brahman, what is Tao, the best way is to go directly to the physical 
world and find out: the physical world as you are it, and as everything around you is it; the 
immediate experience.”



 “The meaning of life is just to be alive. It is so plain and so obvious and so simple. And 
yet, everybody rushes around in a great panic as if it were necessary to achieve something 
beyond themselves. 
 You and I are a part of something much greater: 
 “Life is the universe experiencing itself, in endless variety.” … “  
 Self-realization is, in fact, realizing—as a sensuous experience— that you are that field of 
forces; that you are both your outside and your inside.” 



 This leads to an acceptance of the universe, just as it is, and being at peace with it.  
Alan Watts told us, Don’t worry. It’s all the way it is supposed to be: 
 “Things are as they are. Looking out into the universe at night, we make no comparisons 
between right and wrong stars, nor between well and badly arranged constellations.”



 Due to his growing following, some of his followers tried to make him into a guru. But he was 
careful and honest about his role as a teacher rather than a spiritual guru, saying: “Anybody who tells 
you that he has some way of leading you to spiritual enlightenment is like somebody who picks your 
pocket and sells you your own watch.”  He wasn’t into it for the money. Watts was not paid for the 
weekly broadcasts he made on Pacifica Radio station KPFA in Berkeley, from 1953 until his death in 
1973.   
 He often warned against what he considered spiritual charlatans.  
 He said: “I wish that there was a way of putting a time-bomb into scriptures and records — not a 
time-bomb, but some kind of invisible ink, so that all scriptures would un-print themselves about fifty 
years after the master's death. And just dissolve.”



 As a teenager, Watts had joined a Buddhist Temple founded by the Theosophy Society. Many 
years later, Watts gave an insightful summary of Madame Blavatsky, the founder of the Theosophy 
Society. He wrote that she had “only the most fragmentary knowledge of Tibetan Buddhism,” but was 
a “masterly creator of metaphysical and occult science fiction, as well as being a delightful, 
uninhibited and outspoken old lady who spat and swore and rolled her own cigarettes. Perhaps she 
was a charlatan, but she did a beautiful job of it, and persuaded a goodly number of British 
aristocrats and literati to consider the Upanishads, the Yoga Sutra, the Bhagavad-Gita, and the 
Buddhist Tripitaka. Those persuaded found them much more interesting and profound than the 
Bible, especially the Bible interpreted by run-of-the-mill Catholic and Protestant clergy at the end of 
the nineteenth century.”



So Watts rejection of charlatans also led to rejection of creeds and dogmas, just like we Unitarian 
Universalists.  He said: “Verbal definitions of God in the form of creeds, dogmas, and doctrines are 
far more dangerous idols than statues made of wood, stone, or gold, because they have the deceptive 
appearance of being more “spiritual,” and because “a creedal formulated God has been reduced to 
words, and is no longer experienced immediately, like clear water or blue sky.



 In researching for this talk, I was surprised how few UU sermons or writings I can 
find that quote or refer to Alan Watts. Yet, it seems to me that his ideas are 
quintessentially Unitarian Universalist.   
 This is not merely because he reflects a large part of the Six Sources about world 
religions, but because how his writings embraces our First and Seventh Principles so 
very well.   
 In any case, the association between some of the Eastern philosophies and 
practices like Buddhism and  Yoga go way back in  the history of the Unitarian Church 
in America. It was Unitarians who introduced the western world to some of the early 
teachers of yoga, for example, in the early 20th century.



 Our First and Seventh UU principles fit very nicely with the teachings of Alan Watts: 
 
 Principle 1: The inherent worth and dignity of every person - or as Alan Watts would say, “You 
are a function of the whole universe,” so of course you should love yourself and all other people. 
 
 Principle 7: Respect for the interdependent web of all existence of which we are a part.  - Or as 
Alan Watts would say, “Each one of us, not only human beings but every leaf, every weed, exists in 
the way it does, only because everything else around it does. The individual and the universe are 
inseparable.” 

 So, I conclude that Unitarian Universalists today can continue to learn from Alan Watts, in a 
way that is both fun and insightful. 

Thank you. 



Thank you to: Temple of Nature, Jolene Edwards, Perry Rod, and the many online video and photographic artists who 
contributed to this presentation. The source of the majority of images in this document are unknown, and due to Internet re-
publication - and more than one claiming to be the original source - it is impossible to definitely identify most sources. The 
“soap bubbles” graphic is public domain: credit NASA: https://www.nasa.gov/mission_pages/sunearth/news/
Voyager-042811.html
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