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CHAPTER 1

Why I am writing this book

Why am I writing this book? The answer is: partly to help myself, partly to help other people. The existence or non-existence of God is the most important question we humans are ever called to answer. If God does exist, and if in consequence we are called to another life when this one ends, a momentous set of consequences follows, which should affect every day, every moment almost, of our earthly existence. Our life then becomes a mere preparation for eternity and must be conducted throughout with our future in view. If, on the other hand, God does not exist, another momentous set of consequences follows. This life then becomes the only one we have, we have no duties or obligations except to ourselves, and we need weigh no other considerations except our own interests and pleasures. There are no commands to follow except what society imposes upon us, and even these we may evade if we can get away with it. In a Godless world, there is no obvious basis for altruism of any kind, moral anarchy takes over and the rule of the self prevails.

Yet all of us know that the logic of Godlessness would not prevail in our own case. Even if we have no belief whatever in a God, even if we are certain no afterlife will follow and that there is no eternal system of rewards and punishments to regulate our behaviour in the world, we know that we are incapable of pursuing a purely selfish existence. Try as we will, total self-regard, let alone total wickedness, is beyond us. Even the worst of us has redeeming qualities, often positive virtues. Selfishness may be our policy, the pursuit of pleasure our sole aim, but altruism keeps creeping in. It is as though we are morally incapable of conducting our lives without some element of morality.

That human beings have a certain propensity to evil, which Christians call Original Sin, is obvious to all, and explains much of the misery of the world. But that we also have a propensity to good is pretty clear too. It is the existence of these competing instincts – or whatever they are – struggling for paramountcy in the same individual at any one time, which makes men and women so endlessly fascinating, so elusive of final judgments, so worthy of study. We are not so virtuous as the angels, or so beautiful or powerful, but we are much more interesting.

The fact that we have the altruistic urge – as well as the evil one – is the great safeguard of the well-meaning atheists. The propensity to do good, they argue, makes God and his commandments, his rewards and punishments, unnecessary. Men and women pursue righteousness for its own sake. The human race is morally autonomous and, properly led and instructed, will strive for perfectibility or at least steady improvement, without any intervention of the supernatural. We want to be good, and the only problem, in a Godless world, is how to make that altruistic will prevail over the temptations of the self and the cravings of the flesh. And that problem can be solved by the right kind of moral education.

Yet it is a fact that those who hold such views have never been numerous. Atheism as a positive set of beliefs, including a code of moral behaviour, has failed to flourish. It may be that fewer and fewer people in Western countries practise their religion, but the number of those prepared to state their disbelief in God openly and specifically is minute. Except to a small minority – probably no greater today than it was in the time of Percy Bysshe Shelley, expelled from Oxford University for atheism – denial of God has no human appeal. We shrink from it. The vast majority are, and probably always will be, believers or agnostics – and agnosticism has every degree of doubt and bewilderment, ranging from near-belief to total confusion.

I suspect the reason why atheism has so little attraction is precisely our awareness of a desire in ourselves to do good. All of us have a conscience, whatever we may call it. We know we have this thing inside us, this nagging inner voice which tells us not to be so selfish or to help those in need or to prefer right to wrong. We may suppress it, but it is made of psychic indiarubber and springs back, however unwanted or unheeded, to wag a finger at us. The conscience can never quite be killed. And because it exists and we know it exists, we are periodically driven to ponder – or half-ponder – the question: how did it get there? Who put it there? Darwinism may be everywhere the received wisdom, and the process of Natural Selection may be unthinkingly accepted as scientific truth. But these scientific explanations cannot tell us why humanity became uniquely self-conscious. Nor can they explain why an ineradicable part of that self-consciousness is, precisely, our conscience, this moral mentor, instructor and castigator, whose sinewy limbs constantly seek to restrain our animal urges, just as the Old Man of the Sea wrapped his legs tightly round the neck of Sinbad the Sailor. The agnostic cannot shake off conscience as easily as he shakes off positive belief in God, and because conscience remains, there is always in the background of the agnostic’s mind the suspicion that some agency put it there. What other explanation can there be? So the shadow of God is never quite dispelled.

There is another force, in addition to conscience, which militates against atheism in the human mind. That force is fear. The Bible says, ‘The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom.’ One might add, ‘The fear of the unknown is the beginning of belief.’ For an intellectually self-confident man or woman, with a healthy body and reasonably contented mind, and a job and a sufficient income, atheism is a possible philosophy. But when misfortunes, pain and sorrows arrive, bringing with them fear, and fear not just of present ills but of future, unknown ones to come, then atheism is not enough. A human spirit must indeed be resolute to face adversity utterly alone. In chronic pain and in distress without apparent end, even the confirmed atheist longs for a God, and placed thus in extremis the agnostic is an agnostic no more. Fear and pain drive out human self-confidence, and faith returns to fill the vacuum thus left. In hospices for the dying, in the emergency wards of hospitals, in operating theatres, among soldiers on the eve of battle, or sailors in a storm or travellers in a stricken aircraft or ship, there are few atheists and, for the moment at least, no agnostics. The more stricken or terrified the human being is, the more God is needed – and called for. Doubts may return later but, at this moment of terror, fear and belief walk hand in hand.

What, then, is this God who places a conscience in our minds and whose existence – doubted at most other times – comes to our rescue when we are scared? There have been human beings of a sort for perhaps 250,000 years, and during this time the vast majority of them have believed in God or gods. Most of that time their beliefs have been astonishingly specific and detailed, and the gods which have regulated their lives have been clearly portrayed divinities, with biographies, known strengths and weaknesses, likes and dislikes, favourites and enemies. Even with the advent of monotheism, and an omnipotent God who, almost by definition, is less knowable than the pagan pantheons, the scriptures of the Jewish, Christian and Islamic faiths provide a great mass of information about what God does, says and requires.

Yet, in the world today, where our knowledge of the material world increases faster than we can take it in, our ignorance of God also tends to increase. We are less sure about what God is, or what he means to us, than our parents were, just as they were less clear and confident about God than their parents. If I ask someone today, ‘Do you believe in God?’, the answer is likely to be ‘Well, yes, I do in a way, I suppose.’ But if I press him or her further and ask, ‘What exactly do you mean by God?’, the answer is less forthcoming. ‘That is a difficult question’, they reply, or ‘These are deep waters, Dr Watson.’ Moderns are not used to questioning themselves about God. Often, they do not wish to inquire – the answers might be disquieting – or, if they are not afraid of the answers, they do not know how to put the questions. These are no-go areas to the modern mind, unexplored territory. Many say to themselves – or rather, they do not exactly say so, but it goes unsaid – ‘Let sleeping gods lie.’

But God does not sleep, and will not lie, and sooner or later these questions have to be faced and answered. Better, perhaps, to face and answer them now, than on our bed of sickness, or our deathbeds. For a long time I have been thinking about conducting, on my own behalf, a systematic inquiry into what I understand by God, and what that understanding and its consequences mean in my life and future hopes. I have been a Christian – a Roman Catholic – since birth. From earliest childhood I have been well instructed in my faith. My parents and my elder sisters were devoted Catholics and gave me the best possible family grounding in my religion, and their efforts were supplemented by the Sisters of St Dominic, at my infant school, by the Christian Brothers, at my preparatory school, and by the Jesuits, at my public school. Since then I have written a history of Christianity and a history of the Jews, a study of ancient Palestine, biographies of two modern popes, and countless articles dealing with matters of faith and religion. I have been in Rome for every papal conclave since the war, and for the Second Vatican Council, and I have visited shrines and centres of religious life and thought all over the world. Yet there are many lacunae in my knowledge and many unresolved doubts, many questions I have failed to answer or have not sought to examine earnestly enough. For one who has had the best of religious educations, I am disturbingly ignorant and uninstructed, insufficiently curious and persistent in inquiry. I have many things to think about and a lot to learn.

Hence I have begun this book, to resolve many doubts in my own mind, to clarify my thoughts and to try to define what God means to me and my life. I write it in the expectation that, by straightening out my own beliefs, it may help others to straighten out theirs. It is in no sense a manual of religious instruction. Still less is it an attempt to proselytise. It is a meditation, or a series of meditations, on religious subjects, by one who has imperfect knowledge and often ill-defined beliefs, but who has an absolutely genuine anxiety to explore the truth and convey it. I trust it will arouse interest and discussion, disagreement and responses, and thereby intensify debate about the questions which matter more than any others. And, in its own way, I pray it will provide a degree of comfort for those, like me, who wish to move from obscurity to daylight, from doubt to certitude, from infidelity to faith – or from faith to greater faith – and from apprehension, even despair, to hope.


CHAPTER 2

The God who would not die

Sometimes, even more remarkable than historical events are historical non-events. What matters in history is not always what does happen, but what obstinately fails to happen. The twentieth century is a case in point. Immense events took place during it, events to make us marvel – and shudder. But from one perspective – the perspective of human spirituality – the most extraordinary thing about the twentieth century was the failure of God to die. The collapse of mass religious belief, especially among the educated and prosperous, had been widely and confidently predicted. It did not take place. Somehow, God survived, flourished even. At the end of the twentieth century, the idea of a personal, living God is as lively and real as ever, in the minds and hearts of countless millions of men and women throughout our planet.

This curious non-event is worth examining in a little detail. To begin with, we have to appreciate that belief in God has always been strong in the human breast. Until quite modern times, it is impossible to point to any society anywhere, however primitive or advanced, where belief in a god or gods – of some kind – was not general, and as a rule universal. Atheism was remarkably late in making its appearance in human societies. There was, to be sure, talk of atheists in the sixteenth century. Sir Walter Ralegh and his circle of scientific friends, such as Dr John Dee, were accused of atheism in the 1580s. But, closely investigated, their ideas turn out to be no more than a repudiation of the Christian Trinity. Ralegh certainly believed in a divine providence: his History of the World, indeed, is impregnated with the notion of a benign, determining hand in history. The world view of Sir Francis Bacon, another man suspected of atheism, turns out to be similar.

It is a remarkable fact that the first well-known European figure who not only proclaimed himself a genuine atheist in life, but died an atheist, was David Hume, the great Scottish historian and philosopher. Hume’s death in 1776, as an unrepentant atheist, aroused awed comment on both sides of the Atlantic. Benjamin Franklin thought it a portent – rightly so. Dr Samuel Johnson could not be convinced of the seriousness of Hume’s atheism – ‘He lies, Sir’, he told Boswell. Johnson found it difficult to believe the assurance of Boswell, who had visited Hume on his deathbed, that the philosopher felt no pain at the thought of complete annihilation, a descent into nothingness.


It was not so, Sir. He had a vanity in being thought easy. It is more probable that he should assume an appearance of ease, than that so very improbable a thing should be, as a man not afraid of going (as, in spite of his delusive theory, he cannot be sure but he may go) into an unknown state, and not being uneasy at leaving all he knew. And you are to consider, that upon his own principle of annihilation he had no motive to speak the truth.




The death of the first confirmed atheist, then, was so remarkable as to seem almost incredible. But in the quarter-century that followed, events moved fast. Five years after Hume died, Immanuel Kant published his Critique of Pure Reason, in which he seemed to deal a mortal blow to traditional metaphysics. Metaphysics, as taught in the schools for the best part of a millennium, had been the means by which most Christian intellectuals, especially the clergy, had demonstrated belief in God to be a reasonable proposition, as well as an emotional conviction. Even more destructive of belief, especially among educated people, was the work of Friedrich Hegel. Hegel was not exactly a non-believer himself, though he certainly came close to it in his revolutionary youth. In his maturity, when he was Professor of Philosophy at Berlin University, and conscious of the beginnings of the nineteenth-century religious revival which swept through Europe in the years after 1815, he found it convenient to assert his religious orthodoxy. But his work as a whole pointed in quite a different direction. Hegel presented the entire history of humanity as an inexorable progression from lower to higher forms, from ignorance to knowledge, from unreason to reason. In this process religion had its place: an important place, indeed, because in its higher manifestations, such as monotheism and then Christianity, it established and then disseminated important aspects of knowledge. But it was no more than part of the continuing process and, having fulfilled its role, would yield to higher forms of human consciousness.

The assumptions behind Hegel’s philosophy took a tremendous hold on the Western mind. They penetrated every aspect of intellectual life, from the physical sciences to the burgeoning social sciences such as philology, economics, sociology and history, and even to biblical studies. Almost every radical thinker in the nineteenth century was a Hegelian of sorts. Marxism, for instance, would have been inconceivable without Hegel’s notion of progression. In economic terms, Marx presented human progress as an advance from primitive to feudal to bourgeois to Communist societies. Just as pagan forms of belief were projections of the way in which the means of production were organised in tribal communities, so Christianity was a function of capitalism. When capitalism disappeared, as it soon would, Christianity – and Judaism, its fount of origin – would disappear too. The very notion of a personal God would vanish from the minds of men and women, except as a historical curiosity, like the weird crocodile-and dog-gods of ancient Egypt.

The notion that belief in God was a mere phase in human development was reinforced by the hammer-blows of scientific discovery. First came the total recasting of the world’s geology, in the 1820s and 1830s. The traditional chronology and historicity of the Old Testament were fatally undermined, or so it seemed. This demolition of the Book of Genesis was a more potent source of disbelief in Victorian times than the Darwinian Revolution which followed, in the 1840s and 1850s. Indeed Charles Darwin himself professed belief and was at pains to emphasise that his work had no direct bearing on arguments for or against the existence of God. Nonetheless his work was used by the atheists, now organised and vocal, to assault belief frontally. His most articulate and forceful follower, T. H. Huxley, virtually declared intellectual war on Christianity at the 1860 Oxford meeting of the British Association for the Advancement of Science – and was widely held to have got the better of Samuel Wilberforce, the Bishop of Oxford, on that exciting occasion. Thereafter it became almost a commonplace, in intellectual circles, to assume that religious belief was a receding force in human spirituality, and this applied whether you valued it or despised it. Ernest Renan’s Vie de Jésus (1863) betrayed a sentimental attachment to Christ’s ideas but presented him as a purely historical and human figure. Friedrich Nietzsche, on the other hand, declared the death of God to be not merely a fact but a liberation for humanity: he appeared to hate God so much as almost to bring him back to life as a malevolent monster. Probably the most accurate presentation of the prevailing sentiment, on both sides of the Atlantic, was provided by Matthew Arnold’s haunting poem, Dover Beach (1867), which stressed the almost unbearable sadness among sensitive and righteous men which the loss of faith occasioned. ‘The Sea of Faith’, Arnold writes,


    Was once too, at the full, and round earth’s shore

    Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furl’d.

    But now I only hear

    Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,

    Retreating, to the breath

    Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear

    And naked shingles of the world.



This slowly became, and has remained, Arnold’s best-known and most quoted poem, because so many intelligent and sensitive people exactly shared its awareness of the decline of faith, and regretted the loss of certitude. But there are problems with the poem. The image, though memorable, is not well suited to the loss of faith, if that loss is indeed irrecoverable. Tides do not merely ebb, they flow. The sea does not just withdraw and retreat, it returns and advances. If we pursue Arnold’s metaphor, we can expect faith not just to decline but in time to recover. Alternatively, if Arnold was using the metaphor to portray a once-and-for-all disappearance of the sea of faith from mankind’s Dover Beach, his forecast has been belied by the events of the twentieth century. The sea has not vanished leaving a naked shingle. What Arnold saw as a continuing event, in a Hegelian sense – he was much influenced by Hegel’s ideas – until faith had disappeared completely and yielded to a higher form, has not continued. The withdrawal has halted. There may be no more positive atheists than in Arnold’s time. There are without doubt many more agnostics. But equally there are many more believers. It is impossible to say whether the percentage of believers in the world is higher now than it was in the second half of the nineteenth century, partly because it is so difficult to define what we mean by belief, among Western populations let alone among Asian and African ones. But clearly, the event which Arnold thought would in time be completed, and which he tried to depict metaphorically, has not occurred. We still live in a world where the great majority believe in something, in some way or another. Indeed, many more than a billion human beings are Christians – more than there were in the 1860s, when Arnold wrote the poem.

So Arnold was wrong. He was needlessly pessimistic. We can see too that Hegel was wrong because we have had demonstrated, before our eyes, the catastrophic failure of the system based on the ideas of his most influential follower, Karl Marx. The collapse of the Communist empire, or realised Marxism, in total and unqualified ruin, has been a vivid and costly and utterly persuasive demonstration that Hegel’s central proposition, translated by Marx into political and economic terms, that human beings progress from lower to higher forms, is false. Humankind may improve and learn to behave better, at any rate up to a point, but it does not change in fundamentals, and Utopian visions are dangerous fallacies. And one way in which men and women do not fundamentally change is that they continue to hanker for a supreme being, above and outside themselves.

I was much struck by a story I read in the newspaper in 1979, and I have often thought about it since. During the early summer of that year, near Luxor in Upper Egypt, the local police found the bones of a 35-year-old Canadian woman, who had disappeared two years before without trace. It appeared that, while wandering alone over an ancient burial site, nearly 4,000 years old, she had stumbled into a deep labyrinth of abandoned archaeological diggings, sixteen feet deep. Unable to climb up its crumbling sides of earth and sand, she had died a lonely and horrible death, of hunger and thirst. She had with her a picture-postcard, and on it she described what had happened. She knew, she said, that escape was impossible and rescue almost hopeless, and concluded: ‘I am preparing myself for death.’ She did not say to which, if any, of the formidable secular philosophies of her time she had turned in her last days and hours; or whether, like most ordinary people of all ages and races throughout history, she had placed her trust in a deity. But she knew that death was coming to her, and that she must prepare for it. The instinct to prepare for death, to anticipate it and in some way to confront it, is absolutely fundamental in mankind. I believe the woman felt she was to meet, if not her maker, then someone or something, and that she must get ready for this encounter. It is significant that, only a few hundred yards from where this heart-sickening little tragedy occurred, the theologians of ancient Egypt, around 2000 BC, had first clarified the concept of individual death and judgment – a concept which, however confusedly, was in the stricken woman’s mind, is with us still, and is likely to remain with us, indeed, as long as the human race endures.

Why has belief in God – or belief in something beyond us – endured in the twentieth century? There seem to be many reasons. Let us look at them in turn. First, it seems as though science, which once upset the certitudes of so many Victorian believers, has lost its power to shake faith. Scientific knowledge has marched on in the twentieth century, faster and more formidably than ever. Yet, as Darwin himself first pointed out, what science tells us does not necessarily have any relevance to what we feel in our minds and hearts about God. The physical and the metaphysical can be seen to exist on different planes. The great scientific discoveries and engineering events of the twentieth century are primarily statements not about God but about man, and the state of his knowledge. The theologians of the eighteenth century found no difficulty in reconciling Newtonian physics with God’s universe. But when Albert Einstein first published his General Theory of Relativity in 1915, which turned Newton’s straight lines into curves, and presented space-time as a continuum rather than separate dimensions, and when the General Theory was verified in 1919, there was no convulsion in the religious world, no attempt to challenge or deny the change in our view of cosmology. It is as though the world of religion had long since learned to absorb all the shocks of science. When human beings split the atom, and then created nuclear energy; when they built rockets and landed on the moon, and sent other rockets to distant space; when they discovered the double helix and began to decode the genetic basis of creation, and learned to splice genes and make entirely new living substances – when all these dramatic events took place, human belief or disbelief in a prime mover or a first cause or a divine creation remained unaffected. Science and the religious life continued alongside each other throughout our century. Often they overlapped. It is significant that the great majority of those who work in the scientific world – perhaps as many as 80 per cent – profess some kind of religious belief.

It is, therefore, a notable fact about the twentieth century that, during it, science and religion ceased to be enemies. In some modest ways they became friends. Looking back on them, the great rows between the clergy and the scientists in the nineteenth century seem childish. Hard to say, now, who cut a more absurd figure in 1860, Bishop Wilberforce or Professor Huxley. The great evolutionary and geological discoveries of the 1820s, 1830s, 1840s and 1850s upset the traditional religious chronologies. So what? These chronologies were gimcrack schemes worked out by pious men who took the biblical patriarch-lists literally or, rather, assumed they were as comprehensive as they claimed. Such clues were useless to determine prescriptive history, as is obvious to all now. But it does not mean that the patriarch-lists are mere myth, any more than the king-lists of Ancient Egypt.

In fact, the science of modern archaeology and historical philology actually provides verification of the most ancient biblical texts. Whereas, from the time of Spinoza, throughout the nineteenth century and almost up to the Second World War, systematic criticism of the Old Testament texts tended to destroy their historicity, and to reduce the Pentateuch, in particular, to mere myth or tribal legend, the trend over the last half-century has been quite in the opposite direction. The Flood, for instance, has been restored to history. Archaeological discovery provides now a firm historical background to the patriarchal society described in the Book of Genesis. Such names as Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, far from being later eponyms, attached to collective groups or tribes or nations, were in fact common in the Ancient Near East during the first half of the second millennium BC. The French excavations at the ancient palace of Mari, and still more the American excavations at Yorgan Tepe (ancient Nuzu) 100 miles north of Kirkuk in Iraq, have produced an enormous number of cuneiform documents – over 20,000 clay tablets, dating from the fifteenth century BC, in Nuzu alone – which illuminate the background to the patriarchal narratives. Many of these tablets are from private archives, recording exactly the kind of legal transactions, so puzzling to us, in the patriarchal stories. The proposal for the adoption of Eliezir as heir-presumptive to Abraham, the latter’s negotiations with Sarah, the transfer of a birthright from Esau to Jacob, the binding power of a deathbed blessing and disposition of property, Rachel’s theft of her father’s teraphim or household gods and Jacob’s tortuous legal relations with Laban – all of these were in accordance with standard legal practice as illustrated repeatedly in the Mari and Nuzu tablets.

Thus science, having once appeared to destroy the historicity of the Bible, now seems more likely, on the whole, to corroborate it. I could give many other examples – most of the cities mentioned in the Old Testament, for instance, have now been identified and their remains explored. Of course, none of this proves God exists, only that the ancient people of the Hebrews believed he did. However, another science, astrophysics, does have an inherent tendency to bring us closer to the creator, or a creator. The universe is so vast that information from its distant corners, albeit travelling at the speed of light, may take millions of years to reach us. In theory, then, it is possible for us to study very ancient history in distant stars. All we need, in fact, is the physical instrumentation to look far enough. What we do know confirms the biblical notion of a specific moment of creation. Some years ago, I remember listening, or half-listening, to a talk on the radio about the Big Bang which set the entire universe in motion. I suddenly sprang into consciousness and exclaimed, ‘But this is the first chapter of Genesis, told in scientific terminology!’ The Big Bang theory of the origins of the universe is now accepted by virtually all astrophysicists. It has yet to be verified for certain, though all recent discoveries tend in that direction. However, the day on which we will be able to see, by study of distant space, the actual moment of first creation may not be far distant. It is a matter of money, rather than technology. We have the physical means, even now, of erecting a giant telescope on the moon, which for a variety of reasons could function far more effectively than on earth. Images of such a telescope, radioed back to earth, could distinctly show us two people tossing a coin in the streets of New York or London, and could tell us whether it landed heads or tails. The same telescope, directed into the far peripheries of the universe, could take us so far back in time as to approach the moment of creation itself.

At that stage we would know how the universe came into being. Of course, that does not automatically tell us who did it. But it was a famous maxim of Dorothy L. Sayers’ fictional detective, Lord Peter Wimsey, that ‘If you know how, you know who.’ What applies to murder investigations does not necessarily apply to cosmogony. But the point is worth thinking about. If we can see the moment of creation, how long will it be before we can apprehend the creator too?

Of course, these are wild speculations and I do not put too much stress on the ability of science to teach us theology. All the same, it would have astonished Bishop Wilberforce to see science suddenly emerge as theology’s strong right arm, even in theory. And yet – why not? Medieval intellectuals, like St Thomas Aquinas, did not see them as enemies – on the contrary, he called theology ‘the Queen of the Sciences’. Aristotle would have taken the same view: to know about God was the highest of all forms of knowledge, and it was only natural for all the sciences, humble and sublime, to pursue that end. So what might be called the friendly neutrality, or the benevolent objectivity, of science in the twentieth century is one reason why God has stayed in men’s minds.

Another is the actual events of our dreadful century. The evil done in our times is beyond computation and almost beyond the imaginations of our forebears. There is nothing in the previous history of the world to compare with the scale and intensity of destruction of the two world wars, with the indiscriminate slaughter of the bombing of European and Japanese cities – even before the use of the A-bomb – and with the colossal cruelty of the Nazi death-camps and Soviet Gulag. More than 150 million people have been killed by state violence in our century. One might expect most people to ask: how can God allow such things? Or, how can there be a God if such complete moral anarchy reigns? Yet experience shows that only a tiny minority ask these questions. Most people react to the horrors of war by turning to God for protection, solace and comfort.

Again, a few critics of religion point out scornfully that in both world wars, Catholic and Protestant chaplains administered to the troops on both sides, bade them fight courageously in a righteous cause, and prayed with them for victory. In the United States and Britain on the one hand, in Germany on the other, the churches were packed with worshippers praying for mutually incompatible views of justice. How, the critics ask, could God preside over this moral confusion? But such arguments cut no ice with most people. It is worth remembering that, during the American Civil War, the Protestant churches (the Catholic authorities did their best to stay out of the controversy) were right to the forefront in backing the cause of States’ Rights on the one hand, and Emancipation on the other, that they were among the most vehement in urging both sides to fight to the finish, and that, without them, the war would have been less ferocious, and would have ended sooner. All that may be so, but it is an undeniable historical fact that most of the churches concerned emerged stronger from the war. The Southern churches, in particular, having separated themselves from their Northern brethren, and acquired separate identities, entered on a long period of growth and militancy, characteristics which endure to this day. America’s Bible Belt, the heartland of Protestant fundamentalism in the United States, is in many ways the product of the Civil War. Some of America’s most God-fearing institutions – universities, colleges, churches, charities, missionary and revivalist centres – are the products of that fearful conflict.

So it has been in the twentieth century. Its horrors were instrumental in turning men and women towards God rather than against him. Most people saw the wars as themselves the products of Godlessness, materialism and sin, and their perpetrators as those who had banished God from their hearts. And it is undeniable that the two greatest institutional tyrannies of the century indeed of all time – the Nazi Reich and the Soviet Union, were Godless constructs: modern paganism in the first case and openly proclaimed atheist materialism in the second. The death-camps and the slave-camps were products not of God but of anti-God. Hitler was born and brought up a Roman Catholic and Stalin was once a Russian Orthodox apprentice-monk, but it is hard to imagine any two men in history who were more bereft of basic Christian instincts or more systematically committed to the destruction of Christian values.

Both these regimes persecuted Christians, the Soviet Union more thoroughly but in some respects less viciously than the Nazi Reich. Both these attempts to damage or crush Christianity failed utterly. The churches were, if anything, revitalised by Nazi and Communist hostility, and emerged stronger. Oppression, torture and executions of Christians who protested against these regimes produced a rich crop of saints and martyrs, Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox, whose sufferings and example have nourished the faith all over Europe.

The outstanding collective example of the way in which the horrors of the twentieth century promoted organised religion and belief in God has been Poland. Poland is a morally ambivalent country in some ways. It has been both a persecutor of Jews and a refuge for them. Like the Jews, it has been an egregious victim and, in a paradoxical way, it has flourished as a result of the experience. Wedged between the pagan and the atheist colossi, occupied by both, plundered and ravaged by both and, above all, religiously persecuted by both – for both saw the Catholic Church as the very essence of the Polish spirit of resistance – God-fearing and God-praising Poland emerged stronger from this searing experience. The Polish church is now the strongest Christian church in Europe, perhaps in the world. Even on weekdays, in the early hours of the morning, churches in Poland are thronged with worshippers and communicants. There are more priests and seminarians, more monks, friars and nuns, than ever before. No one saw more clearly than the Poles that their religious faith, their belief in God, and their adherence to his commands was the best defence – usually their only defence – to the Nazi and Communist attempts to crush them out of existence. Hence, in the post-war period, it was Poland which began the process of undermining, then overthrowing, the Communist tyranny in Eastern Europe. It was Poland which made available to the Catholic Church thousands of priests, missionaries, teachers, theologians and evangelists to strengthen the Christian faith throughout the world. Finally it was Poland which produced the greatest of the twentieth-century popes, John Paul II, who has treated the entire globe as his parish and has carried the Christian message, as he sees it, to every corner of all five continents. You may or may not agree with what John Paul II teaches in some areas. But it cannot be denied, even by his critics, that he presents Roman Catholic Christianity, pure and undefiled, in its most uncompromising and rigorous form, that he makes no concessions whatever to the twentieth century and its hedonism, and that despite this – almost certainly because of this, too – he is listened to and heeded by hundreds of millions throughout the world. That unwillingness to compromise in the face of evil springs directly from the Polish experience, and that in turn is the fruit of a twentieth century which set out to banish God and ended by confirming him in many hearts.

There is a third reason why belief in God has survived the twentieth century. That is the total, and in many cases abject, failure of the alternatives to God. This phenomenon is so striking that it merits separate treatment.


CHAPTER 3

Is there an alternative to God?

It is a striking fact that, at the end of the twentieth century, the vast majority of people in the world still believe in a god, and this is true even of those who live in the ‘enlightened’ West. But it cannot be denied, also, that the Promethean spirit, the spirit of those who believe they can do without God – or that they can find substitutes for God – is also strong today, perhaps stronger than ever before. This Promethean spirit, proud of man’s progress and seemingly limitless potential, unwilling to submit to the subordination which the notion of God demands, driving itself first to resistance, then to denial that God exists at all, has been growing with dramatic speed over the past 250 years. It is presented as the voice of modernity, the creed of rationalism, the march of progress. It preaches the absurdity of belief in God, the fatuity of religious doctrine, and the positive evil of much of the teachings and practices of the organised faiths. In the Western world today, it is possible that a majority of the people who consider themselves well educated – that is, who have attended university, read books regularly and regard themselves as people who think seriously about the public issues of the day, and the meaning of life – would range themselves in the Promethean camp, with varying degrees of consciousness and enthusiasm. Scepticism towards or denial of the existence of God is the hallmark of modern homo sapiens – Thinking Man.

One characteristic of the Prometheans has always been, and is still today, to mock at the beliefs of religious people, especially Christians. Voltaire began the practice. It is fashionable even now, notably in the polemics of Professor Richard Dawkins of New College, Oxford, a biologist and author of The Selfish Gene, who has put himself at the head of the Prometheans in Britain and is probably today the world’s best-known atheist evangelist. To such people, Christianity is an absurdity, not just because it subscribes to an impossible belief in God – who does not exist – not only because it is an anti-social force in the world – for instance, by opposing artificial birth control – but also and above all because it teaches a whole series of ridiculous doctrines. These range from the resurrection of the dead to transubstantiation (consubstantiation is scarcely more credible), from belief in miracles to Papal Infallibility. To the Prometheans, religion would be a joke, were it not so serious, and destructive. And, certainly, if you look back at some of the things which religious men have taught and believed in over the long centuries of Christianity, it is hard not to smile.

However, it is a moot point whether to preach and believe in the manifestly incredible is a characteristic of Christians or of homo sapiens as a whole. For what is most remarkable about the Promethean movement is not its castigation of Christianity but the absurdity of its own alternative explanations of life. I find that one of the many advantages of being a historian is that you are constantly obliged to refer to the exact data, to what precisely happened at any one time, and what people actually said then. The record of the Prometheans, to judge by their utterances, is no more impressive than that of the benighted and obscurantist Christian clergy they denounced. Here, taken almost as random, are some of them. For instance in 1764, by which time the Prometheans were already powerful in educated society, their leader, Voltaire, wrote: ‘Theological religion is the enemy of mankind.’ Note: not an enemy, but the enemy. There are many enemies of mankind today, many more than in Voltaire’s time, I fear, but no one in his senses would put ‘theological religion’ high on his list. Or again, here is Winwood Reade, whose powerful tract The Martyrdom of Man was a bible of many atheists in the late nineteenth century: ‘The destruction of Christianity is essential to the interests of civilisation.’ Note again, the tone of extremism: not ‘desirable’ but ‘essential’. Today, our civilisation, or what is left of it, seems far more fragile than in Reade’s fortunate lifetime, and were he to return to earth today I do not believe he would find a solitary soul, agnostic, atheist or anything else, who would agree that the destruction of Christianity is essential to keep civilisation going. Quite the reverse. The vast majority see it as a prop, however feeble.

Other central propositions of the Promethean faction, or what at the end of the nineteenth century became known as the humanists, seem equally ridiculous with the passage of time. Ernest Renan, the French popular historian and seer, was foolish enough to write: ‘History proves beyond possibility of contradiction that Christianity is not a supernatural fact.’ Poor Renan! So plausible and sure of himself in his day, when his agnostic Vie de Jésus was one of the top best-sellers of the entire nineteenth century, and now no more convincing than Bishop Usher, who worked out from the Old Testament the exact day and year the world began. Both now raise only smiles of compassion.

Actually, Renan, by the standards of most nineteenth-century anti-religious intellectuals, survives comparatively well. The ones who appear most absurd are precisely those who tried to apply the principles of contemporary science – the frontiers of knowledge – to explain the world in non-religious terms. The French lexicographer Émile Littré defined ‘soul’ as ‘anatomically the sum of functions of the neck and spinal column, physiologically the sum of function of the power of perception in the brain’. Not exactly helpful, is it? The German follower of Darwin, Ernst Haeckel, by contrast, wrote: ‘We now know that … the soul [is] a sum of plasma-movements in the ganglion cells.’ In England, Professor John Tyndall thought ‘all life’ was ‘once latent in a fiery cloud’. In France, the philosopher-historian Hyppolite Taine stated: ‘Man is a spiritual automaton … Vice and virtue are products like sugar and vitriol.’ Late nineteenth-century atheists were particularly positive, though contradictory, on the process of thought. Karl Vogt laid down: ‘Thoughts come out of the brain as gall from the liver or urine from the kidneys.’ Jacob Moleshott was even more certain: ‘No thought [can emerge] without phosphorus.’

The twentieth-century Prometheans do not survive with much more credit and their obiter dicta are already acquiring the same fusty whiff of absurdity. H. G. Wells, world-famous in his day, not least in America, was a marvellous writer of science fiction, but it is now almost impossible to point to a single pronouncement of his on society in his own day which carries the ring of truth or even mere plausibility. He ended his life (in 1945) in despair, having painted a strange mural on the walls of his London house, of horned devils and an image of Man, accompanied by the slogan: ‘Time to Go’. Bertrand Russell, whom I knew – he figures prominently in my book Intellectuals – was perhaps the leading evangelist of anti-God rationalism of the century. But it is hard to find a subject – and he wrote on most subjects, including those of the highest importance – on which he did not change his mind fundamentally, often more than once, and usually without explanation or apology; indeed his rule was to deny that any change of position had taken place. His immense output, supposedly offering an alternative philosophy of life and morals to one based on belief in God, thus ‘eaves the reader who struggles through it – and there cannot be many these days – with an impression of total confusion. The truth is, Russell could not devise a Promethean alternative to God which convinced even himself for more than a few years; his secular faith was in a state of constant osmosis, like that of Auguste Comte, who occupied the same position of intellectual eminence in the mid-nineteenth century as Russell did in the twentieth and is now simply a joke, if a pathetic one.

Russell’s most passionate disciple was the late Sir Alfred Ayer (A.J. Ayer), an engaging man, like Russell a tremendous egoist and an unconsciously comic figure, in whose company I delighted. We used to meet at the Beefsteak Club, where I enjoyed teasing him. ‘Freddie, I suppose it would be a correct statement to say you are the most intelligent man in Britain.’ ‘Oh, no, no, no, my dear fellow,’ he would begin modestly, ‘don’t be so absurd.’ Then, intellectual rigour and his love of truth would assert themselves. ‘Well, if one looks at the statement seriously – if one considers – if, in short, one wishes to be strictly honest, I suppose – indeed I must – conclude you are right; you are, in fact, absolutely right!’ My other tease was to threaten to visit him on his deathbed, accompanied by a Jesuit of powerful intellect, who would convert him to Roman Catholicism at the eleventh hour. I soon realised this genuinely frightened him, so I dropped it. In fact, Ayer’s end was a little mysterious, because he had a physical experience which convinced him he had died and come to life again, and his final writings on the subject are so unclear to me that I am not sure whether he met his God in a state of disbelief, belief or genuine doubt. At all events, as with Russell himself, there was evidence of instability and confusion in Ayer’s thought.

A third leading Promethean I knew, Jean-Paul Sartre, died I think in a state of disbelief, but his life and writings are no better an advertisement for the secular, humanistic, alternative to religious faith than Russell’s. Sartre was not a bad fellow in some ways. He was, for instance, one of the very few progressive intellectuals I have ever met who was really generous about money. But the heroic secular morality he preached, derived largely from Heidegger and christened by the media ‘existentialism’, was belied by the extraordinary squalor, selfishness, confusion, cruelty and not least cowardice of his own life. His final years, in fact, were squalid bordering on the horrific. Moreover, there was in his writings – his output, like Russell’s, was enormous – a degree not so much of inconsistency, though there was certainly that too, as of incoherence, so that in the end one was not clear what, if anything, he did believe, and what, if anything, he advised humanity to do. Sartre, I feel, bewildered even his intellectual followers, who were once numerous. What then had he, classified in his heyday in the late 1940s as the world’s leading philosopher, to offer to the great mass of ordinary people? Yet if there is to be a truly secular, humanist alternative to God, it must speak clearly to the masses, as Christianity has always done.

Humanism, in our time, has been a dismaying failure, and my impression is that, at any rate as a substantial body of thought, it is in decline. It is interesting to note that, in Europe, membership of organised atheist and humanist societies, as a proportion of the population, reached its peak in the 1880s, at roughly the same time as the maximum percentage of those regularly attending church. But while Christianity has survived, and in many places flourishes and renews itself, no one could now conceivably believe that humanism is the spiritual force of the future, or indeed anything at all except a faint impress in the minds of a small minority. A more interesting and difficult question is the degree of harm it has done, particularly in our century. I believe that the political teachings of Sartre, for instance, were immensely pernicious among the French-educated leaders of Third World countries in South-East Asia and North Africa. The genocidal leaders of the Pol Pot regime were in a sense Sartre’s children. In general, however, the humanist impact was ephemeral and in many respects superficial. Millions read Wells and saw the plays of George Bernard Shaw, found them clever, were impressed for a time, then laughed, as the absurdities and misjudgments – and essential frivolity – of both became manifest, and went their ordinary, humble ways as before. Russell, like Sartre, retained a small, fanatical following to the end; but had neither man existed, such grotesque disciples would have found equally irritational and eccentric masters to serve.
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