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            ‘Spanning continents and centuries, traversing mountains and seas, this expansive book asks what it means for a philosopher, or a biographer, to work from life. Carlisle’s beautiful prose fizzes with illuminating questions, stories and, above all, human connections, as she maps out a powerful and moving “philosophy of the heart.”’

            — Francesca Wade, author of Gertrude Stein: An Afterlife

            ‘This is the book of a lifetime, and a book about lifetimes. What is the relationship between philosophy and biography? How can a line of writing reveal a line of living? Clare Carlisle is a guide and a guru: Transcendence for Beginners is a transformative and transcending experience.’

            — Frances Wilson, author of Electric Spark

            ‘A book of great intricacy and grace. Clare Carlisle is able to look upon the physics of literature, narrative and being as a scientist might look upon the constellations, giving us both understanding and wonder.’

            — Jessica Au, author of Cold Enough for Snow

            ‘In this elegant, eloquent, elegiac book, Clare Carlisle describes the movements of other lives, as well as those of her own life, that open paths to understanding what it means to live a life of devotion. This is philosophy as rigorously thought, but also as felt and lived. In an era marked by rampant cruelty and selfishness, Transcendence for Beginners offers its readers various modes of the radiant life, one that embraces joy but can also navigate loss and grief in that strange flux of being we call “time.”’

            — Siri Hustvedt, author of Mothers, Fathers and Others

            ‘A wide ranging and surprisingly moving examination of what it is to have, and live, a life.’

            — Jessie Greengrass, author of The High House 4

            ‘By taking the discussion on life-writing away from genre towards, instead, philosophical histories of the self, this book makes a powerful case for rethinking life-writing’s significance. In the process, it both explores remembering and remembers, doing both with an often startling critical intelligence as well as with surprising emotional immediacy.’

            — Amit Chaudhuri, author of Sojourn

            ‘A work of thrilling lucidity and substance, on the singularity of lives and the value of life-writing, in which Clare Carlisle shows herself to be the most companionate of thinkers, gifted with uncommon modesty and intellectual grace. A book to read slowly, talk about, savour and learn from.’

            — Claire Harman, author of All Sorts of Lives

            ‘Transcendence for Beginners is a brilliant book – one of the most intelligent and sophisticated meditations on life-writing I’ve ever read, as well as a powerful demonstration of what the best life-writing can do in practice. Carlisle approaches this “humble literary genre” in the fullness of its ethical dimensions.’

            — Edmund Gordon, author of The Invention of Angela Carter

            Praise for The Marriage Question

            
                

            

            ‘The Marriage Question already has the stamp of a classic and is bound to enter the canon of great biographies. I was amazed by the clarity of Clare Carlisle’s language; she deals with the most complex ideas with miraculous ease. It was a delight to read while at the same time being deeply thought-provoking. I’m already looking forward to reading this magnificent book again.’

            — Celia Paul 5

            ‘Finally, Eliot has got the biographer she deserves, namely an ardent and eloquent feminist philosopher who shows us how and why Eliot’s books, rightly read, are as philosophically profound as any treatise written by a man.’

            — Stuart Jeffries, Observer

            ‘Clare Carlisle’s The Marriage Question is the best book I’ve read on George Eliot.’

            — John Carey, Sunday Times

            ‘Eloquent and original … [Carlisle] combines a biographer’s eye for stories with a philosopher’s nose for questions…. Masterly and enriching…. The ideal historian [of marriage] will need great tact and an impious curiosity. Carlisle has both.’

            — James Wood, New Yorker

            ‘In this thrilling book, the academic philosopher Clare Carlisle explores the novelist’s interrogation of “the double life”, meaning not only Eliot’s own 25 years of unsanctioned coupledom with Lewes, but also the difficult love relationships she unleashed on her heroines…. Carlisle speaks of wanting to employ biography as philosophical inquiry and here she succeeds magnificently. With great skill and delicacy she has filleted details from Eliot’s own life, read closely into her wonderful novels and, most importantly, considered the wider philosophical background in which she was operating.’

            — Kathryn Hughes, Guardian

            ‘Clare Carlisle brings the work of perhaps our finest English novelist into a brilliant new light…. Following the pulsing and ever-vital questions of love, desire, compromise and companionship, The Marriage Question is both a thrilling work on Eliot and a probing, illuminating reflection on modern love.’

            — Seán Hewitt, author of Open, Heaven6
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            Dum curamus eum consequi, et operam damus, ut intellectum in rectam viam redigamus, necesse est vivere.

            
                

            

            While we pursue this end, and devote ourselves to bringing the intellect back to the right path, it is necessary to live.

            — Spinoza, Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect 14
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            I. HALFWAY UP A MOUNTAIN

         

         Twenty years ago, before I had a proper job, I met a man who lived in a cave halfway up a mountain in north India. The mountain path began just above Dharamsala, in the foothills of the Himalayas. Under British rule this was an important hill station and the summer residence of at least one Victorian Viceroy of India. Dharamsala’s colonial history made it a hospitable place for western travellers. Most days a few tourists hiked to the top of the mountain and back down again. After a couple of hours’ walking you reached the cave where this man, whose name I’ve now forgotten, had a little stall selling bottles of water and soda, snacks and sweets in foil packets, soft chocolate bars, cigarettes.

         One day I climbed the mountain with an American woman I’d met at my guest house. On the way back we rested at the stall, looking across the valleys and distant hills stretching out beneath us. The man seemed reserved and rather stern, but in response to our questions he told us that he lived there. Beside the cave was a stone shrine. He called this a temple; it was just large enough for one person to stand inside, with three walls, no door and a roof. When he was sixteen or seventeen he had decided to leave his village down in the valley, renouncing what he’d been taught to hope for: marriage and fatherhood, professional success, a respected place in his community. He had moved into this cave and built his temple. There was no other stall or dwelling along the mountain path and he made enough money to get by. He was now about thirty, a few years older than me. I’d been in India for a couple of months and had seen a lot of sadhus with long matted hair, bare chests and feet, wearing beads and orange dhotis. But this man looked 16ordinary, in regular trousers, collared shirt and acrylic pullover.

         A few days later I walked the path again, this time on my own. I stopped at the stall. The man showed me inside his cave. It was the size of a small room, neat and stark, with a little gas stove, a pan, a cup, a bowl, a bucket. His bed was a piece of cotton laid across the stone floor, and a wool blanket to cover him. It gets very cold up there in the winter. We went back out into the sunshine and sat together watching the great empty sky. He spoke a little English, enough to tell me about stormy nights when the whole mountain raged – ‘Boom, full power,’ he said, stretching out his arms and opening his eyes wide. There had been times when he thought he was going to die. A few years earlier he had met a European woman, passing along the path like me, and they’d lived together for a while. She stayed a few months, maybe a year. I had the feeling he wanted me to stay with him. An enormous bird of prey flew overhead. How wide was its wingspan, he asked me – surely five feet? – and he stretched out his arms again and said ‘Wow, full power!’ By this time it was late in the afternoon, the sun was sinking, and if I stayed any longer it would be dark before I reached the town. So I said goodbye and set off down the mountain path, back to my guest house.

         My trip to India was coming to an end: in a couple of days I had to fly back to England. The next morning, my last in Dharamsala, I went to a shop that sold Kashmiri shawls and local textiles, and chose some gifts for my family. I also bought two colourful cushion covers embroidered with geometric shapes of trees, animals, birds – one for myself and one for the man in the cave. They came in many colour combinations and I spent ages choosing between them, and more time agonizing about 17getting one for him, because he might think it was touristy and silly. I bought a soft cushion to go inside his cover and walked back up the mountain path to give it to him. He seemed pleased, and put it in his cave on the stone bed. We sat together again for a couple of hours, smoked some hashish, gazed down into the valley and up into the wide blue sky. He went to get his cushion to look at it again. We tried to figure out what the animal shapes were supposed to be. ‘What is this?’ he said, pointing to one of them. ‘Is it a chicken?’ We collapsed laughing, tears filling our eyes.

         Then we said goodbye. I walked slowly down the mountain, a little dazed under the bright sun, my heart swelling with something sad and sweet, a feeling I carried with me all the way to Delhi, on the plane to Heathrow, and back home to Manchester. This was my first visit to India and it had changed me. Most intense of all was my feeling for this man, or rather a mixture of feelings, among them an ache of longing – not a longing for him, but a longing we shared, which in his case had found expression in a little temple built stone by stone, with two bare hands, halfway up a mountain. Over the years I’ve met a few people who exuded a palpable spiritual quality, some rare insight or depth or stillness you could feel in their presence. The man on the mountain was not like that. It was his choice that moved me. This choice seemed full of courage and uncompromising love – but for what? Whenever I thought about it the word ‘noble’ came to mind, though I puzzled over what exactly that meant.

         Eventually these impressions faded until I hardly thought of him at all. After that trip to India I got a job in a university, bought a two-bedroom flat, had a baby. I never went back to Dharamsala and I don’t know if he’s still there. Then last year I was asked to give the Gifford 18Lectures at St Andrews and, for reasons I did not immediately understand, I found myself thinking about him again.

         The letter from the Vice-Chancellor explained that in 1885 Lord Gifford bequeathed to Scotland’s finest universities an endowment for ‘Promoting, Advancing, Teaching and Diffusing the study of “Natural Theology” in the widest sense of that term, in other words, “the knowledge of God.”’ It listed a few of the ‘distinguished’ philosophers who had ‘delivered’ these lectures in the past: William James, Henri Bergson, Iris Murdoch. This was surprising, and exciting: something to boast about for months, even for years… I would have to spend a few weeks in Fife; maybe rent a house by the sea? My imagination rifled through my wardrobe and swiftly assembled six lecturing outfits, elegant yet suitable for a Scottish spring. But there was this annoying part about Natural Theology, words that conjured rows of thick brown hardbacks on a dim library shelf, disturbed only by the dwindling number of students who have to write an essay on the subject. Each year these books will be thumped onto a table and scanned for a quote or two; among them William Paley’s Natural Theology, or Evidences of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity, published in 1802, which (the undergraduate must report) argues that nature is full of things that have been intelligently, purposefully designed. Just as a watch can only be made by a skilled watchmaker, so the universe can only be made by God. Paley, a talented and admirable man who campaigned vigorously against the slave trade, is now chiefly remembered for this watchmaker analogy, which has always struck me as an uninspiring way to think about both God and nature. Do we want to imagine ourselves living in a clockwork universe, engineered by a clever God who wound everything 19up, then left us to tick along on our own? What kind of religious life can grow under those conditions?

         I looked up ‘Natural Theology’ on the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, an infallible authority on all sorts of things I ought to know. It was more or less as I’d thought: no longer limited to Paley’s effort to argue for the existence of God ‘on the basis of observed natural facts’, but nevertheless focused on arguments for the existence of God, and definitely avoiding appeals to sacred scriptures or ‘mystical experience’. Natural Theology, warns the Stanford Encyclopedia, must ‘adhere to the same standards of rational investigation as other philosophical and scientific enterprises, and is subject to the same methods of evaluation and critique.’

         Who was Lord Gifford, I wondered, and why did he care so much about Natural Theology that he decided to spend £80,000 – the lion’s share of his personal fortune, equivalent to more than £7 million today – to make sure people continued to pursue it?

         It turns out that Adam Gifford was a very interesting man, with excellent philosophical taste. Born in Edinburgh in 1820, a few months after Queen Victoria, he did what was expected of a diligent eldest son. He studied Law, established a fine reputation as a defence barrister, and made a lot of money. At work he ‘did everything systematically and perfectly’. On Sundays he taught at two Sabbath Schools – a prestigious one for wealthy pupils in the mornings, and a Ragged School for ‘poor children’ in the afternoons. In 1870, aged fifty, he became a Judge and a Lord. ‘It will surprise his friends to know that his heart never was entirely with his profession,’ wrote John Gifford, his younger brother.

         From his childhood to his deathbed Adam Gifford loved philosophy. He wanted to study ‘the highest and 20most difficult problems of God’s nature and man’s relation to him’. An invalid for the last few years of his life, he retired to a sunny bedroom, filled it with books, propped himself up on a few feather pillows and immersed himself in reading and writing. ‘He spoke freely of what he thought, and most often his thoughts were of God,’ recalled his brother. ‘He used to say, “God is infinite, how can our finite minds grasp His Being? but it is not wrong to go on in our thinking as far as we can.”’

         Lord Gifford insisted on intellectual clarity and precision – skills he honed in his legal practice – yet he also liked poetry and panentheism: the view that everything is in God. So it is not surprising that his favourite philosopher was Spinoza. Each one of us is, he believed, ‘a part of the Infinite, for the Infinite cannot be infinite if it does not include everything.’ Whatever knowledge we can gain of this God ‘in whom we live and move and have our being’ must come through an effort to know ourselves. These convictions drew him to study Indian philosophy and religion. ‘Hinduism or Brahmanism’, he learned, ‘is a monism, a monotheism and a pantheism of a pure and noble kind.’ According to this ancient tradition, all things are in ‘“Brahm”, or “Brahman”, (neuter gender)’, which is ‘neither a person nor a thing, inconceivable and unnameable’.

         During the 1870s, before his health declined, Lord Gifford lectured on St Bernard of Clairvaux to the Morningside Literary Institute; on Spinoza’s concept of substance to the Edinburgh Young Men’s Christian Association; on the avatars of Vishnu to the Granton Literary Society. He explained that avatar means descent; that in Hinduism this divine descent may be in any form, not just human form; that belief in incarnations, across different religions, arises from ‘the felt possibility, nay 21the certain truth, that the Infinite can come down, has come down, and is manifest upon earth.’ He went all the way to Greenock, forty miles west of Glasgow, to give a very thoughtful talk to the local Philosophical Society on ‘Attention as an Instrument of Self Culture’, a full seventy years before this now-fashionable subject was claimed by Simone Weil.

         Reading the whole of Lord Gifford’s will, and not just the bit quoted in the letter from St Andrews, cheered me up even more. While ‘Natural Theology’ evoked a stiff mixture of rationalism and Christianity – philosophical orthopraxy fused with religious orthodoxy – Gifford was refreshingly open-minded. Lecturers appointed from his bequest must not be subject to any test, made to swear any oath or asked to declare any faith; they could follow ‘any religion or way of thinking’, or even ‘no religion, or they may be so-called sceptics or agnostics or freethinkers.’ All he asked was that they were ‘sincere lovers of and earnest enquirers after truth.’ I liked how he emphasized feeling along with knowing. He wanted his endowed lectures to explore ‘the true and felt knowledge (not mere nominal knowledge) of the relations of man and the universe to God, and of the true foundations of all ethics and morals.’ And he was willing to wage £80,000 on his belief that ‘this knowledge, when really felt and acted upon, is the means of our highest well-being.’ As with the man on the mountain, this was a choice that moved me.

         
            *

         

         Lord Gifford’s endowment expressed his conviction that ‘felt knowledge’ about our relation to God is not only worth pursuing, but can be shared. This goes to the heart of the ideas I will be putting forward in this book. I want 22to explore how deep, genuine wisdom and goodness are transmitted by human lives, outside traditional religious structures as well as inside them. Our guide will be Spinoza – not just Lord Gifford’s favourite philosopher, but mine as well.

         If Gifford’s view of Natural Theology was more capacious and holistic than the style of argument exemplified by Paley, this is because he took Spinoza rather than Descartes as his philosophical foundation. The distinction between ‘natural’ and ‘supernatural’ knowledge that is still going strong in the Stanford Encyclopedia’s article on Natural Theology (last updated in 2020) can be traced to the seventeenth century, when a new generation of philosophers tried to free their thinking from the double bind of church authority and vulgar superstition. They would see things by the purely ‘natural light’ of reason. For Descartes, their trailblazer, nature was mechanical. God has to be separate from nature; human beings were mechanical bodies animated by free spiritual souls. Paley’s clockwork universe is essentially a Cartesian universe, where signs of intelligence in nature point to a supernatural designer. For a Spinozist, however, signs of intelligence in nature are just that: signs of intelligence in nature. They are pointing to what is already here. We are ourselves these signs.

         Spinoza was unusual for his time in belonging to no church and claiming no religious affiliation. He was one of his century’s most vociferous critics of ecclesial power and superstitious belief. He was also a critic of Descartes: his understanding of nature was rooted in a radically different metaphysics. Whereas Descartes thought we are all individual substances, Spinoza considered us to be ‘modes’ of the one infinite substance. A substance is whatever exists self-sufficiently, whereas modes depend 23on something else. The relation of mode to substance is like the relation of a smile to a face, or a wave to the ocean.

         In his Ethics (1677) Spinoza called the ocean of substance ‘God’. Everything that exists, he explained, is in God, and to know it truly is to know its being-in-God. Nothing is outside God or separate from God. We flow from and share in the divine nature, and whenever we act or perceive or think or feel, we are expressing its power. When Spinoza tried to specify our relation to God, these were the verbs he reached for: flowing, sharing (or participating) and expressing.

         Spinoza has a reputation for denouncing transcendence. This is thanks in part to Gilles Deleuze, who in 1968 hailed Spinoza as a thinker of ‘pure immanence’. By contrasting Spinoza’s ‘expressionism’ with Plato’s metaphysics of participation, Deleuze overlooked Spinoza’s Neoplatonic tendencies: his debt to the Kabbalah, for example. And by starkly opposing immanence to transcendence – a term Deleuze did not clearly define – he suppressed the variety of possible meanings of transcendence. He seemed to equate it with ontological dualism, and Spinoza’s philosophy is certainly non-dualist. Yet if the concept of transcendence posits some boundary, real or apparent, it affirms at the same time a movement that crosses or permeates or breaks this boundary. And if we are thinking of a movement beyond the small self – bounded by its own fears, attachments and defensive patterns of thinking, entrenched by the habit of saying ‘I’ – then Spinozism, by illuminating and pursuing this movement, is a philosophy of transcendence.

         Spinoza’s metaphysics suggests that we transcend our habitually circumscribed selves through our interconnectedness with other beings, which can flow into us and change our nature, and also through our connection 24to God. These movements are a transcendence without dualism, without separation. They are possible precisely because we are all already in God. If we were separate from God, from nature, we would be stranded in ourselves.

         Spinoza’s conception of a human being is much more dynamic and fluid, its boundaries more porous and provisional, than the everyday notion of selfhood embedded in our grammar, which distinguishes the ‘subject’ from its own actions and properties as well as from the ‘objects’ it encounters. This metaphysical selfishness reinforces moral selfishness, and vice versa. Spinoza’s non-dualism comes to ethical fruition in his claim that when we truly desire the good, we desire it ‘for all human beings’, without distinction, including ourselves – and this principle underpins a collective yet nonconformist notion of religion as ‘whatever we desire or do, or cause to be done, in virtue of our … knowing God.’

         The Ethics is famous for the phrase Deus sive Natura, ‘God or Nature’, which crops up a couple of times in Part IV. This gives rise to an ambiguity: here the word ‘Nature’ seems to be an alternative name for God, while elsewhere in the text Spinoza uses it to mean the totality of things that are in God. Instead of getting tangled in the denser thickets of Spinoza scholarship, let’s just say that while Nature may or may not be distinguishable from God, it is definitely not separate from God. For Spinoza, Nature either is God, or is in God. This dissolves the distinction between ‘natural’ and ‘supernatural’ (or ‘revealed’) knowledge that underpins the traditional concept of Natural Theology.

         Nature as Spinoza conceived it includes the entire field of consciousness, as well as matter, motion, bodies, organic life. It includes feeling, an immediate kind of 25knowing or awareness. ‘We feel, we experience [sentimus, experimurque] that we are eternal,’ Spinoza wrote in Part Vof the Ethics. If we want to get some idea of Nature, we can look at, and into, ourselves: these bodies and our consciousness of our bodies; our intelligence, our desire, our fluctuating energies and emotions, our élan vital or will to thrive, our capacity to imagine what might be or might have been, our sensitivity and suffering, our creativity, our resilience, our aliveness, our power.

         Spinoza was one of the first philosophers to argue that the Jewish and Christian scriptures are human artefacts, shaped by and for the imaginations of a particular community. Nineteenth-century thinkers would coin a new concept to name such a shared world: the ‘milieu’ or ‘environment’ – a dynamic ecosystem specific to a place and time that is simultaneously natural, social, intellectual and imagined. The milieu circumscribes the possibilities of what can take root, grow and flourish there. Though Spinoza focused on the Judeo-Christian milieu, his own native habitat, he would no doubt have made the same arguments about the sacred texts, teachings, songs, rituals and art of any other tradition.

         For a Spinozist, to say that those traditions are human, and therefore natural, is not to deny that they also express and participate in the divine nature. They could be at once as natural and as divine as the rational and intuitive understanding which Spinoza privileged in the Ethics as the surest path to knowing and loving God.

         But what about truth? If all our ideas, imaginings, works of art and religious teachings are equally natural, equally in God, does this mean they all have equal truth and value?

         Spinoza argued that error consists in a lack of knowledge; more specifically, in mistaking a part for the whole. 26

         
            [image: ]

         

         Imagine one of those anglepoise desk lamps, bent double to cast a small circle of light on the floor in a dark room. We can see only what is illuminated by that single source of light – a patch of carpet, maybe. The funnel-shaped lampshade keeps most of the room in the dark. If we suppose that nothing exists beyond this small circle of light, we are in error. If we know that we are in fact in a large room, and that when we open the shutters or switch on the ceiling light we will see its walls and furnishings, and notice a person sleeping on a couch in the corner who’ll be awakened by the bright light, then we understand that patch of carpet for what it is: a part of a larger whole.

         27Spinoza titled his masterpiece Ethica because he thought the distinction between truth and error matters ethically as well as intellectually. In practice, we are always at least partly in error. Yet the circle of light may grow wider, bring into view more of nature, illuminate more connections between things, encompass a larger portion of the whole.

         Doing philosophy means being devoted to this growth and expansion – this Spinozist transcendence. Crucially, the lines between truth and error are not static and readymade. They must not be drawn according to a doctrinal orthodoxy affirmed by a sacred text or a church, nor by a philosophical tradition – not even Spinozism – received as authoritative. When these orthodoxies funnel the light, they shape a milieu and guide a shared form of life. But they may be a cause of error if we take them to be circumscribing reality as a whole.

         This view is, in fact, the distinguishing feature of Natural Theology. It is the common thread running through the Cartesian project carried out by Paley and preserved in the Stanford Encyclopedia, and the wider, Spinozist form of Natural Theology preferred by Lord Gifford. 28

         In the seventeenth century Spinoza’s works were banned by the Vatican, denounced by Protestant leaders, and had to be smuggled around Christendom concealed between false covers. About a hundred years after his death his non-dualist, panentheist philosophy – declaring that whatever is, is in God – was finally embraced by three generations of avant-garde German thinkers: Goethe, the Romantics and the Idealists. By the middle of the nineteenth century these ideas were circulating in Britain among freethinking, curious minds of Adam Gifford’s generation, above all George Eliot, who made the first English translation of the Ethics before channelling Spinozism into her philosophical fiction.

         
            *

         

         The letter from St Andrews arrived when I was three years into a biography of George Eliot, and nearly finished; all paths of thought took me in her direction. I retraced my steps to the cave halfway up a mountain above Dharamsala, which may or may not contain an old embroidered cushion. Twenty years ago, after I said goodbye to the man who lived there, my thoughts turned to his temple again and again. He had made a life stripped to its bare essentials – shelter from sun and storms; a place to sleep; a water source; some fire to cook with; a pan, a cup, a bowl, a bucket; and a shrine: a place dedicated to his God.

         I have said that when I tried to make sense of this life, the word ‘noble’ came to mind – without really knowing what this meant, let alone what it would be for me to learn from his example. Back home I talked to friends about him, hoping someone could explain how he had made me feel. My friend who’d studied Anthropology gave 29me a stern little lecture on the ‘problematic trope’ of the noble savage: an uncivilized, morally pure person from some other place or time who lives in simple harmony with nature. When I thought the man in Dharamsala was noble, though, moral purity wasn’t what I had in mind. He seemed no less ‘civilized’ than I was, nor did I imagine that his inner life was any simpler than my own.

         Studying the history of philosophy eventually supplied me with an ancient Greek concept, the kalon, which came closer to the sense of nobility I’d been reaching for. To kalon can be translated as ‘what is noble’, but also as ‘the beautiful’ or ‘the fine’. For Plato this was a quality of phenomena, manifestations; it could be perceived either by our physical senses or with the eyes of our soul. The kalon is radiant, glowing, splendid. Its Form is seen ‘shining in brightness’, just as the Greek poets described their gods as luminous or sparkling. Plato’s Socrates teaches that our souls knew the eternal, unchanging Forms before they were incarnated in these bodies – and perhaps we also recognize in some deep buried way this shining quality, which belongs to what is real and true. The kalon’s radiance arouses our desire, brings joy and elicits praise. It can be discerned in bodies and objects, in virtuous actions and characters, or in a just political order. Aristotle argued that human happiness consists in living a life devoted to the kalon, which Hannah Arendt – the very first woman to give the Gifford Lectures – glossed as ‘what is beautiful as opposed to what is necessary and useful’. Saint Paul famously confessed that ‘I can will to kalon but I cannot do it.’

         Whereas goodness, to agathon, is relative to specific ends and specific people – something can be good for one purpose and bad for another, or beneficial to one person and harmful to another – the kalon simply is noble or 30beautiful or fine, to anyone with eyes to see it. It was not surprising that I’d felt puzzled by this notion of nobility; one classical scholar describes to kalon as an ‘enigmatic good’, another as an ‘unmarked concept’. This concept – or something very close to it – shimmers into view right at the end of Spinoza’s Ethics, where the difficult and elusive path to beatitude is summarized as omnia praeclara: all that is very bright, clear and luminous; very beautiful, splendid and noble.

         After being summoned up to Fife to carry out Lord Gifford’s wishes and then finding myself recollecting the half-dozen hours I spent sitting on an Indian hillside twenty years ago, I realized that those hours contained all the themes I would want to explore in a series of lectures on Natural Theology. Desire, devotion, courage: themes belonging to a philosophy of the heart. They posed questions about how to be in the world religiously or spiritually (neither word is right) – questions I’ve thought and written about for years. They evoked a yearning, perhaps a need, for solitude and for companionship, disclosing the choices and sacrifices all that entails. And they made the shape of a story about the power of encountering another human life – how this can touch, move, teach, inspire and form us; draw us in a new direction, or just leave an imprint of longing.

         In her recent Gifford Lectures on ‘Exemplarist Virtue Theory’, Linda Zagzebski considered how supremely admirable people provide models for the rest of us to follow. She chose as her exemplars a ‘hero’ (Leopold Socha, Holocaust rescuer), a ‘saint’ (Jean Vanier, founder of L’Arche communities), and a ‘sage’ (Confucius). In response, the philosopher and psychoanalyst Jonathan Lear argued that even ‘very flawed characters’ can emit a ‘spark of the kalon’. He wrote eloquently of his primary
31school teacher Mr McMahon, a ‘local exemplar’ who showed him how to live not by modelling exceptional goodness, but by being right there, in his school playground. What mattered, for Lear, was the reality of this encounter, and he concluded that it was ‘precisely because of his reality that there is much about Mr McMahon that I do not know and could not hope to know… All the aspects of not knowing are part of what it is to experience something real.’ Of course, to a ten-year-old boy a schoolteacher is an intensely mysterious being. And it is not surprising that a Himalayan hermit remained mysterious to a Mancunian tourist who spent a couple of afternoons in his company. Yet that elusive quality of the real holds true also of exemplars I’ve now known for more than half my life. These other lives continue to shine with the kalon and at the same time I am intrigued by their unseen depth and density, still full of curiosity about them.

         For example, I first learned about Spinoza from Susan James, one of my lecturers at university. She stood bravely – it seemed to me – at the front of the classroom and we all watched her speak. Her quietly poised, elegant manner seemed to contain a secret simmering joy, somehow transmitting a deep confidence in Spinoza’s philosophy. She made it not just accessible but desirable, and habitable. A few years later, when I was twenty-five and trying to finish a PhD on Kierkegaard, I signed up for an eight-week yoga class at the Manchester Buddhist Centre. Christine, the yoga teacher, was both exposed (she was wearing lycra) and enigmatic. She was precise, sensitive, truthful, self-contained, probably in fact a little shy, and she taught in a way that made us feel she was sharing something she had learned inside herself. She didn’t affect a ‘spiritual’ demeanour, yet she was full of grace. Watching Christine in the yoga studio, trying to
32follow her movements, gave me one good answer to the Kierkegaard-inspired question that Sheila Heti, meanwhile, was asking in parties and bedrooms and art shows in Toronto: how should a person be? That year I cut my hair short, like Christine’s.

         Around that time my friend John – whom I’d first met at Susan James’s lectures – told me about a meditation retreat he’d just done. He spent ten days sitting in silence, paying attention to his breathing and the sensations in his body from four in the morning to nine in the evening, with five-minute breaks every hour and nothing to eat after midday. It was, he said, life changing. John was a few years older than me and the coolest, cleverest person I knew. Just as I’d copied John by putting sugar in my coffee and stickers on my laptop, so I now signed up for one of those retreats, which was an initiation into new experience and new understanding. For the first time I glimpsed the possibility of observing anxiety, instead of avoiding it or being overwhelmed by it.

         Following Christine and John into their practices of yoga and meditation, transmitted from South Asia to the West along routes tracing complicated histories of colonization, conversion and commerce, made me resolve to go to India as soon as possible after finishing my PhD. Without John and Christine I might not have found these spiritual paths. Nor would I have found the mountain path in Dharamsala, and I would be somewhere else today.

         I mention these examples not because they are particularly special (though they are of course special to me) but, on the contrary, because they seem typical of how a human life, and perhaps a relation to God, takes shape through encounters with other lives. This phenomenon strikes me as both ordinary and extraordinary. It raises 33theological questions. The Christian tradition teaches that we relate to God through one unique person, Jesus Christ. In the Hindu tradition God takes many incarnations – such as the ten avatars of Vishnu, the divine sustainer, which Lord Gifford introduced to the members of the Greenock Literary Society, or the multiple manifestations of Śiva, lord of destruction and renewal, to whom, if I remember rightly, that little temple halfway up the mountain was dedicated. In a Spinozist theology, everything is an expression or avatar of God. Everything offers the possibility of divine encounter – but some things more than others. Spinoza thought that God is revealed most clearly and intensely by human minds.

         My story of the mountain, the path, the cave, the temple and the man whose choice brought these elements into relation – made them into a home, and into a story – turns out to be rich in archetypes that offer imaginative routes into philosophical themes. In India certain mountains, like certain rivers and trees, are held as especially sacred: these too are incarnations or abodes of God. Then there is Abraham’s journey up Mount Moriah, told in the first book of the Hebrew Bible. Kierkegaard seized on this story as a lodestar for his philosophy of religious life. High on the summit of Moriah, half lost in a cloud of unknowing, Abraham must sacrifice his son to God. He must have his heart broken by the pain of human love and loss, must wrestle with doubt and despair, must search for faith in fear and trembling.

         My man is halfway up his mountain, rather than at its peak – yet while Abraham walked right to the top of Moriah and then came down again, back to his people on the plains, this man went halfway up and lived there, inside the mountain. He became, for me, a living parable of being-in-God. 34

         The path, also, is a generative symbol for a life. Paths symbolize transmission as well as quest. A path is a tradition, a way through the world that has been carved and cultivated by those who have gone before, sustained by repetition. We bequeath it to future generations as we walk along it. Following a path means following other people (or maybe beings of other kinds), whether we actually see them on the path ahead of us or whether this path exists at all only because they once made, sustained and renewed it. If we look over our shoulder, we may realize that we too are being followed. Following – a complex act that encompasses desire, imitation, discipleship, faith, devotion – gives human lives their unique shapes, while linking them together.

         The cave, meanwhile, evokes a primal scene of western philosophy. Plato, probably still the greatest storyteller in this tradition, described how Socrates asked his students to imagine they were prisoners trapped inside a dark underground cave, entranced by shadows on the wall. They devise games, competitions, tournaments, to see who is best at recognizing the shadows and predicting their movements. This cave is at once a shelter and a prison: an ambiguous symbol of the world, or of our own minds. Another time, Socrates’s students were told to picture themselves swimming in murky waters at the bottom of the ocean. Both scenarios portray the philosopher’s task as learning to breathe in the open air, in touch with what is real. On this view, philosophy is akin to certain strands of religious practice, and also to modern therapeutic techniques. It is oriented to ideals of awakening, enlightenment and liberation.

         Not long after I returned from that first trip to India, I saw Jonathan Lear give a lecture on Plato’s cave. He interpreted it as a sort of guided meditation that allows people to 35see and feel the distinction between how things appear and what they truly are. Socrates used this exercise to changehis students’ souls and reorder their desires – to convert them to philosophy, the pursuit of wisdom. And in a way, Lear’s lecture helped convert me to philosophy. Plato’s cave became vivid not simply as a familiar passage from a famous book, perhaps an analogy or a parable, but as an imaginative experience – and not a private, incommunicable experience, but one that might be transmitted and shared. This crystallized a question that was bothering me: what is the connection between philosophy and life? Pessimism about this question had made me disinclined to pursue an academic career. That day though, in the lecture hall, I swung towards optimism and decided to make an effort to get a job in a university. But the question still bothers me. Philosophy, the love of wisdom, is an ideal at once unarguable and radically open-ended – because we cannot assume we know what wisdom is, or how to acquire it; because what passes for wisdom, indeed for philosophy itself, might just be shadows on the wall.

         Plato describes the cave in a way that emphasizes the difficulty of climbing out of it. The cave in India, however, was open to the hillside and the sunlight. The little temple, too, had just three walls and a roof, open to the elements. If my story was a dream and I wanted to interpret it, I would be tempted to see those images of mountain, path, open cave, open temple, open sky, as invitations to leave behind what I’ve been taught and envisage a new kind of Natural Theology. Except of course it isn’t new – it’s as old as the hills. I might discern in the dream a desire to situate theology in a nature that is elemental, mineral, vegetal, animal, divine – a shared nature, of which our human lives, resplendent with thought and creativity, are a part and an expression. 36

         If this is a desire, it is also a question. Questions are the avatars of philosophy’s desire: the shapes through which we enter into relation to the truth we’re seeking. What would it mean to do philosophy or theology in the open air, halfway up the mountain, somewhere in the middle of our lives? Not necessarily to demolish or abandon classrooms, universities, libraries, but to envision these structures with just three walls, and a roof for shelter from the storms. And maybe a couple of embroidered cushions – something that bespeaks care, art, beauty, intimacy, and renders our austere conceptual spaces more habitable. In my Gifford Lectures, I decided, life stories would make a home for philosophy. I could start with the Indian man in the cave, and then I would talk about Lord Gifford – an unlikely pair, seemingly worlds apart, which my own life, and probably my life only, had brought together and turned into a story.
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