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Introduction


We are told that our house is built on a rock. But even a house on a rock needs some kind of structure to hold it together. We are part of the mystical body of Christ, but even a mystical body needs bones, for without them it will be as shapeless as a slug. The Creed is those bones.


It is to keep the building together and to keep the body in shape that we regularly recite the Creed in church and recommit ourselves to it. At least, recommitting and reconnecting to the foundations of our faith is what we ought to be doing, but in practice, all we do is recite.


Because think about it. Suppose I have a moment of enlightenment – an instant when I don’t just say the words, but hear what I am saying and understand what I am hearing. You can never predict when the Spirit will strike. Let’s suppose that the words are the ‘for us’ of the Incarnation and that at that moment I am filled with awe that the Infinite should have taken on finiteness for my sake. That moment might only last a heartbeat. But even a short time takes time. From then on I will be one heartbeat out of step with everyone else in the relentless forward march of a congregation all saying the same words. That cannot be allowed. Imagine if everybody did the same as me, and tried to mean the Creed while they were saying it. Imagine the chaos.


And so we all march on, watching our neighbours out of the corners of our eyes. We succeed in keeping step all the way to the end, but at the price of not looking where we are going: at the price of not going anywhere.


The only way to engage properly with what one is saying when one says the Creed is not to say it right through and all together, but to take it slowly and reflectively by oneself, phrase by phrase or even word by word.


That is what this book is for. It both does it and encourages you to do it – because ultimately it is your mind that counts. Your belief can only be an act of your own mind: nobody else’s.


The Creed is the bones of faith, and only with living bones can we have a vertebrate and living faith, growing naturally in the right shape and proportion and bearing fruit at the end. And we do need such a faith. We need it first of all for ourselves because a faith glued together out of mixed bone-dust and incense is not a faith but a mere cultural identity: it makes Christ just a badge that we wear, nothing more. That is not faith at all. It has no roots, and it will be blown over by the first storm that comes. And life is full of storms.


We need a living faith for another reason as well: because others need it. They know we have the words of eternal life and they come to us for them: sometimes diffidently, sometimes defiantly and confrontationally, but secretly hoping to be convinced. At the very least they may want to understand exactly what it is that they are not believing in. To say to them about a doctrine, ‘Oh, that’s just one of those things that Christians say because they are Christians,’ is a betrayal and a blasphemy. To say ‘It is true because it says so in the book’ is not much better: it feeds the sheep on silage instead of living grass.


Things are never true just because the books say they are true. This applies to science, mathematics, history – any human activity – and not just theology. The pianist does not play the notes because they are printed on the page but because they are the right notes. Things are true because they are true, and only a truth that is in the heart can reach the hearts of others.


We have help. The Spirit is the life-giver. If you let him give life to the ideas in your mind then you will be alive and able to give life yourself. The Lord commands us to love him with the mind and the Lord gives no commandment in vain. So we know that he is lovable-with-the-mind – that is, the effort of trying to understand will not be fruitless – and that he has given us minds so that we can love him by using them.


The method of this book is this: to take the Creed one phrase at a time and to pursue its meaning and its message in many lights and from many angles. Every angle has something to give, and all of them together add up to bring us closer to the solid truth. Even the detours will turn out to have been part of the journey.


Every light illuminates. In this adventure, anything that human beings know or experience can be a source of light. God made us whole and the world whole, and every aspect of it illuminates every other.


A defence of lay theology


This is not a catechism or a theological manual. Such books exist. It is not written by a professional theologian. Such people exist. The books are valuable and the people are valuable, but what I am doing here is different: and it is valuable as well. So is what you are doing when you read this book.


If you decide to call the theology of the theologians ‘high theology’, then this book could be called ‘low theology’. Low theology ought not to need naming or defending: but in a world professionalised to the point where soon you won’t be allowed to breathe without first getting a breathing certificate, it unfortunately does need to be named and defended.


Yes, you can always look up the doctrines in a reference book. Yes, the teaching authority of the Church, who has been researching these subjects with thousands of people for thousands of years, is supreme. When we make mistakes we go to her for correction. But the same sorts of things could be said about mathematics, and yet we find it worthwhile trying to prove theorems. The same could be said about the physical sciences, but doing experiments other people have already done is still not a waste of time.


The defence of low theology is simple: if the Creator of All had wanted a hierarchical universe in which one half of it did exactly what the experts in the other half said should be done, he would have arranged it that way while he was here with us. He would have commissioned the scribes and doctors in the Temple to enlighten the world from above, instead of picking up a ragtag of fishermen and other amateurs to illuminate it from below.


Julian of Norwich was not a scribe or a doctor, but her twenty years of meditation on the vision she had been given of the Passion produced a work that still knocks one flat today, 630 years later. Dante Alighieri was a poet, not a theologian, but the Divine Comedy established a theology of love which has never been surpassed. Thérèse of Lisieux had no doctorate, but she herself is a Doctor of the Church.


I am not any of these people. I am me, just as you are you. Our value is shown by the fact that God could have made a splendid and glorious universe that didn’t give rise to you and me, but he didn’t. He chose not to. He chose to make this universe instead, the one with us in it. That has to count for something.


And again: if God hadn’t meant us to think, he wouldn’t have given us minds. But he has.


So let’s get going. If what I write rings true, thank the One who shows us truth. If you find I have missed out something important, laugh, for laughter is from God. And if you see that I have made a complete hash of things and got hold of the wrong end of the stick, then rejoice because you have found the right one.


Why have a creed at all?


There are verses in the Gospels that lurk in the background for centuries doing nothing, and then come suddenly to life and change everything. That is why nobody edits the Gospels down to ‘What you need to know’. One example is the exchange between Jesus and the rich young man. ‘If you want to be perfect, go and sell all you have and give it to the poor.’ As we know, the young man went away sorrowing, because indeed he was very rich.


There are comforting interpretations of this episode which reassure us into not going away sorrowing when we hear the story. A delicate emphasis on ‘If you want to be perfect’ is one way of doing it. But, basically, the whole story depicts a failure.


Except that about 230 years later, the landowner Anthony of Egypt heard these words and did want to be perfect. He obeyed them and went out into the desert: one of the first monks.


Except that almost a millennium after that, a young man called Francis, son of the prosperous Assisi merchant Pietro Bernardone, heard the same words and went out and turned the whole world upside down.


I mention all this because there is another little exchange in the Gospels that has been almost forgotten. The evangelists themselves find it so uninteresting that they can’t quite remember who spoke the important words, Jesus or the man he was talking to. The words are these:


You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength, and with all your mind.FN00 


This looks like a quotation of the first of the Ten Commandments, but if you look, it isn’t. Jesus has expanded it. (He did tell us he had come not to abolish the Law and the Prophets but to fulfil them and bring them to perfection: and here, unnoticed by almost everybody, is an example.)


Those words ‘with all your mind’ are not in the law of Moses.FN00  They are new. They change everything. They make theology possible. Indeed, they make all science possible, since in practising the physical sciences we are praising God by celebrating his works.


‘With all your mind’ changes everything in two ways. First of all, it says that the love of God must be not just a feeling but an act – an act of the whole person, which includes an act of the mind. A religion based on nothing more than feelings of holiness is no religion at all.


The second consequence of ‘with all your mind’ is more radical. God will not demand the impossible. If we are commanded to love God with our minds, then it must be possible to love God with our minds. In other words, God must be lovable-with-the-mind – that is, comprehensible. This makes theology a rational activity, but it does more: it places a constraint on the activity of God. If God is to be lovable-with-the-mind, then he cannot act arbitrarily, because whatever God does must be accessible to reason (and so must the world he creates, which is why physical science is possible).


The mind is not often thought of as an organ of love. This is a consequence of the Enlightenment idea of the mind as a cold, calculating machine powered solely by logic. Romanticism completed the equation: if the mind has no feelings, then feeling can have nothing to do with the mind. But ‘love with all your mind’ disproves all that. The mind is every bit as much an organ of love as the heart is.


The way we love with the mind is by understanding. The way we agree about what we understand, and communicate it, is by finding words to express it. And the words work both ways: forwards and backwards. Understanding gives rise to the words to express it, and the words give rise to understanding. And so the idea of a Creed begins to take shape.


The next step is this. Man is a rational animal but also a fallible one. We make mistakes. More than that, when we are taught something we find hard, or puzzling, or simply don’t like, we find ourselves turning it into something we do like or understand; or else we just push it into a corner and forget about it.


That is human nature, and it is why, sooner or later, every science needs not just its words but its textbooks and its agreed statements of what is true. The science of being (which we call ‘theology’) is no exception. We need a Creed.


A Creed tells us who we are. It reminds us of truths we have forgotten (or would like to forget). It steers us away from mistakes people have made in the past, which is a good thing because we are people too and quite likely to be making the same mistakes. The mistakes may be attractive, but they are not true: and in the end truth is everything.


That is the reason why the Church has a Creed. The Nicene Creed (called by dismal pedants the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed) was born at the Council of Nicaea in ad 325 and reached its final form at the Council of Constantinople in ad 381. Everyone agreed that it expressed the truth. Again the process works both ways: the fact of agreeing on that expression of the truth defines what the Church is.


As a confessor once cheeringly told a friend of mine, it doesn’t matter if you disagree with every bishop you’ve ever heard from and think that every priest you have ever met is an idiot: if you believe what is in the Creed, you are a Christian (a turbulent Christian, perhaps: but then so were half the saints).


People learn, and understand, and believe – but they also forget. So the Church in her wisdom has not let the Nicene Creed sit around in books about fourth-century Church history. For the last thousand years we have all said it at Mass every Sunday. Every week, the words come out of the history books and come alive as we speak them.










I 


BEING


 


God the Father


 


 


Credo in unum Deum,


Patrem omnipotentem,


factorem cæli et terræ,


visibilium omnium et invisibilium.


 


I believe in one God,


the Father almighty,


maker of heaven and earth,


of all things visible and invisible.
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I believe


Credo


I said, casually, that we say the Creed at Mass. Of course, that isn’t really true. we don’t say it: I do. This is important, and it matters; there have been fights over it; and for the moment the right side has won.


In most of the Mass it really is we, and no doubt about it. It is good and right that it should be so. we give glory to God in the Gloria, we ask the Lamb of God to take pity in the Agnus Dei. In the prayers addressed to God by the priest, even in the Eucharistic Prayer itself, it is we.


If I have counted rightly, there are three places in the Mass where this is not the case.


The first time is when I proclaim out loud that I have sinned excessively and it is all my fault. That is called a ‘penitential act’, but it is more: it is a tremendous affirmation of myself as a responsible agent endowed with free will by God. You probably don’t notice me doing this at the time because you are at the same moment engaged in doing exactly the same thing: my sins are my business; yours are yours. (My friend Christina tells me she omits ‘greatly’ from the words, ‘I have greatly sinned’: all I can say in reply is that I suppose she knows what she is doing.)


If at this point we were to say we had sinned, then it could mean one of two things. ‘we’ means ‘we’: the obvious, grammatical meaning if I say ‘we’ is that I am saying that you have sinned greatly and so has your neighbour on the other side and so has that man sitting over there in the corner whom neither of us likes very much. I can’t possibly know any of this. I am saying something I do not know. That is, I am not saying anything with a meaning, but only making noises with my mouth.


The alternative interpretation of ‘we’ is that by saying it I am asserting some sort of corporate sin. But it is a general rule that that which belongs to everybody belongs to nobody in particular. The ‘we’ takes all the meaning out of what I am saying.


‘We have sinned.’


‘You mean, you have sinned?’


‘No, of course I haven’t, but we have.’


That is the first time we say ‘I’. The third time is when we quote the centurion with the sick servant: ‘I am not worthy to receive you under my roof’.FN00  The second time is when we say the Creed, and that is what this book is about.


When the persecutors, the torturers and – worst of all – the deriders corner me and accuse me of holding weird beliefs (for instance, that a man sits on the throne of God), how liberating it would be to get out of it by explaining that a Jew reigning over the universe is what we as Christians believe. That amounts to saying ‘I don’t believe’ without having to say those particular words – just as saying ‘I forgive her as a Christian’ is the polite way to say ‘I don’t forgive her at all.’


To summarise: whenever ‘we believe’ replaces ‘I believe’, it lets me off the hook. The verb ‘believe’ is no longer an act but an identity, a part of the Christian brand: that is to say, it is nothing.


The framers of the liturgy don’t want to let us off the hook: that is not what hooks are for. But you can see how that nice Canon ScrewtapeFN00  smoothing things over in committee would try to convince everyone that ‘we believe’ would be kinder all round. Screwtape has another motive as well. If he can get the most dangerous people in the world to spend five minutes every Sunday standing up in church together and saying, ‘I, personally, don’t believe anything in particular,’ how much better it will be than having them saying, ‘I hereby commit myself to God.’ Better, that is, for the devil rather than for us.


The same story applies at the other end of time. If God welcomes me one day into the joys of heaven, he will be welcoming me because I am me and because I have done what I have done and loved in the way I have loved, not because I am part of a we and God lets me in on some kind of bulk entry ticket.


The gates of heaven are not open to a Christian. God says, ‘I call you by name and you are mine,’FN00  and nobody is called ‘a’.


The world has been trying to deny this recently. It is just too much bother to treat a person as a person. So the policy is to ignore the individual and see only the attributes. You are a this or a that, and the ‘this’ and the ‘that’ come with moral judgements attached. One ‘this’ may make you so inferior that everyone has to be condescendingly nice to you; another one may make you unclean or guilty, and if you dare to ask what it is you are guilty of (as my philosophy tutor asked in 1980 when he was being deported from Czechoslovakia ‘for being guilty’), that only doubles your guilt. What you as the guilty person have missed is the principle that you are nothing other than the sum of your attributes, nothing but ‘a this’ plus ‘a that’. If you dare to assert that you are ‘I’, not ‘a’, then you deserve to be crushed; or re-educated.


So ‘I believe’ is not just (as it might once have been) a liturgist’s device for keeping me firmly on the hook as I recite the Creed. It has become a cry of liberation and an assertion of existence. Of course, there is a price to pay, because now I am not able to get out of awkward clauses in the Creed by we-ing away their meaning. So it is more important than ever to find out what I am committing myself to when I say the words, ‘I believe.’










2


I believe in


Credo in


If I look through the Creed to see what I am committing myself to by saying it, I see a strange thing. I’m not saying ‘I believe that this or that fact is true,’ but ‘I believe in someone or something.’ It happens over and over again.


Linguistically, there are times when you can say ‘I believe in . . .’ and mean nothing more than ‘I believe in the existence of . . .’ Think of ‘I believe in Father Christmas’ or ‘I believe in unicorns.’ But that is not the only use of the words, it is not the most interesting use of the words, and it is not how the words are used in the Creed.


When I say ‘I believe in you’ to the turbulent teenager next door, I don’t mean that I believe in his existence. I mean that I have belief in him, that I put my trust in him. And that is what I am doing when I say ‘I believe in God.’


As far as existence goes, anybody can believe that God exists. Even pagans do, though they don’t know him well enough to dare to believe in him. Even atheists believe in a principle that gives order to the world and prevents the laws of nature suddenly being different on Wednesdays.FN00  That, too, is a seed which, if it is allowed to germinate, grows towards knowledge of the existence of God.


Just believing that God exists is an act of the pure detached mind. It is easy and it has no direct consequences. But believing in God, putting our trust in God, entrusting ourselves to God, is an act not only of the mind but also of the whole person. It is rare because it is hard, and it is hard because it really does have consequences.


To believe in is to make oneself vulnerable. If I believe in you then I am opening myself to you: I am deliberately failing to put up barriers against whatever you might take it into your head to go and do. If I believe in the teenager next door, I won’t take care to lock up my silver every time he comes round.


By believing in you, I am giving you the power to let me down just when I thought I could trust you most. I could have protected myself against that – I could have locked up the silver – but by believing in you I have decided not to protect myself at all. Belief that God exists is an act of pure reason, but belief in God is an act of love.


‘I hereby believe’


From time to time I am going to give a translation of the Latin of the Creed which is different from the one we use in church. This is not because I claim that my translation is better. The translation we use in church is about the best possible given the requirements of recitation and the circumstances in which it is done. But there are places where something significant in the Latin gets glossed over or left out because you can’t say it in English, or at least you can’t say it without footnotes. The Creed as recited has to be recitable, but it can happen that, when reflecting on the Creed in slowness and in quiet, the Latin says something that ought not to be missed.


Latin is a language with grammatical cases, like Polish and German but unlike English or French. Different cases mean different aspects of the same thing. The Latin in thalamo (with the ablative case) means ‘in the bedchamber’: that is, it means a position or a state. On the other hand, in thalamum (accusative case) means ‘into the bedchamber’: that is, a movement or an action.


The Creed uses the accusative, not the ablative. It says Credo in Deum, not Credo in Deo, so an absolutely literal word-for-word translation would be ‘I believe into God.’ That would be grotesquely bad English, but the point to take from it is that Credo in Deum is not a state of affairs I am describing, but an action I am performing. I am performing it here and now, right at the moment I am saying the words. I could say, without doing violence to the meaning or to the English language, ‘I hereby put my trust in God.’


This pattern continues all the way through the Creed. The Creed is not a description but a declaration. It is not a sequence of statements, but an act.
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God


Deum


God calls each of us by name, even the sparrows; but we cannot return the compliment because God has no name.


This is true not just in English and Latin but in every language, and not just in Christianity but in all the religions of the children of Abraham.


God, Deus, Dieu, Bóg, Gott – every one of them is just an ordinary word made special by writing it with a capital letter. In Greek, ὁ θεὸς just says ‘the god’. In Arabic, al-lah just says ‘the god’, or ‘the spirit’. The namelessness is universal – so what do we mean by it? Or rather, since all religion is from God, what does God mean us to mean by it?


Early in the history of revelation, God manifests himself to Moses in the burning bush on Mount Horeb and tells him to lead the sons of Israel out of Egypt. Moses thinks ahead to what the Israelites are going to say when he tells them to leave a land of abundance and go out to be tormented by hunger and thirst in the wilderness. They will ask what his authority is. They will ask who the god is who is telling Moses to tell them to do this. So, prudently and reasonably, Moses asks God for his name.


And God answers Moses. ‘I am who I am,’ he says. ‘Say that who is has sent you.’FN00  That is, under the guise of giving an answer, God in fact avoids answering the question at all.


God refuses to answer because ‘What is the name of God?’ is not a valid question. It is as if Moses has asked, ‘What colour is the number twelve?’


Naming cannot work when it comes to God because of what naming is and does. To make a high (but brief) philosophical analysis of it, when you identify anything, you do so in two steps. First, you say what kind of thing it is – for instance, ‘It is a human being.’ Next, you say which, out of all the possible things of that kind, the one you are talking about is – Edwin, say, rather than Eleanor. The act of naming is that second step.


With God, the naming (the second step) can’t happen because with God the first step is impossible. There is no kind of thing that God is. God is not of any kind: God just is. So there is nothing that naming can do.


There is also a less abstract way of looking at it. Asking God, ‘What is your name?’ means asking, ‘Which god are you?’ But God is not a god. The pagans persecuted the early Christians as atheists because they said we had no gods, and they got our beliefs exactly right. We do not believe in gods. There are no gods. God is not a god.


In every religion with gods, a god is a spirit that is part of the world and has some powers over it. On the other hand, God is not part of the world and does not just have powers over it. God is more. God is the one because of whom it exists at all.


Although the term ‘god’ is wrong, it at least points in the right direction. That is why every language chooses ‘god-with-a-capital-G’ as the way to refer to God: although God isn’t a god (there are no gods), at least the concept of ‘godness’ points in the direction of Godness. Think of it as a signpost: a signpost to a place is not that place, but it does point towards it. It tells us which direction to go in.


Unnameability


It all goes further than this. It is not just that God cannot be named: there is also a sense in which God ought not to be named.


Names give a degree of control and even power over whatever it is that is named. They summarise. They encapsulate a thing into a form we can handle. Nobody can encompass infinity, but the mathematical symbol ∞ wraps it up in a stroke of a pen and lets us talk about it. In a sense, it tames it.


I have noticed that this happens with diseases. Sometimes you hear about somebody suffering from an illness. The illness has facts about it. It has symptoms, it has times or circumstances when it feels better or worse; perhaps it progresses. Hearing all this gives you a feeling of helplessness: probably the same kind of helplessness the sufferer feels. It is unsettling. But if someone then ties that nameless set of symptoms together and gives it a name, our helplessness and disorientation vanish. ‘Poor man,’ we say to each other, ‘he’s got Brett’s Palsy.’ We do not feel lost any more. Perhaps the named disease is serious, perhaps it isn’t; perhaps it is going to get worse, perhaps not – that isn’t the point. The important thing about Brett’s Palsy is that it has a name. Naming it makes it something we can talk about without worrying about the details every time. The name wraps it up safely and we never have to unwrap it unless we want to. It gives us a handle, a way of holding on to the fact, just as the symbol ∞ gives us the impression of being able to hold on to infinity.FN00 


God cannot be wrapped up. God has no handle. It is not possible to be at a safe distance from God – and so God cannot have a name.


Human nature being what it is, knowing we mustn’t name God and actually not naming God are two different things. The history of the Jews shows this. The mysterious four-letter word (the ‘tetragrammaton’) יהוה, or yhwh in our alphabet, which as far as I have understood means ‘I Am’ or ‘Who Is’, or both at once, amounts to a refusal to give a name – but it ends up being used just as if it were a name.FN00 


The Jews may have a streak of human disobedience, forever rushing off to worship foreign gods, but they also have a strong sense of the sacred. The ‘name but not a name’, יהוה, is too holy ever to be pronounced. It was spoken once a year by the High Priest when he was quite alone, and after the Temple was destroyed it was never uttered again. Nobody knows for certain what it sounded like (Hebrew did not write vowels until very late in its history), but the consensus is that the sound of yhwh was what we now write as ‘Yahweh’.


This causes a certain amount of embarrassment. Every Jew knows that on seeing the word יהוה in Scripture, one does not utter ‘Yahweh’ but says the word Adonai (‘Lord’) instead; the uncircumcised, however, are not so intelligent. That is why, while the Jerusalem Bible scholarlily writes that the name of the Lord is Yahweh, to avoid the risk of that word being said out loud, in all liturgical uses of those texts the name is written explicitly as ‘The Lord’. If it ever strikes you as absurd to be told that the name of the Lord is ‘The Lord’,FN00  then reflect that it is entirely your fault for being one of the ignorant Gentiles. Or in a more elevated way, take it as a useful reminder of the unnameability and untameability of Ultimate Being.


The God of the pagans


Heretics and pagans are a help to us in understanding the Creed. Heretics, because while we have got used to the sacred words sliding past us, they have seen what startling things the words actually say; and pagans, because they show us a certain kind of foundation: what anybody at all can reasonably have come to know without the benefit of any revelation. In his great Summa Theologiæ, ‘Summary (or compendium) of Theology’, St Thomas Aquinas regularly refers to the Greek philosopher Aristotle in precisely this way, as if to say, ‘What I am saying just here is nothing special: even the pagans know it.’


Our God is nameless. Many pagans do actually believe in the existence of the nameless God who is the creator of all things. None of the gods they do name and talk about is identified as the source of all being. Their creation myths stop short of actual creation-from-nothing: whatever story they come up with, there is something already there. A cow licks a lump of ice into the shape of the world. Often the stories sound absurd, as if the narrator knows that they are answers to a question that ought not to be being asked because it has no answer.


The gods of the pagans are immensely powerful, they can act within the world for good or ill, they need to be persuaded or placated: but they are not the Creator. They are mere subsidiaries.


There is rather a good ‘theological DNA’ experiment which demonstrates this. One kind of real DNA analysis takes a sample of known DNA and a sample of unknown DNA and mixes them together to see which of the unknown strands match the known ones. The theological analogy is with the syncretistic religions of the New World – for instance, in the state of Chiapas in Mexico. These religions mix Christianity with the West African religions that came over in the slave trade. Like the DNA strands, the components of the religions mix, and where they are compatible, they match.


What is enlightening is what happens to the pantheon of the African gods. None of them pairs up with the Father, Son or Holy Spirit. Instead they match with what you might call ‘one level down’, so that each saint or apostle is identified with a god: a being endowed with supernatural powers. This living experiment shows that the original African religions saw God himself as not a god but as something above the gods, something beyond, something not to be talked about.


In this way, even the pagans are right about the God who created the heavens and the earth. God the Creator is the unnameable, the unsummarisable, the uncapturable, the indescribable, the God about whom nothing whatever can be truly said. And so, for the pagans, no one must attempt to talk about him or name him. To talk to him and believe in him, as the children and stepchildren of Abraham claim to do, is simply presumptuous.


In all this, paganism is right. God truly is an infinite distance away from us, and it truly is a distance we can never bridge. We can never enter into a relationship with God. Where paganism falls short is that it forgets that there are two sides to this infinite gulf. We cannot bridge the infinite gap – but God can. We cannot enter into a relationship with God – but God can enter into a relationship with us.


Salvation history documents this, and the Creed proclaims it.
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One God


Unum Deum


Just as the ‘God’ in ‘one God’ is not really a name, so the ‘one’ in ‘one God’ is not really a number. The Unnameable is also the Uncountable.


St Thomas Aquinas tells us that in ‘I believe in one God’, the word ‘one’ is not an answer to a ‘How many?’ question – as if the lady had come along with her theological tea trolley.


‘And how many Gods would we like this morning, dear?’


‘Just the one, thank you very much.’


‘How many is God?’ is as meaningless as ‘What is God’s name?’, and for the same reason. Both questions begin with the concept of a range of beings of the kind that God is. ‘What is God’s name?’ tries to pick one out. ‘How many?’ tries to choose how many are picked. Both questions are meaningless because ‘beings of the same kind that God is’ has no meaning. God just is, and that’s that.


You can tell yourself the same truth in a simpler way if you remember that God is the Creator of everything, the source of its being. To ask, ‘How many Gods?’ boils down to asking, ‘How many everythings?’


All this means that when we talk about ‘one God’, we are not counting: we are finding a word to express how unique God is.


The Jews learned this. The history of their revelation is in part the history of their growth from belief in a counting ‘one’ to a non-counting ‘one’. Or, as you might say, from a belief in one god to a belief in One God.


In the beginning, the Jews did have a god in whom they believed. All their neighbours did too. We had our god, you had yours. Our god helped us and your god helped you. If you and we did battle and we won, that showed our god was the stronger. If you and we did battle and you won, that showed that your god was the stronger. Or perhaps it showed that your god and our god were the same god under different names and he liked your name for him better than he liked ours . . . so let’s try using your name for him from now on.


One can see this happening in Greece and the Near East. First everyone’s local mountain and sky gods merge into Zeus, and then the Greeks conquer the Egyptians and the Egyptian god Ammon becomes Zeus-Ammon.


At the beginning of our own history, the only slightly unusual thing about the god of Abraham and Isaac was that he refused to say what his name was. Apart from that, the Jews started from the same place as everyone else, with ‘We are the best because our god is the best.’


What happened next was unique. The purely utilitarian business of having a god to look after them (and if he doesn’t, sack him and employ another) grew into an enduring and deepening relationship and, amazingly, the usual performance clause faded away. ‘Our god is our god even if he lets us down.’


The history of the Old Testament is the history of the Jews’ relationship with their god, with all its ups and downs, and it was a relationship that continued to grow in times of defeat as well as times of victory. That is why the Old Testament has carefully preserved so much history, from the family stories in Genesis to the more ‘historical’ history of the later books, because the history was the story of that relationship. Preserving it meant that one could reflect on it and understand it better and better as time went on: like rereading one’s early love letters or having a special affection for the really terrible music that was playing when you and I first met.


The critical moment came when the Jews definitively lost everything, even their homeland, and were deported to Babylon. That, if anything, was the moment to invoke the performance clause, sack their god and take on the gods of the victors. Instead, the Jews did the exact opposite.


The early books of the Bible received their final form during the Babylonian exile. In the opening chapter of Genesis, where God creates the world, the Sun and Moon appear on the fourth day. For the Babylonians, the Sun and Moon are gods, but in Genesis they are nothing more than objects God has made: useful objects.


In their forced period of reflection, the Jews came to a shocking discovery: ‘The creator God is the same thing as the god of the Jews, the god whom we have known, and served, and disobeyed, and argued with, for longer than anybody else.’ This new realisation permeates the later books of the Old Testament.


None of this stopped people carrying on making the same old mistakes. Even at the beginning of the New Testament there were plenty who thought that ‘our god is God’ meant ‘our god is the best god ever!!!’ and were waiting for him to come and crush their enemies. It took the coming of God the Son and his dying on a cross to teach them that the victories of God happen in a different way.FN00 


How can we possibly relate to God if he is something so far above anything that we can experience or understand? How should we conceive of such an exalted being? How could we address it, even if we dared? The next word of the Creed is about to supply the shocking answer.


No other gods


We know there are no gods. We say so, if asked; but, backsliders that we are, we don’t always behave according to our beliefs. The Creed comes to the rescue because it is a sequence of acts, not statements, so when I stand up in public and say, ‘I hereby put my trust in one God,’ I really am doing it. I am renouncing slavery to all the little might-be-gods such as horoscopes, racial purity, cultural hygiene, economic progress, personal fulfilment and the rest.


These little synthetic gods are not real, they are ghosts, and if I put my trust in them, I too will be a ghost and not real. Only God can give me life and make me human. It is true that being human is less comfortable than being a rule-following machine: but it also means being alive.


‘You shall have no other gods but me’FN00  is more than just an instruction. It is there to show us where true life is.










The parable of the cube


It is time to pause for a moment and bring out a general point about method. In this book I will be using many analogies with other sciences. That needs a justification, so here it is.


The three great sciences are mathematics, physics and theology. Between them they cover the whole spectrum. Mathematics is about nothing, physics is about something, and theology is about everything.


MathematicsFN00  is the science of truth. It does not depend on being, or on facts. Whatever may exist or not exist, the truths of mathematics are always true.


PhysicsFN00  is the science of facts. It is the study of things as they are, and in that way it depends on being, and presupposes it. If there were no universe, there would be no physics. If the universe were different, physics would be different.


TheologyFN00  is the science of being. It studies being and it studies Being Itself, which is what we call ‘God’.


A note for the atheists: saying the word ‘theology’ is not an underhand way of putting words into your mouth and making you say you believe in God. ‘There is no God’ is a well-formed statement in theology, to be discussed using the methods of theology. We claim that ‘There is no God’ is well formed but false, like ‘2+2=3’. You claim that ‘There is no God’ is well formed and true, like ‘2+2=4’. Very well: we agree on what we are arguing about, which is the first step towards a constructive encounter. The science of theology provides us with a battleground upon which we both agree, and an agreed set of weapons and ways of using them to settle disputes.


The point of bringing the sciences together like this is that they have more in common than you might think. Each has different themes and methods, but they all have their experts and their non-experts. They all find some things easy and others hard. They all rest on faith of one kind or another. And pursued far enough, each of them ends up pointing beyond itself, towards ultimate truths it can indicate but not grasp. Properly seen, having to say ‘thus far and no further’ is not a sign of frustration but of enlightenment.


Each of the sciences illuminates the others. It may be that in studying the Creed one comes across a problem or an embarrassment that makes one lose confidence in the whole theological enterprise. Looking sideways and finding that another science has the same kind of problem will remove the embarrassment and bring new confidence. Or again, if theology ever gets too abstract (this is always a danger, because being is something one cannot see or touch), a more down-to-earth science can sometimes provide a concrete analogy and make things clearer.


I am going to pick an example from mathematics because that is the science that everyone respects (although not everyone loves it). Here it is.


Seeing the cube


It is a perennial problem with theology that I say one thing and you say another and . . . what do we do next? The things we say can’t both be true, so what is it to be? Compromise, anathema or despair? Here is a down-to-earth, practical example from mathematics to show how sometimes two eyes can be better than one. It is best done with a friend, but if you are on your own then you only need to use a little imagination.


 


On the table in front of us there is an object.


You pick it up and hold it up to the light and you say, ‘It has four sides.’


I pick it up in my turn. I hold it up to the light and I say, ‘It has six sides.’


 


Where do we go from here? How many sides does the object really have? You say four, I say six, so which of us is wrong? Who wins and who loses?


If you leave the maths out of it and think about disagreements in general, you will know the kinds of answers that people give at this point. Some will say we ought to be respectful of diversity and I am being needlessly confrontational in talking about ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ at all. Politicians might encourage us to split the difference and agree that the object has five sides. A broad-minded churchman of a certain kind might tell us that in a very real sense four and six are the same thing.


You and I both listen politely to these answers, but none of them makes sense. We may not agree on everything, but we do definitely agree that four is not six, six is not four, and neither of them equals five. We may have got hold of opposite ends of the stick, but at least we know that it is a stick, and the same stick, and that sticks matter. These easy ways out are not ways out at all: on that, we most definitely agree.


There is another way of dealing with this disagreement without sinking into meaninglessness. It is not a way out, but a way through. It will enlighten us both.


In my initial statement of the story I carefully withheld one vital fact. Here is the story again, with that fact put back in.


 


On the table in front of us there is a cube.


Pick up the cube and hold it up to the light with its face towards you. Squint at it with one eye shut, and you will see a square silhouette against the light. That makes it four sides.


Now hold the same cube at a different angle, this time with one corner pointing directly towards you. When you squint again, you will see a hexagon: six sides.


 


We are both right, and we have both won. That is not because we have given in to ‘four equals six’ or ‘they both equal five’ or whatever other nonsense the spectators have been urging on us. We have won not because we both see exactly the same but because our observations, though different, are observations of the same thing. It is a thing that cannot be summed up in one single silhouetted view. A cube, which is a three-dimensional object, makes one shape if you project it one way onto two dimensions and another shape if you project it another way.


Mathematically, this enlightenment has come from discovering that there is a geometry beyond the two dimensions of silhouettes and shadows. The ‘four’ and ‘six’ of our individual experiences are only shadows of the true cubical reality, which is a solid object, not a bare outline. It is a solid object with six faces, eight corners and twelve edges.


The moral of the story is not just mathematical. What it has just told us is this: No eye has ever seen a cube and no eye ever will. That is not a paradox, but the strict and precise truth. The eye cannot see the cube in itself, the cube in its full glory of cubicality. All the eye can see is shadows, not realities.


Given those shadows, our minds can put together what two eyes have seen, to give us knowledge of something the eye alone cannot see. Or, to put it another way, the eye without the brain is as blind as the brain without the eye. Or to put it another way still: we see the world best, in its solidity, in its reality, when the left eye and the right eye see it in different ways.


As with mathematics, so too with theology and with the Creed. If in this book I show you something from a direction that you don’t expect, I am not saying that the direction you are seeing it from is wrong, and I am not claiming for my own point of view anything more than the status of a shadow. All I claim is that my shadow is a truthful one. I am saying that if we can somehow perceive the truth from two directions at once, we have a chance of perceiving it better. ‘Four sides’ and ‘six sides’ are both equally wrong, but they both equally lead us towards the truth.
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The Father


Patrem


Once, a long time ago, I received a circular inviting me to a service at St Ebbe’s Church in Oxford. It offered a special attraction. During the Creed, everyone was welcome to remain silent for any parts of it they happened not to agree with. It would have been worth turning up just for that, with microphone and graph paper, to conduct an exercise in Statistical Theometry; but being a very new and brainless undergraduate, I didn’t. So I can’t say how it all worked out in practice, but in an alert and intellectually honest congregation I wouldn’t be surprised to find it all getting a bit quiet right now, at this moment in the Creed, at the word ‘Father’. In fact, some people might even get up and leave at this point. The Creed is getting serious.


Up to now, we could all agree because we were declaring our shared faith in ultimate Being – one that is so ultimate it cannot even be named, so we call it ‘God’. This is the God of everyone. It is the God of the pagans (who is too far above the world to be talked to or talked about). It is the God of the scientistic atheists (which is the principle of coherence behind the laws of nature). It is the God of Abraham and the God of Isaac; and it is our God too.


But that still leaves two big questions open. What or who is God? And whatever the answer may be, what do we do about it? Now the Creed starts to give answers. The first answer is the word ‘Father’, and it is outrageous.


Who, or what?


The distinction between ‘who’ and ‘what’ can seem a subtle one, but it is a help towards understanding the ways in which different religions approach the fundamental question of being; so it is worth taking a moment to see what the distinction actually means.


Looking around us at everything we ever encounter, that ‘everything’ is made up of two kinds of entity. One kind is who – other people are the obvious example. The other kind is what – for instance, objects or machines.


The point about who and what is that we see them differently and interact with them differently, and that is because they are different.


When I interact with you as a who, you are someone, not something. I can make a picture of you in my mind as ‘like me, only different’, and although that picture may be wildly inaccurate, it is never nonsense. We are both the same kind of thing, both whos, and what happens between us is communication, not causation.


On the other hand, when I interact with something as a what, I am acting as a cause. When I get into a lift and press button 3, I set in train a sequence of causes and effects, of which arriving at the third floor is the final result. I do not say ‘please’ as I press 3 because there is no who there to say ‘please’ to.


The trouble with deep distinctions of the who-or-what kind is that they can swing rapidly from ‘too obscure to grasp’ (before they are explained) to ‘too obvious to be interesting’ (afterwards). All I can really suggest is to hold on while the distinction unfolds itself in our relationship to Being. But if you want a quick extra guide, consider that the creepiness some people feel when they are expected to talk to a machine comes from having to treat a what as an imitation who; and the injustice that other people feel about being treated as units of labour, units of consumption or units of diversity comes from being a who but being treated as if they were a what.


So which of the two is God? A who or a what? Is God (or Being Itself, if you want to call it that) a ‘Who Is’, to whom we can apply our whoish categories of thought, or a ‘What Is’, for which any attempt at whoing is a misconception?


There certainly have been what religions. There still are, and Buddhism is an extreme example. In Buddhism, ‘Being Itself’ is so very what that it is unspeakable and indescribable.


Answering ‘what’ to the who-or-what question has immediate practical consequences. It is universally true that man is made in God’s image, and this means that in a religion where God is a what, people turn out to be whats as well. Our duty to others is then shaped by this fact: they are what, not who. Finally, our duty to ourselves is to let go of our own illusions of whoness and become pure what also.


The scientific religions of the more civilised parts of the early Americas also believed in what, but in a more instrumental sense. What we call their ‘religion’ is more a matter of laws of nature than anything. For them, ‘Being Itself’ operates according to determinate laws, so that we can manipulate it just as we can manipulate the physical world around us. If, for instance, the laws of nature say that the spilling of lifeblood is necessary to provide the life force that makes the sun shine, then lifeblood must be spilt: and so it is. First the blood of the kings and the priests, then the heart’s blood of suitable numbers of captives.


This is quite different from the petitionary sacrifices that Old World pagans directed towards their gods when they were invoking or bribing them: it is a straightforward matter of cause and effect. ‘Being Itself’ in this case is again a what: not the ‘beyond-who’ of the Buddhists this time, but rather a ‘beneath-who’, a mechanism to be operated. And once more the whatness of Being whatifies us; or at least that part of the human race whose purpose is to be sacrificed to make the world go round.


The scientific religions of the twentieth century operated in the same way. Their what-God was a future ideal state of the human race, and to starve or liquidate millions of subhuman what-elements for the sake of that God was accordingly not a crime but a duty.


The religions of Abraham and Isaac – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – are firmly on the opposite side. They are who religions. God, ‘Being Itself’, is a who, not a what. This has immediate and far-reaching consequences. Since the practical difference between what and who is that one uses and manipulates whats but interacts and communicates with whos, this means that as we go through life and (by existing at all) somehow relate to Being, our relationship with it must be a who-to-who, ‘I–thou’ relationship and not a who-to-what, ‘I–it’ one. This is good not only because it is true but also because of its effects: if we treat God as a who then we will not be able to treat one another as what. Humanity is preserved.
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