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‘When I was writing Unapologetic more than a decade ago, I knew the job would soon need doing again. And again. Because the bridge between faith and contemporary experience constantly needs to be rebuilt as times change. So here it is, then: the bridge for the present moment, across which seekers for more meaning in their lives can travel in the knowledge that they won’t be bullied, browbeaten or talked down to. This book. This one. In your hand. Right now.’


Francis Spufford, author of Golden Hill and Unapologetic


‘Elizabeth Oldfield has a gift for writing about the things that matter most in a way that’s honest, warm-hearted, and down-to-earth in the very best sense of the term. This remarkable book points not to some unreachable ideal of life but to a deeper, more soulful and meaningful experience of the lives we’re actually living.’


Oliver Burkeman, author of Four Thousand Weeks


‘I will be buying this book for everyone I know who is interested in what makes for a good life. In dark times, this book is an invitation to have another look at a way of seeing the world; a way that has brought light and hope to many.’


Gwen Adshead, psychiatrist, psychotherapist, and author of The Devil You Know


‘Reading Fully Alive was like sitting down for coffee with a well-read and passionate friend. Elizabeth is courageous, insightful, generous and gentle. Her book is a rare find: it never rejects complexity in its search for clarity and never allows authority to crowd out compassion and curiosity – I felt very nourished by the work – there is wisdom here.’


Jenn Ashworth, author of Ghosted


‘In turbulent times, what is there for us to hold onto? In Fully Alive, Elizabeth Oldfield suggests gratitude, humility, connection, community. Her writing is honest, touching, often funny and always thought-provoking. I loved it.’


Charlie Gilmour, journalist and author of Featherhood


‘Plainspoken, fearless, disarmingly tender. Oldfield is a leader by example, and her book is a glowing argument for faith – one that speaks urgently to our fractured world.’


Rhik Sammader, journalist, broadcaster and actor


‘This is the book I didn’t know I needed, Elizabeth Oldfield the Sherpa who might persuade me not to give up climbing the mountain. I know few people as committed to living deeply as Elizabeth but in spite of that she’s neither pompous nor pious (phew). This is deep stuff, personal yet learned, funny and vulnerable. If you loved Francis Spufford’s Unapologetic, you will love this.’


Sally Phillips, actor and comedian


‘In this beautiful book, Elizabeth Oldfield gives voice and vigour to a paradox of our time – that even as Christianity is officially on the wane, it is a bearer of wisdom, intelligence and rituals of lavish value to our world in all its pain and its promise. It is for modern humans who, like her, have gone “off script” in finding religion more relevant, not less so, in this young century.’


Krista Tippett, author of Becoming Wise


‘A rich and soul-searching exploration of what it means to believe in a shifting age. This is a rare thing – an open, human and vulnerable profession of faith. I learned a lot.’


Katherine May, author of Wintering and Enchantment
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INTRODUCTION


A few years ago, I was driving along a dual carriageway with my husband and kids. It was hot and the air was stale, my passenger-seat footwell strewn with tepid water bottles and keep-cups and empty Pom Bear packets. We’d long outgrown our tiny bashed-up city car, but couldn’t stretch to a bigger one and so packing involved a complex Jenga game of maximising space while avoiding a child being crushed by a suitcase. My daughter was in the back singing along to ‘When I Grow Up’, a song from the musical Matilda. In her reedy, unselfconscious voice she belted out Tim Minchin’s deceptively simple lyrics, which predict a future in which the children singing will be grown up enough to know how to answer hard questions, strong enough to carry heavy things and brave enough to fight the monsters underneath the bed.


The chorus, beloved by kids everywhere, is all about eating sweets and staying up late to watch endless TV, but it was these verses and their childlike melody that landed that day like a punch in the heart. The irreconcilably bittersweet nature of adulthood was suddenly too much. I am purportedly a ‘grown-up’, but don’t know the answers. I feel bone-weary from carrying around heavy things. I hate that the monsters exist, and that they often win, and that some of them live in me.


I broke down and started sobbing, my heaves so abrupt that my husband pulled the car over in concern. I didn’t want my daughter to have to grow up into this world. I wanted her to find, as the song promises, that being a ‘grown-up’ really is about doing what you want in a cartoon world of freedom, not this discombobulating cocktail of beauty and heartbreak, despair and delight, the longing for justice and our own utter and bewildering failure to enact it. I don’t think this conviction that the world should be different, that we should be different is unique to those who procreate. Honestly, I think the grief is also for myself, for the child I used to be, the innocence I have lost. I would like to put the apple back on the tree, please, because the knowledge of good and evil is just too damn painful.


I don’t think I am the only one who feels this. We joke about ‘adulting’, the drudgery of paying bills and sorting out a pension, but it can’t be just me who hears the seriousness thrum underneath. What kind of person am I becoming, with all this living? What kind of person do I want to be becoming? What part am I playing in the tragi-comedy we all find ourselves in?


Growing up must, surely, be about more than ticking (or failing to tick) achievements off an arbitrary list. It must be about something deeper, yet the stories that used to orient and guide us, handed down through generations of our ancestors, seem to have got lost in transit.


Today’s plural, secular, Western societies have gifted us many things, but reliable sources of communal meaning isn’t one of them. So many people I speak to crave places to belong and ways to settle their soul. Technology has freed us from drudgery and offers endless ways to increase our comfort and convenience. Product after product promises to boost our status and performance. Optimise and maximise. Up and to the right. In lots of ways, we’ve never had it better. But still there is a malaise, a sense of impending threat, which many of us feel in our least defended moments and don’t know how to speak about. The news scrolls unendingly with stories of war, disease, deepening division, the rise of authoritarian governments and the unimaginable but rapidly approaching prospect of climate collapse. Accelerating advances in AI may turn the world upside down in ways no one can predict. Against this ominous global mood music, we have unlimited choices in framing our identity, but this freedom can sometimes induce vertigo rather than exhilaration. Many of us feel isolated and anxious, or too distracted and overworked to feel much at all.


In the 1930s a man called Thomas Merton was part of a group of ‘irreverent and hard-drinking . . . proto-beatniks’ who were similarly dismayed at the state of the world. University-educated as they were, the prospects that mainstream society offered looked less and less appealing: ‘The world is crazy, war threatens, one has lost a sense of identity . . . People are dropping out . . . The rest of us are just lost.’ The cry of Merton and his friends then echoes now: ‘I am not [only] physically tired, just filled with a deep, vague, undefined sense of spiritual distress.’1


I don’t want to live in spiritual distress. I want to be fully alive.


As I head for my forties, I wonder where all the grown-ups have gone. They don’t seem to be leading us. I am longing for there to be more people I can trust, who reliably act with integrity. I want to be trustworthy myself. I crave morally serious people, which is not the same as just being no fun, or being good at pointing fingers at others. My instinct is that morally serious people don’t have to perform their virtue. They’ve learned and suffered and let stuff go. They are resilient, kind and open. They know how to laugh, even on dark days. I want to be like them.


My ambition now is to be a ‘non-anxious presence’, to make people feel more peaceful when I’m around.2 I’m currently too scattered for that. I want to be brave and generous and free, and on those I also have a way to go. Sometimes, when I catch myself moaning about some triviality, trudging through a day made grey by my inattention, a voice wells up inside and shouts, ‘There must be more!’ Yes, I can be sort of intense.


This longing to be fully alive, to know how to steady myself, has made one thing clear. My aim is not, now, a big glitzy hedonist life, nor staying within the tram tracks of a tidy conformist life. I want depth. I feel the need for roots, for spiritual core strength. As I look at the future, I want whatever is the equivalent of Pilates for my soul.


Every generation thinks the world is ending, but maybe we are right. Maybe the apocalypse is coming and we can’t stop it. Once I’ve processed the emotions that thought provokes I want to be the kind of person that is needed at the end of the world. If we’re headed into (even more) turbulent times I want to be someone who is of use, not overwhelmed and panicking but steady and hopeful, able to contribute to weaving a canopy of trust under which other people can shelter. Instability can make us (me) close ranks and cease to care for those beyond our immediate family and friends. I want to resist that impulse. I aspire to become the kind of person who would have hidden runaway slaves or people escaping the Nazis. Not least because I want to live in a society in which someone might hide me, my friends, my kids. I know I am not that kind of person yet. I am probably not going to grow that kind of character accidentally. If it turns out it is not the end of the world, well, we always need those people. If nothing else the attempt to become one feels more interesting and meaningful than just polishing my CV and going to actual Pilates.


This book is about my search for a deep life, for a place to steady my self amidst the waves. Partly it’s vanity. I want to be luminous. Yes, because I buy too many serums, but mainly because of my soul. I want a luminous soul. (I assume people with a luminous soul think less about serums but I’ll deal with that when I get there). I’m done with cool. That isn’t quite true. I want to be done with cool. I’m old enough now, surely. It is true that I’m increasingly drawn to wisdom.


There are a million places to look for this, now the world is at our fingertips. Online influencers know wisdom is good for their brand. And there is much that is genuinely helpful among the recycled quotes, pop psychology and life hacks. Few of us have had a set of directions passed down, so the default among many of my friends is a choose-your-own-adventure approach to the treasures of Buddhism, yoga, Sufi Muslim thought via Rumi, astrology and more. For others more allergic to anything that sounds too woo, Stoicism, therapy, mindfulness and, more recently now the research looks solid, psychedelics, are routes to growth.


This is why part of me is surprised at the richest seam of wisdom I have found. I am British, marinated in the irony, scepticism and critique of our dominant liberal culture. I have two degrees. I’m a feminist. I have worked at the BBC and in Westminster. I have a subscription to the New Yorker (I liked the bag) and know who is on the Booker shortlist, though my actual reading skews increasingly heavily towards golden age detective stories.


In summary: I am supposed to be one of the growing majority of people who have long relegated Christianity to the scrap heap. For my friends who are also desperately seeking ways to settle their souls, it’s the last place they’d look. I should have been one of them, dropping the mild cultural Christianity still around in my childhood without regret like most of my generation, retaining only a socially acceptable taste for choral music or Gothic architecture, the festive habit of tipsy Midnight Mass.


That isn’t what happened. My story went off script.


*


The cold presses up through my hoodie and jeans. I can feel the roughness of the concrete surface under my fingers, designed to not get slippery but be easily sluiced of animal droppings. As I become aware of my surroundings again, I can see ranks of shiny red flip-down chairs and a tin roof overhead.


I’ve been lying here for an hour, or maybe five minutes. The woman who has been quietly praying for me nearby gives an ‘Everything ok?’ look and, when I nod, smiles a beatific smile and wanders away to hover near another teenager. I stay on the floor, enjoying the cold, enjoying the roughness, listening to the guitar music from the front of the barn and the murmur of voices around me. I want to stay here, in the glow of life-altering love, and begin to process what has just happened.


When I was a teenager I had an ecstatic experience. I’d come to a Christian festival, invited by a friend, mainly for the boys. My parents weren’t especially interested in God. My mum comes from a working class, atheist family and my dad retained a quiet cultural Christianity but actual engagement with the subject never happened at home. This was different. A field full of eager young evangelicals gathered every evening to sing and pray in tongues and ask to be ‘baptised in the Holy Spirit’, whatever that meant. They were fine – I’d gone along to my friend Kirsty’s youth group a bit, and didn’t mind them, but I was mainly there for a week of low adult supervision and because Kirsty fancied an impossibly glamorous American boy called Jake, whose blond curls bounced as he skateboarded. She’d promised a week of sunshine and freedom and no need to come to any of the sessions. Every morning we applied thick layers of Rimmel make-up in the dim light of the tent and hoped we looked like the girls in Buffy. Clearly though, something was sinking in by osmosis, because on the last night I went to sit, not by the skatepark as I had every other night, but in the main arena, a temporarily converted livestock sales building. I listened to a large man in a Hawaiian shirt give a talk about the relentless pursuit of God’s love. I could feel something aching in my chest, some kind of longing, some kind of lack. Around me people were singing and praying in unrecognisable languages, and the joy that had seemed cringey and earnest was now deeply attractive. So I prayed: ‘God, if you are there, show me.’


I don’t know how to describe the next period of time. There are limits to language, and these moments of ‘unselfing’, in the great Iris Murdoch’s phrase, necessarily escape from the net of our words. I remember the prayer, and the aftermath, but in between is a shining gap, a shift so profound I can’t speak of it. Decades later, I could explain it in terms of neurology, or crowd dynamics, the power of suggestibility and the credulity of teenagers. I have done these things, seeking to explain it away, to tidy it into the boxes my education allows. But I’m not being fully honest when I do.


When I look back over my life, this moment is the hinge. My question had been answered with an overwhelming felt presence, an encounter with a ‘you’ defined by love and acceptance and peace. The change felt like it happened at a cellular level. When I eventually stood up, still in clothes that smelt of damp tent, still with spots around my hairline and a belly I constantly sucked in, I was different. I was loved. I was seen. I was, somewhat to my horror, a Christian.


And apparently it showed. I vividly remember walking in the door after the festival with my rucksack, grubby and tired, and my mum saying, ‘What on earth has happened to you?’ She could see a change in my face, immediately. The transformation was so stark it prompted her to sign up to an Alpha course and become a Christian herself a few months later.


I had brought home with me a different kind of teenage volatility. There was a woman in the church I started attending who joked about having worn a box of tissues on a string round her neck for the first year after she’d converted, and I understood. I cried all the time, the feelings hot and strong and mixed – relief at encountering this love, yes, and joy, but also grief, like a child who holds their sobs back until they hit the safe enclosure of a parent’s arms. All my feelings suddenly had somewhere to go, somewhere I wouldn’t be too much. Christianity was the most intense thing I had ever experienced in my sheltered village childhood. It opened the door to the adventure I’d longed for since I first started racing through novels. My life had acquired another dimension, bursting out of the boundaries of maths classes, torturous cross-country runs and long rides on stale coaches. It now seemed to stretch beyond the boundaries of my own existence even, back before my birth and forward into eternity. I felt drunk on it.


*


It is nine years later, and I have just decided I am no longer a Christian. I am pushing my bike along the verge of a roundabout outside Manchester in the dark. It is raining, hard. I can hear the rustle and squeak of my waterproof trousers as I walk, feel the damp seeping into the seams of my canvas Vans. Water is running down my neck, and clouding my glasses, but by following the metal barriers I can see enough in the sulphurous glow of streetlights to get me and my poor punctured bike back to the house I’m lodging in. It all feels appropriately bleak, a fitting setting for the end of a love affair. As I trudge, I am saying goodbye to my faith. It feels like letting my own house fall in on itself, the inevitable result of a series of small erosions of the foundations, rather than continuing to desperately patch and prop. As I pass the sign saying ‘Welcome to Salford’ I realise it’s gone. My home is down. And my feet are sodden. I hate this city.


Manchester will forever be associated in my memory with wet asphalt: shining black and streamer-streaked with the white and red of car lights. Striking, in a graphic eighties blouse kind of way, but not welcoming.


I hadn’t expected to be there. I’d graduated straight into a job at the BBC in London, surprising myself and pissing off the entire volunteer staff of the university student radio into which I’d never set foot. My job was dogsbody in the Radio Drama department, a strange backwater of the corporation staffed entirely by theatre types and sardonic studio managers who could make a knife and a melon sound like the eye gouging in King Lear. Our offices were in the bowels of Bush House, the resplendent neoclassical marble hallways otherwise occupied by the BBC World Service. Standing in the canteen I could hear eight different languages, microwave my soup while smelling six different home-cooked cuisines. This was the building from which a BBC reporter had walked out onto Waterloo Bridge and been stabbed by a poison-tipped umbrella during the Cold War, like something from a Le Carré novel. Due to a now-closed loophole, I could legitimately claim theatre tickets on expenses in the name of research, so went several times a week. I found a church packed with other shiny young people and sang with my hands in the air every Sunday. I loved London, and London loved me.


Life was exciting, but the job couldn’t hold my attention for long, mainly because I was terrible at it. I wanted to make programmes, not just plan and budget for them, but the leap from production assistant to researcher felt like jumping between moving trains. Most of my applications, typed on windows hastily minimised when my boss passed, went unanswered – not least because I had little actual knowledge or experience to offer. One job, though, required something I thought I had – knowledge of the Bible. The Religion and Ethics department in Manchester had been commissioned to create a six-part, big budget, bells and whistles television dramatisation of the book of books, and they needed help.


I’d been a Christian for seven or eight years by this point, and had spent many hours of quiet times reading the nice fridge-magnet bits of the Bible over and over. I felt this qualified me perfectly. I was offered the job, threw a fabulous leaving party, packed my hippie pillow cases, fairy lights and IKEA lamp and moved into the spare bedroom of a friend of a friend in Salford.


The BBC headquarters in Manchester is now the shiny glass splendour of Media City, but then it was a long, low, brutalist building beside a busy A road, an Ugly Sister to Bush House’s Cinderella. Where in London I’d walked under cherry blossom along the architectural grandeur of the Aldwych, here I dodged lorries in the rain. It rained all the time. It is entirely possible that my over-dramatic imagination, in a fit of pathetic fallacy, has added more rain to my memories than ever actually fell. I know I did pack waterproof cycling trousers in my pannier every single day.


The family I was living with were kind but distracted, dealing with young children and a house renovation I hadn’t expected. I crept up to my attic room over dust sheets and open toolboxes to eat my pesto pasta perched on the edge of a single bed. I knew no one except a brother of a university friend who took me for one drink. My new colleagues were kind and fun, high energy and experienced television producers. I kept it quiet that I didn’t really watch TV.


I could probably have coped with the loneliness, and the rain, but the work itself was a problem. I was tasked with researching a section of the Hebrew Bible that I’d barely opened before – Judges, Joshua, Kings and Chronicles. It was like dropping directly into an ancient Near Eastern version of Game of Thrones. Warring tribes, massacres, child sacrifice, rape, adultery – it was clear these stories would make excellent telly but neither God nor his people came out looking especially appealing. I made research calls to world-leading scholars about how to read these books, how to present them on screen, and attempted to ignore the nagging sensation in my soul.


I tried to find a church, but struggled to connect. The fissures that had started in the Old Testament cracked outward, riddling the whole book, the whole edifice, with questions. I found myself muttering cynically under my breath through services, so stopped going. Every day at work chipped away at my certainties, and there wasn’t anyone on the team I could talk to. They all knew this stuff, having done theology degrees, and most weren’t Christians. I was ashamed to be so late to it, embarrassed at the way I’d failed to apply my intelligence to my faith. I looked back on, looked down on, my perky London self as painfully naive and blind to complexity.


My identity had been so intertwined with my Christianity that the tunnelling underneath felt like existential threat. I wanted it to be true, willed myself to believe, but the intellectual gaps gaped wider. Until the day by the roundabout, when living in two worlds became too much, and I made myself look it in the face. My faith had gone. The presence I had encountered in the cowshed had somehow bled out of the world, washed away by the rain, and I was alone.


The story of how I found my way back is less dramatic than these two moments. It was much slower. They say the first time you fall in love can never be repeated, that heartbreak forever changes us. My teenage conversion did feel like first love to me, and the collapse of my faith like some kind of death. In asking ‘If you’re there, show me’ I had allowed myself to hope, and that hope required excruciating vulnerability. Vulnerability betrayed becomes a hard crust of reserve and self-protection.


The following months in Manchester were spent drinking a lot and throwing myself into friendship with my colleagues. I began running obsessively, whittling my body to a leanness unknown before or since. I wrote bleak poetry and performed it at open mics in dark bars. Despite it all, I couldn’t seem to shake the damn thing off. Writer Julian Barnes begins his memoir with ‘I don’t believe in God, but I miss him.’3 I missed God, and I missed church, the community, the rhythm, the place where I could sing and dance and cry, where I could sit in silence with others. I missed the sense of being part of something bigger, of my life having purpose. I missed confession and absolution. I missed the regular call to be better, to be kinder, more truthful, more generous, more free. I wanted more to be asked of me than just doing a good job at work and trying to look hot.


Meanwhile, I was reading and listening to atheists who shared my concern about the Bible, but who were not offering any kind of positive alternative to what I’d walked away from. Instead, they seemed to glory in meaninglessness. In some ways it was the aesthetic that put me off, the vibe that only the truly intelligent can cope with the austere emptiness of life. I felt I was supposed to admire the nobility of staring into the abyss and not flinching, but I didn’t. I flinched, and flinching felt more human.


The moral freedom I had supposed would arrive once I’d shed the shackles of religion was also a disappointment. Anonymous sex seemed much less appealing in reality than in my fantasies, and anyway, no one was offering.


Drugs sounded more inviting, specifically mushrooms, which struck me as vaguely organic, less likely to have brutal criminal activity and child labour in the supply line. I’d always thought paganism would be a good plan-B religion and mushrooms sounded a suitably tree-hugging source of transcendence. I think what stopped me was the fear I’d end up worshipping. Even clubbing felt vaguely risky in this respect; the ecstatic hands-in-the-air high of a drop into dirty bass was too close to the feelings I was trying to wean myself off. It was, fundamentally, the feelings that I missed. The intensity of worship and the relief of prayer. My faith had been a source of comfort and awe and inspiration. Everything else felt flat. It wasn’t, I now know, the city’s fault. I have come to the conclusion that I am a strange kind of hedonist, that I am less (though not totally un-) intrigued by drugs and orgies but am hungry for meaning, for experiences of encounter.


My deepest fear is not being fully alive. Even as I write this I know ‘fully aliveness’ is at odds with most people’s impressions of Christianity. Especially in the UK, we associate faith with weak tea and polite restraint. It’s a sort of boring background noise to the nation, like Radio 4 turned down low. In the US the associations are angrier and more judgemental. Neither are at all attractive, but neither have been my experience. For me it was a portal, a shimmering layer over ordinary life. For years I had been able to get high on my own existential supply, and now it was gone. And I missed it.


I also became aware, as months passed, that the statement ‘I don’t believe in God’ wasn’t quite true. Despite myself, the sentence that floated up when my mind was quiet was ‘I don’t believe in you.’ The presence was not completely gone, but lurking. Poet Francis Thompson wrote of God as a relentless ‘hound of heaven’:




‘I fled Him, down the arches of the years; I fled Him, down the labyrinthine ways


Of my own mind.’4





I fled God too. I argued with this thing I didn’t believe in while riding my bike in the rain. I wanted a clean break, to reinvent myself as liberated and impressive, for a man like Josh Lyman from The West Wing to call me a smart cookie and ask for my number. I wanted to be wry and mysterious, to drink martinis alone at a bar reading Sartre, in no need of an imaginary friend. It felt time to grow out of this childlike longing like I’d shed the tooth fairy, but I didn’t know how. I was left with a deep ambiguity.


Many years later I discovered a poem by Jeanne Murray Walker, which takes me right back to that time:




Oh, we have only so many words to think with. Say God’s not fire, say anything, say God’s a phone, maybe. You know you didn’t order a phone, but there it is. It rings. You don’t know who it could be.


You don’t want to talk, so you pull out the plug. It rings. You smash it with a hammer till it bleeds springs and coils and clobbery metal bits. It rings again. You pick it up


and a voice you love whispers hello.5





It was smart Christians who showed me a way out of my tortured, existential paralysis. I was invited on a theology study weekend by a friend from my old church in London, who said someone had dropped out and I could come for free. A weekend in a hotel she said, hot meals, a bar, she said, no need to come to any of the sessions, I know you’re not into that at the moment. I should have heard the echoes.


That weekend I met highly intelligent, kind people, who’d been where I was. People who weren’t surprised by the intellectual collapse, by the questions about science and suffering and all the sharp edges and inconsistencies, but had found a way through. They seemed to be able to hold together the questions with the rootedness, the peace, the fundamental belovedness I remembered.


It took a long, long time before I felt close to comfortable in church again. I still often feel like an alien there, but I no longer mind. I discovered that there are a lot of us, disgruntled but devoted, allergic to glib certainties but compelled by a love we can’t fully explain. I found there was a constellation of poets and mystics and morally courageous saints I could listen to and learn from. So here I am, fifteen years later. I have a husband and kids and live in a monastic-inspired intentional community, sharing rhythms of prayer and hospitality, pooling our resources with others (I’ll tell you the whole story of this later in the book). Our enormous table is crowded with friends who also want to think about what a good life really is, what it might take to be a grown-up at the end of the world as we know it. They are Marxist and post-liberal, polyamorous and celibate, Jewish, Muslim, pagan, Buddhist, Stoic, atheist, confused. Many want to talk about religion after taking psychedelics, finding they have made their materialist worldview unsustainable. I love it here, with our art student and anarchist neighbours. As I approach middle age I am in what philosopher Paul Ricoeur called my ‘second naïveté’, discovering this tradition to be richer and deeper and more capacious than the first time round,6 more interesting for me and for others. All the messages our culture gives us about Christianity lead me to expect primary colour stories for children, oily Easter Egg chocolate, not this Old Master narrative world, this complex red wine. Yes, I deconstructed my home, but I’m now very happy living in the renovation. I’m a contentedly failed atheist, who retains a soft spot for those who would still call themselves that.


This, then, is the wisdom I want more people to know about. I’ve lived all the arguments against my tradition, am very familiar with the ways its people and institutions disappoint. I’ve looked elsewhere for the stability my soul craves, tried to talk myself out of it. But I’ve given that up now. I’m increasingly convinced there are deep and applicable insights, rituals and practices here helpful even for those who would never go to church. The long, withdrawing roar of secularisation has left the vast resources within increasingly inaccessible. This worries me. We are living in a time of endings and are going to need all the help we can get. While newer disciplines bring much insight and comfort, religions have a many-centuries head start in mapping the mysterious terrain of human depth. These stories were written in, and have been told through, more turbulent times than ours. They have provided forms of collective resistance, existential steadying and meaning-making material for billions. And there is power in them yet.


That is why, that day on the side of the dual carriageway, heart pierced by the song from Matilda, I did something you (statistically) probably don’t do. I went to the place I go with this feeling, and with most of my intense emotions. I prayed. I don’t remember exactly what or how. It may have been a few breaths of a Christian meditation practice, or the Jesus prayer (‘Lord Jesus Christ, Have Mercy on Me’), that ancient Eastern Orthodox mantra, which I have prayed so often it now rises unbidden on any panicky inhale. I know I reached for the old, old story, the habits that have grounded me so many times before. They remind me that I don’t have to be the ultimate grown-up, that my life, my daughter’s life, doesn’t just rest with me. They imply, improbably, that it is possible to see the world as it really is, and still not be afraid. Whatever it was, I reoriented my emotions, my soul settled, and we were able to drive on and go about the mundane business of the day – getting petrol, cleaning up travel sickness, bickering over dinner.


Thomas Merton, who recognised the spiritual distress of his generation in the 1930s, eventually became a cloistered Trappist monk. I haven’t gone that far yet, but I know the draw of it. I think if I wasn’t married with kids, I would be exploring being a nun, though now I think about it I can see the obedience and silence bit being a problem. Also, the poverty and chastity. Instead, I’ve taken the way more travelled, but committed to seek a deeper life in my everyday. I am trying to pursue meaning, freedom and connection among my very ordinary demands of work, parenting and life admin.


Some days I pick my way gingerly across the brittle surface of my week, managing to focus on emails and booking dentist appointments and all the ‘How are you doing? Fine! Good weekend? Lovely thanks!’ small talk, pretending to be a normal person. But I keep putting my foot through the crust and dropping down into the deeper stuff, letting my intense, earnest self show through. Do you think about death? What is goodness? Why on earth, and I mean this sincerely, are we here? And I sense an increased appetite among the people I meet to go there.


This book is partly about how my faith helps with those kinds of questions but I don’t assume you share it. You may be unfamiliar with the religious instinct, and possibly find it intriguing and off-putting in equal measure. If so, I’m glad you’re here. The things I am addressing are deeply human, and (I believe) shared. Medicine for the ills of being alive pops up in all kinds of places. The offer of this book is a few more bottles for your shelf. Please see me as a travel writer, sending field notes – the weirdness of church, the intimacy of prayer, as private and as difficult to describe as an orgasm – from a far-off land that you may or may not ever actually choose to visit.


I am trying to break out the treasures from Christianity in particular, rather than religion in general, though I’ll refer to other traditions where relevant. Part of the surprise at being back here, broadly aligned with one particular faith, is that you’d think my hungry soul would have gone mad in the sweet shop of religions. One of the most unattractive elements of Christianity for our current sensibilities is the insistence, in atheist philosopher Alain de Botton’s words, that we ‘eat everything on the plate’.7 Despite all this, something about the rigour of internal coherence, and a suspicion that I might not be a fully trustworthy editor and synthesiser of centuries of thought, keeps me drawing mainly, if not entirely, on this one particular tradition, while noticing the resonances with other wisdom paths.


I also don’t have the right to speak on behalf of other faiths, to appropriate their heritage for my own ends, adding a ‘multi-faith’ overlay to make it more palatable. I am a white Western woman. Christianity is not, of course, originally Western in any straightforward sense, but is so intertwined with the history of Europe that it is the closest thing I have to an ancestral tradition. I fully claim the right to speak as a pilgrim, not an expert, from my own path, but ‘spirituality’ can bleed in its worst forms into spiritual tourism. It is also because I think ‘religion’ is itself a bit of a bogus category (though I don’t seem able to avoid the word) lumping together complex, ancient ecosystems of thought and practice into an indistinguishable mass of platitudes. It always reminds me of the film Mean Girls, in which Lindsay Lohan’s lead character has recently moved back from that well known country, Africa. As my friend Nick Spencer often says, any label that can contain Isis and Quakerism is too baggy. Yes, these diverse traditions that come under the label ‘religion’ have things in common, but maybe less than we’d like them to, and once we get to that universalising level it’s hard to hold on to the grit, particularity and power.


I know that seeking wisdom for now in this very old body of thought might sound bizarre. Honestly, some days the felt truth of the thing, the conviction that God exists and loves us, slides out of focus like I’ve got grease on my glasses, and for a while I can’t remember what it feels like when it makes sense. This is just my best guess, my wager on what makes me feel most human, the strongest container I have found for the pain and love and longing of being alive. Even on the blurry-glasses days, though, something about these practices, ideas and communities feels healthy to me, like they are forming me in a direction I want to go. They help me resist the strong cultural tides always pulling me away from the person I want to become. That is why I think others who can’t quite get the metaphysics to come into focus may find them steadying, comforting and liberating too. I hope that listening in to my quest helps you think about the values you want to define your life, the kind of person you want to be becoming, and whether you have what you need in order to do so.


I can’t offer you certainty, then, but I will translate some treasure. This book will introduce you to themes, rituals and rhythms that I’ve found life-giving and which you might like to experiment with. I’ll take you on a tour of these via my own life, because it is only in practice that they have come to make sense to me. I hope this book functions as an antihistamine for an allergy to faith, enabling you to get past the thorns to smell the flowers, but I am not here to defend the worst parts (and there are many). What I hope to do is help you understand, despite the abuse and bigotry and power-hungry politics that are too often the public story of my faith, what on earth I still see in it. Why I keep finding in it sign posts and support to become the kind of human that I think this world might need.


Hidden behind the heavy organ chords and dusty-voiced delivery, there is real, applicable wisdom in here. And the first one might look like a thorn, but I believe (handled well) it is in fact a flower: the concept of sin.




THE HUMAN PROPENSITY TO FUCK THINGS UP


I am unstacking the dishwasher, loudly. Every few plates I stop to check my phone and call my husband, who is not picking up. It is a glorious autumn day, the sun streaming like lemon curd through the windows, but I am full of rage. Yesterday we took our daughter for a PCR test, bribing her with marshmallows to endure the sneezes, the gag-reflex, the coldly clinical procedure in a shipping container in a local car park. Today is a school day and she isn’t allowed in until we can prove that her ominously persistent cough isn’t Covid. My husband booked the appointment, and so the results will go to his phone, and he is working elsewhere.


Five missed calls, six. I slam the mugs into the cupboard as if he, a mile away, can hear me jungle-drumming my feelings. I am absolutely sure she is negative, and that the results will have arrived already. I am equally sure that he, more able to focus than me, less vigilant, will have missed them. I’m supposed to be working and I can’t get my head in the game until she is at school. All the weeks and months of this feeling – the thinly spread pandemic juggle, the scarcity of time and energy and space – are pressing down on my mood, causing me to huff and sigh and mutter under my breath. The cutlery is away, and the dishwasher filter is covered in gunk, and of course I will be the one to clean it, as always.


Eventually he messages. She is negative. The results arrived hours ago. Of course.


‘Shoes on, time to go!’ I bellow through to the lounge. My daughter, untimely ripped from an episode of Junior Bake Off, appears round the door, pale and hacking into her elbow. ‘Can I stay home Mum? I’m really tired.’


‘No. You have to go in. I need to work.’


‘But it’s weird to go in for half a day. I don’t want to go in at lunchtime.’


My voice rises from brisk and harassed to forceful.


‘Shoes on. No arguing. Let’s go.’


I can see the stubbornness rising up in her red-rimmed eyes, the desire to watch TV and sleep and read Harry Potter for the day, because she has a cold and who doesn’t want to do that when they feel rough? She is about to engage her considerable will and refuse to go to school. I could head it off with calm words and empathy and connection. I could problem-solve and chivvy and make her laugh and get us both through this, like I usually do. But today I don’t have it in me. I am aggrieved, for all kinds of half-processed reasons, and she is the three-foot embodiment of all the things thwarting my will. The frustration and rage rise up in my throat, bitter as bile, and I shout so loud she bursts into tears in surprise: ‘It’s the LAW! Do you want me to be arrested by the police and sent to prison? Do you?’ And then I slam the kitchen door on her terrified face and proceed to restack the dishwasher, stopping myself at the last moment from throwing a travel cup through a window. Plates, mugs, an encrusted casserole dish – I am waiting for her to come and apologise, because of course the sick seven-year-old, not the adult woman who has just invoked the force of a fictional authoritarian state to get her way, should be the bigger person.


I messed that up. I do that a lot. Please tell me you do too. Not (usually) in dramatic ways, the Obviously Bad things, like murder, and fraud, and adultery. Although even with those last two most of us have our grey areas. Our dubious choices show up most regularly in these private, banal moments. I don’t think it’s just me who lives among the attrition of tiny disappointments with myself: half-lies, broken promises, judgemental comments. Avoiding the eye of the homeless person, as if we might both believe they are not there.


Francis Spufford, who is Professor of Creative Writing at Goldsmiths, calls this tendency The Human Propensity to Fuck Things Up, or HPtFtu.1 It is his attempt to rebrand the concept of sin, a word that has fallen far, far out of fashion. It’s used now, if at all, jokingly. A slimming club’s shorthand for calories, the name of a lingerie shop. It sounds like self-indulgent naughtiness, harming no one, the liberated opposite of Puritanism.


There are good reasons we shrugged off the concept. Alongside the sillier usages (Magnum ice cream had a 7 Deadly Sins range, the Vanity flavour including crunchy silver cake-decorating balls embedded in champagne-flavoured coating), we can trace a darker side. Church teaching on sexual sin has created shame around entirely normal human urges, and in some periods and denominations riddled people with terror of hellfire for the smallest misdemeanour.
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