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    Dedication


    I started giving serious thought to religion a couple of years ago when I was in the process of setting up a trust fund to raise money for small charities in poor countries that help people at the very bottom of the ladder – usually children with no parents and no hope.


    The people who run them have enormous enthusiasm and energy. What they don’t have is much money or the ability to raise it: no swanky offices staffed with marketing and fundraising teams. Hence the Kitchen Table Charities Trust (www.kitchentablecharities.org). We raise money and make grants to these tiny charities around the world so that they can do their amazing work. The KTCT has no paid staff, but we’ve managed to help nearly a hundred small charities and want to do much more.


    Raising money is never easy, but it’s nothing compared with what these people do. Many of them dedicate their lives to caring for orphaned children; setting up little hospitals to remove cataracts or cure club feet; organising loan schemes so widowed mothers can run tiny businesses; giving street children an education or training them in skills like carpentry.


    These people are changing lives and they’re doing it out of love. Some believe in God; some don’t. They’re good people and that’s why this book is dedicated to them.
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      The Challenge

    


    
      In the green hills of west Wales, home to more sheep than people, there is a small museum that attracts very few visitors but deserves a mention in any self-respecting book about God. It is dedicated to the history of wool.


      One of the things you will learn there is that for many years human urine was an important part of the process of preparing the raw wool for the spinners. Locals were paid a penny a gallon to deliver their waste to their local factory. Unless, that is, they were Methodists – in which case they were paid twopence a gallon. This was because Methodists did not (in those days, anyway) drink alcohol. So their urine was of a purer form and thus more valuable to the processors. The message is obvious: faith in God pays; it delivers clear benefits. Or it did for a brief period in our history. And now?


      Well, that rather depends on whom you believe and what you believe – which is the point of this book. I would hate any potential reader to think I am about to answer the greatest unanswered question of all time. Or even try to.


      Atheists of the Richard Dawkins stripe know that God does not exist. To believe that he does is a dangerous delusion.


      Believers know with equal certainty that not only does he exist but if you embrace him your life will be transformed, you will overcome suffering and death and you will go to heaven – an even better return on your investment than an extra penny for a gallon of pee.


      As for me: I don’t know. This book is aimed at the millions of people like me who have given God a lot of thought over the years and have managed to come to no definite conclusion but would very much like to. They probably seem slightly ashamed of their doubt. After all, it’s the easy option, isn’t it? Well, no, it isn’t. It’s quite the opposite.


      I’ll tell you what’s easy. Atheism for a start. Anyone with the enquiring mind of a bright child can see that the case made for God by the three great monotheistic religions – Judaism, Christianity and Islam – is riddled with holes. Christopher Hitchens rumbled God when he was nine – or so he tells us in his book on atheism, God Is Not Great. His teacher, Mrs Watts, had demonstrated to the class how powerful and generous God was by pointing out that he had made the trees and the grass green – exactly the colour that is most restful to our eyes – instead of something ghastly like purple. Young Hitchens was appalled:


      
        My little ankle-straps curled with embarrassment for her…I simply knew that my teacher had managed to get everything wrong in just two sentences. The eyes were adjusted to nature, and not the other way about.

      


      It’s as simple as that, you see. One ‘pious old trout of a teacher’ (his unkind description) managed to turn one little boy into a fierce scourge of religion without even knowing it. How Hitchens would have turned out if he’d had a different teacher with an approach more suited to such a little clever-clogs we shall never know. Probably the same. You don’t have to be very clever to spot the flaws in the God argument.


      It’s easy being a fundamentalist, too. Mostly you don’t have to think at all. Once you have bought the whole package everything fits. If you believe every word in the Bible or acknowledge that the Koran is literally the word of God, well, that’s it. Everything follows from that. You might be a little puzzled at how God managed to create the world in six days and take a day off on Sunday to cut the grass, but if it says he did in the Bible, it must be true. Or you might be a little less gullible where the details are concerned but still accept the core message. Or God might have appeared to you personally and settled the argument. Either way, religious fundamentalism is a pretty comfortable perch to occupy once you’ve settled there.


      Doubt is altogether different. There are two questions for agnostics. The one that gets to the heart of it was not, I’m sorry to say, asked by me on the Today programme or by any of my colleagues. It was asked about three hundred years ago by the German philosopher and mathematician Gottfried Leibniz and has never been improved upon. It is this:


      
        Why is there something rather than nothing?

      


      Believers have no problem in answering it: it’s because God decided there should be. Believers who also happen to be brilliant scientists – like the theoretical physicist John Polkinghorne – say the same but take longer to say it. Atheists don’t know – however clever they may be. What they do know is that it can’t have been God because there’s no such being. Most are pretty confident that, since humans are becoming ever more knowledgeable, we shall find the answer one day. Incidentally, that’s almost a religious belief, isn’t it?


      The question that follows from Leibniz for doubters is:


      
        If it was because of God, what sort of God?

      


      For the purpose of this book I am concerned with the monotheistic religions. Their God seems to be exactly the sort of person you’d want your daughter to marry if he were human: kind, merciful, immensely loving; all-powerful and just. But if you are a doubter you look at the world around you and say something along the lines of ‘You’re telling me God is like that and yet this is what he created? You must be joking!’


      It has always seemed to me that the default position for the human condition is that there is ‘something out there’. Dunno what, we shrug, but this can’t all be one big accident, can it? It is usually said in an almost wistful way, more an expression of hope than of belief. We want to feel there’s a purpose to our lives, that we’ve been put on earth as part of some divine plan, and if not divine then at least pre-ordained for some reason beyond our understanding. We want to believe that there’s more to life than this brief passage and, with a bit of luck, that there might even be something nice waiting for us when we finally turn up our toes.


      Otherwise what’s the point? We struggle along as best we can for seven or eight decades – a bit more if we’re lucky – then fade out of the picture. Maybe we’ll do a bit of good somewhere along the way and leave the world a tiny bit better than we found it. Maybe we won’t. Maybe we’ll be mourned, and maybe those we leave behind will offer up a silent prayer of thanks that the old bugger’s gone at last. Not very comforting, is it? And that’s partly the point. We want desperately to be comforted – and we fear being alone.


      Biology may dictate that we are all unique individuals and some of us may have egos as big as the Milky Way, but we all want to believe we’re part of something bigger than ourselves. Science-fiction writers know how to tap into this – perhaps the deepest of all our fears. I’m not thinking of that weird alien that jumps out of John Hurt’s character’s chest and goes scuttling off into some dark corner of the spaceship. That’s scary, but it’s also very silly. No, the real nightmare is being cast adrift in space. The line connecting you to the mother ship suddenly snaps and you drift away into the infinite emptiness, knowing that no one can come and get you. Ever.


       


      The alternative to the ‘something out there’ scenario is that we simply evolved from the primordial sludge and will eventually be submerged back into it – or vanish from the earth in a more spectacular way when the sun implodes. It is less comforting but a lot more plausible. Belief in intelligent design is based on faith and hope, with a large dollop of wishful thinking thrown in. Acceptance of evolution is based on reason and science. We know so much more than we have ever known about what makes us the curious creatures we are.


      As Matt Ridley tells us in his book Genome, there are a hundred trillion cells in the human body. Each cell has a nucleus and each nucleus has two sets of the human genome. Each genome contains enough information to fill a library of about five thousand books. If all the chromosomes in a single body were laid out end to end they would stretch a hundred billion miles. Our brains alone have a billion nerve cells.


      It’s not easy to get a grip on this. If you’re a doubter you can’t help wondering why God didn’t just cut to the chase when he set about creating us. Why bother with the rather dull primordial-sludge stage and all those years when we either swam or crawled or crept around the place without being able to offer so much as a cheery ‘Good morning!’ to one another? Why didn’t he just set up some great assembly line and churn us out, possibly equipped with built-in television screens between brains and eyes and iPods instead of ears? It’s perfectly clear that we shall eventually stop communicating with each other in any meaningful sense anyway, so it would have been far more sensible to make it possible for humans to live in their own hermetically sealed worlds right from the beginning. And if God decided we should all be distinct individuals, surely he could have programmed the divine computer accordingly?


      These may be difficult questions for agnostics – but not for believers. God is infallible. Supernatural. The supreme intelligence who put it all together. He is not obedient to the laws of nature for the simple reason that he designed them. He is the creator who made everything and everyone and is still out there keeping an eye on it. Whatever happens is happening because ultimately God willed it and it must be right – because he is God. He will punish us when we sin and he might reward us when we are good. Either way, he listens to our prayers and may intervene on our behalf at some stage – possibly in this life or perhaps in the next.


      All of this is accepted by mainstream believers in the monotheistic faiths. To challenge the basics would be to challenge the omnipotence and even the existence of God. He is almighty or he is nothing.


      For fully-paid-up, card-carrying fundamentalists, it is simpler still. Not even the tricky theological questions apply. After hours of arguing with an evangelical philosopher about the existence of God, I asked him how he would have coped if I had managed to prove that his arguments were false. Would it have destroyed or even dented his faith in God? No, he said, it would not. He had occasional doubts, but he believed in God, always would and that was that. He patiently pointed out to me, as so many did while I was researching this book, that faith meant exactly what it says. If it could be proved it would not be faith.


      Hardline fundamentalists display an almost pitying approach to doubters that seems calculated to drive us round the bend. It causes more moderate believers to tear their hair out, too.


      But what is a ‘moderate’ believer? They will insist, for instance, that no one believes any longer that we should obey the Bible’s injunction to kill a child who swears at his parent, and they recoil from some of the more savage punishments for the unfaithful ordered up by God in the Old Testament. Christians will refer you to the New Testament and ‘gentle Jesus’. But Jesus himself accepted the laws of the Old Testament and warned that anyone who did not could never enter the kingdom of heaven. That’s what it says in the New Testament and that’s what, if we accept the word of its Gospels, we must believe.


       


      This book is based partly on my own personal experience and, inevitably, on my own prejudices. I have been both believer and non-believer in my time. Because of the terrible things I have seen as a reporter over the years – wars, famines, disasters – I suspect I have spent most of my spiritual journey looking for reasons to satisfy myself that God does not exist. To buttress my scepticism. Those reasons are not hard to find. Maybe ‘excuses’ is a better word.


      My Radio 4 series Humphrys in Search of God, broadcast in the autumn of 2006, had a bigger impact on me than I had expected. It was not that my interviewees – leaders in their own religions – proved the case for God to my intellectual satisfaction. They did not. In fact, they raised at least as many questions as they answered. That is hardly surprising. It’s not easy to compress nearly four thousand years of theology into three half-hour interviews – not even when you work for a programme that routinely asks its guests to summarise the causes and outcomes of both world wars ‘very briefly if you will, please, because we’re just about out of time’. Well, there’s plenty of time for this debate.


      Monotheistic religion has survived a few millennia and, assuming our species lasts that long, will probably survive another few in some shape or form. But it would be foolish to underestimate the ferocity of the campaign being waged by its enemies. As Dawkins writes in The God Delusion:


      
        If this book works as I intend, religious readers who open it will be atheists when they put it down.

      


      Books such as his have been pouring off the printing presses like Spitfires leaving the assembly lines in 1939, written by some of the world’s leading thinkers: Daniel Dennett, Lewis Wolpert, A. C. Grayling, Sam Smith, Christopher Hitchens, Michel Onfray. They are the masters of many disciplines – you could paper the walls of an aircraft hangar with their degrees and qualifications – admired and envied throughout academia and journalism for their knowledge and intellect. They argue their case, as you would expect, with skill, wit and passion. But ultimately they fail – at least for me.


       


      Reading them all is a bit like gorging on your favourite chocolate, which, in my case, happens to be black with a punishingly high cocoa content and some nuts to give it crunch. The first nibble is immensely satisfying – it leaves a wonderfully bitter aftertaste – but the second isn’t as good as the first and the third isn’t…Well, you get the drift. You know what the next bite will taste like – just like the first one but a bit less so.


      The tone of the atheist diatribes might differ – Wolpert is altogether more polite and moderate than, say, Hitchens – but not the content. Actually, Hitchens makes the Taliban look tame. His book God Is Not Great is sub-titled Religion Poisons Everything. Not just lots of things or even most things or even almost everything. It’s everything. Mr Hitchens is not a man to do things by half. Religion, he says, is:


      
        Violent, irrational, intolerant, allied to racism and tribalism and bigotry, invested in ignorance and hostile to free inquiry, contemptuous of women and coercive towards children.

      


      It probably gives you dandruff and bad breath too.


      Hyperbole aside, it’s hard not to be impressed by the atheists’ argument. Logic and science are on their side. No less a figure than Frederick the Great of Prussia is said to have described Christianity as ‘an old metaphysical fiction, stuffed with fables, contradictions and absurdities’.


      When it comes to ammunition, as I have already suggested, modern atheists have more than enough. The Devil not only has the best tunes, but the best arguments.


      Jewish scholars try to get round the most weird stuff in the Old Testament by printing interpretations of what the writers might have meant, translated into a modern context. There is often a lot more interpretation than original text.


      Christian theologians make great demands on our credulity too. Their attempts to explain away the yawning chasms between the messages delivered to the faithful about the nature of God and the reality of their everyday lives often verge on the embarrassing. They mostly rest on the notion of free will. But if the God of the Bible truly is a God of mercy then, as militant atheists delight in pointing out, satire has indeed had its day.


      The rational atheist has science at his disposal, and the thing about good science is that it can be proved. The devout have the scriptures and they cannot prove their case. This presents the defenders of religion with a sizeable problem. For Jews there can be no question that God chose Abraham as his instrument to get the whole thing going. For Christian apologists it is essential that Jesus rose again. For Muslims it is a given that God spoke directly to Muhammad. You either believe these claims or you do not.


      If a sceptic demands proof, then in the end the faithful have little choice but to hide behind the door marked ‘mystery’. We are told that since God is so much greater than the puny mortals he created, we cannot presume to understand all his works. It’s like the old Superman comics: with one bound, he was free! Convincing? Hardly.


       


      So, religion appears to be a vulnerable target waiting to be demolished by a few well-aimed tank shells. What the atheist militia have actually unleashed in the past couple of years has been a blitzkrieg. You almost want to intercede like a referee in a boxing match between two unequal opponents and plead with the champion: ‘Enough! The job is done. Please stop now.’ Almost, but not quite, because the job has not been done – not yet anyway. The much-battered opponent has not been defeated and there is a good reason for that.


      In every battle the successful general chooses the ground on which he will fight. The ground chosen by the atheists is the existence of a supernatural God. No doubt some agnostics, tempted by the idea of signing up to the faith, will listen to them and conclude that the case for God is pretty indefensible. That is a victory of a sort. But there is another battlefield and another enemy. This enemy is not the existence of God; it is the existence of belief in God.


      It is an inconvenient reality for the militant atheists that an awful lot of people do happen to believe. This fact of belief – and not the hypothesis of the existence of God – is what they really need to be aiming their big guns at. But it’s a much more difficult target. It is one thing to line up one’s sights on a demonstrably idiotic claim by a bunch of creationists who march around with a big bull’s-eye attached to their backsides. It is quite another to attack the army of quiet believers. These are the people who no more think the earth was created a few thousand years ago than they think the tooth fairy still pays regular visits to their bedroom. They may even harbour grave doubts about the authenticity of the scriptures and question such fundamental Christian beliefs as the resurrection of Jesus, but they have no doubt that the God they believe in is as real in their lives as their children or their parents.


       


      We are at an interesting point in the story of religion in Europe. For two thousand years Christianity had things pretty much all its own way, whatever the setbacks. When Martin Luther nailed his manifesto to a church door in Saxony in 1517 he challenged the might of the Roman Catholic Church. The Reformation, which produced the Protestant Church, was born and the Bible – not the Catholic priests, who were so often corrupt – was seen as the sole source of truth.


      A couple of centuries later the European Enlightenment put paid to an unquestioning acceptance of religious dogma. Centuries of superstition and fairy stories masquerading as learning were exposed for the nonsense they were. In his book The Pursuit of Glory, Tim Blanning writes that the great philosopher David Hume went to Paris and found himself in a drawing room with eighteen other guests, all of whom were atheists. Such a thing would have been inconceivable in an earlier century. But religion was still an immensely powerful force.


      Then in the nineteenth century Charles Darwin appeared on the scene. In the past few years, some important aspects of Darwinism have been questioned by serious scientists, but his theory on evolution by natural selection changed everything. The Church rallied, though, and the Victorians had a grand old time taking Jesus to the savages – whether they wanted him or not.


      The twentieth century was a real test of faith and belief in a God of peace. We killed and maimed each other with an efficiency and enthusiasm unparalleled in the history of humanity. As the century closed, and with most of us failing even to realise what was going on, another monster surfaced: Islamic extremism.


      The twenty-first century came of age on 11 September 2001. Nineteen Muslims, with the name of their God on their lips, murdered three thousand Americans. Extreme Islamists claim it was an act of holy war, part of the fight to restore the power of the ancient caliphate and rescue it from ‘crusader’ domination. In his book The Islamist, the Muslim writer Ed Husain draws a clear distinction between Muslims and Islamists – such as the members of Hizb ut-Tahrir – who call for a totalitarian, expansionist Islamist state that has jihad as foreign policy…‘confronting the West and killing non-Muslims and Muslims’. He told me how easy it has become for such extremists to gain a hold on the imagination of credulous young men. He should know. He was once one of them. Now he has become a target of their threats. Whatever else they may have achieved, the zealots have given militant atheists yet more ammunition. Isn’t this what religion does, they say, create endless conflict in the name of God?


       


      So the atheists are on the march armed with much logic and even more righteous indignation at the horror of religion and determined, at the very least, to weaken its grip on the national debate. Christian leaders, they point out, have enjoyed a remarkably privileged existence in this increasingly secular nation. We have automatically turned to the priests and the bishops for our moral guidance and sought their views on the great ethical issues. Twenty-six bishops of the Anglican Church are still guaranteed seats in Parliament, even though the House of Lords has been reformed in other respects. Religious schools, which teach the Bible or the Koran as fact, thrive with the encouragement of the state.


      The atheists have a point: one way or another it’s fair to say that God has had a hefty advantage over the secular for a very long time. But they must do two things. They must prove, rather than merely assert, that mainstream religion is a malign force in the world. They cannot rely on a small minority of religious extremists to do that for them or hark back to the brutality of earlier centuries. And they must offer an alternative to the millions who rely on their beliefs to make sense of their lives.


      Unlike the militant atheists I do not think people are stupid if they believe in God. For vast numbers of ordinary, thoughtful people it is impossible not to. Of course, that may be the result of indoctrination at a very early age – but it may also be a considered reluctance to accept that the material world is all there is. Quite simply – and this will cause many an atheist lip to curl – they want there to be something else. That does not mean we should ignore the argument against it. Some people can do that. They know what they believe and that’s all there is to it. Most of us, I think, just keep worrying away at it.

    

  


  
    
      PART ONE


      In the Beginning

    

  


  
    
      1

    


    
      Memories are both gifts and punishments. The first kiss from someone who’s not your mother – that sweet little girl in primary school, perhaps – is a gift for sure. But what about the botched attempt at a first snog when teenage hormones have begun to weave their malevolent magic? Undoubtedly a blessing if she feels the same way about you – but a curse if she points out, ever so gently, that of course she likes you, it’s just that she doesn’t like you in that way. Teenage girls can be cruel.


      Most memories from childhood swirl around in our consciousness, rub against each other, blend together and, over the years, lose their sharp edges. Most, but not all. Half a century later they can still pierce the treacherous mist of time, sometimes reassuring but often unsettling. I still shudder at the memory of a particular childhood nightmare, still wince at a piece of crass adolescent behaviour as though it had happened just this morning in the Today studio, still wonder at the sheer joy when each of my children was born and I held their perfect little bodies for the first time.


      And I still recall the exact times and places when the Big Questions declared themselves to my childish consciousness. We all have our own versions of them – with the possible exception of one or two people who probably left the womb knowing all the answers to everything they were ever likely to be asked. But most of them went into politics and spend half their lives dodging questions. The first of my own Big Questions arrived when I was in short trousers and knew even less than I know today.


      I had been playing with some friends on a disused aerodrome near my home in Cardiff. The war had ended only a few years earlier but small boys like us were still fighting it every day. Bombed houses were popular battlegrounds – I don’t suppose we gave a moment’s thought to how close the bombs had fallen to our own homes – but the disused aerodrome was best. We used the abandoned carcasses of old aircraft to attack the squadrons of imaginary German bombers droning above us in the darkening sky. When we had wiped them out, mercifully suffering no casualties of our own, my friends went home for tea. I hung around. It was one of those days when my mother, a hairdresser who worked from home, was giving a perm to a neighbour and I hated the stench of the chemicals.


      By now it was dark. Childhood memories of endless, sun-filled summers may be deceptive but childhood memories of star-filled skies are real. The glory of the night sky had yet to be lost to light pollution and on cloudless nights the stars went on for ever. That was what troubled me. How could they go on for ever? And if the universe was everything, what was it all in? And how could it be in anything because that would have to be in something else and…and…and so on. And what was there before any of it existed? And how did it all come into existence? And finally – the really, really Big Question – why?


      In the old cockpit of my battle-scarred fighter I was worried and slightly scared. Dealing with the worst the Luftwaffe could throw at us had been no problem. Being alone in the ‘indifferent immensity of the universe’…that was something else. It was an even bigger anxiety than the trouble I’d be in with my mother for being late home for tea.


      The other Big Question came to me at about the same age. I was on a bus returning from our week’s holiday in Aberystwyth. I hated buses. I was always sick on them and the journey from Cardiff to Aberystwyth on a pre-war bus many years before anyone had thought of motorways was a long one. It was while I was hanging over the platform at the back – banished there by the conductor for obvious reasons – that I discovered mortality. For the first time in my short life I realised that one day I would die.


      Once again the question was: why? What was the point of being born if all there was to look forward to was dying? For the length of that ghastly journey and into the next day, everything seemed completely and utterly pointless. Then the normal service of childhood was resumed and it went away. But it came back. Questions like that always do.


      It took me a few more years to grasp that rather a lot of people were worrying about their own versions of the Big Questions and had been for quite a long time. The great philosophers and theologians might have framed them in rather more sophisticated terms than that scruffy little boy on a disused aerodrome, but the questions were not so very different.


      The seventeenth-century philosopher Blaise Pascal described the predicament of those who do not know


      
        why I am set down here rather than elsewhere, nor why the brief period appointed for my life is assigned to me at this moment rather than another in all the eternity that has gone before and will come after me. On all sides I behold nothing but infinity, in which I am a mere atom, a mere passing shadow that returns no more. All I know is that I must die soon, but what I understand least of all is this very death which I cannot escape.

      


      Pascal did not come to believe in a personal God until his early thirties. I was one of the many whose questions were answered by the Church right from the beginning. That served for a while. It was hugely comforting for a small boy to be told that God had made everything, from the most distant galaxy to the tadpoles in your jam-jar – and don’t worry about death because if you’re good you’ll go to heaven. So we could attend church on Sundays and on weekdays get back to fighting the Hun.


      There had been no question of my not going to church. That was what we did in my family – all of us except my father, who was almost always either too busy or too tired and did not, I think, believe in God anyway. Not that he’d have dared say so. My mother took the firm view that you were either Christian or you were heathen. And by ‘Christian’ she meant C of E (or Church of Wales in our case), just like the King. Roman Catholics were viewed with suspicion and non-conformists were simply inferior. The Baptist minister didn’t even wear a dog collar, for heaven’s sake.


      So it was St Saviour’s Church in Splott for me, where you called the vicar ‘Father’, followed the order of service to the letter, would no more have hugged your neighbour than run naked down the aisle, and tried hard not to fall asleep during the sermon, which was, as far as I can remember, pretty much unchanged from week to week.


      Most of the time I had only the haziest idea of what was going on. Though I knew every word of the Creed and recited it with as much passion as I could muster, I understood only bits of it. I never did grasp what was meant by the ‘quick and the dead’; neither did I know who or what the Holy Ghost was. As for the concept of the Holy Trinity, I still don’t understand it. Does anyone?


      It was inevitable that I would be confirmed, and I took the confirmation classes, with an earnest young curate (whom my father was convinced was homosexual because he was single and once invited a few of us boys to his flat for tea), very seriously. I read the Bible from cover to cover, though I might as well have been reading a telephone directory for all I got out of it. I even created my own prayer book.


      I really thought – and fervently hoped – that my confirmation and first communion would have some great transforming effect. How could it not? I was about to eat the body and drink the blood of Our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ. That was the promise on offer. How could that not transform me? Well, all I know is that it didn’t.


      If I have any memory of that moment when the wafer was first laid on my crossed hands (for some reason the vicar disapproved of putting it straight on your tongue) and the goblet of wine put to my lips, it was purely sensory: the curious dissolving blandness of the wafer and the slight thrill of being allowed to sip alcohol. I might have felt a little light-headed but I suspect that had more to do with having had to skip breakfast than any spiritual enlightenment. It was to be no different at subsequent communion services.


      The words and the solemnity of the Eucharist have stayed with me. Especially that moment when the priest would intone the single sentence that encapsulates the Christian belief:


      
        God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever believeth in him shall not perish but have everlasting life.

      


      Then, turning his back on the congregation, he would face the altar and raise the goblet of wine above his head. I would join the line of worshippers shuffling slowly up the aisle to the rail trying hard to think only pure thoughts but rarely succeeding.


      As the priest talked of drinking the ‘blood of the New Covenant, which is shed for many for the remission of sins’, my thoughts would usually be on sins I devoutly hoped to be committing before I was very much older. For the present I was concerned with trying to manoeuvre myself into a position so that I knelt between Mary and Marie. Mary was the dark one and Marie the blonde. They were best friends and I think I loved them equally. Love comes easily to a thirteen-year-old boy. But belief?


      As I knelt at the rail, waiting for the sacrament, inhaling the cloying incense, trying to focus on the tortured body of Christ on the altar cross rather than the sweet young faces of Mary and Marie, I imagined I believed in God. But I’m not sure that I did. I’m not even sure that a thirteen-year-old boy has the first idea of what it means. Half a century later I’m still not sure.


      For a couple of years after I was confirmed I went to church and took communion regularly. At fifteen I left school to work on a local newspaper and then, two years later, left home to work for a bigger paper in the Welsh valleys. It was then that I stopped going to church. I had discovered the joys of jazz concerts and pubs, preferably combined. Saturday night was pub-crawl night, which meant that Sunday morning was spent recovering. But in any case I realised that going to church was a meaningless exercise. I was bored by the ritualised responses, by priests who seemed to have nothing to say, by my own failure to be genuinely moved by any of it.


      Yet I continued to pray. I prayed every single night without fail for half a century. In the early days, as I recall, it was pretty selfish stuff and not always in the true spirit of Christian charity. Like the time I prayed for God to kill my headmaster. It wasn’t just because I disliked him – though I did – it was because I had been caught, earlier that evening, trespassing on the railway line by a grown-up who said he would report me to my school. Those were the days when punishment was swift and brutal. I knew I’d be called up by the head in the morning and given a whacking, possibly in front of the school. My prayers went unanswered. The head was spared by God but I was not spared by the head.


      When I matured a little I developed a pattern of prayer, which I followed every night. I would begin with the Lord’s Prayer and one or two others, then ask God’s blessing on everyone I could think of who might be in need of help. But I can’t say I was any more effective at healing the halt and the lame or helping the needy than I had been at killing off my headmaster. I don’t think I ever felt I was really connecting with anything beyond myself.


      That’s hardly surprising. What I was engaged in was about as far from a conversation with God as if I’d been trying to discuss the state of the economy with my goldfish. It was a mechanical recitation. Only on very rare occasions – usually after something genuinely awful had happened in my own life – did I feel the slightest emotional involvement. And even then it was clearly self-indulgent. So I abandoned the formulaic praying and tried something closer to meditating, tried to empty my mind of the usual daily dross, to ‘allow God in’, as my old vicar put it. Still nothing.


      The problem was that I had absolutely no notion of the God to whom I was supposed to be praying or, for that matter, why I was praying. Did I really think my prayers would make any difference? I doubt it. Their value – if that’s the right word – lay in the nightly reminder they provided of how much misery there is in the world. The drawback was that it was obvious they weren’t making the slightest difference. Praying seemed to have about as much success in persuading God to end poverty in Africa as I’d been having years before in persuading him to intercede on my behalf with Marie and Mary. So, if I was getting nothing out of it and neither were the people I was praying for, why was I bothering?


      There was an element of Hilaire Belloc’s instruction to ‘always keep a hold of nurse for fear of finding something worse’. I kept praying because I was vaguely afraid to stop. Pathetic, yes, but perhaps no more so than a deathbed conversion. Hedging my bets might be another way to put it. It was also because of those wretched Big Questions. They were still lurking and I clung to the notion that one day enlightenment might result.


      Mostly, though, I wanted to believe. I envied friends with an apparently solid faith their certainties and the comfort their faith appeared to bring them. Mostly. I also found some of that certainty occasionally ridiculous and even mildly sinister.


      A friend took me to ‘HTB’, otherwise known as Holy Trinity Brompton, a rich church in the most fashionable area of London. This is where the phenomenally successful ‘Alpha Courses’ were born. It’s the sort of church where you may well be invited to ‘give God a clap’. I hated it.


      Another friend asked me to attend a Billy Graham meeting in Earl’s Court with her. Before we left she told me God helped her in everything she does. Only the other day he had helped her find a screwdriver just when she needed one. I told her the old joke about the Irish Catholic, desperate to find a parking place before a vitally important meeting, who promised God that if he helped out he’d give up smoking, drinking and fornication. Miraculously a place appeared. The Irishman looked up to heaven and said, ‘Never mind, I’ve found one.’ My friend was not amused.


      On the way to Earl’s Court her car broke down. I suggested lightly it must mean God didn’t want me to go. No, she said darkly, it’s the Devil. She meant it too. But we got to Earl’s Court in the end and I watched the great evangelist in action. I had never been to anything like it before. I suppose I was expecting some fiery sermonising that would have the audience quaking in its boots. Instead Dr Graham was as calm and measured as a country vicar talking to the ladies of the flower-arranging committee. He was also – and this may have been because he was tired and feeling his age – surprisingly boring.


      There were endless quotations from the Bible to prove whatever point he was making. This always puzzles me: if a preacher is using the Bible to convert someone, to prove that God exists, then surely he must first prove the Bible is the truth and not just a collection of writings that contradict each other and were written long after the events they purport to describe. If, on the other hand, he assumes we already accept the truth of the Bible, why is he trying to convert us?


      At the end I stayed in my seat rather than come on up to the front and receive the Lord into my life. Yet again I wasn’t quite sure what that meant. Many of those who did ‘come on up’ looked vaguely embarrassed. You had the feeling they did it because they didn’t want to let that nice Dr Graham down. After all, he’d gone to so much trouble. Or perhaps I was still in the grip of the Devil.


      I’m uneasy about the evangelical movement. Billy Graham was patently a decent and sincere man and believed every word he spoke, but at its most extreme and pernicious, the movement gives us those dodgy salesmen-preachers who appear on television in the United States and become very rich from persuading the gullible and the vulnerable to hand over to their so-called churches vast amounts of money.


      Even at its most benign this version of religion seems to me to offer a false prospectus. There are no ifs, ands or buts about the evangelical message. If you are prepared to accept God into your life, he will come. That’s it. And if he doesn’t ‘come’? Well, by definition, it must be your fault. Everything is black or white. There are no grey areas. That may be fine if you’re trying to persuade a three-year-old why he should eat his broccoli, but not so fine when it comes to interpreting what the Bible has to say about how we should lead our lives.


      As for the mainstream Anglican Church, it was losing the battle against its own evangelical wing. As I entered my middle age it was haemorrhaging support. The pews were looking emptier Sunday after Sunday. Even its own leaders seemed increasingly unsure about what it was for. They were clearly failing to get across the Christian message and it was hard to resist the conclusion that many were not sure what the message should be and how they should make the Church ‘relevant’ in a changing world. I wonder if Jesus ever gave much thought to being ‘relevant’ to his followers.


      By now I had pretty much decided to give up on the Church. I kept praying but I also kept wondering why I was doing it. My years as a reporter and foreign correspondent were taking their toll too. There may be no atheists in a foxhole, but there are plenty in the newsroom. Good journalists are – by instinct, experience and training – sceptical. Not cynical but sceptical. If we’re not, we’re in the wrong job. We’re meant to question, to doubt, to challenge.


      It is true that the most thoughtful believers ask questions and challenge their own belief. They often struggle to reconcile the merciful, loving God of the Abrahamic religions with the horrors of the world around them. But in the end they succeed. It’s either that or lose their faith. I was struggling and failing. Many people experience great tragedy in their lives, but the difference with journalists is that we seek it out. Great tragedies – a sad fact of life – make great stories.


      I was a young man, not much more than a boy, when I watched the miners of Aberfan digging for the bodies of their children after the coal tip crushed their school. A few years later when I should have been enjoying Christmas Day with my young family in New York, I was watching weeping mothers trying to free the bodies of their children from the ruins of houses wrecked by an earthquake in Nicaragua.


      In various African countries I have seen children, all hope gone from their blank and staring eyes, slowly starving to death. In divided countries all over the world I have seen the bodies of young men horribly mutilated by other young men for no other reason than that they belonged to the wrong tribe or religion.


      And in war zones I have listened to soldiers – ordinary people like you and me, with their own children to love and care for – justify the slaughter of other entirely innocent human beings, other children. Perhaps the most common justification is the equivalent of that hideous phrase ‘collateral damage’. The school was bombed, the children mown down, the city firebombed because they were in the way. The attack was necessary in pursuit of a greater cause.


      And over and over again I was asking myself the other Big Question, one that would not have occurred to the innocent little boy on the aerodrome: where was God? There was, I suppose, a defining moment and it came almost forty years after Aberfan. It was another horror in another school. It was Beslan, but this time it was no hideous accident, no ‘act of God’.


       


      On 1 September 2004 a group of armed men took more than a thousand children and teachers hostage. The world watched and prayed for the children. Those prayers were answered not by their safe release but by bloody slaughter. More than 330 people died, among them 176 children.


      This was no random, freak event, no desperate stunt that had gone horribly wrong, no moment of insanity by a deranged psychopath. Those men loaded their weapons and laid their explosives in the classrooms in the full, calculating knowledge that they might use them to murder children. Over the three days of the siege they must have come to know many of those children. They must have seen reflected in their frightened young faces the faces of their own children. And yet they butchered them.


      Some horrors are on a scale so vast it is impossible to grasp them: the Holocaust, the purges of Stalin, the millions murdered by Mao Tse-tung. But not Beslan. We could grasp it only too well. How many of us imagined our own children in that school, facing that fear?


      When the firing stopped I phoned the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan Williams, and asked him to come on to Today the following morning. I wanted to ask the leader of the Church in which I had grown up and which had promised me endless love and eternal salvation just one question: Where was God in that school? He agreed to talk to me.


      That interview led to Humphrys in Search of God. In almost half a century of journalism I have never had such a response to anything I have written or broadcast. The letters arrived, quite literally, by the sackful. I had learned a lot from the interviews. I learned even more from the response to them. It felt a bit like putting my fingers on the religious pulse of the nation.


      The pulse is still strong. However empty the pews may be in the parish churches on a typical Sunday morning, there are plenty of people with a sincere and passionate belief. That much is evident. There are also plenty of people who think it’s all a load of nonsense. But more on that later.


      What surprised me is how many think of themselves as neither believers nor atheists but doubters. They, too, are sincere. Devout sceptics, if you like. And many of them feel beleaguered. I’m with them.


      So my own spiritual journey – if that’s not too high-falutin’ a notion – has taken me from my childish Big Questions to my ultimate failure to find any corresponding Big Answers. Along the way I have experienced the indoctrination of confirmation classes, the anticlimax of the Eucharist, the futility of prayer, the contradiction between the promises made by an allegedly merciful, loving God and the reality of a suffering world. So I end up – so far, at any rate – as a doubter.
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