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  What people are saying about




  God, who on Earth are You?




  This is a gem of a book, one of profound honesty in the search for the ‘Other’; it tracks the astonished discovery that a life given over to following the path of Christ can actually make sense. At every point it is helpfully challenging, unafraid to contemplate the difficulties of Christianity, and willing to demonstrate how Christian belief can make the world a better place. Human beings are now looking to learn how to give expression to our post-Covid thirst for hope and meaning; and this is the very book for them




  Nicholas King SJ, Assistant Catholic Chaplain at Oxford University




  Stephen has written an engaging book weaving together theological exploration with spiritual journeying and autobiographical reflection. His style is clear and jargon-free, and he has clearly ranged freely and widely in his reading and thinking, presenting a version of the Christian faith which reflects his vigorously progressive Catholicism. I love his emphasis on living with the mystery of God, and found his reflections on his own spiritual journey, especially the importance of pilgrimage, to resonate profoundly. This book will take its place within the genre of accessible Christian apologetic, and will play its part in engaging with those on the fringes of faith who will be attracted to a lively and attractive presentation of the Christian faith which begins with the wonder and mystery of God and his creation. In his own pilgrimage of faith and his vision of hope for humanity he is a twenty-first-century Gerard Hughes.




  David Meara, Archdeacon Emeritus of London




  As an Anglican medical scientist, I was delighted to find myself in sympathy and agreement with most of the views of the author, a deeply Catholic, physics-trained economist. Stephen McCarthy presents a very intelligent and readable discussion of the many questions that beset and intrigue those of us who try to make coherent sense of the place of religious conviction in our present world, and how those convictions should guide our actions in the growing crises which affect us all.




  Dr John Morris, Emeritus Fellow in medicine of St Hugh’s College, Oxford




  Stephen McCarthy’s short book is timely. Most church congregations are in decline and people appear increasingly inclined to look elsewhere for meaning, and purpose, in life. I found the book perceptive and challenging. I commend it to anyone interested in living a truly fulfilled life or playing a part – however small – in making this a better world.




  Jackie Jones, Ordained Church of England priest and Hospice Chaplain
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Preface





  This book seemed to come from nowhere. One day, during the first 2020 lockdown, I opened my laptop and started to type. Now that I come to introduce it to you who will read it, I see that – like most writing – it is composed of the different threads of my own experience. The first thread – perhaps the warp – is the Roman Catholic Church. I was born and brought up in a Catholic family in the UK. God was very much present in our lives, but a rather shadowy figure, more fearsome than loving. God, through his mouthpiece – the Catholic Church – had set out precise, unchanging rules for us (the faithful) to follow (not least concerning sexual morality), and woe betide any deviation from them. Since then the Church has changed, and become much more open to the world, which has also changed almost beyond recognition from how we experienced it fifty years ago. And I, also, have changed as a result of the experiences of a lifetime – which I outline in more detail in the Introduction. All these form the weft of this text. They seemed to me to be connected and these I wanted to explore and weave together.




  I do not know why you have picked up this book. Are you a member of the Church, discontented with the direction organised religion is taking, or concerned at the slow pace of change, worried that the pews are empty, or wondering why God seems irrelevant to too many of our fellow citizens’ lives? Perhaps you are one of those people who feels the tug of something you can give no name to in your life, you might be someone who has walked a pilgrim path, or is sustained by silent thought or a meditative practice. Or you may be actively involved in any of the multitude of ways that concerned people try to bring about change in the world. I hope I have something to say to all such readers, and may even suggest connections that help you find some meaning in life and to make sense of questions we all need to resolve for ourselves if we are to see our way.




  I begin at the beginning – by plunging into the deep and mysterious waters of what Christianity believes and what God really is (chapters 1 and 2) and then turn to God’s Creation and how this belief complements but does not contradict our scientific understanding of the world (chapter 3). Although God and his creative power are unfathomable, we are nevertheless invited into a personal relationship with God, which I explore in the three chapters of Part II – on Prayer, Pilgrimage and Spirituality (chapters 4, 5 and 6). But a ‘me and my God’ spirituality is not sufficient; it has to be sustained and deepened by community. We humans live in community and need community in order to be fully alive – many of us experienced the loss of community closely during the period in 2020 and 2021 when we were ‘locked down’ and cut off from normal human relations. The Christian Churches are human institutions that offer this community. But as with all human institutions, they can be deeply flawed and need to be reformed and rebuilt: this is the topic of chapters 7 and 8 (Part III). Finally, the Christian calling is a calling not only to relationship with God but also to cooperation with God in renewing the earth and human society. What this might mean in the time and place in which we live is tentatively discussed in the closing chapters of this book. So Part IV asks what Christianity, and individual Christians, are called to do to live out the life of Jesus in the world today.




  This short text will appear quite hard-hitting and indeed controversial in many places. Many people hoped that our world would change for the better after the 2020/21 pandemic was over. But I do not speculate on this. I wanted to write a text that was not too attached to a particular moment in history, though of course we are all greatly influenced by the time, customs and culture in which we live. Nevertheless, my conviction, deeply held, is that there is hope for the world. God continues his slow work of redemption, in which we are invited to cooperate in our own small and diverse ways. One thing we can be sure of: the future will not turn out as we expect.




  Many people have supported me during the writing of this text. As I shut myself away, bent over my computer, my wife, Carol, had to put up with even greater social isolation than the pandemic itself required. She also made wise, timely suggestions, at various points in its preparation. Others who have contributed helpfully by reading and commenting on successive drafts include: my sister Marian, Marcella Creed, Julia Knowles, Margaret and David Broadhurst, Ewa Bem and Aleksandra Trzcinska. But I am quite sure that the book would never have been finished without the input and active encouragement of Rosemary Roberts at every stage. Her detailed suggestions and proposed improvements to the text, including correcting factual errors and improving the style and punctuation, have certainly enhanced its content and clarity. Indeed, some of the more lyrical passages in the text bear the mark of her pen. But, of course, I alone take responsibility for the mistakes, fallacies and ambiguities that remain.







  



  
Introduction





  As a young child my ambition for when I grew up was to be a hermit. This was probably a consequence of reading too many pious and indeed fantastical lives of the saints written for children. Fortunately I have never achieved this ambition, though my wife still detects the same dormant inclination. But life has since taught me that we are only fully human when we are in community with others. Besides, I think that in practice hermits are often besieged by visitors seeking their advice and wisdom. Then, from the age of 7, I was fortunate enough to be educated by the Jesuits (the Society of Jesus). It is often said that if you give the Jesuits a 7-year-old they will ‘give you the man’. In my case this is true, as will become clear, so Ignatian spirituality – that followed by the Jesuits – is a strong thread in this story! The Jesuits are indeed an extraordinary, and historically controversial, group of men, often very talented in diverse ways and sometimes quite eccentric. They are reputed to live under strict orders and discipline from their superiors. But the reality is quite different. Each is encouraged to ‘discern’ (a very Jesuit word) his own particular vocation and to grow and develop accordingly. The result is a huge variety of opinions, including theological opinions, and ways of living life within the Society – but still some common esprit du corps. So in these pages you will meet the remarkable Jesuit Gerard Hughes who, among other things, taught me the little German I know. It was said that he had taught himself German in order to read Goethe in the original. He later wrote God of Surprises, a spiritual book that has sold a quarter of a million copies around the world in several different languages.1 Gerard Hughes, along with Michael Ivens, another Jesuit you will meet later, whom I also knew in my schooldays, established the well-known St Beuno’s Spirituality Centre in north Wales. One of the schoolboy stories that circulated about Michael was that he always slept in an armchair, as he was simply too disorganised to bother going to bed. More personally, I recall his solicitous care for me at a Scout camp in la France profonde, when I was racked by diarrhoea. I got to know him again towards the end of his life, by which time he was suffering from a brain tumour. I remember at one meeting he discussed the choice he had to make as to whether or not to have an operation that would certainly leave him blind but would probably prolong his life for a few years. The next time I met him he was blind.




  On leaving school, I studied physics at Oxford. By this time my parents, who had always been committed Catholics, loyal to the Church, were becoming increasingly critical of it as a human institution. In this respect I tended to follow in their footsteps. For a term, I was president of the Newman Society in Oxford (the University Catholic Society), and in that capacity I invited Charles Davis in May 1967 to speak at the University Catholic Chaplaincy. Davis was a very eminent English Catholic theologian, who had rather angrily and publicly left the Catholic Church the December before, arguing that it was too authoritarian (an opinion that seemed justified, at least for that time). Cardinal Heenan, then Archbishop of Westminster, heard of this invitation and wrote threateningly to the University Catholic Chaplain, the saintly Michael Hollings – another priest who was said to sleep regularly in an armchair, and frequently took in homeless people. It was typical of the Catholic hierarchy that Heenan did not have the courtesy to write to me, who, as president of the society, had actually issued the invitation. We wished to avoid getting Hollings into trouble, but did not want to disinvite Davis, so we switched the meeting venue to the premises of the Student Christian Movement, who were very happy to oblige.




  Even before I had finished my degree, my interest in physics had been replaced by a concern for the development of the ‘Third World’, as it was called in those days. Where this interest came from, I do not now remember. Certainly, Jesus’ concern for the poor and the marginalised is perhaps the strongest theme in his teaching, as passed down to us in the Gospels, but I cannot say that I recall any direct carry-over from my Christian faith into this new interest in my life – though the connection has certainly become clearer in more recent years. I soon discovered that if I wanted a career in ‘development’ the lack of a degree in economics was a distinct disadvantage. Nevertheless, through determination on my part, together with a sequence of seemingly random coincidences – or, as I might say now, because I was drawn in the right direction – I ended up three years later in an economic planning post in the Ministry of Finance and Development Planning in Botswana.




  To work in Botswana in the early 1970s was an amazing experience. The government of Sir Seretse Khama was democratic, pragmatic and incorrupt. That he was both the elected president but also the traditional ‘chief’ of the largest tribal grouping in the country certainly helped. With the recent discovery of diamonds, the economy was growing at around 15% a year. Botswana may now be somewhat less democratic and incorrupt, and its economy is less dynamic than it was, but the country remains a striking example of probity and progress on the African continent. I met my wife, Carol, in Botswana, and in 1976 Julian Black, a missionary priest there, married us in his little mud-walled, thatched-roof church in the village of Thamaga, where he had also established a small successful pottery for the villagers to earn some income through learning and practising a new skill. He, too, will appear again later in these pages.




  After nearly six years in Botswana, we returned to England in 1977. I had no job, was ill with hepatitis (not contracted in Botswana), and our first child was about to be born. Again, a series of unlikely connections led to my recruitment by the European Investment Bank (an institution of the EU) in Luxembourg. I was hired to work as a development economist on the EU development assistance programme in anglophone Africa, as well as the small island nations of the Caribbean and Pacific. This assistance programme was a new initiative at the time, following the UK’s accession to the EU. During this period, I visited, at one time or another, nearly half of the countries in sub-Saharan Africa, as well as many of those in the Caribbean and Pacific. But I was puzzled that there was so little real ‘development’ in almost all of them, in stark contrast with my experience in Botswana. In due course, my employer graciously offered me a sabbatical, and I returned to Oxford to study the question and eventually to write a book on the matter.2 One of my principal conclusions was that aid programmes, not just those of the EU, were largely paternalistic and ineffective. Rather, ordinary people know better than outsiders what will improve their lives and how to organise themselves. So aid agencies should provide cash incomes to poor people and this, together with primary education, especially for girls, would eventually be more effective than most current aid programmes. These conclusions have stayed with me ever since, and certainly influence the later chapters of this book.




  In 2005, after twenty-seven years and at the age of 58, my professional career was stalled, so I took the opportunity of early retirement from the EIB. In the meantime, I had noticed in myself a growing interest in spirituality. Despite the practice of my faith having become somewhat routine during this long period of my life, I had started making annual religious retreats, in the Jesuit tradition of St Ignatius – in effect returning to the influences of my education. So, after my retirement, I decided to follow the Spiritual Exercises of St Ignatius, which consist of a thirty-day silent meditative retreat programme. This takes you deep into yourself before bringing you back to the world around you. (We will revisit the Spiritual Exercises later in the book.) In fact I followed a three-month programme, which offered more opportunity to reflect on and draw lessons from the experience. Some time later, I trained as a spiritual director myself, in Belgium, under the guidance of Franck Janin, another eminent and wise Jesuit.




  At one point during the Spiritual Exercises, my ‘director’ introduced me to the work of Sebastian Moore, who had published a number of short, rather disorganised, controversial but very insightful theological books. Shortly afterwards, my father handed me a bundle of papers, which he said were a collection of Sebastian’s unpublished essays and sermons; he thought they would probably be of more interest to me than they were to him. (Many years earlier, in the late 1960s, my parents and others had collaborated with Sebastian on a campaign to change the teaching of the Catholic Church on birth control.)3 These unpublished papers seemed to be worth offering to readers, so I contacted Sebastian, who was by then nearly 90, about doing so. He was still actively writing, both prose and poems. Indeed, he told me that some mornings the first thing he did on waking up was to write a sonnet. So, I compiled and edited a selection of Sebastian’s new material. The book, The Contagion of Jesus: Doing Theology as if it Mattered, appeared in 2007 and was short-listed for the Michael Ramsey Theological Prize in 2009.4 As a result of this collaboration my understanding of many Christian doctrines, such as the humanity of Jesus and the meaning of his Crucifixion and Resurrection, deepened – or rather, I became more deeply drawn into the mysterious nature of all this teaching, as you will see in the following pages.




  In 2006 I started walking the Camino de Santiago in France and Spain – pilgrims and pilgrimage form another important thread here. I covered about a thousand miles in stages with a group of friends over a period of several years. As a consequence of that pilgrimage experience, in 2014 my wife and I set up a shelter for pilgrims on the Camino de Santiago. In talking with them, and listening to them, I realised how many people were still searching for the ‘Other’ – for God, if you like – but how often they had rejected the Church, despite walking along an ancient Christian pilgrimage route. I learned much from them as they talked about their disillusionments, but also about their hopes for the future.




  At the same time, at least partly because of the international first-hand experience I had had during my working life, I was becoming increasingly concerned with the scandals of social injustice and wealth disparity in our world, as well as with the overshadowing, and closely related, issue of environmental destruction. I am convinced that politics and faith are inseparable, in that both are concerned with shaping the society in which we want to live, and that as Christians we should not be complacent and passive but rather, in cooperation with others of all religions and none, should do what we can to bring about a different future.




  So here are the motifs that run through this book and are developed in it: God and Jesus, the spirituality of St Ignatius, pilgrimage, the Church, the family of humankind and what the Christian faith teaches us about inequity, injustice and the needs of the world in the context of environmental degradation. That these far-reaching and serious matters are connected, and that they are of vital importance to every human person are, to my mind, beyond dispute.




  A couple of clarifications




  Before we go on, it seems important to define two terms: ‘the Church’ and ‘the Bible’. About both of these I make assumptions that it would be unfair on you, the reader, not to explain. By ‘the Church’ I mean, the collective unity of all the Christian Churches taken together. Much of the time my focus is on the (Roman) Catholic Church, which is still by far the most numerous and geographically diverse of the various Christian Churches, and I usually make clear that I am doing so. However, many of my comments will also apply to other Christian Churches or denominations, sometimes explicitly named. But I have no personal experience of the Orthodox Church, the Pentecostal Churches or the mega-Churches that have grown so rapidly in some corners of the world, so my comments may not be appropriate to them. I consider Churches that interpret the Bible literally and uncritically to have left the mainstream of the Christian tradition: they should be understood to be excluded from general references, as I cannot speak for them.




  To explain that last point: the Bible is not a book. It is a hugely diverse library of books – stories – chosen and put together in a particular (not always logical) order over time. Each one reveals something of who or what God is and of God’s relations with humankind. The Old Testament books are the Jewish scriptures and tell the ancient stories of the Jewish people. The New Testament books take up the story, from Jesus’ birth to the beginnings of the early Church, and, together with the Old Testament, make up the body of Christian scripture. There is other early writing about Jesus Christ, which was excluded from the agreed New Testament when the selection was made in the fourth century. These excluded texts are sometimes referred to as the Gnostic or apocryphal Gospels.




  All the books of the Bible are essentially stories, written by different authors, and sometimes they seem to contradict one another, especially when they tell different versions of the same story. This is exactly how we tell stories. I often find, when my wife is telling the story of some incident in our life, that I want to interrupt and say: ‘No, that isn’t how it was at all.’ But it is what the story tells us that is important, not the exact details, and sometimes the same story can be told in different ways to bring out different aspects. So it is with Bible stories. It stands to reason, therefore, that a literal interpretation of the Bible is logically unsustainable in the light of what we know about human authorship, no matter how deeply inspired by God.




  In reality it is possible to find something in the Bible that could justify almost any opinion, and this is what some more ‘evangelical’ Christian denominations do. But the mainstream Churches, the Catholic Church in particular, consider that the selection of relevant biblical stories has to be influenced by ‘tradition’, the accumulated wisdom of Christianity, as interpreted by some form of ‘teaching authority’. The net result of course is that these Churches also tend to pick and choose their biblical stories. For example, the final book of ‘Revelation’ is largely, though certainly not completely, ignored in Catholic religious services. The danger, of course, is that in the end what the ‘teaching authority’ has to say may seem to overwhelm the essential message of Jesus – as seemed to be the case in my childhood. This too is a theme that will run through the later chapters of this book.




  Finally, my biblical quotations are taken from the New Revised Standard Version of the Bible. This is a widely accepted scholarly text, but it does not necessarily adopt the most colloquial language nor does it strive to be gender neutral. God is personal but does not have gender. Yet I have adopted the male pronoun for God as this has been the most commonly used in the past and none of the alternatives so far proposed seems satisfactory. I apologise to those who find this offensive. I will come to the Christian doctrine of the Trinity in chapter 2, but let me say that we think first of God the Father – the Creator – then God the Son – the Redeemer – who took human form in the male person of Jesus Christ and third God the Holy Spirit – considered to be the giver of life. Life-giving feels a particularly feminine gift so I personally think of the Holy Spirit as female and will use the feminine pronoun whenever she is specifically mentioned.




  1 Gerard W. Hughes, God of Surprises (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1985)




  2 Stephen McCarthy, Africa: the challenge of transformation (London, Tauris, 1984)




  3 Pope Paul VI’s ‘encyclical’ letter (a formal teaching document written by the pope) entitled Humanae vitae (‘On human life’), published in 1968, reasserted the traditional Catholic teaching on artificial birth control – namely, that it was always wrong. This was directly contrary to the conclusion of the Pontifical Commission on Birth Control, which the Pope had himself set up precisely to re-examine the issue. Since then, many educated and thinking Catholics have made up their own minds and simply ignore the encyclical.




  4 Sebastian Moore, The Contagion of Jesus: Doing Theology as if it Mattered (London, Darton, Longman & Todd, 2007)
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