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Hertha


By Algernon Charles Swinburne




I am that which began;

Out of me the years roll;

Out of me God and man;

I am equal and whole;

God changes, and man, and the form of them bodily; I am the soul.




Before ever land was,

Before ever the sea,

Or soft hair of the grass,

Or fair limbs of the tree,

Or the fresh-coloured fruit of my branches, I was, and thy soul was in me.




First life on my sources

First drifted and swam;

Out of me are the forces

That save it or damn;

Out of me man and woman, and wild-beast and bird; before God was, I am…




Abridged

These are just the opening stanzas,

look up the complete poem for greater enjoyment.








Part 1
Why me? A history of God-Bothered People

I see visions and hear voices. But this book is not about the pharmacopeia or psychoanalysis of treatment but instead about belief; the belief in the Gods that I believe are speaking to me, the belief that They can and do speak to me, and the belief that our communication has some purpose. All of us learn in school that the objects (including ourselves) we see as solid are in fact made up of whirling molecules and are largely emptiness but no one actually falls through their chair when they learn this because we continue to believe that the chair is a solid. Or, to put it a different way, science teachers are dreadfully unconvincing priests. Sometimes when I am arguing with science-believers they categorize my peculiar beliefs as being ‘merely perceptual’.

What they mean by this is that my beliefs are ‘not real’ since the perception and thus the belief is inside my head and not out there in that world made up of loosely connected molecules. But, if you stop to consider it a moment, there is nothing that is not ‘merely perceptual’ if we are aware of it at all, since none of us are falling through our chairs. Quite a bit has been written about the differences between what we perceive and what the world might be, from the ridiculous (“If a tree falls in the forest and no one is there to hear it does it make a sound?”) to the difficult philosophy of Wittgenstein (causing my philosophy professor to leap about on the podium yelling “This!!” “That!!!”) but the baseline truth is that each of us perceives from inside our brains, through our faulty senses, and with our preconceptions in place. When any of us agrees with another it is not really ‘the Truth’ or ‘reality’ but merely our agreement with each other, ‘consensus reality’—that is, what we together have agreed to perceive. There certainly seems to be some outside-of-us realness that we all share; we all need to eat and sleep. Although we vary on what food is; there are cultures that perceive slugs as yummy and others that will find them disgusting unless drenched in garlic butter and named in French (escargot). And when it is appropriate to sleep; siesta or sleeping on the job? But trying to define absolute outside reality is like discussing human instinctual behavior; there is a lot of perceptual reality included and a very scanty amount of unequivocal findings.

The historical way of describing my perceptual reality is to call me a visionary, a seer, or a mystic. All serious words and good ones, but the way I think of it is as a conversational two-way street; I speak to the Gods and They speak to me (if They choose), a process I call ‘God-Speaking’. Although the process is less like a telephone conversation and more like a series of prickly feelings and insistent near-insights that ends with conviction rather than understanding. This whole process I call ‘God-Bothered’ because, really, the Gods don’t enter into communication with us to pat us on the back or congratulate us on a job well done but instead to give us difficult tasks and teach us unpleasant truths. It is somewhat of a process to make oneself receptive to speaking with the Gods; there needs to be a natural talent or predilection to begin with that must be nurtured, fostered, trained by meditative trance or, in some cultures, painful ordeal. I also make the assumption that there is some effort required on the part of the Gods to participate in the conversation that only a few of Them are willing to undertake, and that there are a vast number who choose not to trouble Themselves.

All of the societies that I am familiar with (which is lots, but I never feel comfortable making the pronouncement ‘all societies’) have a place for the person who troubles hirself to speak with the Gods and whom the Gods trouble in return. There is always some trouble in the equation. On the human side, the Gods-Speaker needs to facilitate hir abilities and, it seems, to convince the Gods through some effort that ze is amenable and dedicated. Often and often, the effort is extreme and difficult. As I mentioned, some societies have specific painful ordeal for the apprentice to undertake to show willing. Others leave the inception of the ordeal to the Gods, and identify sickness or trauma given to the chosen one as the initiation ordeal. What process the God undergoes who decides to enter into communication is known only to the Gods. Perhaps They, like many human societies, segregate the Bothering Gods somewhat away from general society. Human societies generally have a way, a place, a tradition, that visionary people can isolate themselves into or be isolated from the usual bustle. As well as the detached dwelling of the Shaman, Medicine Man, or Wise-Woman who lives slightly segregated from the village or the completely separate hut of the hermit there is also the monastery—Buddhist, Hindu, Anglican, or Catholic—all of which allow the God-Bothered people some space to live in that the rest of the community does not enter, both bodily and mentally. Across societies, visionary people generally want to segregate themselves; partly, I find, because the mundane world can be a little intrusive but also because many people find me and other seers a little strange and difficult. Our perceptions are not those of ‘normal’ people and what we do is troublesome and sometimes dangerous. Indeed, if the society supports the role of shaman/seer/visionary often the other members of the society agree that what the seer is doing can be risky and do not wish to be in too close contact with the process themselves.

This points up the problem of the conflict of duality. A four-way problem, actually—general society has the choice to culturally support or to repudiate the seer and the seer has to choose between seeing hir aptitude as real or delusional. In most ‘primitive’ societies, there is a clear and society-supported place for the shaman. If you as a people live close to the edge of subsistence, then it makes perfect sense to culturally support the person who negotiates with Greater Spirits for a good outcome for your harvest, hunt, gathering trip, disease, season. As well, it is important to know as soon as possible if the Spirits want something or have an opinion about what the tribe is doing or is contemplating doing and so the person who has good lines of communication with Spirit is important and necessary. In more complex but still faith-based societies (medieval and Northern Europe are what I am most familiar with) the church, while also jumping on any hint of heresy and indulging in a lot of politics, supported visionaries and anchorites and their unique and very personalized communications with God. It seems that locally a community would support, if not endorse, almost any harmless crazy-thinker as a God-touched hermit much as local communities also supported disabled or differently gifted people. When a God-Bothered Thinker attracted a significant following or preached against received doctrine, the Pope would inevitably get involved—sometimes with a good outcome (Saint Francis of Assisi) and sometimes with a bad (Pelagius). Even ordinary (non-clerical) people, even people who look to our modern eye as incorporating self-aggrandizing flouncing and self-serving tourism into their trances and visions (Margery Kempe) were generally given the benefit of the doubt by their contemporaries.

Gradually with the onset of the Industrial Revolution, the forming of the Modern and Post-Modern World, and the Deification of Science the World of Faith in which all of the ‘primitive’ and Pre-Modern peoples lived has faded away. Modern people love to find ‘scientific’ reasons for actions that were previously faith-based. As an example, people explain Jewish Kosher Laws thusly, ‘In old days plates were quite porous and putting meat and dairy on the same imperfectly washed plate resulted in cross-contamination; as people gradually noticed this in a trial-and-error way, a Law was made to accommodate their findings’. But an equally cogent argument can be made that G-d decreed Kosher Laws in order to avoid cross-contamination without explaining to His chosen people the reasoning behind His fiat. The only difference between these two explanations is faith, belief in the presence of G-d and that He cares about and can communicate with His people. Another example, taken from my experience, is that science-based people often use the theory of evolution as an impediment to my belief in a Loving Earth Goddess even in the face of my assertion that Earth made us by means of evolution. I have no problem being both a visionary and a biologist. Not too long ago I was at a Pagan Brunch (a restaurant and a day is chosen and anyone who cares to, comes) and was sitting next to someone (not previously known to me) who categorically stated that “Science replaces Superstition”, by which she meant that faith was superseded. When I argued back that ‘science’ was actually just a means of ascertaining causality by using repeatable experimentation and therefore merely replaced a-causal thinking rather than faith, she was bewildered. I explained further that my experimental world-view was ‘the Gods exist’ and hers was ‘the gods do not exist’ but in both cases scientific method could still apply. Finally, she stated that we could “agree to disagree” which translates in Pagan circles into ‘I think you are so bat-shit crazy that I no longer wish to discuss the subject with you’.

And that is the crux of the problem for a modern God-Speaker. Being crazy. Actually, being thought to be crazy and being crazy for real, which can be two quite different things. The less homogenous our societies become, the more wavering and variable the line between charmingly eccentric and dangerously crazy becomes. Modern cultural diversity and the modern ability to know a little about many more of the world’s societies than was previously possible, while a good in allowing self-expression, also allows each person to set hir own benchmark of what is real and what is make-believe. People being what they are, this inevitably leads to people either unthinkingly or with prejudice applying their own laws to other peoples’ beliefs and opinions. We all like to assume that our thoughts are inescapably right and true and that all we have to do is fully explain them in order to convince the people who disagree with us of their error. This leads to less-than-fun arguments and bafflement. As in the previous example, the non-believer states that anyone using the scientific method must not believe in any Gods rather than that she, as a scientist, does not believe in God. So when I counter that I, a biologist, am an Animist I have stepped not into the realm of differing opinion but into the more difficult place of frankly impossible (to her) and we really have difficulty having a conversation at all. Since I am the minority thinker (even at Pagan Brunch the majority of attendees do not hold the profoundly archaic beliefs that I do) I don’t have as much trouble with disagreement as she does; I acknowledge that most people don’t have as immense and immediate perception of the Gods as I, I’m a little sorry that they lack what is a meaningful part of belief to me, I carry on trying to convince them—not that they should have such belief, I don’t think belief can be mandated—but that starting from my point-of-belief my conclusions are logically consistent.
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