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Progress in truth – truth of science and truth of religion – is mainly a progress in the framing of concepts, in discarding artificial abstractions or partial metaphors, and in evolving notions which strike more deeply into the root of reality. – A. N. Whitehead. Religion in the Making.

Learn from yesterday, Live for today, Hope for tomorrow. The important thing is to not stop questioning. – Albert Einstein

To a visitor who described himself as a seeker after Truth the Master said, “If what you seek is Truth, there is one thing you must have above all else.” “I know. An overwhelming passion for it.” “No. An unremitting readiness to admit you may be wrong.” – Father Anthony de Mello, SJ

The only thing necessary for evil to flourish is for good men to do nothing. – Edmund Burke

We know what happens to people who stay in the middle of the road. They get run over. – Aneurin Bevan
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Introduction

The teacher who walks in the shadow of the temple, among his followers, gives not of his wisdom, but rather of his faith and his lovingness. If he is indeed wise he does not bid you enter the house of his wisdom, but rather leads you to the threshold of your own mind. 1

– Kahlil Gibran The Prophet

There is a wide diversity of views among those who think of themselves as Christians as to what constitute the core beliefs of that religion. I am writing this book in the belief that, as the profound philosopher and mathematician A. N. Whitehead asserted in his Religion in the Making, “You cannot shelter theology from science, or science from theology. There is no short-cut to truth.”2

One fundamental difference between science and theology is that, in theory at least, scientists regard all conclusions drawn from the application of scientific method to any subject matter, as provisional truths. They fully expect these will be modified in the course of further research, and indeed welcome such developments. The scientific enterprise is all about finding ever better ways of understanding different aspects of the universe in which we live.

By contrast, generally speaking theology is about the search for eternal, absolute, unchanging truths: What is the ‘right way’ to understand the spiritual world, and its relationship with the material one? Such a search is often marked by dogmatic intolerance, and the belief that certain ‘truths’ of a particular religion are unalterable, defining beliefs of that religion. In the case of Christianity, prominent among those ‘truths’ is a belief in the existence of God as a being who is, in the words of the Concise Oxford English Dictionary (hereinafter referred to as the COED), “entitled to obedience, reverence, and worship”. Also widely believed to be defining characteristics of Christianity are the beliefs that Jesus was ‘the Son of God’, both fully God and fully man,3 that he was born of a virgin, and after his death was resurrected and now sits on the right hand of God. Perhaps most importantly for the majority of Christians, Jesus’ death was set up by God as a substitute punishment for the sins of humanity.

Potential readers of this book should be warned that I do not accept any of those dogmatic statements as true, and believe there are powerful psychological reasons for rejecting them. It is my considered opinion that they have nothing to do with the teachings and beliefs of Jesus. The idea of God as a despotic creator-ruler was around long before the birth of Jesus, and has been simply taken over by most of the Christian Church (and that other great monotheistic religion, Islam). Beliefs about the conception, birth, divine status, and resurrection of Jesus, originated in the early Christian Church. Whether intentionally developed for that purpose or not, the supernaturalist, magical thinking underlying these ideas has for many people the effect of putting them and the religion built around them out of the realm of rational debate. Jesus’ status as an atonement sacrifice for the sins of humanity is simply an expression of sadistic and masochistic authoritarian psychopathology, and has nothing whatsoever to do with spirituality. At the same time it feels appropriate to call myself a Christian because of the way in which the ethical principles taught and demonstrated by Jesus of Nazareth, resonate within me.

In this regard I find myself very much in the same position as Thomas Jefferson, the third President of the United States (1801-1809), and the principal author of the American Declaration of Independence of 1776. Jefferson believed that Jesus’ ethical principles provided the “most sublime and benevolent code of morals which has ever been offered to man”. He produced a much-reduced version of the New Testament, containing only what he believed to be those truths. When taken to task by more conservative Christians, he responded by saying that the work he had done on the New Testament, far from disqualifying him from describing himself as a Christian, was “proof that I am a Christian”.

There is no way of proving that my views (many of them shared by a minority of other Christians) on the nature of God, and the significance of Jesus’ life and death are either right or wrong. In any case the extent to which my views are right or wrong is really a matter of little importance to anyone except myself. What is important is the effect that contact with those ideas has on the religious thinking and spiritual experience of those who encounter them. I believe very strongly in the truth contained in the lines from Kahlil Gibran quoted at the beginning of this introduction.

I am under no illusion that I have said the last word on any of the topics I deal with in this book, but it is my earnest hope that those who read what I have written will find it has brought the whole question of Christian Ethics more clearly to their attention, and that they will find that that experience has liberated them into developing for themselves, “notions which strike more deeply into the root of reality”.4





Chapter 1

The Two Faces of Christianity

Christmas 1924

“Peace upon earth,” the angels sang.

We pay a thousand priests to ring it.

And after 2000 years of Mass

We’ve got as far as poison gas.

– Thomas Hardy

Thomas Hardy’s bitter post-World War I reminder of the Christian Church’s failure so far to get anywhere near bringing in the era of the Kingdom of God on earth must be thought-provoking to the more reflective and honest of those of us who are prepared to call ourselves ‘Christians’. Unless engaging in the psychological defence mechanism of denial on a grand scale, Christians must be aware that beyond those towering monuments to the good which has been done in the name of their religion, are some horrendous examples of ‘man’s inhumanity to man’.

The work of Albert Schweitzer (1875 – 1965), who abandoned a promising career as an academic philosopher, theologian, and musician in Germany to study medicine and bring the medical expertise of Western Europe to people in Africa (many of whose physical sufferings in the years before the establishment of the World Health Organisation and other international humanitarian bodies would otherwise have been ended only by their death), is but one example among many, of Christians who have made massive humanitarian contributions to making the world a better place.

But a very different picture of the influence of the Christian religion appears when we think of the brutal attacks on Islam undertaken ‘in the name of God’ under the banner of the Crusades, the persecution and mass killings of Jews which branches of the Christian Church were at times actually complicit in, and at others turned a blind eye to, the appalling barbarities of the Inquisition, and the torture and the killing of heretics and witches. Tragically, recent examples of such religiously inspired (and often sanctioned) cruelties are not hard to find. From the way in which the ‘Born Again Christian’ George Bush, aided and abetted by the ‘devout Christian’ Tony Blair, suppressed whatever stirrings of Christian compassion they may at times have felt in their acquiescence in, and responsibility for the use of waterboarding and other forms of torture of terrorist suspects (many of whom have since been released without the finding of any evidence that they present a danger to humanity), to the recent kicking to death of a Catholic peace worker by Protestant vigilantes in post-‘Civil War’ 21st-century Ireland, the story of the Christian Church’s involvement in the infliction of pain, suffering, and death, is not an inspiring one. Despite the heroic humanitarian efforts of some saintly individuals (many of them unknown and unsung), overall the Christian Church as a whole must be regarded as a dismal failure in effectively promoting those humanitarian ideals which lie at the heart of what most people regard as Christian ethics.

Can this failure of the Christian Church be simply put down to the weaknesses of fallible humans whose ability to live up to the ideals of their religion leaves much to be desired? In this book I want to suggest that that is far too facile an explanation, and one which leaves little hope of the situation ever improving. I believe, however, that there is a better explanation, and a fairly simple one at that. It is, moreover, one that points the way to the possibility of ridding the Christian Church of the psychopathology that has marred the thinking (and therefore behaviour) of many of the adherents of the religion throughout its history. Insofar as we are successful in doing this, we shall see even more of the actualisation of the potential of those powerful positive forces contained within Christian Ethics to make the world an unambiguously better place for all.

It has been said that a compulsive desire to analyse everything as falling into one or other of two categories is so prevalent among academics as to almost warrant describing that behaviour as an ‘academic disease’. Pathological habit or not, the multifarious divisions within Christianity seem to almost beg for some fundamental simplification of the bewildering variety of different religious systems claiming the mantle of Christian orthodoxy. Of course there has in the past been no shortage of two-category analyses within Christianity – Roman Catholic versus Protestant, Established Church versus Non-conformist, Mainstream versus Evangelical Church or Fringe Sect, True Believer versus Heretic, Born Again versus Spiritually Dead, those destined to experience the joys of Heaven for all eternity versus those damned to eternal suffering in Hell, are only a few of the ‘us versus them’ analyses that have long been commonplace within the Christian Church. However, none of these two-category divisions seems to take us further than a simple labelling of relatively superficial differences between the various Christian Churches in terms of belief and practice. Even the differentiation between fundamentalist and more rational approaches to biblical interpretation, which takes us closer to the heart of the issue, is not a significantly helpful distinction to make without deeper analysis.

Almost all religious systems are, to a greater or lesser extent, wracked by internal conflicts. Is it possible to stand outside the narrow confines of any one religious system and find amongst the plethora of competing views within it, any broad trends which do make sense of what is going on between the warring factions? Psychology is obviously one discipline whose insights ought to have something valuable to offer in this respect. That being so it is surprising how few publications appear each year offering any sort of psychological analysis of religious issues. The reason is doubtless the pervasiveness of atheistic beliefs among academic psychologists. Whilst the fact that an atheistic psychologist will inevitably view any religious system as a delusional one does not in itself rule it out as a legitimate object of study, it probably does mean that he or she is less likely than an open-and spiritually-minded psychologist to find it an interesting and important field in which to work.

Why the extremely high rate of atheism among psychologists in Christian and post-Christian societies? I believe there are at least two important reasons. One is probably the very influential rejection by Sigmund Freud of religion as an illusion based on wish-fulfilment. The growth in influence of the psychoanalytic movement seems to have paralleled the decline of Christianity at least in Western Europe, and indeed acceptance of orthodox psychoanalytic dogma does imply that there is something intellectually disreputable about the holding of a religious point of view. As Richard Webster in his Why Freud was wrong: Sin, Science and Psychoanalysis5 has pointed out, however, Psychoanalysis itself has many of the characteristics of a religious movement and it will be interesting to see whether the decline in influence of its increasingly shaky claims to intellectual respectability leads to any resurgence of interest in questions of religion among academic psychologists.

There is another significant reason for the high atheism rate among psychologists, however, and that is the very real intellectual disreputability, Freud aside, of certain viewpoints perceived by many to be a necessary part of Christianity. I shall argue later in this book that these viewpoints, inevitably unacceptable to the majority of psychologists, are not intrinsic to a religious outlook, Christian or otherwise. One immediately striking example of this is the belief that we are all ‘miserable sinners’, rotten at the core, and need to be ‘saved’ from the consequences of all the wrongdoing with which we fill our lives.

It is unfortunate, but understandable, that so many intellectually able and emotionally intelligent people, repelled by such an unkind and unhelpful view of the human condition, want nothing more to do with a religion that espouses such views. To react in this way seems to me, to draw on an overworked metaphor, to be throwing the baby out with the bathwater. The first step in avoiding such a waste of the resources available to us to live a happy and meaningful life is to clearly identify what is baby and what is bathwater, and it is to contribute to such clarification that this book has been written.

Two religions, one label

Much of the malaise around religion in post-Christian societies, I believe, exists because of a lack of awareness that under the cloak of Christianity two very different religious and psychological systems of thought exist. There is considerable evidence that a very similar two-fold division exists within other major world religions (certainly in at least Islam, Judaism, and Buddhism), but I shall restrict myself in this book to Christianity, it being the only religion I know well enough to speak about with some authority. Christianity, however, is certainly not unique in having not merely two different religions, but two distinctly different types of religion sharing the same verbal label.

The starting point for my own enlightenment in this matter was the discovery some years ago of an all-too-little-known book by Eric Fromm, a leading figure in the Neo-Freudian movement, called Psychoanalysis and Religion.6 In this book, first published in 1950, Fromm differentiates between authoritarian religions (in which an all-powerful, all-good God is seen as having ultimate control over dependent, weak and sinful human beings) and humanistic religions (in which God is seen in a non-personified way as the good within each human).

In authoritarian religions God is seen as existing in an adversarial relationship with humankind, over whose eternal destiny either in heaven or hell he has absolute control.

In humanistic religions God is seen as existing in an intimately integrated, co-operative relationship with humankind, as a power, a source of positive energy within each human being, but having an objective existence as a spiritual being: God is both immanent in nature and transcends it, having an existence beyond that of the individual living creatures of which ‘he’ is a part.

Fromm draws attention to how strongly our conception of what constitutes ‘religion’ is influenced by what is in fact only one type of religion – the authoritarian type. He notes that the Oxford Dictionary definition of religion is “a rather accurate definition of authoritarian religion.” It reads: “[Religion is] recognition on the part of man of some higher unseen power as having control of his destiny, and as being entitled to obedience, reverence, and worship.” No wonder that those to whom such a disempowering and abusive view of humankind is unacceptable should reject not just authoritarian religion but religion as a whole, or at least Christianity, if their experience of religion has been restricted to the authoritarian form of that religion.

As Fromm points out, it is not just “the recognition that man is controlled by a higher power outside of himself” that defines an authoritarian religion. It is the further belief that “this power, because of the control it exercises, is entitled to obedience, reverence, and worship.”7 This is where the disempowering of the human being comes in. Humankind has no rights to autonomy, to independent thinking or action. The deity is “entitled to obedience, reverence and worship.” It is this, I believe, more than any other aspect of Christianity, which sticks in the gullet of enlightened thinkers in general, and psychologists in particular, as a destructively demeaning and belittling view of the nature of the human being.

And of course such a concept has no necessary relationship to religion and one’s conception of spiritual realities at all, the Oxford Dictionary notwithstanding. What such a view of the nature of religion does have a necessary connection with is authoritarian systems in general, in which submission of each layer of a power hierarchy to the layer above is demonstrated through unquestioning obedience to its expressed or implied demands. Recognition of a “higher power as having control …and as being entitled to obedience” is not a necessary component of a religious point of view, but it is a necessary part of an authoritarian one. Such an authoritarian viewpoint can be imposed on our understanding of spiritual things, but it cannot thereby monopolise the field. Unfortunately though, it can and often does have considerable success in its monopolistic attempts. The extent to which it has done so varies throughout history, due to a complex interaction of many political, economic, educational and cultural factors.

It is my aim in this book to examine key elements of Christian thinking and belief in terms of Fromm’s concept of the distinction between humanistic and authoritarian religions. The more I have thought about this subject the more light this way of looking at things has shed for me on the fundamental psychological reasons why the Christian Church today (as it has been ever since its inception) is a house divided against itself, and why probably almost as much evil as good has been done in its name.

Christianity is not a single religion. It contains within itself two very different systems of thought, which reflect something far more fundamental than the differences between Catholicism and Protestantism, or between either of these and the Eastern Orthodox churches. In this book I have tried to clarify the often incompatible and even contradictory views which comprise Christianity as it exists in the world today. In identifying these conflicting streams of thought as the humanistic and the authoritarian faces of the religion it is not my intention to suggest that the population of all Christians can be divided into just one or other of two rigid categories – humanistic or authoritarian. Most Christians will hold views (consciously or unconsciously) which belong predominantly to one or other of these categories, but also some views which belong to the other. My own belief is that those ideas belonging to the humanistic face of Christianity are profoundly true and of immense potential power to make the world a better place for all living creatures. In so far as anyone holding these views also holds some beliefs stemming from the authoritarian face of Christianity it is my firm conviction that if they were able to recognise the psychopathologies from which those views spring, and let go of them, they would be contributing in a significant way to making the world a better place.





Chapter 2

The Human Condition

If we attend to the general principles which regulate all endeavours after clear statement of truth, we must be prepared to amplify, recast, generalize, and adapt, so as to absorb into one system all sources of experience. 8

– Alfred North Whitehead. Religion in the Making

1. What is the fundamental motivator of human behaviour? What do we all constantly seek in life?

To feel OK about ourselves; to feel that whatever faults we may possess as the inevitable result of being human, at least deep down inside each of us is a good and beautiful person, more sinned against than sinning. Feeling guilty is a miserable state to be in, and we will go to great lengths, whether by becoming ill, the use and abuse of alcohol, street-drugs, prescription medication or religious conversion to eliminate, or at least dull the pain of feeling guilty.

2. How do we preserve and enhance our self-esteem?

•  By doing ‘good works’, in other words by doing things that will earn us the approval of at least some other people.

•  By seeking to live in the company of other people who generally approve of the way we live our life and will give us positive feedback about what a valuable member of the human race we are.

•  By using a number of mental mechanisms with which our nervous systems are equipped.

3. What innate mechanisms of the mind exist to protect us from psychological hurt?

One of the most important of several mechanisms that serve this function is what Sigmund Freud, the twentieth-century Austrian neurologist turned psychoanalyst, called ‘Defence Mechanisms’. These are ways in which our mind distorts its picture of reality to exclude from consciousness any thoughts or feelings which we believe it is wrong for us to have, and whose presence in us cause us anxiety when we become aware of them.

So far as religious thinking is concerned, the most important of the defence mechanisms that Freud identified are Denial, Repression, Projection, Reaction Formation, and Rationalisation. An extension of Freud’s thinking in this respect is the concept of our ‘Shadow self’, developed by the twentieth-century Swiss Psychiatrist Carl Gustav Jung, who early in his career was a member of Freud’s inner circle.

Denial

Underlying all the defences we shall consider here is the kingpin defence mechanism of denial. This involves a refusal to face facts, either those about the external situation in which we find ourselves, or about our own feelings. Refusing to become aware of the telltale signs of the impending break-up of a relationship, or that a developing relationship is not going to be good for one, or one parent not allowing themselves to become aware of the probability that the other is sexually abusing a child, are all-too-common examples of denial.

Repression

Denying the reality of a feeling does not of course make that feeling go away, no matter how hard we try to keep it out of our consciousness, and denied reality has a nasty habit of constantly rearing its ugly head and intruding itself into our lives, often at the most unexpected times and in the most unexpected places. The presence of repression shows itself by the arousal of anxiety when certain issues or topics are broached. When someone becomes agitated and perhaps very judgemental if a conversation should get around, however light-heartedly to, for example, something like the issue of extra-marital affairs, it might be because that individual has been experiencing some temptation to get involved with someone in just that way. If they are struggling to repress that thought, being part of a conversation in which such a topic is discussed reminds them of something they are trying very hard to forget, and the thought may well make them anxious and even agitated. There are of course also other reasons why people might find a conversation about any particular topic uncomfortable.

Projection

Projection is the defence mechanism whereby we deny responsibility for those of our own thoughts and feelings which are unacceptable to us, and attribute them to others. The defence mechanism of Projection always goes hand in hand with that of Denial. The desire to feel good about ourselves, to feel that ‘I’m OK’, is a universal and most powerful motivator of human behaviour. The less confident we are that we really are ‘a good person’, the more having any thoughts or feelings that cast doubt on how good a person we are will tempt us to deny the reality of those feelings. If the mechanisms of denial and repression alone are not sufficient to make our awareness of any unwanted feelings disappear completely, then one of the other mechanisms that may come into play is Projection, whereby we admit the presence of troublesome feelings but deny that they are ours, and accuse someone else of being the source of them. “Yes there is anger around, but it’s not me that is so angry, it’s you who is getting angry with me.” The process of projection develops early in life – the semi-playful attribution in childhood of the doing of ‘naughty’ things to the activities of ‘Mr Nobody’ is widespread.

Projection can be applied in an attempt to get rid of any unwanted feelings, but it is those two particularly important emotions – anger and sexual desire – which are the most frequent targets of this defence mechanism. The denial of the presence of these emotions in oneself, and their projection onto others, is one of the key processes in a host of human psychological problems, from jealousy (where the individual projects his or her own interest in exploring wider sexual experience onto their partner, or onto others they believe are seeking such experiences with them), to full blown psychotic disorders in which the individual’s contact with all aspects of their reality becomes tenuous in the extreme.

One of the sad things about the effects of the operation of the defence mechanism of Projection is that it plays into the effects of another powerful psychological process – the Self-fulfilling Prophecy. If we attribute certain of our own feelings to someone else, even if initially they did not have them, we shall behave towards that person as though they did, and that almost guarantees that they will indeed develop such feelings towards us.

If that happens, of course we are likely to feel that we were right all along and that the source of the upsetting anger really is the other person. In this way a self-justifying closed system is set up which protects us from having to take any responsibility for the unhappy situation which has developed. This situation of being at the mercy of someone else’s negative feelings is a very disempowered state to be in, and likely to generate its own set of extremely unhappy, negative emotions in us.

Reaction Formation

Reaction Formation refers to a process whereby we unconsciously ‘put on an act’ which creates the feeling in outside observers (and to at least some extent in ourselves) that our emotional state is exactly the opposite of what it really is; for example, smiling when one’s heart is breaking. One striking example of the operation of the defence mechanism of Reaction Formation in literature is to be found in Charles Dickens’ wonderful pen portrait of the “ever so ‘umble” Uriah Heep, in his novel David Copperfield. The scene in which Uriah finally drops his mask of sickly obsequiousness and reveals his true feelings of bitter envy and anger towards those whom he had been treating with nauseatingly excessive humility, is one of the outstanding examples of the expression of penetrating psychological insight in literature.

How do we know when someone is not being authentic, not acting in an entirely honest and straightforward way, and where the mechanism of Reaction Formation is probably operating? One telltale giveaway is when we start to feel about someone, “Methinks the lady (or gentleman) protesteth too much”. A very different way in which Reaction Formation manifests itself is to be seen in some of the most damaging cases of childhood sexual abuse, where the older person not only seeks sexual gratification in their interaction with a child, but also treats him or her in a verbally and/or physically abusive way – for the older person it is a way of denying the presence of any love interest, but for the poor child it is a case of insult being added to injury.

Rationalisation

An amusing, presumably fictitious story which perfectly captures the essence of the defence mechanism of Rationalisation is told by Amy Tan in her novel Saving Fish From Drowning.9 The story in question is about a pious man who explained to his followers, “It is evil to take lives and noble to save them. Each day I pledge to save a hundred lives. I drop my net in the lake and scoop out a hundred fishes. I place the fishes on the bank, where they flop and twirl. ‘Don’t be scared’, I tell those fishes. ‘I am saving you from drowning.’ Soon enough the fishes grow calm and lie still. Yet, sad to say, I am always too late. The fishes expire. And because it is evil to waste anything, I take those dead fishes to market and I sell them for a good price. With the money I receive, I buy more nets so I can save more fishes.”

Rationalisation is to be observed when someone is making a not-entirely-convincing attempt to explain in purely rational terms their reasons for doing something they feel they ought not to have done, or for having failed to do something they feel they ought to have done. When we are rationalising we are giving an explanation for our behaviour in terms of pure reason, suppressing reference to any emotional considerations. The logic may be unassailable, but logical considerations may not have been the most powerful motivator of our actions, and at least to the emotionally intelligent, it shows! Although to describe Rationalisation as ‘telling rational lies’ may be a bit harsh, when the mechanism is in operation we are certainly suppressing part of the truth about why we behaved as we did – the anxiety we were spared by not acting in a certain way or the emotional satisfaction we gained from what we did.

Most smug moralistic explanations for behaviour are at least partly rationalisations. Oscar Wilde captured the essence of the situation perfectly when he wrote, “In cases like this it becomes more than a duty to speak one’s mind: it becomes a positive pleasure.” The motivation for most psychological acts has both rational and emotional components. When we rationalise we are reporting only the intellectual component (real or created specially for the occasion) of our motivations. There may or may not be some truth in what we are saying, but even if we are telling the truth and nothing but the truth we are certainly not telling the whole truth. And very often that untold part of the truth is the most relevant part. One of St Paul’s less endearing habits, as we shall examine in Chapter 7, is of from time to time assuring readers of his epistles that in saying what he is saying to them, he is only motivated by concern for their welfare, when it is abundantly clear to a dispassionate observer that his real motivation is a much less noble one, like consolidating his position as the pre-eminent apostle to the Gentiles, or making his life of ‘service to the Lord’ more comfortable.

Our Shadow

Another related mechanism which is often used to protect our sense of self-worth, and is closely related to Freud’s concept of Projection, is the creation of our Shadow, a process which Jung brought to our attention. According to Jung, in splitting off from consciousness and repressing what we regard as unacceptable parts of our mind, we create a Shadow-self which as far as possible we keep tucked out of sight. The part of our personality which we show to the world Jung called our Persona, but what the world usually sees is only part of who we really are.

Extremely important in understanding human behaviour are the disowned parts of our personality which we have projected into our Shadow, where they lurk, banished from consciousness, but every now and then emerging into some uncharacteristic behaviour which sometimes shocks and horrifies us and anyone we are interacting with at the time. We find ourselves saying something like, “How could I have said that?” or, “It’s not like me to …” These intrusions of untypical thoughts and behaviours by repressed parts of the personality of religious people are frequently attributed to the presence of the Devil or some other ‘evil spirit’ – an unhelpful way at looking at things, but one that, given an appropriate definition of ‘the devil’, is not without some truth in it. The more successfully we disown the parts of ourself which we believe to be bad and wicked, the more our Shadow feels like an invading foreign force which is ‘not me’. However foreign those disowned parts of ourselves may feel though, they are parts of ourselves and unless we take responsibility for having them we shall never be able to control them.

4. How do we minimise the distress our Shadow sometimes causes us?

What sort of a picture we have of the person we want to be is partly determined by our genetic inheritance, but even more strongly by all the life experiences that have come our way. Some life experiences make it relatively easy to live up to the ideals we set for ourselves; others make it very difficult indeed to do so, and tempt us to deny more and more of the (to us painful) reality of who we are, pushing that into our Shadow. The more of ourselves we have shovelled into that Shadow, the more frequently will parts of it erupt into consciousness and cause us anxiety when they do. The best way to minimise that distress is to empty our Shadow of as much of its content as possible by allowing ourselves to become fully conscious of those aspects of ourselves which we had previously been denying; in other words to accept ourselves for what we are, warts and all. None of us are ‘bad’ just because we have the potential for bad behaviour, and sometimes engage in it. We all have the same potential in that respect. But all praise to us when we do not actualise that potential, when we do not become cruel and hurtful when others become that way towards us. Full self-acceptance is a fundamental requirement for that self-love which Jesus’ ethical principles urge upon us if we are to become a blessing to all living things, as discussed in Chapter 5 of this book.

One of the grave disservices which St Paul has done to many people who have read those of his letters which are recorded in the Christian Bible, is to help create in their minds the same deep splits as he had between his Persona and his Shadow, between the biological reality of who he was as a human being (his ‘carnal mind’), and the spiritual side of his being.

5. How can we identify what lies in our Shadow?

This can be a lengthy process, perhaps inevitably a lifelong one, requiring much ruthlessly honest soul-searching. There is, however, one very quick and simple technique to help us to find at least some of our Shadow qualities, and that is succinctly captured in the snappy sentence, “If you can spot it, you’ve got it!”. It is not always a totally reliable indicator of what is going on in ourselves, but it is a fairly safe bet that when some behaviour or characteristic of someone else really gets under our skin and annoys us more than we might reasonably expect it to, it is because our Shadow contains the potential for engaging in just such behaviours, and expressing in various ways the very attitudes whose presence in someone else annoys us so much.

6. Is it always a bad thing to make a mistake?

There are at least three different fundamental learning processes, through the mechanism of which experience changes our behaviour. The most important of these is trial-and-error learning, in which the probability of our repeating any particular behaviour is influenced by the consequences of that behaviour.10 Broadly speaking, if anything we do brings us pleasure (short-term or long-term) then we shall be more likely to do that same thing again when we are in the same or a closely similar situation. If the consequences of any behaviour we engage in are unpleasant, we are less likely to engage in that behaviour again in the future.

For trial-and-error learning to occur, two things are essential: the one is to sometimes do something right and the other thing is to sometimes do something wrong, to make a mistake. We rarely make a perfect job of our initial attempts at doing the things we later become skilful at. Making a mistake can sometimes be a disaster but it can also be an invaluable learning experience. It all depends on what happens after we have made the mistake; what happens in terms of the behaviour of other people who witness our mistake, and what we think and do after making that mistake. Even the great Einstein lived with the experience of frequently making mistakes. He wrote, “I think and think for months and years. Ninety-nine times the conclusion is false. The hundredth time I am right.” Fortunate indeed are those who have learned to view adult life not as an examination to assess how thoroughly they have learned the lessons they have been taught in earlier life, but rather as a continuous learning experience.

Trial-and-error learning has the experience of failure, of ‘making an error’, at the very heart of its structure. Failure does not mean we have reached the end of the particular road we have been travelling on; it is a stage in the learning process towards eventual success. In this frame of mind one can sometimes even laugh at one’s failures – they are not the end of the world, and life will go on regardless of them. Whether we go on to ever-greater heights of achievement or to an old age of bitterness and despair depends entirely on our attitude towards that failure. Was it a valuable, albeit painful, learning experience which clarified for us what we needed to do to succeed, or was it a discouraging slap in the face that confirmed all our worst fears about how fundamentally useless we are?

7. How can we influence behaviour? The differential effects of reward and punishment

Many people have a very simplistic understanding of this subject, an understanding which usually boils down to, “If you want to encourage a certain behaviour (which you regard as good), reward it. If you want to discourage a certain behaviour (which you regard as ‘bad’) punish it.” But a huge amount of research work has resulted in the very clear understanding that the effects of reward and punishment are by no means equal and opposite. Reward, in the form of praise and acknowledgement and/or something more tangible, does indeed reliably increase the probability that any rewarded behaviour will be repeated in the future. The effects of punishment are, however, very variable, depending only in part on the severity of that punishment. Many aspects of the punished individual’s prior history and the nature of their relationship with the punishing person affect the outcome of the punishment. As the behaviour of political activists and religious martyrs reminds us, the level of commitment the individual feels to the cause they are working for is also a highly significant factor in determining the effects that any punishment they receive has on their subsequent behaviour.

What is punishment? It is any unpleasant consequence that follows anything we do. It is not the same thing as constructive negative feedback which builds up the confidence, optimism and sense of self-worth of the person being communicated with, rather than breaking them down. Pointing out what we see as someone’s faults in a gentle, kindly, encouraging-of-improvement way when we feel that they have done something wrong (to someone else or to themselves) is a loving behaviour. Reacting with moral outrage in a way which makes the person feel bad about themselves is a punishing behaviour and anything but loving. Very often if love is flowing strongly enough and bringing significant affirmation of the individual’s good qualities, wrongdoing will disappear of its own accord even without any constructive negative feedback, although such guidance is often necessary.

On the other hand, whether punishment succeeds in permanently getting rid of undesired behaviour or not depends on whether anything constructive is learnt when the punishment ceases. Punishment itself teaches nothing. When it starts it suppresses the preceding behaviour but it is what the person was doing, thinking, and feeling when the punishment stopped that is the learned behaviour the individual takes away from the experience of punishment. They may learn to do something virtuous, which is very different from the thing they were being punished for and which is incompatible with it, in which case the punishment is deemed to have been successful. The process whereby the termination of punishment strengthens immedi-ately-preceding behaviour is technically known as negative reinforcement.

But it is often the case that all the punished person learns is to keep their wrongdoing more effectively hidden from disapproving eyes. Lying, cheating, and hypocrisy are often the qualities that people acquire from punishment, and the more successfully they have learned this, the more unaware the punishing agent will be that the punishment has not produced the desired result, whatever superficial appearances may suggest to the contrary.

The idea that without careful attention to the encouragement of good behaviour, punishment may in fact produce a situation which from an ethical point of view is worse than it was before the punishment started, is closely parallel to the insight which Jesus demonstrated in talking about (using the only concepts that were available to him 2000 years ago), the potential downside of the ‘driving out of devils’ (as reported in Matthew 12:43-45 and Luke 11:24-26), ending in, “and the last state of that man is worse than the first”.

Many of the experiences, both rewarding and punishing, which have shaped our lives did not come our way because of anyone’s express determination that they should. For example, the amount of time as a child and as a young person we experienced being nurtured, having our good qualities affirmed and receiving clear signs of the fact that those closest to us were glad that we existed, as opposed to the amount of time we spent feeling unwanted and more of a nuisance than a pleasure (which will have significantly influenced how kind or cruel we are towards others) was usually not carefully planned to achieve a clearly-defined future goal; most of the time, in interacting with us, our parents were just living out their lives, unconscious of the forces that had moulded them in the past. For example, nobody set out to ensure that we developed the use of certain defence mechanisms to protect our self-esteem, but our parents may well have provided a model for us in that respect – a process of which both they and we were most probably completely unconscious.

But from time to time our parents and other important people in our lives did take active steps to shape our behaviour, thoughts and attitudes, either to make their own lives more comfortable and satisfying, or because they genuinely believed such shaping was in our own best interests. The more they encouraged us (as opposed to trying to force us) into the patterns of behaviour they wanted to see in us, the more they respected our right to be ourselves, and the more nurturing love they showed towards us, the more successful they will have been in achieving their objectives.

8. The Male-Female dimension

The biological differences between the sexes are so significant that it would be almost unbelievable if there were no corresponding differences in the psychological make-up of those mind-body-spirit unities we call ‘man’ and those we call ‘woman’. The widespread interest in John Gray’s best-selling Men are from Mars, Women from Venus is indicative of the fact that it deals with issues which are a matter of common observation which sometimes cause significant distress and anxiety. The similar success of Rob Becker’s one-man play, Defending the Caveman, and the uninhibited laughter it provokes in audiences is further testimony to the fact that the presumed male/female psychological differences it makes much of are a matter of common observation, and of considerable interest to the ‘man or woman in the street’.

One of the most regrettable corollary beliefs of the view that the psychology of men and women are in some ways quite different, is the idea that the ‘battle of the sexes’ is a painful but inevitable part of human experience. This in turn then becomes the justification for a host of prejudiced and destructive views about the negative qualities of men just because they are men, and of women just because they are women. Such a view is attractive to some people because it lets them off the painful hook of exploring whether it is not their own behaviour which is responsible for any difficulties that arise in their relationships, rather than any endemic weakness or inadequacy that the other person possesses just because they are biologically a man or a woman.

However much or little truth there may be in any specific generalisation about the psychological nature of men and women, such generalisations are generally crudely simplistic. Far more helpful in promoting joyful relationships between the sexes is a view put forward by Jung to the effect that in addition to whatever differences there may be in the psychology of men and women rooted in their biological differences, each person, male or female has both a Masculine Principle and a Feminine Principle within them, and at any one time is functioning predominantly in one or other of these modes.

This is hardly surprising. Since every individual is the product of the joining together of a male sperm and a female ovum, half our genetic inheritance comes from a man and half from a woman. How could it be otherwise than that psychologically as well as biologically we all carry both male and female qualities within us? The Feminine Principle in a man Jung termed his Anima (the feminine form of the Latin word for mind) and the Masculine Principle in a woman Jung called her Animus (the masculine form of the Latin word for mind).

To the extent that an individual’s Masculine Principle is in control (whether they are a man or a woman), rationality and down-to-earth practicality prevail. Everything is either black or white, no shades of ambiguous grey being allowed to confuse any issues under consideration. All that is needed to solve any problem is to apply the cast-iron laws of logic to it.

To the extent that an individual’s Feminine Principle is in control (whether that person is a man or a woman), rationality and logic take second place to issues of feeling and emotion. Concern for people’s emotional state, feelings of love, of compassion, the desire to nurture, the enjoyment of beauty, and the experience of contact with the spiritual world are the sorts of things which occupy our minds in this state. Intuitions are taken seriously and not regarded as something to be ignored because they are sometimes unsupported by, or even in conflict with the outcome of logical analysis.

The concepts of Masculine and Feminine Principles are quite closely similar to the neuropsychological concepts of Left-and Right-brain functioning. The idea here is that in roughly 95% of the general population who are right-handed (as 90% of them are), the left and right sides of the Cerebral Cortex, (the outermost and most recently evolved layer of the brain – ‘cortex’ being the Latin word for ‘bark’) are specialised for different types of information processing; the left-hand side for verbal, mathematical and logical analysis and synthesis, the right-hand side for the processing of spatial, aesthetic, and emotional information. Although the detailed elaborations of this idea that some neuropsychologists have made are over-simplistic, the theory is not without merit and some empirical support, and certainly the parallels with Jung’s thinking about the Animus and the Anima are intriguing.

No one ever stays in one of these Animus/Left-brain or Anima/Right-brain states for ever, and there is no suggestion that one of them is better than the other. For optimal mental functioning we, both men and women, need to be using each of these different types of data analysis from time to time, and to be able to move freely between them as circumstances require.

In the Western world at least, the huge benefits to humanity which have accrued from the painstaking, Left-brain, Masculine Principle type of work of hard-nosed scientists (both male and female) has often led to a massive over-valuing of that aspect of mental functioning at the expense of Right-brain, Feminine Principle functioning in life as a whole. Even in the scientific realm all the great advances in our understanding of the universe have been made not only because of the application of rigidly logical thinking to one way of looking at a problem, but equally because Right-brain thinking has provided creative new ways of looking at the issue under investigation. These new ways have led to the questioning of some of the (often unconscious assumptions) to which Left-brain thinking has been applied. Even outside the scientific realm, in the increasingly technologically sophisticated modern world the dangers of a one-sided intellectual approach to life are being increasingly recognised, and the ‘soft skills’ mediated by Right-brain, Feminine Principle psychological functioning are acquiring greater importance and respect. The professional work of engineers, actuaries, accountants and such people used to be regarded as requiring almost nothing but Masculine-Principle functioning, but the realisation of the impact of the ever-accelerating changes in society and the conditions of human life, is leading to a reassessment of the importance of Right-brain, Feminine Principle ways of being, in which the emotional content of relationships and the spiritual side of life is being seen in many quarters as having ever-greater importance.

In matters of religion, as in those of mental health, pigeonholing people and ideas as belonging to one rigid category or another is never helpful. The categories of humanistic and authoritarian religions, Left-and Right-brain functioning, and Masculine and Feminine Principles are simply ways of thinking which bring into focus some of the essential psychological characteristics of different individuals. They are mentioned here because readers may find it enlightening to toy with the idea that humanistic Christianity can be seen as to a significant extent a Right-brain/Feminine Principle religion, and authoritarian Christianity a much more Left-brain/Masculine Principle one.

9. Language and communication

Language obviously plays a huge role in the communication of what people believe to be spiritual truth, and what they believe to be religious error. The steady flow of new translations of the Bible text, partly in response to the discovery of additional manuscripts, particularly those dating from earlier than any previously known, and partly in response to changing habits of language use, is testimony to the importance quite rightly attached to the dictionary meaning of words. But the dictionary meaning of words is by no means the only source of the information we obtain from verbal communication and from communications about religious and spiritual matters in particular. In fact the conclusion to be drawn from the many psychological research studies that have been conducted on this topic is that on average in face-to-face verbal communications only about 7% of the meaning which listeners extract from such conversations comes from the dictionary meaning of the words used. Even when the communicator is not physically present (as in telephone conversations, and the reading of written or printed documents, text messages and e-mails) the contribution of the dictionary meaning of the individual words falls far short of 100%. Where does the rest of the message received come from?

There are many different factors at play, and the concepts of Left-and Right-brain, and Masculine-and Feminine-Principle functioning provide one useful framework within which to try to understand these. In extracting meaning from a verbal communication, Left-brain, Masculine-Principle functioning is crucial. It is by that means that the dictionary meaning of the words used in a message and the fundamental grammatical and logical structures of phrases and sentences are discovered.

But the brain always works as a whole, and its right hemisphere does not go to sleep while the left hemisphere is going about its specialised work. The Right-brain, our Feminine-Principle, is simultaneously active, and it is here that our Emotional Intelligence operates to supplement our Left-hemisphere processing of the dictionary meanings of the words we see or hear. In the case of face-to-face conversations, Right-hemisphere analysis of (amongst other things), the tension or relaxed gentleness of the communicator’s body posture, their facial expressions and tone of voice can tell us much about the speaker’s state of mind, and feelings towards us. This Right-hemisphere processing sometimes alerts us to the fact that the strict dictionary meaning of some of the words used is not the meaning the speaker or writer wishes to convey, indeed it may be the exact opposite, as in the sarcastically sneered comment, “That’s very clever” or, “That’s very funny”.

It is as a result of the supplementary help of Right-brain processing that we either come to largely trust the integrity and good intentions of the communicator, or begin to feel that something doesn’t quite add up in what someone is saying to us. We may then begin to feel that perhaps what we are observing is the operation of defence mechanisms interfering with the completely honest expression of thought and feeling. If this feeling becomes very strong we shall probably want to exclaim with that eminent nineteenth-century philosopher, essayist, and Unitarian minister Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Who you are shouts so loudly in my ears that I cannot hear what you are saying.” This is particularly the case where religious language is concerned. Even people whose emotional intelligence is not particularly highly developed are sometimes quick to spot a lack of harmony between the dictionary meaning of the words used and the body language of the individual using those words. The greater the discrepancy between the two, the less persuasive the individual’s communication is likely to be.

Verbal subtleties

Obviously body language is a source of information about what is going on in a speaker’s mind which is available to us only when we have visual contact with them. But there are some relatively subtle aspects of language use which also convey information to us, in addition to that contained in the dictionary meaning of words, even when we are not receiving any relevant visual input. One of the most readily noticed of these factors is that some words carry a significant emotional charge. Many words exist which in addition to supplying us with factual information about somebody’s race, gender, sexual orientation or religious allegiance leave us in no doubt about the individual’s prejudice against members of the particular group to which any person thus described belongs.

On the positive side, some words have the power to conjure up powerful positive emotional states within us. Skilled writers of both prose and poetry are adept at choosing their words and the way they connect them in such a way as to arouse in us far more than just a knowledge of the facts contained in the dictionary definition of the words they have used.

One example of this which I find particularly striking is from one of A. A. Milne’s timeless Winnie-the-Pooh stories. I could paraphrase the seven lines in the quote below as, “Rabbit’s clever and has brains, and that is the reason why he seems to never really understand anything”, and that does reasonably accurately convey the essential meaning of A. A. Milne’s words, but it does so in a boring, matter-of-fact way, which seems to be anything but wise and profound, if not downright stupid. The original reads,

“Rabbit’s clever,” said Pooh thoughtfully.

“Yes,” said Piglet, “Rabbit’s clever.”

“And he has Brain.”

“Yes,” said Piglet, “Rabbit has Brain.”

There was a long silence.

“I suppose,” said Pooh, “that that’s why he never understands anything.”11

Why does that quotation hold our attention, leave us thinking and wondering, and feels to be imparting some profound truth about the limitations of intellectual intelligence? It is partly because there is something about A. A. Milne’s choice of words and the way they are put together which takes us back into that world of imaginative make-believe we inhabited as a child, when we felt to be part of some magical wonderland which lies beyond the iron rules of logic and the simple hard-nosed facts of material existence.

Much more could be said on this subject but this is probably not the place to do it. What it all boils down to is that there is more to verbal communication (especially when it comes to dealing with emotionally-rich issues) than simply supplying information about the bare bones of a situation captured in the dictionary meaning of the words used to describe it. One aspect of this which is of particular importance where emotional and spiritual issues are concerned is the power of beautiful things and beautiful experiences to rearrange our mental furniture in a way which increases our awareness of the goodness which abounds in the universe and can inspire us to redouble our efforts to make the world a better place for all living creatures.

Goodness, Beauty, and Truth have long been recognised as a trio of intimately inter-related concepts which are of great relevance where matters of religion and spirituality are concerned. Truth is important, but goodness and beauty are aspects of the total truth of any situation. Whatever the gain in intellectual precision may have been, beauty is something which has often been lost in modern English translations of the Bible. For many Christians who are sensitive to the powerful emotional effects and spiritual experiences beautiful language can produce, listening to bible readings from many of the modern translations of the English Bible is rather like attending a church service in a disused warehouse. The same service held in a beautiful church or cathedral might have communicated the same Left-brain intellectual content, but our experience of spiritual things might have been immeasurably enhanced by the things of beauty which would speak wordlessly to our hearts and minds through the Right-brain processing of visual and auditory beauty. The power of words is immense, but the whole setting in which verbal communication takes place can significantly affect the overall message we receive from any verbal communication. Fortunate indeed are those whose earliest experiences with the printed word occurred while sitting cuddled on the lap of a loving parent.

Many people in many parts of the Christian Church are far too attached to the idea that communication must necessarily involve the use of words. But anyone who has interacted with a much-loved pet knows that such a creature can communicate powerfully with us although not being able to speak a single word. There is much truth in the saying of the nineteenth-century Czechoslovakian composer Bedřich Smetena, “Words – the language of ideas. Music – the language of feeling.” Music and all other forms of art, as well as the beauties of nature, can be powerful communicators of many aspects of spiritual truth. The importance of beauty as a spiritual concept seems to be being increasingly neglected in many parts of the Christian Church in recent years.

Alexander Solzhenitsyn spent many years in prison under the Soviet regime. In his acceptance speech for his Nobel Prize for literature in 1970, expanding on a thought (“Beauty will save the world”) expressed by the Russian author Dostoyevsky in his novel The Idiot, said,

Perhaps, then, the old trinity of Truth, Goodness and Beauty is not simply the dressed-up, worn-out old formula we in our presumptuous, materialistic youth thought it was. If the crowns of these three trees meet (as most scholars have asserted) and if the too obvious, too straight sprouts of Truth and Goodness have been knocked down, cut off, not let grow – perhaps the whimsical, unpredictable, unexpected branches of Beauty will work their way through, rise up to that very place, and thus complete the work of all three.

It is because of the power of the right words used in the right way to create a particular emotional and intellectual state within us that the increasing abandonment of any use of the 1611 King James Version of the English Bible by Christian Churches is so regrettable. In some cases, by throwing out the truths communicated by the aesthetic beauty of beautiful language, the unacceptable triviality and ugliness of some of the ideas conveyed by the basic dictionary meaning of some of the words used is starkly revealed. The loss of the more subtle aspects of the impact of the original wording of the King James Version (KJV) sometimes means a real loss of spiritual value.

Perhaps there is even more going on when we listen to, or read the KJV than what we have discussed above. It has been suggested that some of the language used in that version of the English Bible was already ‘old-fashioned’ when that translation was made, and that it was deliberately used rather than the more ‘modern’ words then current because of the special emotional atmosphere those ‘old-fashioned’ words created, even in the seventeenth century.

Perhaps it is significant that one of the ways, powerful for many people, of facilitating entry into a hypnotic trance state is to suggest to them that time is running backwards, and that they are entering a mental state that they used to be in in the past. Perhaps it is also worth pondering in this connection, Jesus’ belief that, as reported in Matthew 18:3, “Unless you change and become like children, you will never enter the kingdom of heaven”.

A further thought worth considering in this context relates to the very widespread use of candles in various rituals across a wide range of different religions. Focussing attention on a candle flame is for many people a powerfully effective way of entering a hypnotic trance state, and one of the striking characteristics of being in a hypnotic trance, is the sidelining of intellectual analysis in favour of pure unanalysed raw experience. This fact is an important part of the reason why in the trance state, a subject is much more highly suggestible than they are when in a state of normal consciousness, in which suggestions are generally subjected to some careful analytical thought before they are either acted on or rejected.

Fundamentalism

One of the obstacles which has historically stood in the way of humanity extracting the maximum benefit from the many, many words which have been written on spiritual and religious matters has been the widespread human tendency to adopt a fundamentalist interpretation of such texts. So far as Christianity is concerned, the Concise Oxford English Dictionary (COED) defines fundamentalism as, “a form of Protestant Christianity which upholds belief in the strict and literal interpretation of the Bible”.12 Such a view ignores the historical realities of the origins of the Bible. The final form of the Christian Bible (whichever of the variant forms of it are accepted as the ‘True Bible’) was arrived at as a result of a number of very human decisions as to just which of the many religious texts circulating at the time should be regarded as containing ‘the Word of God’. There was no clap of thunder and the sudden appearance of a beautifully bound copy of ‘The Holy Bible’ in their home language on everyone’s dining room table; nor did anyone ever descend from a mountain top communion with God with a newly-received copy of the Christian Bible tucked under their arm.

The decisions as to what the final form of the Christian Bible should be were made by committees of old men (perish the thought that any woman’s opinion should be sought!) whose main qualification for making such far-reaching decisions was that they had succeeded in satisfying their desire for a position of power and control within the Christian Church. To regard such people as uniquely fitted to ‘know the mind of God’ in respect of the final form of the Christian scriptures beggars belief.

Another problem is that it is very rare for any piece of writing of any significant length to use all the words in it in a completely literal way to describe only the simple concrete reality of any situation. Religious texts particularly, are often written rich in metaphor and allegory, and the Christian Bible and other respected religious writings are no exception to this general habit. The COED defines metaphor as “a figure of speech in which a word or phrase is applied to something to which it is not literally applicable: a thing regarded as symbolic of something else,” and allegory as “a story, poem, or picture which can be interpreted to reveal a hidden meaning”.

If someone says, “I was in heaven listening to her beautiful singing,” no one would think for a moment that the person who was experiencing such ecstatic pleasure thought they had actually died and gone to heaven. They would instinctively know that the word ‘heaven’ was being used metaphorically. It is a short-cut to saying, “It was so beautiful that it was as though I was in heaven,” and yet so often when a fundamentalist Christian encounters sentences like, “I know a person in Christ who fourteen years ago was caught up to the third Heaven,” (II Corinthians 12:2) they immediately assume that, out of respect for the biblical record, they must believe that the person thus described had entered some different physical place.

Strangely, those who hold such a view, and who probably feel obliged to believe that God created all the plants and animals in the world on the day before he created the Sun and Moon (as reported in Genesis I:11-19), can sometimes go to extraordinary lengths to avoid interpreting as literally true the verse in which Jesus is reported to have said that, “There be some standing here, which shall not taste of death, till they see the Son of man coming in his kingdom”. (Matthew 16:28. Similar reports are to be found in Matthew 23:36; Matthew 24:34; Mark 9:1; and Luke 9:27). If those words of Jesus, reported in all three of the Synoptic gospels, are a reasonably accurate reflection of something Jesus actually said, (and how many fundamentalists would doubt that they are?), and are taken literally (as fundamentalists are apt to do) as referring to an imminent apocalyptic event, then it is clear that Jesus was simply wrong when he made that prediction – an almost unthinkable possibility for most, if not all fundamentalists.

For the really strict fundamentalist the precise dictionary definition of every word is precisely what the writer meant to convey. If somewhere in the Bible it is said that the sun and moon suddenly appeared out of nothing on the fourth day of God’s sudden burst of intense creative activity, (which is precisely what is communicated to us in Genesis 1:14-19), then that is exactly what happened. The fact that according to that Genesis account (Genesis 1:9-13) God had created dry land and all the grasses and herbs and fruit trees that grow upon it, not only in the space of 24 hours, but ‘on the third day’, in other words 24 hours before the sun and moon even existed, then that must be exactly, literally what happened, notwithstanding the apparent absurdity of that idea from what we know about the biology of plant growth.

Whether or not that seemingly muddled-up dating of the creation of the sun and the creation of vegetation is the most unbelievable aspect of the Creation story in the first chapter of the book of Genesis is a moot point. Genesis 1:6-8 tells us that God spent the day before he created all the world’s vegetation, in creating “a dome” to “separate the waters from the waters. So God made the dome and separated the waters that were under the dome from those that were above the dome. And it was so. God called the dome Sky.” Genesis is silent about what happened to the waters that were above the sky. Perhaps there is water on Mars after all! The scientists’ objections to the fundamentalist Christian’s way of looking at the development of the universe are irrelevant to the fundamentalist, because although such amazing feats of creationism are impossible for humans, “with God all things are possible”. (Matthew 19:26). In other words no possible claim about the extent of God’s power, no matter how absurd that claim may be, can ever be refuted on practical grounds.

The issue of whether or not the first Genesis account is to be regarded as a statement of historical and scientific fact has generated enormous controversy, and the Fundamentalists among the Christian community have dug themselves in very strongly to defend their position. It is interesting to note that even the puritanical Calvin, whom most would regard as by no means a liberal theologian, in fact as probably one of the most rigidly narrow-minded of Protestant reformers, believed that the Bible was not the place to look for historical and scientific facts.

Those who do not share Calvin’s views in that respect, must however find it very difficult to stick to their position of believing in the literal truth and absolute veracity of everything the Bible contains when they move into some other areas remote from the Genesis Creation story. Presumably few sexually active fundamentalists believe in the absolute God-ordained truth of Paul’s views on sex which we shall look at in some detail in Chapter 7, and presumably few of them would countenance anything other than a metaphorical interpretation of the flights of poetic fantasy in that beautiful, passionate love poem, The Song of Solomon, through every chapter of which breathes a joyful celebration of the physical and psychological manifestations of human sexuality. One wonders whether Paul, with his very different attitude to sexuality, had ever read this particular book which is to be found in both the Hebrew and the Christian bibles.

While reflecting on the account of the Creation of the universe to be found in the first book of Genesis it is worth noting that there is a second Creation story in the first book of the Bible (in Genesis 2:4-23) which does not specify any time-periods during which any particular part of the creation process occurred, except for that which elapsed between the creation of men and women. This ought to create problems for those who cling to a literal interpretation of the first Creation account. According to that first, date-specific Creation story, God created man and woman simultaneously (“So God created man in his own image, in the image of God created he him; male and female created he them”13 Genesis 1:27), whereas in the second Creation story, God created woman as an afterthought some time after he had created man, as something to comfort him in his loneliness, perhaps to share his workload, and doubtless to provide an acceptable outlet for his sexual appetites lest he be tempted to indulge in the appalling sins of masturbation, homosexuality, or bestiality. (“And the Lord God said, It is not good that the man should be alone; I will make him an help meet for him.” Genesis 2:18). What role man was to play in the woman’s life is not specified, being presumably seen as of no great importance in comparison with her obligations and duties towards the dominant male.

The ignoring of the complex variety of sources from which we extract the full meaning of verbal communications, spoken or written, is only part of the problem with fundamentalism – the belief that every word in the Bible has to be taken literally as the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth about certain simple historical facts. It is problematic enough that those who adopt a fundamentalist interpretation of scripture grant an absolute validity to every statement made by the dozens of writers whose work has been collected together to form the Bible (a validity which most of us would never dream of granting to the writings of historians in any other field), but there is a further problem to which the fundamentalist approach is prone, and that can make it misleading in our attempts to understand spirituality. This problem, which is not manifest by every fundamentalist, but occurs all too frequently, is that side by side with the consciously held belief that every word in the Bible is literally true, often goes a belief (conscious or otherwise) that not only did Jesus (or Moses or Isaiah, or John the Baptist, or whoever) say exactly what the Bible says they said on a particular subject, but that was all they said on it.

This is manifestly absurd on every count, and it is doubtful whether anyone other than the most rigid fundamentalist believes that the four gospels provide a comprehensively detailed account of everything Jesus said during his ministry, or at least that that is all he said on any particular subject which is of importance to us today, even if that ministry was only nine or ten months long, as Geza Vermes in his The Authentic Gospel of Jesus14 suggests it probably was. For most Christians those words of the writer of John’s gospel, “And many other signs truly did Jesus in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book” (John 20:30), are self-evidently true. Nevertheless some of those Christian fundamentalists who believe that every word in the Bible is the word of God, quite illogically seem to view any proclaimed truth which is not to be found in the Bible with grave suspicion – their default position apparently being that any spiritual insight must be viewed as false unless and until it is proved true by an assemblage of biblical texts. In fact, wherever it is to be found, whatever is claimed to be a spiritual truth must be subjected to critical evaluation using all the relevant resources of modern historical, theological, linguistic, and psychological scholarship as well as our ‘gut feel’, if we are to get anywhere near the profound understanding of all aspects of life through which the world will slowly but surely become a better place for all.

The case of the Ten Commandments provides another object lesson in this respect. The two versions of these injunctions in the Bible (at Exodus 20:2-17 and Deuteronomy 5:6-21) cover the same topics, but with slightly different emphases. The last verse of both these statements, which provide a listing of the things we must not covet, end with the words, “or anything that belongs to your neighbour”. Interestingly, however, although both the biblical versions of the Ten Commandments specifically prohibit the coveting of either a male or a female slave, it is only the coveting of a neighbour’s wife (presumably by anyone, male or female), and not of a neighbour’s husband which is specifically forbidden.

The rigid fundamentalist ought to conclude from this that it is a sin to covet a neighbour’s wife, but not a sin for them to covet a neighbour’s husband, since this case is very specifically not mentioned in the detailed listing of the people whom we are not allowed to covet. Most fundamentalists of course do not conclude from this that God doesn’t care one way or the other whether someone’s husband is being coveted or not, but gets very angry if a wife is being coveted by her neighbour – after all, so some people’s thinking runs, she is her husband’s property isn’t she? They generally prefer to deal with this problem by arguing it away as this special case being covered by the clause, “or anything that belongs to your neighbour”, conveniently ignoring the fact that some explanation is required as to why it was necessary to specifically mention both male and female slaves, but only wives, and not husbands.

A non-fundamentalist reading of the texts would lead to an exploration of what this very specific exclusion of husbands from the list of those who must not be coveted tells us about power relations between men and women, and the attitudes to the relative unimportance of what a woman wants as opposed to what a man wants which prevailed in the society and at the time that the Ten Commandments were written down. After all, so such thinking runs, why shouldn’t a man be flattered by the knowledge that he is desired by more than one woman, but heaven help any woman (and her admirers!) who experiences an ego-boost from knowing that she is desired by more than one man? Consistency in the application of fundamentalist principles is not the most striking characteristic of those who demand that the Bible be interpreted in this way.

The most obvious disservice a fundamentalist interpretation of the Bible does to earnest attempts to get a better understanding of spiritual things is to treat the written statements of fallible human beings as being, ‘the word of God’. This many of them most certainly are not. Every word in the Bible was written by human beings, and those words and the way they are assembled represent the best they could do to communicate what they believed to be important truths. As in every field of human endeavour, some of those writers made a better job of it than others, and often their output was of uneven quality. As we shall see in Chapter 7, this is particularly true of St Paul, who is the acknowledged author of more biblical books than any other writer.

Trevor Ling in his book, A History of Religion East and West15 (already referred to in the notes to this chapter) has a valuable discussion which applies as strongly to the Christian New Testament as to any religious text.

Religious thought gets into (difficulty) when a prophet’s words have become canonised as sacred scripture and the original situation to which they were addressed has passed away, leaving only the words themselves which, while they had an immediate relevance and vitality in that original situation, have now lost it, but have gained an independent existence and are being cogitated upon, and systematised, and shaped into dogmas.

To fall down in awe before what one believes to be the absolute truth of any piece of religious writing or preaching is to worship an idol. Much the same applies to the ‘truths’ proclaimed by scientists which, as most of them would be the first to acknowledge, are all provisional rather than absolute.

10. Our developmental history

Each human life starts within our mother’s womb, and the beginning of life outside it is ideally one of close physical and emotional contact with her. The experience of that Garden of Eden type of relationship of perfect unity with nature (initially in the form of our mother) remains deeply embedded in our unconscious memory. The details of the original experience of unity are unavailable to conscious verbal recall, but still manifest in the emotional flavour underlying the nostalgic longing for some state of perfect happiness, perfect intimate closeness with another human being. This desire is a fundamental part of our biological nature, and the closer we get to achieving satisfaction of that desire, the more OK we feel about ourselves, and the deeper the feeling of happiness and peace we experience. The closer we get to achieving that goal, the more we experience a wonderful feeling of contentment, that we have ‘arrived’, that this is what we have been seeking all our life, that this is the way life is meant to be.

This book has been written in the belief that the ethical principles taught by the charismatic Jewish spiritual teacher Jesus of Nazareth are one powerfully effective guide as to how to live a life that will bring us close to this deeply desired state of, “I’m OK. I really am an OK person”.

Nothing takes us further away from that much desired state of bliss more effectively than guilt. Guilt is a totally useless emotion. Feeling it makes no biological sense. It brings nobody any benefits. A major component of it is feelings of anger, even hatred directed at ourselves for something (or a series of things) that we have done or failed to do. But hatred of oneself is not a primary emotion. It is incompatible with those fundamental aspects of our total being, the Will to Live and the Will to Love. If enough of us felt guilty enough for enough of the time, the human race would die out within a very short space of time, our collective will to live having been overcome by self-destructive thoughts, feelings and behaviours.

Manipulating feelings of guilt is the number one weapon those in the authoritarian church use when trying to coerce others into unquestioning acceptance of the beliefs that they themselves hold. Three basic aspects of what St. Paul would call our “carnal mind”, in other words of our human nature, have been the particular target of much Christian preaching: thoughts and feelings of anger, of sexual arousal, and the making of mistakes (often described as ‘sin’ and attributed to the work of the Devil). There is nothing either right or wrong about feeling angry, nor with thinking about those feelings. There is nothing either right or wrong about feeling sexually aroused, nor with thinking about those feelings. In some situations those feelings just spontaneously arise, just as in other situations we feel too cold and in others too hot, and sometimes find ourselves thinking about those feelings. In fact in the course of our lives we probably all feel once or twice or many, many times just about every emotion it is possible to feel. There is nothing morally wrong with feeling any of them, and it is not appropriate to label any feelings we have as good or bad. They just are.

What it is appropriate to regard as either good or bad is how we behave when we have certain thoughts or feelings. It is neither right nor wrong to feel angry or sexually aroused, but how we behave when we do have any such feelings is something which can very appropriately be labelled as right or wrong. Some constructive ways of behaving when we are angry help to make the world a better place. Most of the improvements in the lot of humans and animals have come about because someone was angry about what was happening to some living creatures. Other ways of behaving when angry have just brought destructive misery to the minds and/or bodies of others, and sometimes of ourselves.

Similarly at some times and in some situations acting to satisfy any sexual arousal we feel can lead to much pleasure for one or more people. At other times and in other places it can have just the opposite effect.

As for the making of mistakes discussed earlier in this chapter, such events can be either a tragedy or an indispensable part of our learning experiences. Making a mistake, doing something wrong, is a necessary part of the trial-and-error learning process, the most important mechanism whereby we learn to survive, and flourish as adults in the world. It is what we do when we have made a mistake which is the crucial thing, and can lead us to appropriately describe it as having been either a ‘good’ or a ‘bad’ thing that we made whatever mistake we did make. As someone once said, “The only thing wrong with making a mistake is not learning from it.” This is delightfully illustrated in a story about Tom Watson Senior, founder of IBM. He reputedly once had a top junior executive who took a business initiative which lost the company $12,000,000. Watson asked him to come to see him, and he went, carrying the letter of resignation he had written in advance. “I’m sure you want my resignation,” he said to Watson. “Here it is.” “I don’t want your resignation,” said Watson. “I’ve just spent $12,000,000 educating you. Now go and get to work, and apply what you’ve learnt.”

The superficial truth about guilt is that in it we are feeling anger with ourselves. The deeper truth is that that anger with ourselves is fundamentally anger felt towards others for their real or imagined condemnation and rejection of us for some perceived wrongdoing on our part which we have retroflected onto (or turned back against) ourselves. It is one of the great benefits that some approaches to psychotherapy have brought to humanity that they are able to help the individual to free themselves from the tyranny of retroflected anger, and identify who in the external world is the real target of their anger. No really life-changing psychological work can be done until clarity on that point has been achieved. The more guilty anyone feels, the more elusive will be the experience of that deep inner peace which we all seek.

It is one of the blessings the humanistic face of Christianity has brought to humanity that it provides a philosophy of life with a profound ethical component which can work hand in hand with those psychological approaches aimed at releasing people from the fears that undermine their natural state of happiness. It is one of the saddest aspects of the history of religion that the corruption of those humanistic principles to be found in the authoritarian face of Christianity has caused so much avoidable suffering and misery to so many people.

11. The Relationship between Psychology and Religion

In the course of writing this book I have been struck afresh by just how much energy some of those in the Christian Church have expended (and continue to expend) on the extremely damaging task of encouraging people to think badly of themselves. They have devoted a great deal of time to encouraging the faithful to wallow in how bad they are, what miserable sinners they are, and, ludicrously, to beg God to forgive them for the fact that they as a human being, were created (through no wish of their own) with the potential for wrongdoing. In respect of the conflicting aims of psychologists – to make people feel better about themselves, to strengthen their feelings of self-worth – and those of many leaders within the Christian Church – to make people believe they are deeply flawed morally – psychology and much traditional Christianity are diametrically opposed to each other.

But is the work of psychologists necessarily in conflict with that of those who are devoted to the preservation and extension of the influence of religion? In regard to Christianity, it is very clear to me that so far as the relationship between psychology and the humanistic face of that religion is concerned, the relationship can be, and often is, one of indispensable mutual benefit. For me at least, insofar as psychology ignores the spiritual depths of life it is failing to reach its full potential, and failing to be as helpful to all humanity as it could be. Equally if Christianity cuts itself off from, or sees itself in opposition to psychology, it is losing a valuable ally in its attempts to remain vividly aware of the truths of the religion. Those truths all too easily become obscured by concepts underlying the less exalted ideas of those well-meaning but all-too-human individuals whose proselytising enthusiasm is often driven by psychopathological forces.

The overall thrust of psychology, insofar as it is concerned with enhancing the welfare and happiness of human beings, must inevitably be one of conflict with the authoritarian face of Christianity. Authoritarian Christianity presupposes an adversarial relationship between human beings and God: humanistic Christianity and humanistic religions in general emphasise the essential unity of God and human beings. Authoritarian Christianity is obsessed with what it sees as the essential weakness and sinfulness of humankind. This state of being ‘a miserable sinner’ seems to be regarded as persisting throughout life, even after, as proclaimed by the Doctrine of the Atonement, our ‘sins have been forgiven’. According to this view, we are fated to constantly sin, and to constantly be forgiven every time we have jumped through whatever hoops are prescribed by the particular branch of Christianity we are part of.

To the psychologist, this emphasis on our propensity to do ‘bad’ things, to project all our good qualities out of ourselves onto an external God, leaving only all that is undesirable and morally unacceptable as what constitutes ‘the real me’, is one of the most destructive things we can possibly do to ourselves. However far individual psychologists dealing with the problems people present may fall short of this ideal, the received wisdom in the profession is that building up people’s self-esteem, their sense of themselves as a good person, is a fundamentally important part of helping individuals to a state of psychological health. In this respect psychology and authoritarian Christianity are pulling in absolutely opposite directions. Humanistic Christianity and psychology, by contrast, have the potential to enjoy a most beneficial and mutually enriching relationship.

This chapter is just a brief, and to some extent over-simplified account of some of the more important factors affecting the functioning and life-experience of human beings. Those interested in learning more about the subject of psychology will find some information about it in any introductory psychology textbook, and there are many other more specialised books in the fields of both academic and pop psychology which throw further light on this fascinating topic. For a succinct and intentionally very readable account of it for those who want to explore the subject in a little greater depth without getting lost in too much complexity, see my book Achieving Our Full Potential: Towards More Effective Living, published in 2009 by New Voices in Cape Town.
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