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A Sleep of Prisoners







The human heart can go the lengths of God.


Dark and cold we may be, but this


Is no winter now. The frozen misery


Of centuries breaks, cracks, begins to move;


The thunder is the thunder of the floes,


The thaw, the flood, the upstart spring.


Thank God our time is now when wrong


Comes up to face us everywhere,


Never to leave us till we take


The longest stride of soul we ever took.


Affairs are now soul size.


The enterprise


Is exploration into God.


Where are you making for? It takes


So many thousand years to wake


But will you wake for pity’s sake!


– Christopher Fry1









Dedicated with deep affection and gratitude


To all those, of whatever religious orientation, or none,


Who, when it comes to a choice between being right and being kind,


Choose kind.








Introduction




You cannot shelter theology from science, or science from theology.


There is no short-cut to truth.


– Alfred North Whitehead. Religion in the Making





In writing this book it has been my aim to keep things as short as possible, in the belief that the longer a book is, the fewer people will read it, and it is my earnest hope that this book will have a wide readership. I hope that it will make a significant contribution to getting rid of some of the psychopathologies which have encrusted Christianity in the 2000 years or so of its existence. The message I seek to convey is a very simple one, much simpler than most of the often dense and confusing speculations to be found in much Christian Theology. That being so, I have tried to constantly bear in mind the warning of the eighteenth-century cleric, the Reverend James Ray to the effect that, ‘He who useth many words in explaining his subject doth, like the cuttlefish, for the most part hide himself in his own ink.’ I hope that I have struck the right balance between brevity and supplying enough technical detail2 for readers to evaluate for themselves the quality of the ideas I am putting across in this book.


Those ideas have been maturing within me for more than half a century now. I first encountered Christianity at an early age in a religious environment in which being washed in the blood of the lamb and the idea of ‘God’ as having given us the ‘priceless gift’ of having his ‘dearly beloved son’ tortured and killed so that he could forgive us for our sins played no part. When as a young teenager there was a change of resident minister in the Methodist Church where my father was organist, I became aware that there was another side to Christianity. I was puzzled by my first encounters with the theory of the Atonement, regarded by so many Christians as the central defining concept of their religion. It seemed an odd and quite unreal idea that had nothing to do with my life or the lives of my family and other friends. The dogma remained mostly out of consciousness somewhere in the back of my mind for many years, but my work as a psychotherapist, often encountering the destructive effect religion had had on so many of my clients, gradually led me to look at the doctrine more closely.


Some of the first fruits of that examination are evident in my The Two Faces of Christianity3 but recent events have fired me with a determination to reinforce the theme I developed in that earlier book, and to redouble my efforts to persuade my fellow Christians to abandon a concept of God which is not just pointless and unhelpful in humanity’s search for greater happiness, but is psychopathologically blunting of the spiritual sensitivities of those who hold that belief, and indeed, although I am reluctant to use a word favoured by those whose religious ideas are very different from my own, blasphemous.


The idea that there exists an omnipotent being in charge of the universe who was not merely unable to prevent, but actually decreed the suffering and death of his ‘dearly beloved son’ is about the most destructive idea I can imagine. A recent TV news item which included an account by a female victim of one of the illegal human traffickers operating in the Mediterranean at the moment, of how she had to watch another woman being raped by one of the crew, and then thrown into the sea to drown, is one of the most shocking things I have ever encountered.4 It led me to imagine a conversation between the person who did that, and a would-be converter of that man to the religion of compassionate love for all embedded in the teachings of that inspired Jewish religious genius, Jesus of Nazareth. What could the Christian proselytiser say if the man (s)he was trying to convert were to respond to any criticism of his behaviour with something along the lines of, ‘You’re making too much of this woman’s suffering. We’ve all got to suffer from time to time. Wasn’t it even decreed by your God that his son whom he loved so much had to suffer and die? Is what I did to this woman any worse than what God did to his son?’


I do not believe that any believer in the truth of the Dogma of the Atonement would have any acceptable answer to that. And if he or she were to have responded with the extraordinary statement of Pope John Paul II that, ‘Suffering, particularly in the later years of life, is part of God’s saving plan for humanity,’ (s)he would surely have lost for ever any chance of transforming the cruel behaviour of that particularly brutal rapist. The callous disregard for, and denigration of human happiness that that Papal statement demonstrates, is a vivid example of the corrupting effect of the Doctrine of the Atonement on the spiritual sensitivities of those in high places within the Christian Church.


It is a striking fact, and one still not known to many Christians, that in a recently rediscovered manuscript of the early Christian Church called The Didache: The Lord’s Teaching Through the Twelve Apostles to the Nations, a description of the Eucharist (or communion) is given which makes no mention of the supposed sacrificial nature of Jesus’ death. The late Geza Vermes, Emeritus Professor of Jewish Studies at Oxford University and described by The Times newspaper as ‘the world’s leading Gospel scholar’ says of this book that it is, ‘one of the most significant literary treasures of primitive Christianity.’5 It is a manual of moral instruction and church practice, containing many of the sayings of Jesus, which claims to have been authored by the twelve apostles. It is dated by scholars as having been originally written somewhere between 50 and 120 CE6, and was lost for hundreds of years, being only re-discovered in 1875 in the Jerusalem Monastery of the Holy Sepulchre at Constantinople. Far from quoting the words of the ‘institution of the Lord’s Supper’ recorded in Matthew (26:26-28), Mark (14:22-24), and Luke (22:19-20), Chapter 9 of the Didache starts off with the words, ‘Now concerning the Eucharist, give thanks this way.’ First, concerning the cup:




We thank thee, our Father, for the holy vine of David Thy servant, which You madest known to us through Jesus Thy Servant; to Thee be the glory for ever.





And concerning the broken bread:




We thank Thee, our Father, for the life and knowledge which You madest known to us through Jesus Thy Servant; to Thee be the glory for ever. Even as this broken bread was scattered over the hills, and was gathered together and became one, so let Thy Church be gathered together from the ends of the earth into Thy kingdom; for Thine is the glory and the power through Jesus Christ for ever.





At no point is any mention made of Jesus’ death, or of its supposed atoning significance, nor of any belief that in partaking of the Eucharistic meal, Christians are eating the body and drinking the blood of Jesus, either literally or metaphorically, nor of a loving God who condemned his son to suffer and die for the sins of mankind.


Significantly the ‘words of institution of the Lord’s Supper’ in Luke 22:19-20 (‘This is my body which is given for you’ and ‘This cup that is poured out for you is the new covenant in my blood’) were not present in the earliest and most reliable manuscript sources of that gospel.


Even more significantly, those words which appear in later manuscript versions of Luke’s gospel, but not in the earliest ones, are almost identical with those that Paul in I Corinthians 11:23-25 puts into Jesus’ mouth. Paul’s reporting of anything from the life of Jesus without modifying and distorting it is a very rare event. Drawing the conclusion that Luke 22:19-20 is an interpolation into the original manuscripts of that Gospel by the early Church is almost irresistible. Whatever the truth of that situation may be, it is quite clear that the doctrine of the Atonement was very far from universally accepted in the early Christian Church.


In many ways this book should be seen as a companion volume to my The Two Faces of Christianity in which several of the issues that arise in the present book are discussed in much fuller detail. This present book, however, examines the fundamentally important concept of ‘God’ in greater depth than I was able to do in its longer ‘big brother’. In that book I elaborated on an idea which one of Freud’s ‘disciples’, Eric Fromm, introduced in his thought-provoking slim volume Psychoanalysis and Religion.


Fromm points out that there are two fundamentally different types of religion: Humanistic Religion and Authoritarian Religion. Realising that Christianity is not in fact one religion at all, but rather two completely different types of religion, the one humanistic and the other authoritarian existing under the same verbal label ‘Christianity’, has been quite a Damascus Road type of experience for me. That idea underlies all the thinking that I develop in this book. In fact it will doubtless become clear to the reader as he or she makes their way through it that if one wanted the briefest and simplest answer to the question posed in its title, my answer would be that the trouble with Christianity is that it has within itself an authoritarian as well as its core humanistic side, and that everything about Christianity which sabotages its attempts to make the world a better place, to bring about the Kingdom of God on earth, lies in the thinking of the authoritarian religion which shares the name of Christianity with a humanistic religion which contains a vastly different set of ideas.


Thomas Jefferson, the third President of the United States (1801-1809), and the principal author of the American Declaration of Independence of 1776, described the set of ethical principles urged upon us by Jesus which make up that humanistic religion as providing the ‘most sublime and benevolent code of morals which has ever been offered to man’. I shall argue in this book, amongst other things, that the root cause of the ‘trouble with Christianity’ lies in the fact that the authoritarian branch of the Christian religion espouses an indefensibly primitive concept of God, as compared with the very different and empowering concept to be found in the religion of its humanistic branch, which latter, unlike the former, is firmly grounded in the ethical teachings of Jesus.


I have found Fromm’s concept of the differences between humanistic and authoritarian religions to be powerfully illuminating in respect of my thinking about the good and the bad in Christianity. It has helped me to understand some of the otherwise seemingly inexplicable contradictions within the religion, and to do what I can to help Christianity to achieve its so far largely unrealised potential to make the world a better place for all. I hope that readers of this book will find Fromm’s idea similarly enlightening.





Chapter 1



The Meaning of Words




It is not the case that our apprehension of a general truth is dependent on its accurate verbal expression. You cannot rise above the adequacy of the terms you employ.


– Alfred North Whitehead. Religion in the Making





Words, whether written or spoken, have no meaning in themselves. Their meaning, (which is at least subtly different for everyone who uses them) resides in the intellectual abstractions which make up the concept to which we attach those verbal labels (of, for example, an ‘apple’, a ‘person’, ‘love’, ‘compassion’, or ‘hatred’).


These abstractions are made by our nervous systems, and are of two types: Primary Abstractions and Higher-Order Abstractions. Primary Abstractions result from the interactions between our sensory receptors and the world around us in which we ‘live, and move, and have our being’. They in turn become the raw material for Higher-Order abstractions. The contents of thought are a mixture of Primary and Higher-Order abstractions. The way in which both these types of abstractions arise is described in some detail in the next chapter.


Letters and words are part of the physical world: they belong in the same category as all the other physical things we encounter every day. The intellectual abstractions which make up the concepts we have of things, and which form the basis of all our intellectual activity however humble it might be, belong in a different category. They are part of the realm of non-physical reality7, which is in no way either superior or inferior to concrete physical reality, but must not be confused with it. Assuming that intellectual abstractions are physical realities is to commit what the profound mathematical philosopher A. N. Whitehead described as, ‘The Fallacy of Misplaced Concreteness’.8


It seems more and more clear to me that this fallacy lies at the root of many of the problems which academic, and sometimes everyday conversations run into from time to time. Prominent among these, and of particular interest and concern to me at the present time are the questions of the Existence of God, the Nature of Time and Space, and the so-called ‘Mind-Body Problem’ – the conundrum posed by the attempt to reconcile the fact that mental state and bodily condition are clearly closely related to each other, with the question that if ‘the body’ is understood to be a purely physical entity and ‘the mind’ to be at least partially defined as a non-physical entity, how can they possibly interact with each other?9 In this book, my primary focus will be on ‘The Concept of God’ – does such a ‘being’ have any objective, ‘real world’ physical existence. It is my contention that many, perhaps most, Christians make erroneous judgments in this matter and that this is the most fundamental ‘trouble’ with Christianity.


Some readers may find the next chapter quite heavy going, and that they are not particularly interested in the technicalities of how concepts are formed. I hope that those readers who feel this way will simply skip to the end of the chapter and carry on reading from the last two paragraphs of that chapter.





Chapter 2



How Concepts are Formed




It is characteristic of the learned mind to exalt words. Yet mothers can ponder many things in their hearts which their lips cannot express. … We know more of the characters of those who are dear to us than we can express accurately in words.


– Alfred North Whitehead. Religion in the Making





According to the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle (384 to 322 BCE), human beings have five senses – Vision, Hearing, Touch, Smell, and Taste. Since Aristotle’s time many more senses have been identified, now believed to be about 20 in number.10 Some of these bring to our awareness various aspects of the physical environment both outside and inside our bodies, others (such as the electroreceptors which respond to changes in the electric fields around us) provide information which various systems within our body use, but of which we have no conscious awareness. There is no reason to think that we now have a complete listing of all the sensory receptors in the human body.


The basic unit responsible for the transmission and processing of information in the nervous system is the neurone. Most of the neurones in our body do their work by responding to the stimulation they receive at one of their ends (where the cell body is located) by releasing neurotransmitter chemicals from the terminal buttons at their other end. These in turn stimulate any other neurones with which they are connected (by means of a synapse) to discharge their dose of stimulating chemicals, and so the chain goes on, with many side-shoots and sometimes doublings back on themselves. With any one neurone (and there are estimated to be about 86 billion of them within the average human brain) making up to several thousand synaptic connections with other neurones, it is perhaps hardly surprising that it has been estimated that there are probably more than 1000 trillion neuronal connections in the human brain. It is this huge network of inter-connectedness which makes possible the remarkable feats of which the human being is capable.


Sensory receptors


Some of the total collection of neurones are modified in such a way that it is not the arrival of neurotransmitter chemicals from another neurone that stimulates them to release their own dose of chemicals onto the next neurone in the chain, but rather the receipt of physical stimulation (within certain upper and lower limits) from some other source, for example, sound within certain pitches and degrees of loudness, and light within a certain range of wavelengths and degrees of brightness.


Bundles of these specially modified neurones form the sensory receptors which constitute the interface between the physical world and our experience and understanding of it. Activity in these receptors is the first fundamental step in the process of converting the events of nature into our intellectual knowledge about those events.
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