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Note to Reader

Being a conservative, traditional kind of a guy, who still thinks in Fahrenheit rather than Celsius, in feet and inches rather than meters, I’ve stuck to a number of old fashioned routines.


Quotations from the Bible are from the Authorized (King James) Version except where mentioned. I’ve used BC and AD rather than BCE or CE. It’s not as if we’re changing the date, making it less Christo-centric. If we dated from the time of recorded history, or from the beginning of Homo sapiens, we might gain a different perspective. I still refer to the “Old Testament,” though most theologians today would probably call it the “Jewish Scriptures,” or Tanakh.


God is usually thought of as “He,” though for most of our history (like, probably, 99%) it’s been more “She” (or “Them” or “It” etc…), and following Genesis 1:27 (and other verses and traditions) God is androgynous. But I’ve stuck with the male, just to make it easier to read.


I’ve followed American spelling rather than English.







Preface to the second edition

This is basically a rehash of a couple of books I wrote a couple of decades and more ago, now out of print for a while: Daddy, Do You Believe in God? and Bringing God Back to Earth.


Since then, North America and Europe have seen a steady decline in church attendance, though worldwide numbers of Christians are still rising. Indeed, increasingly, it doesn’t seem possible to understand the way the world works today without taking religion into account – particularly Christianity. In all the political, economic and social commentary, it’s usually the elephant in the room, rarely discussed. It tends to be categorized as a private matter, as if personal faith has no public relevance. But whether you have any kind of faith or not, to whatever degree of conviction, or whether you’re simply indifferent to it (which covers most people I know – they see it as a distraction or even a hindrance to living a “good” life, in the best sense of the word), it’s still important to understand how and why religion works. Because what people believe influences, even determines, how they behave and who they vote for. And over the next few decades, what people around the world believe will determine our future. Religion is not going to go away in a hurry, so we need to come to terms with it.


There’s nothing wacky or controversial here; nothing that runs counter to the summary academic consensus in places like Wikipedia, which is why I haven’t bothered with footnotes. It’s basically just mashing up what historians, anthropologists, biologists, physicists, theologians and so on (of the serious academic kind, rather than those promoting a party line), are saying, and seeing what comes out of it. It’s not for hardline atheists on the one hand or evangelicals and fundamentalists on the other. It’s for people who have some sympathy with the religious outlook on life, and want to get a handle on it, but couldn’t quote any of the creeds from memory, and might keep their fingers crossed if they had to recite one. For people who want to understand why, and how, we believe in something, and why we always will. It’s about how beliefs are never neutral, but can be good or bad, often in extreme forms.


I’ll have a go at arguing that you don’t have to put your brain on hold to be religious, even to believe in God (in some form, not necessarily the one that Christians describe), and even if you take Him out of the equation, Jesus still gave us a good model for relating to the world. So it’s about which bits of religion are functioning well, and which we should try and leave behind; what direction religious belief as a whole should take to make the world a better place, and how to get there.


As for the “details,” I don’t really know, for instance, whether the universe is 10 or 15 billion years old, whether Jesus thought of himself as a son of man or the Son of God, whether the Qur’an or the Bible is the more inspired book, whether dowsing works or not. I’m not a specialist in any of the many areas covered here. What I am sure of is that the age of the universe is measured in billions rather than thousands of years, or the stars wouldn’t have got around to forming yet, let alone the earth, or life on it. It’s difficult to know exactly what Jesus meant by certain phrases, or whether he even said them, which is why there are so many Christian denominations. Several billion people believe with equal conviction that either the Qur’an or the Bible is uniquely inspired, and there’s no way of getting an answer from the God they both believe in that both sides will accept. Dowsing may work, but drilling is more reliable. That’s good enough for me. I want to know what the probabilities are, how they tie together, if they do.


How we believe, around the world – it’s so basic as to how we act, that we could pick virtually any topic to illustrate its importance. But let me give you just one example – climate change; an issue which was less prominent when I first wrote the books twenty plus years ago. Being “global” rather than “personal,” it may not immediately seem a “religious” issue. But you can’t find a more “religious” topic than this. Because for 95% of our time on earth we’ve been hunter-gatherers, leaving little trace. Nature, life itself, was seen as sacred. Then things changed. If it were possible to look back over the human library in a thousand years’ time, this might be seen as the key sentence ever written, in Genesis 1:26, around 2,500 years ago (though it represents an oral tradition going back to the Middle Bronze Age – a myth which half the people in the world – Jews, Christians and Muslims – believe in):



And God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness: and let them have dominion over the fish of the sea, and over the fowl of the air, and over the cattle, and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creepeth upon the earth.




Genesis represents a new understanding that had been emerging around the world for millennia; that we’re not in a reciprocal relationship with Nature, part of it – we’re in charge of it, above it. It’s there for our use. And as far as monotheistic religions go, this verse is written into their DNA (many theistic religions take a different, even opposite approach). So, for instance, we take food for granted now. We no longer, like we used to, thank the animal who provided the food – if we say grace, we thank God (and I’m a bit ashamed to say that I no longer do either). And so we’ve spent the last few thousand years increasingly dominating nature, reshaping the landscape, genetically manipulating animals and crops, pushing the wild to extinction.


Then, around 300 years ago, we moved up a gear. A relatively small Christian nation (in global terms) on the northwestern fringe of Europe, the UK, developed a technological edge through burning fossil fuels, to kick-start the Industrial Revolution. Since then, the amount of carbon – the cycle of which is crucial to life – in the atmosphere has increased by a third. Over half of that has happened in the last three decades.


The overwhelming consensus among climate scientists (or the 99% of them who agree that global warming is influenced by human activity, rather than the 1% who are funded by oil companies), the conclusion of all the models, is that as a result of this, without radical action – of the kind we’re not remotely close to putting into effect – we’re heading for a rise of three to four degrees C by the end of this century. That’s a global average – temperatures over land as opposed to over the oceans would be several times higher – and it’s probably conservative. The last time the planet was this warm was 15 million years ago in the Miocene period, around the time when our ancestors diverged from the common ones we had with the orangutans and other apes. Sea levels were over a hundred feet higher. There were forests at the Poles. In that scenario, we get into a vicious spiral of economic depression, political upheaval, social breakdown, war and civilizational collapse. The band around the Equator, between the Tropics of Cancer and Capricorn, where half the global population live, would be uninhabitable, because of heat stress. All of the USA and most of Europe would be desert. You could live in Canada, or Scandinavia, or Siberia, or the tip of South America, if you could fight off the billions of other people desperate to get there, but there would be little food – it takes thousands of years for weathering to produce topsoil deep enough for agriculture. You can’t turn permafrost into farmland overnight. Sure, life has weathered temperature increases before, and will do again. But civilization hasn’t, and this speed of change is unprecedented.


In a couple of decades it will be too late to stop this happening. Even now, the cost of doing so is rising exponentially. It’s not difficult to imagine a scenario in the next century where our great-great-grandchildren, far less than a thousandth of the current population, could only wish for the comparative ease of the hunter-gatherer life, let alone the life we currently enjoy, as they huddle in the ruined shells of our cities, scavenging for food in the desolate land we have made of our Eden; fighting over rats and cats, scrawling curses on the walls against the generation that allowed it to happen (ours), and pleading to indifferent gods.


That final, brilliant, scorching – and some would say mentally unhinged – book in the collection of texts that were chosen by some churches in the fourth and fifth centuries AD to make up the Bible, the Book of Revelation, with its fantastic beasts and dragons (there’s never been unanimity on which books should be in the Bible, and Revelation was variously in and out for many centuries, more on that in chapter 35) may actually be the one that got it right, with its Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse: war, famine, pandemic and death.


Of course, we need to stop this happening. We know this. If the political will were there, if we collectively put our minds to it, if we were prepared to cooperate globally, and sacrifice some consumer-driven growth (the vast bulk of which is on non-essentials), this could be avoided. Whether we do or not is in large part down to Christians, particularly in the USA, which produces twice the carbon emissions of China, and a good proportion of China’s comes from making consumer goods for sale in the USA and other countries. Christian nations and their allies control the bulk of the word’s capital, cash and weaponry. Our governments have the power to act on climate change, but need a democratic mandate to do so.


And that needs a change of heart, a change of viewpoint, in the Christian community. 90% or so of Americans say they believe in a Higher Power, 70% identify as Christian, and over 40% go to church (a proportion only found elsewhere in similarly violent societies – the USA has around 5% of the world population but 25% of its prisoners, with 80,000 in solitary confinement at any one time – where faith and fundamentalism are strong; the most compelling argument against taking Christianity or any kind of highly organized, credal religion seriously is not an intellectual one, it’s simply looking closely enough at the societies that do). Evangelical Protestants are the largest single religious group in the USA. But the trouble is, most of them deny that climate change is the result of human activity, or even that it is happening at all. And polls consistently suggest that around half of all Americans believe Jesus Christ will return by 2050 (about the same number who don’t accept evolution – maybe there’s some link between these two fantasies). So why would they cooperate with unbelievers to try and prevent this imminent disaster? The Second Coming will happen first. For many Christians, it doesn’t really matter how much we trash the planet, because they’ll be leaving it. We live on a “disposable planet,” according to one of the most influential American pastors, John MacArthur, author of the bestselling The MacArthur Study Bible, promoted as “Unleashing God’s Truth One Verse at a Time”.


Indeed most Christians, if you count them worldwide, believe in a strange idea called the “Rapture,” as an article of faith, which would be over a billion people. When Christ comes again all the “saved” will be physically transported up to heaven in an instant, their shoes and clothes (and any unsaved family and friends) left behind, trains and cars crashing if the drivers happened to be amongst the lucky ones, leaving the rest of humanity to face the terrible End Times (there are various interpretations of this, called millennial, premillennial, dispensational, etc., which aren’t worth getting into here). It’s doubly strange because as a teaching it was only really developed in 1830 by a preacher called John Nelson Darby. He belonged to a sect called the Plymouth Brethren, but that Church wasn’t pure enough for him, so he founded the Exclusive Brethren (which later split into Open and Closed, and is still splitting into different subgroups). There’s no mention of the word “Rapture” in the Bible, itself, though it’s brimful of events, ideas and teachings both bizarre and wonderful. The closest is a reference in 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17:



The dead in Christ shall rise first: Then we which are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air: and so shall we ever be with the Lord.




There’s one more ambiguous reference in the gospel of Matthew, but that’s it, out of 33,173 verses.


There are only three million or so Brethren today, but the idea has spread like a pathogen through evangelical churches. It seems a small hook to hold the future of humanity on (and it doesn’t sound at all comfortable; it’s freezing cold up there in the air, with little oxygen and lots of planes to dodge). But it’s easier believing in fairy tales than investing in the future for your grandchildren.


That’s an example of bad religion. Equally, there’s plenty of good religion, across many traditions, and there are common threads. In all of them, there are strong cultural and social reasons for believing as a community. They all have their myths that can give shape and direction to our individual lives. Above all, there’s the moral teaching. Across the board, the overarching themes are about living for others rather than yourself; treating them as you would like to be treated, even loving your enemy. Living in the here and now. Seeing God in everyone, and in all things, rather than creeds and doctrine. Working for reconciliation, and rejecting violence. Favoring the poor, disabled and ill – how we treat them is a measure of our humanity. Being oblivious to race, gender and sexuality. Refusing to accumulate personal wealth – and if you happen to get it, then giving it away. Respecting Nature. Simply “doing good.” “Being good.” Even just “being kind.” It’s perhaps nowhere summed up better than in the teaching of Jesus on the Kingdom of God. That’s how it started, with the first Christians; it’s a teaching that virtually disappeared early on, as churches became organized, and powerful, and Christianity became the religion of a series of empires, down to the present day, turning the teaching of Jesus back to front. How all that occurred is one of the most intriguing stories in history, shaping the world we know today. To understand how it happened might help us recover and live by at least a little of the original teaching.








Part I

Why We Believe







1. Starting Out


Truth is open to everyone, and the claims aren’t all staked yet.

Seneca (first century AD)



Perhaps you may think all talk of God is so much gibberish. Or maybe you reckon you know Him. You may have a clear idea of who He is. Maybe you believe it’s the only right one. The Christian Church does. God may be Almighty, Omniscient, the Ground of All Being, and so on, but he also has a Son, a Church that interprets Him through a cartload of Capital Letter Doctrines, and His very own book, called the Bible, where He shares his thoughts about who He is and how we should approach Him and why we should do what He commands (though He used an indeterminate number of “ghost” writers, in publishing parlance, to put His words down on the page). This book covers the history of His involvement with His favorite tribe, in what we now call the Middle East, mainly from about 1500 BC to AD 50, and other related issues.

Over the years I’ve held both these positions. I still don’t know which is right. I’m generally somewhere in the middle. And even if God doesn’t exist, in any shape or form, that makes the best of religious teaching (which is essentially psychological, social and practical – and of course many religions don’t postulate a God at all) even more relevant – because we have to do the work of healing ourselves and the planet on our own. He is not going to save us.

Indulge me for a page to explain where I’m coming from. I was naïve and pretty clueless when I started work in a publishing house in my early twenties (this is back in the 1970s). The one thing a degree in English literature had given me was the feeling that words were kind of sacred. In writing things down, you can figure out what you think. And if you get into poetry, or drama, or fiction, you can go way beyond that. You can expand your understanding of who and where you are by teasing these things out. Pluck on a thought in your brain, and you can make art out of it. You can even create alternative worlds, which feed back into your understanding and appreciation of this one.

So I thought authors in the publishing world, who live in this domain of words, using it like potters use clay, would be living on some kind of higher plane, especially if they were the kind who went to church (the company published a lot of Christian books – I’d lost the kind of religious conviction I’d had as a teenager, but was still sympathetic). Obviously, the pursuit of money was gross, and here I’d never have to do math in my head or worry about which way round creditors and debtors were (I’ve never quite understood the reason why in ordinary life debts are money you owe someone else, whereas in business it’s money others owe you). People in publishing were bound to be nice to each other and have long, intelligent conversations about the meaning of life over a bottle or two of wine after work in the evenings.

And, boy, was I committed. Sometimes I’d sleep in the office. It seemed like the ideal job; learning about business, and life, within a framework that seemed basically altruistic – to do with service as much as sales; working for a higher good as well as paying the rent.

Within a few years I was running a division of a company with its headquarters in Grand Rapids, Michigan, itself soon to become a division of a company which was a division of a media company, in itself a division of something whose remote boss was so distant as to make God seem like a friendly neighbor. I was spending most of my time on spreadsheets, crossing the Atlantic several times a year (I think of myself as part-American, went to school as a teenager in Minneapolis, and have seen more of the country than most Americans), making people redundant in the week before Christmas, and publishing books I’m too embarrassed to mention. It was all a far cry from a year or two spent bumming around Europe and the Middle East with hair down to my shoulders, living on a dollar a day, back in the time when Vietnam was a war zone and Kabul in Afghanistan was the friendly Mecca for hitchhikers (we really should learn to stop invading other countries and messing them up; we have Departments and Ministries of “Defense,” not “Offense”).

One of many low points I remember: we used to sell lorry loads of books every month to the Protestant community in Northern Ireland. I remember the excitement of receiving a big cardboard box of tapes of the Revd. Ian Paisley’s sermons (he was the leader of the dominant Democratic Unionist Party in Northern Ireland) with a view to making them into a book. Gold dust! Maybe he was a few centuries out of his time, but a guaranteed market! I was ready to do it. Young and enthusiastic, I was ready to pass over his organization of private armies (well, you could argue it was self-defense against the IRA), denunciation of homosexuals (put it down as a cultural issue – this was before LGBT rights rose so high in public profile), ecumenism (didn’t really understand what that was about anyway – tough enough to understand your own church, why bother with others, let alone other religions?). I put the tape on the old analog recorder, and his voice thundered out, repeatedly rising to crescendos, organ music swelling in the background, denouncing the whore of Babylon, the Antichrist in the Vatican (he accused the Queen Mother – by all accounts, a devout Christian, like her daughter, the current Queen – of “spiritual adultery and fornication” for simply meeting Pope John XXIII). It sounded more like a Nazi Nuremberg rally than a Christian sermon. No wonder Protestants and Catholics in Northern Ireland couldn’t manage to live in peace together. Surely, people in the twenty-first century, knowing what we do about the history of Christian religious wars, let alone the First World War and the Second with the Holocaust, couldn’t still think in this kind of way. This vitriol didn’t have anything to do with the teaching of Jesus. And it didn’t represent the kind of God I wanted to have anything to do with. If there really was such a thing as good and evil in the world, this kind of language was evil, and I was on the wrong side.

There were a number of issues for me that episodes like this brought into focus. Given the overwhelming thrust of the Gospels on treating others as you would like to be treated; loving your neighbor as yourself; everyone being equal in the eyes of God; the emphasis on children, the poor and sick; the irrelevance of race, gender and creed – why don’t Christians appear to be more concerned and loving than other people (on average, I realize many are extraordinary)? Why is the historical record so mixed? How far can you take the details of scriptures from two to three thousand years ago and apply them today, in the light of different understandings of the world we’ve gained through the sciences? How sure can you be of what you believe, and is certainty such a good thing if it leads to such division? Why are there so many different beliefs? Might not God be bigger than the various limited ways we describe Him? Or are we better off without God? Was this a good way to spend a working life? And so on.

So as life rolled on and I set up my own business in the 80s I began publishing more widely, meeting authors from an increasing variety of spiritual disciplines; high church Anglicans as well as evangelical Protestants, liberal theologians, Catholics, Muslims, Buddhists, Sufis, moving on to a wide spectrum of New Age teachers, from acupuncturists to witches (and in my own very limited experience, the more tolerant and pluralist their beliefs, the nicer the people concerned are – fundamentalists, in which whatever branch of religion or politics you’re talking about, are usually the worst). My original coworkers might see this as the slow slide to hell. I’m more inclined to see myself as something of an instinctive conservative and a slow starter, just beginning to learn. And I’ve learnt something from all of them.

Most of the couple of hundred or so books a year we publish now aren’t in the area of religion, and of those that are about half are on paganism (which makes a kind of sense to me – after all, it’s by far the oldest religious tradition, alongside which Christianity is scarcely a blip; it’s based on a respect for Nature, which we’re all going to have to adopt if civilization is going to survive; it’s decentralized to the point where you can pretty much make up your own gods and goddesses, but then that’s what we’ve always been doing anyway…). I still think of myself as Christian, though most Christians would probably call me a panentheist (the belief that God pervades everything and extends beyond space and time), or even on the Devil’s side. I don’t know Jesus personally any more in the way I once thought I did. I can’t quote chapters of the Bible from memory like I used to. It’s the words of Jesus that are important for me today, rather than the later teaching about him. He seems to me to offer an alternative vision of the world, one that has as little to do with the Bible-thumping mentality as it has to do with the materialist, secular mindset (let alone the worst kinds of Christianity which manage to combine both – like the prosperity gospel – or its overlapping New Age equivalent, the Law of Attraction; they’re pretty similar – you can have anything you want if you believe in it enough; if you don’t get it, you’re not believing hard enough, or handing over enough cash). A vision of giving rather than getting; one which celebrates the weak rather than the strong; one which sees God in hands and hearts rather than temples and doctrine; a God who can be found anywhere, at any time, who is bigger than we can possibly imagine. I believe (I try and preserve my naivety, or I’ll die of cynicism) it would really make a difference if we could follow it.

I just think of God now as more of a way (early Jewish Christians referred to themselves as “The Way”) and less of a “person,” in whose image we’re made (or vice versa). I believe that a view of life based around God rather than self or science – but which includes both these – is not only credible and possible, it’s the best way of living, and is essential to our future well-being, even our survival. The teaching of Jesus expresses this as well as any other, perhaps better.

But its essential themes are common to all good religion. This takes me to what I see as the real religious question today. It’s not so much whether religious beliefs are “true” or “false”; whether God (one or many) exists or not – and if you’ve read this far you’re probably not 100% certain either way yourself; or which religion gets it most right. Those questions are significant, but nothing like as much as the one of which beliefs are “good” or “bad.” Beliefs in religion are essentially no different to beliefs in the political, economic and social spheres. They can bring people together, helping them create decent, fair societies, in right balance with each other and with nature, or they can support exploitative power structures, oppressing the many in favor of the few. They can appeal to our better natures or encourage the worst. And in some respects the history of civilization itself is the story of which religious beliefs (or, rather, which traditions within them) have the upper hand. So in unravelling that we need to go behind the claims and counter claims; the ins and outs of this doctrine or that; the “did it happen this way or not?” events of the last few thousand years and more. To understand good religion and why it’s still relevant we need to get back to basics, to answering some fundamental questions.

For example: Why do we believe in the first place?

It usually helps to start with definitions. We’ve got so cocooned in our little religious and cultural boxes (Christian, Muslim, pagan, atheist, or whatever) that we’ve forgotten what “religion” means. There are two meanings of the Latin religio, the root of “religion.” The first most people hold in common, the second is where we start to differ.

The first meaning of religio is “relationship.” The ties that bind us, the bonds we have a duty to uphold, like the “ligaments” that hold our bodies together. There’s a common, universal and ancient thread in religious tradition that takes us back to when “relationship” began. It says that once we were content. We didn’t worry. We lived in what is described in different traditions as the Age of Perfection, the Krita Yuga, the Garden of Eden, the Eternal Springtime, and so on, in innocence. We were at one with nature, because we were nature. We didn’t know good and evil. We couldn’t mess up. We couldn’t even think.

So far, so good; most people would agree with this. At some point in our history, whether 100,000 or 7 million years ago (lowest and highest estimates, depending in part on how many species of “Homo” you include), we became “self-aware.” Armadillos specialize in body armor, cheetahs in speed, this is our own specialty, it’s what we “do.” We began to watch ourselves “living.” We divided the world into “me” and “it.” We made a conscious choice to eat the apple (or not), to have sex (or not). We learnt how to manipulate things, changing them for new uses (the world’s oldest known worked wooden implement, the Clacton spear, in the Natural History Museum in London, was fashioned over 420,000 years ago, and stone points used for hunting go back more than half a million years – we’ve been killing animals or people for a heck of a long time). Like Adam in the Garden of Eden (Genesis 2:20 – the foundational myth for our current predicament) we began naming them, and talking to each other. So on the one hand we began to enjoy the fruits of self-awareness, of communication, and love; on the other hand we learned the ashes of separation, uncertainty and the fear of death. Ever since then, since the “Fall,” a metaphor for our birth of consciousness, we’ve been trying to put the two together again – the “me” and the “it,” turning “it” into “you,” figuring out how one should relate to the other, groping around the edges of our lives, looking for patterns, for explanations, wondering what’s over the horizon.

We started asking the questions we still ask today: Why can’t we just be happy with what we’ve got? What is love really about? Can it survive death? Can anything? If not, what’s the point? We’ve been investing in elaborate burial rituals and provisions to help the deceased into the next life for at least a hundred thousand years. Why is there anything at all? Is there a Big Truth? A God? Maybe we should shut up and relax. Accept things as they are. But if we could, and did, we’d still be up in the trees, chucking sticks at leopards.

Religion began as a response to the dilemmas that self-awareness created. For instance, rather than acting solely in the interests of the species, or the genetic pull of family, individuals could now override their biological programing and act in the interests of the self. By the way – killing, cheating, lying – these are “natural,” with the first being the principle behind most forms of life, other than plants – you only live by eating something else – the second common amongst animals and birds; it’s only the third, lying, that is unique to us, special to humans, because of our capacity to talk in complex sentences (lying is easy; it’s telling the truth we have to work at; that’s the tough part). But to act solely in the interests of the self is self-destructive for everyone in the longer term. Religions grew to connect us again with the larger whole, replacing our lost instinct. It’s our “big idea” that ties us together; the one that stops the self from getting drunk on its new sense of power; a “larger truth.” A solid religion creates structures that control the appetites of the self and encourages service and inspiration. The wisdom tradition of Homo sapiens sapiens (“sapiens” means “wise,” which is very different from simply “clever,” or “intelligent”) – of relating to ourselves and the world around us wisely, of developing the vision of a good life and a moral code to frame it, of transcending our biology – this is what separates us from nature.

Christianity (and, to a lesser extent, Islam) is an oddball religion in this respect, because instead of focusing on how to live in harmony with our fellow creatures on the planet today it’s traditionally, historically speaking, promised vast individual reward after you die. But more broadly speaking, across religion as a whole, in the first meaning of the word, it helps provide the framework for relating to each other, rituals for the key moments in life, for building societies. It’s our means of defining and confronting what is good and bad, honed through tens of millennia of cooperation and stored in our genes. It gives us rituals to carry social engagement forwards, benchmarks to guide us, targets to aim for, stories to get us there, standards to judge ourselves and our societies by. If we didn’t have religion, we’d need something close to it. And in the hole left in the twentieth century by the ebbing belief in God we’ve tried a number of different ideas, organizing ourselves around consumption (capitalism), production (communism), country (nationalism) and race (fascism). Maybe the jury is still out, but these ideas don’t seem to have worked.

Of course that’s an oversimplification (as is this book) – these ideas have always been around. As far as capitalism goes, joint-stock companies go back to the Tang dynasty in China over a thousand years ago. The first Christians practiced a form of communism (Acts 2:44), though of course that didn’t last. Nationalist sentiments go back centuries. Few societies have pushed racial segregation as far as the USA from the eighteenth century onwards (in that period, the world’s largest apartheid state to have existed), even though we know that “race,” biologically speaking, is simply the reaction of the skin over sufficient time to sunlight, and there’s only a 0.1% genetic difference between humans. You can argue that fascism, broadly interpreted as institutionalized supremacy and bigotry, classifying some groups as subhuman, has been the dominant culture since the first settlements. And so on. But only the twentieth century has showcased all these ideologies in such extreme form at the same time in a particular region.

Maybe the reason they don’t work is because they’re all based on “us,” rather than the “other.” They lack respect for a sense of the “sacred” (for the moment, let’s call it God for short), which is the second meaning of religio. In this view, developing good relationships is not just a personal, moral issue, it’s a universal one, an absolute. It’s the meaning behind everything. Religion is about acknowledging it, bowing to it. Losing that screaming bit in your head that insists “it should be all about me.”

We may describe this God as an idea of eternal perfection, or a spirit, or in human form, or, as Christian tradition starts to say from the fourth century AD onwards with its new version of the trinity (gods commonly appear in threes – more in chapter 37), as somehow all three at once; or in any of thousands of other ways. Each suggests that values are more than our invention. They’re rooted in something that’s bigger and more important than ourselves, a next level up, something that’s beyond our control, which we can’t twist to our advantage. To put it in terms of practical relationships, there are higher values that we can’t compromise on, for which we’re prepared to sacrifice more than seems rational.

This is more controversial. Why put yourself out for something you can’t see? But the “sacred” has been with us so long it may even be something hardwired into the brain, that makes us human. It’s even what the word “human” means. It probably originates from the Arabic hu, meaning spirit, or God; and the Sanskrit manah, or mind. We think that we are what we have become because we are essentially spiritual beings, minds seeking God, whatever those terms might signify. For tens of thousands of years we’ve practiced this search in religion, and more recently have described it in philosophy, the (sometimes obsessive) pursuit of knowledge. Religion is usually preferred to philosophy because it engages the heart, even the body, as well as the mind. It offers the medicine as well as the diagnosis. It describes what we have in here as well as how we relate to what’s out there.

Religion is primary. So much so that most deeply religious cultures don’t even have a word for it. For them, to explain why they’re “religious” would be like trying to explain why they breathe. Reading, writing, math, science, these are secondary. They’re what we have to go to school for. They’re relatively new on the human scene. We have a hunger for the meaning that we describe in religion, for the stories that bind us together, that tell us where we came from and where we’re going, that explain how we should relate to each other and the world around us, like we have a hunger for food and relationship. Indeed in most religions these are linked together in sacrifice and ritual meals. Communion, eating the flesh of another to partake of its spirit, is the most ancient and widespread of all religious practices, which most Christians today still follow, either literally (a priest changes the bread into the body of Christ – churches vary as to which point in the sacrament the change occurs) or metaphorically, depending on the denomination. And theology is to religion like cookery is to eating, like love is to sex. We’ve been doing it ever since our remote ancestors came down from the trees and started burying their dead.


If God did not exist He would have to be invented.

Voltaire (eighteenth century AD)










2. Why Religion Is Fundamental


The purpose of words is to carry ideas. When the ideas are grasped, the words are forgotten. Where can I find a man who has forgotten words? He is the one I would like to talk to.

Chuang Tzu (fourth century BC)



But do we really need God/gods today to bind our relationships, when we have marriage and music, laws and police, democracies and global institutions? Why do we still return to this ancient idea? And after all, why should human life have “meaning,” any more than a tree has “meaning”? Surely spiritual experiences (undeniable) are simply a part of our general psychology, a by-product of our ability to think rationally, to look for cause and effect. If we throw a stone, we see the splash. So if we see lightning, we invent a god who must be throwing it. That’s the persuasive argument that religion is just anthropocentric, projecting our wishes and fantasies on to the world around us. Now that we’ve grown up we know better than this, and our religious genes are no more relevant than the male nipple.

Sometimes it’s the young who turn to God (or politics) through idealism; they feel there’s more to life than their parents let on. There must be a hidden pattern that makes sense of everything (I’ve been there – thinking that my committed evangelical Christian parents were not really evangelical enough). Or the middle-aged do so through frustration at not reaching their dreams; they begin to see themselves as they used to see their parents. Or the old because they need new ones; the end is coming like a train and they wonder if there isn’t something beyond extinction. After all, the laws in physics and math are timeless; why should life itself be finite? Dissatisfaction, the thought that we’re being pushed around the edges of life rather than enjoying its center, is a powerful force that leads to belief. Fear can do it still faster. Nothing prompts agonized questioning as much as imminent death, whether of a partner or our own. There aren’t many complete atheists in a plane falling out of the sky.

(In my evangelical proselytizing days I would ask people at airports, “If this plane falls out of the sky, where would you spend eternity?” The best put-down was, “I really don’t mind, friend, so long as it’s not with you.”) At the very least, confronting the reality of death can make us think about life and what we really value.

This may all seem a bit over the top. For those of you who don’t have any kind of feeling for religion at all, I’m just trying to convey something of the intensity which it can reach. Obviously, we can live well without formal religion, or religion of any kind – that’s common. In the better-functioning societies of today, like some of the European countries, particularly in Scandinavia, it plays a much lesser role than it used to. In part, I’d suggest, because in those societies good religious principles have been absorbed into the mainstream – it’s just the difficult, ancient “creeds” they’ve abandoned. But the idea first mooted a couple of centuries ago, and common 50 years ago, that these beliefs would die off has proved an illusion. Around the world, overall, belief in God – and religion in general – flourishes, for good or bad. And I doubt there are many, religious or not, who don’t recognize some kind of “scale” of experience, in terms of relationships with others or the world, and wonder if there isn’t some kind of blueprint for it somewhere.

“Materialism,” whether by that you mean anything from consumerism as the main principle of a good life, or simply a scientific understanding of how we came to be as we are, is not a compelling answer for many. For some, sure. I admire people who can live a good life in contentment, without the props of religion, or drugs, or alcohol, or the aphrodisiac of power. But we mostly have a sense that there’s more to life, that it could be “better,” that it has a “point.” Partly, it’s the positive wells we draw on that keep us coming back to it. There’s a “state of flow”; the sheer delight at being alive, at the amazingly intricate beauty of nature. It could be experiencing the unity of the crowd at a soccer match, or a rock concert, or enjoying an extreme sport. These experiences can be just emotional. But then there are the peak experiences, described by Abraham Maslow as “the moments of highest happiness and fulfillment.” There’s the wonder of a discovery, there’s gratitude at being loved, and at the power of love to change ourselves and others. And love – it’s not something that science can describe, or give you an equation for; but life without it – it’s one-dimensional.

A newborn baby, a dying friend, a walk in the woods, maybe even in a church – those often empty shells of the faith we used to have – at times most of us feel the pull of something, of being connected to a whole that embraces our little selves, that is in some sense absolutely “good.” Maybe even a sense of awe, that pinnacle of consciousness, where we see ourselves in something else, or indeed lose all sense of distinction, when the boundaries dissolve. We might describe it as God, variously emphasizing the loving aspect, or the beautiful, or the true, or simply as a mystery that we can touch the edges of but can’t know. These experiences might even lead to a state of self-transcendence. Sometimes, maybe just once or twice in a lifetime, we might have a breakthrough moment so strange and wonderful that nothing is ever quite the same again (and I’m not counting LSD trips here, though they can work in the same way; and ingesting entheogens could well be the oldest stimulus to religious experience, much as mind-altering practices like dancing, meditation, fasting, chanting, speaking in tongues, etc., are still part of the general tool-kit). We might even redefine the priorities in our lives. After all, the world is over there, and it’s astonishing. We’re here, and we’re the only starting point we have. Surely we’re related. If there’s a meaning behind it we want to know, to be part of it. And in so far as we’re rational creatures we need a reason for living and a framework to live by. Rules are useful for that. And life is more than rules and logic. Hope would be a nice thing too. Religion is a way of enabling it to come at will, rather than just on occasion. Perhaps even leading to “plateau experience” – the province of saints and mystics who reportedly live in it all the time.

And what most religions agree on, if you look at it broadly, is that when you strip away everything that we tend to think of as constituting our lives – our possessions, home, health, friends, family, even our daily sense of self, the bundle of nerves and emotions that get us through the day – we get down to who we really are, and find there’s something there. We’re more than a bundle of molecules, more than science has yet described. If you dig deep enough there’s a spark, a spirit, rather than nothing. There’s “me.” Some describe this as the “soul.” Connecting with it brings us back to Eden, to the time before we realized we were naked, and invented clothes and fashion, work and worry, religion and psychology. We find we’re back in touch with the world. The problems fall away, and nothing could be other or better than it is. We might even see the true nature of consciousness as eternal rather than transient. That love is real. That life is more energy than matter, force fields rather than flesh. That underneath the appearance all is essentially one.

Many say they encounter a force, which most characterize as loving and healing; many personalize it as a deity, which sustains and informs this world, nudging it every moment toward life rather than chaos.

There is no more powerful feeling on earth. Millions of talented, wealthy, beautiful people have given up ambition, money, and sex for religion. They even still do. It’s not just for the uneducated, the ill, or the oppressed. It can be the assurance of being saved and loved, reconciled with yourself and the world. The moments when you know prayers have been answered, even of foreknowledge. Maybe it’s the times when you are caught up in worship, when the veil between this world and the next, between yourself and God, splits. It can bring healing, opening up innermost thoughts, bringing to light childhood problems and clearing them. The experience of time, space and nature can be changed by it. The presence of God can be the defining point around which the world turns. We can actually love ourselves because we are part of a greater love. This then spills over into a love for others. It makes sense of everything. It’s better than drugs, and without the downside. It can bring us peace: sometimes even happiness.

Depending on the channel they’ve found, some phrase it as reaching for God up there, others as God reaching down to us, others as finding God in here, others as going beyond the idea of God. The voice of God speaking out of the hurricane, the roaring fire, or the still quiet, the voice of reason or conscience, or no voice at all. But all describe the experience as a feeling of coming home, of being welcomed to our true state; a moment that wraps up past, present, and future, self and other, in an explosion of understanding and awed contentment, a “oneness.”

Why we believe in God (of whatever kind) is easy to see. We always have done. It’s a bridge over the abyss – the foreknowledge of our own death – the light at the end of the tunnel. It takes our uncertainties and fears and turns them around, enabling us to believe that what happens was meant to happen, and will turn out for the good. It’s what drives us, makes us believe that love is more than sex, relationship more than advantage. That there’s a “whole” we can be part of, where life makes sense. That even death might not be the end. We’re even prepared to die ourselves for a cause as causes can make life worth living. If we can’t, if life has no cause, no purpose, we think of it as having no meaning, no “worth.” It turns self-awareness into a blessing rather than a curse, enables us to love life rather than fear it.

Whether this is true or not, it “works,” or we would have given up on it thousands, hundreds of thousands of years ago. Evolution, the survival of the fittest, applies as much to ideas as to animals like us. Alcoholics are more likely to be persuaded to give up drinking by acknowledging the “Higher Power” of the AA 12-Step Program than by being lectured at by doctors. Parents do not lessen their grief by thinking of their dead child as rotting flesh, but by believing their spirits might touch again. We’re more likely to act in the interests of others if we can believe in love as a universal principle in life than if we see it as a self-gratifying fiction. We’re more likely to be happy if we believe creation is basically good, and joyful, and continuous than if we think of it (rationally) as random, painful, and meaningless. A universe of billions of galaxies and black holes, destined for extinction, without a single particle of love, intention or spirit anywhere, which at the quantum level is absurd, an inhuman monstrosity, no meaning – apart from the meaning we bring to it, the stories we tell, the relationships we develop – okay, that may be the reality. We don’t know, and probably never will. But even a fiction of salvation is better than a despairing suicide, if you’re looking for something extra to get you through the day.

Atheists won’t completely win the argument on the ground in another thousand years, because what they offer is not enough for everyone. Religion can support you when you have nothing, can give you something to reach for when you have everything. Indeed sometimes the more we have the more we realize there’s never enough, and it’s not what we really want anyway. In its purest form, it’s the ultimate democratic way of thinking, asking the same kind of questions and exerting the same kind of power over a millionaire in her New England Hamptons’ mansion as over a dying Neolithic clan leader clothed in wolf skins and huddled by a cave fire. In between it covers the lot – from birth to death, fear to hope, guilt to joy, from poor people to rich, happy to sad. In a vast and complicated world, religion gives us reference points, explaining who and where we are, and what we should do. What kind of priorities we should give our lives, and how we should live together.

And there’s a point that every religion agrees on – that the key to understanding is in surrender, acceptance, rather than taking up a sword and battling through life for your own self-interest. Most of us have learned to let go with a partner in the interests of a deeper relationship: religion is about letting go of the world. The trick of doing it, of having faith (believing beyond the evidence) that the world makes a deeper kind of sense, comes with knowing for yourself where that point is, where faith is credible. Where you can make the jump. Where you can let go, and believe the unknown will take care of you. I think that’s what “faith” is. It’s believing hopefully. We do this all the time, every day, in relationships, trusting people that they will build on what we’ve developed rather than beat us up or cook us for supper. It’s what being human is about – having faith, risking love, making deeper connections. The trick of having faith that the world is one of love and meaning without switching off your brain seems to be a question of knowing for yourself where that point is. It’s different for everyone, and the average position changes through the centuries in different cultures, religions, and traditions within those religions – none more so than in Christianity; you can be saved by works (James 2:21-24); by faith alone (Galatians 2:16); only by helping the poor and needy (Matthew 25:34-46); by baptism (Mark 16:16); only if you endure to the end (Mark 13:13); just by believing (John 3:16); by keeping the law (Romans 2:13); by being born of water and of the Spirit (John 3:5); by eating the flesh of Jesus and drinking his blood (John 6:53-54); and so on… dozens of them, frequently contradicting each other (eg: in Romans 10:13 you can be saved by calling on the name of the Lord, but in Matthew 7:21-23 you won’t necessarily be); some passages say that you can never lose your salvation while others say you can – it’s a Babel of confusion, although of course that’s not God’s fault, it’s yours (1 Corinthians 14:33).

We’re all uncertain, if we have any sense, and there’s no divine blueprint to help us out. We can ignore religion, like staying single, or join one, recognizing that it’s never going to be perfect, any more than any other relationship can be. But there’s a point where you have to commit, to make a decision. The point changes through your own life. This is my attempt to sketch where it is for me. Mindfulness, if you can manage it, is staying focused on where the point makes sense. Wisdom is thinking and acting out of that awareness. Salvation, or enlightenment, or reconciliation, or awakening, or peak experience (there are hundreds of ways of describing it), happens in the realization that the point is everything, the doorway through which you leave behind yourself and reconnect with life as it is rather than the little bit of it we can see.


It is the heart which experiences God, and not the reason.

Pascal (seventeenth century AD)










3. But Which Religion?


Faith is to believe what you do not see, and the reward of this faith is to see what you believe.

Augustine (fifth century AD)



Letting go and living in the love of God, or however you describe it – that sounds great, but it’s easier said than done. For the average individual in the West, each of us consuming (in terms of the energy used in everything we have and do) on average a hundred times more than our grandparents eight times removed did at the turn of the nineteenth century, and escalating at ever faster rates, it’s probably harder than at any other time in history. We’ve got so much more to let go of. As this is a book for novices in matters of religion, written by one, let me come right out and say I’ve never really managed it; which is why I’ll either spend a long time in purgatory (if I’m lucky) or come back as a bug (choose your religion). Maybe I’ve just never really got the hang of it. And maybe it’s not necessary. Maybe we’re better off without it. This is for those who can’t quite escape the feeling that it’s important in some way.

You often hear preachers/gurus today paraphrasing Augustine’s quote at the top of the chapter along the lines of (if you read underneath them): “Fake it until you make it.” But the harder I try to believe in a God “out there” the more He seems a function of my own efforts. The more believers shout that He exists the more ephemeral He seems to be – why should any self-respecting God need that kind of help? Why would He command us, whoever He is, to worship Him? With the risk of eternal punishment if we don’t? Is He that desperate for validation? On the other hand, however much I try to practice Eastern traditions, or the Christian via negativa, and lose the “self,” there’s always that niggling voice: “I’m still here, silly,” which I can’t quite lose. I’ve never been completely bowled over and turned into a different kind of person (not that’s lasted, anyway). Equally, I’ve never quite lost the feeling that life without any sense of the sacred is a gray and shabby affair. Revelation keeps popping its head around the corner, but reason always pokes its eye out.

The main problem is how we can know we see or hear God. That we’re not just talking with ourselves. I see publishing proposals every week from people who believe God (or angels, or Devas, or whoever) has spoken to them. Many of our authors believe they have had direct experiences of God. Some would dispute that most others really have had a genuine experience (I try and avoid those). They can’t have done, because it’s not the same as theirs. But what criteria do we use for accepting some as “real” (if we do) and others not? Aren’t all these authors either encountering something “real” in some strange way or all a bit mad themselves?

Religion relies on personal experience for its validity: “I know it’s true, because this happened to me.” But that’s entirely subjective. At any moment, around the world, you could eavesdrop on millions of worshippers praying to God/gods/spirits. But you’ll never hear Him/Her/them talking back. As Shakespeare puts it in Henry IV, Part 1:


GLENDOWER

I can call spirits from the vasty deep.

HOTSPUR

Why, so can I, or so can any man,

But will they come when you do call for them?



And why should our experience be equally valid for others who experience differently? What if they lead to contradictory beliefs? There are at least 100,000 distinct pictures of the divine world that we’ve developed in our history. And the pattern is really far more diverse, by factors of ten. There are for instance over 30,000 denominations in Christianity alone, about one for each verse in the Bible, and that’s in a comparatively centralized and creedal religion (reflecting the difficulty of extracting a single message from the Bible – comparable numbers of sects in Islam and Judaism are around a hundred).

Many religions might appeal to sacred scriptures as the source of their authority, as divinely given, but that only shifts the problem along. Why follow one rather than another when they all claim to be true (actually, more often than not, they don’t, that’s a label some of the new religions like Christianity have claimed as they became formalized into authoritarian structures)? In the library of sacred scripture for instance the Bible is a single book (think of a large room with shelves all around the walls, floor to ceiling, curated on the basis of merit – and the Bible is one – or a fuzzy collection of some – amongst thousands). It’s not the oldest, or the newest. Its authorship is less certain than most. It’s not the best written, or the most coherent. It’s far from the most inspired, or original, or moral. Only those whose knowledge of the rest of the library is limited or nonexistent claim otherwise.

Their arguments are tedious. For instance, Jesus must be the Son of God because he told me so, or the Bible says he was/is, or because he fulfils the prophecies of the Old Testament, or because it’s the only explanation of the commitment of the followers, the power of the Gospels, the rapid spread of the faith, the coherence of the text, etc., all circular arguments, none of which stand up to a few minutes serious examination. Muslims use exactly the same arguments for Muhammad. They’re of equal merit. Or perhaps Muslims have the better of it. Take the last point for instance. The Qur’an is vastly more coherent than the Bible, with a clearer message (though it was written to be recited, as poetry – it comes across in English translations as both repetitive and random), dictated by the angel Gabriel to Muhammad in the most extraordinarily beautiful Arabic, in a white-hot heat over 20 years, rather than, as with the Bible, by dozens of authors from different cultures, in different languages, even from different faiths, spread over a thousand miles and a thousand years, with another thousand years of debate about which of them should be included (which has never been agreed around all the Churches). If you wanted to make a rational choice on which monotheistic religion to follow, Islam makes more sense than Christianity, which split God into different entities when it was adopted by the pagan Roman Empire as the official religion, to accommodate its own polytheism. And it generates a level of sustained prayer and devotion across the whole community that puts Christianity in the shade.

There’s nothing “sacred” or “true” about religions themselves. They’re as much human constructions as schools, governments and ideologies. You can judge them, vote for them, like you do for political parties (or not). There are many options. If the Abrahamic religions (Judaism, Christianity and Islam) with their harsh desert God don’t work for you, and you’re looking for an intelligently conceived monotheistic religion that makes few demands on credulity and focuses on good practice in this life, then Sikhism is a good bet. The youngest and fifth largest of the major religions, it rejects religious monopoly, puts practice above creed, and focuses on truthfulness, honesty, self-control and purity. Sounds good.

And of course monotheism is a recent development, followed by some just in the most recent fraction of 1% of our time on earth. We might describe Hinduism as being the most successful religion on our planet today in terms of being followed by the largest proportion of the world’s population over the last few thousand years. Some scholars say that it’s the cradle of many of the others, including the monotheistic religions, much as our Western languages have developed from Sanskrit. Those inclined to mysticism might claim that the central Hindu teaching of advaita, of all things being one, is at the root of all good religion. Others claim that in its exploration of consciousness it developed sophisticated views of the unity of matter and mind millennia ago that science is only just beginning to appreciate. The most revered of their classics, the Bhagavad Gita (“Song of the Beloved”), written around the fifth century BC, is one of the earliest attempt we have to arrive at a fully comprehensive view of existence. The setting is a battlefield that symbolizes life itself. As the dialogue ripples out into deeper subjects a whole philosophy of life unfolds. It’s a work of deep wisdom and tolerance. As Krishna says, “Whoever with true devotion worships any deity, in him I deepen that devotion; and through it he fulfills his desire” (7:21).

But this doesn’t necessarily mean Hinduism can work for everyone. It’s hard for Westerners to embrace the idea of 350 million or so gods (oddly enough very similar to the number of angels that medieval monks believed existed) rather than one, of duty rather than love at the top of the moral equation. And whereas organized Christianity was corrupted by empire and power, Hinduism’s rich philosophical heritage was corrupted by the organized caste system. It is pluralist on a broad scale, but separation is locked in socially. We’re conditioned by our past, our present, and they are rare individuals who can determine for themselves quite different futures.

This book has “God” in the title, for convenience, but of course good religion does not need “God,” or “gods,” at all – and the ultimate divine in Hinduism, Brahman-Atman, is not really a God, in the sense of being individual or personal. Buddhism is increasingly the religion of choice for many in the West (reincarnation is making a comeback) and does not see the divine as a “being” in any sense of the word. It prefers terms like the void, or non-being, or nothingness. Originally an offshoot of Hinduism, it developed different forms as it spread; first into Theravada (Sri Lanka) and Mahayana (Tibet), then with further offshoots like Madhyamika, Tantric, Vajrayana and Zen. It then got a further boost when the Chinese invasion of Tibet in 1951 scattered Buddhist teachers around the world in much the same way as the Roman destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70 scattered Jews and Christians. Historically, it’s generally been the most peaceable and contemplative of the major religions. It seems the most intellectually rigorous, being based on reason rather than revelation, in some respects closer to philosophy. From the Buddha onwards, its leaders have stressed the need to test teaching against your own experience, rather than taking sacred scriptures literally, on trust, like the more primitive religions do. It focuses on the processes of the mind rather than what the mind thinks it sees. Through meditation, we gradually reduce the sense of self, clearing the mind of its junk. I struggle with it, but practices like raja yoga or vipassana meditation have been shown to lower blood pressure, slow metabolism and produce increasingly coherent brainwave patterns. Buddhism floats free of dependence on history and miracle much as Christianity freed Roman religion (or tried to, initially) from dependence on deities in the sky and statues representing them on earth. As in Christianity, after the Buddha’s death his followers did introduce gods, saints, hell, etc., with rituals and complex theologies to lock believers into a particular system, trying to turn it into yet another organized religion. But Buddhism at its best is always about escaping such mental constraints and containers.

Still, it’s difficult for most of us, after centuries of competitive individualism in the West, to take on board the insignificance, or nonexistence, of the self. With the ingrained perception that sins are something you can repent of, and get wiped from the record, the idea that they come back, through karma, to determine your status in your next incarnation is a tough one. In some respects it’s a wonderful idea, based on older beliefs about the endless recycling of birth and death, a vista of renewal and many lives rather than the burden of a single one, and indeed was part of the official teaching of the Early Church (after all, Jesus rose from the dead in a different form), till it was denounced as heretical at the Second Council of Constantinople in AD 553. But if people are more enlightened than dogs why are so many of them nastier? And how does a dog, or a bug, make a choice to do good or evil? Or a tiger show compassion? The fact that meditation helps well-being doesn’t mean that reincarnation is “true,” any more than praying to Jesus and believing that he’s answering somehow “proves” the Resurrection. The idea of time as circular rather than a line, the endless recycling of life, where there is no real progress, no leading up to a dramatic Judgment Day, or no acceptance that we could actually make the world better (or worse), is perhaps the hardest of all, though it seems a highly moral one; much more so than that of a moment’s repentance bringing eternal salvation. After all, if we knew we were going to be reborn into this world, we might think twice about spoiling it. If we’re one of the lucky few earning thousands or even a million dollars a day, we might bear in mind the millions on zero-hour contracts, or with no employment at all, when our positions might be reversed in the next life.

But hell, there are so many great religions out there. Of course, they all have their dark sides, none more so than Christianity, with its vision of Heaven for the few and Hell for the many. But for instance Taoism at times seems closer to the teaching of Jesus than does Christianity itself; a good Taoist has few demands and doesn’t exercise power over others. Its vision of the world as determined by principles of balance and order offers an attractive alternative to one ruled by gods. The Tao Te Ching is perhaps the wisest book ever written. Its opening sentence is, “The Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao.” Words cannot define the Tao, or God, you can only come to it through the silent stillness inside you. You are not your thoughts, that’s mostly mind-clutter, you are the one thinking them, being aware of them. It’s not easy understanding that. Imagine the struggle a chimp would have if it tried to think of itself as “me.” Now imagine yourself as not being “you.” Try thinking for a moment of your name, the letters, as a label you’ve been given, and go deeper. It’s a foundational way of thinking in many of the major religious traditions.

Then there’s Confucianism, which demonstrates a stronger commitment to the wider social unit and the principle of good government than most other religions have started to get their heads around (indeed, Christianity, starting with its shift in the fifth century AD to forbidding marriages between cousins in favor of marriages between comparative strangers has led to atomized family units and weak clans). Maybe the success of the Chinese Empire over thousands of years, as a relatively peaceful, nonaggressive, inventive, well-functioning social unit, has something to do with their religion. (And I’m well aware that these are very relative terms; but, broadly speaking, the Chinese still live in China; they haven’t, for instance, colonized North America, which they had the capacity to do; a century earlier than Columbus, Admiral Zheng He from China was roaming the oceans with a fleet of 300, and men numbering tens of thousands, in ships 30 times the size of Columbus’ largest three boats, with his 90 sailors). More broadly, perhaps the communitarian, more equal and mutually supportive societies of the East are better placed to cope with pandemics, hence the huge discrepancies in the infection and death rates related to COVID between East and West.

Another is Shinto; the most ancient, beautiful, and simple of all the major religions practiced today, close to paganism and just as diverse. And you have the still older tribal religions, like that of the Aborigines, which have an imaginative power, fusing the soul and the landscape, past, present, and future, that for some dwarfs our own tinkering with the world of spirit.

And if you were to give religions a “moral score” – Jainism would surely come out on top. It’s one of the oldest organized religions, with Parsha, the twenty-third leader (the first we know of as a historical person), living around the eighth century BC, way before Buddha, Confucius etc., let alone latecomers like Jesus and Muhammad. It’s the most demanding one on earth, the Mount Everest of them all in terms of disciplined lifestyle and moral awareness, and has still less room for any idea of God. Its first principle is that the highest duty is not to harm anything living, including through thought and speech – it makes “wokeism,” the left-wing attempt to purify the world of wrong thought and action, look tame. Never mind the brutalities of factory farming, they’ll do their best to avoid stepping on an ant (serious adepts wear face masks to avoid swallowing insects, anticipating COVID precautions by many millennia). Its second principle, “many-sidedness,” is that truth and reality are complex; reality can be experienced, but never fully expressed through language. And so on. If the world could somehow convert overnight to Jainism, most of our problems would be over. The coming climate crisis would be resolved. We would stop eating meat, protect Nature, cut harmful emissions and bring the world back into balance again. Politicians would be judged on how truthful they are. It sounds impossible… particularly today… many Western politicians wouldn’t pass the first hurdle… but there are around five million Jainists in the world.


God has no religion

Gandhi (twentieth century AD)










4. How We Believe


Man makes religion; religion does not make man. Religion is indeed man’s self-consciousness and self-awareness so long as he has not found himself or lost himself again.

Karl Marx (nineteenth century AD)



These religions and many others have enormously rich, varied, and complex traditions, literatures, and rituals. This is not to suggest that the grass is greener on the other side of the hill, but only the ignorant or foolish say the resources of spiritual and social capital of these religions are less than those of Christianity. No regular Christian event comes close, for instance, to the two to four million Muslims who take the pilgrimage every year to the Black Stone of the Kaaba (they should go at least once in their lives) for the summer Hajj, let alone the 70 million who at the start of this millennium crowded to the Kumbh Mela festival on the sacred River Ganges. And all of them seem, from a historical point of view, to have been less aggressive and damaging than Christianity (and to a lesser extent Islam), with its focus on a single divine savior, rather than many or none, and its insistence that the entire world believes in Him, indeed that the future of humanity depends on it – the more pluralist religions tend to have less of a compulsion to convert and conquer. I find it hard nowadays to take seriously any Christian theologian/evangelist/minister (or atheist) who talks/writes as if Christianity is the only “proper” religion that has ever existed. It’s just an example of the exclusive/ignorance ratio – the less individuals know about other religions and sacred scriptures the easier it is to believe theirs is the only true one.

Actually, placed in this broader context, Christianity is a rather odd religion. It has frequently turned itself inside out and upside down – which is perhaps why it has survived – you can read pretty much anything you like into it, depending on which tradition you tap into. The bulk of its sacred books are taken from a different religion altogether (though it rather crudely gave them all equal status, which they don’t have in Judaism, and messed around with the order, ending with the minor Malachi, to leave the impression that there’s something still hanging out there, waiting for future fulfillment). It even implies that Jews can’t really understand their own scriptures because they have to be interpreted in the light of the New Testament. Starting as a cult within Judaism, it soon changed to persecuting Jews, in history’s longest-running one-sided feud. It’s monotheistic, but also polytheistic, with three divine beings in the Trinity (plus a raft of others, like the Devil, and various godlets of different angelic rank, sanctified saints, and so on). It’s philosophical, with God as the First Mover, the uncaused Creator, but the identification of one human (Jesus) with God is more akin to folk religion. It’s as superstitious as any, and centers on the biggest blood sacrifice ever offered a deity. God is a person, but also ineffable. Jesus is fully God but also fully man. A circle can be a square, or black can be white, from one minute to the next.

After a long, shaky start, it’s now the most widespread, but has lost most of its original heartlands to Islam. Its founder, Jesus, preached loving your neighbor as yourself, but the largest number of adherents today are in regions of the world which Christian empires forcibly colonized and/or depopulated (more in chapter 39). Actually, it effectively has two founders – alongside Jesus there’s also Paul, who Jews see as the founder, who elevated the wandering preacher of zen-like parables into a cosmic figure of redemption. It’s a strange mix of rational and magical thinking, generally based on uncertain premises. Of course to some extent all religions are, but only Christianity has a supernatural event like the Resurrection at the core of its theology (at least nowadays, in its dumbed-down form, though it wasn’t that way for the first Christians, more in chapter 31). Which in itself is a bit confusing, because the world wasn’t saved by his sacrifice on the cross, which is why the teaching developed that he had to come back some day to finish what he started. But we’re still waiting.

More than any other, it suffers from DID, Dissociative Identity Disorder, promoting a God of love on the one hand, but on the other hand condemning the vast majority of humanity to eternal torture (or just till this earth ends, in a few billion years? Or till the universe ends, in umpteen trillions of years? – the teaching is not clear here; our own judicial sentencing is far more precise), on the grounds that our natural state is depravity rather than, say, just unconscious, unaware, or unenlightened.

Perhaps the oddest thing is that no Christians try to follow the Bible, because it would be impossible. Nobody (including Jews) follows the 600+ laws in the Old Testament. Christians say that Jesus brought a “New Covenant” to replace the old, but then the overarching theme of the parables and his teaching in the gospels is the association of wealth with evil (more in chapter 25). I’ve yet to meet a Christian who has given all her money away.

So how should we think of different religions now? Why follow one rather than another? If we’re open to truth and honest to God we know that the advances in knowledge, civilized societies, religious achievements from the communal to the individual, have been scattered all over the world in place and time. Qualities like faith, insight, intelligence, and sincerity are universal. We’re a global village now. Truth is not tribal, or national. We’re all migrants, ever since we left Africa 60,000 or so years ago. Our aliens are from other planets, no longer from other countries, however much contemporary demagogues try to demonize refugees and immigrants.

But the thing is, even if everyone in the world decided they could believe in the same God and saw Him in the same way, even if we only had one sacred book, one temple, one church, and had done for the last 10,000 years; even if there were no atheists, no heretics, no believers in other religions; that wouldn’t prove anything about whether God is really “there” or not. Everybody could be wrong. We don’t, for instance (or at least most of us don’t, though there are many millions of animists, pagans and Shintoists who think otherwise), believe there are real spirits in trees and stones any longer, even though everyone in the world believed that for tens, perhaps even hundreds of thousands of years. And any doctor will tell you that the brain can believe anything, even when the evidence of the senses contradicts it. None of us sees “straight.” We deceive ourselves. We all feel we have right and logic on our side. It’s in our makeup. We all fantasize, hope and fear. We fall into love, believe it’s forever, fall out of love, and then do it again.

Our minds are “recursive systems,” in the language of cognitive psychology. We not only watch ourselves “doing.” We think about what we’re doing, and then we think about what we’re thinking about. We shape our thoughts into ideas and images and ideologies. Then we analyze, and change them. We know there is no eternal, ideal perfection; we know, on our level of existence at least, that life is muddled, subjective, that we’re not even physically the same as we were yesterday, with every one of the 50 trillion or so cells in our bodies being replaced every seven years or so. Many on the spiritual journey have had the experience of peeling back layers of the mind, like an onion, and wondered: “What could I be thinking about if I could stop thinking? If I could get myself out of the way and just approach God? Or if I could somehow peel back all the layers, might there be nothing in the middle? And no God?” And the fear is that if we peel back too many layers we lose all sense of who we might be.
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“Answers all the questions you ever wanted to ask about God
and some you never even thought of.”
Richard Holloway





