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What people are saying about

Thoughts of God

A terrific Lent Course inviting us to explore the Biblical theme of being at home and in exile, how beauty and science connect with faith in God, and the astounding relationship a young Hindu had with mathematics. Using Matt Brown’s 2015 film The Man Who Knew Infinity, as both a launch point but also with its own profound observation of academic life in Cambridge in 1914, Andy Colebrooke takes us on a unique journey of our own Christian faith through the life of Srinivasa Ramanujan, who said, ‘An equation means nothing to me unless it expresses a thought of God.’

Stephen Cottrell, Archbishop of York.

A highly original and extremely practical resource for the Church, especially for film lovers. It will take you deep it into the Christian faith. Buy it and use it!

Jeremy Begbie, Director, Duke Initiatives in Theology and the Arts, Duke Divinity School, Durham, North Carolina, U.S.A.

Lent is an opportunity to engage with questions of God and what it means to be human at a deeper level. This book provides an imaginative and stimulating way in, both for individual and group study. For some it will be surprising, for some it will be challenging, but the stories represented in movies can lead us deeper into discovering who we are in the light of a God who loves and redeems. I commend this book to you.

Revd Professor David Wilkinson, Principal of St John’s College and Professor of Theology and Religion, Durham University.

Thoughts of God is a first-rate group Lenten study putting Scripture into meaningful and delightful conversation with the film, The Man Who Knew Infinity (2015). Theology is at its core the conversation between God’s story and our stories. That is, as we experience, what the best of sermons do each week. To deepen that conversation, Colebrooke has brought together relevant scriptural texts with the real-life story of the Hindu mathematician Ramanujan’s interaction with the Cambridge don and atheist G. H. Hardy. As the film invites viewers to empathize with the humanity of this young Indian family, it encourages us to extend our theological probings concerning our own humanity. Here is the dialogue between Bible and film at its best. Highly recommended.

Robert K. Johnston, Senior Professor of Theology and Culture, Fuller Theological Seminary, and author of Reel Spirituality (2006), God’s Wider Presence (2014), and God in the Movies (2017), with Catherine Barsotti).

This Lent course is refreshingly original and yet highly relevant and contemporary to many of the issues facing society and the Christian church today. I knew nothing of Srinivasa Ramanujan until I was sent this book, but his life and work, wonderfully portrayed in the film, has been beautifully woven into the five sessions that make for a truly engaging course. The complexity of the mathematics doesn’t interfere with understanding an exciting and intriguing story, that will encourage some lively and fruitful conversations, and I will be recommending it to parishes in my patch.

The Venerable Robin King, Archdeacon of Stansted.

If you are looking for a Lent Course which explores discipleship and the interface between religious faith and the scientific endeavour in a fresh and creative way, Thoughts of God is for you. Anchored in a friendship which featured in a 2015 movie, The Man Who Knew Infinity, this new course illuminates philosophical and theological truths and tensions in a way which speaks to both head and heart and is anchored in everyday human realities.

The Rt Revd Dr Lee Rayfield, Society of Ordained Scientists, Bishop of Swindon.

Ian Stewart, Emeritus Professor of Mathematics at Warwick University and a Fellow of the Royal Society, said that ‘Mathematics is the Cinderella science: undervalued, underestimated, and misunderstood. Yet it has been one of the main driving forces behind human society for at least three millennia, it powers all of today’s technology, and it underpins almost every aspect of our daily lives.’ (The Guardian, 18 January, 2012). Srinivasa Ramanujan was a self-taught genius from India with a flair for extraordinary and beautiful formulas. A ‘Cinderella science’ combined with an account of the brief life of a young and impoverished Hindu might seem an odd choice for the subject of a blockbuster movie, let alone for a Lent Course. However, the movie is compelling – and it deals with everything from the nature of truth, the life of faith and the evils of racism to the importance of relationships and the inescapable matter of our own mortality. And this course draws upon those issues, as well as the themes of exile and homecoming, and delivers a thought-provoking and rich exploration into what it means to live, love, and believe in the twenty-first century.

As we emerge from the trauma, losses, and deprivations of the COVID pandemic, many of us are asking deep and searching questions about the very issues raised in this course. And just like the discipline of mathematics, this course is not just about finding answers; it is also about understanding why answers exist in the first place, and why they might take the form they do. Like mathematicians, we are not just concerned with understanding the world; we are also looking to open up new worlds of possibility – and maybe to find hope amidst the devastation and disillusionment of our post-pandemic world. This exciting, challenging, and inspirational course will help us to do just that. In five easy-to-follow sessions, the elegantly written material provides everything participants will need in order to engage with the fundamental issues of life, love and faith. It all adds up to an excellent course.

The Rt Revd Roger Morris, Area Bishop of Colchester.
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An equation means nothing to me unless it expresses a thought of God.

Srinivasa Ramanujan
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Introduction

‘Thoughts of God’? By that I mean both thoughts about God, and perhaps more presumptuously, God’s own thoughts. Thoughts about God come under the heading of theology: what we can legitimately say about God and God’s relation to the world, summarised in a series of doctrines. God’s own thoughts cannot be known unless God chooses to reveal them. Those thoughts are the ones God articulates for us through his word, through nature, through personal revelation, and supremely through his Son, Jesus Christ. Both meanings of the title will find their place in this five-week Lent course as it looks at the intriguing story of two very different personalities, who worked together at the time of the first world war: Srinivasa Ramanujan, a mathematics phenomenon from Madras in India, and the Cambridge don G. H. Hardy. One believed that thoughts about God were irrational, the other believed that God’s thoughts came to him as he worshipped or slept. The gulf between these two men was initially vast, but through their shared passion for numbers they were drawn together into the thrill of discovery. Matt Brown’s film, The Man Who Knew Infinity (2015), captures the excitement of those far off days, presenting us with an absorbing tale of their time together. However, it may strike some as strange that a Lent course has been based on the lives of an atheist and a Hindu! The reason behind my choice is that their story is easily relatable to five major Bible themes: journeying in faith; exile and return; questions about truth; friendship with God; and the longing for an eternal home. The film thus provides natural stepping off points for groups to explore these themes and apply them to their own Christian lives; opportunities to explore incarnation, cross and resurrection follow naturally.

The power of a story to communicate with an audience first really struck me when I visited Marrakech in the early 1970s. It seemed like stepping back into Bible times; in the evenings in the market square storytellers entertained crowds, who sat cross-legged on the ground, totally absorbed by the storyteller’s art. It was a most potent demonstration to me of the importance of stories, myths, and fairy tales, in captivating audiences and leaving a lasting impression. All preachers know, or should know, the power of a good story to engage a congregation: as soon as the sermon turns didactic and is filled with bullet points, there is a danger that eyes will glaze over, and nothing memorable will remain. We have, from the very beginning, been creatures who love to hear and tell stories; our brains seem to be hardwired for this way of communicating. When human stories are told, whether heroic or tragic, we cannot help but become engaged. Of course, the Bible writers knew this. Much of God’s word comes to us in the form of story; the Bible is filled with the lives of the good, the bad, and the ugly, each one a human being with something to teach us. We also see a nation encountering God, struggling to learn and live by his ways, and, more often than not, failing. This story, too, is recorded for our learning. Finally, in the providence of God, the whole Christian Bible is a meta-narrative of God’s salvation plan, centred on the figure of Jesus Christ, climaxing in a glorious future hope with him.

Western literature from Homer to the Victorian novel to Margaret Atwood and Ian McEwan continues to feed an insatiable appetite for drama and an understanding of the human condition. We live now in a very visual age. Cinema and television have become the media through which most people encounter the power of story to reflect human experience. Everyone has got a mobile phone, a tablet, and any number of other devices, so perhaps those Moroccan storytellers have all gone, but the passion for stories of adventure, romance and triumph remains, via TV Soaps, Box Set dramas, NetFlix and Hollywood Blockbusters. Video projectors are now common place in many churches, or can be easily borrowed, making courses based on films a viable option in most contexts. If the Church is to proclaim the gospel afresh to each generation, then it must engage with contemporary visual culture. ‘Filmmakers are the storytellers and mythmakers of our culture, and films reflect the contemporary quest for meaning and truth’ (Coffey, 1999). Indeed, cinema can be a mirror in which to see ourselves; an invitation to reflect on our own attitudes and shortcomings, prompting the biggest questions, such as which values are important in life, what makes a good person, and where can we find lasting hope?

Lent, too, is a time for reflection; the season for slowing down, stepping back to take our own spiritual temperature, so as to be better prepared for the celebration of Easter. Through prayer, devotional reading, and self-denial, we try to focus our eyes more sharply on Jesus, resetting our spiritual compass to set out again on the path of following him. Although not true of all Churches, Lent may be the only time when many congregations find an appetite for joining a study group or short course. Finding the right course for a church can be an annual headache for a busy pastor or vicar. What is often looked for is a course that offers a fresh and lively approach, which can sustain enthusiasm and will attract those that other courses just do not reach. This is where cinema can be remarkably effective, for films are invitations to enter human stories and fire the imagination. When we can empathise emotionally with the characters, and see situations through their eyes, then our thoughts turn to the pains, joys, and puzzles of being human. Add to that an encounter with scripture and spiritual growth can occur, particularly if done in conversation with others.

The Covid-19 pandemic has made us all feel a little like exiles longing for a return to normality, but it has also sparked a revolution in the way we do church. To keep going during lockdowns churches have learned to go online, conducting worship via YouTube or Zoom-type video conferencing. Local expertise in the use of such software is now widespread, meaning that homegroups and seasonal courses can be conducted across the internet. This course was written during a lockdown when all church buildings were closed in England; it was then presented using Zoom with the film clips shared from the host’s computer. The advantages of this method are the ease of screening and the potential there is to attract participants from a wider geographical area. Of course, when possible, real life interaction is much to be preferred, and this course will work well in either situation.

Part 1 offers a brief outline of the lives of Ramanujan and Hardy, avoiding the impenetrable mathematics that so excited them. Their stories are not widely known and if the film sparks an interest in their real lives, then this summary gives a useful introduction. Part 2 details the nuts and bolts of running the course, whether in a church hall, a living room or shared online. Although it was designed for Lent, it is in fact suitable for any time of year, in a variety of settings. Part 3 contains the course’s core material in a regularly structured format. Within it are the film timings, background information, group discussion starters, and questions for personal reflection. Each week has a simple closing liturgy related to the theme. This structure gives the busy leader all that is necessary to run each session, allowing a degree of selectivity about the discussion questions and not preventing the addition of other ideas, if wished. The questions provided may sometimes seem provocative, this is in the hope that they may widen discussion or open doors to fresh insights. My aim has been to keep the text succinct and straightforward: this leaves space for personal note taking, so that readers can record thoughts, questions, or actions. For those interested in going deeper or following up issues hinted at in the course, a postscript is provided, which can be used for an additional meeting or as an opening session for a new homegroup.

My thanks go to those who took part in the two trials of this course: the members of the homegroup that meets at Sue and Graeme’s house, and the students from The Course in Christian Studies in Chelmsford Diocese, co-led by my colleague The Revd. Angela Want. Most of all I wish to thank Hazel, my wife, for her constant inspiration and encouragement in the writing of this course.
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