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These are the transcripts of the BBC Radio 4 series "Honest Doubt: The History of an Epic Struggle".  It was first broadcast as a series of twenty 15-minute episodes between 28 May and 22 June 2012, rebroadcast as four 1-hour omnibus editions on Friday evenings throughout June 2012.  The series was written and presented by writer and former Bishop of Edinburgh Richard Holloway, and produced by Olivia Landsberg at Ladbroke Productions. 

In "Honest Doubt", Richard Holloway considers some of the universal questions about our existence and the meaning of life, and how some of humanity's best thinkers and most creative writers have approached these 'literally life and death questions'.  In exploring the relationship between faith and doubt over the last 3000 years, he looks at its impact from the birth of religious thinking, through the Old and New Testaments, the Middle Ages, the Reformation, the Enlightenment, the Victorian period, the horrors of World War II, right up to today.

I want to thank Richard Holloway who brought more than half a century of experience and reflection to this project. Without his energy and commitment, and his unique understanding of the nuances of such a wide and profound subject, the series could never have come to fruition.  I am also grateful to the following contributors for their insights and thoughtful considerations on the subject:

Karen Armstrong - Episode(s):   3,4,5,6,13

Prof. Harvey Cox - Episode:  4
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Prof. Richard Dawkins - Episode: 16

Dr. Jennifer Michael Hecht  - Episode(s):   2,4
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The Revd. Prof. David Jasper  - Episode(s):  1,5,12,17,18

Prof. Sir Anthony Kenny - Episode(s):  3,8,12,16

Prof. Norman Kreitman - Episode(s):  2,15

Prof. Peter Millican - Episode(s): 8,18

Sir Andrew Motion - Episode(s):  7,11,9,20

Dr. Adam Phillips - Episode: 20

Dr. Nina Power - Episode(s):  9, 10,15

Prof. Roger Scruton - Episode: 16

Prof. George Steiner - Episode:  1

Prof. Geza Vermes  - Episode:   4

AN Wilson - Episode(s):  3,6,7,11,13,14,15,19

Thanks too to Neil Gardner and Richard Bannerman at Ladbroke Productions, Jane Ellison, Denis Nowlan and Tony Phillips at the BBC - who all joined the journey. And to Seb Juviler at SNK Studios for his beautiful theme music.  

The audiobook of the radio series to accompany this eBook is available from: http://www.audiogo.com/uk 

Olivia Landsberg, Series Producer, February 2013


Preface

The fact that this preface is being written in words presents us with one of our greatest problems.  We invented language to get in touch with each other, to which anyone who has tried to communicate with a stranger in a language s/he does not speak can testify.  In these situations we have fun trying to establish a common vocabulary.  We’ll point to the eye and then say the word we use to express it; then the friendly stranger will do the same in his language; and thus we build up a pattern of communication.  ‘That thing I’m pointing to?’ We mime to each other, ‘this is what we call it, this is how we name it’ - and we make the corresponding noise.  The next step is to put the noise into the symbols we call writing and the communication cycle is complete.  

Yet the things we point to by sound and written symbol remain stubbornly themselves and are not what we say they are.   This reveals the danger of language for the human animal: we think that if we can put it into words we have got it and pinned it like a dead butterfly in a display case.  Most of the time this does not matter.  The signs we use to point to dogs or cats or elbows or sunsets do the job more than adequately.  We know the word elbow is not an elbow.  We know the word dog cannot bark and the word sunset cannot glow, though they may remind us of a dog we love and the sunset we remember from the last evening of that great vacation in Ardnamurchan.

No, that’s all fine.  Trouble only happens when we think words are nets to capture the mystery of the great absence that haunts the universe.  We hate a vacuum and the uncertainty it provokes.  We want something solid to hold onto, and if it’s not there we’ll manufacture one we fancy and call it truth.  This is what the Israelites did in the wilderness when they couldn’t cope with the abstractions of the God of Moses, who wouldn’t even tell them his name.  They filled the void with a golden calf, something they could see and touch - and name!

None of this matters very much if it all stays as a language game, a way of saying something because we can’t bear saying nothing.  The danger arises when our language game becomes cruel, which is usually where all false certainties lead to.  Remember that abstraction we converted into solid certainty? Well, it turns out it hates gays and wants to keep women in their place and doesn’t like scientists poking into the mysteries of the universe it created to play around in. Bang! And our words start crucifying and burning and gassing people who prefer other words and see things in a different way. 

In making Honest Doubt we came across many examples of that ancient rush to judgement about unknowable mysteries, which is why we ended up cherishing the experience of doubt even more passionately than we did at the beginning.  Doubt keeps things provisional, uncertain, open.  Like a good jazz player, the doubter listens and responds and makes music never heard before.  And it’s fun.  Try it!  This eBook might even help you to make the first moves.  And if you want to download the audio version, go to http://www.audiogo.com/uk 

Richard Holloway, February 2013 


Episode 1 Prologue    

OPENING ANNO: And now on Radio 4 ‘Honest Doubt’. In a series of personal essays, Richard Holloway, author and former Bishop of Edinburgh, explores the relationship between faith and doubt over the last 3000 years.    

RICHARD:  In the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, there's a painting I’m fond of by the  French artist, Paul Gauguin. Completed in 1897 at a time of crisis for Gauguin, it presents a series of figures who express the riddle of existence. On the far right is a sphinx-like black dog. Near it there’s a group of women gazing at a young child. In the middle  Adam and Eve are reaching for the fruit of the knowledge of good and evil.  On the far left sits a woman, head in hand, awaiting her fate. And on the top left hand corner of the painting Gaugin has slashed three question: Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going? 

In essence, those are the question’s I’ll be exploring over the next four weeks.  I’ve spent my life as a priest, then as a bishop in the Anglican Church, so it’ll come as no surprise that I'll be viewing these questions through a predominantly Judeo-Christian lens. But I am, first and foremost, a human being who believes Gaugin’s questions come with our very existence.  So in this series of essays, I'll be exploring how throughout our history some of humanity’s best thinkers and most creative writers have struggled with these same issues and how they've tried to find answers to what have often been, quite literally, life or death questions.

MUSIC SIG STING

RICHARD:  Over the next four weeks, we'll chart the journey of doubt from early challenges to religious thinking from more than 3000 years ago right up to the C21st, but we won’t travel in a straight line.  Our minds don't work like that: so this week, we'll be looking at some recurring themes before we take a closer look at some of the writers and poets who have wrestled with the questions posed by our existence: is religion a good or a bad thing?  Is there a God?  And if there isn’t, what then is the purpose of it all?   

MUSIC STING 

RICHARD:  During the second term of President Reagan’s administration, William Bennett, Reagan’s Secretary of State for Education, publicly complained that the people who really ruled the United States were not the current occupants of the White House, but liberals and their cronies who consistently displayed a disdain for the Judeo-Christian values that had made America great.  The political commentator, Rick Hertzberg, the son of an unbelieving Jewish father and a Quaker mother, fired off this reply. 

READER:  JEFF HARDING  [courtesy of The New Republic, 16 September 1985]    

As a Judeo-Christian who has an aversion to religion, and who's an American as good as or better than any mousse-haired, Bible-touting, apartheid-promoting evangelist, I must protest.  Where was it written that if you don’t like religion you are somehow disqualified from being a legitimate American?  What was Mark Twain, a Russian?  Why's it suddenly un-American to doubt that the prime mover of this unimaginably vast universe of quintillions of solar systems would be likely to be obsessed with questions involving the behaviour of a few thousand bipeds inhabiting a small part of a speck of dust orbiting a third-rate star in an obscure spiral arm of one of a million galaxies? 1

RICHARD: I want to offer two words in response to that outburst, and my first word is Amen.  Amen, because, like Rick Hertzberg, I strongly object to the way some religious leaders rate their sacred texts above all other texts on earth as carriers of knowledge and wisdom.  I don’t think Religion is the root of all evil, but it has certainly provoked and justified evil in the past and continues to do so today,  usually because of the way it interprets those ancient texts.  This is not to deny that much good - maybe more good than evil - has also come from those texts; but it is to acknowledge that the picture is mixed,  compromised, and uncertain, like everything else that's human.   So I say Amen to Rick Hertzberg’s protest at religious arrogance.

But Nevertheless is my second word of response, because it's by means of these few thousand bipeds called homo sapiens that this universe is thinking about itself and has become aware of its own existence.  Oh there may be self-conscious, rational creatures in other corners of the universe, but we are the only ones we know about –and it seems to have taken it at least 14 billion years to get round to it. The universe may not be in a hurry to explain and understand itself, but we are.  Since we started thinking for ourselves about 50,000 years ago - mentally ready and raring to go - our knowledge of reality has increased so rapidly that I am tempted to joke that, next to light itself, the human mind's the fastest thing in the universe. 

RICHARD: When I stepped down as Bishop of Edinburgh in 2000, I was at a crossroads in my life after a long period of hard reflection.  I'd been grappling for decades with the big questions life poses for us: Does the universe have a purpose?  If so, how do we discover it?   Is there anything beyond it, outside it, transcendent above it that brought it into being?  Or are we on our own -  mindful-beings in a mindless universe?  Each book I wrote to find out raised more questions than it answered.  One of the great minds of our era  is Professor George Steiner. Born in Paris to Jewish parents, a linguist and polymath, George Steiner, perhaps more than any other thinker of his time, wrestled with these ultimate questions for more than half a century. In an interview some years ago, he highlighted the hardest thing about our quest - that maybe these profound questions are in fact unanswerable.

GEORGE STEINER  

We do not know why we're born, to whom we're born.  We know nothing of our death in which we'll be totally  alone, we know nothing of the purpose of our being. We create purposes for ourselves. In fact it seems to me that almost everything that matters immensely has a dimension of unknowingness to it , a dimension which constantly challenges us,  and the great artists do just that, to imagine possibilities which are not provable, which are not in any sense scientific. 2

RICHARD: That unknowingness is the source both of faith and of doubt and as we'll hear, rivers of ink have been spent on the subject.   Whether you're an out and out materialist or cling to a more spiritual interpretation of humanity; the fact remains that in us something profound has happened.  This tiny, hairless biped is now thinking, questioning and wondering about itself and the universe of which it is such an insignificant part.  It is from our brains that human culture in all its richness and complexity has emerged.  We inherited our sex drive from nature, but it was us who learned to write love poetry and set it to music that breaks the heart.   We inherited our big brains from nature’s long, emergent processes, but it is us who have used them to fill the heavens with gods and then to doubt the existence of the very entities we created in order to explain ourselves to ourselves.

We need to understand from the beginning that doubt is coactive with faith - they are two sides of the one coin. The opposite of doubt is certainty not faith.  If we have certainty about anything, we don’t need faith: we know.  I KNOW the Royal Mile in Edinburgh runs from the Castle to Holyrood Palace.  I’ve walked it many times and felt it beneath my feet.  But I don’t know for certain if God exists – in fact, I don’t think that with my limited capacities I can know the certain answer to that question.  There’s little about it I can get under my feet.  That’s why I swither constantly, why one moment I doubt and the other I believe.  That’s the game we’re playing here.  But it can be hard on that see-saw, which was something the Victorian poet Robert Browning understood very well and expressed in his dramatic poem called "Bishop Blougram's Apology".

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK

You call for faith: 
I show you doubt, to prove that faith exists. 
The more of doubt, the stronger faith, I say, 
[...] What matter though I doubt at every pore, 
Head-doubts, heart-doubts, doubts at my fingers' ends, 
Doubts in the trivial work of every day, 
Doubts at the very bases of my soul 
In the grand moments when she probes herself  3

MUSIC - ALLEGRI MISERERE UNDER

RICHARD:  Another way into the tension is to think of a piece of music.  If faith is the melody, doubt is the descant. Each adds texture and depth to the other, and if we're lucky, a sense of harmony. We'll be exploring these  themes with the help of poets, writers, philosophers - and theologians like Revd. David Jasper, Professor of Theology and Literature at Glasgow University. But we're unlikely to offer binary, right or wrong answers.  After all, music is a scale, not a single note. 

DAVID JASPER  

I think it's a helpful word , descant, because it eliminates this either/or quality that so often we often get stuck with, not least in the Church. That either you have faith or you don’t. That either you're a believer or a non-believer.

MUSIC - ALLEGRI MISERERE -  FADE OUT

RICHARD:  When I was studying to be priest at Kelham in the Midlands of England, in my prayers I was always asking God to give me a sign that he was there. Like the traveller in Walter de La Mare’s poem The Listeners, I was desperate to know if God was in there or whether we were alone in the universe. 

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK  

"Is there anybody there?" said the Traveller,
Knocking on the moonlit door;
And his horse in the silence champed the grass
Of the forest's ferny floor;

 [...] But no one descended to the Traveller;
No head from the leaf-fringed sill
Leaned over and looked into his grey eyes,
Where he stood perplexed and still.

 [...] Ay, they heard his foot upon the stirrup,
And the sound of iron on stone,
And how the silence surged softly backward,
When the plunging hoofs were gone. 4

RICHARD: The Traveller got no answer to his question and rode away unsatisfied from the silent house.  And that's what it's like for many of us today.  We interrogate the universe  for answers to our most desperate questions, and get no reply.  ‘There’s no one there’, we conclude, ‘and there never has been’.  Yet there are others who claim to have heard plenty from that silent listener behind the door. Some even claim that the door actually opened and the Listener himself emerged to enlighten and console and equip them with instruction for their journey.  Over the next four weeks, we'll be hearing from them too.  But maybe no poet captured the dynamics of faith and doubt more accurately than Alfred Lord Tennyson in his long poem In Memoriam, and from which we get the title for our series.

READER:   STEPHEN RASHBROOK 

You say, but with no touch of scorn,
Sweet-hearted, you, whose light-blue eyes
Are tender over drowning flies, 
You tell me, doubt is Devil-born.

I know not: one indeed I knew
In many a subtle question versed,
Who touch'd a jarring lyre at first, 
But ever strove to make it true:

Perplext in faith, but pure in deeds,
At last he beat his music out.
There lives more faith in honest doubt,
Believe me, than in half the creeds. 5


RICHARD:  Join me over the next four weeks as we trace this tumultuous journey, starting tomorrow with the birth of the religious mind.

MUSIC SIG 


Episode 2 In the Beginning    

RICHARD:  In the story of doubt, even a phrase as innocuous as "In the beginning" is ambiguous.  When was the religious mind born?  How did it manifest itself? And who was the first to doubt its claims?   Today, we'll be hearing how fear and lack of understanding of the world gave rise to one of the earliest religious theories - superstition - and how three factors would emerge to erode it.  And in the process, we'll discover one of religion's earliest doubters. 

MUSIC SIG 

RICHARD:  The American philosopher and cognitive scientist Dan Dennett calls himself an atheist. In fact, he belongs to a group that is often referred to as The Four Horsemen of the New Atheism, the other three being Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, and the late Christopher Hitchens.  They are all supporters of an evidence based approach to understanding the world, which is why they have little time for the claims of religion. So why does Professor Dennett appear so early in our story of doubt?  Well, it’s because, in his book, "Breaking the Spell", he makes a fascinating point.  He says everything that moves on the earth, every living creature, needs something like a mind to keep it out of harm’s way.   

READER: JEFF HARDING [Courtesy of Daniel C. Dennett,  Breaking the Spell]

Even a lowly clam has one of the key features of a mind - a harm-avoiding retreat of its feeding ‘foot’ into its shell when something alarming is detected. Any vibration or bump is apt to set it off, and probably most of these are harmless, but better safe than sorry 1

RICHARD: "Better safe than sorry".  Dennett calls this reaction one of evolution’s good tricks to help us survive, but he goes on to point out that sometimes it becomes too much of a good thing and morphs into what has been called a hyperactive agent detection device. It's a type of hyper vigilance that goes into overdrive when something frightens us.  Here's an example.   My dog Daisy hates fireworks. Her first response when she hears them is to try to hide herself by digging into the carpet or trying to get behind the books in a bookcase.  Her life is not actually in danger, but her fear makes her behave as if it is.  

Like my border terrier, I too am an animal, with all the fears and lusts that belong to that condition, but I'm a reflective animal, a thinking animal, so I can’t help asking questions about my own life and the life of the universe in which I'm an infinitesimal speck – but - a speck that thinks.  What was it like for my forebears 50,000 years ago as reflective self-consciousness began to fire into existence in their brains?  Was it frightening to be subject to these flashes of awareness and wonder at existence?  Or was it more like a slow climb towards wakefulness out of sleep?  Does that hyperactive agent detection device or defence mechanism explain the emergence of primitive religion - a clam-like response to the dangers of existence?  The poet psychiatrist and expert on suicide,  Professor Norman Kreitman thinks so. 

NORMAN KREITMAN

It's difficult to imagine sceptics among the cavemen. They inhabited a world that was terrifying and everything was seen in animistic terms - the storm, lightning, heat, rain, everything. And everything was potentially dangerous and it's a very short step from that to see these forces as spirits.  Thence quite rapidly into polytheism, they become deified.  

RICHARD: That feels like a good guess to me, but something else was also present in primitive religion.  As well as fear of the unpredictable forces of nature, the need to placate them or buy them off emerged early on. Animal and child sacrifice were the first systems to try and assuage that fear.  Over the centuries we saturated the earth with blood to keep our gods quiet.

MUSIC STING

RICHARD:  So far, this is what we might call reactive religion – an instinctive response to perceived danger - with little thought behind it; but now we come to one of the earliest religious theories – superstition, which was the way we explained natural processes to ourselves before we fully understood how the world worked.   It is a variant on our old pal the hyperactive agent detection device.  Or, to put it in the words of one of the first avowed atheists, the French 18th Century writer Baron d'Holbach:

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK  

If we go back to the beginnings of things, we shall always find that ignorance and fear created the gods; that imagination, rapture and deception embellished them; that weakness worships them; that custom spares them; and that tyranny favours them in order to profit from the blindness of men. 2

RICHARD:  Not much doubt there, is there,  but we’ll come back d’Holbach later in the series.  For the moment let us note that what we call superstition grew out of our need to explains events we feared or couldn’t understand – very much the way my wee dog thinks a firework is out to get her.   It was a way of making sense of suffering, chaos and misfortune.   Traces of it remain in modern consciousness, as the rhetorical questions Why me? or What have I have done to deserve this? will testify when something bad happens to us.   

Our forebears, looking out on the world, noticed that good fortune was not equally distributed.  Some did well, some suffered terribly.  In the Old Testament, an early explanation for good fortune was that it was God’s reward for righteousness, while bad luck was his punishment for sin.  So, superstition not only made sense of an unpredictable world, it also gave us a way to control events:  If I keep the rules God will reward me and I will avoid suffering.  If I break the rules, he will punish me and I will suffer.  The claim is made explicit in Psalms 37:25 in the Old Testament 

READER: : STEPHEN RASHBROOK  

I have been young, and now am old,  yet I have not seen the righteous forsaken or their children begging bread. For the Lord will not forsake his faithful ones.  The righteous shall be kept safe for ever, but the children of the wicked shall be cut off. 3

RICHARD:  But what happens if you keep the rules and yet you still suffer? Then you know in your heart that the superstitious belief that suffering is God's punishment for sin just doesn't stand up.  A whole book of the Bible, the Book of Job,  is dedicated to its total demolition.  Jennifer Hecht is an American poet and historian who has written widely on the history of doubt. She says Job is a revolutionary text that totally altered humanity’s understanding of God.  

JENNIFER HECHT

We see Ecclesiastes and Job, two books that have been cherished throughout the history of doubt as profoundly questioning books.  Indeed Job is really a story of doubting that there could possibly be any kind of providence, any kind of God that’s making things fair. He just sort of scares Job back into belief, both with his presence and by saying, well the world is here, what do you make of that.  And that was what doubters or atheists had to contend with before Darwin, they had to say well, somehow everything got here.  

RICHARD: The Book of Job is a folk tale that may be 3000 years old.  As well as a powerful statement on suffering, it's the first major challenge to the idea of superstition.  Meet Job, happily married father of ten.  He's good and prosperous. One day, Satan, in a conversation with God, argues that Job is only good because he has been blessed with abundance and that if Job were punished, he'd turn round and curse God.  Satan is given permission to try out his theory. So, for no reason other than his own whimsical interest in the test, God is about to deprive Job of the official rewards of virtue and unleash a tsunami of loss and sorrow on him. A messenger arrives to tell Job that his camels have been stolen and that his servants have been killed.  The author takes up the story.

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK  

While he was still speaking, another came and said, ‘Your sons and daughters were eating and drinking wine in their eldest brother’s house, and suddenly a great wind came across the desert, struck the four corners of the house, and it fell on the young people, and they are dead; I alone have escaped to tell you.’  Then Job arose, tore his robe. He said, ‘Naked I came from my mother’s womb, and naked shall I return there; the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.’   In all this Job did not sin or charge God with wrongdoing. 4

RICHARD:  So, his children are killed when the house collapses, his livestock are killed or stolen and then he's smitten with a hideous skin disease. But he doesn't grovel before the Almighty as a sinner being punished for his sins.  He challenges God to justify his conduct.  This can't be a theological quid pro quo, because Job knows there was no vicious pro to justify the vengeful quid. 

MUSIC UNDER   

READER : STEPHEN RASHBROOK  [Job 7:5-20]

My flesh is clothed with worms and dirt; my skin hardens, then breaks out again. So that I would choose strangling and death rather than this body. What are human beings,  that you make so much of them, that you set your mind on them, visit them every morning, test them every moment? Why have you made me your target? Why have I become a burden to you? 5

RICHARD:  Now the book of Job doesn't leave us with a new explanation for suffering and misfortune; nor does it stop people being superstitious; what it does is to rule out the theory that suffering is punishment for sin.  Even God sticks up for Job in the end and makes him rich and healthy again.  And don’t forget, Job's challenge to God also makes him one of the earliest doubters on record. 

MUSIC OUT 

RICHARD: Two other factors led to the gradual undermining of the superstitious attitude to life.  Firstly, around 1000 BC people started to give up their nomadic lifestyle.  Don Cupitt, Fellow of Emmanuel College Cambridge, has written 50 books on religion and philosophy.  When I met him earlier, he suggested that this less itinerant way of life led to a new focus on constancy and a different set of ideas began to emerge as a result.  

DON CUPITT

Where do these general ideas exist? They exist on the window pane of perception between us and the world.  For most of history we were nomads. We accepted we were transients.  When we settled down in one place about 3000 years ago and built stone houses, our religion and cultural life and sense of self was looking for constancy and changelessness and stability. We forgot the old sense of transience.   

RICHARD:  The second factor that diluted the power of superstition was our increasing understanding of cause and effect. the way things actually worked.  Norman Kreitman suggests this helped us find stability in a chaotic, uncertain world.

NORMAN KREITMAN

When we first crawled out of the swamp and looked around, we quite soon discovered a very useful tool for settling in was reason, and reason meant cause and effect. That became the basis of all our thinking since. The general thrust of intelligence is a practical one 16'07  both for the material but more importantly for the social environment you find yourself in. Chaos is the enemy, what we fear more than death. And a lot of the craving for clarification and certainty is , we want someone somewhere to know what the heck is going on If that is so, then it's hopeful.  

RICHARD: And  one of the ways we satisfied that craving for certainty was by manufacturing comforting images we could get our heads round and our hands on.  The great Hebrew liberator Moses hated them.  He called them idols.

MUSIC SIG  


Episode 3 Casting Out Idols    

RICHARD:  If you are unfortunate enough to be a celebrity in today’s celebrity-obsessed culture, you’ll be well used to being adored one minute and slagged off the next, often in the same newspapers and magazines.  That’s because humans have an ancient need to worship those they deem to be superior beings, while at the same time possessing an equally ancient need to cut their idols down to size, as though they doubted their own original judgement.  That ambivalence is deeply rooted in our history and it is there in  religion, which sets up gods to worship and then overthrows them because it discovered their weaknesses and the fact that they were no better than us –  and maybe because, as we sometimes guessed, we had invented them in the first place.  Worshipping idols – idolatry – and destroying idols – iconoclasm - are recurring themes in our story of doubt and I want to examine how they played out in the ancient world.   With the help of five contemporary thinkers, we’ll see if the ancients were as hard on their gods as we are on today’s celebrities.

MUSIC SIG STING 

RICHARD:   One of the great set pieces in the Bible is the story of the Golden Calf in Exodus Chapter 32 in the Old Testament.  If you want to catch the scene stripped of its subtlety and depth of meaning, try to get hold of a copy of Cecil B. de Mille’s 1956 movie The Ten Commandments, in which Moses is played by Charlton Heston.  

MUSIC UNDER   

RICHARD: Here’s the synopsis.  Moses, commanded by a mysterious god who refuses to give his name, but calls himself ‘I Am Who I Am’, has led the Hebrew slaves out of Egypt into the desert. They camp at the foot of Mount Sinai.  Moses heads up the hill to commune with God, as a result of which he’ll discover the moral law in the shape of the Ten Commandments; but he's up the hill so long that the people get bored and restless.   

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK 

When the people saw that Moses delayed to come down from the mountain, the people gathered around Aaron and said to him, ‘Come, make gods for us, who shall go before us; as for this Moses, the man who brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we do not know what has become of him.’  1

RICHARD:  So Aaron, Moses’ lieutenant, tells them to fetch all the golden earrings their wives and daughters are wearing.  The Bible goes on:

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK

So all the people took off the gold rings from their ears, and brought them to Aaron. He took the gold from them, formed it in a mould, and cast an image of a calf; and they said, ‘These are your gods, O Israel, who brought you up out of the land of Egypt!’  2

MUSIC  FADE OUT

RICHARD: To check out what happened next, either read the Book of Exodus or get out the movie – but whatever you do, please don’t miss the point.  The Hebrew slaves knew perfectly well that it wasn't an image made from their own earrings that had rescued them from Egypt.  They'd seen Aaron make the golden calf themselves, so they knew where it came from.  What they needed was a symbol that would stand in for the invisible, unknowable, totally boring and abstract real God Moses went on about and which they couldn't connect with. They wanted something that would appeal to their senses, something they could experience: hence the glamour and drama of the golden idol.  

MUSIC STING

RICHARD:  But it need not have been a physical idol; it could have been a verbal idol, a form of words, a concept, but something they could grasp.  

One of the big jumps in the Hebrew Bible was the idea that God did not want the kind of hysterical adoration the Israelites had poured onto their golden idol: what he wanted was care for the unfortunate and justice for the oppressed – that was new. But versions of God as a vainglorious dictator who had to be endlessly flattered and placated hung around for a long time.  It was a group of remarkable doubters from eight centuries before Christ, men the Old Testament called prophets, who began to undermine that idea.  And the prophets did not mince their words. Here's Isaiah.

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK  

Bringing offerings is futile;   incense is an abomination to me. When you stretch out your hands,   I will hide my eyes from you; even though you make many prayers, I will not listen; cease to do evil,  rescue the oppressed, defend the orphan,  plead for the widow.  3

RICHARD: And here's Amos a bit later.

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK  

I despise your festivals. Take away from me the noise of your songs; I will not listen to the melody of your harps. But let justice roll down like waters,  and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.  4

RICHARD: This was news! No "church" going!  No offerings! Another idol over-thrown!  A.N. Wilson, author of  How Can We Know?  captures the enormity of it:  

AN WILSON

The Golden Calf being set up is the classic example of home-constructed religion, whereas the true God is someone you discover for yourself, "Render your heart and not your garments and turn unto the Lord your God".  The prophets are all iconoclastic. They're all knocking down images of false Gods and false images and setting up this mysterious thing.  When the Romans invaded Jerusalem and Titus came into the temple, he was expecting to see a fantastic image of God. But when Titus got in to the temple, he saw nothing at all, it was empty. And that to me is what the central theme of the Bible is - it's a constant removal of illusion and falsehood and false images.  

RICHARD: These constant attacks on conventional religion injected an element of turbulence into religious history, and it wasn't confined to the Hebrews.  A few hundred years later the Ancient Greeks would face similar challenges to their conventional religious ideas from their own thinkers.  Here is the philosopher, Sir Anthony Kenny, author of The God of the Philosophers, reflecting on the theme.

ANTHONY KENNY  1'40

Well I think you have to start by making a distinction between doubt about the existence of God and doubt about the religious orthodoxy dominant in one’s time.  Doubt about the existence of God I think is a comparatively recent phenomenon whereas there’s been doubt about religious orthodoxy since ancient time.  

And if we start with classical antiquity, the first person really to question that orthodoxy was somebody more than a century before Plato, the philosopher Xenophanes. He said “Men fashion Gods in their own image. If cows and horses had hands and could draw,  then horses would draw the forms of Gods like horses, cows like cows making their bodies similar in shape to their own.” 

RICHARD: What's going on here is something that is hard to accept, even 3000 years on – which is the limitations of all the ways we seek to express external reality.  Take language.  Our words point to or stand in for real things out there in the world, but the word water is not drinkable; the word bread is not edible - and the word God is not God. But there's something about religious symbols in particular that make us forget this.  I asked Karen Armstrong, the historian of religions, about this need to package God up in a form of words.  

KAREN ARMSTRONG

I remember when I was a child having to learn a definition of God in the Roman Catholic catechism. What is God? was the question and quick as a flash I had to chant, “God is the supreme spirit who alone exists of himself and is infinite in all perfections.”   This is an incorrect definition, because it takes it for granted that you can literally draw breath and define - a word which literally means to set limits upon – define – a reality that goes beyond what we can say and think.   

RICHARD:  Like the Hebrew slaves who rejected the elusive, indescribable, UNWORDABLE God of Moses in favour of something they could literally handle, we too want something we can get our heads round, something consolingly familiar. Why do you think heretics and apostates are so hated by the passionately religious?  It’s because they are overturning their favourite idols.  

MUSIC STING

In 1963 a Church of England bishop wrote a book that was as upsetting to Anglicans as the Old Testament prophets had been to the Hebrews.  John Robinson, Bishop of Woolwich at the time, was a New Testament scholar and theologian, an unworldly man who wanted the Church to reconnect with ordinary people.  During a spell in bed with a bad back he wrote a short book called Honest to God in which he suggested that the Church needed to update its image of God or way of thinking about him as an "Old Man in the Sky".  When the book came out, mild as we would now deem it to be, it caused an uproar, and Robinson was denounced by archbishops and bishops for tampering with the tradition of centuries.  It was that word thing again. Turning ways of talking about God into idols. It's the same old story. We saw it with the early Greek philosophers.  Now it was a bishop’s turn to get it in the neck – and got it he did.

READERS: TREVOR WHITE & STEPHEN RASHBROOK 

He may well lose his job

It's unnecessary and dishonest anathema 5

It's irresponsible heretical excess   6

RICHARD:  Harvey Cox, Emeritus Professor of Divinity at Harvard University explains what Robinson’s real message was. 

HARVEY COX 

The original article in the newspaper was:  "Our images of God must go" ^.   All the images of God must go! Including conceptual images. It's not a commentary on God, the forbidding of images. It's a commentary on human beings and our inclinations to get them defined, to get them packaged so I can grab onto it" and if you do that, then it's just not God any more. The commandment against making those images is wisely based, I think.

RICHARD:  Robinson’s book, "Honest to God", sold a million and brought religion to the dinner table.  Judge for yourself what the fuss was about by listening to this extract.

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK  

In place of a God who is literally or physically "up there", we have accepted as part of our mental furniture, a God who is spiritually or metaphysically "out there".  But suppose such a super-Being "out there" is really only a sophisticated version of the "Old Man in the sky?"   Have we seriously faced the possibility that to abandon such an idol may in the future be the only way of making Christianity meaningful? Perhaps after all the Freudians are right, that such a God - the God of traditional popular theology - is a projection. 7

RICHARD:  Accepting that we might have got things wrong is hard for all of us, especially for the confidently religious.  Think how hard it is to accept unpalatable truths about ourselves, challenges to our self-image, the little golden calf of self-deception we keep enshrined in our hearts.  At one level, the history of doubt is the chronicle of all the things we got wrong.  Doubt strips away the untrue, and the stuff that won’t wash.  This process of correction is a very strong element in the Hebrew Scriptures, and we’ll see it when we get to Jesus and the New Testament as well.  But what if, at the end of this process of overthrowing idols and shattering illusions, nothing is left?  What if we finally make it to the temple of intellectual and spiritual purity, purged of all illusions, and we find it – empty!  

MUSIC SIG  


Episode 4 Revelation and its Limits   

RICHARD:     In the 1940s, Hollywood produced a series of films based on a novella by H.G.Wells about a scientist who succeeded in making himself invisible, but found himself unable to reverse the process.   Finding oneself invisible might be entertaining for a time, but it would have serious disadvantages if one actually wanted to communicate with another human being.   In the movies the device adopted by the invisible man to make himself available to others was to put on a coat and hat, bandage his head and maybe even slip a pipe into his mouth.  He himself remained invisible, but he had clothed himself in a way that made him accessible to others.  I've no idea if the film makers were aware of what they were doing, but they were, in fact, stealing one of religion’s oldest ideas – revelation.   

Today I intend to explore the idea of revelation in the Judeo-Christian tradition.  The claim is that the God who is beyond our reach comes down to us and makes himself available to our senses, sometimes through sight, sometimes through sound.  Inevitably, we can only capture the human side of this transaction, so how can we decide whether it’s really God who’s at the other end? That’s the big question before us.

MUSIC SIG STING

RICHARD: God could be thought of as the original invisible man.  In the first of the Church of England’s Thirty Nine Articles of Religion, a 16th Century document defining  Anglican doctrine, God is described as everlasting, without body, parts, or passions.  All of which makes it difficult for him to get in touch with creatures who rely on bodily senses for purposes of communication.  So, like the invisible man, God improvises in order to get in touch with his earth-bound followers; and his chosen approach is revelation, a major jump in humanity’s thinking about religion because it is based on the idea of the divine initiative, God making moves towards us, getting in touch.  

The word "revelation" means to uncover or expose what has been hidden, as when we pull the blanket off someone in bed or open the curtain on a stage to make the scene visible to the audience.  However, as far as the uncovering of God goes, revelation’s not an idea that works perfectly, since in Judeo-Christianity, God is not so much shown as heard; so audition rather than revelation would be another way of describing what happens.  Alongside revelation and audition is "inspiration", another word with a religious origin, from the Latin for breathing life into someone. The idea is that the spirit of God blows his words into the mind of the prophet, who proclaims them to others.  In the New Testament God’s Spirit prompts the evangelists to write down what has been delivered to them, so we get the gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John. The mark of inspired writers is that they become canonical -  we can go back to them again and again, with profit, always finding something new and energising in what they write.  According to Karen Armstrong, the historian of religions, this turns the text from something passive to something active.

KAREN ARMSTRONG

It’s been well said that scripture is not a book, it’s an activity.  It’s something you do and you wrestle with the text and that’s what you’re supposed to do with scripture I think.  To find new interpretations, not stick slavishly to the old. In other words you’re going into the text not to find a pre-established answer, but to find something new.

MUSIC STING

RICHARD.  With Christianity there came a major shift in the idea of revelation, and it is one that continues to scandalise.  The new claim was that God stopped breathing new ideas into the human mind and decided, instead, to step, literally, into history and assume human form.  The American poet, Jennifer Hecht, who's written widely on the history of doubt, describes the dramatic leap in thinking required for this new claim. 

JENNIFER HECHT

So when you then see Jesus appear, a God with a mother of all things, a God who had been a human being and the religions were insisting that he’d had this human career as well, it’s really an astounding thing to imagine, that the culture was able to take this on.  Now of course it didn’t happen quickly but it did happen in a world that was equipped with arguments about doubt and that’s why Christianity grew up with the notion of a leap of faith. There’s no leap of faith with any of the really ancient religions, because people believed them.  Now there was no difference between science and religion, there was no leap to make. So the notion that a religion could come along that expressly contradicted what we knew about the world, that was an amazing development and it could have only happened with the idea of a leap of faith built right into it.

RICHARD: So, while Christianity continued to fit the description of a religion that heard the word of God, it went further by claiming that it also saw and touched God in the person of Jesus of Nazareth - the revelation of God in human form.  This is how the First Letter of John puts it:  

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK 

We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands. 1

RICHARD:  It's this claim that distinguishes Christianity from its sister religions, Judaism and Islam.  Although all three religions had their origins in the prophetic process, Judaism and Islam find the idea that a man can be God in human form blasphemous.   

Whatever else they were, the prophets and evangelists were human, and so were their interpretations of what they had heard and seen. The fully developed understanding of Jesus Christ as both man and God became the final orthodoxy of Christianity, but it took several centuries for that view to be established, and a lot of high octane disagreement preceded it.  The disputes among rival Christian groups over the nature of Christ were so vehement and destabilising that the Emperor Constantine had to lock the disputants in a room together till they reached agreement.  In 325 AD he convened the First Council of Nicea in what is now Turkey.  Around 300 Bishops attended. The result was a creed that said Jesus Christ was ‘Very God of Very God, Being of one substance with the Father’.  But creeds don’t stop theological disputes – they only signpost stages in an endless debate. For Harvey Cox, Emeritus Professor of Divinity at Harvard University, the creed of Nicea was no exception.  

HARVEY COX  [Courtesy BBC Radio Scotland, Sunday Morning with Richard Holloway, 8 January 2012, to tie in with publication of Harvey Cox's book, The Future of Faith by Harper One]

For the first three centuries of its life, Christianity  was more a faith movement. There was not any universal hierarchy until Constantine came along and decided he wanted to have all of those things. Then it changed.  After the credal period in 4th C, one creed denying another, it didn't work as a unifying vision but people got the notion that to be a Christian meant subscribing to certain beliefs, and why should we be adding and subtracting  to a list of things we're supposed to sign on the bottom, losing sight of the fact that this is about a claim on your ultimate loyalty we're talking about - far deeper and more far reaching.  

RICHARD: Supposing God did whisper his instructions into the ears of prophets and evangelists who recorded them for all generations, what can we find out about the human process of committing them to writing?  After all, it was never claimed that God himself was stenographer as well as dictator!  Professor Geza Vermes is a British scholar of Jewish Hungarian origin, and one of the leading contemporary authorities on Biblical criticism.  In 1973, he wrote a seminal book called Jesus the Jew which stressed the importance of studying the scriptures in the social and cultural context of their day. 

GEZA VERMES

For about 1700 years or so, the teaching of the New Testament was considered as gospel truth.  To place the New Testament into its original context and to ask what those simple Galileans who met Jesus in the towns and villages and mountainside of Galilee, what did THEY understand when Jesus said this or that. This is really what Jesus the Jew was about, and presented Jesus as a Jewish teacher of his age, completely different from what 2000 years of Christian tradition superimposed on that.

RICHARD: This kind of historical critical study of the Bible profoundly affected the way people understood both the Hebrew and the Christian scriptures.  And another event that affected the historical interpretation of early Christianity was the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls.  In 1947, Arab shepherds discovered a series of scrolls and fragments which would shed light on the formation of early Christianity.  Geza Vermes was the first to translate them into English.  He describes the impact of the discovery.

GEZA VERMES

The Dead Sea Scrolls consist of two sets of documents. One represents largely Jewish literature. And the other represents the beliefs, customs, rules and Bible interpretation of a Jewish sect which is really parallel to early Christianity. This way the Dead Sea Scrolls shed extremely significant side light on the formation of early Christianity.  

RICHARD:  What is becoming obvious is that, whether the spirit of God has indeed sought to communicate with us through prophet and visionary, the human end of that process has turned out to be as fragmented and disputatious as any other human enterprise.  In fact, it has been more fractious that most human disagreements, precisely because the divine end of the transaction is unavailable to us as we seek to make up our minds about what is claimed.  And modern documentary studies have revealed to us how complex and interventionist the human end of the revelation process was.  These ancient documents, we now know, have been edited and redacted and switched around so much that it is almost impossible to know what they were like in the beginning.  But, as Karen Armstrong suggests, the kind of consistency religious leaders crave today wasn’t something ancient scholars were too bothered about.  

KAREN ARMSTRONG

The early fathers of the church , people like the great second/third century biblical scholar Origen, he said that these inconsistencies in the bible showed that we cannot take the bible literally.  We must not take it literally, it makes no sense at all and he said God’s put these little inconsistencies right into the text to nudge us into a different way of reading the text . The Gospels don’t tell us what happened.  What they’re telling us is about people’s experiences, people’s religious experiences of Jesus, all of them very different.  

RICHARD:  And we'll be exploring some of these more private, personal experiences as we take a look at works of the mediaeval mystics.

MUSIC SIG  


Episode 5 Mysteries not Problems  

RICHARD:  Browse in any bookstore and you'll find one of the biggest sections is dedicated to thrillers and mysteries.  In her book  The Case for God, the historian Karen Armstrong claims our fascination with detective fiction has had an effect on our attitude towards religion.  She describes the way detective fiction has hijacked a very important word in the language of theology – mystery.  Today, I want think about that word mystery, and what it meant for some of the great mediaeval mystics.

MUSIC SIG STING

RICHARD:  In a crime novel such as Colin Dexter's Last Bus to Woodstock, the mystery is something the detective, Inspector Morse, solves through the accumulation of explanatory details or clues, leading to a full understanding of how the deed was done. 

READER - STEPHEN RASHBROOK  [Colin Dexter, Last Bus to Woodstock, Courtesy of Pan Macmillan, London 1975]

Instead of thinking of the incompetence of some poor typist, he should have been thinking -  exactly the opposite. The clues were there. If he'd read the letter as a letter, he might have considered the mistakes as deliberate mistakes  Assessing - s omitted.  Many - a omitted.  Our - shouldn't it be "your"? - y omitted.    And there it was, staring him in the face.  The omitted letters read -  SAY NOTHING. 1

RICHARD:  By the end of Colin Dexter’s tale the mystery is solved for the reader.   But can an accumulation of clues help us to solve the mystery of God?   Well, to start with, we need to know the original meaning of the word mystery.  I asked Karen Armstrong.    

KAREN ARMSTRONG  

Mystery was, like myth, and the two are etymologically related, they come from the Greek verb ‘myein" to close the mouth and to close the eyes, so it’s about obscurity.  It’s about silence.  Things that can’t be said.  And mystery is one of those words that fell out of favour at the time of the Enlightenment. “Soon,” says Descartes, “there’ll be no more need to wonder about anything.  We’ll have it all sewn up.”  Mystery is something quite different. The mystery of the Trinity for example was not a theological conundrum – "three in one and one in three, a glorious holy trinity" and you’re supposed to believe it – no, it was a meditation.

RICHARD:  So words like mystery and mystical don't suggest a problem to be cleared out of the way but a reality that is veiled or concealed. In talking about them, we're talking about experiences in which we're involved but which we're unable fully to comprehend.  Of course, the problem-solving mind, whether it cloaks itself in religion or science, is impatient with this kind of uncertainty and immediately sets out to ‘solve’ the mystery by manufacturing a full explanation.  The late Archbishop of Canterbury Robert Runcie acknowledged this in an address at an AGM of The Romney Marsh Historic Churches Trust.

READER :  DAVID WARNER

Problems can be solved and are all in the end soluble once one has found through research the right technique. But a mystery cannot be solved in this way because we ourselves are part of it.  There are those who want to resolve the mystery of God, teach it, preach clearly, spell out the facts. And there are those who instead, seek to deepen it.  They are not ashamed to get tongue-tied, to be silent and say 'I don't know' [...] The church for me enables you to live with the mysteries rather than solve all the problems; my fear as I look at the church today, is that it will soon resemble a swimming pool - with lots of noise coming from the shallow end. 2

RICHARD: But what about the deep-end of the pool, the silent end?  It would be wrong to assume that in the Middle Ages full-throated belief was in total control and doubt went into the closet. In fact, some of the most interesting Christians of the period, known to us as the Mediaeval Mystics, preferred to approach God in silence, and when they did speak of him they spoke not in the language of official theology but in metaphors.  That’s why the mystics were seen as troublemakers by the priesthoods of religion - they subverted the official language about God. Professor David Jasper from Glasgow University, author of The Sacred Desert, reflects on their place in our story of doubt.   

DAVID JASPER

These are the really good guys who know about, in their own experience, this night, this dark night of the soul. That actually it’s there you start paradoxically getting to grips with things. Meister Eckhart who's one of my great heroes has this wonderful phrase at the end of one of his sermons that “Our greatest and highest calling is for God’s sake when we take our leave of God.”  His sense of a relationship with God was a very profound one and meant you have to leave behind those trappings and definitions and objective statements about him in order to genuinely start to understand him.   Most of these people were on the edge or beyond the edge of acceptability within the Church and that's what makes them so interesting.   I find myself as member of a church always in a sense genuinely outside it all the time along with these kinds of people who really explore these traditions of negativity as being absolutely fundamental and break down this awful yes/no, faith/doubt, one or the other.

RICHARD:  The mystic David Jasper referred to there, Meister Eckhart, was Professor of Theology at the University of Paris in the C14th.  A member of the Order of Preachers, usually known as Dominicans, he was well-known for his practical sermons on spirituality and self discovery. He delivered these in the vernacular, not in Latin, another radical departure.  So it’s no surprise that Eckhart was tried for heresy.  

MUSIC - HILDEGARD OF BINGEN  O Euchari

RICHARD: The mystic does not say it, she gets it, intuits it.  The German Benedictine abbess Hildegard of Bingen had visions from a young age but was initially reticent about writing them down preferring to express them in music – the medium that comes closest to the power of silence anyway. Ecologist, poet, artist, she has been an important figure in modern new age spiritualities.   She completed around seventy compositions in her 81 year life.  In 1141 at the age of 42, she claimed to have a direct instruction from God to write down what she heard and saw. She was hesitant to do so and became ill with the conflict of putting into words experiences that transcended language. In the end, she did so and the text called Know the Ways describes her internal struggle.

READER:  ANNA HILL

Though I saw and heard these things, I refused to write for a long time through doubt and the diversity of human words, until, laid low by the scourge of God I fell upon a bed of sickness.  Compelled at last by many illnesses, I set my hand to the writing. [...] I brought this work to a close – though just barely – in ten years..And I spoke and wrote these things not by the invention of my heart or that of any other person, but as by the secret mysteries of God I heard 3

MUSIC  OUT  

RICHARD: It's rightly said that the Church moves slowly.  Hildegard is due to be canonised in October 2012. 

If words divide religions, the silence of the Mystics seem to unite them.  One has only to look at the sales of works by the C13th Sufi mystic Rumi, who is America's best selling poet.  " I am neither Christian, nor Jew, nor Moslem" he once wrote, "My place is the Placeless"  4  Rumi of course was not a doubter in any definition of the term, but his Persian predecessor, the 12th Century Sufi writer and legal scholar Al Ghazzali did experience a crisis of faith. He was also one of Islam's greatest theologians.  Carole Hillenbrand, Professor of Islamic Studies at the University of Edinburgh, puts his life in context

CAROLE HILLENBRAND

It's important to know that he came from East Iran. So in many ways, he epitomised the rich intellectual traditions of the country.  He was educated particularly by the great thinker Al Juwayni and when Al Juwayni died in 1085, Al Ghazzali joined the most powerful man in the Empire, the Persian Prime Minister, Nizam ul-Mulk. In 1091, he was appointed to the best teaching job in Baghdad to be head of the Nizamiyya madrasa in Baghdad - if you like this was a combination of being Archbishop of Canterbury and Regius Professor of Theology at Oxford.  He was at the top of his tree, he was heavily into the politics of Baghdad then suddenly in 1095 he writes that he had a major spiritual crisis. He was teaching his lectures and suddenly he found that God had put a lock on his tongue. He stopped teaching - he had no option, he couldn't eat or drink.  And he described himself as being on the edge of a tottering bank on the verge of falling into the fire if he didn't mend his ways.  

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK

I perceived that I was on the edge of an abyss, and that without an immediate conversion I should be doomed to eternal fire. I wished to give up all and flee; but the Tempter, returning to the attack, said, "If you give up this fine position, this honourable post you will regret it later on ."  [...]  Thus I remained, torn asunder by the opposite forces of earthly passions and religious aspirations. God caused an impediment to chain my tongue and prevented me from lecturing. Vainly I desired to go on with my teaching, but my mouth became dumb. The silence to which I was condemned cast me into a violent despair; my stomach became weak; I could neither swallow a morsel of bread nor drink a drop of water.5

RICHARD:  That comes from his autobiography, The Deliverer From Error in which he argues the four ways to God.  In that confession, Ghazzali weighs up whether to continue along the path of power and reputation or retire from public life to practice Sufism and contemplate. He chooses Sufism.  

CAROLE HILLENBRAND

Sufism comes from the Arabic "tasalwuf" which is the putting on of Suf, which is wool. Perhaps modelling themselves on the Christian monks of the Syrian and Egyptian desert, pious men and women, and it was women too, would withdraw from the cities and practise asceticism. They were very pious and caring people.   

RICHARD: So that's what Ghazzali chose to do.  But in his crisis, he couldn't speak!   This is at the heart of the mystic’s doubt about religion and the way it replaces the mystery of God with WORDS!  And it scares the priests and theologians because God-talk is their living.  But this is what happens at the deep-end of religion.   If all the noisy people who argue so confidently about God or No God sat thinking about that for a while, the world would be a better and a quieter place.   I'm reminded of the great Austrian philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein who once wrote "Whereof one cannot speak thereof one must be silent" 6.  And that seems like a good note to end on.  

MUSIC SIG  


Episode 6 Breaking Up

RICHARD:  In John Osborne’s 1961 play about German reformer Martin Luther, the compulsive nature of his religious anxiety is linked to his well-documented constipation.  Osborne wants us to see his struggle as a metaphor for his battle to come to a true understanding of God as disclosed in the Bible. 

READER - STEPHEN RASHBROOK    [Courtesy Faber & Faber, JOHN OSBORNE - LUTHER]

I thought of the righteousness of God, and wished his gospel had never been put to paper for men to read; he demanded my love and made it impossible to return it. And I sat in my heap of pain until the words emerged and opened out. "The just shall live by faith".  No man is just because he does just works. The works are just if the man is just. My pain vanished 1

RICHARD:  What hit Luther like a thunderclap as he sat on the privy was the idea that men and women could not earn God’s love by their religious practices: it was freely given to them by God, and what they had to do was believe it, trust in it.  That single insight was the spark that lit the fuse that blew Christendom to bits in the 16th Century, and its reverberations are still being felt in our time.  That's the story I want to look at today.

MUSIC SIG STING

RICHARD:  By the 16th Century, as religious systems became more intellectually complex, a new anxiety emerged:  the fear of falling into wrong thinking about God; worshipping  the wrong God. This fear lies at the root of a specifically religious form of rage called iconoclasm, which is the destruction of images that claim to represent the ineffable mystery of God.  It was this fear and the destructive anger it prompted that gave the Protestant Reformation its most visceral energy.  John Knox was the leader of the Scottish Reformation.  He was a vehement preacher against images and his fiery sermons provoked orgies of iconoclastic destruction.  Here's one of his accounts of what happened in 1566.   

"In Edinburgh that great idol called Saint Gayle was first drowned in the North Loch, thereafter burnt, which raised no small trouble in the town.  For the Friars, circled like ravens about the Bishops.  The Bishops ran to the Queen, who was favourable to them. The Bishop of Galloway in this manner of rhyme, said to the Queen, "Madame, Because they are come without order, I advise ye, send them to the Border" 2

RICHARD:  Strictly speaking, the word refers to the destruction of material images or icons. But at the Reformation more was torn down in the Church than images of wood or statues of stone or paintings on canvas.  Ideas were also overturned; ways of thinking about the soul’s relation to God were challenged and found wanting; and the One Holy Catholic Church was itself identified not as the servant of God but as the instrument of his enemy, the AntiChrist.  But the single most significant aspect of the Reformation was not what was overthrown, it was what was discovered – the Bible!  Very few people knew what was in the Bible, fewer still could read it.  The bits heard during the mass were all in Latin and didn’t mean a lot even to the priests who muttered the readings.  And any attempts to have the Bible translated into the vernacular were fiercely resisted.  Quite rightly, the authorities feared what would come of making it available to the common people.  Why, it might blow the whole show sky high.  Which was exactly what happened.

MUSIC STING - WAR HORNS

RICHARD: Martin Luther, the gifted German monk who lit the fuse that blew Christendom apart, was born in Saxony in 1483. Like many religious obsessives, Luther suffered from acute religious anxiety.  Not only did Luther doubt himself; he began to doubt the whole Catholic system to which he had given his life.  And the author AN Wilson suggests Europe's huckstering preachers who toured the provinces selling indulgences to fill the Roman coffers, were for Luther the last straw.

AN WILSON

As he looked about Europe and saw what was happening to the Church and what had been happening for the previous few hundred years, it had turned into a fearful racket, particularly selling indulgences, which was one of the things that really got to  him;  the idea that the Church could say you might go to Heaven if you pay enough money up front this side - we'll mortgage the afterlife for you and it will be very easy for you.  This is obviously such a ridiculous idea that Luther eventually exploded and went back to the Bible and when you go back to the Bible it's a dangerous thing to do because the Bible is a revolutionary document.

RICHARD:  Luther noticed a drop in the number of parishioners at his church in Wittenberg. When he discovered they were being urged to pay towards the renovation of St Peter's Basilica in Rome, he burst into action: he nailed to the door of the church "Ninety Five Theses" challenging Papal authority and the corruption of Catholic priests.   This single act of "protest" is held to be the first shot that fired the Reformation.  And he followed it with this letter to his local Archbishop.  

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK  [Martin Luther, Letter to Archbishop of Mainz]

31 October 1517 

To the most Reverend Father in Christ  

Papal indulgences are being carried about under your most distinguished authority, for the building of St Peter's.  Unhappy souls believe that, if they buy letters of indulgences, they are sure of their salvation;  [...]  that by these indulgences a man is freed from all punishment and guilt.  O gracious God! Works of piety and charity are infinitely better than indulgences, and yet they do not preach these with so much zeal; [... ] Christ nowhere commands that indulgences should be preached.  3

RICHARD:  Unsurprisingly, he was excommunicated by Pope Leo X in January 1521.  

Though there are around 70 million Lutherans4 in the world today,  Luther hadn't set out to create a new church.  He found his ideas in the New Testament, in the work of another anxious religious genius, Saint Paul, who's been described as the real founder of institutional Christianity. According to AN Wilson, the reformers thought they were restoring the original purity of a faith that has been corrupted. 

AN WILSON

When he says "The Just man will live by faith", it isn't so much an esoteric theological argument, it's something which is tremendously direct.  Something non-Christians or modern people find hard to understand about the Reformation is that none of these people thought they were starting a new church , John Calvin, Martin Luther.  What they thought they were doing was getting back to what the church should have been its earliest, purest form. These great rows between the Catholics and the other Protestants, it wasn't a row between the old church and people starting up a new church. It was a row about what the real church was. 

RICHARD: What we're seeing here is doubt in the form of a purging or cleansing of the system.  The focus in Christianity shifted from the highly organised life of the Catholic Church to a system of theological ideas derived directly from the Bible.  Luther spent much of his later life translating the Bible from Hebrew and Greek into German.  His translation of 1534 brought the Bible to a whole new audience of lay people.  But as historian Karen Armstrong notes, with the Bible came the Bible’s contradictions.

KAREN ARMSTRONG

Part of the problem was that with the Reformation people were reading the bible for information. But when you start scrutinising it thinking that this is God’s literal word the Bible becomes impossible to read because on one page you’ve got one tradition saying “Thou shalt not kill,”  and a few pages further on you’ve got another tradition where God tells the Israelites to slaughter all the inhabitants of Canaan. It’s full of these contradictions.

RICHARD:  And kill they did – on both sides.  The reformer John Calvin came along a generation after Luther. Though he was born in France, Calvin spent much of his life in Geneva where he .....  established an austere and totalitarian regime.  In 1552, a 15 year old Swiss boy, Felix Platter stopped there on his way from Basel to Montpellier where he was due to start medical school.  His journal for 9th January provides us with a rare insight into the daily workings of the regime in Geneva. 

READER :   STEPHEN RASHBROOK 

On January 9th, it was the turn of the cloth shearer. He was strangled and burnt. He showed great courage, and no repentance. It had rained on that day, and the fire wouldn't burn. The victim, who was not completely strangled, endured great suffering.  At last the monks of the neighbouring monastery brought some straw, and the executioner sent for oil from my master's pharmacy to ignite the fire.  Afterwards I reproached the assistants who had given it to him, but they advised me to hold my tongue, for the same fate could befall me also, as a heretic.  Immediately after the execution, it began to thunder violently. I heard it plainly and so did many others; but the priests derided us and said that it was the smoke from the burning of heretics that produced that effect. 5

RICHARD: Like Luther, Calvin went back to the Bible,  but his great discovery was "Predestination" - the idea that, even before the world began, God had already decided which human beings would be damned, and which saved. 

READER:  DAVID WARNER 

All are not created on equal terms. Some are preordained to eternal life, others to eternal damnation.  We say, then, that Scripture clearly proves this much, that God by his eternal and immutable counsel determined once for all those whom it was his pleasure one day to admit to salvation, and those whom, on the other hand, it was his pleasure to doom to destruction. 5

RICHARD:  Now you don’t have to waste too much time figuring out the impact of a doctrine like that on anxious believers.  Predestination is a doctrine that launched a million nervous breakdowns; leaving some great literature in its wake, not least in a satire by the eighteenth century Scottish poet, Robert Burns.  In Holy Willie’s Prayer, Burns takes a wry look at Predestination and the religious hypocrisy it leads to.  

READER: DAVID RINTOUL

O Thou, wha in the heavens dost dwell,

Wha, as it pleases best thysel’,

Sends ane to heaven and ten to hell,

A’ for thy glory,

And no for ony guid or ill

They’ve done afore thee!  6          

RICHARD  The Reformation let a multitude of genies out of the bottle.  By the end of the 16th Century, many sects proliferated, each with their own USP. Though fundamentalism is a modish, modern coinage, it encapsulates the enduring problem that all so-called revealed religions encounter:  they don't allow much space ... for the cleansing work of doubt. In his book On Balance, the psychoanalyst Adam Phillips suggests this excess of belief is a defence mechanism against our own internal doubt.

READER: DAVID WARNER

Excessive belief is called up to stifle excessive doubt. Our excesses are the best clues we have to our own poverty; and our best way of concealing it from ourselves. 7

RICHARD: That makes me wonder if the religious tumult of the 16th Century was not just a long noisy flight from the deep human fear of uncertainty. 

MUSIC SIG  


Episode 7 The Agony & The Ecstasy 

RICHARD:  George Bernard Shaw once said that every profession was a conspiracy against the laity.  He meant that, as life becomes increasingly complex, duties and activities that we once took personal responsibility for are taken over or expropriated by professionals who do them for us.  The mystery that besets us, whether we call it God or the riddle of existence, or the meaning of life, attracts specialists - divine personal spiritual trainers.  When we no longer feel expert enough to deal with these matters, we trust ourselves into the hands of spiritual professionals – priests - who can boss us around with their complicated religious regimes.  And with relief we hand over yet another area of our lives to the real pros.  Inevitably, however, a reaction sets in against these theological expropriators, which is why a lot of religious history is consumed by the struggle of the laity against the various priesthoods who have assumed authority over them.

Between the Reformation and the Restoration of Charles II in 1660,  a turbulent new element was injected into the religious mix – the idea of the soul’s responsibility for itself under God.  The period was dominated by groups – broadly described as Puritans or Non-Conformists - who fought for a freer and less professionally mediated relationship with God.  Fortunately for us, several priest poets recorded their own spiritual pilgrimages for us and that's what I want to look at today, starting with John Donne and John Bunyan and ending with the Victorian poet and member of the Jesuit order, Gerard Manley Hopkins.

MUSIC SIG STING

RICHARD: In the 17th Century, non conformist thinkers were beginning to challenge all religious authority except that of the individual conscience.  Central to the drama of the period is the inner struggle of individuals with doubt and temptation as they make their pilgrim’s progress through life and one of the greatest was John Donne.  Though it's Donne's early love poetry which usually appears in the anthologies,  it was in his religious poetry that he grappled with these immense themes. His c.v. looks straightforward enough. MP for Brackley in 1601.  Ordained as an Anglican priest in 1615. Dean of St Paul's Cathedral in 1621.  But his hadn't been an untroubled pilgrimage.  He was born into a Catholic family when Catholicism was outlawed. His brother Henry, arrested and tortured for harbouring a Catholic priest, died in Newgate prison from bubonic plague.  But Donne went on to reject Catholicism.  If James I hadn't pressurised him into taking Anglican orders, he wouldn't have become a priest and we would not have access to some of the most challenging and beautiful metaphysical poetry in the England language.  Donne struggled with God the way partners in a turbulent love affair shuttle between agony and ecstasy.  His own romance with the divine lover is captured in his nineteen Holy Sonnets, written around 1610 during his convalescence from serious illness.  The former Poet Laureate Andrew Motion reads one of them - Batter My Heart.   

ANDREW MOTION  [Holy Sonnet 14]

Batter my heart, three person'd God; for, you   

As yet but knocke, breathe, shine, and seeke to mend;   

That I may rise, and stand, o'erthrow mee,'and bend    

Your force, to breake, blowe, burn and make me new.   

I, like an usurpt towne, to'another due,                          

Labour to'admit you, but Oh, to no end,               

Reason your viceroy in mee, mee should defend,             

But is captiv'd, and proves weake or untrue.     

[ ... ] Take mee to you, imprison mee, for I            

Except you'enthrall mee, never shall be free,     

Nor ever chast, except you ravish mee.1

RICHARD:  Donne's ability to marry the secular with the sacred gives us some remarkable metaphors. God the absent lover in The Canonisation, or the anguish of sin that leads the lover away from God in his Satires.  But Andrew Motion sees something else going on in the language itself.

ANDREW MOTION    1'05"

Even if you're writing colloquial poems or praying in the vernacular, there's a sense of heightened occasion   and with that comes a  concentration of language, earnestness. Poetry, like prayer, moves at a different speed, it moves more slowly.  I've always thought one of the great comforts and consolations of poetry, which might not be a very easy comfort or consolation, is that it distinguishes itself from the Babel of noise in which we live, precisely by moving at a slower speed. Everything else has to happen quick, quick, quick. Poetry asks you to slow down, to deliberate, to unpick and unpack. And if you're writing poems like I am interested in writing, placing human behaviour in the eye of eternity, there's bound to be some sense of the life beyond. I think you see it from the very beginning. As soon as poets start writing about faith - the ones we remember anyway - are the ones who are full of doubt, full of self questioning, full of contradiction.  

MUSIC STING - PIANO GENTLE

RICHARD: John Bunyan appeared a generation later. His Pilgrim's Progress is a powerful allegory of the soul’s struggle with faith. But it's in his autobiography, Grace Abounding, written in 1666, that he describes his spiritual journey from Anglicanism to Puritanism. Like many others in our religious epic, Bunyan also suffered from profound feelings of guilt and sorrow, as this passage shows.

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK 

I could not believe that Christ had love for me; I could  neither hear him, nor see him, not feel him.  I could not tell how to speak my words for fear I should misplace them. Sin and corruption would as naturally bubble out of my heart as water  out of a fountain.  Gladly would I have been a dog or horse, for I knew they had no soul to perish under the everlasting weight of Hell.  I was broken to pieces with it.  How gladly I would have been anything but a man! And in any condition but my own! 2

RICHARD:  Bunyan's conversion was a process rather than a single event. It was not till some time after his marriage that he started to feel that his sin was “not unto death” and that the Holy texts held as much comfort as terror.  His relief is obvious.

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK

The glory of these words was then so weighty that I was ready to swoon as I sat, not with grief but with solid joy and peace.  I was loosed from my afflictions. I could scarce lie in my bed for joy and peace and triumph through Christ" 3

MUSIC STING - CELLO STING

RICHARD:  Our third priest poet is Gerard Manley Hopkins. Though writing in the second half of the 19th Century, Hopkins' sense of desolation reminds us of both Donne and Bunyan's earlier anguish.   In fact, Hopkins was a paradox: he was a solitary who was willing to care for others; he firmly believed that religion could make society more effective and compassionate, yet he thought of himself as a failure - as a priest, a teacher and a poet.  A convert to Catholicism, he became a Jesuit in his early twenties, but as AN Wilson, author of The Victorians suggests, even though he was a devout believer, he remained a divided soul.

AN WILSON  

Hopkins was in many ways a divided self. He was an aesthete and pursuer of beauty and pleasure and he was a religious puritan. To that extent, it suited him to go to Birmingham and get Cardinal Newman to receive him into the Roman Catholic Church. He was completely unsuited to the Jesuit life. It was a hard and harsh discipline. It didn't allow freedom or personal development. It was very supervised. He had to get rid of - or felt he had to get rid of - all his poetry.  He didn't even read poetry for many years.  Then there was this ship called The Deutschland containing some German nuns which was wrecked, and they asked if he'd like to write a poem about it and it all comes bubbling out.  It's actually rather an awful experience reading the Wreck of the Deutschland because you feel a tap that's been jammed suddenly splutters into life and much of it doesn't make sense quite.

RICHARD:  It was when he was Professor of Greek at University College Dublin from 1884 to 1889 that Hopkins' mental health took a turn for the worse. His sense of isolation, failing eyesight and recurring depression crystallised into the poetry of his so-called "terrible sonnets" – terrible not because of the quality of the poetry, which is superb, but because of their intense, dark melancholy.  Andrew Motion offers a reflection.

ANDREW MOTION

The doubt in this case is to do with feelings of unworthiness and the loneliness of these poems is heart breaking. You can hear it in the beginning of this poem which begins "No worst there is none"

No worst, there is none. Pitched past pitch of grief,

More pangs will, schooled at forepangs, wilder wring.

Comforter, where, where is your comforting? 4

Well, if doubt isn't part of that, I don't know where it is.  It is doubtful. It's other things as well. It's bereft, lonely.  We hear it again in the one that's probably the most famous of them all: 

I wake and feel the fell of dark, not day.

What hours, O what black hours we have spent

This night! what sights you, heart, saw; ways you went!

[...] Self yeast of spirit a dull dough sours. I see

The lost are like this, and their scourge to be

As I am mine, their sweating selves, but worse. 5

RICHARD:  I know. I love when he says "My own heart  let me more have pity on". It's almost like a lover leaving you or never quite letting you possess her, and the idea that there may not in fact be a lover. 

ANDREW:  That's absolutely right. And one of the reasons why that might be true is that we hate poetry that has a palpable design on us, when people wag a finger at us and tells us what to think because we know that we only believe a thing to be true is when we feel it in our guts.

RICHARD:   Religion has done a lot of finger wagging and scolding at us like a super-fit trainer determined to beat us into health.  But it's the idea of health itself which I find suspect here.  The healthy either don’t bother with this stuff at all or they're happy to swallow religion’s medicine and leave it at that.  But there are others who can’t leave it there. They are the ones the American philosopher William James called "sick souls" because they're permanently afflicted with what we might describe as an ultimate anguish over the meaning of things – or lack of meaning.  

ANDREW MOTION

The concept of the sick soul is a very interesting one because it makes it sound as though we should pity them and as though there's something diseased about them. But actually, even though it might be very distressing for Hopkins to be Hopkins or for Donne writing Batter my heart to be Donne, actually that is where humanity is at its most alive, even if it is at its most stretched. 

RICHARD:   It’s a disease I’ve suffered from most of my life.  What nags at the mind of the sick soul is what the American poet Emily Dickinson meant when she said, This world is not conclusion. This world is good at explaining how and what it is, but it is not able to say why it is. If that question does not nag at you it is probably because, unlike me, you are a healthy soul – and aren’t you lucky!

MUSIC SIG


Episode 8 Vacating Heaven    

RICHARD:  I know a church in England, dedicated to the Blessed Virgin Mary, and if you look up at the ceiling of the sanctuary you see the soles of a pair of slippers stuck there.  According to an early legend, Mary was too holy to die.  Since death was the wages of sin and Mary had never sinned, it followed that she didn't die: instead, she was literally taken up or assumed into heaven - hence the glimpse of her slippers as she rocketed off the earth.  Even if they didn't buy the legend, the scientists of the time would have had no problem with the astronomy.  

Until the late 16th Century, almost all societies on earth thought God dwelt,  literally, above the world in heaven - the ultimate authority on high. And "down here" on earth,  the  scientists of the time - or "natural philosophers" as they were then called -  believed that the Earth was the centre of the universe. With the birth of modern science, these views began to be challenged.

READERS:  DAVID WARNER & STEPHEN RASHBROOK  

Nicolaus Copernicus.... 1543 "In the midst of all dwells the sun" 1

Giordano Bruno. ... 1584 "The universe comprises all...; for nothing that exists is outside or beyond infinite being, as the latter has no outside or beyond." 2

Galileo Galilei.  ... 1613 "In discussing natural phenomena we ought not to begin with texts from Scripture, but with experiment and demonstration" 3

RICHARD:  This meant that the 16th Century scientists who were beginning to doubt the old astronomy were putting themselves on a collision course with the official theology on which it was based.  Copernicus suggested that the Sun, not the Earth was the centre of the universe. Bruno claimed there were many other suns and that the universe was infinite. And Galileo suggested that while the scriptures "teach us how one goes to Heaven", it is observation that tells us how Heaven goes".  In today’s episode, I want to look at how some of the great minds of the 17th Century - Newton, Descartes, Pascal and Hobbes - responded to these discoveries and how they influenced our thinking about humanity’s place in the universe.   

MUSIC SIG

RICHARD:  Until this moment, science and faith had co-existed happily and most scientists celebrated the omniscience of God the great artificer in the sky.  Born the year Galileo died, England’s  Sir Isaac Newton was the scientist of the time who probably had the best understanding of how the universe worked.  He famously discovered gravity under an apple tree and went on to write The Principia, a seminal work on the development of modern physics and astronomy.   But he was also a devout man who read and reread the Bible. 

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK   

This most beautiful system of the sun, planets, and comets, could only proceed from the counsel and dominion of an intelligent Being. This Being governs all things, not as the soul of the world, but as Lord over all.  4

RICHARD:  Meanwhile, across the Channel in France, two important thinkers were grappling with their own understanding of God and the riddle of existence. The first was Rene Descartes, in whose Meditations, published in 1641, he bequeathed to the world his method of scientific enquiry known as the Cartesian Method of Doubt.   Philosopher Sir Anthony Kenny explains the method and reminds us that, far from doubting the existence of God, Descartes had to set out to prove it. 

ANTHONY KENNY  

Descartes told us that to prevent being ensnared in falsehood, the philosopher had to begin by doubting whatever can be doubted.  He says the senses sometimes deceive us, mathematicians make mistakes. And we can never be certain whether we’re awake or asleep and I quote “Accordingly I decided to feign that everything that had entered my mind hitherto was no more true than the illusions of dreams.  But immediately upon this, I noticed that while I was trying to think everything false it must needs be that I who was thinking this was something. Descartes'  famous ‘I think therefore I am’ is his answer to scepticism. But in order to get from his own existence to the existence of the world around us, Descartes appeals to the truthfulness of God. And he doesn’t doubt the existence of God indeed he offers to prove it.  

RICHARD:  "I think therefore I am" – patent owner Descartes.  With God, maybe he was hedging his bets or protecting his rear. He knew Galileo was under house arrest for his heliocentric heresies.   So, whilst Descartes is one of the leading rationalists of the early Enlightenment, he took care to present himself as an orthodox Catholic and tried to avoid heresy in his arguments.

Around this time, another 17th Century French polymath was struggling with the nature of faith and doubt.  ‘This is what I see, and what troubles me’, he wrote, ‘I look on all sides, and everywhere I see nothing but obscurity. Nature offers me nothing that is not a matter of doubt and disquiet’.  His name was Blaise Pascal and in his early life he had been a precocious scientist and mathematician who had invented a mechanical calculator. In his 30’s his focus shifted to philosophy. Pascal’s most influential work was his Pensees, his thoughts, 900 thoughts and fragments assembled from his notes and published after his death at the age of 39. In note 233 he left us with what’s known as Pascal’s Wager.   Pascal was a believer, but would an absolutely contented believer see faith in God as a two-way bet?  Here's part of the wager from Pascal himself, followed by an explanation by Susan James, Professor of Philosophy at Birkbeck College.

READER: DAVID WARNER  

Either God is or he is not. But to which view shall we be inclined? Reason cannot decide this question. Infinite chaos separates us. At the far end of this infinite distance, a coin is being spun which will come down heads or tails. 5

SUSAN JAMES

He produces this marvellous prudential argument for belief in God. God must exist or not. Reason won't tell us which so how are we going find out? What would you bet?  The idea is that then you stack the odds a certain way. If God exists and you don't believe in him then you're condemned to eternal torment; if you do you're eternally saved. And if God doesn't exist, then it doesn't much matter and the losses are not terribly high. So you better bet that you should believe in God. Then the question is, so how do you do that? What is it that's being asked of you here? Pascal seems to say belief is produced by practice. So if you get down on your knees and pray, beliefs will come.  Start living like a believer and this will orient you to identify this authentic belief of the heart when it happens to you.     

RICHARD:  It is sad that figures like Descartes and Pascal, each in his own way trying to commend God to doubting humanity, should have been condemned by the Church.  Sad, but not surprising.  Absolute systems want obedience not original thinking. To their eternal credit, both Descartes and Pascal were added to the Catholic Church's Index of Forbidden Books. 

MUSIC STING

RICHARD: Unlike Pascal, who died young, the Englishman Thomas Hobbes lived to the surprisingly ripe age of 91. Born on 5 April 1588,  Hobbes’ life spanned much of the Elizabethan age, Charles the First’s execution, Cromwell’s Commonwealth, the Restoration and much of the reign of Charles II to whom he had been a childhood tutor – a turbulent time that would have made a pessimist out of anyone.  But his autobiography seems to suggest that he was not made a pessimist by events – he was born one, on the very day the Spanish armada was making its way to England.

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK

“For Fame now raised and scattered through the land

News that the day of judgment was at hand,

Which struck so horribly my mother’s ear 

That she gave birth to twins, myself and fear.” 6

RICHARD:  Hobbes wrote about geometry and physics, but he is best known for his book Leviathan.  Written in 1651, it is devoted to his theories on politics and questions of religion.  Peter Millican, Professor of Philosophy at Oxford University.  

PETER MILLICAN

He had a massive influence over the later 17th and 18th Century because he was a sort of bogeyman. He was most notorious in his time for being a materialist, he thought that the entire world was made of physical matter and that the only existing things were physical, so he denied the existence of an immaterial soul. And most people thought he was an atheist because they couldn’t see how a materialist could possibly believe in God. His books were burned in Oxford in 1683, for preaching damnable doctrines and  of course  there was the Great Plague in London in 1665, and then the Great Fire of 1666, and there was debate in Parliament in London in which he was accused of causing this.  It was supposed that his atheism had brought these things down on London as a punishment.

RICHARD: Though Hobbes rejected supernatural explanations for events on earth and didn't believe in life after death, he advised us to swallow religion whole. Maybe this is because he was so terrified of being labelled a heretic that he started to burn some of his papers and contemplated fleeing the country.  Predictably, bishops and theologians lined up to attack his speculations.  One of the unnecessary tragedies of history is the way the officers of organised religion started getting paranoid about science in the early modern period and began to see it as a threat to faith, when there need be no conflict between them. They are different enterprises of the mind.  This is something the Nobel Laureate radio astronomer Antony Hewish recognised some years ago when he described how he reconciled being a scientist with being a practising Christian. 

ANTONY HEWISH 

This idea of our insignificance compared to the vastness and violence of the universe around can be a frightening aspect of research which makes man seem unimportant compared to the religious outlook of man in Mediaeval times for example when we were the centre of everything. But our added scientific  knowledge tells us if the universe wasn't huge and empty and violent, exploding stars and so forth we couldn't be here at all.  So it couldn't have been otherwise if we are to live. One requires as a human being in facing up to problem of being alive, certain questions why universe exists?  what's the purpose of life? Science has no way of dealing with these questions. These are not ideas that bear on any kind of scientific investigation. They're outside the laboratory door, I think.  7

RICHARD:  That's well said.  I am reminded of the 20th Century philosopher Wittgenstein's statement "We feel that even when all possible scientific questions are answered, the problems of life have still not been touched at all ".   

MUSIC SIG  


Episode  9 Paying the Price 

OPENING ANNO: And now ‘Honest Doubt' with Richard Holloway. In today's essay, he looks at the some of the ways the Church tried to stamp out the doubters in the seventeenth Century.

RICHARD:  The 1989 fatwa against Salman Rushdie for his novel The Satanic Verses outraged many liberal-minded people, and its reverberations are still felt today; but it belongs to a long tradition of religious intolerance and persecution of heresy or wrong thinking, much of it in Christianity.  Though it has never really gone away, Christian persecution of dissent was at its fiercest in 16th and 17th Century Europe. The Roman Inquisition was working hard to smother the life out of the infant freedoms to which the Reformation had almost inadvertently given birth; and its chosen instruments were torture and execution - slowly and in great agony.  For those who were spared death, censorship and excommunication were the tools, and that's what I want to look at today.  

MUSIC SIG STING

RICHARD:  Johann Gutenberg had invented printing in the middle of the 15th Century and the genie of freedom started crawling out of the bottle. Printing completely changed the way information could be disseminated to the public. The Church’s automatic response to the danger was censorship and in 1559, Pope Paul IV gave the world its first Index of Forbidden Books, the Pauline Index, designed to quarantine dangerous ideas like a deadly virus. 

READER:  ANNA HILL (FADE UP)

Voltaire, Honore de Balzac, Nicolaus Copernicus, Francis Bacon, Thomas Hobbes,  Martin Luther, John Calvin, John Milton, Blaise Pascal, John Stuart Mill, Jonathan Swift,    (FADE UNDER)

RICHARD:  By the time the Bastille was stormed in 1789, 800 authors, printers and book dealers had been quarantined on the Index.  Only in 1966 was it abolished, and whilst Adolf Hitler's Mein Kampf never made it onto the list, many of humanity’s greatest and most independent thinkers did.

READER: 

(FADE UP)  Jean-Paul Sartre, Simone de Beauvoir, Daniel Defoe, Galileo Galilei, Baruch Spinoza, René Descartes , Graham Greene, David Hume,  Immanuel Kant, Victor Hugo, Alexandre Dumas  (FADE OUT)

RICHARD:  It is worth reminding ourselves that the victims of religion’s fear of freedom and dissent are usually the most interesting and virtuous of humankind.  Galileo saw both nature and the Bible as showing forth the glory of God.  Even the Pope was a fan - until Galileo published a dialogue, Concerning the Two Chief World Systems in 1632 which favoured the theory that the earth revolved around the Sun.  That resulted in a summons by the Inquisition, which placed him under house arrest until his death ten years later. Even worse was in store for one of the most attractive figures in our story of doubt, the Dutch Jewish philosopher Baruch Spinoza. He was born in Amsterdam in 1632, at the height of the scientific revolution.  Susan James, Professor of Philosophy at Birkbeck College tells us about his early days.

SUSAN JAMES 

His father was a merchant. He imported dried fruit and nuts by sea from Portugal. Spinoza's mother died when he was young.  Spinoza grew up in a very unusual Jewish community in Amsterdam, Amsterdam being one of very few places in the world where Jews were tolerated and could practice their religion openly. Then his father dies and  brother dies and he finds himself inheriting the family business. He doesn't seem to have been a particularly successful businessman. We know from Synagogue records that his business is in trouble and he owes money. And indeed this may be one factor in Spinoza's excommunication. Spinoza is thrown out of the Synagogue in his early 20s and takes himself off to a school run by humanist figure Van den Enden and learns Latin and gets a general humanist education.

RICHARD: Spinoza didn't deny the reality of God, but the god he spoke about didn't seem to be the one officially defined by the orthodox, whether Jewish, Catholic or Calvinist.  He spoke of "God or nature", as though they were the same thing, and his rejection of the idea of a first cause or original creator of the world upset not only his own community, he seriously angered Holland’s Calvinists.   Nina Power, Senior Lecturer in Philosophy at Roehampton University, puts her finger on it when she says his real offence was that he eliminated the need for the kind of hierarchy or mediation system that religious authorities erect between us and God.  

NINA POWER

Spinoza is one of the most interesting thinkers ever. People have variously interpreted him as both God obsessed, but also a most profound atheist. How can you read both into one thinker? It's precisely because he does equate God and Nature, at least he says they’re the same thing. The reason this was scandalous is because it eliminates hierarchy. He says we start in the middle of things, we're on earth, we're part of nature.  If we make no separation between God and God's creation, that eliminates all those hierarchies in between, like the Church hierarchies or someone who has closer access to God. Spinoza says it's just as religious to go for a walk in the forest as it is to pray in church for three hours because at every point you're in communication with God.  To know God is to love God and the way you get to know God is by understanding nature. So in a way, Spinoza's programme  is a scientific programme. It's about eliminating superstition.    

RICHARD:  But Spinoza not only rejected superstition, he upset the hierarchy by saying it was wrong to think God was separate from us and somehow over and against us. Rather, God is everything that is or is in everything that is - a theory philosophers call panentheism. It’s an approach that demolishes any system that claims to mediate God to us through priests or prophets.  For Spinoza that kind of mediated divinity would be as absurd as subscribing to a company that sets itself up to sell us the air we breathe. That was bad enough, but, as Susan James explains, he compounded his offences by having a go at that other great theological middle-man, the idea of sacred or revealed scripture.    

SUSAN JAMES:

In the 16th and 17th Centuries, there were a number of  scholars who began to question the reliability of the Bible as a text which is the Word of God. Spinoza then presses this line of argument in order to conclude that there is no book of the Bible that is authentic and original. Even the law of Moses hasn’t come down to us in an unadulterated or unchanged form.  And Spinoza comes to the conclusion that the core message of the Bible comes down to love your neighbour plus a few theological principles or tenets that you have to believe in order to be motivated to love your neighbour.  

RICHARD: Whether or not you think Spinoza was onto something with rejection of revelation and his radical idea of God in everything and everything in God, the point is this:  the religious system didn't just disagree with him and argue against him; it excommunicated him.  And he was only twenty three years old.

MUSIC STING- WAR HORNS

RICHARD: One of the most dramatic and disconcerting ceremonies ever devised by the sick imagination of humanity is the act of excommunication, the attempt to stifle views opposed by the official hierarchy of whatever the going system is.  But excommunication is not just a religious disease. A lot of political excommunication took place in the totalitarian systems of the 20th Century, when thought-police reprogrammed the minds of those who deviated from the true ideological path.  That said, to see the practice of excommunication at its cruellest and most devilish we have to turn to religion.

The best way to understand religious excommunication is to see it as a radical form of surgery in which the culprit, like a cancerous tumour, is cut out of the community and destroyed before he infects the whole body.  You only have to mention the C word to capture something of the anxiety that lies behind the practice.  This is why acts of religious excommunication have a hysterical quality to them and the language they use is almost erotically overcharged.  Shortly after Spinoza's death in 1677 a biography appeared, attributed to Jean-Maximilien Lucas.  It contains an account of his excommunication. First of all, the scene is set.

MUSIC  - SOLO HORN HOLD UNDER

READER: DAVID WARNER

The ceremony begins with the lighting of a quantity of black wax candles and the opening of the ark where the books of the law are kept. Then the precentor, standing on a slightly raised place, intones the words of the excommunication in a doleful voice, while another precentor blows a horn. The wax candles are turned upside down so as to make them fall drop by drop into a vessel full of blood. Thereupon the people, animated with a holy horror at the sight of the black spectacle, respond Amen in a furious tone, which bears witness to the good service they believe they would render to God if they could tear the excommunicated to pieces.1

RICHARD: The reasons for the excommunication are then explained,  and as the candles are extinguished so the congregation can experience the darkness of Spinoza's soul in a Godless world.  Then the act of excommunication is announced.  

MUSIC - OUT

READER: DAVID WARNER

With the judgment of the angels and with that of the saints, with the consent of God, we cut off, execrate, and curse Baruch de Espinoza with the anathema wherewith Joshua anathematised Jericho.  Cursed be he by day, and cursed be he by night; cursed be he when he lieth down, and cursed be he when he riseth up; cursed be he when he goeth out, and cursed be he when he cometh in; the Lord will not pardon him;  The Lord will destroy his name from under the heavens; and, to his undoing, the Lord will cut him off from all the tribes of Israel, with all the curses of the firmament which are written in the Book of the Law. 

We ordain that no one may communicate with him verbally or in writing, nor show him any favour, nor stay under the same roof with him, nor be within four cubits of him, nor read anything composed or written by him. 3

RICHARD: Cursed by day and cursed by night, pronounced living dead.  Paranoia is an intrinsic characteristic of all official truth systems, political or religious, and it's why they invariably turn on the most interesting and courageous thinkers and try to banish them from the earth.  The company of those so discarded is immense: and Baruch Spinoza is their patron saint.

MUSIC SIG  


Episode 10 Caught in the Middle

RICHARD: Today I want to take a look at a debate about human nature that has raged for centuries.  Many of our assumptions about human behaviour are based on the theory that we are free agents who could, if we wanted to, have made different choices in our lives.  But is that true?  Do we really possess freedom of the will or are we determined by facts and forces that never were in our control?  How we answer these questions will have profound effects on how we live our lives.  To help us think about them, we're going to look at three great thinkers, Spinoza, Schopenhauer and Freud - and one of the greatest science fiction movies of all time.

MUSIC SIG STING SEGUE 

RICHARD:  In Ridley Scott’s 1982 sci-fi movie Blade Runner, a retired police officer called Rick Deckard, played by Harrison Ford, is hired to chase down and ‘retire’ biologically engineered humanoids called replicants who serve as soldiers and slaves in off-world colonies.  To prevent them developing emotions and the longing for independence that would ensue, the replicants have been engineered to live for just four years, and it's feared that several have escaped to Earth to try to find ways to lengthen their lives.  During his investigation, Deckard meets Rachael, an experimental replicant who believes she is human because her consciousness has been enhanced with memories from her creator's niece.  Rachael is devastated when Deckard tells her that she is not what she thinks she is.  Her memories are not real, they are implants.  She is not human.  She is a replicant, which means imminent death has been engineered into her being.

MUSIC : UP AND FADE OUT

RICHARD: At its best, science-fiction has the power of myth to explore the dilemmas and tragedies of the human condition and that is what I think is going on in this movie. 

Under the influence of millennia of religious teaching, we got used to thinking of ourselves as a special creation.  Unlike the other animals with which we shared the planet, the human was an immortal soul made in the image of God and destined to spend eternity with Him in Heaven.  By locating us firmly in the evolutionary process, Darwin destroyed that uniqueness the way Deckard destroyed Rachael’s.  Of all the animals on the planet, we alone know that we are on the way to death, a death that may be the end of us forever.  The poet Philip Larkin described us as being on the way to  "The sure extinction that we travel to / And shall be lost in always". 1

Whatever we think of Darwin, we have to admit that his theories radically changed the way humanity thought about itself.   This is why we too have to ask Rachael’s questions: Are we the free creatures we imagine ourselves to be?  Or have our choices been blindly engineered for us by nature and circumstances?  The technical terms used in this debate are freedom of the will versus determinism. One of the philosophers to wrestle with the subject was Baruch Spinoza, born in Holland in 1632, and a man described as the noblest and most lovable of the great philosophers.  Nina Power, Senior Lecturer in Philosophy at Roehampton University explains how, for Spinoza, humanity seems to be both determined and free at the same time.

NINA POWER

There's a description of Spinoza that actually everything is predetermined. We are bounded in this universe but that our capacity to understand that determination is our Freedom. So it's quite a paradoxical notion of free will but also quite an effective one. It's quite. It's about saying, the more you do things that aren't making you happy but you can't work out why, once you work out what you're actually doing, you have a limited form of freedom to stop doing that thing. From understanding comes Free Will, or a limited form thereof.  

RICHARD:  No matter where we go in these endless debates about human nature it is hard not to come back to some version of our uniqueness in nature. This is what Spinoza meant by our capacity to understand the forces that determine us. He admits that we are formed and impelled by factors beyond our control – for one thing, we did not choose our parents nor did they choose theirs – yet the fact that we can acknowledge and understand our predicament gives us an edge in the game of life – if we’ll take it.  If we were completely determined creatures, engineered to perform like replicants, could we know that fact? Spinoza is advising us that our best chance of freedom lies in increasing our knowledge of ourselves and the world in which we are placed.  It is based on his theory of what's called "radical immanence", by which he meant there is no, divine, supernatural sphere beyond the physical universe.  

READER: ALEX JENNINGS  

I hold that God is the cause of all things - he is "immanent" , in other words,  not "transient".   Nature herself is the power of God under another name, and our ignorance of the power of God corresponds to our ignorance of Nature. 2

RICHARD: Everything that happened in the universe before I came on the scene helped to make me what I am today; and while I can’t alter or edit my past, by understanding how it formed me I am able to influence the future.  The paradox is this: by admitting how lacking in freedom I am, I can increase my freedom.  That ability to transcend ourselves is our uniqueness. 

MUSIC STING - CELLO

RICHARD: Another philosopher who thought deeply about these things was the German thinker Arthur Schopenhauer. Born in 1788, Schopenhauer, unlike most philosophers, was a thorough-going pessimist who thought humans were tragic creatures filled with longings and desires the universe could not satisfy.  For him, the universe was without meaning and purpose and our tragedy is that we while can understand that fact, we can do nothing about it – except admit it.

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK  

It is absurd to look upon the enormous amount of pain that abounds everywhere in the world, and originates in needs and necessities inseparable from life itself, as serving no purpose at all and the result of mere chance [ ... ] But misfortune in general is the rule. If children were brought into the world by an act of pure reason alone, would the human race continue to exist? Would not a man rather have so much sympathy with the coming generation as to spare it the burden of existence? 3

RICHARD:  That extract comes from Schopenhauer's Studies in Pessimism, written in 1851.  It will come as no surprise to learn that Schopenhauer’s account of the world as a blind energy that impels its way through time without regard to the creatures caught in its slip-stream leaves little room for ideas of human freedom.  Like Rachael, who found it impossible to accept that she was the pawn of forces that engineered her, we find the thought that our actions in life have been completely determined by factors beyond our control extremely disturbing.  When we behave badly we feel ashamed:  Isn’t that evidence of our moral freedom? Well, according to Schopenhauer, not quite.

CHRIS JANAWAY

Schopenhauer wrote an essay called "On The Freedom of the Human Will". He ends up suggesting that all our actions are caused by combination of the experiences which happens to us (over which we don't have really have any choice ultimately) and character (which we also don't choose) and everything we do, we do from necessity.  So he's quite willing to embrace that idea of  determinism. In the traditional sense there's no free Will.  However, we're stuck because we still FEEL responsible for what we do. So we're stuck with the idea that we are responsible for who we are. We feel guilty for our actions, not because we could have done otherwise but because that's who we unchangeably are.    

RICHARD:  Chris Janaway, Professor of Philosophy at Southampton University.  So there seems to be a triangle of views on free-will.  There is the traditional view that we are responsible for the choices we make and must bear the temporal and eternal consequences of our actions.  Next, there is the modified determinism of Spinoza, who believed that the only freedom we possess is the capacity to understand how chained we are by circumstance and inheritance: self-knowledge becomes the route to freedom.  And there is the complete determinism of Schopenhauer who reckoned that the universe throws the dice and all we get to do is play the hand.

Whatever position we adopt on the debate, most people acknowledge that we are all caught in the grip of unimaginably long processes that pour their unpredictable energies through us in ways that are not entirely in our control.  That's why Sigmund Freud, who was strongly influenced by both Spinoza and Schopenhauer, invented a three-decker picture of the human psyche to express what it felt like to be human.  In the basement of human nature Freud located what he called the Id which represents all those churning lusts and fears inherited from our animal past that have been called the three Fs: fight, flight and - reproduction. Two flights above the Id, on the first floor, Freud installed what he called the Super-ego.  This is the Police Force we have established to try to control the dark forces of the ID: all those rules and prohibitions established by religion and society to direct our lives in approved ways.  And caught in the middle between these two largely unconscious forces lives the Ego or conscious mind.  It's the bit we are aware of, the thinking bit of us, but it’s pulled both ways by the other less tractable elements of the psyche.  That’s where we live our lives, trapped in the middle. 

Freud knew that the source of our discontent as a species lay in our capacity for reflection, complicated by our disgust at ourselves because we so often lack the self-control our inner policeman demands. In The Future of an Illusion Freud discusses the fantasy we all flirt with from time to time, of a life in which we give up the struggle to be moral and responsible and just let our instincts take over and have a ball.  Commenting on this occasional longing to abandon the constraints of civilization, Freud writes:

READER: DAVID WARNER

But how ungrateful, how short-sighted after all, to strive for the abolition of civilization!   What would then remain would be a state of nature, and that would be far harder to bear.  She destroys us - coldly, cruelly, relentlessly, as it seems to us.   It was precisely because of these dangers with which nature threatens us that we came together and created civilization, which is also, among other things, intended to make our communal life possible. For the principal task of civilization, its actual raison d’être, is to defend us against nature. 3

RICHARD.  What a muddle we are in!  But it is an interesting muddle, because we are interesting animals.  I’ll leave you to decide where you think you are: completely free, completely bound, or somewhere in the middle.  Personally, I’m in the middle – with Freud and Spinoza, excellent company.    

MUSIC SIG  


Episode 11 Embracing Uncertainty  

RICHARD:  The writer Margaret Drabble said of the poet of Philip Larkin that he "reconciles us to our ills by the scrupulous way in which he notices them".  When I read a Larkin poem about the fear of death or join him, a wistful unbeliever, on a visit to an old church, I experience the consolation of acknowledged pain and loss.  But Larkin isn’t the only poet who has consoled and strengthened me in my lifelong struggle with faith and doubt.  Some of the great poets of the 19th Century were there before him.  I’m thinking of Keats and Shelley, Arnold and Browning and Hardy, all of whom struggled with the question of God and the mysterious dilemmas of the human condition. This week, I want to visit them as we trace the story of doubt from the slow-burn of the Romantics right up to the white hot crisis of faith of the Victorians.

MUSIC SIG STING

RICHARD: Cultural trends are tidal in their ebb and flow, so it is hardly surprising that the Romantic Movement grew from a reaction against the reductive rationalism of the 18th Century which had squeezed the ambiguity and mystery out of life.  The author, AN Wilson, says that some of the early Romantics were either creating their own religions or giving up on it altogether. 

AN WILSON

If you're talking about doubt in the sense of taking leave of Christianity, I'd like to mention the figure of William Blake fairly centrally. He couldn't live with Christianity, he made up his own religion, what he calls "The Everlasting Gospel".  Of course The Everlasting Gospel is not quite the same gospel as you'd hear preached in conservative evangelical churches today. "Priests in black gowns walking their rounds, and binding with briars my joys and desires". What's very funny about the Romantics, I think they were all very shocked when Robespierre came to power, not only because he was a mass murderer, but because of that day when he re-established his own invented religion with The Temple of Reason.

RICHARD: Across the Channel in France, revolution was stirring and atheism was taking hold in a small but noisy minority. A French chemist and geologist, Baron d'Holbach, published a book called The System of Nature in 1770 which his friends called The Atheist's Bible.  The System of Nature was burnt by the official executioner soon after its publication.   

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK

If gods are infinitely good, wherefore should we dread them? If they are infinitely wise, what reason have we to disturb ourselves with our condition? If they are omniscient, wherefore inform them of our wants, why fatigue them with our requests? If they are omnipresent, of what use can it be to erect temples to them? 1

RICHARD: If imitation is the highest form of flattery, then the French revolutionaries clearly understood the power and accepted the necessity of religion, because they tried to impose one of their own invention on France. Although the Catholic Church was nationalised and its assets seized, it is significant that the revolutionaries thought it necessary to create a secular version of what they had just thrown out.  And by 1794 Robespierre had completely redrawn the circle by inaugurating the Cult of the Supreme Being.  In his history of the French Revolution, the Victorian essayist Thomas Carlyle lampooned the whole exercise.

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK

All the world is there in holiday clothes.  The weather is of the brightest; cheerful expectation lights all countenances.  This day, if it please Heaven, we are to have a New Religion.    

Incorruptible Robespierre, not unlike the Ancients, as Legislator of a free people will now also be Priest and Prophet. He is President of the Convention; he has made the Convention decree,  the 'Existence of the Supreme Being' [ ... ]

After what has been called 'the scraggiest Prophetic Discourse ever uttered by man,' Robespierre, in sky-blue coat and black breeches, frizzled and powdered to perfection, bearing in his hand a bouquet of flowers and wheat-ears, issues proudly from the Convention Hall. The sea green Pontiff takes a torch, mouths some other froth-rant of vocables, which happily one cannot hear; strides resolutely forward, in sight of expectant France;  sets his torch to Atheism and Company, which are but made of pasteboard steeped in turpentine.  They burn up rapidly; and, from within, there rises 'by machinery' an incombustible Statue of Wisdom, which, by ill hap, gets besmoked a little. Our new Religion, better or worse, is come!  2

RICHARD:   Seven weeks later, Robespierre was executed.   

MUSIC STING - CELLO

RICHARD:  The rationalism of the thinkers of the 18th Century was succeeded  by the romantic revolt of early nineteenth century poets.  However, this was a return not to religion, but to the creative imagination and the kind of secular transcendence promised by the arts.  Central to this tradition is the lovable young poet, John Keats, son of a stableman, orphaned at 14.  He was a medical student at Guys Hospital and received his apothecary's licence in 1816. But he was already harbouring a desire to be a poet.   

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK  

 When old age shall this generation waste,         

 Thou shalt remain, in midst of other woe           

 Than ours, a friend to man, to whom thou say'st,           

 'Beauty is truth, truth beauty,—that is all          

 Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.' 3   

RICHARD: Those words from the end of his poem Ode on a Grecian Urn – that is all ye know on earth, and all ye need to know - illuminate a phrase that Keats coined to characterise those who can live with the big unanswerable questions of life’s meaning without bolting for the citadels of certainty offered by religion. He called it "negative capability". He first used the phrase in a letter written to his brothers George and Tom after attending a Christmas pantomime in London.   

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK

Hampstead, Sunday 22nd December 1818

"I had not a dispute but a disquisition with Dilke on various subjects;  several things dovetailed in my mind, & at once it struck me, what quality went to form a Man of Achievement, especially in Literature & which Shakespeare possessed so enormously—I mean Negative Capability, that is when man is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason..."  4 

RICHARD: Andrew Motion, former Poet Laureate and biographer of Keats believes this ability to live with opposites keeps us real.

ANDREW MOTION

Like  all the great Romantics, Keats wants us to think that our full realisation is revealed to us when we're not having to come down on one side of the question, that we're living with uncertainties, show two sides of the coin at the same time, we can include opposites, not in a way that reconciles them but that they have equal value. 

RICHARD: So Keats helps us live with rather than escape from the anguish of our struggle with the question of life’s meaning.  I asked author and literary critic AN Wilson if this went beyond Keats' sense of the aesthetic.

AN WILSON:

The lovely thing about Keats was, he saw that it wasn't life or death stuff at all . Out of this idea of Negative Capability, where he goes on to say that a great poet is somebody "in whom the sense of beauty overcomes every other consideration", he becomes the father of aesthetic movement, the symbolists, the formalists and all sorts of people later in the century and into the 20th Century because what he's saying is literature and art shouldn't be pushing a point of view at you. What it should  be is creating beauty.

MUSIC STING

RICHARD: So maybe we ought to define doubt not as a problem to be resolved, but as a dynamic way of being; a way of "living in the moment" rather than spending this life speculating about the next one.  Keats elaborates on the idea in a letter to a childhood friend, Benjamin Bailey.

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK

London, November 22nd, 1817  

My dear Bailey, 

 I am certain of nothing but of the holiness of the Heart's affections and the truth of Imagination - What the imagination seizes as Beauty must be truth - whether it existed before or not - for I have the same idea of all our passions as of love: they are all, in their sublime, creative of essential beauty. O for a life of sensation rather than of thoughts! [...] Nothing startles me beyond the moment. The setting sun will always set me to rights, or if a sparrow come before my window, I take part in its existence and pick about the gravel. 5

RICHARD: The idea is echoed in his last letter to his friend and fellow poet Percy Bysshe  Shelley in August 1820 when he says "My Imagination is a Monastery and I am its Monk". By now, Keats has TB.  He moves to Rome to die. But would he, like so many before him, hedge his bets and convert on his deathbed? Andrew Motion takes up  the story.

ANDREW MOTION

At the end of poor Keats' life he ends up dying in Rome of TB in this grizzly way, deprived of all his friends by his journey, except for his friend , Joseph Severn, the young painter, an orthodox believer.  Keats catches TB so far as we can work it out at end of 1818, probably from brother Tom whom he nursed. His illness manifests itself in a touching way because of course Keats had trained as a doctor. He knew what the symptoms were. He comes home one rainy night from the centre of town from  and coughs into his handkerchief and he says "I know the colour of that blood. It is arterial blood".  When Keats was coughing his life away on the edge of the piazza in Rome, Severn tries to get him to convert, he tries to make a deathbed convert of Keats. And Keats isn't having it.  He wanted to die as he lived. I think that's very impressive. The mixture of his resilient spiritedness, and the sense of time running out produces these extraordinary poems that he writes when he's 23 years old. The Great Odes. And also to write the letters that are full of adult wisdom that you'd be lucky to reach if you lived 100 years.  

RICHARD:  Like Keats, Shelley also died in his 20s, having drowned off the coast of Italy. Unlike Keats, who lived and died practising Negative Capability, Shelley definitely wanted to proclaim his brand of atheism. His pamphlet The Necessity of Atheism was written with a friend while he was a student at Oxford University, reputedly inspired by reading the works of Spinoza and Baron d'Holbach. In it, he challenges three proofs of the existence of God - from evidence, reason and testimony.

READER :  DAVID WARNER  

If the Deity should appear to us, this revelation would necessarily command belief. But the God of Theologians is incapable of local visibility. Whatever is, must either have had a beginning, or have existed from all eternity [...] When this reasoning is applied to the universe, it is necessary to prove that it was created; until that is clearly demonstrated, we may reasonably suppose that it has endured from all eternity. We must prove design before we can infer a designer.  6

RICHARD: But Shelley's real message is that our beliefs are involuntary and therefore "atheists do not choose to be so, and should not be persecuted".  Like the excommunicated Spinoza, Shelley paid the price for his doubt. He was expelled from Oxford in 1811.  Later, when his first wife committed suicide, custody of his children was handed to foster parents by the Courts because of his atheism. And, when news of his death reached England, The Courier newspaper wrote:

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK

Shelley, the writer of some infidel poetry, has been drowned. Now he knows whether there is God or not. 7

MUSIC SIG  


Episode 12 Believer’s Doubt 

RICHARD:  In our history of doubt this week we're cruising towards the nervous breakdown that hit Victorian Christianity in the 19th Century.  So far our story’s had a double focus, distinguishing between doubt about God and doubt about religion, which is not the same thing.  God, supposing he exists, is the creator and sustainer of the universe, while religion is our creation, our response to the possibility of God.  One way to grasp the distinction is to think of the difference between what the Prayer Book calls ‘the holy estate of matrimony’ and an actual marriage between two people.  You can believe in matrimony but be unhappy with the marriage you are in, just as you can believe in God but be unhappy with the religion you are in.  To stick to the marriage analogy for a minute, what we begin to see in the Victorian era is not just an intensification of marital unhappiness but a move towards the rejection of matrimony as such: in other words, doubts about religion morph into doubts about God. That was the new element in the 19th Century that brought on the Victorian crisis.  And today, I want to look at the work of four figures who struggled with that crisis - Cardinal Newman, Robert Browning, Arthur Clough and Matthew Arnold. 

MUSIC STING

RICHARD:  One of the great men of the 19th Century was John Henry Newman. In fact, he was beatified by the Pope when he visited Britain in 2010.  Born in 1801, Newman was one of the great doubters of his era.  He once wrote, "to live is to change and to be perfect is to have changed often", and he lived up to his own maxim, changing churches and perspectives throughout his life, and in old age, challenging the Pope's infallibility. The author and philosopher, Sir Anthony Kenny describes Newman's tortuous route.

ANTHONY KENNY

Newman never doubted God’s existence but this is the point where it becomes doubly important to make the distinction between doubt of the orthodoxy of one’s community and doubt of God’s existence. He went through life doubting whatever he was being taught at that time by his religious superiors.  He began as an evangelical and then he began to doubt the overriding authority of the Bible.  He was constantly getting into trouble with Bishops while he was an Anglican.  And then when he became a Roman Catholic he was very unhappy about the papal claims to infallibility.  

RICHARD:   Newman wrote prolifically on both certitude and doubt. In his book Grammar of Assent, he suggests that “Without certitude in religious faith, there can be no habit of prayer, no directness of devotion, no intercourse with the unseen, no generosity with self sacrifice.”  He was well aware of the difficulties religion posed for rationalist thinkers, but he believed faith had the integrity of its own complex grammar, even if it was a language rationalists could not understand.  Though he was one of the great religious philosophers of the 19th Century, it's probably in his most famous hymn, Lead Kindly Light, amid the encircling gloom, that we get closest to his own psychology of the kind of faith that is content, like a recovering alcoholic, to take one step at a time.

MUSIC: Aled Jones sings Lead Kindly Light by John Henry Newman

Lead, kindly Light, amid the encircling gloom,

Lead thou me on;

The night is dark, and I am far from home,

Lead thou me on.

Keep thou my feet; I do not ask to see

The distant scene; one step enough for me.   

RICHARD: Up to this point, most of the doubters,  these rebels against orthodoxy, had retained belief in God.  But in the 19th Century  we get to a type of doubter who flirts with atheism but can’t quite bring himself to take the plunge.  One of them was the poet Robert Browning,  a non conformist and one of the early students in Britain's first secular institution, University College London. His ability to swing between the poles of belief and unbelief is captured in his poem Bishop Blougram's Apology.  The Bishop is having dinner with a young non-believer. In the course of their discussion, it becomes clear that neither position is safe from the attacks of doubt.  Each position is a kind of belief that is open to challenge, because doubt swings both ways.  

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK 

Just when we are safest, there's a sunset-touch, 
A fancy from a flower-bell, some one's death, 
A chorus-ending from Euripides,-- 
And that's enough for fifty hopes and fears 
As old and new at once as nature's self, 
To rap and knock and enter in our soul, 



[...]  All we have gained then by our unbelief 
Is a life of doubt diversified by faith, 
For one of faith diversified by doubt: 
We called the chess-board white,--we call it black. 
"Well," you rejoin, "the end's no worse, at least; 
"We've reason for both colours on the board: 
"Why not confess then, where I drop the faith 
"And you the doubt, that I'm as right as you?" 1

RICHARD: Another poet clinging on to belief by his fingernails was Arthur Hugh Clough.  Born in 1819, the son of a Liverpool cotton merchant, he was a pupil at Rugby School, famous for its muscular Christianity under its formidable headmaster Thomas Arnold, father of Clough’s great friend and fellow doubter, the poet Matthew Arnold.  Between them, these two poets captured the religious anguish of the Victorians, as the indoctrination they had received at Rugby collided with their growing doubts. But in spite of finding himself amidst the encircling gloom of doubt, Clough's sense of humour never left him.  One of the poems for which he is affectionately remembered was not published till 1865, four years after his death.  Set in Venice, Dipsychus, or the two-souled man, is a dialogue in which a tempting spirit describes Dipsychus as an overgrown baby, still sucking at the dugs of faith.   Sir Anthony Kenny is Clough's biographer.

ANTHONY KENNY   

In Dipsychus not only does he revisit his doubts about Christianity but he spells out the consequences of atheism both good and bad.  He presents atheism as in a way a liberation from all kinds of constraints.  But also as a removal of all kinds of consolations that religious belief gives. 

 ‘There is no God,’ the wicked saith,
‘And truly it’s a blessing,
For what He might have done with us
It’s better only guessing.’

‘There is no God,’ a youngster thinks,
‘Or really, if there may be,
He surely didn't mean a man
Always to be a baby.’  


[...] Some others, also, to themselves,
Who scarce so much as doubt it,
Think there is none, when they are well,
And do not think about it.

But country folks who live beneath
The shadow of the steeple;
The parson and the parson’s wife,
And mostly married people;

[ ...] And almost every one when age,
Disease, or sorrows strike him,
Inclines to think there is a God,
Or something very like Him. 2

RICHARD:  That note of attractive flippancy is missing from the poems of Clough’s friend Matthew Arnold.  Writing at the height of the industrial revolution, which was transforming both the spiritual and physical landscape of Britain, Arnold tried but was unable to hold onto the comfort of the old certainties.  A visit he paid in 1855 to a Carthusian monastery in the Alps near Grenoble inspired his poem Stanzas from The Grand Chartreuse. In the poem he meditates on the in-between state in which he finds himself: cut-off from the past but uncertain what the future holds. He and his companion reach the monastery. He describes ‘The House, the Brotherhood austere!’ and asks, ‘And what am I, that I am here?’  The poem continues…

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK

For rigorous teachers seized my youth,
And purged its faith, and trimm'd its fire,
Show'd me the high, white star of Truth,
There bade me gaze, and there aspire.

RICHARD:  And shortly after comes the heart of the poem in which he describes the anguish of his spiritual homelessness.

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK

Wandering between two worlds, one dead,
The other powerless to be born,
With nowhere yet to rest my head,
Like these, on earth I wait forlorn.  3

RICHARD: To me those words capture the pain of those moments of transition when we are neither off with the old nor on with the new and feel tugged in both directions. While rejecting the supernatural dimension of religion, he continued to value it as a kind of poetry that gave depth and meaning to life. Even the word God could be understood in different ways. Here he is in his book Literature and Dogma in 1873.

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK 

The word 'God' is used in most cases not as a term of science or exact knowledge, but a term of poetry and eloquence  — a literary term, in short; and we each mean different things by it as their consciousness differs. 4

RICHARD:  In the same book, he states what many had feared but few had the courage to say. The God of Christianity was losing his appeal, not only to the educated minority - but to the mass of the people.  That's the theme explored in Arnold 's best known poem Dover Beach, which he started on his honeymoon in Europe in 1851 but didn't finish till 1867.  It's a heartfelt expression of the encircling gloom of Victorian doubt. In it, the tide of religion ebbs. It doesn't flow. And for David Jasper, Professor of Literature and Theology at Glasgow University it means we have to abandon any hope of Cardinal Newman's sense of certainty. 

DAVID JASPER

Dover Beach is describing that inbetweenness, that “Darkling plain”, that hath really "neither joy nor love nor light nor certitude”.  In Dover Beach , he abandons what Newman requires as essential to the Christian.  Perhaps a warning that if we’re looking for certitude, we’re barking up the wrong tree religiously. 

READER:   STEPHEN RASHBROOK     

The Sea of Faith
Was once, too, at the full, and round earth's shore
Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled.
But now I only hear
Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,
Retreating, to the breath
Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear
And naked shingles of the world.

Ah, love, let us be true
To one another! for the world, which seems
To lie before us like a land of dreams,
So various, so beautiful, so new,
Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,
Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;
And we are here as on a darkling plain
Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,
Where ignorant armies clash by night.   5     

RICHARD:  And when dawn opens upon that dark plain where ignorant armies clashed by night, for many, the landscape of faith will have been altered forever.

MUSIC SIG   


Episode  13 A Post Mortem    

RICHARD:  Boxers are trained to punch in clusters, the classic being the ‘left right’ or ‘one two’.  It would not be going too far to think of Victorian Christianity as a tired old fighter sent sprawling by the old ‘one two’.  The first blow came from the emerging science of the historical critical study of the Scriptures, which sent confidence in the Bible spinning.  Then came the right cross, from Charles Darwin and Sir Charles Lyell, who together flattened the Victorian’s confidence in the story of creation.  

MUSIC SIG STING

RICHARD:  So far this week, we've been looking at the poetics of doubt. Now, we look at what you might call the forensics - the accumulation of new discoveries about the world and new approaches to the Bible that challenged the traditional understanding of God in Victorian England.   AN Wilson, author of The Victorians, describes how they felt increasingly battered by the impact of these new sciences.

AN WILSON  

Paley, Archdeacon Paley who'd written this very useful book "Evidences" more or less proving Argument by Design. You walk thru a field and pick up a watch and it's so intricately made, there must be a maker.  They were happy with that. Then along comes Charles Lyell who is the real person who unlocks the whole thing, who was a geologist.  If you count the years in the Bible backwards from where we are back through all the people who begat so and so, I think you get to October 4004 BC which is when the Fall of Man happened.  In many old Bibles, the dates are actually written.  Well obviously once you get fossils and the geology coming along, you realise the universe is millions of years old and that it cannot possibly be true.   

RICHARD:  Lyell published his three-volume Principles of Geology between 1830 and 1833. Then in 1845, Charles Darwin published an article in the Journal of Natural History.  It wasn't just the truth of the Bible that was being challenged – it was being suggested that we were just another species of animal, millions of which had already been wiped out by cruel nature.  We were no longer immortal souls – like all the other species on the planet, we were dying animals.

READERS:  DAVID WARNER & STEPHEN RASHBROOK    

Charles Lyell.

The inhabitants of the globe, like all other parts of it, are subject to change. It is not only the individual that perishes, but whole species." 1

Charles Darwin.

"We are, therefore, driven to the conclusion, that causes quite inappreciable by us determine whether a given species shall be abundant or scanty in numbers. Why, then, should we feel astonishment if the rarity is occasionally carried a step further—to extinction?" 2

RICHARD:  Now there was even more to doubt and, as AN Wilson suggests, this catastrophic re-evaluation of our place in nature found expression in poets like Alfred Lord Tennyson.  

AN WILSON

In his long series of meditations which he called " In Memoriam", written out of a nervous breakdown and grief for a dead friend that he meditates on the intellectual revolution happening in his times.  Why were they so disturbed? Partly the dating of the Bible but much more, what did the fossils show? They showed whole species as Tennyson says "cast as rubbish to the void".  So, far from God loving nature so much that he notices the fall of a single sparrow, apparently there were dinosaurs and all sorts of creatures whom he didn't love at all and became extinct.  So it had a shattering effect.  

READER:  DAVID WARNER  

Oh yet we trust that somehow good

Will be the final goal of ill,

To pangs of nature, sins of will,

Defects of doubt, and taints of blood;

That nothing walks with aimless feet;

That not one life shall be destroyed,

Or cast as rubbish to the void,

When God hath made the pile complete 3

RICHARD:  The mid-C19th was a time of revolutionary change in almost every other department of life.  There was economic and political change, rapid industrialization and the inexorable growth of the British Empire. In a world of change and tumult, when nothing any longer seemed stable and everything was in flux, there was one thing the faithful could hold onto, quite literally, the Bible.  So you can imagine their consternation when scholars began to challenge the truths enshrined in their most cherished book and even began to question its authorship. Karen Armstrong, the historian of religions, describes how the new critical method of interpreting the Bible seemed to undermine almost everything Christians had been taught to believe.

KAREN ARMSTRONG

What they call the "higher criticism" of the Bible begins in Germany at the time of the Enlightenment with scholars of the ancient world who start to treat the bible like any other text and dissect it and they find, for example, that in the first five books of the bible – known as the Pentateuch – Genesis, Exodus, Deuteronomy, Leviticus and Numbers, they find at least four different sources, that far from being created,  just whispered into the ear of Moses, these were clearly compiled by editors and who were taking at least four different sources from different periods of Hebrew history and putting them together to form a coherent narrative and so that’s why there are, for example, two version of the creation story – one in Genesis 1 and one in Genesis 2.  Of course this was very disturbing.  

RICHARD:  It was bad enough when the critics took aim at the Old Testament and undermined confidence in its authenticity, but when they turned to the New Testament and started to erode faith in Jesus as the Son of God and talked of him only as another healer and teacher, the Victorian nervous breakdown hit with a vengeance.  AN Wilson.

AN WILSON

When you take it forward to the figure of Jesus who is supposedly the God Man, the Incarnate, the second person of the Trinity walking about in Galilee, who is our Saviour. If you start applying, even to him, critical standards to him, looking at the Gospels, what sort of documents they really were, who might have written them, and placing them in their time," Sitz im  Leben" as the Germans call it,  where does that leave you? Well it left David Friedrich Strauss, the great German scholar from Tubingen, with the belief that Jesus was just an ordinary man, a remarkable man but a prophet, not a God who'd come to earth and become incarnate.  

RICHARD:  If you don’t believe books can change history, then David Friedrich Strauss ought to change your mind.  A lecturer at Tubingen University in Germany, in 1835 he wrote a famous book about Jesus which claimed that the supernatural elements in the gospel stories were not historical.  They were examples of how myth emerges to enhance the significance and reputation of historic figures, but they should never be understood literally.  Enter another writer, in the person of the novelist George Eliot. While her novels Middlemarch and Adam Bede are considerable achievements in themselves, there was more to her than great fiction. From her late twenties onwards, under her real name Marian Evans, she provided the first English translations of David Strauss' Life of Jesus, Ludwig Feuerbach's Essence of Christianity and Baruch Spinoza's Ethics.  It was while working on her first translation in Coventry, that the doubts she'd had since she was 12 became irresistible. 

AN WILSON

One of the first things she started to do as a writer was to translate from the German. Not many people knew German  and she translated "The Life of Jesus" by Strauss. She had beside her, not a crucifix but a relief of the crucified and as she wrote the tears didn't just dribble, they gushed down.  She wept and wept as she lost her faith and she writes about it marvellously both in her letters but I think particularly in "Adam Bede".  

RICHARD:  The extent of her anguish is evident in a letter written from one friend Mrs Bray to another, Sara Hennell on 14 February 1846.

READER  :  ANNA HILL  

Miss Evans says she is Strauss-sick. It makes her ill dissecting the beautiful story of the Crucifixion, and only the sight of the ivory Christ image and picture make her endure it.  Poor thing, I do pity her sometimes, with her pale, sickly face and dreadful headaches 4

RICHARD:  As an accommodation to her father, despite her doubts she continued to go to church until his death in 1849. After that, her personal views became both public and more outspoken. As assistant editor and journalist at the radical Westminster Review, she wrote : 

READER : ANNA HILL     

Where is that Goshen of mediocrity in which a smattering of science and learning will pass for profound instruction, where platitudes will be accepted as wisdom, bigoted narrowness as holy zeal, unctuous egoism as God-given piety? Let such a man become an evangelical preacher; he will then find it possible to reconcile small ability with great ambition, superficial knowledge with the prestige of erudition and a middling moral with a high reputation for sanctity. 5

RICHARD: Eliot's other translation was Ludwig Feuerbach's Essence of Christianity, originally published in German in 1941.  And it brings us to another key moment in our story.  Feuerbach was a philosopher and anthropologist and a pupil of Hegel in Berlin. He was one of the first to suggest that God was a human construct, a projection or an invention of the human imagination.

READER:   DAVID WARNER 

Religion is the dream of the human mind. But even in dreams we do not find ourselves in emptiness or in heaven, but on earth, in the realm of reality. [...] For in these days illusion only is sacred, truth profane. Religion has disappeared, and for it has been substituted... the appearance of religion.  Religion is human nature reflected, mirrored in itself.  God is the mirror of man.  6

RICHARD:  And with that - the final deconstruction of the personality of God - religion gets demythologised and reassembled as a picture of humanity itself.  

MUSIC   Albert Schweitzer - Bach Toccata & Fugue D Minor 1936

RICHARD:  One of the 20th Century’s giants of New Testament scholarship was the Alsatian Albert Schweitzer. Born in 1875, Schweitzer dedicated his theological studies to what he called the "quest for the historical Jesus". After years of research, he came to the conclusion that Jesus had been a prophet who believed the end of the world was nigh and his role was to set up God’s kingdom of justice and peace on earth. It did not happen and Jesus died a disappointed man who believed God had forsaken him.   

MUSIC UP THEN FADE OUT

But this tragic conclusion did not end Schweitzer’s commitment to Jesus.  In 1913 he went with his wife to Lambaréné in what was then the French Colony of Gabon to work as a doctor.  He spent his life there no longer talking about Jesus but still trying to follow him in the way of compassion. And therein may lie the best clue on to how to deal with religious doubt.  

MUSIC SIG  


Episode 14 God’s Funeral 

RICHARD:  If we wanted to express doubt as a colour spectrum, one way to do it would be to start with hard-core religion on the left represented in deepest blue, and gradually shade it over to deepest red on the right, representing hard-core atheism.  It was the moment of crossover from the pale blue of fading belief into the pale pink of emerging atheism, that caused most distress to Christians in mid-19th Century England.  Today, we'll watch Thomas Hardy and his German contemporary Friedrich Nietzsche take the final step on our journey of doubt onto the burning red square of absolute atheism; but we are not quite there.  In the late 19th Century, God is in extremis., but some hoped that he might yet pull through.  

MUSIC SIG STING

RICHARD:   In the history of religion, doubt has often operated as a way of purging and purifying faith itself.  Our innate scepticism was constantly junking what it thought to be wrong ways of understanding god.  We once thought he wanted child-sacrifice; then we didn’t. We once thought that human suffering was the way God punished sin; then we didn’t. Another way of putting this is to think of doubt as the cloth we used to wipe the dirt off the window of faith through which we looked at God.  Sadly, what happened in the Victorian era was that more and more thinkers began to get the feeling that maybe there wasn’t anything on the other side of the window-pane – no God, just a gradually fading projection of our own longing. This realisation produced an enormous crisis for many of the most thoughtful people of the 19th Century. God had died on them and they became mourners at his funeral. The poet who best captures the wistfulness of this moment is Thomas Hardy with his poem - called God's Funeral. The author and critic, A.N. Wilson , explains the epigraph.

AN WILSON

Thomas Hardy was an architect basically. He loved church buildings, he loved what went on in churches. As a boy he had loved the Pre-tractarian Church of England where there was a gallery where the village musicians would have played the fiddle, they would have had metrical psalms, they wouldn't have had any rituals and so on. But later, when he came up to London, he liked the high church ritualist churches and indeed wrote about one in Jude the Obscure. So he enjoyed church and churchiness, indeed he was a very churchy person, but didn't really believe.  Certainly by the time he'd grown up, he'd been infected by doubting spirit of the age but he always retained a wistfulness about what had been lost and one of his most beautiful poems was "God's Funeral". He sees this funeral procession and wonders whose it was and realises it's God's.   

READER :   STEPHEN RASHBROOK  

I saw a slowly-stepping train – 

Lined on the brows, scoop-eyed and bent and hoar – 

Following in files across a twilit plain

A strange and mystic form the foremost bore.

 [...] Almost before I knew I bent

Towards the moving columns without a word;

They, growing in bulk and numbers as they went,

Struck out sick thoughts that could be overheard –

 ‘O man-projected Figure, of late

Imaged as we, thy knell who shall survive?

Whence came it we were tempted to create

One whom we can no longer keep alive?   

 ‘And, tricked by our own early dream

And need of solace, we grew self-deceived,

Our making soon our maker did we deem,

And what we had imagined we believed.1

 ‘Till, in Time’s stayless stealthy swing,

Uncompromising rude reality

Mangled the Monarch of our fashioning,

Who quavered, sank; and now has ceased to be’   

RICHARD:   The mood is melancholy as befits the passing of one long loved. But the nostalgia is even more pronounced in another Hardy poem, The Oxen written during the carnage of  WWI.  An old man is sitting with friends by the fire reminiscing about how they once believed the Christmas story.  What if he were invited to return to the old scene and to the credulity and innocence of childhood?...

AN WILSON

The anthology piece of Hardy that people do know is "The Oxen" - on Christmas Eve where If someone said ‘Come; see the oxen kneel, I would go with him in the gloom, Hoping it might be so. " And that is his attitude to religion. He hopes it might be so but knows in his heart it isn't. 

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK 

Christmas Eve, and twelve of the clock.

‘Now they are all on their knees,’

An elder said as we sat in a flock 

By the embers in hearthside ease.

We pictured the meek mild creatures where

They dwelt in their strawy pen,

Nor did it occur to one of us there

To doubt they were kneeling then.

So far a fancy few would weave

In these years!  Yet, I feel,

If someone said on Christmas Eve,

‘Come; see the oxen kneel

‘In the lonely barton by yonder coomb

Our childhood used to know,’

I should go with him in the gloom,

Hoping it might be so.   2  

RICHARD:  Hardy’s account of the passing of God may be wistful rather than tormented, very much in the way we might respond to the death of a beloved but very old mother: we continue to cherish fond memories of how she guided and consoled us in our troubled youth.   We’ll go on missing her for a long time and sometimes we’ll wish we could run back into her arms; but there is no way back from death – even the death of one as momentous as God.

There was another 19th Century thinker who did not take this death so easily.  Friedrich Nietzsche thought it was a catastrophe for humanity.

MUSIC - ZIGEUNERTANZ BY FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE - HOLD UNDER 

RICHARD: Friedrich Nietzsche is one of the most fascinating and tormented voices of the modern era. He was born in 1844 in Germany, the son of a Lutheran pastor.  By the age of 6, both his father and brother had died.  To cope with his grief, he turned to books - and  music -and by the time he was a teenager, he had completed several piano and choral works and even ran a small music and literature club.  In 1858, just fourteen years old, Nietzsche wrote in an essay:

READER: STEPHEN RASHBROOK 

All qualities are united in music: it can lift us up, it can be capricious, it can cheer us up and delight us with its soft, melancholy tunes. Its main purpose, however, is to lead our thoughts upward, so that it elevates us, even deeply moves us. Ever be this most glorious gift of God my companion on my life's journey  3 

MUSIC - UP TILL END

RICHARD: In those early waking days, he was too busy discovering life to doubt God.  And at the age of 17, he composed an a cappella piece, Miserere, based on Psalm 51, the most penitential and sorrowful of the Psalms:  " in the hidden part thou shalt make me to know wisdom. Create in me a clean heart, O God."   There is something premonitory in the piece, though his idol Richard Wagner, didn't think much of it.  

MUSIC - MISERERE BY NIETZSCHE  

RICHARD: So what was it that started this sensitive son of the Vicarage on the journey that would end on the far right of our spectrum of doubt? All his life he was plagued by illness and it kept him on the move, searching for a place where he could breathe and write. The Nietzsche scholar, Professor Chris Janaway from Southampton University takes up the story.

CHRIS JANAWAY

He became a brilliant classicist, a studier of ancient Greek and Latin texts, and was so brilliant at it in fact he was made a professor at Basel in his 20s which was very unusual.  He suffered from a lot of illness. He had terrible crippling headaches and all sorts of problems are related in his diaries and letters.   And what happened in the end is he had a complete mental collapse in 1889. He was living in Genoa (sic) [Turin, ed.] and a horse was being flogged in the street.  He rushed and threw his arms round the neck of this horse and collapsed. That was the start of a decade in which he could hardly speak. He was in a very extreme state of mental collapse and was looked after by his mother rather tenderly for most of that time. His writing career was fairly short, the 1870s and 80s.   

RICHARD:  In 1882, he wrote what has been described as one of his most beautiful and important books, The Gay Science. Gay here meaning joyful, because Nietzsche wants us to say a cheerful yes to the reality of things.  But it is in this bright work that we find the tremendousness of the proclamation that God is dead.  A madman runs into the marketplace.  

BBC TV ARCHIVE:   The Sea of Faith, Ep. 6: The New World    

Madman: "Ich suche Gott. Ich suche Gott."

Narrator: A madman lit a lantern in the morning and ran to the market place crying "I am looking for God. I am looking for God".  Unbelievers standing around laughed at him. "Has God got lost? Has he gone away? Is he hiding?"

Madman: "God is dead. We have killed God. All of us are his murderers. How could we have done it? We have wiped away the horizon and unloosed the Earth from the sun.  Don't you feel how cold it's getting?  Won't we have to light lanterns in the morning? There was a baffled silence.  And then the madman smashed the lantern.  "I've come too soon. It's not time yet. The news of the death of God has not got here yet" 4

CHRIS JANAWAY

I don't think the madman stands in for Nietzsche.  I think his view is really that so much of our values, our moral values in particular,  are built on a Christian foundation, that if you take away the belief in God and all the things that follow from that, you are really stuck without any foundation for your values at all. We are facing the end of morality 

RICHARD:  So on our colour spectrum of doubt, Nietzsche is a dark, defiant red.

CHRIS JANAWAY

The madman is the voice of what Nietzsche sometimes calls nihilism - the absence of any genuine values that we can truly believe in. And as he sometimes says, over the next couple of hundred years, they will all just disappear. In a way, that's more horrific to Nietzsche, the idea of having nothing to strive for and contemporary consumer society would be the fulfilment of his worst nightmares 

RICHARD : That's the Market place. We even call it the market place  

CHRIS: The Market. Yes ....This question about whether there's a god or not, why should that bother us? 

RICHARD: So, if you think Nietzsche is correct and we are now without God, ‘straying through an infinite nothing’, what will now motivate us to be good and by what authority can we promote morality?   

MUSIC SIG  


Episode 15 Godless Morality    

RICHARD:  When Simon Burgess drowned in a shallow lake in Hampshire in 2011, no one helped him.  One witness claimed that health and safety rules forbade our official rescuers, the fire-fighters, from going to his aid because the water was more than ankle deep, though Hampshire Fire & Rescue dispute this.  Nor did any other witness do the brave thing and go into the lake to pull him out.  It would be easy to exaggerate the significance of this episode, but it does prompt us to ask whether we are less concerned with  loving our neighbours nowadays, and what, if anything, it has to do with the decline of religion in our time. 

MUSIC SIG STING

RICHARD:  Bringing religion into debates about morality is not always helpful, as I know to my cost.  It's true that the great religions all inculcate love of the neighbour, but they also come loaded with cultural baggage from the past that make them less adaptable to new understandings of justice and equality.  This is because their sacred texts come from ages ago and as well as carrying timeless wisdom, they also bring some very time-bound prejudices – such as their attitudes to women and sexual minorities.  I tried to tackle some of these issues in my 1999 book, Godless Morality.  I became convinced that the religious dimension in ethical debate sometimes clogged rather than encouraged the flow of discussion. But there was one important thing that religion brought to the moral life, which was the sense of responsibility to a power higher than ourselves.  If we lose that sense of responsibility to God, what will now motivate us to help others and restrain our own selfishness and capacity for disordered chaos?  To explore that question, I want to turn to some of the great minds of Europe and Russia.  But first, the psychiatrist Professor Norman Kreitman traces the question back to the infancy of religion and the close relationship it had with morality.

NORMAN KREITMAN 

The image of God is as man giving commandments, 613 commandments I think in the Old Testament, and they're commands not requests. People were scared of infringing any of them because he says so. Morality is to do with rules and so people fear violating them because they're usually sanctioned and that's socially useful. As a society, as a group, we need to say you should be at least kind to each other because that makes us a stronger group and life is better for us. If you go on to say why is it better - the answer is because that's what I feel. Your friend Nietzsche comes in here I will do that which seems right to me and I must find my own formula for what that is. 

RICHARD:  Yes, it was the 19th Century German thinker Friedrich Nietzsche who defined the problem for us, and a serious problem it is.  The cataclysm that his character the madman announced in the market place in his book The Gay Science was that God’s death placed us in peril.   We are like orphaned children having to make our way in the world without parental guidance.  What will become of us?  Will we fall into dangerous habits, go astray, having lost the moral compass of divinity?  

MUSIC STING - PIANO GENTLE

RICHARD: The writer who best captured the anguish of this situation was the Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoevsky,  with his plangent cry, ‘God, if you do not exist, everything is permitted’.  To be logical, of course, if God does not exist then nothing is permitted, because there is no longer a Permitter in the Sky either to forbid or to permit: we're on our own, which is our glory and our fear.  The dilemma is laid out in this passage from Dostoevsky’s last and greatest novel, The Brothers Karamazov. The brothers are Mitya the womaniser, Ivan the thinker and Alyosha the saint.  In this passage, Alyosha is visiting Mitya, who's  in prison facing trial having been falsely charged with murdering his father. Mitya is reflecting on the prospect of a life of hard labour.

READER:  STEPHEN RASHBROOK     

Even there, in the mines, under-ground, I may find a human heart in another convict and murderer by my side, and I may make friends with him, for even there one may live and love and suffer.  One cannot exist in prison without God; it's even more impossible than out of prison. [...]  

But what if God doesn't exist?  Mitya was almost gasping for breath as he uttered his wild speech. “You see, I never had any of these doubts before . What if He doesn't exist? [...] If He doesn't exist, man is the chief of the earth, of the universe. Magnificent! Only how is he going to be good without God? That's the question. For whom is man going to love then? To whom will he be thankful?  You won't laugh if I tell you it's kept me awake two nights. I only wonder now how people can live and think nothing about it.  Ivan has no God. I asked him, but he is silent. But once he did drop a word.”

“What did he say?” Alyosha took it up quickly.

"Then everything is lawful, if it is so" 1

RICHARD:  Mitya's doubt reminds me of Robert Browning's chess board from his poem Bishop Blougram's Apology.  We called the chess-board white,--we call it black. But which side does Dostoevsky come down on? I asked AN Wilson, author of God's Funeral.

AN WILSON  

The brothers are all him. On the one hand you have Ivan who says that the universe is so cruel he wants to hand his entrance ticket back when he thinks of the death of a single child. And of course he's an atheist and it's your moral duty to be an atheist living in a world where there's so much suffering.  He's also Alyosha having this sentimentality about monastic life, about the orthodox liturgy and saints and the holy soul of mother Russia being steeped in Christianity. Both things are true of course and unless you hold both things in balance, you never really understand 19th Century Russia.

RICHARD:  What we get from Dostoevsky is not a resolution of the dilemma of how to be good in a godless world but a passionate statement of the problem itself.  Dostoevsky does not so much describe the sides of the argument as inhabit and experience them in his own being.  He's believer and  doubter at the same time, and he paid the price with a five year stint in a Siberian labour camp.  AN Wilson points to the source of his imaginative capacity for occupying the black squares as well as the white. 

MUSIC: UNE LARME BY MUSSORGSKY

AN WILSON 

When he came to London, he went to see Dickens and he said this really interesting thing to Dickens that novelists have to spend so much time on their own, they really only know themselves, they don't know anybody else very well at all.  But the interesting thing is that they know both sides of their own nature and they all know that within each of us there are at least two people.  Dostoevsky said,  "All my characters, all the villains are me and all the good people are me too". That is something to hold onto. So you get this wonderful divided self creating these huge metaphysical masterpieces.  Dostoevsky had been a young liberal who believed Russia would develop into a liberal democracy or constitutional monarchy. Of course if you said that's what you thought, you got carted off to Siberia. And indeed he had the extraordinary experience of actually being put in front of a firing squad and thinking he was going to be shot.  So he'd had these moments, to put it mildly, of existential angst in buckets by the time he was 30.  He had been torn between absolute atheism and unbelief, and the kind of faith he saw in the prison camps in Siberia. And when he came back from Siberia and started to earn his living as a writer he was converted to Christianity, a troubled kind of Christianity and was always a divided self.

MUSIC OUT

RICHARD:  Great novelists have an almost godlike capacity for capturing the human condition in all its helplessness and struggle; but the great philosophers can do it, too.  For me, the philosopher who equals Dostoevsky in expressing the reality of our condition is Schopenhauer.  His Moral Catch 22 is that our character is fixed and determined, yet we still feel responsible. Chris Janaway, Professor of Philosophy at Southampton University explains how, in Schopenhauer's world, choosing to do good comes down to our motivation.

CHRIS JANAWAY - SCHOPENHAUER 

He thinks whether we are morally good persons is also a matter of fixed character. So, most people are egoistic. We have to be by nature because we have to look after our own interests and survive. But that's not morally blameworthy necessarily, it's morally neutral. What's morally good is this notion of compassion, that you're motivated by the suffering of others just as much as you would be by avoiding your own. He says that's the sole basis of morality. Only compassionate action which results from this identification of the other as not being any different from yourself. But it's fixed how compassionate your character is.  The other element in character that exists is malice - which is a pure disinterested pleasure in the pain of others. He says we all have a bit of each.  Kant is the figure in the background here because Schopenhauer was very influenced by Kant. Kant's idea is that any reflective being must recognise there are certain demands placed on them regardless of their desires or wants. That's the idea of the Categorical Demand or Imperative. There are things we ought to do whoever we are and whatever we want.

RICHARD:  Ah yes. Kant's Categorical Imperative:   "I am never to act otherwise than so that I could also will that my maxim should become a universal law".  2     Which sounds to me like a fancy version of the Golden Rule of Christianity: Do unto others as you would have them do unto you. In other words, always act in such a way that you would be willing for it to become a general rule that everyone should follow.  The best way to get to the point is to place yourself in a predicament, such as being stuck in a lake and unable to get yourself out: you would hope that someone would feel conscience-bound to get you out.  Kant may be uncertain about the existence of God, but he's very clear about the fundamental importance of the moral law within us. Nina Power, senior lecturer in Philosophy at Roehampton University.  

NINA POWER ON KANT  

The way I read Kant's relation to God is through the idea of the "As If".  We have to behave as if God was real because at moments, we're aware of our moral freedom, Kant thinks.  So when we're asked to make a serious moral decision, let's say whether to jump into the pond to save the drowning boy or not. The very fact of that question existing is evidence of our fundamental freedom. We could equally decide to jump in or not jump in the pond at that split second.

RICHARD: No one's going to resolve these debates with a clinching knock-down argument one way or the other.  As well as cowardice and calculation, our history is full of men and women who gave their lives to save others. In North Berwick, a Scottish seaside town in East Lothian, there's the Seabird Centre where you can look through telescopes at the bird colonies on the Bass Rock. Near the entrance is a high Celtic Cross that dominates the area – a memorial to a 17 year old girl who in 1889 dived into the rough sea to rescue a young boy from drowning: he lived, she died saving him. Makes you think.  

MUSIC SIG 


Episode  16 On the Edge

RICHARD: I have to confess to being a fan of the correspondence column in my local newspaper, mainly because it is often about religion, arguments for and arguments against.   It is like a relay boxing match in which no side ever wins, but in which every blow is countered by its opponent.  If God exists, how does he explain the suffering in his world? And if he doesn't, how do we come to terms with our own mortality?  Though the questions don't change much, the 20th Century gave them a new intensity. This week, I want to look at how some 20th Century thinkers have grappled with faith and doubt in this unending relay. 

MUSIC SIG

RICHARD:  Our bridge between the 19th and 20th centuries is the American poet Emily Dickinson, a New England Puritan who lived in Amherst, Massachusetts in the middle of the 19th Century.  Of her 1800 poems, only a dozen were published during her lifetime, probably because she wrote for herself not for publication.  One reason for her continuing appeal is that she wrote honestly about death - and whether anything lies beyond it.  In one of her poems, This World Is Not Conclusion, she expresses her longing for an afterlife, but fears she may be mistaken!  

READER:  ANNA HILL

This world is not conclusion;

A sequel stands beyond,

Invisible, as music,

But positive, as sound.

It beckons and it baffles;

Philosophies don’t know,

And through a riddle, at the last,

Sagacity must go.

To guess it puzzles scholars;

To gain it, men have shown

Contempt of generations,

And crucifixion known. 1

RICHARD:  Dickinson used the word riddle in that poem and it is a good word for the religious conundrum.  For any who are not yet acquainted with Richard Dawkins' views, here he is on the claim that the science of genetics has put paid to the idea that we need a creator God to explain how we came to be, in a talk organised by Intelligence Squared in 2007.  

RICHARD DAWKINS

Apologists for religion would be likely to put forward 4 things that religion does for us: I call them Explanation, Exhortation what is good, what is bad, Inspiration and Consolation. Inspiration -well,  I've always found the inspiration "heavens declare the glory of god, all things bright and beautiful" - to be paltry, parochial and small minded compared to the inspiration you can get by looking at the world of science. Deep space, deep time. The scientific study of these profound, beautiful, elegant mysteries is one of the greatest achievements of the human spirit.  In the field of explanation, science has all the cards. Such questions as where the universe comes from, what life is all about, what life is for. Once upon a time, religion provided the best available answers. These are now completely washed up. There's no evidence for them at all.  2

RICHARD: While it is true that the answers religion came up with to explain the riddle of existence are completely washed up, the questions behind them never go away, nor the frame of mind that prompts them - a frame of mind that is far from unknown among scientists, including one of the most famous,  Albert Einstein, who was reported to have said  "No problem can be solved from the same level of consciousness that created it".  He expanded the idea in a speech to German League of Human Rights, Berlin 1932.

READER:  ALEX JENNINGS  [Albert Einstein, My Credo, courtesy of the Albert Einstein Archives, Hebrew University of Jerusalem]

Our situation on this earth seems strange. Every one of us appears here involuntarily and uninvited for a short stay, without knowing the whys and wherefores [...] The most beautiful and deepest experience a man can have is the sense of the mysterious. It is the underlying principle of religion as well as all serious endeavour in art and science [...] To sense that behind anything that can be experienced, there is a something that our mind cannot grasp and whose beauty and sublimity reaches us only indirectly and as a feeble reflection, this is religiousness. In this sense I am religious. 3

RICHARD:  And it is what has kept many of the most interesting people in history on religion's side of the question even if, like Richard Dawkins, they reject religion's answers.  And it is on this side of that old fence that we meet one of the most compelling and enigmatic philosophers of the 20th Century,  Ludwig Wittgenstein.   

MUSIC - BRAHMS STRING SEXTET NO. 1

RICHARD:  Wittgenstein grew up in Freud's Vienna during the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire.  He was one of 9 siblings 4, though three brothers would commit suicide.  His father was a wealthy steel magnate, his mother a gifted pianist, and the family was at the centre of Viennese musical society - Brahms, Schumann and Mahler were frequent guests.

MUSIC UP THEN FADE OUT

RICHARD:  As a 20 year old engineer in Manchester, Wittgenstein designed the first jet reaction engine, but his heart lay in philosophy. After studying at Cambridge, he volunteered to serve in the Austrian army during World War I, an experience that changed him for ever.  At the end of the war, he gave away his inheritance and became a gardener at a monastery near Vienna and dedicated his life to philosophy. One of his early works, the Tractatus, was published in 1921.  Let me quote a few of his epigrams to give a flavour of his thinking:   "It is not what but that the world is, is the mystical".  "To be religious is to know that the facts of the world are not the end of the matter". "We feel that even when all possible scientific questions are answered, the problems of life have still not been touched at all".  And perhaps his most famous:  "Whereof one cannot speak thereof one must be silent".  I asked the philosopher Sir Anthony Kenny, Wittgenstein's literary executor,  where this placed him on our spectrum of doubt.

ANTHONY KENNY

The remark about the problems of life not being solved, I think it meant that however much science you know, science will not tell you how you ought to live.  Certainly early in life, he thought how one ought to live was something that could only be shown, not said.  In the spectrum of doubt I think that it could be wrong to line Wittgenstein up with the atheists.  On the other hand it’s pretty clear that he was at a great distance from either the Jewish theology of his ancestors or the Catholic theology in which he was brought up.     

RICHARD: Among the papers that were discovered after Wittgenstein died was a poem, which Anthony Kenny translated into English.

ANTHONY KENNY

Once true love's scented veil about my head you cast

Then every gesture of your hands,

Each tender movement of your limbs,

Does leave my soul bereft of sense.

Can you catch it when it flutters?

When each tiny gentle movement 

Traces deep down in my heart it marks.

When morning makes its bells to ring

The gardener walks through his garden realm

Walking on tiptoe on the earth he owns

And every flower awakes and wondering stares

Up at that shining, tranquil face.

Who was it, then, that wove around your feet

That veil whose touch we feel like gossamer?

Is it the wind's breeze, too, at your beck and  call?

Is it the spider's, or the silkworm's work?  5

Now that’s a puzzling poem. If you take just the first half of it, "each tender movement of your limbs leaves my soul bereft of sense", it can be taken straightforwardly as a homosexual love poem.  It is clearly addressed to a male. On the other hand, the second half of it suggests something very different.  The reference to the church bells and to the gardener who owns the earth suggests rather to me the kind of renaissance portrait you get of Mary Magdalene on the morning of the Resurrection often covered with a veil looking up at the newly arisen Jesus, whom she mistakes for a gardener. And if you think of it as being not about erotic love but the love of a religious disciple for a religious teacher then, if it’s the spider’s work then it is a web that traps you.  If it is the silk worm’s work, then of course it is something beautiful and precious.  I like to take the poem as being the expression of a feeling that must be at the heart of everyone who is genuinely an agnostic. A real agnostic wrestles throughout his life with the question. 

RICHARD:   I have called this episode in our journey into human doubt On the Edge because that is where reason seems to leave us.  It brings us to the limit of what our intellects can teach us, that this world is not conclusion because it does not, cannot, explain itself.  

MUSIC - ELGAR CELLO CONCERTO

RICHARD: If we wired their authors up to brain-machines, the sonnets of Shakespeare, the Cello Concerto of Elgar, the Sermon on the Mount by Jesus, could all be represented or expressed as waves of electricity going through their brains of their creators. The process of producing great works of art can be interpreted as neurological code: but is that all they are?  Is there not something else that can be said of them, something that cannot be measured, something that takes us to another edge?  

MUSIC - FADE OUT

RICHARD: Philosophers have their own way of putting these questions to the universe. One of them, Roger Scruton, writes widely today on aesthetics and music and the problems of philosophy.  Here he is, thinking about the mystery of human consciousness and saving it from those who would reduce it to biology.    

ROGER SCRUTON  

As rational beings we look for meanings, connections, harmonies and symmetries. We want the world to make sense to us and to answer our questions, not merely in the ways the laws of nature answer the enquiries of the scientist, but in the ways the laws of harmony answer the aspirations of a musician. All those facts about the human condition dispose us to look for the places we can stand as it were at the window of our empirical world and gaze out towards the transcendental. There is nothing irrational in looking for these places or in the thought that we find them by locating what is sacred - sacred words, texts and rituals.  6

RICHARD:  That is what keeps many of us on what Browning called the dangerous edge of things, neither able to buy completely the transcendence religion offers us nor the confident explanations of some scientists.  And on the edge we remain. 

MUSIC SIG  


Episode 17 Saving Doubt 

RICHARD:  Today we explore how it is often doubt and disloyalty that keep our most cherished institutions open to change and renewal; and our guides will be some of the greatest writers of the 20th Century, James Joyce, Evelyn Waugh, Graham Greene and the poet Louis MacNeice. 

MUSIC SIG STING

RICHARD: Though I don’t believe in hell, there is something about the very idea of it that makes me shiver with dread.  What I fear is being trapped forever in a state of unstoppable repetition.  The Irish novelist James Joyce was born in Dublin in 1882 and educated by Jesuits.  He captured the awful changelessness of Hell in his early autobiographical work, Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, which first appeared in serial form in a magazine during 1914-5.  Upset by what he saw as the narrowness and bigotry of Irish Catholicism, Joyce abandoned both Ireland and the Church; yet, as is the way of these things, they both continued to dominate his art.  In Portrait of the Artist he describes in frightening detail a sermon actually preached to a congregation of boys during a school retreat:

READER

Our earthly fire destroys at the same time as it burns, so that the more intense it is the shorter is its duration; but the fire of hell has this property, that it preserves that which it burns, and, though it rages with terrible  intensity, it rages for ever. 1

RICHARD: That’s what gets me – neverendingness.  It is Sisyphus rolling the boulder up the hill only for it to roll down again, and for him to push it up the hill again and again and again.  Imagine it!  No escape!  No exit!  If hell is eternal repetition, then what dies in hell is hope, the expectation that things can ever change.  

Yet for some people repetition has a compulsive attraction.  Maybe it goes back to our childhood.  Again! Again! She cries, as we push her on the swing.  Read it again! as he thrusts the tattered story book into my hands for the umpteenth time.  Obsessive compulsive disorder is the label we slap on the mysterious need to do things over and over again. Changelessness is a powerful theme in religion and for a certain kind of person it is very attractive.  It was a strong element in the character of the novelist Evelyn Waugh, who was drawn to Catholicism because he believed it would provide him with a rampart against change.  Waugh was born in 1903, the son of a publisher.  Like many of the bright young things who reacted to the horrors of World War I, behind the flippant social exterior there lay a mind in search of stability and permanence, both of which he thought he had found in the Roman Catholic Church to which he converted from the Church of England in 1930.  Prof. David Jasper of Glasgow University, captures the ambiguity of Waugh’s search for permanence.

DAVID JASPER

At the end of his novel A Handful of Dust 1934, that's one of the most terrifying and certainly for a literary person, scenes when this poor man Anthony Last is lost in the jungles of South America  with a complete maniac who gets him to read Dickens endlessly day after day after day. “We will not have any Dickens today but tomorrow and the next day and the day after that let us read  Little Dorritt again. There are passages in  that book I can never hear  without temptation to weep.  I do not suppose we shall ever have visitors again”, says his host.  I find the image of this poor man stuck there, isolated with the debris of European culture endlessly and incessantly dinned into him terrifying. 

MUSIC - BRIDESHEAD THEME, GEOFFREY BURGON

RICHARD: Probably because it was made into a very successful television series and, more recently, into a feature film, Waugh’s most famous novel Brideshead Revisited is known about by millions who may never have actually read it.  It is an account of the disintegration of an aristocratic Roman Catholic family in England and the magnetic attraction of the Roman Catholic Church in times of flux and confusion.   

DAVID JASPER

As we return at the very last page of Brideshead Revisited, this great house. “The place was desolate and the work all brought to nothing. Vanity of vanities. All is vanity."  That’s all you end up with at the end of this great Catholic family and the impossibility of their letting go, that complete desolation. That seems a powerful note for the end of that kind of institutional religion and the country house as well.  

RICHARD: Even Roman Catholicism let Waugh down.  He had loved its unvarying changelessness and the fact that the Latin Mass had not altered for centuries, uniting worshippers at all times and in all places in a rite that seemed to bring eternity into time.  All this changed in the early 1960s when a great council convened by the Pope altered the liturgy and converted it from beautiful Latin into very pedestrian English. Even in Catholicism, apparently, life was subject to change and chance. Waugh dealt with the reforms by ignoring them.  He refused to accept the new mass in English, and hired an old priest to go on saying the Latin mass for him in his country house in Somerset. 

DAVID JASPER

That’s the paradox. You can't let go. That Catholic tradition, that institution, that liturgy, that theology just won't let you go and that’s what makes it so frightening. 

RICHARD:  The greatest example of institutional stupidity in recent British history was the way the male power structure held out against giving women the suffrage.  If letting women vote was hard for male institutions to get their heads round, you can see how much harder it was to even think women could be equal to men in every other way. This means that that too much loyalty to the past blinds us to the future, so that it is the ones without doubt who imperil the very institutions they cherish by their inability to adapt them to the new reality that has come upon them. The paradox is that it is doubters, the disloyal, who inoculate institutions – including religion – against death and decay by bringing the virus of the new idea into their bloodstream.  Artists seem to understand this better than theologians. The whole dialectic is captured in a poem called Mutations by Louis MacNeice, written during  WWII.  MacNeice was born in Belfast in 1907.  His father was a priest in the Church of Ireland who later became Bishop of Down, Connor and Dromore.  MacNeice would have described himself as an unbeliever, but as is often the way with writers from a believing background, the mood and metaphors of religion continued to influence his art. 

READER :  DAVID WARNER 

If there has been no spiritual change of kind

Within our species since Cro-Magnon Man

And none is looked for now while the millennia cool,

Yet each of us has known mutations in the mind

When the world jumped and what had been a plan

Dissolved and rivers gushed from what had seemed a pool.

For every static world that you or I impose

Upon the real one must crack at times and new

Patterns from new disorders open like a rose

And old assumptions yield to new sensation;

The Stranger in the wings is waiting for his cue,

The fuse is always laid to some annunciation. 2

RICHARD:  Surprises keep us living.  Surprise is what breaks the repetition of the old when it is beyond any human usefulness; and it is brought not by the faithful who hold to the old but by the doubting stranger in the wings who is open to new annunciations. It was another  novelist, a friend of Evelyn Waugh’s and like him a convert to Catholicism,  who understood the importance of disloyalty in the life of the artist – Graham Greene.  Greene, born in 1904,  was probably more famous than Waugh in his lifetime, maybe because more of his novels were turned into movies such as Brighton Rock, Our Man in Havana, The End of the Affair. Unlike Waugh, Greene’s politics were of the left not the right -  and he turned out to be a not very loyal Catholic.  Here he is, on a train journey to Istanbul in 1968, talking about what he didn’t believe in – quite a lot, it turns out…

GRAHAM GREENE'S VOICE - [BBC TV Archive. Omnibus: Graham Green the Hunted Man, 1968] 

I can't believe in a Heaven which is just passive bliss. If there's such a thing as a Heaven, it would contain movement and change . I'm a great believer in Purgatory.  Purgatory makes sense while Hell doesn't and I think it would be a very interesting experience and one would have a sense of movement.  I lost that belief in Hell with Catholicism .  There's a passage in Browning which I've always felt could have acted as an epigraph. "Our interests on the dangerous edge of things, the honest thief, the tender murderer". 3

RICHARD:   During a broadcast on the Artist in Society on the Third Programme twenty years earlier, Graham Greene said this:

GRAHAM GREENE's VOICE  

Disloyalty is our privilege. It is a privilege you'll never get society to recognise.  All the more necessary that we who can be disloyal with impunity should keep that ideal alive.  I belong to a group, the Catholic church, which should present me with grave problems as a writer if I were not saved by my disloyalty.  You remember the black and white squares of Bishop Blougram's chess board. As a novelist, I must be allowed to write from the point of view of the black square as well as the white. Doubt and even denial must be given their chance of self-expression.  4

RICHARD: Some days after the broadcast, he developed the thought in a letter to V.S. Pritchett.  Greene, quoting Robert Browning, saw the artist, the writer in particular, as one who should never commit his soul to any establishment or institution.  For the artist, disloyalty was the queen of virtues because it did not shackle the artist to the past.  In MacNeice’s words, it enabled him to look out for the stranger in the wings.  He wrote:  I would emphasise once again the importance and the virtue of disloyalty.  If only writers could maintain that one virtue unspotted from the world. Honours, State patronage, success, the praise of their fellows all tend to sap their disloyalty. Loyalty confines us to accepted opinions: loyalty forbids us to comprehend sympathetically our dissident fellows; but disloyalty encourages us to roam experimentally through any human mind: it gives to the novelist the extra dimension of sympathy. 5

Doubt! Disloyalty!  The refusal to accept that the way things are is the way things should always be.  Without the refining power of this kind of dissidence and disagreement where would we be? Pushing the same old boulder up the same old hill world without end or burning in the same old flames of shame.  So thank God for doubt and its ability to save us from all the hells we so prodigally create for ourselves.   

MUSIC SIG


Episode 18 Darkness made Visible

RICHARD: When I was a priest visiting my parishioners one of the constants in my life was the number of times they’d say to me, You are very welcome any time, Father, but you ought to know that I lost my faith years ago when my young brother was burned to death trying to save someone from a fire at his neighbour’s: what kind of God would allow something like that to happen? Or it would be, I’m sorry, but when God took my lovely 11 year old daughter with an aggressive form of leukaemia I just couldn’t hack the faith game any longer. Today I want to look into the darkness of suffering and evil through the eyes of the Russian novelist Dostoevsky, fellow Scot David Hume and, even more powerfully, through the eyes of a great Jewish poet called Paul Celan. Where is God when darkness engulfs us?

MUSIC SIG STING

READER:  DAVID WARNER

"Listen: if everyone must suffer, in order to buy eternal harmony with their suffering, pray tell me what have children got to do with it?’  1

RICHARD:  Those words are spoken by Ivan in Fyodor Dostoevsky’s most famous novel, The Brothers Karamazov, and they always make me shiver.  What have children got to do with it?  Their weeping, their pain, that’s what grabs us in the guts and makes us shake with anger as well as grief; and it's why many of the most interesting and humane people in history reject religion.  They just can’t buy a system that tries to explain, tries to find a reason why children suffer.  That’s what happens to Ivan Karamazov in the book.  He hears about the abuse and death of a single child and decides he doesn’t want to be part of a show that tries to justify such evil.  He simply wants out of the pantomime and returns his ticket.

To people who have little knowledge of religion, they may be surprised to discover that there is a whole department of theology dedicated to explaining the suffering that is so heavy a feature of life on earth.  The soundtrack that accompanied the emergence of living species on our planet is the sound of screaming and weeping and begging for mercy.  No wonder religion had to dedicate a whole industry to account for it.  In the trade, we call it theodicy, the attempt to justify God’s goodness in face of suffering and evil.  It has engaged the minds of Christianity’s greatest thinkers, such as St Augustine of Hippo in the 5th Century or St Thomas Aquinas in the 13th, but the best summary of the problem came from my fellow Scot, David Hume, in 1770 in his Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion.  Peter Millican, Professor of Philosophy at the University of Oxford sets the scene.

PETER MILLICAN  

There’s a lot of evidence that the problem of evil was of serious concern to Hume right from the early years, and in fact one of the earliest manuscripts we’ve got of his is on evil. In the Dialogues it occupies two large sections, 10 and 11, and Hume very graphically spells out how nasty the world is in all sorts of ways, and draws the conclusion that even if there is a designer who is like us in intelligence, his moral values must be very different from ours, or perhaps most likely he’s completely indifferent.  

READER:  ALEX JENNINGS  

God's power is infinite: whatever he wills is executed: But neither man nor any other animal are happy: Therefore, he does not will their happiness.  Epicurus’ questions are yet unanswered. Is he willing to prevent evil, but not able? then is he impotent.  Is he able, but not willing? then is he malevolent.  Is he both able and willing? Whence then is evil?"  2

RICHARD:  Even as a young theological student I found Theodicy repellent.  Like Ivan Karamazov, I just didn’t want the entrance ticket. What I desperately wanted to understand was how the human spirit could live with such pain and whether any meaning was to be found within it.  And poets were better at it than theologians.  Here’s part of a poem called The Invitation by a Canadian poet and visionary called Oriah Mountain Dreamer.

READER:  ANNA HILL

It doesn’t interest me what planets are squaring your moon.

I want to know if you have touched the centre of your own sorrow

If you have been opened by life’s betrayals 

Or have become shrivelled and closed from fear of further pain.

I want to know if you will stand in the center of the fire with me and not shrink back.

It doesn’t interest me where or what or with whom you have studied.

I want to know what sustains you from the inside when all else falls away.  3

RICHARD:  Poets have proved to be the best people to stand beside you in the centre of the fire, and sometimes that fire has been a real fire, a fire that consumed the way the gas ovens of Auschwitz consumed millions of Jews during what the Nazis called their Final Solution.  Paul Celan was the poet who entered that fire and tried to say the unsayable.  Born in what is now Romania, his parents died in the death camps. As a child, he himself survived a labour camp and found his way to France. David Jasper, Professor of Literature and Theology at Glasgow University. 

DAVID JASPER  

The horrors of those mid years of century, forces us into something we can’t embrace with our thought or if you like, when thinking founders altogether. Adorno says after the Holocaust, there is no language.  The Paradox is, some of the most glorious poetry and novels – Paul Celan, Primo Levi and many others. One must never forget that Celan committed suicide – a self destructive, imposed silence at the end of his life.       

RICHARD:  His poem Psalm is an anointing of nothing. Praise be thy name, No-One, die Nichts, die Niemandsrose.  

MUSIC FADE END UNDER....

READER:   DAVID WARNER   

Praised be your name, No One.

For your sake we shall flower towards you.

And nothing we were, are, shall remain

Flowering the nothing.

The No Ones' rose.  4

RICHARD: Celan was fluent in French, Russian and Romanian, yet he chose to write in German , ‘the language of the night’, as expressed in Celan’s poem, Tenebrae which is Latin for darkness, but which also refers to special services in Holy Week when Christians think about the sufferings of Jesus.

PAUL CELAN READS TENEBRAE - FADE UNDER ENGLISH VERSION   

Nah sind wir , Herr

nahe und greiffbar.  5

READER:  DAVID WARNER

We are near, Lord,

near and at hand.

Handled already, Lord,

clawed and clawing as though

the body of each of us were

your body, Lord.

Pray, Lord,

pray to us,

we are near.  6

RICHARD:  In that poem, Celan has compassion for God and invites him, not to listen to our prayers but to pray to us. In the Summer of 1967, Paul Celan went to meet the philosopher and Nazi, Martin Heidegger in Todtnauberg. David Jasper explains the significance of the occasion.

DAVID JASPER  

These two extraordinary geniuses, Paul Celan and Martin Heidegger, met and it seems to me that is a moment characterised by both a meeting and an utter failure to meet.  It's those two  moments that are completely separate and yet these two men have so much in common in the European tradition. 

RICHARD: One of Celan's best known poems is Death Fugue.

DAVID JASPER

Again, just as Paul Celan meets and does not meet Heidegger, so these two women, Margareta of the German tradition, beautiful blond Arian woman and the Schulamith woman, the Jewish beauty meet and do not meet in the death camps. It's a kind of extraordinary moment in the 20th Century when we realise we are in Europe and the world,  bound together yet we're utterly incapable genuinely of meeting the other.    

RICHARD:  The late British Rabbi Hugo Gryn, himself a Holocaust survivor, explained the effect of reading the poem for the first time.

RABBI HUGO GRYN - BBC Archive. Black Milk at Dawn, BBC Radio 3, 1991  

When I first read "Todesfuge" or Death Fugue, I was sure that like me, Paul Celan must have been in Auschwitz-Birkenau. How else could he capture the early rising, and going to bed, the non-nourishing and mostly liquid meals served more out of habit than the desire to keep us in life, the elegant SS officers with their beloved dogs and their love of music, and their strutting above powerless prisoners totally at their nonexistent mercy. "Schwarze Milch der Frühe wir trinken sie abends / wir trinken sie mittags und morgens wir trinken sie nachts / wir trinken und trinken"  7

Black milk of dawn we drink it at even,

We drink it at noon and mornings. We drink it at night.

We drink and we drink.

We are digging a grave in the skies. There one lies uncrowded.

A man lives in the house, he plays with the serpents. He  writes.

He writes when the dark comes to Germany.  Your golden hair Margarete.

He writes it and steps from the house and the stars flash 

He whistles up his dogs, he whistles out his Jews.

"Let a grave to be dug in the earth"  he commands us. Now play for the dance.

[.... ]  Black milk of dawn, we drink you at night

We drink you at noon.  Death is a master from Germany.

[ ...] He hits you with a lead bullet . His aim is true.

A man lives in the house.  Your golden hair Margarete.

He sets his dogs upon us.  He gives us a grave in the sky.

He plays with the serpents and dreams. Death is a  master from Germany

Your golden hair Margarete.

Your ashen hair Shulamith. 

RICHARD: What these great poems do is reduce theology to rubble and empty tin cans, but they leave something behind that is even greater than doubt – it is the affirmation of the very mystery of existence.  This is the voice I find in one of the most powerful novels about the Holocaust ever written.  Its author, André Schwarz-Bart was born in France in 1928.  At the age of 15 he joined the French Resistance, but an even greater act of resistance to the evils of Nazism was the novel he wrote about the Holocaust called The Last of the Just.  It was published in Paris in 1959 and won the Prix Goncourt.  It is a novel to which I return again and again.  This is how the book ends:  

At times, it is true, one’s heart could break in sorrow.  But often too, preferably in the evening, I cannot help thinking that Ernie Levy, dead six million times, is still alive, somewhere, I don’t know where.  Yesterday, as I stood in the street trembling in despair, rooted to the spot, a spot of pity fell from above upon my face; but there was no breeze in the air, no cloud in the sky, there was only a presence.  8
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Episode 19 On Presence and Absence  

RICHARD: In his memoir Nothing to be Frightened Of, the Booker prize-winner, Julian Barnes tells us that he doesn’t believe in God but he misses him.  Barnes reminds us of the paradox at the heart of the human experience of God.  You only have to recall the number of times we all say Oh My God or the text-speak version OMG to get the message.  In Britain, a country in which religion is widely recognised to be in decline, millions still attend churches, temples, mosques and synagogues and the news media are alive with debate about God.  Indeed, some of the most successful books published in recent years have attacked the very idea of God, an odd thing to do if he is as dead as some think he is.  The paradox is, of course, that even if we believe God is dead, we can’t find his corpse to bury; and if we believe he is alive, we can’t deliver him to the jury as a witness in his own trial.  Even more paradoxically, there are believers in God whose experience of him is absence and silence and emptiness, who yet believe that the void from which our universe sprang is not empty but is filled with a grace from which all existence flowed.  Today I'll explore these enduring themes with the help of 3 post-war poets R.S. Thomas, Philip Larkin and John Betjeman.

MUSIC SIG

RICHARD: I want to start and end the programme at the God end with R.S. Thomas, but it’s not the God you might expect to get from a man who was an Anglican priest and spent his life as a country parson in the most remote parts of Wales.  R.S. Thomas knew a lot about the absence of God.  This is how he put it in his poem The Absence:   

BBC ARCHIVE - FURROWS INTO SILENCE

It is this great absence
that is like a presence, that compels
me to address it without hope
of a reply. It is a room I enter

from which someone has just
gone, the vestibule for the arrival
of one who has not yet come.  1

RICHARD:  Death is the big issue here.  And for some that fear of death lies right in the middle of their pre-occupation with religion, whether they are believers or unbelievers.  The 20th Century voices who best capture the poignancy of this paradox for me are Philip Larkin and his friend John Betjeman.  Larkin’s attitudes to life, death and God were far from straightforward.  The public perception of him is of someone angry and biting. But Andrew Motion, Larkin's biographer and literary executor, knew the man beneath the facade.   They met when Andrew was teaching English at Hull University.

ANDREW MOTION    

We just sort of fooled around together really.  Drank together a lot, spent a lot of evenings chatting, watching sport on telly, reading a lot together, reading poems aloud to one another. Listening to the recordings he had made of other people reading poems. One of my fondest memories of him is of looking across the room while we were listening to some LPS of Macbeth and seeing tears pouring down his face.  My mum died while I was there. We used to talk about her quite a lot actually. I'm about to say something that makes me a bit vulnerable but he was fatherly to me, he was fatherly to me, but with the addition of being able to talk to him like a friend. The thing about Philip is his sarcasms and ironies and billiousnesses existed in an interesting strong complicated relationship to his intense romantic yearning.  If he hadn't been such a yearning romantic, he wouldn't have needed all this stuff to protect himself.  By and large the poems work because they manifest a  struggle not to be like Larkin.  Yeats says somewhere "Out of the quarrel with others we make rhetoric. Out of the quarrel with ourselves we make poetry." That's pretty much what's going on in Larkin's case. 

RICHARD: Larkin certainly made great poetry out of that quarrel with himself, a quarrel that was sometimes about religion. Here he is, talking about the genesis of one of his greatest poems, Church Going.

PHILIP LARKIN INTRODUCES CHURCH GOING  

One Sunday afternoon in Ireland when I cycled out into the country, I came across a ruined church, the first I'd seen. It made a deep impression on me . I'd seen plenty of bombed churches, but never one that had simply fallen into disuse. And for a few minutes, I felt the decline of Christianity in our century as tangibly as goose flesh.  The poem  I subsequently wrote called Church Going didn't seem altogether successful to me.   In fact it has always been well liked. I think this is because it is about religion and has a serious air that conceals the fact that its tone and argument are entirely secular 2

RICHARD:  Entirely secular it may be, but it is also powerfully nostalgic and evokes a strong sense of what we lose when we lose our religion.   

ANDREW MOTION:

When you go into a church in this mood that he's in, in Church Going, that's what you're getting, the nostalgia insofar as it's there, and most definitely a sense of appreciation for what happens in this "serious house on serious earth". There's a bit of mucking about in the early part of the poem where he puts an Irish sixpence in the collection box and then he wonders what will happen when people stop going to churches altogether. And then he says at the end of the penultimate verse and through the last one... 

It pleases me to stand in silence here;

A serious house on serious earth it is,

In whose blent air all our compulsions meet,

Are recognised, and robed as destinies.

And that much never can be obsolete,

Since someone will forever be surprising

A hunger in himself to be more serious,

And gravitating with it to this ground,

Which, he once heard, was proper to grow wise in,

If only that so many dead lie round. 3

MOTION & RH Fantastic, major poetry, beautiful and true.    

RICHARD:  That poem reveals a complex attitude to religion, a bit like Julian Barnes’ not believing in God but missing him.  Was a bit of Larkin angry that it wasn’t true?   There's certainly anger at death in one of his greatest and most lacerating poems, Aubade. Written after a 3 year gestation, it appeared in the Times Literary Supplement just before Christmas in 1977.  Andrew Motion reads an extract. 

ANDREW MOTION: 

I work all day, and get half-drunk at night.

Waking at four to soundless dark, I stare.

In time the curtain-edges will grow light.

Till then I see what's really always there:

Unresting death, a whole day nearer now 

Making all thought impossible but how

And where and when I shall myself die.

Arid interrogation: yet the dread

Of dying, and being dead,

Flashes afresh to hold and horrify

[...]  This is a special way of being afraid

No trick dispels. Religion used to try,

That vast, moth-eaten musical brocade

Created to pretend we never die,

And specious stuff that says No rational being

Can fear a thing it will not feel, not seeing

That this is what we fear - no sight, no sound,

No touch or taste or smell, nothing to think with,

Nothing to love or link with,

The anaesthetic from which none come round.

And so it stays just on the edge of vision,

A small, unfocused blur, a standing chill

That slows each impulse down to indecision.

Most things may never happen: this one will.  4

 RICHARD Absolutely fabulous! That's the human condition.

MOTION It is, absolutely. But Philip really didn't want to go. Extinction is absolutely what he dreaded.    

RICHARD:   Larkin fell ill in 1985 with cancer of the oesophagus.

ANDREW MOTION

I saw him a few weeks before he died. In a nursing home. It was the end of summer, we walked around a little garden behind the nursing home arm in arm, talking about these sorts of things.  I mean he was absolutely gripped with horror about what was lying in wait for him. It was dreadful.  "I'm going to the inevitable" were his last words.

RICHARD: John Betjeman was a good friend of Larkin's. Though a devout Anglican, Betjeman once admitted "I hang onto my faith by my eyelids". 

JOHN BETJEMAN - BBC SOUND ARCHIVE  

I don't know what my faith is. It's vague. I hope it's all true. I wouldn't like to think it wasn't. I don't see how you can have faith without a bit of doubt. 5

RICHARD:  Because he was a small, rumpled, amusingly charming man who talked beautifully about old churches and the joys of London’s early electrified train line he was easy to dismiss as an unserious figure, but as his biographer, AN Wilson tells us that while the ritual and space of the church inspired him, it failed to provide him with the spirituality he sought.  

AN WILSON      

That's what led him into the faith , the love of church architecture and church ceremony and when he lost his faith which he did quite often, he was always anxious to get it back again by going on retreats or confession.  He was very agonised probably to the end. You remember that poem at a funeral "I am the resurrection and the life/deep dark and painful doubt inserts  the knife".  The impressive thing about his faith poems, and they are very impressive, I think, is that they are written by a man who doubts of course, they're not written by a man who knows it all. 

READER: DAVID WARNER  - Aldershot Crematorium

Between the swimming pool and the cricket ground

How straight the crematorium driveway lies!

And little puffs of smoke without a sound

Show what we loved dissolving in the skies,

Dear hands and feet and laughter-lighted face

And skill that hinted at the body's grace.

But no one seems to know quite what to say:

(Friends are so altered by the passing years):

"Well anyhow it’s not so cold today" -

And thus we dissipate our fears.

I am the Resurrection and the Life!

Strong, deep and painful, doubt inserts its knife.  6

RICHARD:   It's the priest poet R.S. Thomas who finds something in God’s absence that offers a mysterious consolation as he tells us in this reflection. 

RS THOMAS -  FURROWS INTO SILENCE, BBC Sound Archive

One of the advantages and the challenges of living in a country parish as a priest is the silence and loneliness. And one has spent a lot of time in small churches on one's knees, seeking for God, trying to establish contact and being rewarded by silence and a feeling of absence. Being something of a naturalist myself, I know I have found a hare's form on the hillside and I've been able to put my hand on it and feel it still warm.  And this is my feeling of God, that we don't find him, but we find where he has been.  And we find his footsteps, his footprints, but we never actually come upon him. We find the place still warm with his presence but he is absent.   7

RICHARD:  It's hard to separate Thomas’ faith from the landscape he also writes about. I know that feeling of his, an absence that is like a presence, and I experience it most keenly when I'm alone with my dog on the Pentland hills south of Edinburgh.  It's there I come closest to feeling the warmth of the hare’s form on the hill, though the hare is long gone.  
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Episode 20 Tears in the Rain 

MUSIC -  Theme from the TV series "Cosmos" by Vangelis

RICHARD:  Towards the end of Ridley Scott’s sci-fi movie Blade Runner, there's a scene that talks about moments lost in time.   Roy is a replicant, played by Rutger Hauer.  He's a humanoid who's been genetically engineered by the Tyrell Corporation to be "more human than human", but with a life span of only four years.  As Roy feels his powers waning, he looks back on his brief life.

READER:  JEFF HARDING

I've seen things you people wouldn't believe. Attack ships on fire off the shoulder of Orion. I've watched C-beams glitter in the dark near the Tannhauser Gate. All those moments will be lost in time, like tears in rain.  1

RICHARD: Hold those words for a minute.  Think of what we have created.   Great music, torrents of it, poured out down the centuries.  Great words, rivers of them, in poetry, fiction, science and philosophy - all trying to express the very mysteries of our own strange existence.  Great painting that captures the grandeur and sadness of the human animal.  And great religions that try to explain us to ourselves by reaching right outside the universe to an imagined beyond, a great Otherplace from which, it says, we came.  All those moments to be lost in time like tears in rain.  

MUSIC - FADE OUT

RICHARD:  Here is how the 19th Century Italian philosopher Giacomo Leopardi put it.

READER:  ALEX JENNINGS

A time will come when this Universe and Nature itself will be extinguished.  And just as of the grandest kingdoms and empires of mankind and the marvellous things achieved therein, very famous in their own time, no vestige or memory remains today, so, in like manner, of the entire world and of the vicissitudes and calamities of all created things there will remain not a single trace, but a naked silence and a most profound stillness will fill the immensity of space.  And so  this admirable and fearful secret of universal existence will be obliterated and lost. 2

RICHARD:  Lost, like tears in rain.  We human animals are amazing and we continue to be a riddle to ourselves.  We can reach neither negative nor positive conclusions about the mystery that besets us.  We cannot say: It means nothing and came from nothing and goes to nothing.  Nor can we say with absolute certainty: there is beyond it all, outside everything we can even think about, One who meant all this and holds it in being.   Oh, we can feel the power of these rival conclusions, and we might even decide to plump for one in order to take away the strain of not knowing, but deep inside we know neither is conclusive and either is possible.

READER:  TREVOR WHITE - Edwin Arlington Robinson, The Children of the Night

If there be nothing, good or bad,

But chaos for a soul to trust, --

God counts it for a soul gone mad,

And if God be God, He is just.

And if God be God, He is Love;

And though the Dawn be still so dim,

It shows us we have played enough

With creeds that make a fiend of Him. 3

RICHARD:  So, is there nothing we can do with any certainty?  Are we poised forever on this ledge of indecision?  Not quite.  There are moves we can make, ways we can live that will spin our uncertainty into beauty and love and sympathy - and those values are all conclusive.  Love, for instance; kindness, for instance; are they not conclusively good things to have and to hold, even if, as believers suggest,  they had their origin in religion?  I asked the psychoanalyst Adam Phillips.

ADAM PHILLIPS  

Through the figure of Christ, all sorts of thoughts and ideas and visions were made possible. Like, for example the idea that you could love everybody, because it's totally counter intuitive. It leads us to realise how few people we really do love and why that is. These are very profound and interesting questions. And what this brings in its wake is, if we don't have to talk about love, we can talk about kindness, that we are of the same kind, and share certain vulnerabilities and needs. And it would be much better if we were more able to bear the vulnerability of other people and ourselves.  Because it's integral to my good life that other people have good enough lives too. That we're in something together.  Everybody feels better when people are kind to them and when they are kind.  It's as simple as that. 

RICHARD:   In other words, we don't have to agree on where our values come from in order to agree to follow them.  We don’t have to say: Love and Kindness come from God, that’s why they are important; nor:  We don’t need God to be loving and kindly - they are good human values.  What matters is the action of loving your neighbour and doing good to those who would do evil to you.  Wherever they came from, these imperatives could change us and everyone else for the better.  Even in the face of great evil – and the world writhes in the clutches of evil today – those values of love and kindness could have a colossal impact.  Even in a concentration camp.  When I met the theologian Don Cupitt, he talked about a remarkable woman, Etty Hillesum, who put these values to work in the last place you might imagine.

DON CUPITT  

There can still be joy in life even in the midst of the sufferings and this is what the New Testament calls "joy in affliction".   I like to quote there my current heroine, Etty Hillesum , this outstanding figure of the concentration camps. A Dutch young woman who died in Auschwitz. She refused to be anti German  even as they were herding her in towards her own death. She was determined to pursue her own vision of sanctity even in the face of death in the gas chambers.  

READER : OLIVIA LANDSBERG   

My resolve and my love are a thousand years old and grow a thousand years older by the day.  To have enough love in oneself to be able to forgive God!!!  I am not easily frightened. Not because I am brave but because I know that I am dealing with human beings, and must try to understand everything that anyone ever does. And that was the real import of this morning: a disgruntled young Gestapo officer yelled at me, but that I felt no indignation, rather a real compassion. I would have liked to ask, ‘Did you have a very unhappy childhood, has your girlfriend let you down?’  I should have liked to start treating him there and then. 4

MUSIC STING - CELLO

RICHARD:  Even in nature, such kindness exists.

DON CUPITT  

Biologists would point to some remarkable examples of evolution of altruism amongst animals. It can happen for sake of the species, when you adopt someone else's young or when you give your own life for the sake of your young. A little story I tell about this is one about how, as a 12 yr old boy, I went walking one cold frosty morning, looked at a mound in a hedge, saw a raven's nest and on the nest there was a mother wren, frozen to death on top of 10 eggs. I was moved by the sight of that. But that's nature and the cruelty of nature can somehow be ethically bearable.  I know that a brood of 10 ducklings will be down to 1 by the end of the week and none left the week after.  That's what nature's like, what life's like.   

RICHARD:  Nature is like that, life is like that, cruel, witless nature, yet it can be irradiated with love, transformed with kindness, even if is the instinctive kindness of a tiny wren trying to hatch a raven’s brood.  ‘A programmed response by nature’, one concluder scoffs; ‘No’, says another concluder, ‘not one sparrow falls to the earth that our heavenly father does not know about’.  Neither theory matters! What matters is that Don Cupitt, a man of great kindness himself, was moved by the sight of that little frozen wren and he rejoices in the  fact that out of the ancient and brutal immensity of the universe such love has emerged.   

Even stranger is the idea that we should love our enemies.  Adam Phillips wonders at the counter-intuitive nature of that heroic emergence.  And Don Cupitt reminds us that even in the death camps love like that can be practised.

This is where it all distils for me.  We have not come up with answers to the big questions we are born asking  - Where do we come from?  What are we?  Where are we going?  What we have come up with is the miracle of compassion and the possibility of heroic love.  Though originally mediated to the world by religion, you don’t have to be religious to be amazed that such values were born among us, nor do you have to be religious to practise them.  Indeed, we have seen that sometimes religion is what arms us against its own deepest values, because one of the saddest aspects of religion is that it can too easily persuade good people to do bad things.  Yet, through all the bluster and cruelty of my own religion, Christianity, I can still hear Jesus calling us to heroic love.  And it is why I love a poem by Andrew Motion that captures one of my favourite images of Jesus. I asked him earlier what inspired it.

ANDREW MOTION  

I wrote it because I was sitting in church one Sunday and the lesson that day was the story of Jesus asking the disciples to cast their nets the other side of the boat having spent all morning fishing and catching nothing. 

RICHARD: And it was the dead Christ. The Risen Christ.

ANDREW Yes. That's right.  Then, when they get this enormous  catch onto dry  land, there's a fire burning there and they have a little BBQ. That's what we'd call it now. Then they go to town and sell  the rest.   What I was trying to catch was that feeling I often have of faith being like a dodgy light bulb - sometime it works, sometimes it doesn't. 

SIMPLE  

Men came from the sea

with their unusual catch -

one hundred and fifty three.

A fire burned on the beach.

They had expected nothing,

now there was a glut,

and also this man waiting.

The charcoal was white hot.

But was the man there?

One moment it seemed so,

the next he was not.

Master, they said, don't go.

Like thin air shimmering

when powerful heat bakes it,

he continued his waiting.

Indefinite. Definite.

The fire burned on the beach

with their unusual catch.

They had expected nothing.

Now there was too much.   5

RICHARD; ‘The fire burned on the beach’. I like to think that what was kindled on that beach was a fire of kindness.  Religion claims to have lit that fire in human history, and there is some truth in the claim; but what is also true is that religion lit another fire, the fire of cruelty, a fire that literally burned people to death over its theories.  I know which of the two fires the world needs at the moment.  If religion turned off its cruel fire and turned up its fire of kindness, we wouldn’t worry too much about its theories.  We would say to each other: see how they love the inhabitants of this tiny dot of blue amidst the interstellar spaces – let us do likewise; and it would be enough.
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