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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

Treasure Beneath the Hearth

This is a wise book which offers a short, reliable course in theology; but more than that, it offers a lifetime’s reflections on how one might live well. It is in turn moving, learned and thought provoking. It is a privilege to read, and will repay re- reading. I am delighted that through this book the depth of the author’s understanding and his humanity are to be open to a much wider set of students than those he taught during his career as a teacher.

Professor Beverly Clack, Professor in Philosophy of Religion at Oxford Brookes University. Her books include Sex and Death (2002), with Brian Clack Philosophy of Religion (2008) and Freud on the Couch (2013)

I found Edward Walker’s book clearly written, informative, and easy to read. It could be seen as an apologia for his private journey from firm belief to one of greater uncertainty in his religious quest; in this respect it echoed my own journey, and I suspect that of many others who have contributed to the emptying of the churches but have felt unhappy about joining the band of cynics who see any religious belief as a delusion. The value of this short book lies in its capacity to stimulate thought and discussion, perhaps enabling the theist and atheist to review their belief systems, and the agnostic to develop the rich ideas stemming from a less fearful uncertainty.

Dr Peter Agulnik, MBS, DPM, FRCPsych. Recently retired psychiatrist and psychotherapist working in Oxford for over 40 years.

I found this a well-written, intelligently constructed and inter- esting book. The author’s professional background, both in the Church and in education, has stood him in good stead. He has a flair for explaining complex ideas clearly. His conviction that society needs to reconnect with myths – and with religious faith – gives his writing its impassioned quality. It is a book that is evidently the fruit of a considerable period of reading and reflection.

Sibyl Ruth, Poet and author; reader, The Literary Consultancy, London
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Man cannot approach the divine by reaching beyond the human; he can approach him through becoming human. To become human is what he, this individual man, has been created for.
Martin Buber

Christian and Human are tending no longer to coincide. In that lies the great Schism that threatens the Church.
Pierre Teilhard de Chardin
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Introduction

We have been here before, of course; lived at a time when the beliefs and structures of the old religion no longer resonated with present human experience. The Romans, and the Greeks before them, saw their gods and goddesses melt away like snowmen and their rituals turn into meaningless formalities. Now it’s the turn of Christianity. At the end of the Roman era it had appeared as a new, more meaningful, way of expressing fundamental human aspirations. No longer; for most people in the West, whether they have read it or not, The God Delusion 1 emerges as the new scripture, brimming with words, thoughts, ideas to which they find themselves responding with a heartfelt “Yes”, even if many also think that the “religion question” is not quite as clearly settled as Professor Dawkins believes it to be.

The function of the following pages is not to provide an icepack for the melting snowman. Candlelit carol services often fill the churches at Christmas time, and may encourage the illusion that the old religion is still alive; but empty churches during the rest of the year witness to a different reality. Wistful nostalgia indulged in once a year is no nourishment for the twenty-first-century person wanting to live out a life of integrity and purpose.

This is the kind of person to whom these pages are addressed. Wholeheartedly contemporary, she, or he, will be someone who recognises within herself not a need exactly, but something inner, living, to which she wants to attend. It has been called the search for meaning, and by the great American psychologist Rollo May “The Cry for Myth”. By no means everyone will feel such a need. The author Robert Byron believed that human beings’ distinction from animals lay in the former’s awareness of a sense of “quest”. “In some,” he wrote, “the impulse is negligible. In others it dictates the whole course of existence. Of the latter there are, in the main, two sorts. There are the humanists…whose faith rests implicit in their desires…and, secondly, there are those for whom no physical interpretation…can suffice. These are the religious whose goal takes the form of God.”2

It is as well to recognise that there are these “two sorts” (or rather three sorts, for we must include the “negligibles”), otherwise a lot of energy will be spent by one trying to persuade the other that they are wrong, and this can be as fruitless as the arguments of the Reformation. We live in a pluralist society, so it is much better for each of us to attend patiently to the convictions of others, recognising that tension can be creative. The scientisttheologian John Polkinghorne has written of the “surgical” value of the scientific discoveries of the latter half of the nineteenth century, perceived at the time to be destructive of Christian faith; surgical because in time those discoveries helped Christians to arrive at a far more profound and mature understanding of that faith. So Richard Dawkins’ term “The God Delusion” may have a surgical role to play for those “whose goal takes the form of God.”

The pages which follow have a twofold purpose. First, to look at the religious quest within the context of myth, to examine the role of myth, and to ponder the relation of “inner” to “outer” in human living with the help of the insights provided by psychoanalysis; second, to take a closer look at those four little writings which have become known as gospels and which date from the latter half of the first century CE to the early part of the second century. (CE – Common Era, and BCE – Before the Common Era will be used to signify dates in preference to the more restrictive terms AD and BC to which they correspond.) Because they come from a culture utterly different from our own, recourse will be had to the work of modern critical scholarship in helping us to understand them. The purpose of such study, however, is not an end in itself, it is rather to undertake what Karen Armstrong in her book A History of God calls “a dialogue with the past in order to find a perspective from which to view the present(,)… a jumping-off point which enables men and women to engage with the perennial questions about the meaning of life.”3 This aim will be spelled out more clearly in the chapter on “The Lord’s Prayer”.

While I have a degree in Classics and Theology, I lay no claim to expert knowledge, nor have I any expertise in the realm of depth psychology, although I have an interest in both. The first eighteen years of my career were spent as an Anglican priest, five of them in South Africa in the high noon of the apartheid era. Those five years affected me profoundly, and still do, in two particular ways. First, they confronted me with the tension we all experience between separateness and togetherness; second, with the possibility that “God” could indeed be delusional. White South Africa at the time was a deeply religious society, informed by a strict Calvinist ethic. Dutch Reformed churches were packed out, Sunday by Sunday, and yet they expressed a religion which underpinned apartheid and maintained a deeply unjust political and social system. An example of the consequences of this system struck me forcibly at the funeral of the 12-year old daughter of a Coloured (mixed race) couple. The father was an alcoholic, and ran a decrepit store in the African reserve. They had an English surname, and after the funeral the father asked me if I knew his brother, who owned a garage in the local town, and had a fine house up on the mountain. Of course, I suddenly saw it; not just the same surname, but I could see the physical resemblance, but there was no brother – or rather half-brother – at the funeral, no uncle to see his desperately poor niece lowered into the earth. Nor was it only its social and political expression which made me question outwardly flourishing religious practice; religion could also entail, I began to see, a psychological crippling, to which Laurens van der Post had drawn attention more than seventy years before. The Afrikaners’ religion, he had suggested (he was himself Afrikaans), involved the projection of their own dark self upon their black fellow-countrymen; social apartheid was the expression of an internal apartheid, a denial of the coexistence within themselves of their own light-and-dark humanity.4 Another deeply tragic incident towards the end of my time in South Africa vividly illustrated the consequences of this inner apartheid. The Afrikaans owner of a little café where I used to go regularly to buy his excellent little steak and kidney pies was discovered by the police in bed with an African girl. The law of the land meant imprisonment for this offence. But his own shame, and the condemnation and ostracism he faced from his fellow churchgoers were too much for him. He doused himself with petrol and lit a match. I imagined the conversations going on in those churches the following Sunday. “Have you heard…?” And I thought of that moving story in the eighth chapter of the Gospel of John. “Teacher, this woman has been caught in the act of adultery.” Has not humanity got to be either all black or all white? Jesus’ doodling in the sand made it clear that, no, it did not have to be. I knew nothing of the man apart from his steak pies, nothing at all of the girl. But could it be, I wondered, that in that encounter, beyond the lust and the shame, his humanity had been, or could have been, for a moment healed ? And it was not until much later that, reading the 18th chapter of the Gospel of Luke, I realised that I had a Pharisee and a Publican within myself who needed to be reconciled with one another.

Eight years after returning to Britain, and after a year’s teacher training, I left the ministry to start a new career as a teacher of Religious Education in a comprehensive (i.e. non-selective) state school. Many people asked me whether I had lost my faith, but my own perception was that, as a result of various vicissitudes, I had found it; not in the sense that I had arrived (not by any means), rather that I was on a track which led far beyond the walls by which I had previously felt circumscribed. Sceptical, disenchanted, hormone-racing adolescents were, of course, a very different audience from the compliant congregations to which I had looked down from the pulpit, and my initial failures were frequent and humiliating. But gradually, and no doubt as a result of the moulding to which I was subjected by those adolescents, I came to value my new role in ways that I could not have imagined. I became grateful for the immensely moving experience of observing at close quarters the miraculous process in which rosy-cheeked children are transformed, within the space of half a dozen years, into bulgy or bristly adults who leave to go to work or university; and I came to see that I shared with my colleagues in the other departments a common goal, which could be described as fostering the humanity of our pupils. The scientists, for example, were stimulating in them the spirit of enquiry into the amazing and exciting complexities of the physical world of which they themselves were a part. The historians were encouraging them to look beyond their own limited horizons and to see themselves as part of a continuous unfolding process. The English department was fostering and provoking their astonishing gift of speech, holding up before them other paradigms of the use of their language than the limited ones of their own everyday world. All might have been saying, “You are greater than you think you are. Open your eyes to a world larger in every dimension than that of which you are at present aware.” The Religious Education department was also engaged in this same process of perspective-enlargement. “The striving for a goal,” Alfred Adler had written, “the purposiveness of the psyche, is not only a philosophical assumption, but a fundamental fact.”5 Seated at those desks were young people in whom, however deeply buried, was the striving for a goal, and in some of them was what Robert Byron had identified as a sense of quest. Their development depended upon their being opened to this sense of quest, to something of the forms which it had taken, and to at least a sample of those great “masters of living” in whom the sense of quest had burned brightly – the Buddha, Moses, Jesus, Mohammed. Religious Education did not seek to convert, but to educate, to evoke that goal-ward striving and to see how it might be connected with the sense of quest.

There was another way in which my time as a teacher in a comprehensive school helped to mould me. Comprehensive – that is to say all-ability – schools in Britain frequently get a bad press, and from time to time the cry is heard, “Bring back the grammar (i.e. selective) schools.” What is not heard is its unspoken counterpart, “Bring back the secondary modern schools”; and perhaps this is because of some unconscious recognition that rigid separation of children at the age of eleven tended to shadow the unselected with a sense of failure or rejection. As I reflect on my own experience I feel a sense of deep gratitude for the privilege of being part of a comprehensive school. It helped to foster that glimmering awareness which my time in South Africa had given me, that for all the seemingly insurmountable problems entailed by attempts of diverse races, classes and religions to live together, this was the goal to which humanity was being called. Just occasionally I was given a vision of that goal by being part of a community of men and women, boys and girls, whose ages ranged from eleven to sixty; whose abilities ranged from the highly intelligent, future doctors and professors, to the slowest plodders for whom holding a pen or reading a book was little short of torture. Then there was the range of personalities, from the attractive to the unattractive, the eager to the stroppy, the genial to the shy and the withdrawn. It is true that that school did not include the mix of races that is found in most inner-city schools; but as far as it went, it gave me a vision of a goal worth striving for. In the high noon of mid-nineteenth-century industrial expansion one of the first wave of Christian Socialists (F.D. Maurice, or perhaps Charles Kingsley) had written, “Cooperation, not competition, is the law of the universe.” This was a law which we all, teachers and pupils, had to try and learn in a society whose emphasis was far more on competition.

Religious fundamentalism, at present in the ascendant, is walled around, hostile to openness and closed to criticism. In its most strident form it takes upon itself the task of exposing what it sees as “The Science Delusion”. The purpose of this book is utterly different. Its aim is to look at the life and teaching of Jesus (as decisive an influence on European culture, as the life and teaching of the Buddha has been in Thailand, or that of Mohammed in the Middle East) in the light both of modern biblical scholarship and of the insights into human living provided by depth psychology. If it can assist in the human quest, and make a contribution to the dialogue between the “nothings”, the humanists and the religious, it will have fulfilled its aim.





Chapter 1

Only Connect

The Search

In answer to those who would seek wisdom anywhere but in their own religious tradition, the great Jewish philosopher Martin Buber records a tale about a poverty-stricken rabbi, Eizik of Cracow, who dreamed he would find treasure under a bridge in Prague. The rabbi set off, and when he arrived in Prague told the guard at the bridge about his dream. The guard laughed and said that he had once had a similar dream, that he should go to Cracow, to the house of one Eizik, son of Yekel, and dig for treasure under his stove. How could one follow such dreams! At once the old rabbi returned to his own home, dug beneath the stove, and found the treasure he had gone so far to seek. “Our treasure (Buber comments) is hidden beneath the hearth of our own home.”1 His tale, one of a collection of such tales coming from the Jewish mystical tradition known as Hasidism, provides a theme (and the title) for this book. By digging beneath the hearth of our own home we are not denying or diminishing the value of the treasure lying beneath the hearths of others, any more than we should be demeaning the history and language of other peoples by giving time to the study of our own. Whether we like it or not, it is through Christianity that what Jung called the “primordial images” (i.e. our culture’s religious language) have been transmitted. Our culture, that is to
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