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BY IAN STACKHOUSE

Giving a reason for the hope that we have - otherwise known as apologetics – is an ancient Christian practice and one that has exercised the finest theological minds. Whether it has the power to actually convert anyone to the claims of Christ is an interesting question; I tend towards the view that faith is more existential than it is rational. But even so, apologetics is an important discipline (1 Peter 3:15), and one that demonstrates that faith is not 'a leap in the dark' but a profoundly logical step to take. And I truly believe that this is what Graham has sought to achieve in The Spiritual Journey of a Very Imperfect Man. Part 2 is his attempt, and a very good one at that, to reconcile the Christian gospel to the way things are in the world, and to the rigours of human reasoning. 

What makes Graham's work fascinating, however, if not unique, is his decision to preface his apologetic with something of a personal testimony in which logic and reason give way to crisis and grace. In other words, even Graham has come to see that for all his questioning (which you become aware of after only a few minutes of meeting Graham), in the end it is love that holds and keeps us – the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. Like many people, he has discovered this wonderful truth in the second half of life, so the fact that this testimony is part one of a two-part book maybe is slightly the wrong way round. But either way, I admire Graham for his courage in telling the story and his honesty in opening up on what was an incredibly intense period of his life. It confirms to me something that I alluded to earlier, which is that most people come to faith, or deepen their faith, not as a result of logic but of crisis; although now that Graham has this experience, I suspect his reasoning with people about the Christian faith will simply become even more compelling. It will have that essential warmth and compassion which ought to accompany every communication of the gospel – even apologetics. Whether Graham will possess the same winsomeness when it comes to telling others about his beloved Torquay United, I very much doubt. It is the hope that is the most painful aspect of supporting such a team. But joking aside, I commend this book to you, not out of any sentimental loyalty to Graham, but because I truly believe in theology written from the grass roots.

––––––––
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Rev Dr Ian Stackhouse

Senior Pastor, Guildford Baptist Church (Millmead)

August 2021
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The second part of my spiritual journey describes and explains a selection of objective evidence, supplemented by relevant background knowledge I have gained along the way. In particular, the varied discussions corroborate and build upon the subjective experiences of the first part, with the resultant worldview being compared to several others, including science. The writing commences at a position 'lower down the mountain' than that already reached in part 1, which is assumed to have been read first, meaning that some pressing of the rewind button is initially  required.

As with part 1, every effort has been made to ensure that the writing is user-friendly and informal, albeit that the more detailed chapters seven and eight plus the appendix, which also cover certain commonly asked questions, require a bit more reader input. Much of the writing accordingly contains illustrations from a variety of sources, particularly  my professional career as a chartered civil engineer (geotechnical) and  my much more important sports career! involving pole-vaulting, weightlifting, football etc. In an era where success in sport is sometimes measured by total earnings, I think mine related solely to the reimbursement of expenses for one pole vault competition.  

This second part makes many references to the writings of C.S. Lewis (1898-1963), Irish-born literature professor, literary critic, and novelist. These are included because this man has probably helped me the most in understanding what I believe. There are also many allusions to the  letters of the Apostle Paul (1st century AD), whose conversion is outlined  in chapter four.

The single term 'Church' (capital 'C') corresponds to the entirety of all legitimate Christian denominations and groups, with the one reference  to the 'established Church' (chapter three) relating to the Church of England and/or the Roman Catholic Church. 

Unless stated otherwise, all biblical citations relate to The New International (NIV) Study Bible: 2000 Edition. Although this version, when speaking of human beings, commonly refers to 'son' or 'sons', these titles can often be viewed as 'child' or 'children' respectively. The adoption of capital letters at the start of all personal pronouns (He, Him, Himself, His) in relation to God/Christ has been preferred throughout, a variation in line with certain modern translations (e.g., the New King James Version - NKJV), albeit that the NIV does not employ this practice.  

All websites and URLs cited are correct as of March 2021.

All names, apart from those of close family and friends, have been changed.
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Going back a couple of generations or so, many kids were forced to go to Sunday School; seemingly for most to subsequently conclude that they had outgrown any imparted knowledge, and couldn't quite see how songs like Jesus Wants Me For A Sunbeam might benefit them in their approaching adult lives. In today's UK, it appears that this attitude of having outgrown Christianity, when it is thought about at all, extends across the major part of society itself – we are now more mature and better informed, so all that narrow-minded religious stuff is, at best, of only nostalgic value.

There is accordingly a strong movement today, in both the UK and other Western societies, to be increasingly open-minded; a generally positive development and something for which I have definite empathy. The generation before my own often appeared to do things in a certain way simply because that was the way they had always been done. There was also the phrase a place for everything and everything has its place (I'm getting wound up merely writing this stuff down!). Finally, the classic, When are they going to settle down? Well hopefully never.

Despite this greater openness, most people still fall short of being fully open-minded, Western society typically being closed to a specific line of reasoning that has particular relevance to religions and worldviews in general. This is the proposition that although some, or perhaps even many, of these views may well contain truth within them, a record of consistently accurate truth and the presentation of the complete picture can be found in only one (Christianity). This viewpoint is totally un-PC and probably unthinkable, if not offensive, to the majority of citizens making up UK 2020. So to stop people switching off (assuming they've made it this far), it is necessary to provide a brief explanatory heads-up. In particular, with so many beliefs on the market, why should Christians be correct in theirs and accordingly consider themselves to have more truth than anyone else? Isn't that just arrogance resulting from a lack of humility? 

When asked to describe Christianity in ten words or less, the late Southern Baptist preacher, Will Campbell, is known to have said, “We're all bastards, but God loves us anyway.” [1] That totally-in-your-face sentiment lies at the heart of the Christian gospel, which also declares that, unlike human beings, with our numerous varied and often serious imperfections, God is perfect. So if all of this is correct, and it certainly appears to turn up in various forms in other worldviews, there must be a chasm between ourselves and God - that is some kind of universal bridge is required. The Christian claim, unlike the multitude of (seemingly) man-made religions and worldviews which we might reasonably take to represent humankind's attempt to build this bridge from our side, is that God Himself has done all the necessary building work from His side. 

Christians accordingly believe, based on what they consider to be extensive objective evidence and related subjective experiences, that the universal bridge is Jesus Christ; who, rather than being some religious teacher or guru reaching out for divine enlightenment, actually represents God Himself reaching in with voluntary and deliberate self-disclosure and revelation. That, of course, is a very bold and indeed unique claim; but, if true, would inevitably be a total game-changer and place this worldview in a completely different category to all the rest. But is it true, and how can we find out?

Many people, and I certainly used to be one of them, consider that blind faith, which is obviously never a good thing, suitably sums up the mindset of today's UK Christians and religious people in general. Yeah, ok, sometimes this opinion may well be correct, but what about the proposition that blind faith is actually of greater relevance to the general public as a whole? I'm talking here about life-after-death issues, which are so important that, at the very least, we should be as certain of what we do not believe in, as what we do. I know this is a bit heavy-duty considering that I haven't yet made it out of the Introduction, but the truth is we are all under a death sentence – we just don't know how and when.

So from where do we get our opinions on these matters? From time to time, I hear various people confidently assert things like, “You only live once” or “You're a long time dead.” Maybe; but I'm pretty sure that they have never met anyone who has actually returned from the grave to reliably confirm that they were correct in their view that this physical life is all you get. Thus, assuming that these statements represent the sum-total of their evidence (and maybe they don't), then this outlook does indeed appear to be a case of blind faith. Conversely, Christians can at least claim to obtain their information from the person of Jesus Christ, the only being to have an apparently credible resurrection CV. It is, therefore, necessary to check out this seemingly unique individual and His alleged power over physical and eternal life and death.

Christianity, as for other areas of life, undoubtedly has room for a range of opinions concerning what might be deemed noncrucial aspects, with certain individuals and denominations attaching greater importance to particular teachings than their counterparts. Fair enough; there has to be flexibility, and dogmatism is always a very unattractive trait.  However, when it comes to the central features of the Christian message; specifically, where we are considering Jesus Christ and His extraordinary either/or claims, including those relating to deity and our future existences beyond the grave, we discover that, ultimately, it's simply not possible to avoid a definitive conclusion, one way or the other.

Thus, while a non-committal approach to spiritual matters might be my natural preference, I find that the core Christian gospel will not allow me this option. This is because its message is so strong and uniquely defined that it has to represent either the greatest-ever news for planet Earth or the only other possible alternative of complete fabrication, and thus the grand-daddy of all conspiracy theories, past, present and, no doubt, future. 

This book and in particular chapter six, which I like to think of as my pièce de résistance, hopefully throws further light on the above. It is based on the four gospel records and a classic book called The Day Christ Died by Jim Bishop,[2] a 20th century American author; and is specifically included to demonstrate the immense difference between the carefully recorded trial, crucifixion and bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ and the legendary genre of tales relating to the alleged resurrections to the status of gods by, for instance, dead Greek and Roman human leaders. This view is endorsed at the start of the chapter by C.S. Lewis. Certainly, for anyone who wants to go straight to the 'heart' of the Christian message, the associated total word count of about 15,000 has got to represent an easier task than initially grappling with the whole Bible which comes in at about 800,000.

My own core beliefs, which I have held for over forty years, are consistent with mainline global Christianity; so their truthfulness does not depend upon me (thank God!), but rather the big world stage where they are either universally correct or universally incorrect.

It is recognised, in relation to the above, that the existence of absolutes (sometimes referred to as grand narratives) is often viewed with scepticism and cynicism in today's Western societies and that words such as 'correct' or 'incorrect' may, therefore, be deemed as meaningless. This view is accordingly considered within this work.

I am also aware that the term, New Age, is not popular with many of those holding related views, who would probably prefer something like, Mind, Body, Spirit or perhaps no title at all. In the interest of clarity, however, I am pretty much forced to refer to New Age throughout, and describe its adherents as New Ageists.

Similarly, I'd like to use a rather more positive word than non-believers  in connection with people who are not Christians but have been unable to come up with anything more appropriate. Anyhow, no offence  intended.
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Setting the Scene
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The first part of my spiritual journey, A Roller Coaster Life, is based almost entirely on subjective experience, which is of course entirely valid evidence. However, when dealing with matters as crucially important as religions and worldviews, including life after death issues, it is surely highly desirable to endorse and anchor these utilising related, but independent, objective evidence. But can this actually be done, and is the attempt even relevant and worthwhile given the plurality and multi-ethnicity of modern Western society? My belief is obviously that it can; although, for a work of this kind, necessarily subject to certain limitations concerning purist Eastern spiritual convictions, teachings and practices. Specifically, because the natures of these are typically foreign to the thinking of most Westerners, subsequent discussions are mainly concerned with how they impact Western New Age beliefs and minds initially grounded in Western culture. The term Eastern spirituality, as adopted in this book and discussed in chapter eight, thus relates predominantly to the teachings and worldviews most influential in the West, namely Pantheistic Monism, as per some schools of Hindu philosophy, and Zen Buddhism. 

One of the main reasons for the above restriction is that intellectually-based evidence ordinarily has little relevance to Eastern spirituality. The more mystical and experience-based related approach is often largely ontological – that is concerned with being, existence, becoming and, hopefully, achieving 'oneness' with discerned reality, whatever this might be. There are also focuses on gaining enlightenment, with language regularly being almost redundant in most forms of Eastern spirituality. In contrast, Western thought, including the apologetics often associated with Christianity, is primarily epistemological (if I want to say this word in public, I have to practice first). Apologetics is typically defined as a reasoned defence and explanation of the various teachings and beliefs put forward, with the broader epistemology including topics such as logic, reason, rationalism, ideology, systematic belief approaches and the like – in other words, about how we process knowledge. Little surprise then that my conversations, usually as epistemological Adrenalin Man, with those holding predominantly Eastern views, have generally ended in frustration on both sides – we were coming from totally different perspectives.

That is not to say that Christianity can be thought of as irrelevant for Buddhists, Hindus and Sikhs etc. – far from it. It's rather that Westernised logical thought, which occurs frequently in this second part, is unlikely to play a prominent role in at least the earlier parts of Eastern spiritual journeys. 

There are undoubtedly many ways of describing religions and worldviews, and how the two categories differ from one another. This is not, however, an appropriate forum for an in-depth discussion, with attention being drawn instead to the fact that every religion is ultimately a worldview and that many address the same basic questions. What is the supreme reality – the really real?, Who or what am I?, What is my purpose or indeed that of the whole human race?, What happens when I die? and How should I be best thinking about and living my daily life in the here and now? It is therefore deemed sufficient to simply provide a few brief and hopefully relevant thoughts.

Commencing with religion, the origins of today's major faiths generally date back thousands of years (only 500 years or so for Sikhism) and are accordingly indelibly intertwined with national and individual culture. Indeed, to change faith from one religion to another often represents a rejection of culture and heritage, a painful divorce resulting in  opposition ranging from enforced estrangement to physical harm and even death. Running in tandem with this, and it's appreciated that this is the broadest of 'broad-brush' statements, current major religions relate primarily to cultural/ethnic backdrops and associated family loyalties, with adherents perhaps taking on the various beliefs and customs of their parents and older relatives without too much questioning.

In terms of development, some see an evolutionary process whereby religion is slowly journeying upwards from primitive origins (everything, including inanimate objects, having souls) to the divine, whereas others consider that some kind of historic breakdown between humanity and a sovereign being has resulted in spiritual degeneration, with religion representing the efforts of mankind (conscious or unconscious) to effect a reconciliation. For future clarity, it is important to emphasise that true Christianity as opposed to Cultural Christianity, both of which are subsequently discussed, is not a religion in any conventional sense of this word.

Modern worldviews and their societal effects are inevitably far more transient than ancient religions, with related ideologies typically arising from certain thoughts, philosophies (spiritual or otherwise), and customs etc. broadly acceptable to specific contemporary people groups. In particular, studies show how adherents generally view reality using certain basic assumptions and images which, although seemingly rational and consistent, may or may not be accurate. It also seems that those with specific worldviews typically base their respective affiliations on matters of preference and choice, which appear to come down to present lifestyle and life after death issues, balances between the two depending largely on the person's character and age. An approach of, say, “what is the most enjoyable and best fit for me?” often at least partly related to the praiseworthy aims of personal improvement and greater self-knowledge, may well dominate in the earlier years, many dating sites also reflecting the importance of applicants' spiritual beliefs being compatible, with life after death issues possibly prevailing in older individuals. 

However, maybe I'm over-thinking all of this, as the following internet quotation suggests, “It only depends on what you think; philosophy is the question of life and its meaning... Religion is just a bunch of people that think they know the answer and make judgments based on irrelevant stories and misunderstood ideas.” - CharismaticSadist, 9 years ago.

Well said sir or madam....Quality and profundity combined!

So why are the chief features of preference and choice for worldviews within Western society now apparently taking precedence over the more traditional chief features of truth and relevance? To at least partially answer this question, it's necessary to again emphasise that the existence of absolutes is commonly viewed with scepticism and cynicism in the West, due mainly to the comparatively recent dominance of secular thought patterns. This has resulted in words such as right and wrong, correct and incorrect, and even good and evil quite often having very little relevance in modern Western psychology. What on earth will happen if the planned gender-neutral ze replaces he or she? Conversations will be so complicated and tiring!

In view of their importance to some of the following discussions, it is probably useful to try and determine what is meant by absolutes, with the various worldviews and disciplines offering up varied definitions. The following short list hopefully provides some assistance:

The Absolute – Ultimate Reality is something that is the supreme, final, and fundamental power in all reality (Wikipedia). 

The Absolute (or Absolute Truth) – Ultimate Reality; God (Bing

Dictionary).

Absolutes  – Values or principles which are regarded as universally valid or which may be viewed without relation to other things (Bing Dictionary).

These descriptions, or combinations thereof, are thus assumed throughout, albeit that the title, Grand Designer, is sometimes substituted for God in science-related discussions to maintain the consistency of this genre. 

Whether modern day science as a body actually believes in absolutes is a moot point. The official party line is undoubtedly to deny absolute or universal truths, although the overall impression gained from relevant literature and, particularly, television documentaries and news stories, appears to indicate the complete opposite. Perhaps most significantly, science's relentless pursuit of a single theory that will unlock the major puzzles of the universe (the Theory of Everything [ToE]) looks very much like the chasing after an absolute.

Science is almost always portrayed as atheistic by TV companies, even though an appreciable number of UK scientists are Christians. We also,  as a nation, seem to have largely forgotten that many of the founding fathers of modern science (16th/17th  centuries) were Christians, whose faith in God and a consequently ordered universe gave them the confidence to persevere and succeed. Finding relevant and balanced approaches to this topic is, nevertheless, still possible on the radio, although the internet seems the best option. Typing into a search engine the names of one or more of the following renowned Christian thinkers is a good starting point:  


• John Lennox - British Professor Emeritus of Mathematics at Oxford University and philosopher of science.

• Alister McGrath - British Professor of Science and Religion at Oxford University.

• John Polkinghorne – World-leading British theoretical physicist and theologian, knighted by the Queen.

• Francis Collins - American physician-geneticist, noted for his  landmark discoveries of disease genes, and his visionary leadership  of the Human Genome Project (HGP). 

• Os Guinness – English author and social critic. 


Most people in the UK are unlikely to have heard of the four scientists in the above list, with, as previously intimated, virtually all the science that seems to get through to the average person informing them that they  are basically accidents, implying that they have no real value. However, it hardly needs to be said that so many news stories more or less scream out the precious nature and overriding importance of human life – surely a very odd contradiction when you think it through (which maybe most of us don't).

Returning briefly to part 1, which deals with many aspects of life, from the humorous to the tragic, what would seem to be the most important feature overall? Difficult to answer; but probably that there are two persons, Audrie and me, who have had powerful spiritual experiences leading onto changed and improved lives due to claimed encounters with the risen Jesus Christ. But what's so special about that? Many other people have also been affected by life-changing events, which they put down to eclectic spiritual and all manner of different experiences. These must surely have at least equal validity, why the need to bring Jesus Christ into the equation? Isn't it all subjective anyway?

Indeed, my discussions of the Christian faith with very many people having different or seemingly no beliefs during the forty or so post-conversion years, have most frequently resulted in responses something along the lines of, “Well, it's great if Christianity helps you, Graham, but quite frankly, it's simply not for us.”  These individuals therefore again perceived the whole thing to be entirely subjective; and, as time has gone on, it has become increasingly clear, as stated before, that the new kids in town, preference and choice, have largely replaced the more traditional categories of truth and relevance. This change of attitude is demonstrated by the fact that in pre-Christian days I would say things like, “Everyone knows the Bible is full of contradictions” (not that I knew any), thereby unintentionally appealing to a universal absolute truth, whereas many individuals in current Western societies knowingly or unknowingly tend to throw out this category altogether.

It, therefore, follows that any person or group claiming to have some sort of monopoly on what they consider to be Ultimate Reality/Absolute Truth are often viewed in current Western and certainly UK society, as narrow-minded, bigoted and intolerant. The related, often indignant, contrary arguments normally go something like,

“What right has anybody to impose their belief system upon others? We see the world in one way and others see it in another – so what.

If our beliefs work for us, and their beliefs work for them, then great.

Why the need to judge?

But if we can take something that we like from their system and add it to our own, then even better. It may even be possible to combine the various and best spiritual insights and produce an inclusive synthesis (a process known as syncretism, or, less charitably, pick and mix spirituality) so that everybody is happy.

Working towards this scenario is surely far more open-minded and reasonable than arrogantly and dogmatically insisting that one set of beliefs is correct and all the others are wrong, either wholly or in part. 

Besides, there are so many permutations and unknowns that trying to sort it all out makes the recent Brexit negotiations look like peanuts.

It's simply a waste of energy.

We are all equal at the end of the day, and no-one can know anything for certain – each to their own.”

Continuing this line of thought, might it be reasonable to conclude that Islam works best for Muslims, Hinduism works best for Hindus, Judaism works best for Jews, Christianity works best for Christians, New Ageism works best for New Ageists etc? It all comes down to cultural background and differing individual tastes. And even here, there are similarities - at least among the major religions of the world.

In particular, they all have their sacred writings (Quran, Vedas, Tanakh/Bible and so on); they all meet in specific standalone buildings (mosques, temples, synagogues, chapels and so on); they all have separate denominations or similar; and they all have their leaders of, exclusively or predominantly, male gender (although it seems that this position is now being challenged in many areas). Most worldviews additionally seem to insist that there is more to life than our five senses might tell us and that in some strange way, which may not even be consciously recognised and identified, we are all found to be wanting and consequently coming up short; with some unknown entity – most commonly viewed as a judgement-dependent afterlife - lurking just over the physical death horizon.

This type of thinking often leads on to the commonly held belief that to fully engage with or appease whatever might lie beyond, there is a need to align and harmonise our minds and souls with some kind of something; albeit that there is no consensus concerning what this may involve. Is there Ultimate Reality? And if the answer appears to be yes, is conscious personality involved? Or, more expansively, are we dealing with He, She, They, It, Some of them, All of them, or Nothing? And how can we find out? Would it help if we could tap into something loosely called higher knowledge? Some related discussions are later included under both New Age and Eastern spirituality. 

It is also easy to feel that life is difficult enough without having to grapple with worldviews and potential personal implications, such as meaning and purpose. In the first-ever episode of The Fall and Rise of Reginald Perrin[3], Reggie has come home late and his wife, Elizabeth, complains that his supper is all dried up. Reggie replies something like, “Darling, if you represented the time the world has existed by the height of this room, mankind wouldn't even reach the top of the carpet underfelt; in the circumstances, it, therefore, doesn't seem that important that my supper's all dried up.”  We don't want to think like this too much – it sort of does our heads in. 

So perhaps the only realistic conclusion to all of the above is to simply acknowledge that we may not have the ability to discover or even perceive an entity such as Ultimate Reality which, in any event, may not even exist. So why bother? Why indeed, when there are quotations like this in the public domain, “In fact, it has been said that the chance of human beings, unaided, being able to find Ultimate Reality is approximately the same as an ant discovering the planet Saturn” (author unknown).

I would love to see the associated statistical analysis, and wonder whether there might be more chance of the ant discovering, say, Mars. The main point here seems to be that the discovery of any Ultimate Reality might well involve getting to grips with the whole nature of infinity, and our brilliant but inevitably little and limited brains of only about 3lbs in weight are simply not equipped with the infinity gene. The subject of infinity is briefly considered, in conjunction with several other scientific topics, in chapter seven. 

This quotation from Albert Einstein, one of the greatest scientists of all time, also apparently agrees with the fact that an infinity gene is needed to make sense of everything. This is his answer to the question of whether or not God exists, “Your question is the most difficult in the world. It is not a question I can answer simply with yes or no. I am not an Atheist.......The problem involved is too vast for our limited minds. May I not reply with a parable? The human mind, no matter how highly  trained, cannot grasp the universe. We are in the position of a little child, entering a huge library whose walls are covered to the ceiling with books in many different tongues. The child knows that someone must have written those books. It does not know who or how. It does not  understand the languages in which they are written. The child notes a definite plan in the arrangement of the books, a mysterious order, which  it does not comprehend, but only dimly suspects. That, it seems to me, is the attitude of the human mind, even the greatest and most cultured, toward God. We see a universe marvelously arranged, obeying certain laws, but we understand the laws only dimly. Our limited minds cannot grasp the mysterious force that sways the constellations.”[4]

Thus, if scientific and philosophical reasoning is perhaps going to have a really tough time discovering Ultimate Reality, what about religion? The academics Holmes and Rook in a passage based on the thinking of a young Karl Barth, later considered by many to be the greatest Christian theologian of the 20th century, state that, “God is utterly, radically, incomprehensively above and beyond and before anything we human beings can even dream of. Theologians and churches had been satisfied with imagining a god they could grasp and understand, but this was just an idol; the one true God was forever infinitely beyond our grasp, beyond our understanding.” [5]

Barth is here recognising that Ultimate Reality is wholly other compared to everything else, and beyond working out for finite men and women with their shortcomings and limitations. This viewpoint is also shared to a large extent by Eastern religions, with Jiddu Krishnamurti, a very profound and thought-provoking Indian philosopher, believing that the state of not knowing typically results in a disordered mind, and that order and freedom are only attained when this unknowability can be accepted as a normal part of being human. To quote him directly,  “When such a mind says, 'I do not know', then it is totally free. It has denied the disorder and because it is free, it has found order.” [6]

Something that goes hand in hand with the above reasoning is the way that the word tolerance is often perceived in contemporary UK culture. Most people rightly understand that this should mean acceptance and respect for the worldviews of others, including listening and maybe learning from their inputs into relevant conversions. However, unlike the 'more certain' past, it all seems to go a bit woolly beyond this, with  many individuals and people groups now apparently concluding that putting forward reasons for favouring a specific viewpoint shows not only arrogance but also intolerance towards, and the rejection of, those holding different beliefs. And if these differences extend to life after physical death issues, some might ask, “Who are you to take on the role of heavenly ticket-master?” “What sort of humility is this?” I think this reaction represents a step too far and that, provided different opinions are presented with modesty and concern for others, a watering down of seemingly legitimate facts simply to avoid possible disagreements constitutes an unnecessary devaluing of what is in someone's heart and may even deprive their listeners. And as a final thought, tolerance must have limitations – for instance, how can we be tolerant of intolerance?

Maybe not surprisingly then, it seems that many people in the Western world, when they think of Ultimate Reality/God at all, assume that they can believe in whatever 'reasonable' image they choose - that is as long as it 'works' for them and doesn't impinge upon any other person's 'reasonable' god. No comparison is justified, because who are we to say our opinion about any possible Ultimate Reality is better than anyone else's? It accordingly follows that we could already be well on the way to the existence of billions of individual gods whereby “Oh My God” (OMG) might, in reality, represent the god each person has within their own head – perhaps based entirely on subjective thoughts and experiences. Thus, to reiterate, those of us referring to Christianity as, The Truth, are often deemed to be narrow-minded, bigoted, intolerant or, possibly, even fanatical. And certainly, all of this seems perfectly reasonable and correct as long as two basic conditions apply. The first is that Ultimate Reality does not exist and the second, which follows on, is that even if this entity does exist, He/She/They/It/Some of Them/All of Them/Nothing has not or have not revealed this fact to us earthlings in a form that we can understand.

If, however, the contrary is true on both counts, we are no more permitted to have our own ideas about the associated nature and possible character than for any person we have not yet met. For instance, someone who has never met me might think I'm a seven-foot-tall Jamaican limbo dancer, but if I actually show up, then GAME OVER. And however much that person might still believe I'm something else, it will make absolutely no difference to my actual identity, with no  ultimate change of heart on their behalf presumably preventing any kind of meaningful relationship. Thus, for this scenario, we have no authority to redefine the nature of Ultimate Reality, nor dictate how we might relate to or align with such an entity, even if all of this doesn't fit neatly into our specific preconceptions.

To summarise, although there seems to be little evidence to suggest that finite human beings can reach out to discover Ultimate Reality for themselves, this does not necessarily mean that we cannot understand and form relationships with any such entity should there be a related reaching into our world and a communicative responsibility. Indeed, the latter process finds a (lesser) counterpart in the early parts of all our lives, whereby it is only the passing of knowledge from the higher (parents or equivalent) to the lower (ourselves as babies or infants) that enables us to grow up satisfactorily. Imagine having the pressure at two years old to work the world out and your place in it without outside  help. The possibility of the existence and recognition of Ultimate Reality/God plus the potential for meaningful relationships are considered in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

The Likelihood of Ultimate Reality/God and the Possibility of a Relationship with Plebs Like Us
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Is there any evidence for the existence of Ultimate Reality/God and, if so, is there the possibility that we can recognise and even form relationships with any such entity that might be reaching in? My opinion is that the short answer to both of these questions is, yes, with the following bullet points providing some of the main reasons.

	•
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	Very many worldviews search for Ultimate Reality. Although most, or maybe even all, of these could be largely, or wholly, in error, the fact that so many apparent counterfeits exist is undoubtedly a strong indication of the genuine. We know, for example, that criminals don't go to the considerable efforts of counterfeiting money, famous paintings, priceless jewels etc. unless the genuine exists.


	•
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	C.S. Lewis once said that there is provision for our every desire – for instance, we get hungry and there's food, we get thirsty and there's water, we have sexual appetites and there's love-making and so on and so on. Lewis specifically cites an “unquenchable desire that tells us we are made for heaven” [7] and there is undoubtedly a massive spiritual hunger right across the globe which has existed for thousands and thousands of years. Prayer and meditation are thus vitally important for countless people around the world, with even those having no declared spiritual beliefs often unconsciously acknowledging the existence of God – see Chuck Colson example below. This universal quest for the spiritual, whether recognised or not, is well summarised in a 1994 Daily Telegraph article by the journalist, Mary Kenny. She writes, “In all cultures and at all times, human beings have conceived of a spiritual life beyond the body.” [8]


	•
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	Almost 3,000 years ago, Solomon, the King of Israel at the time, wrote these words, He (God) has made everything beautiful in  its time. He has also set eternity in the human heart;  (Ecclesiastes 3:11), something affirmed by the rock guitarist Eric Clapton's song, Tears in Heaven. Written after the tragic death  of his four-year-old son, Conor, this song includes the line, “Would you know my name if I see you in heaven?” [9] This is from the West Ham website on 24th February 2016, “On this day 23 years ago. Remembering our Captain of WEST HAM & ENGLAND (Bobby Moore) & now HEAVEN ELEVEN, who sadly passed away, GOD BLESS YA, SIR XXX.” 

Again, the poet and singer songwriter, Leonard Cohen, when his soul-mate and former lover, Marianne, was dying (July 2016), wrote, “Well, Marianne it's come to this time when we are really so old and our bodies are falling apart and I think I will follow  you very soon. Know that I am so close behind you that if you stretch out your hand, I think you can reach mine.” [10]

There is simply so much stuff like this concerning the famous and loved who have died, whom we often perceive as looking down at us. It is also very significant that there is a fairly common hope for future conscious individual recognition. When it comes down to it, people the world over, even the non-absolutists, are often desperate to know what has happened to their departed loved ones and whether they will be able to meet up with them again.

A final and slightly different example concerns a guy called  Chuck Colson who, during the late 1960's and early 1970s, held one of the most powerful jobs in the USA - Special Counsel to President Richard Nixon. Colson admits to having been a very nasty person at this time, being known as Nixon's Hatchet Man – the title he got for doing all his dirty work. He later converted to Christ, but this next incident occurred well before all of that.

Colson recalls that one day he was out on a lake with his ten-year-old son, who he was teaching to sail. At one point he hands the tiller to his son who, as he begins to sail the boat by himself, becomes full of pure joy and elation. Colson then says, “I found myself in that one unforgettable moment quietly talking to God. I could even recall the precise words: 'Thank You, God, for giving me this son, for giving us this one wonderful moment. Just looking now into this boy's eyes fulfils my life. Whatever happens in the future, even if I die tomorrow, my life is complete and full. Thank You'. Afterwards, I had been startled when I realised that I had spoken to God, since my mind did not assent to His existence as a Person.” [11]

So what are all these examples telling us? Well, it would appear that we all possess a divine spark or 'spiritual DNA', which can  be ignited by certain life events and plays out in the form of expectations beyond the grave following the deaths of those we love and admire. Furthermore, it doesn't seem that big a step to believe that this universal inborn spiritual DNA might well have been imparted by Ultimate Reality, enabling human recognition and consequent reciprocal relationships. 

This is a fairly well-known quotation from Albert Einstein, “The most incomprehensible thing about the universe is that it is comprehensible.” [12]  In other words, if the whole of creation was a freak and, overall, random occurrence which eventually produced human-being accidents, why on earth would these accidents be able to make sense of the universe? Both the mathematical/ physical universe and our logical minds, which can at least partially understand the related governing laws, thus appear likely to originate from the same source and be compatible with that source. 

John Polkinghorne puts it like this, “We are so familiar with the fact that we can understand the world that most of the time we take it for granted. It is what makes science possible. Yet it could have been otherwise. The universe might have been a disorderly chaos rather than an ordered cosmos. Or it might have had a rationality which was inaccessible to us.....There is a congruence (compatibility) between our minds and the universe, between  the rationality experienced within and the rationality observed without.” [13] The reasoning, rationality and logic that our minds utilise thus appears to be a second human attribute pointing to spiritual recognition and potential relationships with Ultimate Reality.


	•
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	Starting with the rationality experienced within, as seemingly evidenced by the Universal Moral Law. The very robust reasoning behind this proposal was originally put forward by C.S. Lewis in The Poison of Subjectivism, an essay confronting the view that as the various cultures have such widely different norms for behaviour, any conclusion about a shared moral law is unfounded. Lewis, learned in many cultures, calls this, “a lie - a good, solid, resounding lie.” He continues, “If a man will go into a library and spend a few days with the 'Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics', he will soon discover the massive uniformity of the practical reason in man. From the Babylonian Hymn to Samos, from the laws of Manu, the Book of the Dead, the Analects, the Stoics, the Platonists, from Australian aborigines and Redskins, he will collect the same triumphantly monotonous denunciations of oppression, murder, treachery and falsehood; the same injunctions of kindness to the aged, the young, and the weak, of almsgiving (charity to the less well off) and impartiality and honesty.” [14]

This apparent universality seemingly causes all human beings to frequently (and instinctively) appeal to an absolute external moral standard. At its simplest, this might be referred to as the concept of right and wrong or as an unwritten law placed within all of us, often spoken of as our conscience. Francis Collins takes the argument on a little further, “What we have here is very peculiar: the concept of right and wrong appears to be universal among all members of the human species (though its application may result in wildly different outcomes). It thus seems to be a phenomenon approaching that of a law, like the law of gravitation or special relativity. Yet in this instance, it is a law that, if we are honest with ourselves, is broken with astounding regularity.” [15]

And again, from Einstein, “You are right in speaking of the moral foundations of science, but you cannot turn round and speak of the scientific foundations of morality.” [16]

Going back into antiquity, the 1st/2nd century Greek Stoic philosopher, Epictetus, considered that everyone is born with an innate understanding of the meaning of words such as good and bad, right and wrong, appropriate and inappropriate, happiness, duty and obligation.

Much of the foregoing appears to be borne out by modern life with many people, when in crunch situations, expecting life to be fair and saying things like, “I'm a good person” and, “this should or ought to be the case.” Some also appeal to their version of fate-related justice – what goes around comes around etc. Secular psychology, unsurprisingly, usually frowns on reflections of this kind, presumably because they point towards some kind of external moral standard. But to attribute the origin of words like good, should, ought and fate to solely naturalistic evolution surely places too much responsibility on such an impersonal and substantially random process.

By the same token, people never seem to say, “I don't agree with your personal moral standards” when accused of, say, lying or being selfish (“it's all about you” etc.), but automatically respond out of their inborn moral law by either refuting or, more rarely, agreeing with the allegation. Furthermore, if we really could create our own moral code then this would inevitably spell the end of legitimate guilt. We'd simply forgive ourselves for breaking our own rules etc., and just get on with life. 

Considered from another angle, it seems that the moral law will actually ask us to save a drowning person even if they are an enemy. And it further appears most unlikely that this feature of human nature can be attributed to a naturally evolved empathy. This is because if one holds to an earthbound atheistic view of evolution, as above, then the clearly selfish process of natural selection utilising the survival of the fittest mechanism must surely neutralise any empathetic tendency. It thus seems reasonable to assume that the moral law has been independently imparted to the human race and that its very presence is evidence for the existence of a related law-giver – quite possibly some kind of superior life-form with personality and intelligence (Ultimate Reality/God?).


As a final contribution to this particular discussion, a theory commonly known as cultural Darwinism bucks the above opinions by proposing that the morals and values we see today are the result of a cultural process analogous to biological evolution. In this model, the self-replicating DNA/gene is replaced by a cultural self-replicator, coined ‘meme’ in 1976 by the eminent British evolutionary biologist and neo (new)-atheist, Richard Dawkins. The related study of 'memetics' has, however, become less plausible as time has gone on, and is now regarded as a failed paradigm by most researchers. The main reasons for this are very substantial, and include factors such as the inability to test for scientific/observational evidence together with the questionable applicability of the biological analogue and the actual nature of the meme, assuming it even exists in the first place! Alister McGrath is particularly helpful here, expanding these major shortcomings in a concise and readily understandable format.17 [17]Although there are alternative naturalistic theories concerning how ideas and beliefs may spread within a culture, none apparently provide specific  insights into whether these are right or wrong, good or bad.
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	Again, reflecting upon the rationality experienced within, why is it that so many of us seem to believe we are really important when we're actually so small and very finite in all dimensions? I remember, a few days before my 50th birthday, thinking something like, I've only been around for fifty years and in the same time again I'll probably be dead (or virtually dead). I haven't even been to the other side of the very small planet that I live on, which is itself inconsequential compared to our own Milky Way galaxy let alone the whole universe - and yet I think I am so important. I think about myself so much, and my opinions must be heard by all and sundry. WHY?

And how can we blithely talk about billions of years, when we can't even imagine a million years. Even one million days represents about 2,700 years. I very much doubt whether this question concerning our evident worth can be satisfactorily answered by science, philosophy or any other earthbound system of thought. It is, however, within the realm of theology and Judeo–Christian[18] thinking, where, almost at the start of the Bible, there is the statement, “Then God said, 'Let us make man in our own (spiritual) image, in our likeness...'.” (Genesis 1:26a)

On this basis then, it's at least feasible to believe we're important, and even special and loved, because Ultimate Reality tells us (inwardly) that we are. In other words, similar to when kids achieve almost all of their full potentials simply because their parents also told them that they were important and especially loved. So if this is correct, Ultimate Reality/God, as posited above, might well turn out to be a superior life-form with personality and intelligence. Furthermore, the claimed spiritual likeness (to God) of created human beings is undoubtedly consistent with the possibility of meaningful intercommunication. Another similarity to parenthood, with parents, although far more knowledgeable and developed, still being able to teach their children to speak.


Ironically, taking the opposite view to people's worth and value seems only to confirm the above. As an example, Friedrich Nietzsche, a 19th century existentialist philosopher[19], upon hearing about a natural disaster that had destroyed Java in 

1883, wrote to a friend, “Two hundred thousand wiped out at a stroke – how magnificent!” [20] Nietzsche was in effect saying that if there is no Ultimate Reality – that is no God, then all value judgments are arbitrary. Justice has to come down instead to our culture and individual temperaments. Would most sane people today feel comfortable about making that sort of statement when they heard of any similar disaster – say the fire at Grenfell Tower in West London in the summer of 2017, where (only!!) seventy two people lost their lives?


	•
[image: image]


	This next consideration is from the rationality observed without and specifically concerns the incredible fine-tuning of the universal mathematical/physical laws, a phenomenon, although not necessarily its interpretation, accepted across the whole scientific community and often summarised by means of fundamental constants. Although scientific opinions vary concerning their total number, there seems to be little dissent from the view that these constants are ultimately responsible for the size and expansion of the universe plus its consequent ordered behaviour – in particular, overall long-term stability  with properties conducive to biological life arising on the Earth. To pick just one example of what is cumulatively known as the strong anthropic principle, the scientific genius, Stephen Hawking, in his iconic book, A Brief History of Time, makes this statement, “If the rate of expansion one second after the big bang (see chapter seven) had been smaller by even one part in a hundred thousand million million, it (the universe) would have recollapsed (his word) before it reached its present size. On the other hand, if it had been greater by a part in a million, the universe would have expanded too rapidly for stars and planets to form.”  [21]


Taken at face value, the above account appears to be highly indicative of a grand designer, although scientists of an atheistic disposition commonly prefer alternative explanations, such as those associated with quantum mechanics, a multiverse, and what is known as the weak anthropic principle. The subject is again taken up in chapter seven.
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	What do we really think when we look at an essentially unpolluted night sky where numerous stars are visible? – as per the time I was in India with Kev. I reckon that during those moments when we are simply awed by the sheer majesty of what is on display, it's quite easy for us to go along with the opening line of the OT Psalm 19 - The heavens declare the glory of God.


Furthermore, Brian Cox, a professor at the cutting edge of particle physics and a well-known TV presenter, is quoted as saying, “The world is beautiful to look at, but even more beautiful to understand.” [22] and Brian Greene, a leading theoretical physicist from the USA, has written an excellent book discussing some of the various (currently known) mathematical/physical laws governing the cosmos titled, The Elegant Universe.[23] To my knowledge, both are currently atheists or agnostics. Going back to the 17th century, Johannes Kepler, the German mathematician and astronomer, said, “The chief aim of all investigations of the external world should be to discover the rational order and harmony which has been imposed on it by God and which He revealed to us in the language of mathematics." [24]


Finally, the specific location of our planet, enabling us to see the heavens is apparently at odds with most other parts of the Milky Way, where little of the universe is visible. – From an article in the October 2009 Trumpet Print Edition titled, The Perfect Seat for Viewing the Universe.



In summary, it seems perfectly reasonable to deduce the following: Firstly, the existence of Ultimate Reality/God appears to be the best explanation of the cumulative effect of the foregoing eight points and, secondly, that relationships with such an entity could well be possible. So maybe not that far away from this quotation by James Sire, a renowned specialist author on worldviews, “Human beings can know both the world around them and God Himself because God has built into them the capacity to do so and because He takes an active role in communicating with them.” [25]

However, even given this, how much of our ability to recognise and form relationships with any such transcendent entity is hampered by the influences of UK society in 2020? This is the subject we turn to now.
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CHAPTER THREE 
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The Influences of UK Society 2020:    Do We Really Know Our Own Minds?
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The society we live in is pluralistic and multicultural, with so many opinions and so many voices. It is therefore difficult to determine which ones are correct and most relevant to our own lives, and which ones are not. Furthermore, as previously intimated, there are some voices out there that claim all such comparisons belong to old-fashioned methods of thinking and have no place in our current enlightened Western culture. On top of this, we have to recognise that UK society is altering all the time (e.g., the 2016 Brexit decision and its future consequences) and that its views may, therefore, be no more permanent or reliable than changes in fashion. So whether we realise it or not, our short little lives inevitably relate to a snapshot of history, where the popular attitudes and beliefs of the time may or may not be correct and reliable. Thus, although most of us probably think of ourselves as independent people who know our own minds, we cannot help but be affected by our worldview, in turn largely dependent upon the pervasive and encompassing changing cultural patterns and norms of society.

So what is today's UK society all about? What's going on? Or, to quote no lesser personage than my maternal grandmother in the 1960's, “The world's gone mad.” I'm not quite sure what she would think and say if she returned now, but it's clear that the incredibly complex and frequently confusing nature of our society means that breaking it down into manageable chunks is not an easy task. As a former civil engineer, looking at many variables is something I have been fairly used to; however, the sheer number in UK society has almost done my head in. When it comes to the deeper issues of life, everything is simply so hard to label and categorise. Nevertheless, it still seems possible to at least consider and briefly discuss what appear to be the main influences that have shaped and are shaping overall UK culture; specific sub-cultures, such as Millennials and Generation Z, necessarily being excluded.

The chosen approach is, firstly, to describe some of the advantages of present-day society compared to previous generations and, secondly, due principally to its integral role in the moulding of our country's history, to consider both the past and present influences of Christianity. The discussion then moves on to expounding the natures and impacts on our thinking of what appear to be the three current main players, namely Postmodernism, New Age, and Political Correctness (PC). All of these have been on the rise in the UK and Western society (including the USA) for six or seven decades and encouraged, to greater or lesser degrees, grass-roots secular characteristics such as humanism, naturalism, individualism, hedonism, consumerism and materialism.[26]

Modern Britain has various advantages over previous generations, with the National Health Service (NHS) probably representing the pick of the bunch; supremely demonstrated by its incredible response to the  current Covid 19 pandemic. It's certainly extremely hard for most of us present-day citizens to imagine how we would cope in its absence. 

Then there are the advantages due to the markedly reduced influence of the aristocracy and class system; in particular, greater equality plus less hypocrisy and judgmentalism. Looking back to the 19th century, the incredible importance placed on class and position was downright disgusting. And going hand in hand with this are the much improved rights of today's workers compared to past centuries. We also now have a greater handle on the dire situations affecting various nations across the globe, and many associated charities are well supported. Part of this understanding has come from the benefits of increased travel, most people in this country never venturing further than ten miles from their birthplace before the advent of the train. Those with learning difficulties and mental health issues are additionally better understood and far less marginalised than in the past. Indeed, many sufferers were hidden and treated as outcasts, including the 'forgotten Prince John' (1905-1919), the youngest child of King George V, who had epilepsy and autism.

Before the recent major shift in attitudes, people, and particularly the men, often got through the tougher times in their lives by simply gritting their teeth and somehow just keeping on going – that is modern Stoicism or, less charitably, emotional illiteracy. It's interesting that top male tennis players of the modern era, such as Federer, Djokovic and Murray, can sometimes publicly break down and cry, win or lose, whereas this would never have been the case in the days of Borg, McEnroe and Connors.

Today's UK society is also addressing past inequalities concerning women and the black population (e.g., the Black Lives Matter movement), albeit that much work, hopefully avoiding positive discrimination, still appears to be necessary. Sport has also become less elitist with more opportunities for the average Joe. There is a story that when Roger Bannister broke the four-minute mile in 1954, a trade union leader called Jimmy Reid held up some running spikes and asked the thousands of workers at the meeting whether they had a pair of their own. Virtually no hands went up. While on this topic, those engaged in para-sports are now generally treated in like manner to able-bodied athletes, with Prince Harry's Invictus Games giving similar opportunities to injured armed services personnel.

In addition to the above, more effort now appears to be put into finding people jobs that are right for them and that they might even enjoy. That is not to say that there still aren't many exceptions to this but in my much younger days we did hear an awful lot of, “We fought a war (or two) for you, you long-haired louts (sometimes I still miss my hair), so you should be grateful to have any job at all.” That was what was said, although these guys were undoubtedly absolute heroes in defending our country. And unlike in my day, many young men in current UK society seem able to cook, and we
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