
[image: Cover: God of Our Senses By Professor Stephen Gomez]



God of Our Senses

A Spiritual Journey Through The Physical Senses

Professor Stephen Gomez

Austin Macauley Publishers

2026-06-19



Table of Contents

	Cover

	Title Page

	About the Author

	Dedication

	Copyright Information ©

	Acknowledgement

	A Blessing for the Journey Right Revered Bishop Paul Mason

	Preface

	Foreword

	Chapter 1: Coming to Our Senses	Our Common Sense

	Perfect Sense

	Who Is This Book For?

	Outlook On Life

	A Reflection on Your Senses

	Why Knowledge of the Senses Matters

	God Through the Senses

	Science and Religion

	Are We There Yet?

	Personal Invitation

	Call to Action




	Chapter 2: Ears to Hear	The Human Sense of Hearing and Its Role in Enhancing Christian Spirituality	Lend Me Your Ears

	Dialogues with God

	Spiritual Deafness

	Biblical Understanding of Hearing

	Physical Deafness

	It Begins with a Sound

	Good Vibrations

	Sound Waves

	Surely, I Don’t Sound Like That!

	Catechism

	The Call

	The Human Ear

	The Outer Ear

	The Middle Ear

	The Inner Ear

	From Speech to Hearing

	Emotional Brain Centres

	Get to Know the Emotional Parts of Your Brain




	The Role of Hearing in Christian Spirituality	Hearing and Listening

	Listening and Storytelling

	Stories and Memory

	Stories and Faith

	The Sound of Silence

	Slow to Anger

	God Listens and Hears Us

	When God Doesn’t Appear to Hear Our Prayer

	Why Does God Allow Horrible Things to Happen?




	T1

	Practical Ways to Use Hearing for Spiritual Growth	Engaging with Scripture Audibly:

	Worship Through Music and Song:

	Techniques for Intentional Listening







	Chapter 3: Windows to the Soul	A Physical and Spiritual Exploration of the Sense of Vision	The Lamp of the Body

	Eye Contact

	Bartimaeus

	Making a Spectacle of Yourself

	Through a Glass Darkly

	Eye Problems in Jesus’ Time

	Eye Problems in Society Today

	Eye Problems in Early History

	T2

	Eye Health in Jesus’ Time

	How Sight was Understood in Biblical Times

	Let There Be Light

	Light—A Basic Need

	The Nature of Light

	Photon’s Dual Nature

	Christian Aspects of Quantum Physics

	Einstein’s Contribution

	At the Speed of Light

	Waves

	Rainbows

	Bending Light

	Rainbow Covenant

	Electromagnetic Spectrum

	Origin of Electromagnetic Waves

	Shone Like the Sun

	T3

	Similarities with a Camera

	Seeing vs Perceiving

	Visions as Encounters with God

	The Miracle of Human Sight

	Eyes—Second Most Complex Organ

	Embryonic Development of the Eye

	T4

	Eyes Continue to Develop

	Awe at God’s Creative Work

	The Stages Involved in Sight

	The Cornea

	Corneal Transplantation

	Spiritual and Physical ‘Cloudiness’

	Pupil and Iris

	Eye Colour

	Muscles of the Iris

	Nervous Supply to the Muscles

	Pupillary Reflexes

	The Lens

	Cloudy Lens

	Eyeball Movement

	Fixation

	Mismatched is Ignored

	Evolution of Eye-Tracking

	The Sclera

	Direction of Gaze

	Eye-Tracking and Attention

	Spiritual Aspects of Eye Movement




	Light Detection—Photoreceptors	Signal Transduction

	Network Of Nerves




	Transmission to the Brain	Optic Nerve




	Cortical Processing	Jumbled-Up Image

	Coded Signals

	Speed is Key

	Primary Visual Cortex

	Figure-Ground Segregation

	Higher-Order Integration

	I Can See Clearly Now…

	The Fovea




	Spiritual Reflections on Vision	Christian Spirituality and Attention

	Traditions around Visions

	Joseph’s Visions

	Lifting the Veil

	The Beatific Vision

	Prophetic Visions

	Walking by Faith, not by Sight

	Seeing God’s Glory in Creation

	>Light of Christ

	Visions vs Dreams




	Using Sight to Enhance Christian Spirituality	A. Contemplative Practices: Seeing as Prayer

	B. Nature Divina:

	C. Imaginative Scripture Reading and Visualisation:

	D. Worship Through Art:




	Challenges and Overcoming Them	Distractions in Modern Life:

	Misuse of Sight:







	Chapter 4: God’s Touch	The Most Human of Senses	Most Human of the Senses

	In Touch

	Touch Receptors

	Four Types of Touch Receptors

	Pathway of Touch Signals

	Somatosensory Cortex

	Skin Sensitivity

	Touch is a Construct




	Some Interesting Aspects About Human Touch	A Ticklish Question

	A Woman’s Touch

	In Touch with Encouragement

	Inattentional Numbness

	Fingerprints

	Incredible Sensitivity




	Biblical Significance of Touch	Jesus’ Healing Touch

	God and Adam

	God’s Transformative Touch

	God Close to Us

	Do Not Touch

	St Peter’s Foot

	Touch in the Sacraments

	Baptism

	Confirmation

	Eucharist

	Reconciliation (Penance)

	Anointing of the Sick

	Holy Orders

	Matrimony

	Modern Sensitivities




	The Language of Touch in the Bible—and What It Speaks to Us Today	Prayer: Hands for your Glory







	Chapter 5: In Good Taste	A Taste of Heavenly Joy	A Trio of Saints

	What’s Cooking?

	Taste and Hospitality

	Gatekeeper to the Body

	Biological Significance of Taste

	Taste and Digestion

	Significance of Meals

	Pre Occupation with Food

	Quality of Food

	Ecological Niche

	Evolution of Bitter Taste

	Taste for Survival




	Biological Stages of Sense of Taste	The Tongue

	Spiritual References to the Tongue

	Gustatory Receptor Cells—Taste Buds

	Distribution of Taste Buds

	Processing of Signals from the Taste Buds

	Integration With Other Senses

	Appetite Affects Taste

	Why you Can Fit in Dessert when you’re Full

	Hormonal Control of Taste




	Salt	Why Sodium Is Na

	Why the Sea is Salty

	Ultra-Processed Food




	Biblical and Theological Significance of Taste	References to Food in Scripture:

	The Bread of Life

	Food for Physical and Spiritual Basic Needs

	Blessing Food

	Multitude of Flavours

	Chew and Savour

	Different Tastes Have Different Meanings in the Bible.

	Eucharistic Connection




	Using Taste to Enhance Christian Spirituality	Mindful Eating as Worship

	A Hunger for More




	Fasting	Absolute Fast

	Complete Fast

	Partial Fast

	Intermittent Fast

	Non-Food Fast

	Corporate Fast

	Consecration Fast

	Feasting

	Passover (Pesach)

	Feast of Unleavened Bread

	Feast of First Fruits

	Feast of Weeks (Pentecost/Shavuot)

	Incorporating Taste into Prayer Practices




	Challenges and Overcoming Them	Overindulgence or Neglect

	Disconnection from Symbolism

	Call to Action







	Chapter 6: Heaven Scent	Sensing the Exquisite Fragrance of Christ	The Woman who Smelled Sin

	Christian Common Scents

	Sweet Smell of Success

	T5

	Smell and Memories

	Animal Scents

	The Science of Smell




	Stages in the Sensation of Smell	Olfaction

	The Stimulus—Odorants

	T6

	T7

	Anatomy of the Olfactory Sensory System

	Location Beyond the Nose

	Regeneration

	Cribriform Cracks

	T8

	No Olfactory Bulb, No Problem

	Olfactory Connections

	Effect of Odours on Brain Activity

	Evolution of Our Emotions

	Social and Interpersonal Behaviour

	Smelling Disease

	Pheromones

	Cognitive and Physiological Effects

	Viral Infections Rewire the Sense of Smell

	Spring Nose

	Wake Up and Smell the Coffee

	Smelling Terrible!

	Martha’s Warning

	Burial Fragrances in Jesus’ Day

	Incense

	Sacramental Use of Oils

	Associating Scents with Spiritual Senses

	Odour of Sanctity

	Smelling Salts

	The Sense of Smell: The Fragrance of God’s Presence







	Epilogue

	Indicative Reading	The Senses	Ears to Hear




	Windows to the Soul

	God’s Touch

	In Good Taste

	Heaven Scent

	Spiritual Senses

	The Brain, Neuroscience and General Senses






Guide
	Cover

	Title Page

	About the Author

	Dedication

	Copyright Information ©

	Acknowledgment

	Foreward

	Preface

	Start of Contents

	Epilogue



List of Pages
	Page 1

	Page 2

	Page 3

	Page 4

	Page 5

	Page 6

	Page 7

	Page 8

	Page 9

	Page 10

	Page 11

	Page 12

	Page 13

	Page 14

	Page 15

	Page 16

	Page 17

	Page 18

	Page 19

	Page 20

	Page 21

	Page 22

	Page 23

	Page 24

	Page 25

	Page 26

	Page 27

	Page 28

	Page 29

	Page 30

	Page 31

	Page 32

	Page 33

	Page 34

	Page 35

	Page 36

	Page 37

	Page 38

	Page 39

	Page 40

	Page 41

	Page 42

	Page 43

	Page 44

	Page 45

	Page 46

	Page 47

	Page 48

	Page 49

	Page 50

	Page 51

	Page 52

	Page 53

	Page 54

	Page 55

	Page 56

	Page 57

	Page 58

	Page 59

	Page 60

	Page 61

	Page 62

	Page 63

	Page 64

	Page 65

	Page 66

	Page 67

	Page 68

	Page 69

	Page 70

	Page 71

	Page 72

	Page 73

	Page 74

	Page 75

	Page 76

	Page 77

	Page 78

	Page 79

	Page 80

	Page 81

	Page 82

	Page 83

	Page 84

	Page 85

	Page 86

	Page 87

	Page 88

	Page 89

	Page 90

	Page 91

	Page 92

	Page 93

	Page 94

	Page 95

	Page 96

	Page 97

	Page 98

	Page 99

	Page 100

	Page 101

	Page 102

	Page 103

	Page 104

	Page 105

	Page 106

	Page 107

	Page 108

	Page 109

	Page 110

	Page 111

	Page 112

	Page 113

	Page 114

	Page 115

	Page 116

	Page 117

	Page 118

	Page 119

	Page 120

	Page 121

	Page 122

	Page 123

	Page 124

	Page 125

	Page 126

	Page 127

	Page 128

	Page 129

	Page 130

	Page 131

	Page 132

	Page 133

	Page 134

	Page 135

	Page 136

	Page 137

	Page 138

	Page 139

	Page 140

	Page 141

	Page 142

	Page 143

	Page 144

	Page 145

	Page 146

	Page 147

	Page 148

	Page 149

	Page 150

	Page 151

	Page 152

	Page 153

	Page 154

	Page 155

	Page 156

	Page 157

	Page 158

	Page 159

	Page 160

	Page 161

	Page 162

	Page 163

	Page 164

	Page 165

	Page 166

	Page 167

	Page 168

	Page 169

	Page 170

	Page 171

	Page 172

	Page 173

	Page 174

	Page 175

	Page 176

	Page 177

	Page 178

	Page 179

	Page 180

	Page 181

	Page 182

	Page 183

	Page 184

	Page 185

	Page 186

	Page 187

	Page 188

	Page 189

	Page 190

	Page 191

	Page 192

	Page 193

	Page 194

	Page 195

	Page 196

	Page 197

	Page 198

	Page 199

	Page 200

	Page 201

	Page 202

	Page 203

	Page 204

	Page 205

	Page 206

	Page 207

	Page 208

	Page 209

	Page 210

	Page 211

	Page 212

	Page 213

	Page 214

	Page 215

	Page 216

	Page 217

	Page 218

	Page 219

	Page 220

	Page 221

	Page 222

	Page 223

	Page 224

	Page 225

	Page 226

	Page 227

	Page 228

	Page 229

	Page 230

	Page 231

	Page 232

	Page 233

	Page 234

	Page 235

	Page 236







About the Author

Professor Stephen Gomez is an award-winning neuroscientist and educator, known for his work as a lecturer and researcher on various aspects of neurotoxins, neuropathology and the neurological control of human movement and posture across several UK universities. He has also specialised in pedagogy and digital technologies, earning a National Teaching Fellowship in 2006. Since his early twenties, he has also served Catholic parishes as a catechist, preparing young people for the Sacraments. He has a passion for making neuroscience and religion accessible to wider audiences. Now retired, Stephen enjoys writing, travelling, presenting to church groups and is an occasional presenter on cruise ships.






Dedication

Dedicated to the memory of my parents, Stella and Len Gomez, to whom I owe so much.






Copyright Information©

Professor Stephen Gomez 2026

The right of Professor Stephen Gomez to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by the author in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior permission of the publishers.

Any person who commits any unauthorised act in relation to this publication may be liable to criminal prosecution and civil claims for damages.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

ISBN 9781037118937 (Paperback)

ISBN 9781037118944 (ePub e-book)

www.austinmacauley.com

First Published 2026

Austin Macauley Publishers Ltd

1 Canada Square

Canary Wharf

London

E14 5AA






Acknowledgement

I’d like to thank a host of friends who agreed to read very early versions of the manuscript and whose feedback allowed me to develop the book into its current form. Special thanks go to David Wells, Dr Phil McCarthy and Bishop Paul Mason for their support, valuable comments and contributions. The cover and figures in this book, unless individually attributed, are the work of Brian Nourse Design Limited, whose wonderful illustrations have helped explain some otherwise tricky physiology and anatomy. Last but not least, I would like to thank the team at Austin Macauley Publishers for their expert and professional guidance.






A Blessing for the Journey Right Revered Bishop Paul Mason

Bishop-in-Ordinary to His Majesty’s Armed Forces

Receiving a blessing at the start of a journey marks it as a special and meaningful endeavour, places it under God’s care, confirms you’re not travelling alone and directs the traveller’s heart even before the first step is taken. A blessing invokes protection and guidance and sets a worthy intention. You may have received blessings before starting a physical endeavour and, of course, a blessing is given at the end of every Mass as a spiritual sending-forth to live out your spiritual faith in the physical world.

Over the years I have given countless blessings in a variety of settings. But this might be the first time I have offered a blessing at the start of a book. The principle of blessings for physical journeys applies no less to those embarking on other forms of life transition and inner pilgrimages of the soul.

God of Our Senses offers both a virtual and virtuous pilgrimage. Its mixture of religion and science, spiritual and physical content may seem like a challenge to some but I hope you will see it as an opportunity to explore a deeper layer of God’s wonderful creation.

Much of Creation plays out in the background of our lives. Every so often, we may stop and notice aspects of the world around us that have always been there but for a fleeting moment have surfaced to consciousness. Similarly, our physical and spiritual senses work tirelessly in the background so seamlessly that it’s easy to forget that they are there. This book takes us on a journey that foregrounds our senses. Why? Simply because the Christian story is profoundly a sensory one. We live our faith through our bodies that hear, see, touch, taste and smell. Our senses constantly reshape everything about us including our discipleship, our decision-making our relationship with others and the world around us.

I am reminded of the senses whenever I hear Scripture being read aloud or the Gospel being unpacked during homily or hearing a Confession. I am grateful for my sense of vision when I see a beautiful icon, a cross reminding me of the suffering of Christ, a stained-glass window catching the sun and awakening awe or witnessing someone ill and suffering. I feel blessed by the intimacy of touch when anointing someone at the end of their life, a handshake at the sign of peace or laying on of hands in the Sacraments. My senses of taste and smell are brought to the fore at Mass with the Body and Blood of Christ, sharing a meal with friends.

When sensory moments are brought from the background to our attention, everyday life becomes a sacramental landscape in which God’s presence and human vulnerability are more clearly recognised.

We know what the senses are but how do they actually work? In this book, Professor Stephen Gomez gives us the opportunity to dive deeper into the fascinating world of the senses both physical and spiritual. It is a world many of us are blissfully unaware of, yet it is a journey worth undertaking as the rewards include seeing God’s Creation in a new and transformative way.

I ask God’s blessing on this work and that all who read it may, through the gift of the senses, come to know more fully the gift of God’s Son who shared our physical life so that we may have a share in His divine life. Amen






Preface

Every book has its origin story. This one starts over 30 years ago, at a time when I felt swamped by preparing religious material for catechism programmes and books, and writing lectures on neurology and medical research papers. This may seem like an odd mix of subject material to juggle but accurately describes how my life spanned across a career as a researcher and lecturer in neuroscience on the one hand and as a voluntary parish and diocesan catechist on the other.

On a professional level, both these worlds were kept separate. Mentioning God as the Creator of everything we were studying in neurology lectures at secular universities would have raised eyebrows if not complaints, just as discussing brain science in catechism classes would have invited some equivalent disquiet. Yet in my own mind, there has never been a divide between the physical and spiritual nature of the body.

But back to the beginning. There I was 30 years ago wanting respite from reading and writing so I went on a short personal retreat to Prinknash Abbey in Gloucester, near my home in Bristol. My intention was to detox from academic work, not to read or write anything but to pray and meditate—to be and not to do—indulge in a spiritual spa, as it were. However, that resolution (like most of my resolutions!) did not last long. Within hours of trying to keep a blank mind, the title God of Our Senses came to me—hopefully a nudge from the Holy Spirit—along with a rush of ideas about how our physical senses enable us to know God. It felt like an invitation to bring science and faith together rather than hold them apart.

Although I promised myself to stay still and reflective on retreat, excitement got the better of me. I asked to use the Abbey library, found some paper, borrowed a pen, and began writing, punctuating my work only with pauses for the Abbey’s services, the liturgy of the hours. By the end of my retreat, I had a fairly solid outline for this book. Then life intervened. Work, responsibilities, and other projects piled up and the manuscript was quietly tucked away and the years rolled by.

It was only after retiring, I rediscovered those early notes. Apart from the title, what you hold now bears little resemblance to that first draft, yet the heart of the idea remains the same; exploring how our physical senses serve as pathways to encounter the God who animates all life. For those who are not keen on medical science, I hope the book redefines this area from an inaccessible complex subject to a part of God’s accessible creation.

Just as books have their origin stories, so do their authors. As a so-called ‘cradle’ Catholic, I was born into a Catholic family; I was baptised as a baby and raised in the faith by two devout parents whose faith was not only spoken but lived. My parents taught me my prayers and instructed me in religious practice and above all, what it means to live and follow Christ in both word and deed in everyday life. I can only aspire to live up to the example they set.

Since my early twenties, I have followed my parents’ lead and immersed myself in parish life wherever I’ve lived, having served with the Legion of Mary, St Vincent de Paul Society, as a Reader and Eucharistic Minister, leading children’s retreats, a public speaker at parishes, and above all, as a parish catechist preparing young people for First Holy Communion, First Confession and Confirmation. I’ve also been involved in catechist formation, and I’m the author of the books The Survival Guide to Confirmation and In the Spirit.

From a young age, my faith and fascination with the physical world grew side by side. I was an inquisitive child, constantly wondering how things worked and testing the limits of my parents’ patience and knowledge with my constant questions about everything and anything.

Our house then held only a few reference books. There was a musty-smelling, second-hand two-volume encyclopaedia, an enormous atlas of the world, a large dictionary with a broken spine probably a victim of sibling disputes and, of course, a Bible, which was kept in a protective box. As a child, I thought these volumes held all the information about the world I’d ever need.

As this was well before the advent of the internet, my hunger for answers often went unsatisfied. My particular interest in the workings of the human body was likely shaped by multiple hospital stays in childhood; first for appendicitis, then repeated visits for polio, contracted when I was 2 years old, which left me unable to walk unaided until a prolonged hospital stay at 10 years of age for a series of pioneering operations at the National Orthopaedic Hospital, Stanmore, UK, which gifted me independent movement.

I was put in a children’s polio ward and felt very sorry for myself, but after seeing children being kept alive in iron lungs, my attitude changed. I am eternally grateful to the expertise of surgeons, nurses and physiotherapists in the NHS then and now.

Later in life, with an ambition to pursue medical research, I graduated from King’s College, London, and earned my doctorate from the Institute of Neurology, National Hospital for Nervous Diseases, University of London. The privilege of researching and teaching at numerous esteemed institutions in the UK and abroad, notably Lund University Hospital, Sweden, has shaped both my life and career.

Even when neurology was not a popular field, my affinity for studying the brain and nervous system never wavered. My research has investigated subjects including the effects of neurotoxins, nerve repair following neuropathies, and the nervous control of human balance and movement. I have co-authored numerous research papers and presented my work on neuropathology and neuroscience at conferences worldwide.

Throughout my academic career in higher education, I have witnessed and helped pioneer the introduction of digital technology in both research and education. I have been especially passionate about harnessing technology to enhance teaching and learning which led to being awarded the prestigious National Teaching Fellowship from the Higher Education Academy UK in 2006, given at the time to only 20 academics nationwide. My innovations in workplace learning and education were further recognised when I was appointed a professor by Plymouth University.

A persistent narrative in popular culture suggests that as science uncovers more of the mechanics behind our universe, there remains less and less space in which to see the hand of God. The assumption is that every scientific explanation and each discovery of a new mechanism or law shrink the realm of the divine, rendering faith an increasingly obsolete placeholder for ignorance. Yet, this viewpoint rests on a misunderstanding of what science actually is, and more importantly, what it is capable of.

Science excels at investigating, measuring, and explaining the physical and tangible world of the cosmos. It unveils astonishing details about the workings of our senses, the intricacy of our bodies, and the complexity and vastness of the universe. But science, by its very nature, is methodologically limited. It cannot speak to realities or questions that lie beyond empirical observation and quantifiable data such as meaning, purpose or the existence of the super-natural. The operating limits of science are defined not only by our technology and cognitive capacity, but by the scope of questions it is equipped to address; the material, the observable, the repeatable.

In God of Our Senses, any distinction between science and religion becomes more blurred. The marvels revealed by neuroscience and the study of our senses are not a diminishing of God’s role, but evidence of the extraordinary framework through which the Creator’s work is made manifest. If science allows us to glimpse the mechanisms, it is still faith that ponders the source, the purpose and the deeper why of it all.

Rather than diminishing the divine, scientific discoveries about our senses reveal the astonishing setting, the physical canvas through which God’s immense power becomes knowable. The very limits of science point us back to wonder and to a world that, through its order and creativity, continually signals that it is rooted in something greater than itself.

Professionally, my physical and spiritual worlds rarely intersected. But in writing God of Our Senses, I have finally found an opportunity to bring these two dimensions together. In all my scientific endeavours, I have always seen God’s hand at work; the divide between the physical and the spiritual has never existed in my mind. This book is my attempt to show how the two are intimately connected and to invite others to view neuroscience not as a realm separate from faith, but as a portal into the wonder of creation.

In the end, both science and faith call us to awe, to show gratitude, and to have a deeper understanding of creation. All truth is God’s truth, and in exploring the marvels of the body and the mysteries of the spirit, we discover not conflict but a deeper harmony, one that inspires reverence, purpose, and hope.

This book has been written to be accessible to a wide audience, whether you have a background in science or religion or not. I have endeavoured to explain each concept in clear, everyday language, with the aim of making the wonders of our physical senses accessible and meaningful to the majority of readers. If science has ever felt intimidating or unfamiliar, rest assured, this book will open up this area for you.

Likewise, with the scriptural quotations, which I have paraphrased and made more accessible to a wider readership. If you wish to read the original quotes from your preferred Bible translation, scriptural references have been given throughout. My hope is that, no matter your starting point, you will find insights here that illuminate the marvel of your senses and enrich your faith in the Creator who designed them.

I hope you enjoy the journey!






Foreword

David Wells

Arriving at a primary school to lead a professional development session with its staff, I was struck by an old statue standing high above the reception area. A forlorn St Mary, hands held out, looking down pitifully from a lofty plinth on people busying themselves with their school tasks. Covered in dust and in isolation, Mary’s welcoming gesture went largely unnoticed.

Later that day, I spent time with the children in the school hall. I asked for the statue to be brought down from the plinth, and it was given a quick dusting. I stood her in front of the children as they sat cross-legged on the polished floor around her. Asking the children questions about the statue, most of the older ones were keen to respond in the way young children do, completely free of any inhibitions.

Yet, it was the very smallest of the children positioned nearest the statue who struck me most. Disregarding my questions, the children inched slowly and deliberately towards the statue. Theirs was an unconscious quest. Shuffling as they did, they had but one purpose.

To touch this woman whose arms seemed to beckon him forward. It is one of many moments in my life when the power of the senses has been extra vivid to me. These little fingers, desiring more than anything to touch the face of the woman. That is all they wanted to do. This encounter came back to me when visiting my mother in a nursing home at the height of the COVID pandemic. The statutory distance we had to keep at the time taught me that a loving touch is as important towards the last days of someone’s life as it is at the beginning. A life without touch is profoundly impoverished.

The other senses work similarly. Out on a lake early one morning with my children, the serene and glassy water cast a perfect reflection of the mountain in front of us. It turned a pyramid-shaped mountain into a diamond, and it was bright pink. The early morning hue was a delight, and it struck me vividly. Calling my children to regard this panorama was pointless. They couldn’t appreciate its beauty, but they were struck by a dragonfly landing on my son’s hand.

“Dad,” he said. “The colour on its back is the same as the colour of the water.” He, too, could behold with wonder and awe what his eyes could see and what beauty can offer. What I experienced in the mountain, he found on the back of his hand

How amazing our senses are at appreciating the world around us. How do they elevate our feelings so profoundly? How do the senses give deeper meaning to the sounds we hear, the food we taste, the things we see? Cardinal Hume recalled a visit to Ethiopia after the 1980s famine, where a hungry child took his hand and rubbed it on his own innocent cheek. The Cardinal took that to be a deep and profound call for food and love.

“No life can be lived,” he said, “without these two basic needs, food and love.” Yet those needs were communicated to him most powerfully, not through statistics, descriptions, or appeals, but through a child’s desire for closeness and contact. Even smells evoke deep and powerful memories that the conscious mind has long since lost.

In his profound reflections upon the gospels, John Shea constantly refers to four realms. He begins with the physical realm. In this realm, we are dominated by temperature, the comfort of the seat we are sitting on, drafts, headaches and arthritis. All these physical realities arrest our attention powerfully.

Next, he speaks of the social domain, in which we are conscious of one another. Am I sitting at the front or the back? Who is watching me? Who is ignoring me? Do I know these people? Do I like them? Then, he speaks of the psychological realm. Am I sitting here happy, sad, afraid, excited, angry, jealous and so on? Yet, underneath all of these powerful realms, lying unassuming and patient, is the spiritual realm, ready to break through the others at the right time, as lava breaks through a solid crust.

The point I am making here is this. It is not in denial of these other realms, but through them that the spiritual realm stakes its claim and makes its sense. It is through the feeling of the wind on my face, the flickering light of the candle, the gesture of embrace, that something else happens. Much more than that, it can be darkness that makes sense of light.

The suffering of isolation or desperation for food can usher forth our greatest progress and deepest virtue. For Professor Stephen Gomez, the spiritual realm is an encounter through the senses in every aspect of our lives. This gives potential and meaning to the most mundane and the most exciting of experiences. It teaches us to live fully in the present moment.

It can be no accident, then, that the greatest storyteller of them all, Jesus Christ, chose to communicate through the sensual realms. Sitting around fires in the late evening, He would begin, “A man had two sons…,” “A sower went out to sow…,” “A man was going from Jerusalem to Jericho when he was attacked by robbers.” These stories call upon and arrest the senses. Listening, seeing and feeling these stories would take the listeners into a new place of spiritual breakthrough, a place aided by imagination.

For Fr Andrew Greely, these stories would provoke through the senses a deeper engagement with our reality rather than a separation from it. Spirituality is not otherworldliness but engagement through our senses with the life around us. The stories Jesus told were not fairy tales. They taught people how to live and engage in their reality, what writers have referred to as the ‘Sacrament of the Present Moment’.

John Shea helps us further. Jesus’ stories begin as a window into another happening, another moment, an occasion to enjoy as a voyeur. As the spiritual realm seeps through the senses into the story, the window becomes a mirror, and the receiver is no longer listening but involved and implicated. The story is now reading the soul of a person. Which is why some of Jesus’ listeners held Him in deep admiration, while others made plans to kill Him. What do we do when someone holds up a mirror to us? Laugh, hide, run? Pretty extreme reactions to an imaginary story about farmers!

Stephen’s book helps us to understand the senses at work in us. At a scientific level, this is a worthy undertaking in itself. Understanding how the senses feed the brain and how the brain responds is an important journey in itself to take. But this book does more than that. Without being afraid of exploring how the senses work and how they are part of God’s amazing creation, Stephen is able to explore how the senses can become a gateway to far more than their most obvious physical purpose. What does it mean to listen beyond hearing, to see beyond looking, to touch beyond feeling? Part of the uniqueness of the exploration involves examining the senses at a biological level.

This is an aspect usually open only to experts in the field, but Stephen has made it accessible to non-experts and, in doing so, has opened a window to God’s creation of the senses. As we become more able to entwine the spiritual and scientific, we become less at risk of the excesses of either. For spiritual beings living in a physical world, this is a timely and much-needed read. A book like this can help us not only make sense of the spiritual, but of the physical, social and psychological realities we face each day. It can also wake us from our slumber.

As Gerard Manley Hopkins reminds us, “The world is charged with the grandeur of God.” How would we know? Well, through our senses!

David Wells is a motivational speaker and a highly popular presenter at schools, churches, conferences and businesses. He is an accomplished author of numerous books, including The Reluctant Disciple and the prayer book, At Your Side, both published by Redemptorist Publications.






Chapter 1 Coming to Our Senses


Our Common Sense

Welcome to the beginning of a sense-ational pilgrimage, a spiritual exploration of our senses which I hope will awaken both body and spirit to a deeper appreciation of ourselves and the world around us. As a virtual pilgrimage, it is no less of a spiritual journey than a physical one. Through reflection, imagination, learning and challenges along the way, we will travel inward guided by our five main senses: hearing, sight, touch, taste and smell toward a deeper understanding of ourselves as spiritual beings living in a physical reality.

This pilgrimage offers a space to pause, learn, and pray. It is an invitation to awareness and wonder and to see within and around you with new eyes, to listen with fresh attention, and to appreciate the everyday gifts that connect us in the world around us to the God within us. As we explore each faculty, we will uncover the science and physiology behind the sense and the spiritual meaning it holds. You will discover how your senses shape your memories, your relationships, behaviour and your thoughts. Consider these pages as signposts or stepping stones guiding you along your way, helping you to rediscover how richly our senses root us in life, meaning, and the mystery of faith.



Perfect Sense

The 2011 film, Perfect Sense, combines an unusual romantic story with an apocalyptic drama that explores a world gripped by a mysterious and devastating epidemic, causing humanity to permanently lose their senses one by one. The story follows Susan, an epidemiologist determined to uncover the cause of this global crisis, and Michael, a chef whose passion for food becomes painfully ironic as the senses needed to enjoy eating vanish from him and his customers.

At the start of the epidemic, there’s an outbreak of heightened anxiety, followed by people completely losing their sense of smell. Just as everyone adjusts to this devastating sensory loss, people around the world lose their sense of taste. With the loss of each sense, people try to adapt as best they can, rediscovering their remaining senses. As everyone still needs to eat, Michael, the chef, does his best to find new ways to prepare meals for customers who can neither smell nor taste, a highly challenging endeavour for a chef who also cannot smell or taste. Hearing disappears next, and people are struggling to adjust and keep going, and finally, spoiler alert, the whole world becomes blind, and the film ends there. Apologies if you were expecting a happy Hollywood ending with a cure being found in the last few seconds.

This story isn’t perhaps the most joyous of introductions to the senses, but though the theme of the story is very disturbing it also challenges us about what we know about our senses and how much we rely on them. There are numerous positives that come from the story. The film is above all a love story between the two main characters whose connection with one another persists while in the background the world around them falls apart. The main characters are not immune to the effects, so they too lose each sense just like everyone else, and they need to find new ways to connect and enjoy what they can.

While it is the physical senses that allow us to interact with the physical world and with each other, it’s our capacity for love, to have empathy and adapt to sudden and severe change that really defines who we are. In the film, everyone is affected equally, and people must find ways to comfort and cherish one another. The main characters serve as a microcosm of what’s happening with everyone else.

The storyline challenges us to appreciate how much we rely on our senses to enjoy life and how much we take them for granted. As the main characters lose their physical senses, they are forced to find new ways to connect and understand each other. The characters find deeper, more spiritual ways of knowing and loving that transcend the purely physical. When all the senses are gone, the bonds of love and yearning for meaning are still in place.

The old adage of not missing something until it’s gone very much applies here. We need to appreciate the miracle of our physical senses and yet learn that we should not depend solely on them. When the physical is stripped away, the spiritual remains. Even in darkness and silence, love is possible and can be more profound. If you haven’t seen the film and feel inspired to watch it, here is another spoiler alert. In the end, after losing four senses, the two characters embrace and realise the importance of touch. Even in the absence of all the other senses, human connection still exists. As the film ends there, we are left in the dark, not knowing if the sense of touch is also taken from them, and it’s up to us to wonder if this sense were to be lost, how would people connect?

Perfect Sense came out nearly 10 years before COVID-19 gripped the planet. The film was looked upon as fantasy at the time, but elements of it would soon become science fact. Research studies have shown that COVID-19 impaired numerous senses, including smell, taste, hearing and balance. Luckily for most people, they recovered and regained their senses fully. For some with long-COVID, they are sadly still waiting for their recovery.

The fictional Perfect Sense film and the factual COVID-19 pandemic show that our senses are not just biological processes but are spiritual gateways into an amazing though largely undiscovered world that takes us beyond the physical.



Who Is This Book For?

‘Who is this book for?’ is a valid and important question for any potential reader at the outset. The short answer: everyone. The longer answer: most definitely everyone.

This book brings together Christian faith and scientific understanding, two perspectives that when held in dialogue, offer something rich and meaningful for every kind of reader. If you have little or no scientific background, don’t be put off. The book offers a fresh lens through which to deepen your sense of wonder at God’s creation and enhance your faith.

If you come from a scientific or medical discipline, the book invites you to rediscover the senses, not just as biological functions, but as profound spiritual gateways and to see familiar scientific knowledge illuminated by faith. If you’re exploring spirituality or hold no particular religious belief, this is an opportunity to approach the human senses with openness and curiosity. Let yourself be immersed in the mystery and be open to where the journey takes you.



Outlook On Life

The invitation is there for the curious and contemplative to learn more about your senses. Whatever your background, when approaching this book, remember attitude, not aptitude, gives altitude. A positive outlook and open mindset are the most important qualities to support you through this journey, or in fact, through any journey, physical or spiritual.

“There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a miracle.” This challenging quote is largely attributed to Albert Einstein and beautifully presents two philosophical and spiritual outlooks on life. Living life as though nothing is a miracle suggests a worldview where everything can be explained by laws of nature, logic and reason and where nothing transcendent or extraordinary is assumed.

If you live life as though everything is a miracle, you have a sense of wonder, gratitude, and spiritual openness, seeing the ordinary as infused with meaning, beauty, and divine presence. You find the sacred in everyday experience and view science mixed with religion as a welcomed symbiotic fusion, widening your outlook. For Christians and other people of faith, this quote aligns with the idea that creation itself is a miracle, and that God’s presence can be known in both great and small things; from a greater understanding of how the body works to a deeper sense of spirituality.

It invites us to live with awareness, awe, and reverence in all things. We are often told that we always have a choice, and this quote challenges us to a binary choice between a life closed off to a higher-order wonder or one wholeheartedly open to it, a mindset that shapes how we see the world and our place within it.

If you live a life or want to live a life where everything is a miracle, you are in good company. ‘Finding God in all things’ is a phrase and mindset rooted in Ignatian spirituality. The phrase emphasises the belief that God is present and accessible in every aspect of life, not just explicitly in religious settings. This contemplative approach to daily experiences widens your opportunity to discern God’s presence in both the ordinary and extraordinary. God is not confined solely to churches, religious services and writings, but can also be found in relationships, work, art, and, particularly in the context of this book, in the science of the senses.

Ignatian spirituality was, as its name implies, developed by St. Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuit order, to encourage individuals to cultivate an awareness of God’s presence in their lives through reflecting on their daily experiences to discern God’s actions and invitations. Everything we do involves the human and divine senses, so being more aware of them is a foundation to the premise of this book.



A Reflection on Your Senses

Just for a few moments, close your eyes and tune in to the world around you and think back on the day or the previous day’s events. Now, please pause for a few moments and do this before reading on.

Whatever you tuned into and recalled just now, you did so purely through your senses. You might have heard the distant hum of traffic, the laughter of a child, the gentle rustle of leaves. Perhaps you caught the scent of rain, coffee, or the familiar scents of home. You might have remembered meeting a friend, having a conversation with a child, or being held up in traffic. There are so many possible sensations you could have sensed or recollected. Each sensation or thought you become aware of is a marvel of biology: an orchestra of nerves, receptors, and signals racing to and through your brain, painting the landscape of your experience.

Most of the time, we are totally unaware of what our senses are doing, yet they are constantly working to, ironically, make you aware of what’s going on in your world. Your brain is constantly working away at a tremendous pace day and night, and most of the time, you are unaware of its activity and what it’s doing. The brain can only function to deliver this awareness to you by receiving information coming in from the senses. Without the physical senses, the brain is in the dark.

Science tells us that our senses are bodily abilities, evolved over millennia to help us survive, connect, and thrive. Taste buds warn us of bitterness, a possible sign of poison. Our eyes adjust to the faintest light, revealing beauty and danger alike. Touch tells us when to pull away from harm or linger in an embrace. These processes are intricate, measurable, and astonishing in their complexity of how our actions are brought about.

Yet, there is more to our senses than molecules and neurones. Across cultures and centuries, people have sensed the sacred in the ordinary: the hush of a cathedral, the sweetness of shared bread, the healing touch of a friend. The Bible calls on the senses: “Taste and see that the Lord is good!” (Psalm 34:8). Our senses are not just biological; they are spiritual instruments, attuned to both the seen and the unseen. This book offers an opportunity to learn more about these instruments, what they are and how they work and how you can get the most from them.

What if every sensation is an invitation? What if the warmth of sunlight on your skin is a gentle reminder of grace, or the fragrance of a rose a whisper of beauty beyond words? What if the ache of longing you feel when you hear a certain song is your spirit reaching for the divine?

In this book, we will journey through the science of our senses, marvelling at their design and function. But we will also listen for the deeper music, the ways in which sight, sound, taste, touch, and smell open us to wonder, gratitude, and the presence of God. For in the meeting place of body and spirit, the ordinary becomes extraordinary, and every sense becomes a doorway to the sacred.



Why Knowledge of the Senses Matters

Why does knowledge of the science of the senses matter to people with religious beliefs? God is in all things, in every aspect of our being and experience, but why focus on the senses? If you hold a Christian belief and have gone through life knowing little about how your senses work, it’s reasonable to ask what benefits having this knowledge might now bring.

As Christians, we are constantly searching around us for a greater understanding of God and our faith. Our search takes place within God’s creation, which includes both the physical and spiritual. To God, there’s no separation of realms in this way; He made everything. Understanding how our senses work, both physical and spiritual, highlights the intricacy and wonder of creation. Science reveals that our senses are not random but beautifully ordered and can inspire gratitude for the Creator who designed them. To gain a deeper understanding of something, you need to know how it works. To gain a deeper and richer understanding of the senses, you need to know how they work.

Throughout the history of philosophy, towering figures such as Aristotle, the Stoics, John Locke and David Hume suggested that “nothing in the intellect is without first being in the senses.” Their form of philosophy is known as empiricism, and they considered that we are a ‘blank slate’ when born and all our knowledge is acquired through the portal of sensory experience. No lesser figure than St Thomas Aquinas added the spiritual dimension.

In his seminal work, Summa Theologica, he asserted that faith cannot be seen as separate from the body; both are intertwined. He suggested that taste, touch, smell, hearing and seeing are not merely a means to sensation, but they are also your only actual means to knowledge. The senses, therefore, become a bridge between the material and the spiritual, the immanent and the transcendent, and this is why they are a focus here.

We know that God uses our senses to guide us. Scripture and tradition are full of examples of sensory language, hearing God’s voice giving them a task or mission, tasting and seeing God’s goodness, and physically witnessing Christ in the Transfiguration.

In religious worship, we engage the senses through speech, music, art, incense, bread and wine, candles, and holy water. If we gain a better understanding of the science behind how these experiences affect us, it can make worship more enriching, meaningful and mindful.

As you read through the scientific exploration of the senses, it is bound to evoke awe, a sense of the holy in the extraordinary, which is itself a spiritual experience. Learning about the marvels of the senses can only lead to deeper reverence for God’s handiwork. To explain the workings of the senses, some anatomical diagrams, not actual photographs, are used. If you are unused to seeing anatomical diagrams, don’t be deterred, as they are all accessible and fully explained. Think of the diagrams as God’s blueprints that nature has used to construct our senses.



God Through the Senses

Earlier, you were invited to close your eyes, be still and tune in to the sensations around you and thoughts within you. If you did this activity, you would have become aware of what was going on in your immediate physical environment. What if our senses are not just ways to experience the world, but ways to encounter the divine? There are numerous examples in Scripture when God engaged with people through their senses: burning bushes, speaking aloud, healing touch, and bright lights, to name a few. Our senses are intentional gifts from God which serve as profound avenues for encountering the divine. God created a world full of sights, sounds, textures, tastes and aromas and gave us the ability to detect, marvel and enjoy them.

For Christians to be aware of their physical senses is not a recent idea, but one that has lain dormant. Early Christian scholars like Origen (c185-c253 AD) said that for every physical sense, there is a corresponding spiritual sense: eyes to see God’s work, ears to hear His voice, a tongue to taste and see that the Lord is good, a nose to sense the aroma of Christ, and hands to touch the Word of Life. Not all of Origen’s writings are fully accepted by the Catholic Church. He is valued for insights into early Christian thought, such as those about the senses, but other ideas of his are not accepted.



Science and Religion

Science as a discipline is generally understood as being based on objective facts. These facts arise from constructing a theory which is then tested in some way, such as by experimentation, which produces evidence that can be replicated and confirmed independently by others. If there is sufficient peer-reviewed evidence to support the theory, then it is generally accepted by the scientific community. Such an approach is perfectly appropriate to study phenomena in a tangible, physical and material world, but it is limited to this world. However, the methods used to test a theory are continually improving.

With improved technology and methodology, and with successive generations of scientists challenging previously held scientific dogmas, more detailed observations are generated, which might further support the original theory or overturn it. Scientific facts and theories are a snapshot of any one time; a best guess based on current evidence. Ideas change based on new theories and observations, such as: the Earth being the centre of the Universe; emotions arising from the heart when it arises from the brain; continents being fixed in position rather than continental drift; and atoms being the smallest indivisible unit of matter whereas it’s made up of 17 (at the time of writing) fundamental particles in the Standard Model of particle physics.

The theory and practice of science rely on an important attribute of ours—our physical senses. But as Paul the Apostle says, faith is walking beyond the senses, believing in what you cannot see, hear or touch by ordinary means, “For we walk by faith, not by sight” (2 Corinthians 5:7). Spiritual perception uses our physical senses as starting points not endpoints for knowing God, serving as bridges between the visible and invisible, the physical and spiritual.

The relationship between science and religion is often perceived as one in conflict, mainly due to past disagreements, such as whether the earth revolved around the sun or the other way around, and perhaps the most contentious issue for some, evolution and natural selection. Yet historically, many scientists have also been religious, with their faith coexisting and even informing their scientific enquiries. This is the camp to which I subscribe.

As Christians today, we live in a world transformed by technological advances and scientific breakthroughs. The people who discovered these insights may not all have been believers, yet their abilities
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