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With All Your Mind

FRANCIS S. COLLINS



AT THE TOP of my stairway, positioned so that I pass it several times a day, is a verse from the Bible that has been elegantly rendered and decorated by my daughter. “If any man lacks wisdom,” says the quote from the book of James, “let him ask of God, who gives to all willingly and without reproach, and it will be given to him.” The verse powerfully points to the connection between faith and reason. But it also presumes the seeker of wisdom already has some sense of the Divine, and knows where to go for help. A more fundamental question is whether God exists at all.

“Is there a God?” has to be the most central and profound question we humans ask. Perhaps you have heard some say that this query cannot really be approached by reason. “You just have to have faith” is often the response an earnest seeker receives. But many people down through the ages have found that answer unsatisfying. Sure, they admit, you can’t prove God’s existence, or we would all be committed believers in lockstep to some universal faith—but how interesting would that be?

Very well…so absolute proof of God’s existence is not going to be available in this life. But that doesn’t mean deeply rational arguments for faith are not available for inspection and debate by interested believers, seekers, and skeptics. In fact, there is a fascinating range of literature available to assist the curious mind, some of it extending back many centuries.

This anthology on the subject of belief aims to provide a sampler of that rich intellectual tradition. If a potential adventure into these deep but refreshing waters intrigues you, then this collection is for you. Within these pages you will find the reflections of many of the world’s greatest thinkers, from Plato to Pascal to Plantinga, and many others in between. Some of the excerpts will require more than one reading to digest. Others will resonate immediately with your experience, perhaps clarifying truths that you already sensed but never quite articulated. Some entries will be heartrending in their honesty about the tragic imperfections of the human condition, and the deep longing for something better. A few essays will make you smile, or even laugh out loud.

By picking up this book, you are displaying a welcome curiosity. But you are also countering several current trends. The increasingly secular Western world seems to be losing touch with the long history of intellectual arguments supporting a rational basis for faith. Our postmodern culture questions whether there is such a thing as absolute truth, and our philosophers cast doubt on the foundations of morality. We increasingly hear from those who borrow the latest findings from science to argue that humans are purely naturalistic beings. While these arguments may hold sway in academic circles, they generally fail to resonate with the general public.

All is not well in the church either. In the United States, 85 percent of Americans profess belief in God. But the percentage of believers is declining, and a sense of restlessness can be found in many faith communities. Many factors are contributing to this malaise—the sense that the church is out of touch with modern life, the stories of church leaders caught in acts of hypocrisy, the unfortunate linkage of large components of the U.S. Christian church to political agendas that project a narrow-minded and unloving image, the aggressive attacks by vociferous members of the “New Atheist” community, and the fear of the consequences of religious fundamentalism in the wake of 9/11. But for many young seekers and believers hungry for an understanding of the basis of faith, the absence of a vibrant intellectual component, particularly in the evangelical Christian church, is another significant factor that makes faith relatively unappealing. Perhaps the most scathing indictment of this situation was put forward by Mark Noll in 1994. “The scandal of the evangelical mind,” he wrote in a book by that same name, “is that there is not much of an evangelical mind.” Speaking recently with Professor Noll, I gather that there hasn’t been much reason since then for him to change his point of view. Among other goals, this book is a modest effort to help change that.

A Brief History of the Relationship of Faith and Reason

Deliberations about faith and reason stretch back many centuries. Leaders of the world’s great religions—from Moses to the Buddha to Confucius, Jesus, Augustine, Mohamed, Aquinas, and Maimonides—used rational arguments with great effectiveness to promote truths about faith and humankind. After a period of relative stagnation during the Middle Ages, the Renaissance brought scientific and theological explorations together in novel and highly productive ways. Theology was then called the “Queen of the Sciences” Kepler, Copernicus, and Galileo were all men of strong religious faith, even as they upset the prevailing geocentric applecart. And Isaac Newton produced more written materials on biblical interpretation than all of his groundbreaking contributions to physics and mathematics combined. “Gravity,” he wrote, “explains the motions of the planets, but it cannot explain who set the planets in motion. God governs all things and knows all that is or can be done.”

The harmony of faith and reason began to show serious cracks in Europe, however, as the Enlightenment and the associated rise of materialism took hold in the late eighteenth century. The primary basis for a rejection of religion at that time actually rested not so much on logical arguments, but on resistance to the oppressive authority of the church. Expressing the views of many at the onset of the French Revolution, Voltaire wrote, “Is it any wonder that there are atheists in the world, when the church behaves so abominably?” As resistance to religious perspectives continued to grow in the nineteenth century, Darwin’s theory of evolution upset the long-standing argument from design that had been a secure linchpin for the need for a Creator by theologians over the centuries. Philosophers joined the fray: Feuerbach proposed that God was nothing more than a human projection, and Freud adopted this same perspective in his influential writings about God as a delusion based on father-figure wish fulfillment.


Meanwhile, the initial strength of a strongly rational form of Christianity in the United States, buttressed by contributions from church leaders such as Jonathan Edwards, encountered a progressive dilution by naturalistic worldviews in the late nineteenth century—originally in the universities, but subsequently across many different social strata. Responding to the threat, the rise of fundamentalism in the Christian church gained momentum and refocused attention on the basic principles of the faith, but did so in a way that emphasized supernaturalism, the imminent second coming of Christ, and, consequentially, a downgrading of the importance of the life of the mind. Again from Mark Noll: “The treatment of fundamentalism may be said to have succeeded; the patient survived. But at least for the life of the mind, what survived was a patient horribly disfigured by the cure itself.”

The Need for Re-engagement

And what about now? It is fair to say that public discussions of faith and reason in the early twenty-first century are more often than not abrasive and contentious, and tend to be dominated by extreme voices. There’s not a lot of listening going on. On one side, angry atheist manifestos from authors such as Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, Daniel Dennett, and Sam Harris argue that religion is not only irrational, but that it is the source of most of the evil in the world. On the other side, certain ultraconservative Christian, Jewish, and Muslim leaders claim that solid conclusions from science, like the age of the universe, are not to be trusted, because of a disagreement with their personal readings of ancient sacred texts. There is now a camp for kids in the United Kingdom that aims to indoctrinate them with atheism, and a Creation Museum in Kentucky that shows humans romping with dinosaurs. Both of these extreme positions represent a closing of the mind to further debate, and a manifestation of hardened fundamentalism. Most people don’t fully identify with either extreme, but aren’t entirely sure how to respond. The battle of worldviews is having many real casualties.

This collection of essays is an attempt to provide a modest antidote to the cacophony of extreme voices dominating the microphones, bookshelves, and airways. Faith and reason are not, as many seem to be arguing today, mutually exclusive. They never have been. The letter to the Hebrews in the New Testament defines faith as “the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” Evidence! Down through the centuries, humanity’s greatest minds have developed interesting and compelling arguments about faith, based on moral philosophy, observations about nature, and examination of sacred texts. But outside of limited academic circles, these deeper perspectives are not heard from much these days. The goal of this anthology is to present some of these points of view, to spur on a more nuanced and intellectually rich discussion of the most profound questions that humanity asks: Is there a God? If so, what is God like? Does God care about me? And what, if anything, is the meaning of life?

My Own Perspective on Faith and Reason

I am an unlikely editor for this collection. I am not a philosopher or a theologian. Raised with only superficial exposure to religious perspectives as a child, I became an agnostic and later an atheist. Studying quantum mechanics in a PhD program at Yale, I saw no reason to believe in anything outside of the mathematical equations that described the behavior of matter and energy. I had never heard any arguments that connected faith in God with reason, and I assumed that believers must have to check their brains at the church door in order to enter.

But my own scientific and humanitarian interests subsequently led me to pursue a different path, and I enrolled in medical school. There the questions of life and death that had been purely hypothetical became wrenchingly real. As I sat at the bedside of good, honorable people who were facing the end of their life, and for whom faith in God remained a source of peace when medicine had failed them, I tried to imagine myself in the same position. And I had to admit, if asked to trade places, I would not be peaceful—I would be angry and terrified. Though I had previously assumed that any such comfort from faith was just a delusion, I had to confess that I didn’t really understand why so many people around me—including some of my professors—were believers. I didn’t know about “Pascal’s Wager”—that there is much more to be lost by denying God’s existence than by accepting it—but it began to dawn on me that I had ignored the seriousness of getting an answer to the God question. If there was any actual evidence to support belief, if faith really rested on a foundation in reason, then I’d better find out about it.

Thus began a personal exploration, in my midtwenties, of the rational basis for faith. Never having taken a course in philosophy or theology, this was all brand new. Initially, I tried to read some of the foundational texts of the monotheistic religions, and found much of their language inscrutable. Thankfully, a kind pastor in my neighborhood, aware of my confusion and the need for something more accessible, pointed me to C. S. Lewis’s marvelous synthesis of the reasons for faith, Mere Christianity. I was stunned at the force of the logic from this Oxford scholar that filled every paragraph of this little book. As I absorbed the arguments, the door to the possibility of God began to open, and as it did, I began to see that the signposts had been around me all along.

Some of the evidence derived from nature itself. As a scientist, I was then and am now deeply invested in the idea that nature is ordered, and that science can discover it. But it never occurred to me to ask why order exists. Going even deeper, I had never really considered the most profound philosophical question of all—why is there something instead of nothing? And if there are realities called matter and energy that behave in certain ways, what about those mathematical equations I had been so in love with as a student of quantum mechanics—why should they work at all? What, to use Nobel Laureate Wigner’s classic phrase, accounts for the “unreasonable effectiveness of mathematics”? Could this be a pointer toward a mathematical mind behind the universe?

And then there was the Big Bang. From observations about the red shift of retreating galaxies in the far-flung universe, and the measurement of background microwave radiation that reflects an echo of a massive explosion 13.7 billion years ago, it is clear that our universe had a beginning, in an unimaginable cosmological singularity. The laws of physics break down there. If the universe had a beginning, how was it created? Nature has not been observed to create itself. To postulate a creator that is also part of nature provides no solution. Instead, one seems obligated to yield to the logic of the cosmological argument (called Kalam by Islamic scholars) that there was a First Cause, a supernatural Creator outside of the laws of nature, and outside of time and space.

Further strengthening the arguments for design in the universe, I learned about fine-tuning, the infinitely interesting observations often encapsulated in the somewhat confusing term “The Anthropic Principle.” Basically, the simple mathematical laws that describe the behavior of matter and energy involve constants whose value cannot be derived; they must be determined by experiment. Gravity, for instance, follows a simple inverse square law as worked out by Isaac Newton:
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where m1 and m2 are the masses of two objects, r is the distance between them, and F is the gravitational force of attraction. G, the gravitational constant, was inferred to exist by Newton, but its value (6.673 × 10-11 N m2 kg-2) was only accurately determined by experiment many years later. The speed of light, the mass of the electron, and the strong and weak nuclear forces are other examples of physical constants that have a profound effect on nature. Over the past half century, mathematical physicists have investigated the consequences of slight variations in these constants. The conclusion is astounding: if any of these were to vary by even the tiniest degree, a universe capable of sustaining any imaginable form of life would be impossible. Thus, our universe cannot be considered just a lucky coincidence—the odds are way too small. Instead, one is forced to choose between three alternatives: 1) there may be as yet undiscovered laws of nature that demand that these constants only have these specific values; 2) there must be an almost infinite series of unobservable parallel universes with different values of these constants, but we can only exist in the one where everything turned out just right (the “Goldilocks Enigma” in the title of Paul Davies’s recent book); or 3) there must be some intelligence behind our universe that has established these constants in a way that permits stability, complexity, life, and consciousness. Few physicists believe that option #1 is correct. And choosing either option #2 or #3 has to be considered a leap of faith.


These arguments from the observed order of the universe are compelling, but they say little about whether such a “creator” God would be interested in human beings. To be sure, the fine-tuning arguments, including the precise resonance of the masses of helium and beryllium that makes carbon-based life a possibility, encourage the notion that God must have been interested in something more than a sterile and boring universe. But what evidence might we have that God cares about each one of us? Do rational arguments for faith stop at deism (a “watchmaker” God who made the universe and wound it up, but is not interested in humans), or can they extend to theism as well?

This brings us to one of philosophy and theology’s longest and deepest conversations, the existence of the Moral Law. One of the most notable and unique characteristics of humanity, across centuries, cultures, and geographic locations, is this universal human grasp of the concept of right and wrong, and an inner voice that calls us to do the right thing. We may not always agree on what behaviors are right (since those are heavily influenced by culture), but we generally agree that we should try to do good and avoid evil. When we break this Moral Law (which happens frequently, if we are honest), we make excuses, only further demonstrating that we feel bound by the law in our dealings with others. How can this be accounted for? If God actually exists, and has an interest in humans—a unique species with gifts of consciousness, intelligence, and free will—wouldn’t the existence of this law, written on all of our hearts, be an interesting signpost toward a holy and personal God?

Many modern readers will be quick to object to this argument. Isn’t this just a consequence of evolution? Before addressing that objection, let’s be clear here: the central tenets of Darwin’s theory—including gradual change over time, natural selection based on reproductive fitness, and descent from a common ancestor—have been convincingly shown to be correct (including for humans) by multiple lines of investigation, most powerfully from my own professional field of research on DNA. The “theory” of evolution is thus a theory in the same sense, and with the same relative strength of evidence, as the theory of gravitation. In the oft-quoted words of Theodosius Dobzhansky, a leading evolutionist and a believer in God, “Nothing in biology makes sense except in the light of evolution.”

Though Darwin’s publication of The Origin of Species in 1859 was widely embraced by many in the church as an insight into God’s method of creation, more recently evolution has been perceived as a direct assault on belief in God. Philosopher Dan Dennett is fond of calling Darwin’s theory a “universal acid” for any tendency toward religious thinking. But surely this claim is going beyond the evidence. If God has any real significance, God must be at least in part outside of nature (unless you are a pantheist, who believes that God and nature are the same thing). Science, including the science of evolution, is limited to exploring and understanding the natural world. Therefore, to apply scientific arguments to the question of God’s existence, as if this were somehow a showstopper, is committing a category error. If God Almighty, unlimited by space or time, chose to use the mechanism of evolution to carry out a creative plan that led to a truly marvelous diversity of living things on a blue planet near the outer edge of a spiral galaxy, we would have to admit that this was a powerful and highly effective plan.

Now back to the Moral Law. Evolutionary arguments, which ultimately depend on reproductive fitness as the overarching goal, may explain some parts of this human urge toward moral behavior, especially if self-sacrificing altruistic acts are done on behalf of relatives or those from whom one might expect some future reciprocal benefit. But all evolutionary models lead to the requirement for reflexive hostility to outside groups, and we humans do not seem to have gotten that memo. Quite the opposite—we especially admire cases in which individuals make great sacrifices for strangers: think of Mother Teresa, or Oskar Schindler, or the Good Samaritan.

We should be somewhat skeptical of atheists who dismiss these acts of radical altruism as some sort of evolutionary misfiring. If these noble acts are frankly a scandal to reproductive fitness, might they instead point in a different direction, as argued by philosophers down through the ages—toward a holy, loving, and caring God, who instilled the Moral Law in each of us as a sign of our special nature and as a call to relationship with the Almighty?

Do not get me wrong. I am not arguing that the existence of the Moral Law somehow proves God’s existence. Such proofs cannot be provided by the study of nature. And I freely admit that there is an inherent danger in arguing that the Moral Law points to some sort of supernatural intervention in the early days of human history; this has the flavor of a “God of the gaps” argument. After all, much still remains to be understood about evolution’s influence on human nature. But even if radically altruistic human acts can ultimately be explained on the basis of evolutionary mechanisms, this would do nothing to exclude God’s hand. For if God chose the process of evolution in the beginning to create humans in imago Dei (“the image of God”), it would also be perfectly reasonable for God to use this same process to instill knowledge of the Moral Law.

A deeper question raised by this debate is the fundamental nature of good and evil. Does morality actually have any foundation? To be consistent, a committed atheist, who argues that evolution can fully account for all aspects of human nature, must also argue that the human urge toward altruism, including its most radical and self-sacrificial forms, is a purely evolutionary artifact. This forces the conclusion that the concepts of good and evil have no real foundation, and that we have been hoodwinked by evolution into thinking that morality provides meaningful standards of judgment. Few atheists seem willing to own up to this disturbing and depressing consequence of their worldview. On the contrary, the most aggressive of them seem quite comfortable pointing to the evil they see religion as having inspired. Isn’t this rather inconsistent?

For myself, the arguments from the nature of the universe and the existence of the Moral Law led me, with considerable initial resistance, to a serious consideration of the possibility of a God who not only wound up the clock but who also has an enduring interest in a relationship with humans. In all honesty, that discovery wasn’t the answer I expected or desired. But it became more and more compelling. And as it did, I realized that seeing all of humanity’s nobler attributes through the constricted lens of atheism and materialism ultimately leads to philosophical impoverishment, and even to the necessity of giving up concepts of benevolence and justice. I also found that a whole world of interesting questions opened up for me once I accepted the possibility of a spiritual aspect to humanity.

In further searching to discover the character of God, I sought greater understanding of the world’s great religions. From this pursuit, at age twenty-seven, I became a committed Christian. I will not detail the reasons here that led to my specific decision to follow Christ, since I have written about that experience in The Language of God: A Scientist Presents Evidence for Belief (Free Press, 2006). And for a deeper exploration of the potential harmony of the scientific and spiritual worldviews, I would commend www.biologos.org, where my colleagues and I have embarked on an effort to provide responses to the questions about science and faith that are most frequently posed by believers, seekers, and skeptics.

Assembling an Anthology

Although I am generally considered a credible scientist, I am at best an amateur philosopher, and I have no credentials in theology at all. So being invited to curate a series of classic essays on faith and reason has been a challenging experience. I have been greatly aided by the hard work and significant contributions of my capable research assistant, Meg Saunders, who has served as a true intellectual colleague in this project.

Narrowing down a limited set of authors has been almost impossibly difficult. And with a limit on how many entries we could include in this book, it is virtually certain that anyone perusing the Table of Contents will generate their own list of serious omissions. Complaints are expected! Once having chosen a particular author for potential inclusion, it proved quite challenging to find the perfect essay that fit the theme of this book, as we sought a contribution that would be self-contained and brief enough to be read in a single sitting. Furthermore, as we hoped this collection would be a compendium for the reading pleasure of seekers, believers, and skeptics from all walks of life, the accessibility of the prose became a prime requirement for inclusion.

These realities led to a final set of choices that regrettably left out some historically important voices who proved to have difficult writing styles for the nonexpert (Aristotle and Immanuel Kant, for instance), but included others (like Madeleine L’Engle), who might surprise the reader who was expecting a lineup of the “usual suspects.” The majority of the contributors write from a Christian perspective, however, Mahatma Gandhi and the Dalai Lama make appearances, as do two compelling Jewish voices, Elie Wiesel and Viktor Frankl. A special effort was made to identify women authors, but, unfortunately, because of the scarce representation of women in the world’s output of literature on faith and reason, this was a difficult goal to meet. There is no doubt that this skewed representation needs to be corrected in the future.

There proved to be no perfect way to organize these readings. One possibility would have been to present them chronologically, beginning with Plato and extending to the modern era. An even simpler approach would have been to present them alphabetically. But to assist the reader in diving in, the selections are organized around ten themes. The list of themes begins with classic arguments for faith and reason and progresses to other major issues, such as the meaning of truth, the existence of evil and suffering, and the possibility of miracles.

I would suggest starting with Bishop Tom Wright’s compelling and intriguing summary of the modern case for faith and reason, and then heading off in whatever direction you find the most interesting—or the most vexing. If you encounter an essay that doesn’t speak to you, move on to another one within the same theme. If you find a selection to be particularly helpful, seek out other works by that author—there is a wealth of material out there, and much of it can be downloaded from the Internet.

In Matthew 22.36–37, Jesus is asked by the disciples to name the greatest commandment in the Law. He responds, “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your soul and all your mind.” I find it of great interest that Christ added “all your mind” to this exhortation (the original verse from Deuteronomy does not include this). But here in the twenty-first century, many seem to have concluded that the spiritual experience and the life of the mind ought to occupy separate domains, and that disruptions, conflicts, and disenchantments will result if the firewall comes down. Surely humanity’s ongoing search for truth is not enriched by such limitations. In the words of Socrates (at least as imagined by Plato), the key to a fully mature and richly rewarding life, both for us as individuals and as a society, is to “follow the argument wherever it leads,” unafraid of the consequences. If this collection of essays provides even a small encouragement in this direction for the seeker, the believer, or the skeptic, that will be gratifying indeed!










Getting Started:

Stating the Modern Case








N. T. WRIGHT




Nicholas Thomas “Tom” Wright (1948–) is a British academic, theologian, and priest. Currently, he serves as the Bishop of Durham in the Church of England. A prolific writer and widely admired expert on the New Testament, he has published more than thirty books.

During his career Wright has been both a student and lecturer at Oxford University, where he discovered his principal intellectual enjoyment—the exchange produced by a formidable examination of the intersection between faith and reason. From this passion, he is able to engage his reader on topics that resonate deeply within them without making them feel preached to or marginalized. From the excerpt chosen, Wright takes us very deliberately into two distinct but related discussions: one on justice and the other on spirituality. Using imagery and prose harkening back to his forerunner at Oxford, C. S. Lewis, Wright challenges us to consider these age-old subjects in a new light, paying particular attention to how they relate to an often unarticulated longing deep within our souls. The following selection is from Simply Christian.



Putting the World to Rights

I HAD A dream the other night, a powerful and interesting dream. And the really frustrating thing about it is that I can’t remember what it was about. I had a flash of it as I woke up, enough to make me think how extraordinary and meaningful it was; and then it was gone. And so, to misquote T. S. Eliot, I had the meaning but missed the experience.

Our passion for justice often seems like that. We dream the dream of justice. We glimpse, for a moment, a world at one, a world put to rights, a world where things work out, where societies function fairly and efficiently, where we not only know what we ought to do but actually do it. And then we wake up and come back to reality. But what are we hearing when we’re dreaming that dream?


It’s as though we can hear, not perhaps a voice itself, but the echo of a voice: a voice speaking with calm, healing authority, speaking about justice, about things being put to rights, about peace and hope and prosperity for all. The voice continues to echo in our imagination, our subconscious. We want to go back and listen to it again, but having woken up we can’t get back into the dream. Other people sometimes tell us it was just a fantasy, and we’re half-inclined to believe them, even though that condemns us to cynicism.

But the voice goes on, calling us, beckoning us, luring us to think that there might be such a thing as justice, as the world being put to rights, even though we find it so elusive. We’re like moths trying to fly to the moon. We all know there’s something called justice, but we can’t quite get to it.

You can test this out easily. Go to any school or playgroup where the children are old enough to talk to each other. Listen to what they are saying. Pretty soon one child will say to another, or perhaps to a teacher: “That’s not fair!”

You don’t have to teach children about fairness and unfairness. A sense of justice comes with the kit of being human. We know about it, as we say, in our bones.

You fall off your bicycle and break your leg. You go to the hospital and they fix it. You stagger around on crutches for a while. Then, rather gingerly, you start to walk normally again. Pretty soon you’ve forgotten about the whole thing. You’re back to normal. There is such a thing as putting something to rights, as fixing it, as getting it back on track. You can fix a broken leg, a broken toy, a broken television.

So why can’t we fix injustice?

It isn’t for want of trying. We have courts of law and magistrates and judges and lawyers in plenty. I used to live in a part of London where there was so much justice going on that it hurt—lawmakers, law enforcers, a Lord Chief Justice, a police headquarters, and, just a couple of miles away, enough barristers to run a battleship. (Though, since they would all be arguing with one another, the battleship might be going around in circles.) Other countries have similarly heavyweight organizations designed to make laws and implement them.

And yet we have a sense that justice itself slips through our fingers. Sometimes it works; often it doesn’t. Innocent people get convicted; guilty people are let off. The bullies, and those who can bribe their way out of trouble, get away with wrongdoing—not always, but often enough for us to notice, and to wonder why.

People hurt others badly and walk away laughing. Victims don’t always get compensated. Sometimes they spend the rest of their lives coping with sorrow, hurt, and bitterness.

The same thing is going on in the wider world. Countries invade other countries and get away with it. The rich use the power of their money to get even richer while the poor, who can’t do anything about it, get even poorer. Most of us scratch our heads and wonder why, and then go out and buy another product whose profit goes to the rich company.

I don’t want to be too despondent. There is such a thing as justice, and sometimes it comes out on top. Brutal tyrannies are overthrown. Apartheid was dismantled. Sometimes wise and creative leaders arise and people follow them into good and just actions. Serious criminals are sometimes caught, brought to trial, convicted, and punished. Things that are seriously wrong in society are sometimes put splendidly to rights. New projects give hope to the poor. Diplomats achieve solid and lasting peace. But just when you think it’s safe to relax…it all goes wrong again.

And even though we can solve a few of the world’s problems, at least temporarily, we know perfectly well that there are others we simply can’t and won’t.

Just after Christmas of 2004 an earthquake and tidal wave killed more than three times as many people in a single day as the total number of American soldiers who died in the entire Vietnam War. There are some things in our world, on our planet, which make us say, “That’s not right!” even when there’s nobody to blame. A tectonic plate’s got to do what a tectonic plate’s got to do. The earthquake wasn’t caused by some wicked global capitalist, by a late-blossoming Marxist, or by a fundamentalist with a bomb. It just happened. And in that happening we see a world in pain, a world out of joint, a world where things occur that we seem powerless to make right.

The most telling examples are the ones closest to home. I have high moral standards. I have thought about them. I have preached about them. Good heavens, I have even written books about them.

And still I break them. The line between justice and injustice, between things being right and things not being right, can’t be drawn between “us” and “them.” It runs right down through the middle of each one of us. The ancient philosophers, not least Aristotle, saw this as a wrinkle in the system, a puzzle at several levels. We all know what we ought to do (give or take a few details); but we all manage, at least some of the time, not to do it.

Isn’t this odd?

How does it happen that, on the one hand, we all share not just a sense that there is such a thing as justice, but a passion for it, a deep longing that things should be put to rights, a sense of out-of-jointness that goes on nagging and gnawing and sometimes screaming at us—and yet, on the other hand, after millennia of human struggle and searching and love and longing and hatred and hope and fussing and philosophizing, we still can’t seem to get much closer to it than people did in the most ancient societies we can discover?

THE CRY FOR JUSTICE

Recent years have witnessed extravagant examples of human actions that have outraged our sense of justice. People sometimes talk as if the last fifty years have seen a decline in morality. But actually these have been some of the most morally sensitive, indeed moralistic, times in recorded history. People care, and care passionately, about the places where the world needs putting to rights.

Powerful generals sent millions to die in the trenches in the First World War, while they themselves lived in luxury behind the lines or back home. When we read the poets who found themselves caught up in that war, we sense behind their poignant puzzlement a smoldering anger at the folly and, yes, the injustice of it all. Why should it have happened? How can we put it to rights?

An explosive cocktail of ideologies sent millions to die in the gas chambers. Bits and pieces of religious prejudice, warped philosophies, fear of people who are “different,” economic hardship, and the need for scapegoats were all mixed together by a brilliant demagogue who told people what at least some of them wanted to believe, and who demanded human sacrifices as the price of “progress.” You only have to mention Hitler or the Holocaust to awaken the question: How did it happen? Where is justice? How can we get it? How can we put things right? And, in particular, How can we stop it from happening again?


But we can’t, or so it seems. Nobody stopped the Turks from killing millions of Armenians from 1915 to 1917 (in fact, Hitler famously referred to this when he was encouraging his colleagues to kill Jews). Nobody stopped Tutsis and Hutus in Rwanda from killing each other in very large numbers in 1994. The world had said “Never again” after the Nazi Holocaust, but genocide was happening again, and we discovered to our horror that there was nothing we could do to stop it.

And then there was apartheid. Massive injustice was perpetrated against a very large population in South Africa for a very long time. Other countries, of course, had done similar things, but they had been more effective in squashing opposition. Think of the “reservations” for “Native Americans”: I remember the shock when I saw an old “cowboys and Indians” movie and realized that when I was young, I—like most of my contemporaries—would have gone along unquestioningly with the assumption that cowboys were basically good and Indians basically bad. The world has woken up to the reality of racial prejudice since then; but getting rid of it is like squashing the air out of a balloon. You deal with one corner only to find it popping up somewhere else. The world got together over apartheid and said, “This won’t do” but at least some of the moral energy came from what the psychologists call projection—that is, condemning someone else for something we are doing ourselves. Rebuking someone on the other side of the world (while ignoring the same problems back home) is very convenient, and it provides a deep but spurious sense of moral satisfaction.

And now we have the new global evils: rampant, uncaring, and irresponsible materialism and capitalism on the one hand; raging, unthinking religious fundamentalism on the other. As one famous book puts it, we have “Jihad versus McWorld.” (Whether there is such a thing as caring capitalism, or for that matter thoughtful fundamentalism, isn’t the point at the moment.) This brings us back to where we were a few minutes ago. It doesn’t take a PhD in macroeconomics to know that if the rich are getting richer by the minute, and the poor poorer, there is something badly wrong.

Meanwhile, we all want a happy and secure home life. Dr. Johnson, the eighteenth-century conversationalist, once remarked that the aim and goal of all human endeavor is “to be happy at home.” But in the Western world, and many other parts as well, homes and families are tearing themselves apart. The gentle art of being gentle—of kindness and forgiveness, sensitivity and thoughtfulness, and generosity and humility and good old-fashioned love—have gone out of fashion. Ironically, everyone is demanding their “rights,” and this demand is so shrill that it destroys one of the most basic “rights,” if we can put it like that: the “right,” or at least the longing and hope, to have a peaceful, stable, secure, and caring place to live, to be, to learn, and to flourish.

Once again people ask the question: Why is it like this? Does it have to be like this? Can things be put to rights and, if so, how? Can the world be rescued? Can we be rescued?

And once again we find ourselves asking: Isn’t it odd that it should be like that? Isn’t it strange that we should all want things to be put to rights but can’t seem to do it? And isn’t the oddest thing of all the fact that I, myself, know what I ought to do but often don’t do it?

A VOICE OR A DREAM?

There are three basic ways of explaining this sense of the echo of a voice, this call to justice, this dream of a world (and all of us within it) put to rights.

We can say, if we like, that it is indeed only a dream, a projection of childish fantasies, and that we have to get used to living in the world the way it is. Down that road we find Machiavelli and Nietzsche, the world of naked power and grabbing what you can get, the world where the only sin is to be caught.

Or we can say, if we like, that the dream is of a different world altogether, a world where we really belong, where everything is indeed put to rights, a world into which we can escape in our dreams in the present and hope to escape one day for good—but a world that has little purchase on the present world except that people who live in this one sometimes find themselves dreaming of that one. That approach leaves the unscrupulous bullies running this world, but it consoles us with the thought that things will be better somewhere, sometime, even if there’s not much we can do about it here and now.

Or we can say, if we like, that the reason we have these dreams, the reason we have a sense of a memory of the echo of a voice, is that there is someone speaking to us, whispering in our inner ear—someone who cares very much about this present world and our present selves, and who has made us and the world for a purpose that will indeed involve justice, things being put to rights, ourselves being put to rights, the world being rescued at last.

Three of the great religious traditions have taken this last option, and not surprisingly they are related; they are, as it were, second cousins. Judaism speaks of a God who made the world and built into it the passion for justice because it was his own passion. Christianity speaks of this same God having brought that passion into play (indeed, “passion plays” in various senses are a characteristic feature of Christianity) in the life and work of Jesus of Nazareth. Islam draws on some Jewish and some Christian stories and ideas and creates a new synthesis in which the revelation of God’s will in the Qur’an is the ideal that would put the world to rights, if only it were obeyed. There are many differences among these three traditions, but on this point they are agreed, over against other philosophies and religions: the reason we think we have heard a voice is because we have. It wasn’t a dream. There are ways of getting back in touch with that voice and making what it says come true. In real life. In our real lives.

The Hidden Spring

There was once a powerful dictator who ruled his country with an iron will. Every aspect of life was thought through and worked out according to a rational system. Nothing was left to chance.

The dictator noticed that the water sources around the country were erratic and in some cases dangerous. There were thousands of springs of water, often in the middle of towns and cities. They could be useful, but sometimes they caused floods, sometimes they got polluted, and often they burst out in new places and damaged roads, fields, and houses.

The dictator decided on a sensible, rational policy. The whole country, or at least every part where there was any suggestion of water, would be paved over with concrete so thick that no spring of water could ever penetrate it. The water that people needed would be brought to them by a complex system of pipes. Furthermore, the dictator decided, he would use the opportunity, while he was at it, to put into the water various chemicals that would make the people healthy. With the dictator controlling the supply, everyone would have what he decided they needed, and there wouldn’t be any more nuisance from unregulated springs.

For many years the plan worked just fine. People got used to their water coming from the new system. It sometimes tasted a bit strange, and from time to time they would look back wistfully to the bubbling streams and fresh springs they used to enjoy. Some of the problems that people had formerly blamed on unregulated water hadn’t gone away. It turned out that the air was just as polluted as the water had sometimes been, but the dictator couldn’t, or didn’t, do much about that. But mostly the new system seemed efficient. People praised the dictator for his forward-looking wisdom.

A generation passed. All seemed to be well. Then, without warning, the springs that had gone on bubbling and sparkling beneath the solid concrete could no longer be contained. In a sudden explosion—a cross between a volcano and an earthquake—they burst through the concrete that people had come to take for granted. Muddy, dirty water shot into the air and rushed through the streets and into houses, shops, and factories. Roads were torn up; whole cities were in chaos. Some people were delighted: at last they could get water again without depending on “The System.” But the people who ran the official waterpipes were at a loss: suddenly everyone had more than enough water, but it wasn’t pure and couldn’t be controlled…

We in the Western world are the citizens of that country. The dictator is the philosophy that has shaped our world for the past two or more centuries, making most people materialists by default. And the water is what we today call “spirituality,” the hidden spring that bubbles up within human hearts and human societies.

Many people today hear the very word “spirituality” like travelers in a desert hearing news of an oasis. This isn’t surprising. The skepticism that we’ve been taught for the last two hundred years has paved our world with concrete, making people ashamed to admit that they have had profound and powerful “religious” experiences. Where before they would have gone to church, said their prayers, worshipped in this way or that, and understood what they were doing as part of the warp and woof of the rest of life, the mood of the Western world from roughly the 1780s through to the 1980s was very different. We will pipe you (said the prevailing philosophy) the water you need; we will arrange for “religion” to become a small subdepartment of ordinary life; it will be quite safe—harmless, in fact—with church life carefully separated off from everything else in the world, whether politics, art, sex, economics, or whatever. Those who want it can have enough to keep them going. Those who don’t want their life, and their way of life, disrupted by anything “religious” can enjoy driving along concrete roads, visiting concrete-based shopping malls, living in concrete-floored houses. Live as if the rumor of God had never existed! We are, after all, in charge of our own fate! We are the captains of our own souls (whatever they may be)! That is the philosophy that has dominated our culture. From this point of view, spirituality is a private hobby, an upmarket version of daydreaming for those who like that kind of thing.

Millions in the Western world have enjoyed the temporary separation from “religious” interference that this philosophy has brought. Millions more, aware of the deep subterranean bubblings and yearnings of the water systems we call “spirituality,” which can no more ultimately be denied than can endless springs of water under thick concrete, have done their best secretly to tap into it, using the official channels (the churches), but aware that there’s more water available than most churches have let on. Many more again have been aware of an indefinable thirst, a longing for springs of living, refreshing water that they can bathe in, delight in, and drink to the full.

Now at last it has happened: the hidden springs have erupted, the concrete foundation has burst open, and life can never be the same again. The official guardians of the old water system (many of whom work in the media and in politics, and some of whom, naturally enough, work in the churches) are of course horrified to see the volcano of “spirituality” that has erupted in recent years. All this “New Age” mysticism, with tarot cards, crystals, horoscopes, and so on; all this fundamentalism, with militant Christians, militant Sikhs, militant Muslims, and many others bombing each other with God on their side. Surely, say the guardians of the official water system, all this is terribly unhealthy? Surely it will lead us back to superstition, to the old chaotic, polluted, and irrational water supply?


They have a point. But they must face a question in response: Does the fault not lie with those who wanted to pave over the springs with concrete in the first place? September 11, 2001, serves as a reminder of what happens when you try to organize a world on the assumption that religion and spirituality are merely private matters, and that what really matters is economics and politics instead. It wasn’t just concrete floors, it was massive towers, that were smashed to pieces that day, by people driven by “religious” beliefs so powerful that the believers were ready to die for them. What should we say? That this merely shows how dangerous “religion” and “spirituality” really are? Or that we should have taken them into account all along?

THIRSTY FOR SPIRITUALITY

The “hidden spring” of spirituality is the second feature of human life that, I suggest, functions as the echo of a voice; as a signpost pointing away from the bleak landscape of modern secularism and toward the possibility that we humans are made for more than this. There are many signs that, just as people in Eastern Europe are rediscovering freedom and democracy, people in Western Europe are rediscovering spirituality—even if some of the experiments in getting back on track are random, haphazard, or even downright dangerous.

This may seem to some a fairly Eurocentric point of view. In much (though not all) of North America, spirituality of one sort or another has never been out of fashion in the same way as it has in Europe. Things are, however, more complicated than that. It has been axiomatic in North America that religion and spirituality should stay in their proper place—in other words, well away from the rest of real life. Just because far more Americans go to church than Europeans, that doesn’t mean that the same pressures to stifle the hidden spring have not been operating, or that the same questions haven’t been surfacing.

When we look further afield, we quickly realize that, for most parts of the world, the project to pave everything with concrete has never really taken hold. If we think of Africa, the Middle East, the Far East, and for that matter Central and South America—in other words, the great majority of the human race—we find that something we could broadly describe as “spirituality” has been a constant factor in the life of families and villages, towns and cities, communities and societies. It takes different forms. It integrates in a thousand different ways with politics, with music, with art, with drama—in other words, with everyday life.

From our Western perspective this may appear odd. Anthropologists and other travelers sometimes comment on how quaint it is that people from otherwise sophisticated cultures (Japan, say) still cling to what from our perspective looks like a set of old superstitions. How strange that they still drink from the bubbling springs right at hand, when we’ve learned how much healthier it is to have our water piped and sanitized by a proper authority. But there are signs all around that we’re no longer happy to think like this. We’re ready to look again at the springs. Sometimes (from the Christian perspective this often seems funny) newspaper columnists report having visited a church or cathedral, and having found it moving, and even enjoyable. Surely, they imply, all right-thinking people had given up that kind of thing? They are usually quick to distance themselves from any suggestion of actually believing in the Christian message. But the sound of fresh bubbling water is hard to ignore. Fewer and fewer people, even in our materialistic world, are even trying to resist it.

This resurgence of interest in a different kind of life to that which can be put into a test tube and measured has taken many different forms. In 1969 the world-famous biologist Sir Alister Hardy founded the Religious Experience Research Unit. He broadcast an appeal for people to write in with stories of their own experience, intending to collect and classify the results in much the same way as nineteenth-century biologists and naturalists had collected and classified data about the myriad forms of life on our planet. The project has grown, and has collected over time a significant archive of material that can now be accessed via the Web (www.archiveshub.ac.uk/news/ahrerca.html). Anyone who supposes that religious experience is a minority interest, or that it has been steadily dying out as people in the modern world become more sophisticated, should look at the material and think again.

You would get a similar result if you went into a bookstore and looked at the section on spirituality. Actually, one of the signs of the times is that bookstores don’t know what to call this category. Sometimes it’s labeled “Spirituality” or “Mind, Body, and Spirit.” Sometimes it’s called “Religion”—though normally that leads you to leather-bound Bibles and prayer books designed to be given as presents, not to offer you springs of living water. Sometimes it’s called “Self-Help,” as though spirituality were some kind of do-it-yourself project, a weekend activity to make you feel better about yourself.

What you find in such sections is typically a rich mixture, depending on the manager and style of the bookstore. Sometimes there are some quite serious works of theology. Usually there are books to help you discover your “personality type” on one of the popular systems—the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator, for instance, or the Ennea-gram. Sometimes we are enticed further afield—into (for instance) exploring reincarnation: perhaps, if we discover who we were in a former life, we will understand why we think and feel the way we do now. Alternatively, many writers have urged us toward a kind of nature-mysticism in which we get in touch with the deep cycles and rhythms of the world around us, and indeed within us. Sometimes the movement is the other way, suggesting a quasi-Buddhist detachment from the world, a withdrawal into a spiritual world where the outward things of life cease to be so important. Sometimes a sudden fad sweeps across the Western world, whether for Kabbalah (originally a type of medieval Jewish mysticism, now subverted in some quarters into mere postmodern mumbo jumbo), for labyrinths (aids to prayer in some medieval cathedrals, notably Chartres, now more widely used in a blend of Christian spirituality and late-modern self-discovery), or for pilgrimage, where spiritual hunger rubs shoulders with globe-trotting curiosity.

In particular, and related especially to the part of the world where I now live—Great Britain—the last generation has seen a sudden up-surge of interest in all things Celtic. Indeed, the very word “Celtic” is enough, when attached to music, prayers, buildings, jewelry, T-shirts, and anything else that comes to hand, to win the attention, and often enough the money, of people in today’s Western culture. It seems to speak of a haunting possibility of another world, a world in which God (whoever he may be) is more directly present, a world in which humans get along better with their natural environment, a world with roots far deeper, and a hidden music far richer, than the shrill and shallow world of modern technology, soap operas, and football managers. The world of the ancient Celts—Northumbria, Wales, Cornwall, Brittany, Ireland, and Scotland—seems a million miles from modern-day Christianity. That is, no doubt, why it is so attractive to people bored or even angry with official religion in Western churches.

But the real center of Celtic Christianity—the monastic life, with great stress on extreme bodily asceticism and energetic evangelism—is hardly what people are looking for today. St. Cuthbert, one of the greatest of the Celtic saints, used to pray standing up to his waist in the sea off the northeast coast of England. There’s no evidence that the sea there was any less bitterly cold then than it is in our own day. Nor are there signs of today’s cheerful Celtic enthusiasts embracing that kind of mortification of the flesh.

Rich and deep experiences of the type we call “spiritual” often—indeed, normally—engage the emotions in very profound ways. Sometimes such experiences produce such a deep sense of inner peace and happiness that people speak of having been for a while in what they can only call “heaven.” Sometimes they even laugh out loud for sheer happiness. Sometimes the experience is of a sharing in the suffering of the world that is so painful and raw that the only possible response is to weep bitterly. I am not talking about the sense of well-being, or its opposite, that might come as a result of engaging in some deeply satisfying activity on the one hand, or in confronting some awful tragedy on the other. I am speaking of those widely reported times in which people have had the sense of living for a while in multiple dimensions not normally accessible to us, in one of which they experienced either such a wonderful resolution and joy, or such anguish and torment, as to make them react as though they were really undergoing those things for themselves. Such experiences, as every seasoned pastor or spiritual guide knows, can have a lasting and profound effect on one’s life.

So what are we to make of “spirituality” as we listen for the echoes of a voice that might be addressing us?


WHAT MAKES US SO THIRSTY?

The Christian explanation of the renewed interest in spirituality is quite straightforward. If anything like the Christian story is in fact true (in other words, if there is a God whom we can know most clearly in Jesus), this interest is exactly what we should expect; because in Jesus we glimpse a God who loves people and wants them to know and respond to that love. In fact, this is what we should expect if any of the stories told by religious people—that is, the great majority of people who have ever lived—are true: if there is any kind of divine force or being, it is at least thinkable that humans would find some kind of engagement with this being or power to be an attractive or at least interesting phenomenon.

This is precisely why there are such things as religions in the first place. When the astronomers see that a planet is behaving in a way they can’t explain by reference to other already known planets, or to the sun itself, they postulate a further planet of a sort, size, and location that will explain the strange behavior. That’s actually how the remoter planets were discovered. When physicists discover phenomena they can explain by no other means, they postulate new entities, not themselves capable of being directly observed, that explain them. That’s how quarks and similar strange things have entered our language and understanding.

On the other hand, part of the Christian story (and for that matter, the Jewish and Muslim stories) is that human beings have been so seriously damaged by evil that what they need isn’t simply better self-knowledge, or better social conditions, but help, and indeed rescue, from outside themselves. We should expect that in the quest for spiritual life many people will embrace options that are, to put it no more strongly for the moment, less than what would actually be best for them. People who have been starved of water for a long time will drink anything, even if it is polluted. People kept without food for long periods will eat anything they can find, from grass to uncooked meat. Thus, by itself “spirituality” may appear to be part of the problem as well as part of the solution.

There are, of course, other ways of explaining both the hunger for spirituality and the strange things people sometimes do to satisfy it. Many people at various stages of history, the last two hundred years in the Western world being one such time, have offered alternative accounts of this sense of a shared spiritual quest. “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God’”—that was the verdict of an ancient Israelite poet (Psalm 14.1 and elsewhere)—yet there are many who have declared that it is the believer who is the fool. Spirituality is all the result of psychological forces, said Freud, such as projecting memories of a father figure onto a cosmic screen. It’s all imagination or wishful thinking or both. The fact that people are hungry for spirituality doesn’t prove anything. If the call to spirituality that we hear can be interpreted as the echo of a voice, it’s one that is lost in the wind as quickly as it comes, leaving us to ask ourselves whether we imagined it or whether, if we really did hear something, it was simply the echo of our own voices.

But the question of why we yearn for spirituality is worth asking nonetheless. After all, if the contemporary quest for spirituality is based on the idea that there’s someone or something “out there” with whom (or with which) we can be in contact, and if that idea is after all completely mistaken (so that we humans are in that sense alone in the cosmos), then spirituality might not be simply a harmless pursuit. It might actually be dangerous, if not to ourselves, then at least to those whose lives are affected by what we say and do. Some hard-nosed skeptics, seeing the damage done by (what they would call) religious fanatics—suicide bombers, apocalyptic fantasists, and the like—have declared that the sooner we recognize all this religion as a kind of neurosis, and either pay it no further attention or even try to have it banned outright or confined to the safety of consenting adults in private, the better. Every so often one hears on the radio, or reads in the newspaper, that some scientist has claimed to have found the neuron, or even the gene, that controls what seem (to the subject) to be “religious” experiences, with the result that such experiences are declared to be nothing more than internal mental or emotional events. Experiences like that, however powerful, would be no more of a signpost to an external reality than my toothache would be a sign that someone had punched me on the jaw. It is difficult to demonstrate, especially to a confirmed skeptic, that my spiritual experiences have any purchase on external reality.


SPIRITUALITY AND TRUTH

One of the regular tactics the skeptic employs at this point is relativism. I vividly remember a school friend saying to me in exasperation, at the end of a conversation about Christian faith, “It’s obviously true for you, but that doesn’t mean it’s true for anybody else.” Many people today take exactly that line.

Saying “It’s true for you” sounds fine and tolerant. But it only works because it’s twisting the word “true” to mean, not “a true revelation of the way things are in the real world,” but “something that is genuinely happening inside you.” In fact, saying “It’s true for you” in this sense is more or less equivalent to saying “It’s not true for you,” because the “it” in question—the spiritual sense or awareness or experience—is conveying, very powerfully, a message (that there is a loving God) that the challenger is reducing to something else (that you are having strong feelings that you misinterpret in that sense). This goes with several other pressures that have combined to make the notion of “truth” itself highly problematic within our world.

Once we see that the skeptic’s retort is itself open to problems of this sort, we return to the possibility that the widespread hunger for spirituality, which has been reported in various ways across the whole of human experience, is a genuine signpost to something that remains just around the corner, out of sight. It may be the echo of a voice—a voice that is calling, not so loudly as to compel us to listen whether we choose to or not, but not so quietly as to be drowned out altogether by the noises going on in our heads and our world. If it were to join itself up with the passion for justice, some might conclude that it would at least be worth listening for further echoes of the same voice.
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