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1. A tired old man upstairs

can I still believe in God?



Against some images of God the revolt of atheism is an act of pure religion.

Walter Wink



No one could forget Jim’s funeral – the one where the Sex Pistols showed up instead of Frank Sinatra.

Despite a rainstorm of near biblical proportions, more than three hundred people arrived at the crematorium. Those who couldn’t squeeze into the chapel peered through the open door from the entrance hall, some even stood outside in the rain listening to the service relayed from speakers.

Grief strikes hard when a person dies young, and at just thirty-five years, it felt like Jim’s life had barely begun. When six of his friends carried his coffin into the chapel, the sobs and moans were so loud I could scarcely make myself heard. But little by little, the tears and groans morphed into smiles and laughter when one speaker after another related funny and moving accounts of Jim’s short but eventful life.

The stories and tributes over, I invited the congregation to join me in commending Jim to God’s loving care.

Nothing now remained but for me to hit the button to send Jim on his way. Glancing towards the chapel attendant, I nodded for the final track to commence.

That’s when it happened. Bellowing through the speakers: the debauched, warbling sneer of Sid Vicious:

[image: ]

And n-o-o-o-w the end is n-e-e-e-e-ar,

And so I fa-a-a-ce the final curt-ain.

. . . Ha Ha Ha, . . .



The entire gathering stood stock-still as the contemptuous obscenity in the next line of the song reverberated around the chapel. There was a pause; an intake of breath. Then, in one gloriously anarchic moment, every single soul erupted into rapturous applause and laughter. ‘Jim, you crazy bugger!’ one man shouted above the tumult, ‘We love you!’

‘WE LOVE YOU!’ the congregation hollered back in unison, as if rehearsed.

Everybody laughed . . . and cried . . . and laughed . . . all the way to the pub.

Frank Sinatra’s ‘My way’ is probably the nation’s favourite funeral song but no one had requested the Sex Pistols’ version – until Jim. I swear I heard him giggling in the background as the congregation stood open-mouthed.

Jim was HIV-positive and died of an AIDS-related illness. We met in the hospital where he spent his final months and where I served as the chaplain. Our many conversations on the ward focused mostly on music and football. Jim was allergic to religion. Which is why it surprised me when he asked if I would take his funeral.

I find it strange and slightly disconcerting to plan someone’s funeral with the person sitting there in front of me, large as life. I never get used to that. But Jim eased the process with his dark humour and reassuring, down-to-earth manner.

When it came to discussing the final song he stuck to his guns despite a barrage of protests from his partner, Mario. ‘It’ll be a blast,’ Jim said, grinning from ear to ear. ‘I only wish I could be there to see their faces.’

‘Yeah. That’s the problem,’ Mario piped up. ‘I will be there!’

We laughed, like three mates sharing a joke in the bar after work.

Just before leaving, I reached across the bed to give Jim a hug. He recoiled sharply, exclaiming: ‘No, Dave! Don’t touch me. Don’t touch me. I’m unclean.’

‘Unclean?’ I said. ‘What on earth are you talking about, unclean?’

It turned out that in his early teens Jim attended a church with tub-thumping sermons about the ‘abomination’ of homosexuality. He knew he was gay from a young age but never told anyone until he confessed to the vicar. After that he became engulfed in weeks of so-called ‘counselling’ which was actually nothing short of emotional abuse. Week-in, week-out, the vicar attempted to ‘deliver’ Jim from a ‘spirit of homosexuality’. A confused teenager, he went along with it, trying his best to change, to become ‘normal’.

But surprise, surprise, it all came to nothing – Jim still fancied boys, not girls! So he ditched church and religion, came out to his friends and family, and got on with his life as a young gay man. Years later, after contracting the HIV virus, he met Mario. They fell madly in love and lived happily together for ten years prior to his death.

Yet despite turning his back on religion, Jim never quite managed to root out the shame embedded in his teenage psyche. And when I went to hug him, it all burst forth. ‘The last time a man of the cloth put his arm around me,’ he said, ‘it was to tell me “lovingly” that I would go to hell if I didn’t stop looking at boys.’

Jim paused. Winced. Then said, ‘But what if he was right, Dave? What if the “man upstairs” really doesn’t like gays . . . people like me? What if—’

‘Okay. Stop right there, Jim,’ I interrupted. ‘Let’s get this clear: being gay is not a sin. It’s in the same category as being left-handed, or having red hair, or being a boy instead of a girl. You can’t help it. It’s normal. No one chooses to be gay, it’s just who you are – right?’

‘Right,’ he echoed.

‘Trust me, Jim, you were misled. God loves you just as you are: a beautiful gay man. You have your flaws like the rest of us, but being gay isn’t one of them.’

We hugged – and wept. Actually, Jim turned out to be one of the best huggers I have known. We embraced many times in the weeks that followed. And yes, I did manage to convince him that ‘God likes fags’, as he cheekily enjoyed putting it; that God liked him!

I have a basically sunny disposition. I don’t rile easily. But what truly gets my goat is misery inflicted in the name of God. On the way home I pulled the car over, too angry to cry, though I wanted to. Sitting there at the side of the road in silent indignation I contemplated what sort of God makes a man feel unclean for loving another man with all the passion, tenderness and commitment I feel towards my wife? No God that I can recognise, or want anything to do with. That’s for sure!

There and then, I resolved to be an atheist in the face of any God or religion that torments the likes of Jim, or that increases rather than diminishes the sum of human misery. If God exists, she or he has to be better than this.

In my earlier days as a Christian it all seemed so straightforward. When someone asked if I believed in God, I could respond confidently. Yes, of course I believed in God. But now it feels more complicated. It really depends on which God you have in mind.

I don’t believe in an old white man with a beard, sitting in the heavens.

I don’t believe in a God who treats gay people as deviants or as unclean.

I don’t believe in a God who inspires vengeance and war, or incites bigotry and sectarianism.

I don’t believe in a God who consigns people to everlasting torment for not ‘accepting’ Jesus.

I don’t believe in a God who presides over the world like some ‘fat controller’ deciding where and when to intervene in human affairs.

I don’t believe in a God who has some absolute ‘plan’ or ‘design’ for our lives and for the world to which we are supposed to conform, or else.

So what sort of God do I believe in? This is what I hope to reveal in the rest of this book: not with philosophical and theological arguments (though there will be plenty of them tucked away in the background), or by simply quoting creeds and Christian dogma, but mostly by looking at how we experience God in our lives and in the world. And trust me, we do all experience God in some way or other, by whatever name.

Naturally, most people associate God with religion, but I have to say that if I were in charge of God’s public relations, I would definitely see this as a mixed blessing. I might even be tempted to tell the press, ‘God doesn’t do religion!’ A religious God is too small, too narrow, too sectarian. God is either the God of the entire world, of all people – religious and non-religious – or not at all. And, in fact, the experience of God is the most democratic phenomenon imaginable: as pervasive as the air about us, as universal as breathing. Yet like the air about us, like the act of breathing, we are mostly unaware of it.

What I am proposing in this book is that God is not alien to any one of us, religious or not; that there are things identifiable in the experience of all of us to which the name ‘God’ might refer.

Yet the fact remains that for some people the very word ‘God’ is so contaminated by bad experiences and negative perceptions of religion that it is no longer usable. I have a close friend who describes himself as an atheist. I’m not sure that he is, but he certainly has no stomach for religion or for the God it portrays. He is not alone. Millions of people feel alienated by religious beliefs and practices or by their experiences of churches and church people. And sadly, God gets lumped together with this.

In her intriguing song ‘Him’, the pop singer Lily Allen ponders how God may feel about the cruelty and abuse carried out in his name. Teasingly, she wonders if he’s skint or financially secure, and when it comes to election time, who he’d vote for. He certainly wouldn’t ever feel suicidal – his favourite band is Creedence Clearwater Revival. But despite her typical playfulness, the singer poignantly laments that ever since he can remember people have died in his good name.

I grew up thinking that blaspheming, ‘taking God’s name in vain’, meant shouting profanities such as ‘God almighty!’ or ‘Jesus Christ!’ I now think that many so-called profanities are in fact unintentional prayers, and that the real blasphemy is the pain we inflict on people in the name of God, or when we write off whole swathes of humanity because they don’t believe what we believe about God, or use the same religious jargon.

The great Jewish philosopher Martin Buber once proposed a freeze on the use of the word ‘God’. Not because he didn’t believe in God, but because he thought the word was often used in meaningless and even dangerous ways. A ban on ‘God’ isn’t possible, of course, but it is worth pondering the prospect. After all, ‘God’ is just a word – a word that sometimes maligns or slanders the reality to which it seeks to refer. Who knows, perhaps an abstention from God-talk could even lead to a new and better understanding of who or what God is.

Blaise Pascal famously spoke of a God-shaped hole in the human heart – a sense of longing and incompleteness that only God can fill. If that void still exists (and I am sure it does), I fear that the God of organised religion may no longer be adequate to the task. We need a different God, a different vision of God that grips the hearts and minds of people in the twenty-first century.

In a fascinating conversation following a recent wedding, a marketing executive told me bluntly, ‘the God “brand” needs reinventing. The world has changed, religion is out of fashion, and God feels irrelevant.’ I think he has a point.

Last year I went on a radio show just before Christmas to discuss why it is that lots of people suddenly turn up at church for Midnight Mass or Christmas morning. ‘Doesn’t it annoy you that they stay away all year, then just roll up when it suits them?’ the presenter asked me.

‘Maybe that’s the only time that we have something on offer which they really want,’ I replied. ‘If I opened a shop on the high street and nobody came in to buy my products, it would be a bit rich to blame the customers for not turning up. I’m not saying that religion is a product to market and sell, but if the church isn’t in some way meeting a demand or a perceived need, there is no point in moaning when people don’t turn up.’

There is an old religious joke about a man who fell off the edge of a cliff but managed to grab the branch of a tree growing out of the side of the rock. Hanging on for dear life, the man yelled ‘Help! Is there anybody up there?’ A voice came back, ‘Yes, this is God, and I can help you. But you must trust me. Just let go of the branch and I will save you. All will be well.’ There was a short pause. The man wriggled his hands to get a better grip, and then shouted, ‘Is there anybody else up there?’

Most people today are not greatly antagonistic towards the notion of God; militant atheism remains a small minority interest. But many have lost confidence that the voice of God in religion has much useful to say. God has become like a tired old man in the background, to be ignored.

Yet there is plenty of spiritual hunger about. Lots of people are hanging on to branches, desperately hoping for a helping hand. It’s a matter of credibility. In ancient times it seemed reasonable for a ‘man upstairs’ type of God to rule the world from the top floor in a triple-decker universe, but this God no longer translates in a post-Newtonian, a post-Darwinian, and a post-feminist world. The idea of a male God, a kingly figure ‘out there’ ruling the universe, randomly intervening from time to time, now appears silly and untenable to most people. If religion is to continue to make sense we need some different notion of divinity that engages with the circumstances, needs and sensibilities of the twenty-first century.

But the truth is, we have always reinvented God in the light of social, cultural and intellectual developments. ‘God’ evolves with time, or at least, the image and notion of God we hold in our psyche evolves, and it is this process of evolution that enables us to experience God in fresh ways, appropriate to changing circumstances and shifting sensibilities.

At a pastoral level, I help people to reinvent God all the time: to ditch internalised images of God that cause suffering and self-recrimination, and to discover a God of unconditional love, who enables them to flourish and be the people they deep down wish to be.

Jim is a wonderful example of someone whose notion and experience of God was reinvented. Sadly, it occurred just months before he died. Yet the pleasure of knowing that he could finally look deep into his own soul and know that the person he saw was loved and accepted by God will live with me forever.

This book is a manifesto for change – not in the sense of offering a programme or master plan, more like notes on the back of a (quite large) envelope. If you are content with your notion of God and of religion (as a believer or a sceptic), or if you feel you have the meaning of life sorted, this book may not be for you.

I write for the discontented, for fellow strugglers – bad Christians/Muslims/Jews/Buddhists/Hindus/pagans/agnostics/atheists – who sense that, perhaps, beyond their doubts and questions, beyond their discontent, stands a mystery worth exploring, which some of us call God.
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Appendix

Sermon to The Sunday Assembly



The power of stories, myths and metaphors as ways of seeing the world. And why humans have enjoyed the Easter tale.

Okay, let’s get the disclaimer out of the way. I am not an atheist! 

I am a vicar, actually. 

But Sanderson Jones and Pippa Evans are my friends. And I am a fan of what is going on here at the Sunday Assembly. Indeed, so much so that I am now widely cited as the vicar who gives approval to the Sunday Assembly, which has resulted in me receiving some wonderfully ‘loving’ emails from brothers and sisters around the world, telling me that I have shamed the church and the name of God. I am, as you can tell, a pretty bad Christian. But I am a Christian all the same.

That said, I confess I frequently cringe at being connected with the ‘C’ word. I cringe at the stupidity of some of the things preached in Christ’s name. I cringe at the way some Christians behave. I cringe at quite a lot of church history. I cringe at some parts of the Bible. I want to scream at the top of my voice in holy anger at the homophobia, sexism and other forms of prejudice pedalled by some Christians. If I thought that any of these things had anything to do with Jesus Christ or what he represents, I would be off like a shot! But I don’t think that.

Often, when people want to determine whether I’m a real Christian or just a dodgy liberal (and usually they have already made up their mind on the matter) they ask me one of those knockout questions: Do I believe in the bodily resurrection of Jesus, or the virgin birth? 

I have no problem discussing these matters; I wrote a book called Re-Enchanting Christianity which offers my views on these and many other things. But the problem is that, mostly, the questions are predicated on the assumption that we have to be one kind of literalist or another: either a religious literalist who equates truth with fact, or a scientific literalist who also equates truth with fact but from the reverse perspective.

The religious literalist says if the story isn’t factual it can’t be true; the scientific literalist argues that since religious stories aren’t factual, therefore they cannot be true. I am not a literalist of either variety. I dislike all kinds of fundamentalism – religious and atheist. But I do believe there is something called truth, which is ultimately greater than literal descriptions could ever encapsulate or express. 

Stories can be perfectly truthful without being factual. If you read novels, watch films, or appreciate art, you know what I’m talking about. A story like The Life of Pi, for example, can be profoundly truthful without being a literal account of something that happened. Indeed, that is what The Life of Pi is all about. Also, a portrayal of a real life event can sometimes be more truthfully narrated or portrayed in a picture from an artist’s imagination than, say, a photograph or a factual description. I have shelves of books of poetry that are packed with wonderful, liberating, life-enhancing truth without saying anything that is necessarily factual.

The so-called ‘parable’ of the Good Samaritan in the New Testament is an interesting example. I say ‘so-called’ because actually neither Jesus, nor Luke who wrote the gospel, says it is a parable. Jesus introduces the story, simply saying, ‘A man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho . . .’ Well, did a man go down from Jerusalem to Jericho or not? Was the man real or just a figment of Jesus’ imagination? Is the story fact or fiction? Much more importantly, what the heck does it matter? The better question is: in what way does the story speak to us? What does it tell us about the world, about our fellow human beings, about social behaviour, about religion, about me?

A Native American storyteller always begins telling his tribe’s story of creation by saying: ‘Now I don’t know if it happened this way or not, but I know this story is true.’ In other words, the story is a source of wisdom – truth to his people; it conveys important things about the world and how they should live in it. But it’s not literally true. 

We all love Aesop’s Fables; the stories aren’t factual – the north wind and the sun didn’t really have an argument . . . did they? But the stories are true all the same. We human beings find truth much more palatable, more persuasive, more entertaining and therefore more powerful in story form, or in a picture or a film than as a rational proposition.

Literalism (religious and non-religious) cripples the imagination because it cannot fathom that something could be true on one level and not on another. A world without myth and metaphor and sacred (or deeply respected) story, where everything is reduced to fact and mathematical equation or rational statement is a bleak place where I would not wish to live.

Nowadays, the word ‘myth’ has become synonymous with ‘untrue’. But properly speaking this isn’t what myth means. Technically, a myth is a hermeneutical device – a way of interpreting truths about the world and of human experience in narrative form. 

A myth is a lens, a window on life. It’s not about giving you a pile of creedal statements to recite and believe in – I think Christians have got it wrong when they present faith as a list of doctrinal boxes we’re supposed to tick. To me, Christianity is a spiritual practice, a way of approaching life, based on the life and teachings of Jesus. It’s not about believing five incredible things before you’ve finished eating your first chocolate egg on Easter morning! It’s a way of being.

I’m a campfire kind of person myself (better still, a dining table type), who likes the idea of passionate conversations round the fire or over a bottle of wine or two after dinner, chewing over the meaning of the story. A myth is more of a point of engagement than a dogma.

What literalism misses completely is the dimension of mystery or wonder. Yes, I know that ‘mystery’ can be an intellectual cop-out, but some things – like love, for example – are mysterious and much better talked about poetically rather than placed in a test tube. Not everything can be categorised as fact or fiction.

So why is the Easter story so compelling regardless of our religious inclinations? For a similar reason that Shawshank Redemption is one of the most popular films of all time – because Easter is about hope and redemption, rebirth and new possibility. It says ‘Have a little faith, a little forgiveness, a little hope that things can be different.’

Isn’t it interesting that (in the northern hemisphere, at least, where the story originates), Easter occurs in the spring? I think religion works best when it interacts with nature and the seasons. Autumn and winter introduce death and decay as part of the cycle of life. In a lovely piece entitled ‘A Winter Psalm of Fearlessness’, which I often read at funerals, the priest and writer Edward Hays says:



I am surrounded by a peaceful ebbing,

as creation bows to the mystery of life;

all that grows and lives must give up life,

yet it does not really die.



As plants surrender their life,

bending, brown and wrinkled,

and yellow leaves of trees

float to the lawn like parachute troops,

they do so in a sea of serenity.



Yet the deeper story in nature and Easter is one of hope. There is death, but there is also resurrection, rebirth, a new start. Human life, along with the rest of nature, passes through a constant cycle. Not just Easter but the whole Christian calendar is a way of narrating / interpreting this pattern of existence within a faith tradition. We need stories – lenses through which to view our life on earth – whether they are religious or not. I guess this is the great appeal of paganism, which has gone through something of a revival in recent decades: it attempts to reconnect people to nature, to the life force within nature

When I grow weary of religion and fancy walking away, it’s the story of Jesus that brings me back. It is a tale of a powerless peasant who stood up against the authorities, who became a voice for ordinary people and gave corrupt religious leaders a hard time. It’s about someone who went about doing good and showing compassion to ordin­­­ary people; who was accused of being a glutton and a drunkard because he loved eating and drinking with the wrong type of people; who brought hope to the masses.

In the end, the threat was too great, so crooked politicians and religious leaders plotted to have him killed. But even in death he triumphed over malicious self-interest by not succumbing to hatred and vengeance. And his spirit lives on in the hearts of many who follow the same way.

I happen to believe this story really occurred, but even if I didn’t I would still believe it was true.

And the world is full of Christ figures who are not necessarily religious, whose stories go on. Nelson Mandela is an obvious example. For 27 long years, during his imprisonment, his life was on hold – or was it? Like a seed buried in the hard, cold earth waiting for warmer days, Mandela nurtured hope and practiced resurrection. Then, on a day that none of us who saw can ever forget, he strode out of Victor Verster prison in Cape Town. Every step was an expression of resurrection in practice. He later said, ‘As I walked out the door toward the gate that would lead to my freedom, I knew if I didn’t leave my bitterness and hatred behind, I’d still be in prison.’ There was death, but there was also resurrection.

Philip Pulman – a master storyteller says: 

‘After nourishment, shelter and companionship, stories are the thing we need most in the world.’

Amen to that! But the stories need to be redemptive in some way. And that is why the Easter story is so import­ant to me and to millions of others: it is a story of hope and redemption in the face of hatred and injustice.
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