


  Well, Are You a Christian or Aren’t You?


  In the Universe there are things that are known and things that are unknown, and in between there are doors.1


  Anon.


  The stupidest thing that that very wise man Carl Jung said, when asked if he believed in God, was: ‘I do not need to believe, I know.’2


  If that’s the test, then I am certainly not a Christian. I don’t know there is a God. I don’t know there is life after death – or any of the rest of the big Christian metaphysical superstructure. Perfect knowledge implies certainty, resting on some logical proof. Even the claim to everyday knowing requires at least some evidence that cannot be gainsaid. It is clear to me, as to more and more people, that neither philosophical proof nor empirical evidence for the existence of God is available. I cannot claim to know the truth of any of the traditional, metaphysical claims of Christianity.


  ‘So, you are an agnostic?’


  Yes, but a Christian agnostic. I don’t know there is God, but I believe in God. The exact opposite of Jung’s affirmation.


  Belief is going to be a central idea in this book, and I will be taking it in two very different senses.


  In the first sense, I believe a proposition to be true if I think it is true even though I do not know for certain that it is true. ‘I believe Arsenal will win on Saturday.’ I may have some reason for my belief, but I have no certainty.


  The second sense of the word is much deeper, leaning on the meaning of the Greek word used for ‘I believe’ in the New Testament: πιστεύω. This is belief in the sense of believing in, or trusting. ‘I believe in you, I have faith in you.’ ‘I believe in Arsenal in spite of recent results.’ In many societies, religious people are called ‘believers’.


  I’ll be focusing on this sense of believing in God – trusting God, having faith in God – later in the book, but I’ll begin with the simpler of idea of believing that something is the case. So my claim as a Christian agnostic is that I don’t know that God exists but I believe that God exists.


  We are not starting on very firm ground with this kind of religious belief. Since we no longer live with heresy trials and do not yet have thought police, believing things can be relatively cost free. I could, for a Puckish example, believe in fairies without having to show any evidence for their existence. You can challenge the rationality of my belief but you cannot demonstrate that I do not believe it. Or I can decide today that I believe in fairies and tomorrow decide that I no longer do. Such beliefs carry little cost beyond mild ridicule. And even that ridicule can be avoided if I don’t tell anyone I believe in fairies.


  So, just because there is little cost, I’ve got to be careful to be true to myself and not just claim to believe this or that for no reason. I will hope to show that I have reasons for my beliefs – although as Blaise Pascal, one of my philosophical heroes, put it, my reasons are not reasons of the head but reasons of the heart. I will hope to show that a belief can be reasonable, even when not based on empirical evidence. It’s quite possible to believe more than you know. I can quote a distinguished philosopher on this point. Anthony Kenny, one of my Oxford tutors, put it like this: ‘It is possible to have good reasons for believing in a proposition quite separate from reasons that provide evidence for its truth.’3 Why you would do that is another question that we will come to later.


  The second snare that awaits me is to set up belief (in this first sense of believing that particular religious doctrines are true) as the criterion for whether I am a Christian or not. In traditional forms of Christianity this orthodoxy check is the very test for salvation, for avoiding eternal damnation. The central creed, recited in many churches every Sunday, is so called because it begins ‘Credo – I believe.’ And the Athanasian form of the creed ends with the words: ‘This is the Catholic Faith; unless anyone believes this faithfully and firmly, he cannot be saved.’


  I can’t accept that I have to subscribe to any formula or list of beliefs (like the creeds or the 39 Articles of the Church of England) in order to justify my claim to be a Christian. My beliefs are no more than my personal way of looking at and understanding the world, using the language and images of the particular religious culture with which I have been imbued. Moreover, I need to feel free to adjust, expand or abandon some beliefs as my experience of life changes and deepens. I can’t join any club that insists on fixed creeds and belief systems. That would be to surrender my essential freedom as an autonomous individual: to be forced into an institutional mould. Nor should you be forced into my mould. For me, my particular beliefs help make sense of life but they may not do so for you.


  This approach to believing is not the same as ‘taking it on faith’. In ordinary usage what people mean by this is something like: ‘Ok, you think I’m crazy to believe that God exists, but you have to take it on faith.’ And that in turn means: ‘Because that’s what the Church teaches or God has revealed in the Bible.’ But that is hardly convincing. There’s a contradiction built into the argument. If God doesn’t exist, then the Bible can’t be relied upon as the word of God to prove that He does exist. To quote Anthony Kenny, again: ‘Accepting something as a matter of faith is taking God’s word for its truth: but one cannot take God’s word for it that He exists.’4


  So being clear that I can’t claim to know all the things that I believe to be true helps me understand something I used to have a problem with: why so many people describe themselves as ‘seekers’ when it comes to religion. That used to sound like a cop-out: ‘I’m not really Christian or Muslim, but I am a seeker.’ But now I see that being a seeker, a life-pilgrim, means seeing that the final answers to the religious questions are never found, the destination is never reached. For Christians at the fundamentalist end of the spectrum, certainty is exactly what they crave, and what they most value about religious belief. By contrast, as a Christian agnostic, I am forever seeing through a glass darkly, forever guessing God, aware that my guess is only a guess. As to knowing God, perhaps I can only hope, like St Paul, that in some world to come ‘I shall know even as I am known.’5


  I remember my father asking himself the same question I am wrestling with here: Are you a Christian or aren’t you? He had come from a strict Salvation Army upbringing, through atheism at Oxford, to arrive at his own idiosyncratic form of belief. He put the issue like this:


 
    I would dearly love the leaders of the Church to say clearly and unequivocally how much of the traditional story and inherited doctrine they believe, how much they interpret away, how much they have mental reservations about, and how much they simply reject. I have tried to do this for myself and have arrived at a set of propositions that seem to me both to satisfy my intellect and to preserve my faith in Christ – but I do not have the faintest idea whether there is any Church on earth that would accept me as a Christian. It would be nice to know: but I do not think I should presume to ask for it. I am content – almost content – to leave that to the Holy Spirit… I have scattered seeds that I believe to be good, but I cannot be sure: I can only leave them to your judgement as I offer them to the greater glory of God.6




  So to characterize my position as a Christian agnostic I go back to the quotation at the head of the chapter. ‘There are things that are known.’ Yes, that’s the world of science and everyday life. ‘And things that are unknown.’ Yes, and some of the unknowns that are crucial to the meaning of our lives may be true. We can’t know that they are true, but we can believe that they are true. ‘And in between there are doors.’ Yes, these are the doors I want to encounter and walk through: to have the faith and trust in the goodness of existence to believe that, if I try those doors, they will open onto a world of meaning and the fullness of joy.


  A footnote on Carl Jung. To be fair to him, he wasn’t really being as simplistic as I was suggesting earlier. He explained later that he was speaking of God as an inner experience. In his Red Book, where he explored his ‘confrontation with the unconscious’, he put it like this:


 
    I believe that we have the choice: I preferred the living wonders of the God. I daily weigh up my whole life and I continue to fiery brilliance of the God as a higher and fuller life than the ashes of rationality. The ashes are suicide to me. I could perhaps put out the fire but I cannot deny to myself the experience of the God. Nor can I cut myself off from this experience. I also do not want to, since I want to live. My life wants itself whole.7

 





  My Starting Point


  There is a grace in life. Otherwise we could not live.1


  Paul Tillich


  If I am aiming so arrogantly as to begin the account of what I believe de novo, without relying on the traditional foundational arguments of the past, what starting point can I take?


  I want to begin at the point that both Marx and Freud regarded as religion’s Achilles heel – my need for God. Put simply, I cannot believe that my life and the life of the world are simply meaningless: that my life is a tale told by an idiot, lasting a fraction of cosmic time before being snuffed out and ultimately signifying nothing. I need life to mean something, a reason to be here, a reason to keep going, a reason to get up in the morning, even on a morning when I have absolutely nothing else left in life to look forward to. Otherwise life feels like it’s for nothing.


  The protagonist in William Boyd’s novel The New Confessions expresses the same starting point as he reaches the age that I’ve now reached:


 
    I look back on my life, my three score years and ten, and think – yes, I would like there to be an underlying order to these seven decades of reality. I would like some sense, some meaning. But science, which used to attempt to enumerate all the cogs in the Great Machine, has abandoned that endeavour now. Life at its basic level, the quantum physicists tell us, is deeply paradoxical and fundamentally uncertain. There are no hidden variables, there is no secret agenda to the universe.2




  This is the same question as the one that must occur to most of us at some point in our life: ‘Is this all there is?’ We are born, we live for the tiniest fraction of cosmic space-time and we die. Is that it? Must we all, as Dr. Johnson puts it, simply ‘yield our place to others who, like us, shall be driven awhile by hope or fear, about the surface of the earth, and then like us be lost in the shades of death.’3 Is that all there is?


  Life is frighteningly short. I made the mistake of going back to my Oxford college for a reunion after 50 years. That evening I met students whom I had known well, who had started off on life full of excitement but had now suddenly switched into old men, retired and looking back on lives that were, in effect, over. That’s it – over. I’m writing this page on Patmos, an island I last came to aged 21 to explore what my life was going to be. Now I’m back for the first time exactly 50 years later with the same quest, and very aware that I won’t be back in another 50 years. Life is ludicrously short – just when we were beginning to get the hang of it.


  And it’s human consciousness that makes our brief moment on life’s stage so poignant. The cows outside my window at home seem contented enough to eat their way through each day without anxiety, unaware that they are due to be slaughtered at the end of the year. But we are all too aware of our mortality. And the same consciousness that knows it also seems to rebel against it, raging at the dying of the light, unwilling to accept as we get older that this is all there is.


  There are two levels to the issue of meaningfulness that I am struggling with here. Firstly, does the universe have any meaning? Here the answer from science is clear: it has no meaning. There is no goal or purpose to the universe. It just is, in its vast, beautiful, possibly infinite, pointless way. The so-called ‘first bible of atheism’, The System of Nature by Baron D’Holbach, makes this clear: ‘The world itself has neither point nor purpose of its own. It just is.’4


  So what of the second level – the meaning of my life or yours? This personal meaning can’t be discovered by looking at my place in the universe, if the universe itself is meaningless. So we’ll have to come up with meanings of our own. Here there are dozens of answers being offered me. They range from being as happy as possible for as long as possible, to having children to succeed me, to leaving a better world behind me, to reaching a high level of consciousness
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  THE NEW OPEN SPACES


  Throughout the two thousand years of Christian tradition there have been, and still are, groups and individuals that exist in the margins and upon the edge of faith. But in Christianity’s contrapuntal history it has often been these outcasts and pioneers that have forged contemporary orthodoxy out of former radicalism as belief evolves to engage with and encompass the ever-changing social and scientific realities. Real faith lies not in the comfortable certainties of the Orthodox, but somewhere in a half-glimpsed hinterland on the dirt track to Emmaus, where the Death of God meets the Resurrection, where the supernatural Christ meets the historical Jesus, and where the revolution liberates both the oppressed and the oppressors.


  Welcome to Christian Alternative... a space at the edge where the light shines through.


  If you have enjoyed this book, why not tell other readers by posting a review on your preferred book site.
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