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Praise for If God Is the Answer, What Is the Question?

‘A really illuminating and accessible book, conversational, honest, personal, but also marked by formidable intellectual clarity. This is a most welcome addition to a new wave of innovative thinking about faith and philosophy.’

Rowan Williams

‘Could any book be as good as the title of this one? Yes! Reading this book is like having a really interesting conversation with a wise, learned man, by turns dense and learned, by turns light and humorous. It addresses the deepest questions we could ever ask ourselves; it draws on a profound knowledge of the great philosophers, especially Kant; and it is warm and loving. I know that I shall often return to it.’

A. N. Wilson

‘Philosophy and theology are not there to dispel the mysteries of life – even the frightening ones – but to lead us deeper into them. But for that, we need friends. This book is full of knowledge and love of philosophers and theologians of all stripes, and shares them generously. But above all, it befriends us, in our many fears and yearnings; and doing so, it gives us courage to figure out what our questions are.’

Judith Wolfe, author of The Theological Imagination

‘Philosophy as it ought to be done: thoughtful, modest, many-sided, engaging, deeply learned and absolutely accessible. Christopher Insole won’t try to tell you what to think or how to feel, about God or anything else, but reading this book will surely open up new ways of thinking about belief, unbelief and much besides. The fruits of decades of learning and thinking are offered here with a light touch, with humility, and with enormous generosity.’

Karen Kilby, author of God, Evil and the Limits of Theology

‘Powerfully felt, personally engaged and lucidly presented, Insole’s fascinating study uncovers surprisingly different ways of believing or disbelieving in God, and helps us understand what such belief or disbelief really amounts to.’

John Cottingham, author of In Search of the Soul

‘Intelligent, compelling but above all compassionate, If God Is the Answer, What Is the Question? is a remarkable and necessary book for our troubled times. Writing with elegance, and wearing his erudition lightly, Insole offers a profound reconsideration of our connectedness to each other – and something we need even more: hope.’

Anna Beer, author of Eve Bites Back

‘We have forgotten just how capacious the concept of God can be. Breaking free from the procrustean argumentative bed that is standard academic philosophy of religion, Insole invites readers into a space of curiosity and empathy. We wave at past and future selves, listen to stories of love and loss, and encounter understandings of God as diverse as the mysterious deep order and harmony of the world, the necessary totality of everything, and the transcendent reality of freedom and reason. God can be much more and quite other than a supernatural being. An irresistibly winsome volume.’

Jennifer A. Herdt, author of Assuming Responsibility

‘This book is the clearest demonstration today of why philosophy matters. Surprisingly funny and deeply moving, If God Is the Answer, What Is the Question? is a book about God that is really about us: the different ways we get by, and how to see each other across those differences.’

Lexi Eikelboom, author of Rhythm: A Theological Category

‘Drawing beautifully on an array of first-personal experiences, including his own, Christopher Insole develops a powerful vision of how we might converse about God, in ways that give due recognition to the rootedness of the language of God in the flow of life.’

Mark Wynn, author of Spiritual Traditions and the Virtues: Living Between Heaven and Earth

‘At the heart of Insole’s book is a story about faith. Not one that tells you what to believe or whom, if anyone, to believe in, but one that yearns to discover the horizons of the life we live together. Insole reminds us that if God is the answer, then the question is one we must each discover.’

Benjamin DeSpain, author of Thinking Theologically about the Divine Ideas
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I

Arguing


What does arguing about God achieve?



In the autumn of 1996, there are two men arguing, in a room at the top of a staircase. One is a young man, the other is in mid-life.

They are disagreeing about what God would be like, if there were a God.

The older of the two thinks that God, if there is a God, should be construed as existing within time, as you and I do, albeit with more powers and insight. The younger man thinks that God should be construed as existing outside of time, as being present, somehow, to all times, a bit like, say, numbers, or mathematical truths.

They go at it for about an hour.

The older man wins the argument.

He always does.

They have argued before.

But the younger man does not shift his firmly held position one jot.

He never has, and never will.

Nonetheless, the next week, the two men agree to meet again and argue about something else, in relation to God.

Neither, ever, changes his mind, or persuades the other.

They could meet once a week for a hundred years, and nothing would ever change.

*

The older man, in mid-life, is Richard Swinburne, at the time the Nolloth professor of the philosophy of Christian religion at the University of Oxford. He is, without doubt, one of the most significant analytical philosophers of religion of the late twentieth century and early twenty-first century, providing rigorous arguments in favour of the existence of God.

The younger man is me, studying for a master’s degree in philosophical theology. We are discussing my ‘assignment’, an essay on the topic of God and time.

After the master’s degree, I went on to do a doctorate, and then became a university lecturer, and then a professor. For twenty-five years I have written my own arguments, often in relation to the idea of God, and taught others how to argue, according to certain canons and protocols.

I am now about the same age as Richard Swinburne would have been in 1996.

I am a bit perplexed at why it has taken me so long to be perplexed at the failure of such arguments to change minds.

Think about the energy and precision that goes into constructing, and critiquing, philosophical proofs for the existence of God, or for other core religious commitments. At the same time, consider how common it is to observe that no one (or very few people) ever has been, or will be, persuaded one way or another on these matters by a philosophical argument.

The asymmetry between the effort and the likely success of the effort is remarkable.

The book is driven by two simple questions.


What might be going on – really going on – when some people are drawn to talking about God, others are repelled by it, and others are indifferent? How might we have better conversations about the full range of what is really going on?



What do I mean by ‘going on’ in the first question? Well, we would expect it to include explicit rational arguments and convictions, certainly, but also formative experiences, feeling and desire. The answer might help us answer the second question, and find a better way to talk about these and the relationship between, say, abstract thinking, arguments, formative experiences and emotion.

What this book tries to do, in relation to the God question, is to think about:


What is really going on, for and between you and me?



*

There are a number of ways in which we might approach this task.

One approach might be sociological and anthropological: to study, as best we can, what sort of causes or conditions bring about religious or non-religious people, and then, how such groups of people express these commitments in different contexts. Or, we might take a more statistical and data-driven psychological approach: what percentage of a population, living under such-and-such conditions, self-identify as or behave in ways that can be considered religious?

All these approaches are valuable and have their place. I draw on some anthropological studies in the course of this book, when they help to address some of our questions. But what we notice is that such approaches, however intriguing and informative, may not really address the second part of the question:


What is really going on, for and between you and me?



I find out, let us say, that thirty percent of people living in such-and-such conditions self-identify as atheists. Or, I learn about the beliefs and practices of self-identifying pagans in England in the 1980s, or self-identifying humanists in 2011. Fine, and good: but what about me and you? How are we involved and drawn in, if we are neither witches in the 1980s, nor humanists in 2011? If I read a sociological study, and then wonder how it applies to me – ‘which group do I belong to?’ – I am regarding myself in the third person, observing myself as an object of study. But we understand ourselves best from the inside – not when trying to observe ourselves, but when living out the moments that most define us. It is when alone in the small hours of the night, or when joyously unfurling in conversation with a beloved, or when fearing, perhaps, that we might die soon, or that we would like to die, or when dearly hoping to live, here, now, with this person, doing meaningful work, raising a child, building a life together.

At these points you and I are inside of ourselves, looking out at the world, wondering what our place in it might be, or might become.

When we face such moments, how do we achieve greater self-knowledge, or knowledge, compassion and empathy for each other? How do we have better conversations or disagreements? What sort of enquiry will help us, you and me, to do this?

*

What is the discipline that you turn to, when you can’t know stuff, when the facts run out?

A scene in the film Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade has the hero, played by Harrison Ford, lecturing to a group of university students. He writes the word ‘FACT’ on the board, and announces that archaeology is about facts, not truth, or the meaning of life. Professor Jones tells the class that if they want to think about the meaning of life, Dr Tyree’s philosophy class is further along the corridor.

The discipline you turn to when the facts run out is philosophy.

Let’s take up Professor Jones’s suggestion and go down the hall.

Part of what philosophy does is search for self-knowledge, to understand what is really going on, and in a way that involves you and me, possibly offering consolation, challenge, transformation, healing, empathy, encouragement. Philosophy can, and has to, draw on a wide range of evidence and types of evidence to help in this search. If it is to be self-involving, to give us some ‘yes!’ moments of recognition, we will need more than just observations and statistics. We will need to see other thinkers lay out their worldviews, to think about, and to feel, where and why we do or do not share these views. We will need texts from philosophers and theologians, from atheists and believers. Some of these texts will offer us arguments, but some of them will be more about experience, emotion, individual narratives, fundamental dispositions, the unconscious, childhood formation.

All of this will be helpful and needed to uncover what is really going on, for and between you and me. We can even draw on, and should draw on, our own experiences and emotions, where and when that is a type of evidence, relevant to the question at hand.

The point is not to try to get to know more about God, or about whether or not God exists – not directly anyway. It is to understand ourselves and each other better, and to revere and honour, and learn from, the different ways we get through, and get by. The goal is simple and humble: to foster more intellectual compassion towards, and between, different types of believer and non-believer. If you want to understand belief, or lack of it, you must attend to the believer, or the non-believer, in all their vulnerability and sincerity, doing their best to get by, in all the hours, days and months that are framed by the different ways of not being here: being not yet born, and having passed away.






2

Yearning


What is the question to which God might be the answer?



I came out religious, it seems.

That is to say, I do not remember a time when I did not believe in God, although I was not brought up in a religious or churched household.

Believing in God seemed as natural as breathing.

In later childhood and early teenage years, if I had had to formulate an ‘argument’ for belief in God, the answer would have been something like the following:


I believe in God because of the problem of evil.



This isn’t quite how the problem of evil is supposed to work, or the way it is typically presented.

Usually the existence of so much evil and suffering is given as one of the main reasons not to believe in God. If God is perfectly good, all-knowing and all-powerful, why does God not prevent terrible evil and suffering?

But it seemed to me obvious that the existence of evil and suffering was the best sort of reason to believe in God, as an expression of a type of yearning. God was the concept that should be reached for on the other side of a lament. No other concept would suffice, because it would be inadequate to the task of engaging with evil. Anything else would be unrealistic: no amount of historical or political action, or human self-improvement, or economic management, or whatever, could possibly address the evil and suffering that had already happened, let alone prevent or ameliorate what was to come.

In other words: the problem in the problem of evil is not God, I thought, but evil. Evil is the problem, to which God is the answer.

I think I probably tried to express this thought in school, and soon learned that it was not one of the grooves down which one’s mind was supposed to travel. At least, the formal problem went the other way round: the existence of evil and suffering is a problem for belief in God, not a good motivation for it. I learned to keep (mostly) quiet about this. Until now.

*

At a certain age, the problem of evil would have been my attempted answer to the framing question of this chapter:


What is the problem, to which God might be the answer?



If we step out a bit, we might be able to identify a more fundamental problem, of which the problem of evil is just one manifestation. The more fundamental problem might be not feeling quite at home in the world, or universe, whilst very much wanting to.

If you don’t care much about ‘feeling at home in the universe’, there won’t be a problem here.

You might respond that it is enough to feel at home at home, in a more low-key way. In which case ‘feeling at home in the universe’ won’t be a problem to which God might be an answer. There may be no problem to which God could be an answer. That’s fine.

To feel the tug towards the concept of God, you may have to begin by not feeling at home in the world, and wanting very much, sometimes, to do so. There has to be an element of yearning.

The form that this yearning takes can vary, depending on where one feels the fault lines, the problems, to be. I’ve already set out one possible version of the yearning, one facet of wanting to feel at home in the world: the desire to address the problem of evil and suffering. I will give three more examples, which many people feel at different times, and which have been of concern to some philosophers. These examples will be the following:


A yearning for significance, given the problem of the vastness of the universe.

A yearning for freedom, given the way in which we may feel determined by our genetics or by the weight of historical and political forces.

A yearning for a type of harmony and unity in our relationships with human beings and with non-human nature, given all the clashes and fractures in perspective that we encounter.



*

Before saying something about each of these, I want to address a question that might arise here:


Why all this variety?



You thought, perhaps, that you were going to be presented with a single answer or theory to the question: ‘What is the problem, to which God might be the answer?’

Well, in a way, I have offered a single platform to think about a variety of answers: the yearning to be at home in the world. But the variety is important, and will run through the book. In 1902 the philosopher and psychologist William James wrote a book called The Varieties of Religious Experience: a Study in Human Nature.1 James addresses the issue of the great variety of types of religious experience and commitment.

James asks the following:


[I]s the existence of so many religious types and sects and creeds regrettable?



I would want to expand the terms of this question to include ‘types’ who do not believe in God at all, or who are opposed to belief in God. The answer that James gives seems, to me, to be the correct one, and, in different ways, I’ll be making this case throughout the book:


I answer ‘No’ emphatically.2



When we think about it, and consider the people we know and cherish, as well as the people we find intolerable, isn’t this sort of obvious? Although, as with many things, it can be forgotten in the heat of arguing for something we deeply care about.

*

When thinking about God, I think it is simply not possible to hope for knowledge, or certainty, or even high probability. Nor, I would submit, will knowledge or certainty ever be possible.

Think of all the time, over all the centuries, and the failure to arrive at agreement or certainty: all the disputation and disagreement, some of it peaceful and intellectual, some of it violent and primitive.

Think of your own case: how amenable are you, really, to a powerful argument or piece of evidence unsettling and changing your own belief or non-belief, or your long-held agnosticism?

Some people, however, think there is a demonstrably correct answer and they know what it is. If you want something more in this line, other books are available. They have give-away titles such as Is There a God? (the answer in that book is ‘yes’), There is a God (an even more emphatic ‘yes’), and The God Delusion (a big ‘no’ this time). If you yourself already know, you may still enjoy this book as an insight into what seems to be troubling others.

Reason and investigation are limited in this area because of the unknowability of what people reach out to, when they embrace, or reject, the idea of God and the divine.

Reason and investigation do not have similar limits, thank goodness, in other areas, such as vaccine research. In the area of vaccine research, talking about our emotions, and consulting our feelings, would be a bad idea. Please follow the evidence. Only consider emotion insofar as you need to control for it – to eliminate ‘confirmation bias’, for example – and prevent it from distorting your evaluation of the evidence. Other areas are more nuanced, and share some of the limitations of thinking and talking about God, including ethics (‘what is morally required of me and you?’), aesthetics (‘what is beauty?), or politics (‘how do we live alongside one another?’). I don’t need to take a line on these issues here; we’ve enough on our plates thinking about God.

So, when thinking and talking about God, what are we going to do next?

One answer – fairly popular in some circles – is to say that we should all stop believing in God, precisely because of the variety. The impossibility of arriving at knowledge or certainty proves that there is no God.

I’ve several thoughts about this.

First of all, it simply isn’t very realistic, is it? Just to insist that everyone stop believing in God.

An entirely unrealistic proposal isn’t really very rational, in the end. We know this from the historical record: every attempt to change people’s beliefs about God, from Robespierre’s Cult of the Supreme Being to the multiple Soviet campaigns against religion, have required force, and have failed miserably.

It is worth thinking about why it is unrealistic to ask that people just ‘stop believing’ in God. In part, it is the difficulty of controlling the beliefs and feelings of other people. But, more fundamentally, the problem is that people can’t easily control their own beliefs and feelings. Belief and unbelief are too thickly woven into our whole sense of self, and our way of being in the world. Given this, other approaches may be necessary – such as, for example, the approach I’m taking here, of exploring, in a broad and deep sense, ‘what is really going on?’

Secondly, the claim that variety and lack of certainty prove that there is no God is a claim to a type of knowledge and certainty, about the non-existence of God. As I say, I don’t think certainty or knowledge can be achieved on either side of this debate.

It is an interesting philosophical claim. We could describe it as a sort of theorem:


Where there is variety of beliefs about x, x is all bollocks.



This is not, though, a true claim. You can see this if you insert different values for x: moral truth, political virtue, black holes. But it is an interesting claim – and not self-evidently false either – and I will return to different aspects of this ‘variety = bollocks’ thesis at relevant points.

Thirdly, belief and unbelief in God are of such wide interest and importance to so many people. Almost everyone has some idea of their position on the question. And almost everyone finds it particularly irritating to have someone try to convert them from one of these positions to another. It almost always feels like an insult and an imposition. This is interesting also, and points to the feature I commented on above: that belief or unbelief is so woven into our sense of self, and our way of being in the world. If you try to convert me, you are saying: the way you are in the world is not fine. You need re-engineering. In response, our reaction might be: yes, but are you – you ideological nutcase – really the one to do this to me?

One further observation is that even amongst the groups that identify with unbelief and agnosticism, there is a widespread desire, often, to reach out for ‘something’ beyond, something a bit transcendent, a something, we know not what. This drive for a ‘something else’ is part of the human condition, which we all suffer from, more or less. One might think here of the French philosopher Blaise Pascal, who speaks of a type of memory of ‘true happiness’ in every human heart, ‘of which there now remain…only the mark and empty trace’. We try ‘in vain’ to ‘fill’ this void, ‘seeking from things absent’ the help we do not ‘obtain in things present’. All such efforts are inadequate, as ‘the infinite abyss can only be filled…by God’.3 And, if there is no God, the void may remain, and, perhaps, for some, that is how it must be.

The more familiar, and not inaccurate, paraphrase of Pascal’s thought here is:


There is a God-shaped hole in the heart of each man which cannot be satisfied by any created thing.



Or, as St Augustine put it, speaking directly to God:


Our hearts are restless, till they rest in Thee.4



So, again, given all this: what are we going to do?

Probably not try to convert each other, one way or another.

We could try, instead, continuing to talk about the varieties of ways in which some people don’t feel quite at home in the cosmos.

*

One variety of not feeling at home in the cosmos arises from the problem of evil and suffering.

A second variety I want to discuss arises from a giddy sense of the vastness of the universe, and the conviction of our own insignificance which this can bring.

If you are asked to ‘think about your life’, you might bring to mind everything that is most important to you: your hopes and plans, the people you love, and the things in the world you would most like to do something about. These things will seem like they really matter; and they do, because you, as a human being, are important. But, if you have ever tried thinking about the vastness of space, or of time, you might suddenly feel very small and insignificant: think of all the hundreds of millions of years the earth existed without any sort of life, or all the billions of galaxies.

The two ways of looking at yourself do not fit together very easily. In the first, you are the centre of a world; in the second, you are a tiny speck.

The contemporary philosopher Thomas Nagel writes about this clash of perspectives. We exert effort and strain, to feed and clothe ourselves, to maintain our health and appearance, to engage in meaningful life projects, and to be, for example, an adequate parent, spouse, friend and colleague. We strive, and persevere, sometimes flourishing, and, at other times, suffering. At the same time, we are able to see, indeed, we are unable to avoid seeing ourselves, the whole sorry struggle, from a more bracing and detached point of view:


Humans have the special capacity to step back and survey themselves, and the lives to which they are committed, with that detached amazement which comes from watching an ant struggle up a heap of sand.5



We are able to regard ourselves, and all the effort, as if we were not ourselves. And it looks ‘at once sobering and comical’.6

Where might God come in? Well, if you think that there is something in the universe, or beyond it, that offers the hope that these two ways of looking can come together and achieve an ultimate harmony and unity: perhaps, this is what is pointed to by the word ‘God’, or ‘the divine’. The coming together might not be possible yet, in this life. Or, it might be something achieved in our own mind, through spiritual practices and meditation.

Maybe, sometimes, for some people, God might be the answer to the problem of the vastness of the universe, against our own apparent insignificance.

Knowing what sort of thing the word ‘God’ does in our language is not the same as knowing exactly what, or who, God is. At least, though, we might have a better idea of what we are looking for, whether or not we think we find it. We might note, though, that any
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