
[image: ]



How to Believe



John Cottingham

[image: Images]




For MLC in love and gratitude



Contents



	Cover

	Title Page

	Dedication

	Contents

	Foreword

	1    Contrasting visions

	1  The onset of autumn

	2  An ambiguous world

	3  Belief and comportment

	4  Transformation and truth

	2    The World ‘Beyond’

	1  The closing of the windows

	2  Dimensions of reality

	3  Science, scientism and subjectivity

	4  Transcendence and presence

	3    Adopting a Worldview

	1  Outlooks, pictures, frameworks, lenses

	2  The double helix

	3  The dimension of praxis

	4  Vision and enactment

	4    Religion as a Live Option

	1  A secular age

	2  The phenomenon of ‘pervasiveness’

	3  Uniqueness and particularity

	4  Funnels of significance

	5    The Disclosure of the Sacred

	1  Religion and art

	2  Crossing the threshold

	3  The sacred secularized?

	4  The fires of arrogance

	6    Something of Great Constancy

	1  From fancy to reality

	2  The costs of belief

	3  Embodied engagement

	4  What are days for?

	Bibliography

	Index

	Copyright Page






	Foreword

	1    Contrasting visions

	1  The onset of autumn

	2  An ambiguous world

	3  Belief and comportment

	4  Transformation and truth

	2    The World ‘Beyond’

	1  The closing of the windows

	2  Dimensions of reality

	3  Science, scientism and subjectivity

	4  Transcendence and presence

	3    Adopting a Worldview

	1  Outlooks, pictures, frameworks, lenses

	2  The double helix

	3  The dimension of praxis

	4  Vision and enactment

	4    Religion as a Live Option

	1  A secular age

	2  The phenomenon of ‘pervasiveness’

	3  Uniqueness and particularity

	4  Funnels of significance

	5    The Disclosure of the Sacred

	1  Religion and art

	2  Crossing the threshold

	3  The sacred secularized?

	4  The fires of arrogance

	6    Something of Great Constancy

	1  From fancy to reality

	2  The costs of belief

	3  Embodied engagement

	4  What are days for?

	Bibliography

	Index








	iii

	v

	vi

	vii

	ix

	viii

	x

	xi

	xii

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155








Foreword

Many people I meet express a strong interest in questions of religion and spirituality, but make it clear that they could not themselves become believers. Religious belief has ceased to be a live option for them. And it seems doubtful whether further intellectual analysis and argument would make much difference.

Bertrand Russell once observed that if he met God in the next world he would complain that God had not provided sufficient evidence of his existence. But there are other kinds of evidence than the kind studied by science. Many aspects of our experience (think of the dynamics of a loving relationship, or the appreciation of a complex piece of classical music) can only properly be apprehended by someone who is suitably receptive. A kind of ‘attunement’ is required; this in turn may require certain prior changes to have taken place in the subject – moral and aesthetic and emotional changes, for example. Where receptivity of this sort is involved, we are in a different domain from that of scientific inquiry.

This has led me to wonder whether many of those who might like to believe but cannot see their way to doing so may perhaps be looking in the wrong place. They may be looking for evidence offering the kind of security that a well-established scientific theory will provide, but they look in vain. So part of what I am aiming to do in this book is to indicate some alternative directions in which to look.

A religious worldview, if it is to be tenable at all, must not just engage our intellectual and scientific curiosity, but must take account of all the ways in which we respond to the world, including our emotional and imaginative modes of awareness. Philosophers in the past have often tended to discount these responses, preferring to take refuge in complex logical abstractions that put them at a certain superior distance from the phenomena they are supposed to be understanding. But such distance is achieved at a cost. It’s almost as if there is a hypertrophy of the ‘left-brain’ skills, whereby we analyse and classify and dissect phenomena, without proper scope being accorded to the ‘right-brain’ skills that facilitate more intuitive and holistic forms of cognition.1

Allowing scope for our emotional and imaginative faculties most emphatically does not mean abandoning rationality. All our faculties are needed for the full flourishing of our humanity, and a belief system that is informed by all the different human modes of awareness does not thereby lose its claim to qualify as a rational and well-grounded system. I have elsewhere argued for the need for a ‘humane’ turn in philosophy, one that retains the rigour and precision for which the subject is rightly prized, but which aims to embrace all the aspects of our human awareness as we confront the world.2 It is my hope that something of this ‘humane’ dimension may emerge in the course of the present book.

I am well aware that alongside those who might like to believe – if they could see their way to doing so – there are others who have no wish whatever to believe, and who may be sceptical, or even irritated, when they feel someone is trying to nudge them in that direction. I would certainly not presume to try to ‘convert’ such readers – this is a work of philosophy, not of what is sometimes called ‘apologetics’. But I hope that even those who are highly sceptical about the acceptability of religious belief may find some interest in the account of the dynamics of belief developed in the pages that follow. For if that account is on the right lines, religious belief may turn out to be less about advancing explanatory hypotheses to rival those of science than about ways of responding to certain deep psychological and moral features of our human predicament.

Many people in our contemporary climate have discarded religious belief for reasons that are entirely understandable, including being repelled by the dogmatism and exclusivism of some practitioners of religion and the blinkered, anti-scientific stance of others, not to mention the use of religion as a cloak for corruption or an excuse for violence. But despite all this, I am convinced there is much in the great religions that is immeasurably enriching to humankind, and that the kind of enrichment offered cannot easily be achieved in any other way. If we can get beyond the confrontational attitudes that are such a depressing feature of much current debate, perhaps some of these riches may be recovered.

Is this a task for philosophy? That will be for the reader to judge, in the pages that follow. But I will just add that in my view philosophy cannot ultimately thrive if it collapses into a host of isolated academic specialisms, hedged in by walls of impenetrable jargon that keep out all but the ‘experts’. It needs to break out of the confines of learned technical debate and recover its continuity with the rest of our intellectual culture, and with the great traditions, including the religious traditions, that have, whether we like it or not, shaped so much of our thinking. Philosophy at its best has always striven to achieve a ‘synoptic’ vision of reality, a ‘worldview’ that, so far as possible, aims to make sense of the cosmos and of our human place within it.

In charting the path towards belief I am conscious of how much I have learned from others, and it is no mere perfunctory expression of humility to acknowledge how much I still have to learn. But I shall be happy if the reflections that follow at least do something to rescue the topic of religious belief from sterile polemics between entrenched supporters and implacable opponents, and to bring into view how wrestling with such questions is not just a debating exercise, but one that engages deep sensibilities and longings that all human beings share.

I have been most fortunate to have benefited from many enriching exchanges with colleagues at lectures, conferences and seminars during the past few years, during which the ideas developed in this book were shaped, and many influences will be obvious in the pages that follow. I should just here like to record my special thanks to Fiona Ellis, Clare Carlisle and David McPherson for kindly reading and commenting on earlier versions of the typescript. I am also most grateful to Robin Baird-Smith for his help and encouragement.

West Berkshire, England

March 2015

 

 

 

 

 

1    See Iain McGilchrist, The Master and his Emissary (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009).

2    John Cottingham, Philosophy of Religion: Towards a More Humane Approach (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014). See also http://www.closertotruth.com/contributor/john-cottingham/profile (accessed 18 April 2015).




Chapter 1

Contrasting visions

For starry night remains not long

for mortals, nor doth wealth, nor care,

but in a moment they are gone,

and soon upon another comes

the share of joy and sorrow.

Sophocles1

1. The onset of autumn

In The Fifth Woman, one of the series of Wallander novels by the acclaimed Swedish crime writer Henning Mankell, the troubled and depressive protagonist, Inspector Kurt Wallander, broods over the onset of autumn.

A mouse scurried past his feet and vanished behind an old clothes chest that stood close to the wall. It’s autumn, thought Wallander. The fieldmice are finding their way into the walls of houses. It will be winter soon.2

Gloomy apprehension about the oncoming of the long Nordic winter is a familiar theme in Scandinavian literature, but Wallander’s angst is more than climatic or geographical. The impending bleakness of winter can be seen as a symbol of the threatened descent of society into lawlessness, as the veneer of Swedish order and civility cracks open to reveal a dark underworld of violence. And caught in this changing world, where the old certainties are being eroded, Wallander has a sharp sense of his own transience and vulnerability, ‘a pathetic figure, a policeman in much too thin clothing, struggling against the wind in a desolate Swedish town in autumn’.3

There is a universality here. All of us ‘struggle against the wind’, and the chill of the turning year tells us of the ‘chances and changes of this mortal life’ and our eventual inevitable extinction in the winter of death. The ancient Romans, in the story of Proserpina, daughter of Ceres, the crop goddess, lamented on how even the beauty of spring and the vigour of youth are hostages to Dis, the dark Lord of the underworld. And the poet John Milton evokes this story when he speaks of the curse of our mortality, and laments the Paradise we have lost, which surpassed in beauty

… that faire field

Of Enna, where Proserpin gathring flours,

Herself a fairer flour, by gloomy Dis

Was gatherd, which cost Ceres all that pain

To seek her through the World …4

When our thoughts turn to such themes of separation, bereavement and death (and no human being can avoid it from time to time) we are gripped by a cold shudder. Philosophers hold forth about ‘existential angst’ in all manner of complicated ways, but they are really only finding labels for what is there, lurking beneath the surface consciousness of even the most secure and well-adjusted human being: the fear of pain and loss and final annihilation, and the knowledge that in a certain sense, however fortunate we may be in our friends and loved ones, we will have to face these things alone. As the poet Rainer Maria Rilke says in his own reflections on the onset of autumn:

He who has no house cannot build one now.

Who now is lonely, lonely long must stay …

and up and down the empty streets will go
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