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Questions, questions...


Let us meet

And question this most bloody piece of work,

To know it further.

Shakespeare, Macbeth (1608)



	


A few months ago I was boarding a small plane in Invercargill in the deep, cold South of New Zealand heading for Auckland and the warmth of the sub-tropical North. Before I’d settled into my seat it became clear that the two overtly friendly blokes next to me were eager to strike up a conversation. I thought I could spot the signs of pending evangelism and was right in taking them to be religious types. I was alone and up for a conversation, and they were personable enough, Christian believers in the evangelical tradition: a young church pastor and his older sidekick. So I put my phone and earbuds away and we quickly sketched out the territory. They essentially wondered if this was a ‘divine appointment’ and hoped to share the good news with me. I told them that I had been a Christian for many years and that I’d decided some time ago that almost everything I had ever believed was wrong. After more than thirty years of serious deliberation on the matter, I was sure there could be no god in existence. Their enthusiasm was undaunted, if slightly dented.

To state my current position a little more fully, I see the beauty and bravery, the morality and goodness in the world, and the suffering and struggle that interweaves it all. I see the vastness of what the cosmos gives and takes away, the constant fight for space and dominance, the tiny heroic accommodations of living things to brutal natural processes, and I think that any god capable of creating all of this grandeur and terror would think themselves extremely inadequately expressed in the religions of the world. The world’s faiths, the supposed outworkings of divine contact and revelation, are abject, petty, squabbling things, bursting at the seams with divisions, power-plays, cruelties and abuses. They are havens of ignorance shored up against an ever-swelling sea of human knowledge and incredibly useful information. Even the best of them – in my view Christianity – has caused immense harms in the world. All of this is easier to see from the outside. Since these deeply dysfunctional systems cannot be the revelations of a god, and only a mad, sociopathic god would refuse to reveal himself in any sensible way to people he is supposed to love, on balance we must conclude that there is no god. 

Twenty-five years of studying and writing on literature, history, culture, philosophy and religion had confirmed this to me. But I wasn’t going to hit my friendly evangelists on the head with all that. I thought it best to mention though that if they wanted to talk about religion I had some experience in these matters and might ask them some difficult questions. The pastor’s reply was generous, but I couldn't help laughing when he said, ‘no worries at all. If this Christianity stuff is true, then it will stand up to any level of questioning’. I apologised for laughing but explained that this was exactly, literally word for word, what I used to say to people, and indeed would have said in his place, up until fairly recently. 

An excellent tool for distinguishing what is right from what is not, is the one we know as the Socratic method of critical questioning. This can get us to the root of meaning and often, if not always, intention by probing at what lies behind the statements and claims people make. I wasn’t familiar with this when I was a believer, but I knew enough to ask searching questions, and so worked out some answers for myself. For instance, to the somewhat obvious question ‘if God is all-powerful and all-good why has he not dealt with evil?’ the Christian can easily respond ‘he is dealing with it - that’s what the world is about. He’s remaking the universe to exclude it’. This was my stock response for years. It has a logic. The Christian narrative does not talk about going to heaven, it rather claims that God is going to create a new heavens and a new earth, or as we might say a new universe, this time a perfect one. The hidden fault here is not in the question or the answer but in their underlying predicates: the preconceptions that underpin them. 

In this case, the underlying assumption is that the way the system of evil and redemption is set up in the first place is inevitable. The question then should really be ‘why would God set up a universe that required evil as a part of the plan in order that he could redeem it and remake it without evil?’ If God could possibly be an imperfect being, this would be an unnecessary question. But to qualify as God he has to be superlative in every good direction. So, he could easily have made the universe right in the first place. Perhaps he could even have made one that wasn't so thirsty for the blood of sacrificial victims. 

Two conclusions arise from this: either God is imperfect in his planning (that is, not omniscient and therefore not God) or he is playing a cruel game with the universe and is therefore not good (so also not God). Once we accept that there is no God at all, these mysterious machinations clear up quickly, along with the cognitive dissonance required to maintain them. This should be a source of immense freedom and hope to us. The world is then no longer a bad place full of failing people who need to be ‘saved’ from their moral blindness (or ‘hell’ – oh dear). Instead it becomes a community of vast-potential humans who, despite their flaws, make up the sum of all the possible hope we can access, until perhaps we meet more sentient or morally superior beings. 

Over an interesting couple of hours with my evangelistic fellow flyers I heard their familiar arguments and was able to deflate some of the standard defences of the faith – those from history, from scripture, from authority and from personal anecdote and testimony – and hopefully was able to offer a more positive vision of life outside the religious edifice. I ended with a friendly warning though: if the pastor did indeed keep questioning the faith in the way that he suggested, then at some future point I would meet him again on my side of the wall. 

Because the bare fact is that Christianity does not stand up to any level of questioning. It does pretty well to a reasonable level of pressure, but under serious critique its logic will ultimately collapse. Then it will need to retrench to the position that in the end ‘it’s just about faith’, as if this is a category of understanding beyond human experience. Essentially, if you’ve already decided that Christianity is the final and unalterable truth, and frame your questions to fit that conclusion, then you’ll do okay in answering them. If, on the other hand, you’re a genuinely honest and determined truth-seeker who is prepared to ask any question of the faith then you will ultimately move beyond it. 

The practice of such questioning is not for everyone of course. For some people, understanding religious precepts and doctrines may represent the pinnacle of their moral, or intellectual ambition at present. Their limitations may be the result of personal choices, or they may be due to factors beyond their control, such as a lack of education, or to a religious environment whose interests are not served by an educated congregation. If this sounds harsh, to some extent I’m talking about my own past self here. There are also others also for whom religion provides the only understandable moral framework they've ever encountered. Their immediate social environment may have given them only negative examples in contrast to it. In the grammar of their everyday lives, morality and religion may be simple synonyms and, deeply problematic though that may be, it can represent a bare fact of life. In their own terms, there is not much wrong with these instances and it would be patronising to claim otherwise. This book is not aimed at those people. 

Although it does offer evidence that should deeply disturb their complacency, its primary concern is not to bring a case against Christianity to those whose religion makes them happy or gives them a sense of integrity. Its arguments are aimed at readers whose religion has already stopped making much real sense. It speaks to those whose intellectual and moral development has outgrown the system, and to those already on a path of independent thought, in pursuit of true knowledge of the self and the universe. The book reaches out to you if you were once fully committed to the programme but increasingly find the term ‘Christian’ more than a little embarrassing; you who perhaps feel that the popular understanding of the term doesn’t apply to you any more. It should appeal to those who find that the plausible justifications for the faith are increasingly overshadowed by its many condemnations. You might, at a push, still tick that little box on a census form, but wouldn’t advertise the fact in a work setting or to a new friend. 

It is aimed at you if you feel on the moral edge of things, if you tend to say you’re only really interested in Jesus and everything else about the faith is negotiable. It’s for you if you identify with the increasingly-free thinkers, the sort-of-believing Postmodernists, the Universalists, the Deists, the kind-of-a-Theists and the persevering-but-barely believers. It goes out to you who may still be drawn to church meetings and other Christian gatherings for practical or aesthetic reasons, to its liturgies, music or iconography, and to those who may be constrained by family commitments to keep up an outward appearance of belief. It should also appeal to you at any stage of the faith if you see yourself potentially somewhere in this picture in the future. And it welcomes any believer who may welcome it as a test of their commitment to the pursuit of truth in life at all costs. Its proposal is simple: that moral integrity, true self-knowledge, and the abundant life are not only possible but far more achievable once we move beyond the structures of faith.

The late Christopher Hitchens had much to say on this matter and did so eloquently and persuasively, as his many bruised adversaries in debate often acknowledged. The critique of religion, of Christianity and Islam specifically, that he and his ‘New Atheist’ colleagues produced in recent years stands as a record of skilled intellectual engagement with the main faiths that still dog the planet. The inspiration this generated is part of the reason I am writing this, but there was one element the venerable Hitchens’s critique lacked: he had never been a believer and was always quick to say that he couldn't really imagine what it would be like to be one. His other high-profile colleagues brought little of this to the table themselves. It was therefore difficult for any of them to provide a coherent map of exit routes from the territory of religion to which they so entertainingly laid waste. 

In contrast, this book offers a logical path from the vague outer limits of the faith to a beautiful world of possibilities beyond, heading for the freedom and clarity of atheism. It makes a direct appeal for escape, identifying reliable paths through the territory and beyond its walls to a place of greater integrity and well-being. Its aim is to help people who think critically about knowledge to leave their Christian identity behind and to find a better way of life and greater integrity outside the communities of faith. In order to do this, it provides answers to key questions believers have when leaving: ‘How can I be sure religion is over for me? What will life be like if I leave church? How will my believing family react? Where do I find morality outside the faith? What is atheism like? Can I be spiritual without God? What can I do instead of going to church? How do I leave the old self behind? and ‘without divine guidance, how will I find a parking space?’ As these barriers fall, good roads rise to meet us. 

I was a Christian believer of various flavours for three decades and since decisively coming out of the faith a few years ago my inner life has improved hugely. My sense of selfhood, moral integrity and mental well being have grown immeasurably. Life is great. Although it makes use of certain autobiographical elements to paint an authentic picture, this book is not an autobiography. Anecdotal outbursts like the one above are rare and I will only mention my experience where an illustration of what coming out of faith life can look like seems useful, to grease the wheels of the reader’s own creative process of self-authorship or self re-invention. 

A bit of background might be useful for context though. From leaving school until I was 36, I was a full-time musician in a series of bands in the North of England chasing the big rock star record deals that were still around at that time, in the late 1990s. After that came to its logical conclusion, I desperately needed work but had no qualifications to speak of, and no real job experience. So I went to study English Literature at university thinking I might work as a school teacher, did unexpectedly well at the writing and landed scholarships for research at Masters and PhD levels. Those led to part-time teaching in universities around the UK, which I did for ten years before getting an academic job in New Zealand. Over 20 years of university teaching, I have taught every era of literature in English, from the earliest poetry of the 7th century Northumbrian shepherd-monk Caedmon through to the most contemporary novelists, dramatists, poets and critical thinkers. Though I now mainly write fiction and non-fiction, my research still focuses on Shakespeare and his contemporaries, their drama, their world, their ideas. 

This kind of literary and historical study brings researchers into close contact with the theological and philosophical debates of the past and the present. Over the years, these increasingly informed my understanding of the faith and helped me put its most modern forms in their proper historical and ideological contexts. This includes those I’ve lived through. 

I became a Christian at 22 in 1986 joining a charismatic evangelical house church in Middlesbrough, UK. I stayed there for twenty-two years as the church morphed into something even less credible. Eventually, I moved away and became an Anglican. Then around ten years ago I finally realised that the faith was over for me. Over that time I moved from a fairly fundamentalist evangelical position, through an ever more ecumenical position, to a universalist vision of the faith. From that point I drifted into a pleasantly vague deism and finally through to the blessed release of discovering faith to be redundant in a moral economy. If pushed, I would now call myself an Atheist Humanist though even these terms can be a little too reductive. Because I think that religions are bad for people, I'm also content to describe myself as an Antitheist, with some discussion of what the term signifies. 

Leaving the faith has not been as traumatic for me as it is for many others. It has been a long and gradual process, bound up with my ongoing education and development as a human being. Overall, getting out has been a huge relief. Unlike many ex-Muslim comrades, my life is not under threat for my moral convictions. Although many people I love are still inside, or on the vaguely defined peripheries which are the focus of this book, I’ve not been subject to any pressures to reconform to religious standards. While I haven’t suffered the threat of excommunication or shunning by family members, I’ve still experienced the loss of many connections – people I would once have considered ‘brothers and sisters’. I consider those shallow connections well lost. I am not in any way a sufferer of a lost religion. I love the fact that I’ve transcended Christianity and moved into a more mature understanding of the universe and our place in it. My own ongoing questions are really around whether or not I wasted that long period of my life in useless and fantastical activities, or whether there was any value at all in the everyday practice of the faith. These questions I will likely contend with for the rest of my life and they underlie some of the themes explored in this book. 

Its real subject though is the escape itself – the final and decisive getting out and finding a new integrity, the process by which it can be done, the pitfalls that can be avoided and the joy of the path beyond. It is written in the hope that it might ease the path of anyone who is heading that way, for those already travelling. It is not written for the settled, the safe or the secure in the faith. It is unlikely they will be reading in any case. A significant element of their security is founded on the avoidance of anything that undermines their position. They are wise not to explore contrary arguments. Their sole authoritative text defines faith as ‘the substance of things not seen’ and the huge advancement in knowledge means that the world of things unseen has been shrinking for centuries, ever since Galileo pointed out they were not at the centre of the universe’s attention. From that same point onwards, ours has been expanding. 

And we are far from alone in our desire for emancipation from religion. Besides the exponentially growing global community of non-believers, there are many millions of others out there who are on the brink of coming out of religions and are looking for encouragement to take that brave step. As of 2025, there are 2.2 billion Christians and 1.9 billion Muslims in the world, to name only the two most overcrowded religions. In my estimation, at least ten percent of these – 410 million people – will be looking for a credible way out. Of the 1.1 billion Atheists we already know about, many of these also will have had a religious background and may have also recently emerged with many questions about how best to relate to the world in this new state, with all its possibilities. For all of these people, this book offers provocative and hopefully helpful ways to ease that coming transition, to foster a creative process of self-rediscovery that will be beneficial to the reader and those they love.

I try always to offer a balanced critique here, but I admit I deliberately use two words that I know will annoy some Christians: ‘religion’ and ‘religious’. The knowledgeable Christian might take the view that Christianity doesn't really count as a religion because Jesus said that true religion was to feed widows and orphans and to look after the poor. Religion is a binding and Christianity is freeing, they might say. I’d like to suggest to them that this is based on a false opposition inherent to the everyday experience of ‘following Jesus’. Christianity has always been referred to and understood as a religion, even when in its distant past it was perceived to be subversive of dominant ideologies. Religions impose certain binding doctrines on believers and overlay certain prescribed outlooks onto their perception of reality. It is not credible to suggest that Christianity doesn’t do this. 

When people refer to these verses to excuse themselves of association with religion, we may take it as a sign that they are prepared to think critically of their faith. To be open to improving their understanding of the nature of the religious commitment and to extending their inner horizons. It  may even indicate they are falling out of love with the whole idea of religious thought and preparing themselves to set off on the more creative and liberating path of freedom from forms of binding external to their own consciences. If you are one of those people, as I certainly was, who like to say that Christianity is not a religion, I challenge you to follow that thought through to its logical conclusion.

––––––––
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II.

The threads of belief which result in Christianity emerged in the Bronze Age and were bound in place in the Iron Age. Even now, in the 21st century, the faith expresses conceptions of divinity that prevailed at those early times. These early gods were expressions of the known unknowns of the universe: the positions of the stars, the enigmatic movements of the planets, their seeming effect on the tides, the weather, the extraordinary movements of the Earth and its tectonic plates, the multitudinous mysteries of the animal and plant world, and the inexplicable properties of substances. In short everything we now know as science - cosmology, meteorology, geology, biology, chemistry, physics and more. At that time, knowledge of these phenomena was extremely limited, its edges filled with the fear of the unknown and capricious forces of nature. Consequently, the many gods created were elusive, wrathful, benevolent, malevolent and above all unpredictable. 

The Bible’s Old Testament betrays clear signs of this multiplicity of gods. The early Hebrew divinities are addressed in the plural while Yahweh continually urges the rejection of all the ‘other’ gods. Christianity went some way towards attempting to tidy up the mass of conflicting and egotistical personalities of its surrounding gods, but its resulting trinitarianism shows that the task was, and is still, beyond its capacity for philosophical inquiry. Mired in the contradictions of its sacred texts and logical errors of its root belief systems, its picture of God remains internally conflicted and inconsistent. We are taught for instance that we have to love and fear God in equal measure, a duality  that echoes the imperatives of totalitarianism. We are invited to partake of the grandeur of God’s plan, as long as we see ourselves as abject and our best actions as intrinsically worthless. This is intellectual sadomasochism. Just as slavery dehumanises both the enslaved and the masters, such a perspective ultimately destroys the self-worth of both those who preach it and those who accept it. 

The practical fact of the matter is that until you have freed yourself from the shackles of this Bronze Age religious system you will be wedded to the wrathful and obsessive wandering ghosts of Bronze Age gods and demons and your life will be subject to their long-dead whims. In the meantime, you won’t be left to figure this out for yourself. The wishes of these ancient spirits will of course be interpreted for you by your fellow primates in the church. And you can bet that the function they assume in that exchange will also afford them considerable dignity and authority over you. These, and not the spectres of ancient desert gods, will be your real spiritual guides on the journey.

The essential story of Christianity is nevertheless a compelling one. Two thousand years of basic continuity testify to this. The film industry follows its basic narrative line to this day: humble, unknown (possibly royal), saviour-hero ultimately triumphs after being thought dead. How many films have you seen with this narrative arc (adding sex for interest)? However, if we adopt an analytical perspective, viewing the narrative from a more critically detached angle, the story starts to look very different. 

Let’s say for instance that you find yourself enslaved to a cruel master travelling in a slave fleet to an unknown place of bondage. You were captured through your own failings and by the cunning wiles of the slave master. Without someone to free you, your captivity will be permanent. Even worse, you are told that after you die you will go to a much more vicious place of slavery where you will spend the rest of eternity in pain and suffering serving a devil. One day however, a man of exceptional kindness comes aboard the slave ship. He’s a well-known philanthropist and rumoured to be an anti-slavery activist. Seeing you in your suffering, he steps up to pay your slave-price and free you from slavery at immense personal cost. Upon discovering this you are obviously bound to feel extremely grateful. 

Once he gets you home, your rescuer does make demands of you, having some requirements of conduct and thinking which are a little onerous to follow. Yet you do so out of gratitude and personal loyalty. All in all, this seems like a pretty good deal. But then as you get to know the world, and the man, better, you find out that, far from being opposed to the institution of slavery, he actually owns the slave ship. More than this, you find out that in fact all the slavers on all the ships are under his control. Then as you get to know him better still, you realise that not only is he the owner of the slaving fleet, but the whole slavery operation worldwide was his idea in the first place. 

Only then can you begin to see the whole truth of the matter. It becomes apparent that the reason he’s redeemed you from slavery it is not because he’s feeling particularly kind or regretful. His whole global operation continues on as it has for thousands of years. He has in fact set up this whole operation of slavery and manumission solely so that people like you feel such gratitude for the freedom you’ve had belatedly returned to you that you worship him for it that you serve him all the more willingly. In fact you find that you’re not free at all, you’re now just a higher-level slave. At least Islam acknowledges this slavish submission openly.

If this were a human being we were talking about, there’d be little disagreement about the nature of his personality: a weird combination of psychopathically controlling, secretive and needy. Showing a totalitarian desire for the micromanagement of human activity and constant praise. Shouldn’t we hold our ideals of humanity and morality, even of divinity, to higher standards than that? If you have ever taken Christianity seriously, I encourage you to reflect on the broader message and underlying values of the mythology. Ask yourself if this is really what you want help perpetuate in the world. A central motif of biblical imagery describes the church as the bride of Christ. This might explain the many contemporary worship songs begging Jesus or the Holy Spirit to come, or to enter us. Whoever we are, whatever our orientation, this can be pretty uncomfortable stuff. Consider in this light the wider implications of being married to such a psychopath. It is better to get rid of all this nonsense and move on with life, free of such debilitating associations.

You may feel though that the positive things you may have experienced in a church setting offset these macro-level issues. But things like love, acceptance or forgiveness can all be found elsewhere, and in contexts wonderfully free of the moral compromise evident when we view the Christian story with a wider lens. In fact this broader narrative seeps down into the everyday practice and experience of the faith and defines its moral parameters. The brutality of the big picture resonates with those whose darker desires are stoked by the tales of horror they read in the Old Testament with its jealous and capricious God, whose prejudices are confirmed by Paul’s letters and Christ’s message of apocalyptic punishment. We’ve all met them, the xenophobes, the homophobes, the gynophobes. There’s no good reason we need to associate ourselves with such fearful people any longer.

But maybe you’ve already taken these things into account. Perhaps you’ve decided that by owning the name ‘Christian’ you may feel that you are demonstrating to the world that one can be a Christian without being one of those Christians. Or even by finally abandoning that label and still attending church services, showing that you can be a real Christian without having to label yourself as such. You might be doing this to offset the negative effect of those that use Christianity to confirm their own prejudices, or of those who wouldn’t under any circumstances entertain such prejudices if it weren’t for their religious convictions. Although your intentions are laudable, the social deficits caused by people in church are too serious to be compensated for, especially by someone who asks difficult questions and so is most likely becoming ever more peripheral to the system.

Rather than beat your head against this wailing wall, please consider this. If you are known to be a good human being – respectable, reliable, and committed to your community, whether as a family member, worker, sportsperson, musician, teacher, artist, academic, or professional—the very act of standing in congregation with them adds the weight of your credibility to the narrative that leads the gullible towards the fundamentalism which is the problem in the first place. Opting for a vague detachment is useless. You can only be an effective counterweight when you are fully on the other side of the scale. 

The faith community gathers those who conform to its rules and punishes those who question them. Its centrifugal policing of questioners like you is the reason for your marginalisation. Your dissatisfaction with its language games and its culture of outlandish claims of divine contact should indicate the futility of your gesture and demonstrate that you will not be able to change things for the better, long-term. In short, however interesting and provocative your contributions to the faith community are, you are ultimately still most likely to be functioning as a part of the problem rather than its solution. It will be far better for your mental and physical health if you invest the precious commodity of energy and time in a more rewarding environment of your choosing. 

Then again, a pleasing element of your religious identity may have been its sense of continuity with tradition, its attractive historical and cultural human connections. Perhaps part of that identity comes from a sense of continuity with tradition and the human connections woven into Christian history. You might feel an affinity with Christian brothers and sisters of the past, especially when surveying the stunning architecture of ancient cathedrals or wandering through the romantic ruins of abbeys and monasteries. But let’s not be under any illusions about this. As an historian I can tell you that your Christianity is absolutely not theirs. 

Unless it includes the belief that the Earth is a disc at the centre of the universe; that Hell is literally below your feet and Heaven is somewhere either just above the clouds or just beyond the Milky Way; that angels and demons literally walk the Earth in physical form; that there were once giants that bred with the ‘sons of God’; that the Garden of Eden; Noah’s Ark; or the great age of Methuselah are literal realities; that Jacob wrestled a physical angel; that Moses really parted the Red Sea; that God really tested Abraham’s faith by asking him to kill his child; that Jesus was born of a literal perpetual virgin (despite the Bible saying she had other sons); that after resurrection his body levitated up into the sky to go to heaven; that all the dead of Jerusalem broke out of their graves and walked about at the same time greeting their friends; that chips of stone from the house of St Peter are proof against drowning or that splinters of the True Cross give protection from plague; that earthquakes and floods are God’s punishments for sin; that witches should be killed in public; that they can call up the spirits of dead prophets or fly off to have sex with the Devil in midnight masses; that elves and faeries substitute healthy babies for unhealthy ones or cause mischief around the house; that the very bodies of those who died in tragic circumstances can return to their homes to disturb the living and that staking their corpses at a crossroads can prevent this; that the priest can bless a doorway or parish boundary to prevent the ingress of such evil spiritual and physical manifestations, then it is a different faith altogether. The simple knowledge you have of reality; history and our place in the universe makes you utterly unlike Christians of earlier ages. 

More than this, for some of the things that you now believe, almost to a man and woman they would have happily given you up to inquisitional torturers or been quite willing to pull the obscene levers themselves. If you believe that the human and divine aspects of Jesus are separate; that he is subject in any way to the Father; that the God of the Old Testament is inferior to that of the New; that people can reach such spiritual perfection they transcend the need for religious laws; or that you get into Heaven by being good, then you have subscribed to some of the main heresies that would have had the historical church hunting you down like a rat in a child’s bedroom and taking your spiritual misconceptions out on your very material flesh. 

You can even test yourself to see how you might have fared under the hands of these faithful inquisitors. Try it: what are the commandments of the Decalogue, in order please? Is the Earth fixed in one place as the scripture says or does it move? Does it orbit the Sun or the other way around? Do the bread and wine become the actual flesh and blood of Jesus Christ when blessed by the priest in the mass or not? What happens to unbaptised infants when they die? The inquisitions of the past would soon open up your obvious lack of orthodoxy on many of these points and have you screaming for absent mercy. Even the fundamentalism of many of our contemporary religious fanatics would fall to this kind of forensic exploration and these too would almost certainly be found dangerously heterodox, warranting at least excommunication and brutal imprisonment. The implications of this run very deep indeed. Those of us on the comfortable edges of the faith, enjoying its cultural and historical aspects, need to beware of claiming such false affinities with the past and begin to see them as they are: cartoon caricatures of the realities of lived history. Church history is as full as Hell itself is imagined to be of the torments of those it labelled infidels and blasphemers. 

The name ‘Christian’ is still applicable as an historical category describing a set of beliefs that once formed a credible worldview given the limits of knowledge at the time. It could also belong to a person who genuinely held this worldview. But since that view is no longer really possible, I would contend that such a person no longer really exists. 

There simply comes a time when maturity in life, the standards of conscience, and our own personal development tell us it is time to take stock of a situation. To see a thing objectively, we need to put some space between ourselves and it. Abandon adherence to the labels that have defined you then, allow your humanity to transcend them, and start the next phase of the journey. Taking this step opens the possibility of discovering far more interesting questions and ideas, free of the faith’s significant delusions.

Thankfully, divorcing Jesus is straightforward. He's no longer the guy he was when you met him, so you just need to let go of the attachment and cut him out of your life. But every divorce is a journey and this book intends to guide you through it. In the next chapter, we’ll chart the territory we find ourselves in and suggest a more fulfilling and liberated route onwards.
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Chapter 2
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The vague garden.


There's the bell clinking from the chapel-top;

That length of convent-wall across the way

Holds the trees safer, huddled more inside;

The last monk leaves the garden.



Robert Browning, ‘Andrea del Sarto’ (1855)



Growing up in the UK’s post-industrial North, it was an occasional treat to visit the five-hundred-years-ruined Cistercian abbeys of Rievaulx and Jervaulx on rare blue-sky days over the nearby pleasant moors of North Yorkshire. Now grassed and curated for the wandering public, and absent the ghosts of their mediaeval French orders, their substantial remains are frequented by local families and curious foreign visitors. From the 1530s onwards, all across the country Henry VIII’s voracious reforming minions did their work and the great sick religious houses fell, victims to the shifting sands of religious thought, Henry’s avarice and their own greed and corruption. In 1533, the king’s bulldog Thomas Cromwell accused Edward Kirby the Abbot of Rievaulx of grievous mismanagement of his house. Kirby was replaced by a compliant loyalist to no avail and the abbey was dissolved in any case on 3rd December 1538. By 1540 every monastery and abbey in England and Wales had followed it. Now, in the 21st century, Rievaulx’s decaying walls still mark out the abbey’s grand plan with its central church, cloisters, dormitory and refectory and its peripheral gardens. Many inner walls are still standing high, skeletal, roofless and windowless. With the guidebook, a discerning eye can map how the floorplans change throughout the abbey’s flourishing centuries and see how the outlines of the Abbot’s quarters fattened in stages at the expense of the infirmary next door. 

This grand pile of monastic detritus may serve us as a fair picture of the modern church. It is a residue of its former self, held together only by careful and compromising curation, with its graves and nastier bits grassed over to become a fit place for tourists to picnic. People used to really live there, some lived their whole lives there, totally committed to causes now effectively abolished. Humans used up all the hours of their lives to pray for things no normal Christian would now consider spending time on, often for souls to be released from Purgatory, a place even church hardliners now claim never existed. 

The people praying in these prayer factories may have felt satisfied that they were alleviating the terrible suffering of beloved believers in the afterlife, and the monastery could certainly use the considerable funds that rolled in from grieving relatives to employ them to do this, but their prayers were otherwise materially worthless. Future humans will look back on our prayer meetings and praise parties with similar incredulity and pity at the waste of energy, life and time offered in the service of phantoms. On all sides this exacts a high human cost, and is to no discernible purpose. We will use the spaces of this monastic ruin as a metaphor for positions in the contemporary church landscape; we’ll consider the inner structures of belonging and then concentrate on the more ambiguous territory of the gardens, the liminal places where the edges of the ruined complex are porous and give onto wilder territory beyond.

At Rievaulx it is still possible to discern the boundaries of the medieval gardens and even the remnants of some of the plants that would have been used there: the sage chewed to whiten teeth; the betony that cured fear and violent blood; the eye of Christ for eyewash; the hyssop taken for the phlegm; the purgative rue; the sedative chamomile; dill for digestion, cumin for the complexion; comfrey for wounds; and boneset for broken bones. The monks gained some expertise in these medicines. This perhaps was their main measurable contribution to human well-being at the time. Had a little old woman at the edge of the village been found cultivating this lot of course she would have been in danger of being tortured and killed as a witch. But that's what you got for offering an alternative at a time when the church was strong. 

Taking this ruin as a metaphor for the modern church, there are many believers who still come to worship and pray in the roofless main body of the complex and in doing so ape the Christianity of the past. Devoid of its original authenticity, this is to some extent an act. Then, very many others wander in the more indefinite outer garden walks. They perhaps derive some comfort from nostalgic proximity to a religious outlook they once held while in quest of something more genuine. The gardens they wander are a human-made, self-curated place, full of the hardy perennials of general religious experience and the neglected scions of particular doctrines. Their boundaries are vague and the walls separating the garden from the outer wild country are low and crumbling, compromised by weeds, or overgrown and ruined. The remaining plants are unevenly cared for and may be sleep-inducing. Though these vague gardens of the monastery invite contemplation and speculation, they also impart a debilitating vagueness to those who remain there for too long. They do have great potential though – as a starting point for interesting journeys, as many as there are people to take them. 

Whether you came to the faith as a child or were, like me, converted into it at a later stage, you will already have had to think through, and get past, at least one garden narrative: the one in the Garden of Eden. Since you are reading this book, we must presume you transcended this story and moved beyond it in one direction or another. Revisiting this process can tell us something about where we have come from as believers and where we are today. 

At some point you realised that, even in the colourful world of God’s intervention in human affairs, there could not really have been a literal talking snake. After all, animals don’t have voices except in children’s stories. Then maybe you saw how the whole forbidden fruit scenario is so obviously a set up that it makes the figure of God seem more like a witch in a fairy tale than a loving creator. Possibly following a secular education in evolution, you understood that Adam and Eve never existed. And finally you concluded that there was also never really an original paradise garden – a place where God and people lived together and played games of forbidding and rebellion, the results of which defined the core content of the lives of all future human beings. Undoubtedly, you now allow the scientific consensus that all humans originate from Africa, emerging in successive waves over the past 200,000 years, particularly around 70,000 years ago, with largely the same physiology and mental capacities we now enjoy. This much palaeontology, genetics and many other interrelated disciplines have firmly established. 

Despite the strenuous exertions of creationists arguing otherwise, no evidence exists to suggest that humans originated from the area later known as Mesopotamia, the supposed location of ‘Eden’ (from the Hebrew edhen: ‘pleasure’ or the Akkadian edinnu: ‘plain’). It is certainly impossible that humans emerged from this area within the last 6000 years, the supposed antiquity of that site. In 1650, the ridiculous Bishop Ussher calculated the age of the Earth from the biblical accounts and dated creation at exactly 4004 BCE (a fact which would have been a great surprise to the inhabitants of Jericho, which was founded around 9600 BCE, the people who had been living in Australia for over 60,000 years at that point, and our African ancestors of much deeper time). Archaeological evidence from Mesopotamia, which ran from the foothills of eastern Turkey and northern Iraq right down to the Persian Gulf, does indicate the presence of early human societies, especially from the period when we settled into farming, around 12,000 years ago. But geneticists have traced our genes much farther back, firmly locating their origins in the red soil of Africa and our vintage in the millions of years rather than the thousands. The Mormon claim that the Garden of Eden was located in Missouri, USA, is merely hilarious and childish, like all Mormon doctrines, but Christians tempted to feel smug about their bonkers brothers should bear in mind that the majority of orthodox believers through the ages have also missed this mark by many thousands of miles, and by orders of magnitude. 

Some religious apologists who accept evolution (C.S. Lewis for instance) have speculated that ‘Adam and Eve’ is simply a designation for the first two modern humans. But like this mythical pair, no two ‘first humans’ existed either. There was no original of the human type because there is still no fixed and final human type. Since we are still evolving, there can be no such thing as a being who was the first of a category that designates only an arbitrary and shifting state of existence. We are ever so slightly different creatures now than we were before the agricultural revolution for instance. Asserting more than they know on the basis of Iron-age screeds, such Christian thinkers fall into ignorance.

According to the scriptural accounts, that old Mesopotamian garden with its talking snake was anything but vague. In a sacred text burnished through the ages by many hands, it was clearly defined geographically. It sat solidly between the Tigris, Euphrates, Pishon, and Gihon rivers. It was also, by implication, demarcated murally: walled around. The story tells us that, once the dread deed was done by Eve and Adam, only one angel with ‘a flaming sword flashing back and forth’ was needed to stop people re-entering the divine pleasure garden. This implies the presence of a single gate and a complete surrounding wall. Yet despite the relative clarity of the narrative, the specifics of its location, the certainty of a retaining wall structure, its centrality to the Christian gospel (Jesus plainly believed it literally), and its hold over the lives and psyches of centuries of believers, no such location has ever been found. You have then at some point decided that this whole story is nothing more than a mere creation myth. At best it's a useful allegory and at worst it’s just a nice story to tell the kids. 

The problem with even the latter option becomes clear when the child learns to read a little and starts to ask its own questions about the story, its connected narratives – of Cain and Abel and their wives, and the sudden appearance of the inhabitants of the neighbours in the ‘Land of Nod’. Then the whole thing falls apart like rotten parchment. With the usual condescension of posterity, we might explain away this obvious textual botch job by bluster that those were simpler times, not so wedded to textual or historical accuracy, or that theirs was an oral culture and hadn’t yet developed writing. But this is also untrue. As scholars agree, the earliest writing, originating not too far away in Sumer on the Persian Gulf, had been around for over two thousand years before the writing of the Genesis myths, which took place no earlier than c.1400 BCE. The Epic of Gilgamesh for instance, only discovered in the mid-19th century, was written around 2100 BCE in Babylon, just a few hundred miles from the territory frequented by the wandering ancient Habiru/Hebrew tribes. Writing was fully developed at the time then, and in the immediate area. And there are other implications that should deeply unsettle any believer with a shred of intellectual honesty. 

As is now well known, the Epic of Gilgamesh, predating Genesis by at least 700 years, contains elements which Genesis clearly plagiarises, most notably the story of Noah’s flood. This and much other evidence strongly suggests that, far from having some exclusive divine revelation, the original biblical compilers simply stitched together a collection of myths lifted from surrounding societies that were more advanced in their storytelling. These compilations were used to craft a narrative that explained why this emerging tribe was also special. Of how their ancestors were present at the dawn of creation, when humankind walked with the gods in gardens of paradise. Even more significantly, these confected stories would tell how they, of all the tribes and nations, inaugurated and established the relationship of all future people with the gods, positioning them at the centre of divine history.​[i] 

In contrast with the claims of the religious, for sound historical, genetic and textual reasons, we now can say for sure what no-one before Darwin could assert with any real certainty: that humans were not conjured from dirt or clots of blood in some original Mesopotamian (or Missourian) shrubbery by a physically present God who created them to be perfect until they chose to disobey his arbitrary moral rules. We now know that story to be factually untrue. But it might not necessarily therefore be nonsense; a myth may still exist for a good reason. Perhaps it demonstrates some profound truth about the nature of human existence, and if so then it might be perfectly valid in its own way. A good myth is an allegory of some kind and takes a fictional form in order to express a factual truth. This should be especially the case, we may think, of one found in a holy book. 

On these terms, however, the Eden story doesn’t even work as a myth, since no aspect of what we could call truth is being expressed. If, as seems to be the case, there was no perfect originary relationship between humans and the divine, then there was never anything to be disrupted by dissent from its supposed moral laws. Humans have certainly been ‘disobedient’ to various conventions and social rules for a very long sequence of millennia, leading back to pre-human states. Was the first sinner perhaps an errant bacterium or a deviant mud-skipper of some kind? Thinking about it in this way, we may see that the story is not merely untrue in its every storybook element, it is also practically useless. Realising that this whole religious origins project is misinformed and poorly constructed, we now maybe tend to ignore the story altogether, preferring to make gentle assertions about evolution to the more literally-minded believers we encounter. But let’s not miss an opportunity to take this to the logical limit: since the story presents a childish invention as authoritative religious truth, surely the very scheme itself suggests not only that there was no God in the garden but ultimately that there was no God involved in the process at all. And if none here, then where else might the story of divine contact be falsified or faked?

If this is the way your logic has taken you, then it’s probably this that has led you away from faith central and towards the more interesting peripheries of the monastery’s vague gardens. Maybe you asked challenging questions at the dog-end of a Bible study, or of the preacher after a sermon, when others have bowed out. You wanted to discuss the substance of what had been taught and not to proceed immediately through the purgation of coffee back into the real world. Much of the time the answers you received were perhaps naggingly unsatisfactory in some way, though in this sensitive context your questions are important, not to say crucial. When answers are glib or formulaic, this seems disrespectful at the very least. If defensive this might lead you to question the speaker’s conviction on the point, or perhaps their convictions more broadly. If the answer is simply too easy, you may be self-aware enough to suspect yourself and the speaker of confirmation bias. If substantially misinformed, you might offer better information in return, though this is rarely welcomed. 

For the thinking questioner of religious assertions, all of this is inevitable. It is a paradox of religions claiming to uphold the ultimate truth that those who pursue it at all costs will end up gravitating towards their outlying areas where faith fades into the real world of enquiry and discovery. This is rarely at first because of the attractions of the vague boundaries themselves but often because the centre has driven them away with a suspiciously defensive, question-repellent atmosphere. Soon enough we come to see that the centre doesn’t really seek the truth at all. It seeks only conformity to its established norms. The longer one spends in the centre, the more these norms seem to be the only viable reality, and the harder it becomes to see beyond them. 

In 1997, the Heaven’s Gate religious cult were scanning and searching the skies around the newly-appearing Hale-Bopp comet. They were hoping to see the spaceship that their prophets had guaranteed was coming to evacuate them from Earth and to speed them to an otherworldly paradise far from California. When they couldn’t locate the promised craft they assumed that the fault lay not with their prophets, or with themselves for believing them, but with their fancy new telescope. Sadly, the result of the group’s disappointment was so extreme that they ‘evacuated’ themselves in any case with overdoses of barbiturates and vodka. 39 people were found dead, dressed identically in black shirts and sweatpants, each wearing new Nike trainers and carrying a five-dollar bill and three quarters. Patches on their arms designated them ‘Heaven's Gate Away Team’. 

Confirmation bias of this kind is often lethal and all religions nurture it to dangerous levels. The Christian journey from that original biblical garden of communion in Eden is meant to lead believers on a road towards the final, if somewhat ill-defined, consummation in a promised golden city. Just like the Heaven’s Gaters there is to be one fully materialistic destination for all the faithful. This is of course just another crude and clumsy fiction. It is possible however to imagine a very different future and we can begin this in the present. 

A useful realisation comes when we see that
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