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CHAPTER 1
BORN TO WONDER: 
ASKING QUESTIONS; 
HOPING FOR ANSWERS
What a little vessel of strangeness we are, 
sailing through this muffled silence through the autumn dark.
JOHN BANVILLE
Life is a gift. We never asked to be born. Yet here we are, living in this strange world of space and time, trying to work out what it’s all about before the darkness closes in and extinguishes us. We are adrift on a misty gray sea of ignorance, seeking a sun-kissed island of certainty on which we might hope to find clear answers to our deepest and most poignant questions. What is the point of life? Why are we here? And what is it about us that makes us want to ask these questions?
This book reflects on what it means to be a human being at a time when many are wondering whether we can ever sort out the muddle and chaos of our world. If human beings are so wonderful, why is the world such a mess? Why do we use wonderful things for such nasty purposes? Why are we so resistant to facing up to uncomfortable truths about ourselves? These are hardly new questions. They bubble up, time and time again—especially when events challenge our easygoing assumptions about our own future, or that of the world.
During the “Roaring Twenties,” most Americans were happy to buy into the genial optimism of the age. Like the stock market, the world seemed to be heading upwards. Then the bubble burst. The Wall Street crash triggered a financial crisis in Germany, which gave Adolf Hitler the political impetus he needed to get elected. By 1934, Germany had turned Nazi. The unwelcome and unexpected rise of Fascism triggered unease in many quarters. Perhaps most importantly, it led to an overdue reexamination of some complacent, settled assumptions about human goodness and rationality.[1]
Reinhold Niebuhr—a theologian noted for his criticism of the lazy and unthinking optimism of so much Western thinking—spoke of a pervasive sense of cultural unease and disenchantment in 1942, as the world collapsed into global war. “We have lived through such centuries of hope, and we are now in such a period of disillusionment.”[2] Yet after an all-too-short period following the Second World War, during which we dared to hope for a future that lived up to our past, that world-weariness is on the rise again.
So is it time to look at ourselves again, holding up a mirror so that we can see ourselves as we really are, rather than as we like to think we are? As I grew up in the 1960s, I was conscious of a pervasive if understated sense of optimism that now seems to have ebbed away, like a receding tide. Back in the 1960s, culturally defining and lingering memories of the Second World War helped to confirm the belief that things were getting better and the hope that they would keep on getting better. Yet that spirit of hope now seems to have faded in the face of economic crashes and political crises, the rise of global terrorism, and the growing threat of climate change. Paradise seems to have been postponed—yet again. Perhaps, as Milan Kundera suggested, our longing for paradise is really an unattainable desire to escape from the limiting condition of being human.[3]
A time of crisis and disenchantment calls out for a fundamental rethinking of who we are, rather than collapsing into cynicism and despair. That’s what this book tries to do. It draws on both religion and science—two of the richest and most complex elements of modern culture—to explore human nature, especially our quest for meaning in life. In particular, it tries to address what is perhaps the most unsettling question of all, routinely ignored by so many smug and complacent social commentators: What is wrong with us? No single human discipline or research tradition is good enough to give the rich, textured, and complicated answer that we need if we are to confront our weaknesses and shape our future, both individually and collectively. But we have to confront them and work out where we go from here. It’s all about understanding ourselves and this mysterious gift of life that has been entrusted to us.
The Quest for Meaning
So what is life about? As far as we know, we’re the only species on earth that asks this question and dares to hope that we might find an answer. It seems that we are born to wonder, not merely to exist.[4] To wonder is to reflect, to turn over in our minds what is known, to expand our imaginative capacity, and to ask what greater truth and beauty might lie behind our world or beyond our settled horizons of vision. We want to know why things take their present forms and whether they point to something deeper.
The question of the meaning of life used to be seen as making philosophy intensely relevant to life.[5] Yet as the philosopher Susan Wolf has noted, it is hardly ever asked in philosophical circles nowadays—and then only by naive young students, whose lack of sophistication causes professional philosophers to cringe with embarrassment.[6] Many now wonder whether academic philosophy has lost touch with the questions that really matter to people and which brought philosophy into being in the first place. That was the view of Henry David Thoreau (1817–62), in his widely read classic Walden (1854). “There are nowadays professors of philosophy, but not philosophers.”[7]
Sadly, Thoreau’s words will probably ring true for all too many readers today. Philosophy seems to have become the study of other philosophers, an exercise in academic introspection and professional self-reference rather than an engagement with the deepest questions of life—questions that are now often dismissed as intellectually incoherent or naive because they are so difficult to answer. Yet perhaps we need to heed Milan Kundera, who remarked that “it is questions with no answers that set the limit of human possibilities, describe the boundaries of human existence.”[8] Such questions probe our limits, challenging us to take intellectual risks in transgressing the boundaries of a cold rationalism.
Yet while Wolf ruefully notes that discussion of whether life has any meaning now seems to have been “banished from philosophy,” it most certainly has not been marginalized in the everyday lives of ordinary people, who seek meaning, value, and purpose in order to make sense of their lives and meaningfully inhabit our strange and puzzling world. Professional philosophy has not discredited the validity of trying to find meaning in life; it has just embargoed it.[9]
Happily, there is no shortage of others anxious to engage with this ultimate question and take it seriously. Psychology—an empirical research discipline which is far more attentive to human needs and concerns than philosophy now seems to be—has highlighted how important the question of meaning is to our well-being.[10] Human beings seem to yearn for a “big picture” which helps us feel that we are part of something greater than ourselves.[11] That’s just the way we function as human beings.
To explore this further, let’s see how the human quest for meaning in life links up with another fundamental human experience—a sense of wonder at the beauty of our world.
Wonder and the Meaning of Life
From time to time, we find ourselves overwhelmed by a sense of awe or mystery, often when confronted with the beauty or majesty of nature, which seems for a moment to intimate a grander vision of reality, perhaps lying beyond the horizons of our experience. Many experience a sense of wonder and joy at the fact that there is anything at all; others when they are struck by the full significance of the astonishing fact that we are alive and able to behold this strange world in which we find ourselves. It is as if, for only a moment, a veil is removed and we catch a half-glimpsed sight of a promised land, waiting to be mapped and explored.
G. K. Chesterton spoke of the “object of the artistic and spiritual life” being to “dig for this submerged sunrise of wonder.”[12] Captured by this vision, we long to know more.[13] It can become a gateway to science, art, literature, and religion[14]—in short, to everything that gives value and meaning to human life. A sense that there is indeed some such big picture becomes a driving force for creative exploration, in whose slipstream arise the great human quests for knowledge and wisdom.[15]
We cannot overlook the power of this sense of wonder to excite the poetic imagination, which throws down the gauntlet to what often turn out to be narrowly dogmatic and excessively cerebral accounts of our world, inviting us to consider that there is more to reality than an impoverished rationalist philosophy might allow.[16] Nor can we fail to recognize the capacity of a sense of “rapturous amazement” (Albert Einstein) to motivate and empower the natural sciences. Richard Dawkins and I disagree about many questions in life, but we both know and delight in the beauty and vastness of the world around us.[17] Yet the immensity of our universe conquers our minds and forces us to engage with it on its own terms. Why? Because it is too vast for the “all too limited human mind” (Dawkins) to take it in fully.[18]
As Aristotle pointed out more than two thousand years ago, our experience of wonder serves as an invitation to set out on a journey of discovery of our world, in which our mental horizons are expanded and our eyes opened.[19] The natural sciences are ultimately an act of intellectual homage to our universe as we try to grasp its mysteries with the tools we have at our disposal. Yet all too soon we find that the conceptual systems we forge as intermediaries for this act of comprehension strain to cope with these overwhelming realities, like old wineskins struggling to cope with new wine. Our sense of wonder expresses both a delight in the grandeur and glory of our universe and a recognition of the inadequacy of our capacity to take it in fully. As we shall see, science and religion, in their different ways, invite us to raise our eyes from the world of what we see around us, and try to imagine a deeper vision of reality which underlies and explains what we observe.[20]
How Does Science Fit into This?
I opened this chapter with a quote from the Irish writer John Banville, whose early writings show a clear appreciation of the “rage for order” that underlies the human quest for meaning. Banville notes how scientists such as Copernicus and Kepler sought to impose order on the world, and then tried to live in accordance with the framework of meaning they believed it disclosed. “I saw a certain kind of pathetic beauty in their obsessive search for a way to be in the world, in their existentialist search for something that would be authentic.”[21]
Yet the plausibility of that vision faded in the twentieth century, confronted with the fragility and provisionality of human knowledge. The cultural investment in science as a tool of discernment of meaning or value proved to be a misjudgment. As its failure became more widely appreciated after the Second World War, Western culture experienced a transition from “Cartesian certainty to Wittgensteinian despair,” in which the early hope of finding the Enlightenment’s Holy Grail, the crystalline clarity of rationalist certainties, gradually gave way to a realization of the irreducible complexity of the world.[22]
Banville chronicles this slow and seemingly irreversible transition from rational certainty to existential despair and cynicism with a graceful prose that sweetens his bitter diagnosis of our situation. What one generation took to be rational certainties were found by another to be cultural constructions. It is a problem that rationalist writers of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries ignored or suppressed, hoping that the rhetoric of their “glib and shallow rationalism” (C. S. Lewis) would distract people from its striking lack of traction on reality.[23] While those rational certainties live on in the curious backwater of the “New Atheism,” everyone else is trying to figure out how to cope with the predicament in which we find ourselves. Not even the sciences can deliver secure answers to the questions we ask about meaning, value, and purpose.
Albert Einstein explored this point in a landmark lecture at Princeton Theological Seminary in 1939. Einstein insisted that the natural sciences were outstanding in their sphere of competence. Yet he cautioned that “the scientific method can teach us nothing else beyond how facts are related to, and conditioned by, each other.” Human beings need more than what a “purely rational conception of our existence” is able to offer. Yet opening up such fundamental questions of meaning and value does not cause us to lapse into some kind of superstitious irrationality. “Objective knowledge provides us with powerful instruments for the achievements of certain ends, but the ultimate goal itself and the longing to reach it must come from another source.” For Einstein, the fundamental beliefs which are “necessary and determinant for our conduct and judgments” cannot be developed or sustained in a “solid scientific way.”[24] Einstein was emphatic that this was not a criticism of science. It was simply an informed and necessary recognition of its limits.
Einstein’s point is echoed in a striking statement of Sir Peter Medawar (1915–87), a leading British biologist who championed the public engagement of science: “Only humans find their way by a light that illuminates more than the patch of ground they stand on.”[25] Medawar’s remarks point to the importance of transcendence in the human quest for meaning—the desire to see ourselves as part of a bigger picture, which goes beyond our immediate needs and concerns. Human beings seem to be driven to find something deeper than what can be found through an examination of the empirical world. There is a large body of research literature which suggests that we cope better with our complex and messy world if we feel that we can discern meaning and value within our own lives and in the greater order of things around us.[26]
There are, of course, some who argue that science, and science alone, can tell us everything we need to know about the meaning of the universe and life. This position is often known as “scientism,” which is generally understood as “a totalizing attitude that regards science as the ultimate standard and arbiter of all interesting questions.”[27] Some scientists do indeed think that the part of reality that their methods can engage with constitutes the whole of reality; some philosophers have been unwise enough to try and “assimilate philosophy to the aims, or at least the manners, of the sciences.”[28]
Yet most of the scientists I know would disagree, holding that science fills in part of the “big picture” of reality—but only part. We need to draw on other sources of wisdom to enrich the highly focused account of reality that science provides. Science is a reliable source of knowledge about our universe, based on what we experience. Yet there is no good reason to suppose that science can offer a complete account of reality. It clearly needs supplementation. So what other resources might amplify our vision of reality?
How Does Religion Fit into This?
Science is unquestionably a core resource in the human quest for understanding and wisdom. Yet there is another, routinely dismissed by those who limit reality to what reason and science can prove. The sense of awe and wonder at nature which motivates science also turns out to be a gateway to what we so inadequately describe as “religion.” For the psychologist William James, religion was basically about “faith in the existence of an unseen order of some kind in which the riddles of the natural order may be found and explained.”[29] Yet James provides us with nothing more than a helpful starting point for reflection here. After all, one of the great themes of classic Greek philosophy was that there was an archē, a fundamental principle of order and coherence within our world and our minds.[30] Though not necessarily expressed in what we might nowadays call religious terms, this same idea lies at the heart of Christianity, as it does of so many other religious traditions.
Susan Wolf rightly notes that religion is now one of the most important sources of meaning and value in our culture.[31] As human beings, we need something that will hold together our minds and our hearts, our reason and our experience, and not improperly restrict us to the imaginatively dull and impoverished world of rationalism. As the Cambridge physicist Alexander Wood perceptively observed, “our first demand of religion” is that it should “illumine life and make it a whole.”[32]
This point was made with particular clarity by Salman Rushdie in his 1990 Herbert Memorial Lecture at Cambridge University. Down the ages, he argues, religion has met three types of needs which have failed to be satisfied by secular, rationalist materialism.[33] First, it enables us to articulate our sense of awe and wonder, partly by helping us grasp the immensity of life and partly by affirming that we are special. Second, it provides “answers to the unanswerable,” engaging the deep questions that so often trouble and perplex us. And finally, it offers us a moral framework, within which we can live out the good life. For Rushdie, religion or the “idea of God” provides us with a “repository of our awestruck wonderment at life, and an answer to the great questions of existence.” Any attempt to describe or define human beings “in terms that exclude their spiritual needs”[34] will only end in failure.
This book takes a cue from Rushdie’s insight. Any comprehensive and reliable account of humanity has to take into consideration the innate tendency towards religion or spirituality that seems to be an intrinsic aspect of human nature. This does not validate religion or belief in God as right; it does, however, indicate that these are both natural and human. In other words, they are part of what it means to be human and must therefore be addressed as an integral aspect of human nature. This fact is now widely conceded.
Recognizing this fact helps us to make sense of what seem, at least at first sight, to be some remarkable inconsistencies—such as the leading New Atheist writer Sam Harris’s interest in Eastern mysticism. Yet Harris, like many other atheist writers, has simply recognized the importance of this aspect of human nature—what we might loosely call the “quest for the spiritual,” whether this is framed in theist or atheist terms.[35] It’s part of being human, irrespective of where that quest leads us in terms of our thinking about God or religion.
Religion: An Important Idea—an Unhelpful Term
Many are wondering if we need to find a new word for what we traditionally call “religion.” Growing academic and cultural interest in the phenomenon of religion has made it painfully clear that there is a real problem of defining what this actually is.[36] The word “religion” was extracted from classic Roman culture, within which its meaning was as limited as it was clear, and imposed by modern Western scholars upon a variety of human phenomena, thus creating the false impression that the term designated some global or universal phenomenon. Individual religions certainly exist, yet the global notion of “religion” is a social construction generated by a human desire to impose firm conceptual distinctions on a complex world. The phenomenon is real enough; the problem lies in the words we use to describe it.
So how do we get round this problem? The simplest answer lies in rejecting what we might call “essentialist” theories of religion, such as the simplistic cognitive approach found in the “New Atheism,” which sees religion as a set of unproven beliefs.[37] In this view, there is a global reality called “religion,” and every individual religion is a specific instance or example of this universal, possessing the same essential property or properties. Despite their obvious differences and divergences, we can nevertheless discern some features that seem to be common across religious traditions. One of these core themes is the development of a “big picture” of reality, which provides a framework for the discernment of truth, beauty, and goodness. The philosopher Keith Yandell offers a good account of this aspect of religion: “A religion is a conceptual system that provides an interpretation of the world and the place of human beings in it, bases an account of how life should be lived given that interpretation, and expresses this interpretation and lifestyle in a set of rituals, institutions and practices.”[38]
Now it could easily be objected that such systems of meaning are found beyond the category of religion—for example, in Marxism or the metaphysically inflated “universal Darwinism” of Richard Dawkins.[39] As the philosopher Mary Midgley pointed out, this helps us understand why Marxism and Darwinism—the “two great secular faiths of our day”—display so many “religious-looking features.”[40] Nevertheless, while this feature may not be a distinguishing feature of religion, setting it apart from everything else, it can certainly be argued to be characteristic of it. Religion is a placeholder for the deeper human quest for meaning, made auspiciously vibrant through the delight of a dawning realization that there is indeed an object of our yearning—something beyond us which somehow corresponds to our deepest intuitions and feelings.
Yet this recognition of the capacity of religion to create and sustain systems of meaning naturally raises a question. Is there some way in which science and faith can weave their narratives into something greater, with an enhanced or enriched capacity to make sense of our world and our lives?
Weaving a Richer Vision of Reality
The leading sociobiologist Edward O. Wilson (born 1929) has long argued for the need for consilience—the ability to weave together multiple threads of knowledge in a synthesis which is able to disclose a more satisfying and empowering view of reality. “We are drowning in information, while starving for wisdom. The world henceforth will be run by synthesizers, people able to put together the right information at the right time, think critically about it, and make important choices wisely.”[41]
If Wilson is right, and we are indeed “starving for wisdom,” how can we become wise about the great questions of life, rather than merely informed about how our universe seems to function? We seem to be like people who know how a piano works but can’t actually use it to play a melody. As Wilson rightly observes, we need to synthesize—to weave together insights, uncovering a deeper and richer vision of humanity which can guide and inform our life in the present and our hopes for the future.[42] To do this, we need to build on the core notion of a “narrative of enrichment,” such as that which I set out and defend in detail in my earlier work Inventing the Universe (2015).[43]
That’s our agenda in this book. It is steeped in the rich traditions of enquiry and reflection we find in both the natural sciences and Christian theology, while encouraging expansion of this vision of reality through every appropriate means. It aims to open up some of the deepest and most pressing issues about human identity, welcoming scientific insights on the one hand, while aiming to develop a “big picture” of human nature which transcends the limits of the natural sciences on the other. It does not deny any of the valid outcomes of scientific research, except the simplistic idea that these offer us a complete account of reality.
So let’s begin by pondering a bit more this strange world we are born to wonder about. One part of that world which inspires great wonder is perhaps its strangest and most puzzling occupant—the human being. Let’s turn to reflect on the puzzle of human identity.
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CHAPTER 2
WHO ARE WE?: 
WONDERING ABOUT HUMAN NATURE
To know myself beloved, to feel myself beloved on the earth.
RAYMOND CARVER
Human beings are strange creatures. We want to matter. To feel that we are loved. To be fulfilled. To be special. To achieve our potential. We pursue these goals in all kinds of ways, not really understanding why we feel driven to pursue them, yet knowing that achieving them might bring fulfillment and meaning to our lives.[1] These longings, aspirations, and interpretations of life arise within us in ways that are not forced or contrived, but somehow seem to us to be inevitable and proper. In short: they are in the first place human and in the second natural.
Why Get Preoccupied with Ourselves?
Some would—perhaps not without good reason—express concern with this human preoccupation with our own situation and significance. Isn’t this really a form of narcissism, which needs to be challenged and corrected? Surely we should be looking outwards at the world and its many problems that need sorting out rather than indulging in this kind of self-important and self-preoccupied navel-gazing? It’s a fair point. But what if critical reflection led us to grasp and embrace some hard truths about ourselves, which force us to give up on any delusions of grandeur and face up to ourselves as we really are?
That was certainly the view of Sigmund Freud, who declared that human narcissism had been deflated and discredited in the modern age.[2] Three geniuses had stripped away our delusions of grandeur and finality, inflicting fatal wounds on our inflated sense of self-importance. We used to think that the world revolved around us. Then Copernicus forced us to realize that the earth does not stand at the center of the universe. We are on the periphery of things, the inhabitants of an insignificant planet.
Yet more was to come. We took comfort in the idea that, while human beings weren’t actually the central focus of the universe, we were at least special on planet earth. We were the supreme rulers of the planet, utterly distinct from every other living species. Then Darwin came along and challenged us to realize that we are part of the animal kingdom. Humanity does not even have a unique place on the planet earth.
Both these points had been made by earlier writers.[3] Freud, however, went further and declared that a third genius had come along, and wounded our self-esteem still further. Humanity is not even the master of its own limited realm but is the prisoner of hidden unconscious forces, subtly influencing our thinking and behavior. And who was this third genius? None other than Sigmund Freud himself.
According to Freud, each of these revolutions added to the pain and wounds inflicted by its predecessor, forcing a radical reevaluation of the place and significance of humanity in the universe, deflating human pretensions to grandeur and uniqueness. Yet while Freud’s analysis may indeed challenge our assumptions, it does not answer our questions. For many scholars, he has overstated the impact of these scientific developments. We now know that the recognition by Copernicus and Kepler that the earth is a planet orbiting the sun does not entail any diminution of the status of humanity. Some writers of the eighteenth century—such as the German poet Goethe—may have thought so. But not Kepler himself, who ingeniously (though not entirely persuasively) argued that the recognition that the earth is a planet subverted any suggestion that the earth and its inhabitants were “below” or “inferior to” the sun or planets.[4]
But whatever we make of Freud’s assessment of our self-understanding, and his own role in this process, there can be little doubt that we need to be honest about ourselves. It’s far too easy for us to take refuge in consoling stories about ourselves which depict us as supremely rational and moral beings who stand at the center of all things. As the philosopher Iris Murdoch emphasized, we are “anxiety-ridden animals” who try to deny the unbearable truth about our failings and delusions and spin stories of meaning that isolate us from disturbing insights about our motives and failings.[5] That’s the point that the French writer Albert Camus was getting at when he suggested that we humans are creatures who spend our lives trying to convince ourselves that our existence is not absurd.
So where shall we start our reflections? Perhaps we might begin by thinking about a model of human nature which has secured wide acceptance in some parts of Western culture.
Nothing but Atoms and Molecules
“We’re nothing more than atoms and molecules! Get used to it.” It was the punch line of a rather dull lecture I once attended in London. Fortunately, I cannot recall either its title or the speaker, although I can still recall my despair over the poverty of the lecture’s content and its delivery. It was, we were promised, to be a scintillating and compelling presentation of the latest scientific insights on the riddles and enigmas of human beings, which would sort out all the great questions of life. In the end, it was little more than a dull and derivative monologue, rather like warmed-up leftovers from a meal that someone else had prepared. As became clear from the speaker’s glib and superficial responses to the questions afterwards, the big questions of life were not sorted out that evening but remained tantalizingly open. They simply could not be reduced to the level of “atoms and molecules.”
Those who resist this kind of inflated reductionism are often declared to be unscientific fools, trapped in a religious mind-set opposed to the deliverances of scientific orthodoxy. Yet many of those who protest against this trend are atheist scientists who are appalled that such a misrepresentation should have become scientific orthodoxy in the first place. Raymond Tallis is a good example of a leading atheist who regards such views as indefensible and dehumanizing. “I am an atheist humanist; but this does not oblige me to deny what is staring me in the face—namely, that we are different from other animals, and that we are not just pieces of matter.”[6] Others would support this, pointing to various aspects of human culture—such as religion—as marking us off from others.[7]
Yet the closing words of that London lecture set out, clearly and precisely, the great unexamined orthodoxy of our day: that a purely scientific account of human nature and identity is possible, which makes philosophy, religion, and the humanities irrelevant and outdated.[8] In its most aggressive form, this dogmatic mind-set asserts that a scientific explanation is the only valid explanation and account of anything—including the deepest questions about human nature. Its main target is not, as is usually asserted, religion but philosophy. Edward O. Wilson dismissed philosophy as consisting mostly of “failed models of the brain.”[9] Stephen Hawking declared that “philosophy is dead,” allowing scientists to fill this gap and become “the bearers of the torch of discovery in our quest for knowledge.”[10]
Now a fair point is being made here, even if it is overstated. To give one example: modern psychology has discredited the naive notions of human rationality that gained credence in the “Age of Reason”—for example, by showing how much that we like to think is “rational” is really intuitional. Yet that’s good for philosophy, because it forces it to think harder about how the human mind works. However, while a psychologically chastened philosophy would be wise to avoid a priori reasoning or conceptual analysis, it can be genuinely helpful in offering empirically informed reflections on critical issues.[11] We need philosophy as a critical tool; it has multiple failings when it believes it can provide indubitable answers to the great questions of life—such as the meaning of our existence.
So in what way are human beings different from other animals? What conceptual tool kits can we use to explore this question? Let’s look at one which has the potential to open up some important ways of understanding human nature and helps us to avoid the massive shortcomings of reductionist accounts of the human.
Why We Need Multiple Perspectives on Human Nature
There are multiple aspects to human nature. Many of my academic colleagues at Oxford are involved in medical research. Each focuses on a different part or aspect of human beings. It’s sometimes difficult to appreciate that psychologists, cardiologists, and oncologists are studying the same human beings. They each focus entirely on one specific aspect of human well-being, which is their specialist area of knowledge and research. Yet there is more to human nature than any one of these areas. Somehow we have to work out a way of recognizing the complexity of humanity without losing sight of the fundamental unity of a given human being.
That’s why many philosophers and scientists are drawn to the idea of recognizing human nature as a complex reality with many aspects or perspectives, realizing that a failure to respect complexity leads to oversimplification and distortion. Any single perspective or viewpoint is likely to be partial and limited. It is only by recognizing and integrating multiple perspectives on humanity that we can hope to understand ourselves as a whole.
A good example of this kind of approach is seen in the writings of Charles A. Coulson, Oxford University’s first Professor of Theoretical Chemistry. Coulson knew the importance of good analogies in helping people to grasp difficult ideas and developed several such analogies in affirming the complementarity of multiple perspectives on reality afforded by science and the humanities—such as poetry and religion. One of the best of these seems to have arisen out of his love of mountain walking, which developed during his period as a lecturer in Scotland during the Second World War.
Coulson realized how the complex topography of the Scottish mountain Ben Nevis could serve as an analogy for the need for multiple perspectives on life. Assuming that many of his readers would be familiar with Ben Nevis, Coulson invited them to join him in an imaginative walk around the mountain and reflect on what they saw. Seen from the south, the mountain presents itself as a “huge grassy slope”; from the north, as “rugged rock buttresses.” Those who know the mountain are familiar with these different perspectives. It’s the same mountain, yet a full description requires these different perspectives to be brought together and integrated into a single coherent picture.[12]
Coulson’s core insight is that “different viewpoints yield different descriptions.” The scientist might thus stand at the north side of the mountain, the poet at the south, and so on. Each of these observers reports on what they experience using their own distinct language and imagery. “Each looks at the mountain; each sees certain things and each tries to describe his encounter with the mountain in terms that make sense. Each devises a language that is suitable for his particular purpose.”[13] So where one observer might see grassy slopes, another might see a rocky mountain. Yet both are representative and legitimate viewpoints of a complicated natural feature.
For Coulson, this makes the need for an overall, cumulative, and integrated picture of reality essential. “Different views of the same reality will appear different, yet both be valid.”[14] The analogy is easily applied to the relation of science and the humanities and to the various disciplines which engage with human nature. It is only someone “who cannot, or will not, look at it from more than one viewpoint who claims an exclusive authority for his own description.”[15] Each provides only a partial account of a greater reality.
So how does this model help us think about the complexity of our existence? Let’s apply it to various ways of understanding human nature and see how it works out.
Resisting Reductionism, Affirming Complexity
I was dining with a scientist colleague at his Oxford College. It was a rather splendid meal, and I remarked on this. My colleague laughed. “Maybe we’re all just very sophisticated metabolic processing machines!” He didn’t mean me to take the remark seriously. Yet it opened up a line of thought for me as I walked home that night. Yes, we are metabolic processing machines. If we were unable to convert the proteins and carbohydrates of our everyday food into energy and the basic building blocks of our bodies, we couldn’t survive. Metabolism is essential to life.
Yet that doesn’t mean that we are only metabolic machines, as if that provided a total description of a human being. It simply (and rightly) recognizes that one aspect of our identity is our capacity to process food. Yet this human capacity to convert food into energy sustains a series of more complex and meaningful operations, such as the quest for meaning, and showing love to others. Metabolism is not an end in itself. It is the means by which some of the most significant characteristic features of human beings can be resourced. It is the means to these ends, not an end in itself. Metabolism is going to be an integral part of any full account of human nature. Yet it is emphatically not the whole picture. Being able to metabolize allows human beings to do more interesting things—and it is those things that arguably define what is distinct about us.
The same issue can be seen in another familiar model of human nature. This highly reductive model is found in the writings of the biologist Francis Crick, who defined human beings in purely neurological terms. “‘You,’ your joys and your sorrows, your memories and your ambitions, your sense of personal identity and free will, are in fact no more than the behavior of a vast assembly of nerve cells and their associated molecules. . . . You’re nothing but a pack of neurons.”[16] It’s a bold statement that some clearly find enthralling. Its simplicity seems to pull out the rug from under all kinds of philosophical and theological debates which they find irritating. Human beings can be defined simply and neatly in terms of one of our physical components, which plays such a critically important role in our lives that we can treat it as determinative and identity-giving.
But we need to appreciate that Crick’s highly reductive approach to our human identity assumes that a complex system is no more than the sum of its parts—and that one of these components can be singled out as being of defining importance. The most generous way of understanding Crick’s hopeless overstatement is to suggest that it is a neurologist’s perspective on human nature, which somehow manages to ignore the obvious fact that there is a lot more to human nature than neurons. Of course we need these if we are to function properly. But we are not defined exclusively, or characteristically, in this way. There’s more that needs to be said.
Richard Dawkins’s “gene’s eye” view of human nature attracted a lot of attention back in the 1980s, although it has since fallen out of favor.[17] This approach sees human beings essentially as machines which are controlled and determined by our DNA—the complex biological molecule which transmits genetic information. “DNA neither cares nor knows. DNA just is. And we dance to its music.”[18] Our sole purpose in existing is to pass on our genes to future generations. Human beings are just gene-perpetuating machines.[19]
Once more, the problem is that of privileging one perspective of reality and overstating its importance. Dawkins is right to argue that human beings want to pass on their genes (even if they might not use this specific way of talking about this urge or instinct). But it’s just one aspect of our complicated identity. Again, it is part of the picture—but it cannot conceivably be seen as the whole picture.
Another reductionist myth that has gained some popular traction is the idea that human love is just the behavioral outcome of our hormones. Now there is an obvious truth in this. There is clearly a correlation between vasopressin receptors and pair bonding in males, and probably between oxytocin and pair bonding in females. Love is indeed a drug—a heady chemical cocktail of hormones which drive us to seek out mates.[20] But that’s not the full story.
The Russian writer Alexander Men (1935–90) helps us to see just how much more needs to be said here. Drawing on a story by the nineteenth-century Russian dramatist Nikolai Gogol, Men asks us to imagine Afanasy Ivanovitch, a withered old man in his eighties, who lost his wife years ago. He still bursts into tears when he remembers her.[21] He may have lost his hormonal drive, yet something deeper remains present and active. As C. S. Lewis pointed out in his late writing The Four Loves, erotic love is only one aspect of human relationality; it is supplemented with other forms of love—such as “affection”—which shape our behavior and help determine what a truly human life might look like.
Anthropology: 
The Scientific Study of Human Nature
Some will rightly suggest that we should turn to anthropology—the science of human nature—to help us understand our true identity. After all, the natural sciences are one of the most reliable sources of human knowledge. Anthropology ought therefore to be able to unlock the secrets of human identity and significance with ease and precision, in much the same way that biochemistry is able to make sense of the human digestive processes. Since there is a dedicated science of human nature, we should surely take its secure findings with the greatest seriousness.[22]
Yet things turn out to be rather more complicated than might seem to be the case. For a start, like any discipline, anthropology goes through phases. Ideas that dominate the discipline in one age then fall out of favor, to be replaced with new ideas and approaches. It is fatally easy for a non-anthropologist to fail to appreciate this point and base their ideas about culture or religion on an outdated and discredited anthropology. One of the greatest and most puzzling weaknesses of Richard Dawkins’s God Delusion (2006) was his baffling decision to accept as normative the outdated anthropological account of religion in James Frazer’s Golden Bough (1890). While Frazer’s views were influential in the period before the First World War, they are now regarded as discredited.[23] It remains unclear why Dawkins chose to make his own views on religion so dependent on this outdated and discredited account.
There are important debates within the discipline of anthropology itself over its nature and scope and whether it indeed can be considered to be an “empirical” discipline in the first place. Does anthropology study material cultures using an implicit behaviorist paradigm from outside, or does it describe symbolic cultures from within? What is the role of theory in observation? The recent critical assault on the presuppositions, methods, and conclusions of Margaret Mead’s ethnographical bestseller Coming of Age in Samoa (1928)—which defined for many what anthropology was all about—does not discredit the discipline but does raise important questions about the status of external observers and their agendas.[24]
Anthropology cannot avoid interpretative elements—as when an external observer of a culture tries to make sense of what is observed yet in doing so interprets that culture using presuppositions derived from their own cultural context.[25] This is not about the “scientific” analysis of culture but the interpretation and evaluation of one culture from the standpoint of another culture (typically a secular Western mind-set).
Anthropology is superb at identifying common features of human culture—such as the virtually universal human tendency to use stories as a way of organizing memories of the past and sustaining the identity of individuals and communities.[26] But it can’t make normative judgments (e.g., which of these stories is “right” or whether this basic human tendency is itself fallacious and misguided). In this work, I shall draw on anthropological studies, as appropriate, as a description of human nature and culture, particularly in noting certain universal tendencies—such as the phenomenon of religion and the use of stories to remember the past and make sense of the present.
The Need for a Bigger Picture of Human Nature
Reductive views of humanity represent a single aspect of human existence as if it were the totality of that existence—or at least the aspect that really matters. Often such approaches treat one element of the human body which supports life as if it were the ultimate reason for life itself. Yet this view surely needs to be challenged. For a start, it overlooks the relational and social aspects of human life. Human beings need to exist in relationships. As Aristotle pointed out more than two thousand years ago, human beings are social animals. It’s a vitally important aspect of human existence. Yet it is only part of a more complex picture, not something which can be isolated from the remainder of human life and treated as if it were the essence of human nature. The best way of challenging these inadequate and partial approaches is not to get lost in their fine detail but to set out a richer and deeper vision of human nature which includes what is good about them. Human beings are complex systems; our whole transcends our individual parts.
It is always useful to have a theoretical model that both helps us to identify the difficulty with the reductionist approaches to human nature we have just noted and also enables us to develop a better alternative. One of the most promising approaches is the philosophy of “critical realism” developed by the social philosopher Roy Bhaskar, which recognizes the “stratification of reality.” Human nature thus needs to be conceived as consisting of different levels or strata. Humanity can be—and, indeed, ought to be—investigated at the physical, chemical, biological, and sociological levels (to mention a few of the possibilities),[27] yet none of these multiple levels is to be regarded as normative or definitive; rather, each is to be considered part—and only part—of the complex reality that we know as humanity.
This “multiple levels” approach affirms that we are indeed made up of things like atoms and molecules, or neurons (as well as, of course, many other constituent elements). This does not, however, mean that we are “nothing” but neurons or atoms and molecules. This hopeless oversimplification just confuses a component or level within a system with the system as a whole. We must learn to consider human beings as complex totalities, which cannot be defined or described in terms of any one of their constituent parts.
To open up this discussion further, we need to look at some of the rich understandings of human nature that have emerged down the centuries and reflect on the questions that these raise. In the next chapter, we shall consider four divergent views of human nature and allow them to open up some of the issues that we need to consider more thoroughly in this work.
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CHAPTER 3
HUMAN IDENTITY: 
MAPPING THE LANDSCAPE
People travel so that they can wonder at the heights of the mountains, the huge waves of the sea, the broad flow of the rivers, the vastness of the ocean, the orbits of the stars—and yet fail to wonder at themselves.
AUGUSTINE OF HIPPO
“I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made” (Psalm 139:14). The complexity and beauty of the human body has long captured the imagination of writers and artists, whether religious or secular. Augustine saw the human mind and body as objects of wonder, perhaps even more marvelous than the vastness of the natural world. The great philosopher Immanuel Kant singled out two aspects of the natural world as rich in significance. “Two things fill the mind with ever new and increasing admiration and awe, the more often and steadily we reflect upon them: the starry heavens above me and the moral law within me.”[1]
But who are we? What are we? What do we mean? Though easily stated, such questions are notoriously resistant to the clear and simple answers that some are seeking. We so easily conform to social pressures and in-group loyalties in our reflections on human nature, preferring to overlook harsher realities. Yet false answers do not arise merely in response to social pressures and expectations. Every answer given to the question of human identity is necessarily false for another reason—because it is forced to omit so much that it cannot be considered to be either comprehensive or reliable. In affirming something, such an answer will always tend to marginalize or deny something else. It may be true in part, yet it is false as a whole because of what it excludes.
Now most of us would agree that the falsity of incompleteness is greatly to be preferred to the falsity of duplicity. Nevertheless, any pretension to offer a complete account of humanity has the potential to mislead in that it invites collusion with a discredited reductionism. While simplicity is doubtless an intellectual virtue in many contexts, it is unquestionably a vice when it comes to human nature. One-liners on the nature of humanity might make for great newspaper headlines; they don’t help us in the least to wrestle with the enigma of human identity and significance.
On Avoiding One-liner Accounts of Human Nature
Many accounts of human nature make reference to a line by Alexander Pope (1688–1744) in his Essay on Man: “The proper study of mankind is man.” This is often represented as marking a decisive move away from religious to secular concerns, reflecting a growing hostility towards religious perspectives. However, even a casual reading of Pope’s Essay makes it clear that his recommendation that humanity should study itself rather than God does not arise from any hostility towards religion. As our limited capacities mean that we can know so little about God, Pope argues, we ought to think about ourselves instead—because it’s easier.
Know then thyself, presume not God to scan,





The proper study of mankind is man.[2]





Pope’s Essay affirms the human need for faith in the face of a half-comprehended and seemingly meaningless world. The limits placed on the human intellect are such that we can only know partial truths, being able to grasp and understand only a small part of our universe. Human beings turn out to be both great and powerless, wise and foolish, and subject to significant limitations. We are “born but to die, and reas’ning but to err,” trapped in an unsettling shadowy world suspended delicately between skepticism and certainty.[3] Pope’s universalization of the category of faith thus extends it beyond the limited realm of religion to human knowledge as a whole.[4] And what of science? While lauding Newton’s scientific genius, Pope deftly observes that it is one thing to describe how the universe works and quite another to know what it—and we—might mean.[5]
So who and what are we? A number of one-line answers might be given to the question of the essence of human nature. We are rational animals; we are social animals; we are prone to violence and self-destruction; we actively seek out meaning in life. All of these individually are true and can be shown to be true; indeed, they may even be interconnected. Some have rightly wondered whether there might be a correlation between our desire to create imaginative and spiritual identities on the one hand and our proneness to both homicide and suicide on the other.[6]
Yet none of these elements or aspects of human nature on its own is adequate as a characterization of human nature. Nor does the recognition of the accuracy of one of them entail the rejection of the others. All are part of a bigger picture; none must be allowed to define or dominate that greater understanding, which ultimately transcends and relativizes its individual components. Words fail to do justice to human nature, yet we have to use words to talk about all the great issues of life, including human identity.[7] We are embodied creatures located within a limiting world, who struggle to grasp and express what lies both within and beyond that world.
And what of other aspects of being human? What of gender? Or ethnicity? In what way can the many facets of human identity, both physical and cultural, be woven together to give a coherent view of human nature as a whole, without denying the significance of individuality? Augustine of Hippo is one of many Christian writers to struggle with the “sheer incompleteness of the endeavor of self-knowing,”[8] which prevents us from securing a premature closure on some core questions of human limits. Many of the great questions of human identity lie far beyond the scope of this work, which focuses on human beings as meaning-seeking animals. There is so much more that needs to be said!
Any quest for a greater understanding of human nature is marked by paradox and tension, rather than the slick and glib simplicities offered by colder forms of algorithmic rationalism. When Pascal famously spoke of humanity being characterized by both “misery” and “grandeur,” he was merely pointing out the tensions experienced within human life, rather than attempting to resolve them. It proves impossible to give a scientific account of humanity that does justice to the richness of our aspirations and longings for truth, beauty, and goodness on the one hand, and on the other, our failures to live up to the standards that we intuitively believe to be right, not merely for us but for everyone else. One of the defining enigmas of human nature is our awareness of higher values and aspirations, which we seem unable to achieve. Such transcendent goals may lie beyond our capacity, yet we nonetheless recognize them as worthy and admirable.
Given this complexity, it seems appropriate to look at some influential sketches of human distinctiveness and reflect on how they might illuminate and inform our thinking in this study. This chapter maps the landscape of human nature by considering four influential and generative visions of humanity, each of which casts light on some aspects of our identity and challenges us to reconsider some of our easy and comfortable assumptions about our darker sides. The four figures are:
	Augustine of Hippo (354–430), a Christian theologian now recognized as one of the intellectual giants of late intellectual antiquity, who is credited with drawing attention to the importance of the subjective experience of humanity.
	Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463–94), one of the leading voices of the Italian Renaissance, whose oration on the dignity of humanity is widely seen as encapsulating this movement’s vision of human nature.
	Iris Murdoch (1919–99), a moral philosopher who believed that human moral engagement was compromised by the fundamental human incapacity to see the world or ourselves in an objective and unselfish manner.
	Richard Dawkins (born 1941), an evolutionary biologist and critic of religion, whose The Selfish Gene (1976) offered an analysis of the roots of human selfishness and suggested means by which this might be overcome.

These four dialogue partners map out some of the great questions for discussion about human nature while at the same time disclosing the fundamental divergence and disagreement which is such a characteristic feature of human attempts to make sense of their own significance and identity down the ages.
Our four illustrative thinkers are probably better at raising fundamental questions than providing definitive answers. Yet the diversity of their emphases and responses—which reflects a comparable breadth within the broader human discussion of our nature and identity—reminds us that there are no definitive or intellectually compelling answers to these core questions. We can at best hope for justified beliefs about human nature, not proven certainties. Perhaps this absence of certainty goes some way towards explaining the amplified rhetoric and lapses into dogmatism which invariably seem to accompany any attempt to discuss religion, ethics, or politics—to name only three areas of characteristically human discourse which lie beyond the realm of the provable.
Only the first of the four thinkers I have chosen to open up the question of human identity is generally considered to be explicitly religious, though two of the others recognize the importance of religion, both as a human undertaking in the first place and as a way of framing human identity and existence. In selecting these figures, I have tried to offer a broad spectrum of reflection on the issue of human nature, which opens up some questions for wider discussion and allows other voices to make significant contributions to the wider discussion that will follow.
Augustine of Hippo
The period of late classical antiquity witnessed the slow decline and death of the Roman Empire in Western Europe and North Africa, prompting sober reflection on the fragility of human institutions and the ultimate grounds of human security. One of the most remarkable writers of this period was a Roman civil servant who returned to his native Africa after his conversion to Christianity and became bishop of the colonial town of Hippo Regius. It is dangerous to try to summarize Augustine of Hippo’s reflections on human nature, mainly because they are so rich that there is a serious risk of reducing them to superficial platitudes. Nevertheless, the effort is worthwhile, not least because of Augustine’s considerable influence in shaping both cultural and religious thinking about the mystery of human identity and significance.
Augustine’s Confessions, written between 397 and 400, is often described as a spiritual autobiography. While this is correct as far as it goes, there is much more that needs to be said. As Augustine reflected on his own conversion to Christianity, he became increasingly aware of the importance of autobiographical memory.[9] Augustine’s analysis of the nature of time emphasizes both the awareness of the subjective time in which the individual thinker exists and the awareness of the individual existing in subjective time. For Augustine, we simply cannot know ourselves completely; the fact that we are known by God thus helps anchor us in the midst of this transitory and unstable world.
Augustine developed an intellectual and imaginative framework which preserves the subjective importance of the present moment, allowing him to affirm and integrate the significance of his memories of the past and his hopes for the future. Recent psychological research has confirmed the importance of the notion of “subjective time” for human identity,[10] as well as creating space for a religious or metaphysical enrichment of the notion, along the lines developed by Augustine. If Augustine has a popular successor today in this respect, it is probably C. S. Lewis, whose integration of memory and reflection is probably seen at its best in Surprised by Joy.[11]
Yet many would argue that Augustine’s most important reflections on human nature concern sin—a notion, sidelined by many modern self-congratulatory visions of humanism, which tries to articulate what is wrong with us and what can be done about it. Augustine is easily depicted as a moral and social pessimist, overwhelmed by the social turmoil of his age. Yet this is unfair. Augustine’s concern is to expose the consequences of human beings existing within an historical process which limits our capacities and ability to think and act. We cannot see things as they really are. Our eyes are dimmed and unfocused, requiring both divine healing and training if they are to see our world and ourselves properly.[12] And even if we could achieve such a proper vision, we are trapped within our own self-referential schemes of thought that dispose us not to want to accept, still less act upon, such a true knowledge.[13]
We need a fundamental realignment and recalibration if we are to live rightly and wisely—and this is something that we cannot do unaided. Augustine’s emphasis on God as the one who heals our souls and enlightens our minds captures something of the human problem while at the same time expressing the difference that God makes to human existence and experience.
Why is this so important? Like a prophet speaking from beyond the grave, Augustine challenges the naive and optimistic view of human nature that continues to entrance some within Western culture. Some believe that we can see things as they really are; others that we are masters of our own souls and destinies; others that we are fundamentally good and are unproblematically capable of doing what is right once we know what is right. Augustine would see all of these as understandable delusions that fail to come to terms with our own human natures. We shall explore these themes further later in this work.
Giovanni Pico della Mirandola
The European Renaissance is regularly and rightly highlighted by cultural historians as a remarkable period of creativity, reconstruction, and renewal. What many regarded as a stale and decaying culture was brought to new life through a deliberate and imaginative process of cross-fertilization, in which the artistic and aesthetic glories of the ancient world were transfused into the veins of Western European thought. To its critics, this process of reappropriation was highly selective, even arbitrary; to its supporters, it was in effect a filtering process that allowed the best of the wisdom of the ancient world to enrich a stagnant modern age.
Any attempt to single out one specific work of this age as somehow encapsulating its essence is fraught with danger, not least on account of the obvious difficulty of identifying precisely what the essential core of the Renaissance might be.[14] Yet many would still point to Giovanni Pico della Mirandola’s Oration on the Dignity of Humanity (1486) as a brilliant vignette of the core vision of the Renaissance.[15] Although only the opening section of this oration deals with human nature and identity, the ideas it develops resonated with many at the time, as they do today.[16]
Pico delivered this flamboyant oration at the age of twenty-four. Often dubbed the “Manifesto of the Renaissance,” it was written in a highly polished and elegant Latin style, affirming a traditional Christian doctrine of the creation of humanity yet giving a particular emphasis to one of its core elements—the creativity of humanity. Humanity’s position within the created order is not fixed but is determined by what individual human beings choose to enact.
Pico argues that God created the “Great Chain of Being,” in which every creature was allocated a specific place. Following Augustine, Pico suggests that God, having created such a beautiful and complex universe, longed for someone who might take delight in its beauty and be impressed by its grandeur of scale. God thus created humanity. Yet every place in the “Great Chain of Being”—from angels to worms—was already allocated. There was no missing link, no gap into which humanity might be inserted. God therefore made the decision to allow human beings to determine their own place within the created order.
Humanity was thus created by God as a “creature of indeterminate image,” with the capacity and permission to determine its own place in the greater order of things. For Pico, humanity has been endowed with the active capacity to determine its own identity, rather than being obliged to receive this passively in any given or predetermined fixed form. The oration emphasizes the preeminence and unique potentialities of human beings, which mark out the human species as unique on earth.
Pico expresses this idea in a somewhat free rewriting of the second creation account of the book of Genesis, in which he portrays God as addressing Adam in the following way:
We have given you, Adam, neither a fixed dwelling place, nor a form that is yours alone, nor any function that is peculiar to you alone. This is so that you may have and possess whatever dwelling place, form, and functions that you yourself may desire, according to your longing and judgment. The nature of all other beings is limited and constrained within the bounds of laws prescribed by us. You are constrained by no limits, and shall determine the limits of your nature for yourself, in accordance with your own free will, in whose hand we have placed you.[17]





It is thus the God-given privilege and responsibility of humanity to determine its own place and function within the “Great Chain of Being” through the proper exercise of its freedom and intelligence. Human beings can thus choose to act as an animal, by following their lower instincts; alternatively, they can function as angels, by acting according to their higher instincts.
Why is Pico’s approach so interesting? The standout point of his vision of humanity is that we have the capacity to determine what we are (or what we might become). This echoes a theme familiar to all scholars of classical Greek culture—the famous maxim in Pindar’s Second Pythian Ode, written about 475 BC: “Become what you are.” Many now follow the philosopher Martin Heidegger’s influential misreading of this phrase: “Become what you happen to be, not what you think you ought to be.” While Heidegger’s reading of Pindar chimes in with postmodern values, Pindar really meant something like this: “Become such as you are, having learned what that is.”[18] For the great thinkers of the classical age, we each have a telos—a goal that we are meant to achieve, which defines our true self. The “good life” is lived out in trying to discover what that self is, and thus to become who we truly are.[19] We have to choose between different visions of ourselves, recognizing that this choice is of decisive importance in shaping how we act and think.
Pico’s optimistic vision of the human capacity to choose our own vision of our identity has a certain romantic attraction. But if he is right, there might turn out to be a dark side to our humanity. Let’s look at just one problem that arises. What happens if someone else chooses that identity for us, imposing upon us their decisions? G. K. Chesterton put his finger on the problem here: “When once one begins to think of man as a shifting and alterable thing, it is always easy for the strong and crafty to twist him into new shapes for all kinds of unnatural purposes.”[20] If human nature is malleable, the powerful will merely reshape it to serve their own interests—as in the “hatcheries and conditioning centers” of Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932).
Iris Murdoch
Earlier we noted the quote from the ancient Greek philosopher Pindar: “Become what you are.” Another maxim of the ancient world was inscribed in the Temple of Apollo at Delphi: “Know yourself.” This piece of advice seems to have been commonplace in Greek literature of the classical age and was often understood (for example, by Plato) as a criticism of speculative knowledge about the world or the gods. If you didn’t even understand yourself, how could you hope to understand these greater matters? The beginning of wisdom lay in knowing ourselves and acting on that knowledge.
It is, of course, an important piece of advice. Yet it all too easily becomes an empty platitude. What if we refuse to accept such a knowledge of ourselves, preferring an illusion to the reality? What if we prefer to construct our own identities, like the autobiographer who creatively and generously rewrites her personal history to portray herself as someone who was constantly at the center of everything? Or as a figure of wisdom and goodness, when the reality is actually somewhat less flattering?
The question at stake is whether humanity has both a propensity and a love for self-deception. Such a trait would be nothing new. The royal inscriptions of the Assyrian king Sennacherib (reigned 705–681 BC) about his military campaigns are clearly propaganda, rather than simple history, with an ideological agenda which modern readers might regard as amounting to self-deception within the royal household.[21] But if we have a vested interest in concealing an awkward truth, how can we learn from our failings and difficulties?
Such questions lie at the heart of the moral philosophy of Iris Murdoch, who argued that humanity is characterized by its tendency to deceive itself. We are imprisoned within a cocoon of our own making, which makes us blind to the way things really are—above all, the way we really are. Moral philosophy is called on to challenge our radical tendency towards self-deception. Murdoch argues that the reality of the world and our own moral reality lie hidden from us until we are compelled to see it properly. “By opening our eyes, we do not necessarily see what confronts us. . . . Our minds are continually active, fabricating an anxious, usually self-preoccupied, often falsifying veil which partially conceals the world.”[22]
We do not naturally see ourselves as we really are. The ability to discern the truth about ourselves is an acquired habit, something that we need to develop over time. It is “a task to come to see the world as it is.”[23] Seeing things as they really are, penetrating beneath the surface of appearances, is thus both the goal and the outcome of the cultivation of perceptual attentiveness. Murdoch thus holds that “objectivity and unselfishness are not natural to human beings”[24] and rightly notes that the Christian notion of sin offers both a vocabulary and an intellectual framework for engaging this disturbing human trait.
So how is this human self-deception to be confronted? And how can it be overcome? Murdoch’s core argument is that this enslaving spell of self-preoccupation and self-deception needs to be broken and that art and literature are the main ways through which this liberation may be achieved.[25] “[Great literature] breaks the grip of our own dull fantasy life and stirs us to the effort of true vision. Most of the time we fail to see the big wide real world at all because we are blinded by obsession, anxiety, envy, resentment, fear. We make a small personal world in which we remain enclosed.” Literature and art appeal to a “liberated truth-seeking creative imagination,” which seeks to discern and embrace “what is true and deep.”[26] Art leads us towards “a juster, clearer, more detailed, more refined understanding of human nature, or of the natural world which crowds upon our senses.”[27]
Art thus shows us that there is a veil placed over our gaze on the natural world and ourselves and helps us to remove it. For Murdoch, great art shows us “the world as we were never able so clearly to see it before,”[28] allowing us a heightened perception and clearer vision of reality and thus enabling us to engage with it more justly. “Virtue is the attempt to pierce the veil of selfish consciousness and join the world as it really is.”[29] Murdoch’s assessment of the human situation is thus that it is characterized by a habit of self-deception, which can be broken by the imaginative or moral power of great art, which allows us to see ourselves from outside our self-created webs of meaning, thus both exposing their falsity and creating a longing to connect up with this wider world which is not of our own invention.[30] Great art attempts to show us reality untainted by “the intrusion of fantasy” or “the assertion of self.”[31]
Murdoch raises important questions about human nature, especially our disturbing tendency to deceive ourselves—perhaps most obvious in the lazy and complacent contemporary cultural assumption of the fundamental goodness of humanity. There are obvious questions to be explored here. Can we really escape from a delusional view of reality by ourselves? Or do we need help? While the Christian doctrine of grace affirms the goodness and kindness of God, it also discloses the incapacity of humanity to distance or detach itself from its self-created world of deceptions. Yet perhaps the important thing here is not the solution that Murdoch advocates (although this has many insights worth noting), but her insistence that there is a problem here with human nature that cannot be overlooked, and must be engaged with.
Richard Dawkins
The British biologist Richard Dawkins published The Selfish Gene in 1976. The work is now regarded as one of the most influential studies of human nature published in the last generation. It is unusual in that it popularized a scientific idea with such elegance and sophistication that it had a significant impact on wider cultural conversations of the 1980s. The Selfish Gene developed a series of memorable analogies and lucid explanations to explain the core themes of Darwinian orthodoxy in general while at the same time advocating Dawkins’s own “gene’s eye” view of evolution.
In the late 1960s, Dawkins came to the conclusion that the “most imaginative way of looking at evolution, and the most inspiring way of teaching it” was to see the entire process from the perspective of the gene. This “gene’s eye” approach is best seen as a creative reworking of the “fundamental logic of Darwinism,”[32] which allows the fundamental coherence of Darwinian evolutionary theory to be grasped imaginatively. The core theme of Dawkins’s approach can be summed up in a sentence from his lecture notes of 1966: “Our basic expectation on the basis of the orthodox neo-Darwinian theory of evolution is that Genes will be selfish.”[33] This idea is developed and given further substance and justification in The Selfish Gene: “A predominant quality to be expected in a successful gene is ruthless selfishness. This gene selfishness will usually give rise to selfishness in individual behavior.”[34] Human selfishness is thus an expression of an underlying genetic predisposition over which we have no control. Even altruism, Dawkins argues, can be explained in terms of this paradigm of selfishness, in that it represents a mechanism by which genes are able to ensure their survival overall, even if some individual gene-bearing individuals have to be sacrificed along the way.
The cultural background of the age created an interest in the core ideas of The Selfish Gene which went far beyond their scientific significance. Dawkins’s suggestion that human beings could be seen as collections of “selfish genes” helped to make sense of some of the social and political developments of the 1980s, such as the individualist political ideologies of Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher, which argued that greed was good for society, as it generated an appetite for new possibilities and liberated humanity from the burdens of the past.[35] Since evolution seems to help those who help themselves, selfishness should be seen as a driving force for positive change rather than as a flaw that drags us down.[36]
Dawkins argues that our genetic history predisposes us to act in certain selfish manners. So what can be done about this? Dawkins suggests that he is like an oncologist, whose professional specialty is studying cancer and whose professional vocation is fighting it. The future of humanity depends on resisting, not endorsing, this genetic legacy. “Let us try to teach generosity and altruism, because we are born selfish. Let us understand what our own selfish genes are up to, because we may then at least have the chance to upset their designs.”[37] Our genes may “instruct us to be selfish,” but we are under no obligation to obey them.
Dawkins develops the idea that, although we are shaped and conditioned by our “selfish genes,” we can achieve a state of enlightenment in which we realize the manner in which we are trapped by our genes and devise strategies for resisting their malign influence. Humanity is trapped in patterns of thought and action which are ultimately not of their own choosing. However, Dawkins declares, humans are able to assert their autonomy in the face of this genetic determinism. We can rebel against our selfish genes: “We have the power to defy the selfish genes of our birth. . . . We have the power to turn against our creators. We, alone on earth, can rebel against the tyranny of the selfish replicators.”[38] Human beings alone have evolved to the point at which we are able to rebel against precisely the process that brought us here in the first place.
Understanding the evolutionary process thus allows us to subvert its influence and redirect its possible outcomes. We shall explore this line of thought further in this work, especially when we consider the notion of “transhumanism.” Can we now take charge of our own evolution and decide what we should be?

These four authors raise important questions about human nature and identity, as well as the shape that the human future might take. Although there are interesting points of convergence, what is more striking is their points of disagreement. The outcome of human reflection on the nature and future of human beings is contested and shows no signs of being settled. Some might see this as an indication of the futility of any attempt to reflect on these matters; others, however, will see this as an invitation to revisit and reassess these great questions. We will take the second course in this book, focusing on the human quest for meaning—to which we now turn.
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CHAPTER 4
PILGRIMS SEEKING A “BIG PICTURE”: 
THE BALCONY AND THE ROAD
We had the experience but missed the meaning,
And approach to the meaning restores the experience.
T. S. ELIOT
How do we make sense of our world and our lives? Many find refuge in the delusion that we can somehow attain a privileged viewpoint, standing above the flux of history so that we can see the overall course of our own lives in their proper perspective. Most, however, realize that our view is limited because of our insertion into the historical process. For the writers of the Middle Ages, the human being was a viator—someone who was traveling along the via of life, a pilgrim and sojourner in our strange world. And as we travel, we ask questions. Some are functional. Where can I find food and water? But some are deeper questions. Why are we on this road in the first place? Where does it take us? What is the point of traveling along it?
Recently I found myself reading one of the neglected classics of biosemiotics—the study of the forms of communication and signification found in and between living systems—in preparation for a class I teach at Oxford University. These days, few people read Jakob von Uexküll (1864–1944).[1] Yet his account of how animals adapt to their environments is now seen as being of seminal importance. In his essay “A Foray into the Worlds of Animals and Humans,” Uexküll introduced the idea of a “web of meaning”—an internal framework of understanding through which we and other living creatures try to make sense of our world and which guides us as we journey. Just as a spider spins its threads, so we spin our relations to the world around us and weave these into a firm web which shapes our existence.[2] Uexküll called this web of meaning an Umwelt—a perceptual world which shapes how we experience and interpret our lives and context. Human beings are by nature meaning-seeking animals, weaving webs of meaning to guide and govern their lives.
Human beings have asked these questions of meaning since the beginning of history, and they remain as important today as ever. So how can we answer them? Some are content to accept the prevailing wisdom of their peers.[3] In an act of tribal loyalty, they align themselves with the ideas and values of a social group which is seen to be powerful or fashionable. Truth is here seen primarily as an act of intellectual and moral loyalty to a community into which we are born or which we choose to enter. Truth is thus collusion with groupthink—about “what it is good for us to believe” or what we are required to believe if we are to remain in good standing with those we regard as important and influential.
It’s neat and simple, the ideal creed of people whose status depends on acceptance by a social “in-group” or of politicians anxious to retain the support of voters or party selection committees. Yet it stifles independence of thought in that this conflicts with loyalty to a social group. So we end up locked within some cultural “in-group” and as a result are unwilling to take seriously the views of other communities. That’s why fundamentalisms of every kind (whether religious, antireligious, political, or cultural) encourage social and intellectual isolation. It’s so much easier to dismiss alternative perspectives if you believe that their advocates are evil, warped, or deluded. That allows you to ridicule them without taking their ideas or their personal integrity seriously and makes it easier to argue for their exclusion from the public domain.
At a more sophisticated level, this way of thinking helped create social cohesion and conformity in the Greek city-states of the classical period, which developed their own religions and philosophies as a marker of their distinct identities. Yet, as the philosopher Richard Rorty noted, this view began to fall out of favor in classical Greek culture, partly because it was seen as incorrigibly parochial. Who wanted to be “confined within the horizons of the group into which one happens to be born”? Writers such as Plato championed the quest for truth without reference to the norms and beliefs of a given community. Rorty himself defended the idea that knowledge was acquired through standing within a tradition and appropriating and honoring its ideas and values. “What matters is our loyalty to other human beings clinging together against the dark, not our hope of getting things right.”[4] Yet surely we should try to pursue a knowledge that is independent of the culture or tradition within which we live? 
We have already noted Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man (1732–4), one of the greatest literary works of the “Augustan Age.” This rich and complex poem is a shrewd reflection on the aspirations and limits of being human and our difficulties in making sense of the universe within which we find ourselves placed.[5] Pope recognizes that this universe appears incoherent and morally ambiguous, perhaps characterized by evil more than by good. Yet, Pope suggests, we have to take account of our frail and fallible moral and intellectual capacities in reaching this judgment. Perhaps the universe appears imperfect and incoherent to us because of the limits placed on human perception. Life seems chaotic and purposeless to us because we are immersed within the flux of things and cannot extricate ourselves from it to catch a full glimpse of reality, which alone could disclose that we have a meaningful place in a coherent universe.
This is a deeply appealing idea. It invites us to see ourselves and our world as we really are, not as we have constructed ourselves. It is about discovering the truth about our world, not inventing our own imaginary world. The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein realized that meaning and happiness arise when we believe that we are thinking and living in accordance with something deeper and greater than ourselves. “In order to live happily I must be in agreement with the world. And that is what “being happy” means.”[6] We need to grasp the “big picture” of the universe and position ourselves within it.
Yet we seem unable to grasp this full picture by ourselves. We need help if we are to see beyond the frustrating limits imposed upon us by being human. This is, of course, a classic theme in Christian theology. The notion of divine revelation is about the disclosure of a view of reality which we did not invent and which lies beyond the capacity of human reason to grasp fully. Revelation is not about the violation of human reason but a demonstration of its limits and a disclosure of what lies tantalizingly beyond its limits. It is about the illumination of the landscape of our world so that we can see things more clearly.
For Christians, this capacity to see things as they really are—rather than as they are glimpsed from the surface—is a gracious gift of God. Our eyes need to be opened so that what we once deemed to be an incoherence is recognized as arising out of our inability to see fully and properly. How can we affirm and hold together the “heart-breaking brutality and the equally heart-breaking beauty of the world”?[7] While many Christians think of the Holy Spirit primarily as a source of empowerment, perhaps the true role of the Spirit lies rather in discernment—not in “making us supernaturally strong” but in “opening our eyes.”[8] There is indeed a “big picture” of our mysterious world—but it is not one that we discerned on our own, still less one that we invented. It was one that had to be shown to us.
C. S. Lewis on Seeing Things Properly
The Oxford literary critic and apologist C. S. Lewis was one of the best-known advocates of seeing the Christian faith as an illuminating and informing “big picture.” He expressed this idea in a signature statement, which sums up his reasons for becoming a Christian in the first place and remaining one in the second. “I believe in Christianity as I believe that the Sun has risen, not only because I see it, but because by it, I see everything else.”[9]
Lewis’s statement needs further development to appreciate its importance. It is not an argument for God’s existence but rather the observation that we experience the rational and imaginative capacity of the Christian faith in and through the process of inhabiting it and using it to frame our observations and experiences. There is an interesting parallel here with reflections about the human mind. In a sense, we only experience our minds directly when we use them. The human mind is not something that we observe; rather, it is something that we experience through observing. It is not so much that we infer the existence of our minds; rather, we infer the existence of everything else using our minds and as a result come to appreciate the explanatory potential of this strange entity that we call “the mind.”[10]
Although an atheist as a young man, Lewis gradually came to see this as imaginatively deficient, locked into a “glib and shallow rationalism” which failed to do justice to the richness of the world or the deepest longings and concerns of human beings.[11] Where some turned to religion in order to escape the complexity and uncertainty of the world, Lewis offers us a theological vision that does some justice to the intricacy of our world, allowing us to see it as orderly without being mechanical. Instead of the impersonal determinism of worldviews such as Marxism, Lewis places the personal reality of God at the heart of a universe that acknowledges our existence and our role in redirecting its story.
For Lewis, Christianity provided a new way of seeing things and hence a new way of experiencing the world and life. We see this in Lewis’s comments on Dante’s Divine Comedy, in which he suggested that the poet’s imagery of light allows us to “not only understand the doctrine but see the picture.”[12] It is about the transition from one way of seeing our universe and life itself to another. Yet this change in the way in which we see things is so great and radical that we need to think of ourselves as a “new creation.” The old world that Lewis left behind was a world in which his status depended on his achievements and success. It was a world limited to what reason and science could disclose, devoid of intrinsic meaning and value.
Paul’s New Testament letters speak of Christians having the “mind of Christ” (e.g., 1 Corinthians 2:16), in which a “new self is created because a new world is being entered.”[13] Lewis’s emphasis is more easily accommodated to the related idea of the “enlightenment of the eyes of our heart” (see Ephesians 1:18), with its strong emphasis on the transformation of our vision of reality as a result of the healing and renewing work of divine grace.[14] For Lewis, the way in which we act within our world is shaped by the imaginative framework through which we see it.[15]
Lewis was a strongly visual thinker, who found the imaginative worlds of narrative to be a more adequate way of exploring and explaining ideas than conceptual analysis. In 1933, Lewis published The Pilgrim’s Regress, an allegorical account of his own conversion and especially the difference this made to the way in which he saw the world around and within him. This early work, which many find difficult reading, is best understood as an imaginative mapping of the landscape of faith, focusing especially on the outcomes of the transition from unbelief to faith. Its central character is the pilgrim—“John”—who has visions of an island that evokes an intense yet transitory sense of longing on his part. At times, John is overwhelmed by this sense of yearning as he struggles to make sense of it. Where does it come from? What is he yearning for?
While Lewis’s account of his discovery of faith is interesting, both in terms of illuminating his personal journey of faith and the way in which he expressed this at this early stage in his career, the most important part of the work is that which describes the “regress.” The Pilgrim’s Regress actually describes two journeys—the first as he journeys to the mysterious island and the second as he returns home. When John walks back through the same landscape after coming to faith—the “regress” of the book’s title—he discovers that its appearance has changed. Though it is the same landscape, he is told that he is now “seeing the land as it really is.”[16] John’s encounter with his object of desire has transformed his capacity to see himself and his world.
The basic idea of being able to see things in different ways is, of course, not unique to Lewis, having a rich history of use within the Christian tradition (for example, in Augustine of Hippo and in Dante). It was also developed by the philosopher Gustav Fechner, who had a deep influence on the composer Mahler.[17] Fechner argued that the world could be seen in two fundamentally different modes—the “daylight view of the world,” which disclosed its vibrancy and deep inner meaning, and the “night” view, which was limited to its material aspects. The same thing is seen in different manners and to different extents, depending on the amount of illumination that is available.
We now need to think more carefully about the different perspectives we bring to bear on the world as we try to make sense of it. In what follows, we shall draw on one of the most perceptive reflections on this issue—John Mackay’s justly celebrated image of the “Balcony and the Road,” set out in 1942.[18]
The Balcony and the Road
John Alexander Mackay (1889–1993) served as president of Princeton Theological Seminary from 1937 to 1959.[19]
Mackay spent some time during 1915 in the Spanish capital, Madrid. Spanish families, he recalled, would gather on the balcony of an upper room during the evening so that they could look down on the bustling street beneath them or at the stars above them. Mackay made this the basis for his reflections on the perspective of the human observer in achieving insight into both human nature and God.
For Mackay, the Balcony was a metaphor for the “perfect spectator, for whom life and the universe are permanent objects of study and contemplation.”[20] Life on the street below can be observed with interest; it is certainly observed from a distance, with a sense of detachment. Science is the supreme example of such a perspective. “The scientific laboratory is the Balcony at its best, and the scientist is the ideal spectator.”[21] Using such tools as microscopes and telescopes, the scientist aims to cultivate an “objective view of things,” from which all subjectivity is eliminated.
Mackay argued that this “contemplative” approach to reality fails to recognize the awkward but critically important point that observers are actually part of the reality that is being observed and are affected by the world around them.[22] Inevitably, this means that the insights gained from the Balcony are only partial accounts of reality and fail to do justice to its many aspects and levels.
The scientist, however, can never achieve an interpretation of life and the universe. The deeper he probes into one sphere of reality, the slighter becomes his knowledge of the whole. . . . The greatest realities are such that their nature can never be known if they are treated as mere objects. Such is God, who is eternally subject, and can never be reduced to an object. Such are human beings, who are other selves that, in their inmost core, will remain impervious to the gaze of the scientist in search of objectivity.[23]





Mackay contrasted the view from the Balcony with life on the Road, characterized by “a first-hand experience of reality.”[24] Those who are traveling on the Road are participants, not distant and detached observers. If they observe, it is in their capacity of those who are traveling alongside and amid those whom they observe. Truth is something to be done, not merely to be thought. It cannot be purely objective in that it impacts upon life and thus transforms it. It is existential in that the thinker “steps out” on the Road, committed to the journey that lies ahead.
There’s another point that needs to be made here, which is not developed by Mackay himself. The Balcony is a place of privilege, in which we look at a scene that is below us. It offers, so to speak, a God’s-eye view of things. The view from the Road is one of immersion. In addition to being participants in the journey, our vision is limited to what can be seen from the Road. We cannot escape from its limiting perspectives, and have to learn to work with them. The philosopher Thomas Nagel has argued that every viewpoint on the world or life is actually a “view from somewhere.”[25] Nagel points out that we “cannot escape the condition of seeing the world from our particular insertion in it,” however much we may long for the historical and cultural detachment afforded by the Balcony. We will return to this point later, in thinking about the initial appeal and ultimate failure of some forms of Enlightenment rationalism.
We cannot rise from the Road by ourselves and attain a God’s-eye perspective. But what if that perspective was somehow to be brought to us? What if someone was able to disclose to us such a big picture, despite the fact that it lies beyond the capacity of fallen and finite humanity to discern it, save in half-glimpsed and half-imagined ways? Christianity affirms that there is indeed such a greater vision of reality that lies beyond the limits of pure reason—yet which is capable of being recognized as reasonable once it is grasped. The Christian doctrine of incarnation affirms that the God who alone sees all things from the Balcony chose to come and walk on the Road with us, allowing us to glimpse and trust a bigger picture of our journey. Yet the incarnation is not simply about the disclosure of a “big picture”; it is about affirming the presence of God on the Road as we travel.
So what sort of maps could be drawn from the Balcony and the Road? The “God’s-eye” view of the Balcony allows a total mapping of reality, in which every interconnection is made crystal clear. Everything can be observed and depicted. But on the Road, things are different. We can’t see everything. But what we can do is tell stories about what we did and make sketches of what we saw. Early naval navigators called these collections of wisdom a “Rutter.”[26] The Rutter was a distillation of personal experience from those who had crossed the seas, recording the bearings on which they sailed, the obstacles they faced, and the locations of safe harbors and sources of food and water. It was a narrative of a journey, characterized by the limited perspectives of mariners on the high seas, not a detailed representation of the landscape seen in its totality. People on the Balcony could draw a diagram of what they saw; people on the Road would share stories of what they experienced.
For Mackay, the Christian faith is about life on the Road, rather than the view from the Balcony. Faith is about active engagement in life, not passive observation from a distance. The detached objectivity of science is to be welcomed, yet it restricts the capacity of science to engage with the deepest existential questions of life, including those of meaning and value. Mackay’s point is important and easily defended. We shall explore this by looking at the idea of a “world line,” which plays an important role in Albert Einstein’s theory of relativity.
World Lines and Long Pink Worms
The idea of a “world line” is associated with the mathematician Hermann Minkowski (1864–1909), who developed an “algebra of space and time” which identifies events by their four coordinates x, y, z and t.[27] The “world line” is the curve connecting a series of points in space-time which represents the history of a particle or an observer. It can be seen as a classic representation of the view from the Balcony—an objective, detached account of what is happening in the universe.
But what if the world line refers to a person rather than a particle? To a living, thinking, conscious individual, who is trying to figure out what their individual world lines might mean, rather than to a fermion or boson? This idea was explored, somewhat playfully, in “Life-Line,” the first published short story of Robert A. Heinlein (1907–88), a science fiction writer with a keen sense of the importance of deeper issues of life. Heinlein asked his readers to imagine a person’s history as a “long pink worm, continuous through the years, one end in his mother’s womb, and the other at the grave.”[28]
But what lies beyond this “long pink worm”? What lies before birth and after death? And how does the existentially important notion of the “present moment”—the “Now”—fit into this? How can we distinguish the past, present, and future? All can be represented chronologically and spatially using a world line. Yet their significance cannot be represented existentially. Einstein took the view that the “distinction between past, present and future has only the meaning of a persistent illusion.”[29] Most of us, however, find it very difficult to think neutrally and dispassionately about the transition from a past in which we did not exist, through a present in which we live and think, to a future in which we will no longer exist.
For most of us, there is a critically important subjective distinction between past, present, and future which is real, which matters profoundly to us. Our own individual world lines seem very small and insignificant when set against the backdrop of cosmic time. Yet the fact remains that, although we only occupy a tiny slice of the four dimensions of space-time, we want to live good and meaningful lives—and this means trying to figure out what things (including our own world line) actually mean.
The philosopher Rudolf Carnap (1891–1970) discussed this issue with Einstein during the 1940s and came to the conclusion that Einstein believed that “scientific descriptions cannot possibly satisfy our human needs.”[30] The human quest for meaning simply could not be met purely through physics. There were certain significant existential concerns—such as the concept of the “Now”—which tantalizingly lay “just outside of the realm of science.” Einstein’s objective world line is the outcome of seeing our universe from the perspective of the Balcony; our quest for meaning is the outcome of seeing that universe from the perspective of the Road. We think, reflect, and act within the limits and framework of Heinlein’s “long pink worm,” and we cannot escape this framework.
We can, however, overcome at least some of the limitations of living within this “long pink worm.” As Heinlein himself pointed out, these worms interconnect with others. We can transcend the limits of our own limited world lines by overhearing the thoughts and reflections of others from within their lines. Although C. S. Lewis does not frame his analysis of the importance of reading classic works of theology and literature in terms of world lines, the fundamental point he addresses is essentially the same. Lewis’s essay “On the Reading of Old Books” (1944) addresses the question of how an individual thinker can see with other eyes, without losing their individuality.[31] How can the limits of one person’s specific perspective be transcended, without compromising their individuality?
Lewis’s answer remains significant. It is through the reading of books that one is able to enter into someone else’s world line and be able to see things as they do. Through traveling along the Road, we can learn from others who have traveled before us. The wisdom they accumulate is transferable from one person to another. By stepping into someone else’s reflections on their world line, we are able “to see with other eyes, to imagine with other imaginations, to feel with other hearts, as well as our own.”[32] This process enables us to transcend our limits as subjective individuals, opening up new imaginative and reflective possibilities. “My own eyes are not enough for me, I will see through those of others. . . . In reading great literature, I become a thousand men and yet remain myself. Like the night sky in the Greek poem, I see with a myriad eyes, but it is still I who see.”[33]
Mackay’s symbols of the Balcony and the Road are helpful as we try to work out how to make sense of our world and our lives. In the end, we need both these perspectives and the respective tool kits that they offer. A clinically detached, objective view of the world has its merits; it is, however, existentially inadequate. A purely subjective view of the world might easily be illusory and self-serving, simply echoing our own prejudices and precommitments. Somehow, these must be integrated into a greater whole. Facts are not enough; we need to know what they mean if we are to secure the “big picture” of reality which weaves together the objective and subjective, and above all which discloses the value and significance of life.
We shall explore this theme further in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 5
SEARCHING FOR MEANING: 
WHY WE NEED MORE THAN JUST FACTS
We cannot simply eat, sleep, hunt and reproduce—we are meaning-seeking creatures.
JEANETTE WINTERSON
We are indeed meaning-seeking creatures. Modern psychology points to there being a universal human sense of a need for meaning.[1] Not everyone shares this experience, and not everyone who experiences this need goes on to reflect on its implications. But for most people, it’s there, and it’s important. This often takes the form of a longing for a sense of personal coherence.[2] We want to understand our experience and to feel that our lives have significance and purpose.[3] Psychology can’t tell us what life means; after all, that’s not an empirical question. It does, however, make it clear how enormously important this notion is for human beings, and the difference that it makes to human flourishing and well-being. Meaning in life could be defined as “the extent to which people comprehend, make sense of, or see significance in their lives, accompanied by the degree to which they perceive themselves to have a purpose, mission, or overarching aim in life.”[4]
Where professional philosophers have virtually given up talking about the subject of meaning, psychologists have moved in to map this fundamental human concern, helping us to understand some of its core facets and the difference it makes to life. We need to feel that we can make a difference to things and to take control of our lives; we need a sense of identity and purpose if we are to cope with traumatic experiences in life and our awareness of our own mortality.[5] Basically, human beings actively seek for systems of meaning which embrace an understanding of the world, our personal significance, and our capacity to transcend our limits and locations, as we sense we are part of something bigger and greater.
Research on meaning suggests that it is helpful to draw a distinction between “global” and “situational” meaning.[6]
Global meaning systems weave together beliefs, goals, and subjective feelings of meaning or purpose in life to give a “big picture” of reality. Yet we use this overarching global framework of beliefs, goals, and sense of purpose to structure our lives and to assign meanings to specific experiences—in other words, to determine situational meaning. The “big picture” thus frames our experiences and helps us work out what they mean.[7]
Our theme in this chapter is the importance of meaning for human flourishing. We may not understand why, but it is natural for us to believe there is some meaning to be found and to try to find it. At one level, we are looking for a “global” way of thinking—a “big picture” which interprets and illuminates our world and our experience. Yet this “big picture” needs to be applied locally—to situations that we need to understand, to problems that we need to solve, and to challenges we need to face. This “situational” aspect of meaning is best seen in the realm of attitudes, values, and behavior, where our beliefs about the nature of things find their expression in what we actually do.
Although some “big picture” philosophical systems such as Marxism do indeed engage with these questions,[8] it is widely agreed that religion is one of the most common and powerful sources of meaning. Religion can provide us with a comprehensive and integrated framework of meaning that helps to explain many events, experiences, and situations in ways that satisfy both our cognitive and existential concerns, while providing a way of helping us to transcend our own concerns or experiences and connect up with something greater.
While religion has many aspects, one of its most important is its capacity to provide a comprehensive framework of interpretation of experience and life that allows the discernment of meaning.[9] Religion is able to embrace and inform a vast scope of issues, including beliefs about the world (such as human nature, our social and natural environment, and the afterlife), contingencies and expectations (rewards for acting well and punishment for doing evil), goals (such as benevolence and altruism), actions and attitudes (such as compassion, charity, and violence), and emotions (such as love, joy, and peace).[10] These provide a sense of significance, particularly in enabling individuals to feel part of a greater scheme of things. The term “big picture” is particularly helpful in conveying this idea of a perception of coherence within a complex world of experience and helping individuals to relate their own situation to a greater reality.[11]
We need more than science can provide us if we are to lead meaningful lives. Ludwig Wittgenstein was clear on this point. “We feel that even if all possible scientific questions be answered, the problems of life have still not been touched at all.”[12] Science can only offer limited guidance as we reflect on the issues of meaning and value. In his critique of the growing trend in German academic circles towards scientific rationalism, the sociologist Max Weber (1864–1920) pointed out that it was difficult to see how the natural sciences could teach us anything important about the meaning of the world that they investigated.
So how do we deal with the complexity of our world? One of the greatest temptations is to reduce it to something neat, tidy, and above all, manageable. One of the most striking weaknesses of the eighteenth-century “Age of Reason” was its failure to respect the complexity and fuzziness of our world. Its “obsession with reducing the muddy and mixed to the clear and distinct”[13] led to it demanding all-embracing accounts of reality which were totally comprehensive and unambiguous. Our multicolored and richly textured world of experience and observation simply could not be reduced to these categories without simplification and distortion.
A good example of something that simply cannot be reduced to “clear and distinct ideas” is the beauty of natural landscapes. On closer inspection, natural beauty often seems to coexist with ugliness—for example, an attractive forest scene which seems spoiled by the presence of the rotting carcass of an animal.[14] The natural world is ambivalent, studded with beauty at some points and suffering and decay at others. We cannot express this in “clear and distinct ideas” without failing to do justice to the complexity of things.
For the English poet Thomas Traherne (1636–74), the human eye all too often fails to penetrate the depths of nature. It skims the surface of reality, failing to penetrate deeper, lacking commitment and discernment.[15] “The world is a mirror of infinite beauty, yet no man sees it.”[16] To discern this beauty requires the development of a particular way of seeing things—a heightened perceptiveness and disciplined alertness—which needs to be developed through both the mind and the imagination.
There are two difficulties here. First, there are limits to the human capacity to make sense of our world. We don’t have the mental capacity to grasp things fully and properly and have to make do with the best that we can. If things seem blurred, it’s because there are limits to our vision. The New Testament makes extensive use of images suggesting that fallen humanity has a defective vision, which calls out to be healed by divine grace. Paul, for example, speaks of our vision being obscured by a veil, which needs to be removed if we are to see properly (2 Corinthians 3:13-17). At times, Paul’s imagery shifts, suggesting that our failure to see things clearly is a consequence of our creaturely status, not merely our sinfulness—for example, his famous remark about now seeing things dimly, as if through a mirror (1 Corinthians 13:12), in the hope that we will eventually see them fully.
The second difficulty is that some may be looking at the world through the wrong lens. A “theory” is first and foremost a way of looking at the world. Things which actually are clear and interconnected may appear to be out of focus and incoherent because we are using an instrument of vision which is defective and prevents us from seeing things properly. Moments of scientific breakthrough often involve a connection being established between observations that seemed to be totally disconnected. For example, Isaac Newton showed that the orbits of the planets around the sun and the path of objects falling to earth—such as his famous apple—were fundamentally interconnected and governed by the same laws.[17]
A perception of incoherence or meaninglessness within the world can easily arise from the imaginative failure of an inadequate theory rather than from the universe that is being observed. Richard Dawkins’s statement that “the universe we observe has precisely the properties we should expect if there is, at bottom, no design, no purpose, no evil and no good, nothing but blind pitiless indifference”[18] is simply his way of looking at things, using his “New Atheist” instrument of vision. But what if his theoretical lens is out of focus, preventing him from discerning anything other than an inferred blind cosmic indifference?
Science and Meaning
What is the meaning of life? As we have seen, this is a very natural human question. Science can certainly help us to clarify what sorts of things people find to be meaningful. But that’s not the same as telling us what the meaning of life is. In the end, that’s just not a scientific question. It is one of those many great questions which transcend science’s capacity to answer. Karl Popper, the noted philosopher of science, referred to these as “ultimate questions” which related to the great “riddles of existence.”[19] These questions really matter to most people. What is the point of life? What is the good life, and how do I lead it?
We’ve already seen how many professional philosophers tend to see these questions as meaningless or incoherent. For the professionals, these are the sort of questions asked by philosophically unsophisticated people. Now, there may be some truth in this. But there is a still greater truth here, which is that these questions matter to most people, even if they have difficulty in articulating them in terms that command respect within the philosophical guild.
Some do believe that science is able to answer these questions—even if the answers are somewhat bleak and challenging. The atheist philosopher Alex Rosenberg takes the view that science is “our exclusive guide to reality.”[20] It is a difficult position to maintain, as Rosenberg himself admits, as arguments in its support tend to be “viciously circular.”[21] To defend its approach, you have to presuppose the accuracy of its core beliefs. (The same problem arises with rationalism, which is obliged to assume the validity of reason in order to demonstrate its unique competence.) Yet for any research method to be validated properly, we need an extra-systemic vantage point from which it can be judged. However, if there is a vantage point beyond science by which it may be judged, then the exclusive authority of science is clearly called into question in that its authority ultimately rests on something else—something that lies beyond science. Scientism itself cannot be judged or justified without appealing to, or presupposing, matters that transcend scientific inquiry. Curiously, scientism, rationalism, and religious belief all find themselves depending on ideas whose validity cannot be absolutely demonstrated—yet which are still believed to be reasonable by those who embrace them.
Rosenberg argues that science alone is able to provide clear and compelling answers to questions that were traditionally seen as ethical, religious, or philosophical. For Rosenberg, these are fundamentally scientific questions and thus can only be answered by science. Rosenberg helpfully provides some examples of questions that are easily answered in this manner, along with his clear answers, to show off the elegant simplicity of his approach.
	Is there a God? No.
	What is the purpose of the universe? There is none.
	What is the meaning of life? Ditto.
	What is the difference between right and wrong, good and bad? There is no moral difference between them.[22]

Science here debunks the pretentions and mystifications of theology and philosophy. Yet on closer examination, this approach is not about science but about the application of a specific philosophical interpretation of science which goes way beyond anything that the scientific evidence demands. It smuggles in all kinds of metaphysical assumptions that may seem self-evident to those who think like this but which are not demanded or warranted by the evidence. We see here not a loyalty to science or evidence but to conclusions that are prior to that evidence and used to control and constrain that evidence. Many scientists will squirm with intellectual discomfort and irritation at this obvious philosophical hijacking of science.
Many, however, will feel that the conclusions reached call into question the methods used to derive them. Is there really “no moral difference” between right and wrong? Between good and evil? These simplistic statements seem shallow and empty as we contemplate “horrendous evils”—such as Nazi extermination camps, torture chambers, and the mass graves of women and children massacred for belonging to the wrong tribe. Rosenberg’s approach deprives us of a vital element of the moral framework that we need to challenge evil—to name it for what it really is.
If Rosenberg is right, it is meaningless to speak of an action or attitude as being “evil.” For Rosenberg, science cannot tell us what is good or evil. This view is widely held among moral philosophers, who rightly note that there cannot be a deductively valid argument whose premises take the form of factual or scientific statements and whose conclusion contains a moral statement.[23] Rosenberg goes further and suggests that, for such reasons, good and evil are essentially meaningless terms. So if we end up inventing our ideas of good and evil, why not do the same with our ideas of meaning? We’ll come back to this important question later as we consider whether the “meaning of life” is something discerned or invented.
Why Facts Aren’t Enough
“In this life, we want nothing but Facts!” It’s a great strapline. But what sort of life can be based solely on mastering facts? One of the more memorable characters created by Charles Dickens was Mr. Gradgrind, a dour schoolteacher in Hard Times (1854). His educational philosophy was simple: “Now, what I want is, Facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts. Facts alone are wanted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out everything else. You can only form the minds of reasoning animals upon Facts: nothing else will ever be of any service to them.”[24] For Gradgrind, human emotion and imagination were useless distractions to the business of number crunching. Facts alone gave rise to intellectual certainty. Yet if we were mad enough to follow Gradgrind’s philosophy, we would simply end up being deluged with information while failing to find wisdom.
Facts just aren’t enough. They are the raw material of knowledge, but they need to be interpreted and understood. Even science is about more than the collection of factual observations. The great Renaissance philosopher of science Francis Bacon made this point back in 1620. Some thinkers, he suggested, were like ants—they just accumulated things. Others, however, were like bees, who gathered material from the “flowers of the garden and the field,” but transformed it into honey.[25] Bacon’s point was simple: science is about understanding the significance of facts and trying to discern the bigger picture which lies behind them. It is about the development of theories—ways of seeing reality which make sense of our factual observations while going beyond them.
A good example of this concerns the movement of the planets against the fixed stars. What is the best explanation of these movements? The traditional explanation was that the sun, moon, and all the planets revolved around the earth. This “big picture” was not itself an observation, but was rather an interpretation of observations. Yet as these observations became more accurate, doubts began to arise about the reliability of this interpretation. Might these observations of planetary movements be accounted for more effectively if it was proposed that the earth, along with other planets, revolved around the sun? By the middle of the seventeenth century, this heliocentric way of picturing things had gained the ascendancy.
Each scientific observation of the position of a planet against the fixed stars was a fact—important in itself yet failing to extend the reach of our knowledge. The key question was this: Was there a “big picture” which accounted for these facts yet extended our knowledge by going beyond a mere accumulation of information? If each observation was a thread, could these be woven into a fabric of meaning? Mr. Gradgrind was only concerned with facts; he did not seem to have grasped that what we really need lies beyond them—even if it includes them. Gradgrind’s joyless rational world consisted of cold facts which marginalized—if not totally excluded—the imagination and emotions.
Dickens deftly brings out the utter lifelessness of this factual world through the lens of Gradgrind’s daughter, Louisa. She is portrayed as having a “starved imagination,” inclined to view everything from the standpoint of “reason and calculation.”[26] Yet her impressive accumulation of facts and figures does not equip her to live out a joyful life. She needs something deeper to bring stability and joy to her life. Having been indoctrinated into her father’s creed of the all-sufficiency of cold, hard facts, Louisa finds herself trapped in a loveless world, unable to find happiness and security.
So let’s be clear: facts matter. They are the building blocks of the “big pictures” which give life meaning, purpose, and joy. Yet what really matters in life is not a wearisome accumulation of facts but the discovery of the greater reality that lies behind them. Ludwig Wittgenstein realized this in 1916, when he penned these words: “To believe in a God means to understand the question about the meaning of life. To believe in a God means to see that the facts of the world are not the end of the matter.”[27]
Human beings need more than facts; they seek meaning. And very often they express this meaning using stories.
Telling Stories of Meaning
One of the most effective ways in which human beings preserve and transmit insights about meaning is by telling stories. These appeal to our imaginations, while at the same time passing on information about the past and its importance for our present. Telling stories allows narration to be supplemented with interpretation. This is what happened—and this is what it means. Not surprisingly, this important aspect of human life has been noticed and explored by cultural anthropologists, who have highlighted the importance of this apparently universal human tendency to tell stories. “[We] are animals who must fundamentally understand what reality is, who we are, and how we ought to live by locating ourselves within the larger narratives and metanarratives that we hear and tell, and that constitute what is for us real and significant.”[28]
We tell stories to make sense of our individual and corporate experience—whether this “sense-making” is stated in political, religious, or more general terms—and to transmit these ideas within a culture.[29] Stories provide a natural way of organizing, recalling, and interpreting experience, allowing the wisdom of the past to be passed on to the future and helping communities to gain a subjective sense of social or religious identity and historical location.[30] They can consolidate the identity of a community, just as they can help rebel poets and artists create their own micronarrative of the world through rejecting the metanarratives of their age.
But why do we tell stories in this way? Why are we storytelling and meaning-seeking animals?[31] If storytelling is a fundamental human instinct, what story can be told to explain this? Is there a framework of interpretation that helps us to make sense of it? Carl Jung famously suggested that there were certain “universal psychic structures” which underlie human experience and behavior—an idea taken up in Joseph Henderson’s famous account of the fundamental plotlines of stories, such as the “myth of the hero.”[32] J. R. R. Tolkien, however, saw the human instinct to tell stories of meaning as grounded in a Christian doctrine of creation and offered a theological explanation for our love of narration.
Tolkien argues that our capacity to create stories such as the great fantasy epic The Lord of the Rings is the result of being created in the “image of God.” “Fantasy remains a human right: we make in our measure and in our derivative mode, because we are made: and not only made, but made in the image and likeness of a Maker.”[33] Tolkien is often described as developing a “theology of sub-creation,” in that he holds that human beings create stories which are ultimately patterned on the “Grand Story” of God. We unconsciously tell stories which are patterned along the lines of this great story of creation and redemption and which reflect our true destiny as lying with God. For Tolkien, one of the great strengths of the Christian narrative is its ability to explain why human beings tell stories of meaning in the first place.
Story, Meaning, and Literature
It is only to be expected that many in the world of literature both celebrate the importance of stories and reflect on their deeper significance. J. R. R. Tolkien’s literary work in the field of Nordic culture and literature persuaded him of the importance of what he termed “myths.” While most people understand myth as a false story or an outdated account of something, Tolkien used the word in a more specialized sense. For him, it referred to a narrated account of reality which appeals primarily to the imagination and secondarily to the reason. A myth is a story that conveys meaning, capturing our imaginations and informing our reason. Tolkien himself put this idea to good use in his celebrated Lord of the Rings trilogy.
Tolkien knew there was another respect in which the Christian narrative helped to make sense of the world: its capacity to explore the relation of other faiths and worldviews to Christianity. Tolkien himself was particularly interested in how the great Nordic pagan myths related to the gospel. He argued that the Christian “Grand Story” was able to show how pagan myths arose in response to a deeper truth yet represented inadequate and imperfect realizations of that truth. Human “myths” allow a glimpse of a fragment of that truth, not its totality. They are like splintered fragments of the true light. Yet when the full and true story is told, it is able to bring to fulfilment all that was right and wise in those fragmentary visions of things.
For Tolkien, the Christian “myth” created intellectual and imaginative space for other stories. By offering what Tolkien termed “a far-off gleam or echo of evangelium in the real world,” pagan myths could create both an appetite and an opening for the discovery of the deeper truth that underlies all truth, however fragmentary and veiled.[34] Christianity, rather than being one myth alongside many others, is thus to be seen as representing the fulfilment of all myths—the “true myth” towards which all other myths merely point. Christianity tells a true story about humanity, which makes sense of all the stories that humanity tells about itself. Some readers will not be persuaded by Tolkien’s ideas, feeling that they are perhaps too optimistic about what can be glimpsed of God from the human side of things. Yet for Tolkien, a love of pagan myth could become a gateway for the discovery of Christianity.
The religious importance of such narratives can be seen from what is perhaps one of the best-known biblical stories, which tells how the people of Israel were delivered from their harsh bondage under Pharaoh in Egypt and led through the wilderness of Sinai into the Promised Land of Canaan. The Passover celebration recalled the events of the Exodus and their significance, thus becoming a focus for Israel’s memory of its past and its hopes for its future. When future generations asked why the Passover was being celebrated, they would be told about the deeper meaning of the event (Exodus 12:26-27). The Festival of Passover was to be a permanent memorial of the mighty acts of God, which led to Israel being liberated from bondage in Egypt: “Remember this day on which you came out of Egypt, out of the house of slavery, because the LORD brought you out from there by strength of hand” (Exodus 13:3). Once Israel had settled in the Promised Land, the people were to continue the Passover ceremony as a way of remembering this act of divine deliverance.
Yet as the people of Israel wandered through the wilderness, they did more than remember the past; they looked forwards to the future. They looked backwards to the past and recalled their period of captivity in Israel and their liberation through Moses. Yet they also looked forwards to the final entry into the Promised Land, the eagerly awaited goal of their long journey. The uncertainties and difficulties of the present were thus sustained by the memory of past events and the hope of future events.
How We Fit into Grand Narratives
I have already used the language of a “big picture” in setting out the idea that there are certain frameworks of meaning—such as those offered by Marxism and Christianity—that provide an interpretation of the world and the place of human beings in it. Yet this is easily transposed into the idea of a “grand narrative”—a story which has the imaginative power to change the way in which we see the world and ourselves. The term metanarrative is often used to refer to such stories. Postmodern writers have been severely critical of these “metanarratives,” seeing them as authoritarian and normative. Yet ironically, they have simply created an alternative metanarrative rather than abolishing the category altogether.
So how might we relate to these grand stories, such as those told by Marxism or Christianity? In both cases, the answer lies in our understanding of the narrative being supplemented by our participation within the narrative. Marx, for example, developed a narrative which affirmed the historical inevitability of socialism. He then invited his followers to become part of this narrative and thus shorten the birth pangs of this process. They could work to hasten the coming of the revolution. Marx believed that what was historically inevitable could thus happen more quickly as believers participated in—and thus accelerated the pace of—this grand narrative.
In the case of the Christian narrative, faith can be understood as a decision to become involved within this story. It is seen not simply as a means of making sense of the world but as a way of becoming involved in the world. The New Testament uses a number of images to unfold the idea of individuals redirecting their personal stories as they become part of something bigger and better. Paul’s image of the crucifixion of the “old Adam” is a good example. For Paul, Christians have been “crucified with Christ” so that they now live “by faith in the Son of God” (Galatians 2:19-20). Faith involves putting to death the old self and rising to a new life. We do not lose our individuality; rather, we become new individuals. Our story is taken up within a greater story.
C. S. Lewis’s Chronicles of Narnia series can be seen as an imaginative retelling of the Christian “big story” or “grand narrative” of creation, fall, redemption, and final consummation. One of the points Lewis makes in these works is that the stories of individual participants—such as Lucy Pevensie—are transformed, without losing their individuality, by becoming part of this bigger story. There is a sense in which faith is about embracing such a grand narrative and becoming part of it.
The Christian sacraments also explore this point. The Eucharist—or Mass, or Lord’s Supper—reminds Christians of the foundational story of their faith and invites them to become part of this story. The sacraments thus recall the past and at the same time invite believers to reshape their present in the sacraments’ light. The Christian story is something we are asked to enter and inhabit, not simply retell or recall. Meaning, identity, and purpose are all safeguarded by becoming part of this grand narrative and leaving behind a lesser, self-centered story. The quest for meaning is thus a search for the story in which we believe we are located and working out what role we are to play within it.
Yet what if we simply make up our own story, creating an imaginary world of our own invention? How can we know that the quest for meaning is not illusory, something that is ultimately pointless? It’s a good question, and we shall consider this in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 6
MEANING: 
DISCOVERY OR INVENTION?
It isn’t just that I don’t believe in God, and, naturally, hope that I’m right in my belief. It’s that I hope there is no God! I don’t want there to be a God; I don’t want the universe to be like that.
THOMAS NAGEL
The astronomer and cosmologist Carl Sagan (1934–96) once remarked that science “counsels us to carry alternative hypotheses in our heads and see which ones best match the facts.”[1] Sagan and I seem to have ended up with a set of quite different working assumptions about life. But we both seem to agree that it is important to retain a sense of openness, a willingness to admit that we might be wrong. I like to think of this as a strength of character rather than a weakness of intellect. It invites me to enter into the mind-set of someone else and try to understand what they believe and why—and to force myself to take their views seriously. And if we’re going to carry these “alternative hypotheses in our heads,” we need to be exposed to them and free to consider them.
Why We Need to Take Alternative Perspectives Seriously
As I have discovered from some rather depressingly sterile conversations, not everyone likes Sagan’s idea. Dogmatic atheists and fundamentalist religious believers don’t seem to like taking any intellectual possibilities other than their own seriously. People who are just intellectually lazy or who are aware of the vulnerability of their beliefs get round the problem by dismissing those with alternative viewpoints as deluded fools. To take the ideas of such people seriously, they argue, would simply contaminate their own intellectual and moral purity. We already know they must be wrong, so why waste time reading their ghastly books? They’re little more than the infantile ramblings of stunted intellects.
The rest of us, of course, do not consider ourselves to be lesser human beings for failing to embrace these fundamentalist certainties, which generally turn out only to be “certain” within their own ideological and cultural bubbles—bubbles that everyone knows will one day burst. Such fundamentalists already know that they are right, so they regard the exercise of even thinking about “alternative hypotheses” as pointless and debasing. “Don’t insult me by asking me to consider such a ridiculous idea.”
Not surprisingly, both anti-religious and religious fundamentalists seem to have lists of “safe” authors and books and treat everyone else as heretical, deluded, or just plain stupid.[2] Bullying rhetoric implies that anyone taking these ideas seriously is a traitor, a liar, or a simpleton. “I wouldn’t be caught dead reading such rubbish!” is presented as if it were a moral or intellectual virtue, when it is little more than a rhetorical fig leaf covering an embarrassing ignorance, a culpable lack of curiosity, or a suppressed intuition that one’s own ideas might be wrong. Yet within these bizarre fundamentalist bubbles, this vice is seen as a virtue. This, of course, is exactly how cultural “in-groups” work. Both the New Atheists and religious fundamentalists tend to demonize anyone they regard as a threat. They may each use their own vocabulary, but the same basic strategy underlies them both: portray your opponents as mindless, mad, or evil.
Sagan was right: it may be intellectually uncomfortable, but we need to respect other perspectives and avoid demonizing those ideas or those who hold them. It makes polemics difficult. But that’s how universities work. That’s how science works. And that’s how religion should work as well.
Let’s look at science and see why this matters so much. The phrase “scientific orthodoxy” sends chills down my spine. Why? Because it has come to mean the dominant scientific view of an age, which self-importantly believes it is correct and seeks to exclude alternative perspectives—for example, through the high degree of control exercised by peer-reviewed journals, which generally select articles favorable to the status quo. It is notoriously difficult to publish an article which questions a widely accepted theory or presents data that is anomalous in terms of current understandings. Yet science works so well precisely because it changes its mind in response to evidence and theoretical development, which means abandoning what one generation believed to be “orthodoxy.”
There are just too many examples of this for comfort. The Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker pointed out how many scientists routinely betray the core values of science in order to align themselves with “morally progressive” ideas. In doing this, they abandon any pretensions to objectivity and neutrality and become “moral exhibitionists,” denouncing their fellow scientists who fail to conform to their social and moral values.[3] Ideas are not evaluated in terms of their truth but in terms of their consistency with the prevailing progressive ideas of racial and gender equality. Failure to conform to this orthodoxy means you aren’t a member of the “in-group.”
A good example of this cultural bias is found in the initial responses to Edward O. Wilson’s classic Sociobiology (1975), which was widely interpreted on its publication by leading scientists and cultural commentators of the late 1970s as colluding with (if not actually openly advocating) racism, genocide, and slavery.[4] Pressure mounted for these views (and Wilson himself) to be excluded from university campuses. That political posturing now lies in the past, even if other views are now demonized in this way; nevertheless, it is a disturbing reminder of how a groupthink can emerge, even within what many hope might be the most open-minded of disciplines: science.
In science, as in most other areas of life, certain “alternative hypotheses” that ought to be kept open as genuine possibilities are rejected for social and political reasons, in that they do not conform to cultural norms—as if these were somehow arbiters of truth. It’s all too easy to become a slave to intellectual fashion, letting transient cultural norms determine what’s right through a process of alignment with individuals who are seen to embody cultural virtues of the moment. As the German poet and essayist Hermann Hesse pointed out, that was what happened in Germany in the 1920s. Everything was reduced to conformity to the latest intellectual fashions and “transitory values of the day.”[5]
One of these “alternative hypotheses” which I keep turning over in my own mind is this. What if meaning is simply something that we invent? In other words, what if meaning is something that I—or we—construct, reflecting my own personal interests, powerful voices that I feel the need to respect, or the views of the social groups to which I belong? Although I believe that meaning is something that we discern, can I entirely reject the idea that it is something we make up?
It’s an important question to ask. For a start, it raises the question of how someone can, with integrity, hold to a view which cannot be proved to be true but which is nevertheless believed to be right. People regularly adopt a moral, social, or political belief on the basis of some moral or social intuition and then offer post hoc justifications for such views. The beliefs came first; only then were rational arguments made up to defend them.[6]
This raises deep questions about the boundaries of reliable human knowledge and the limits of human capacity to reason. Die-hard rationalists who believe that you only accept ideas that can be proved to be right find themselves both frustrated and irritated by the human preoccupation with questions of meaning, which inevitably and necessarily transgress the limits of reason and evidence. The French philosopher Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1908–61) once remarked that, because human beings existed in the world, they were “condemned to meaning.”[7] He seemed to be rather depressed by this thought. But that’s just the way we are.
Given the importance of meaning to life, there is a clear and present danger that we might fabricate ideas to make ourselves feel better or to conform to the groupthink which emerges within any human organization—such as political parties, churches, the New Atheism, or groups of celebrities. How can we interrogate such ideas to ensure we are not deluding ourselves? I am disturbed at how little today’s defenders of the polity of the “Age of Reason” confront the fact that rationalism—as we find it, for example, in Nicolas de Condorcet—can serve a blatantly ideological function, in that it tries to justify the power of cultural elites over others.[8] It can easily become a form of narcissism, in which a self-proclaimed rationalist finds it “difficult to believe that anyone who can think honestly and clearly will think differently from himself.”[9] This form of rationalism easily degenerates into a celebrity groupthink, where an individual’s cultural acceptance results from her publicly declared conformity to the ideas of a powerful individual.
Few people now read Howard Margolis’s Patterns, Thinking, and Cognition (1987).[10] Yet its basic thesis must be noted by anyone reflecting on human nature, and especially human judgment—especially those who remain locked within the outmoded and discredited rational certainties of the “Age of Reason.” Margolis noticed that people made political judgments, or came to political beliefs, on the basis of what is generally a tenuous or highly selective grasp of the evidence. It seemed as if human beings often provided rational justifications for beliefs that they had actually arrived at on other grounds. Above all, humans were very good at providing post hoc rationalizations of judgments or beliefs arrived at intuitively, not rationally.[11] The interconnection of human emotions and rationality is complicated, not least on account of the many neural subprocesses involved in human decision-making.[12] What makes a belief seem “rational” requires far more nuancing than the philosophers of the “Age of Reason” appreciated.
So how does this relate to the question of whether there really is such a thing as meaning in life? Let’s begin by looking at the ideas of Ludwig Feuerbach (1804–72), a German philosopher whose ideas had a significant impact on Karl Marx and Sigmund Freud (whom we’ll consider later in this work).
Believing What We Want?: 
The Views of Ludwig Feuerbach
Why do people believe in God? The answer is far from simple. Richard Dawkins and other New Atheists treat God as some kind of object within the world, whose existence should be demonstrated by reason or scientific proof. Since no such proof is forthcoming, God is declared to be nonexistent. Religious believers respond with a certain degree of exasperation to this unperceptive approach, pointing out that they do not think of God as a “thing” or “object” within the world. Rather, they take the view that there must be some fundamental agency or energy which is not conditioned by anything outside itself if we are to make sense of the universe that we actually observe.[13] The English theologian William Inge, who later served as dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral, London, put this point rather well:
The real defect of rationalism or exclusive intellectualism lies in its attempt to prove Faith, or, I should rather say, in its belief that it has succeeded in demonstrating what cannot be demonstrated. Rationalism tries to find a place for God in its picture of the world. But God, “whose center is everywhere and His circumference nowhere,” cannot be fitted into a diagram. He is rather the canvas on which the picture is painted, or the frame in which it is set.[14]





Dawkins and Inge both agree on the importance of the rationality of belief systems. Yet they understand this notion in different ways. For Dawkins, a rational belief is one that is capable of being proved. Now this is an important view that needs to be taken seriously. Yet it too easily morphs into the view that reality is limited to, or defined by, what reason can prove. This turns out to be a rather narrow and constricted world. For Inge, the Christian faith provides a deeper understanding of rationality which acknowledges and explains the capacity (and limits) of human reason in the first place, offering a “big picture” of our world which makes sense of its intelligibility and coherence to be understood. It is the eye of the needle through which the world’s threads are found to pass.
We shall consider issues of rationality later in this work. But let’s return to that question about why people believe in God. What if we do so because we need to? Because we cannot bear the thought of a meaningless world? Because we are incapable of coping with the existential strain of living pointless lives in a pointless universe? Religious people will find this “alternative hypothesis” unsettling. But it must be confronted.
Let’s imagine someone explaining to us their grounds for belief in God. “I hope there is a God! I don’t want there to be no God; I don’t want the universe to be like that.” The obvious danger here is that we simply invent the universe that we would like to inhabit. This objection to belief in God was given classic formulation in the writings of Feuerbach. God is an objectification of our deepest longings, the reification of our heart’s desire, a projection of our feelings and aspirations onto an imaginary transcendent screen. There is no God. Our idea of God thus originates within us and corresponds to nothing, save what lies within us. Although Feuerbach is usually regarded as an atheist, there is a sense in which he is actually an “anthropotheist”—someone who believes in the divinity of humanity. Our concept of God does not arise from an external being but from within us. We are the creators and origins of our own divinity.[15]
If Feuerbach is right, we ourselves create our notions of God. Given that there is no God (and we must emphasize that this presupposition is essential to the internal logic of Feuerbach’s analysis), the idea can only come from within the depths of the human imagination. That’s a challenging “alternative hypothesis” for a religious believer, which was developed in different ways by Marx and Freud.
So what do I make of this? Well, I must take it seriously. A refusal to engage with this view would amount to an implicit admission that my worldview cannot cope with it. (That’s one of the reasons why the New Atheism prefers to ridicule religion rather than engage with its ideas seriously.) So let’s begin to open this up for discussion.
First, I would agree with Feuerbach completely that nothing exists, nor needs to be true, because we feel it is true or want it to be true. We need to come to terms with awkward yet verified truths, which some prefer to ignore and others simply deny. “As an old philosophy lecturer once told us as fresh-eyed undergraduates in our first year at University: if something has been proven to be true, you just have to accept it, whether you like its implications or not. ‘It makes me feel bad, therefore it’s false’ is not an argument.”[16] I have no doubt that some would like there to be a God and that this feeds into their reflections. Yet it’s important to appreciate that others would equally like to live in a universe in which there is no God. I opened this chapter with a revealing admission from the philosopher Thomas Nagel: “I hope there is no God! I don’t want there to be a God; I don’t want the universe to be like that.”[17] Nagel’s philosophy is easily pilloried as a retrospective intellectual validation of a belief that had already been determined on emotional grounds—a good example of what the psychologist Jonathan Haidt describes as the “emotional tail” wagging the “rationalist dog.”[18] Nagel offers a post hoc intellectual justification of beliefs that merely express what he would like to be true. And he’s not on his own here.
Many people do not want there to be a God so that they can be the masters of their own destinies without having to worry about any divine interference. C. S. Lewis is a classic example of someone whose early atheism reflected his desire for autonomy, safe from being troubled by the “Great Interferer.”[19] Historians often point out how the origins of modern atheism reflect a longing for humans to be able to do anything they want rather than work within a divinely given moral framework.[20] A desire for total human autonomy was expanded into a desire for the elimination of perceived obstacles to such freedom—including the notion of God.
Feuerbach’s “given” is that there is no God. Feuerbach does not prove this core belief or offer any warrants for believing that it is right. Yet this core assumption becomes the driver for his engagement with religion. Since there is no God—Feuerbach’s fundamental axiom—it follows that the observation that many people believe in God implies they are misguided or deluded.
A Christian “given” is that there is a God and that human existence originates from and finds its fulfilment in God. As Augustine of Hippo put this, using the framework of a prayer to God: “You have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it finds its rest in you.”[21] This theological framework immediately suggests the entanglement of desire and reason, offering a framework which explains why we long in the first place and what we really long for in the second. Like Feuerbach’s approach, this proves nothing, save the internal consistency of the framework itself.
Both Augustine and Feuerbach actually offer a “logic of desire”—that is, a rational explanation of our sense of longing, how it arises, and what it intimates. Yet they understand the nature, origins, and goals of this desire in quite different manners. For Augustine, God is there to be discovered and encountered; for Feuerbach, there is no God, and some compensate for this apparent deficiency by inventing one to meet their own expectations or desires.
What if Feuerbach is right? What if there is no transcendent realm as such but only a set of ideas or values which we ourselves have constructed and choose to treat as if they are transcendent? What would it be like to inhabit such a world?
Making Up Meaning
Feuerbach’s elimination of a transcendent realm from thinking about religion, morality, and meaning raises the question of the origins of these notions. If Feuerbach is right—and that, by the way, is a massive “if”—then our ideas about values and meaning must be recognized as purely human constructions, without any transcendent ground or warrant. Humanity creates its own values and ideas and is not accountable to any external objectivity in doing so, precisely because there is no such transcendent reality that need be acknowledged or referenced.
That was certainly the view of the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, who was convinced that the world had no intrinsic meaning. We could either learn to live with meaninglessness or invent our own meaning and impose it on the world and our lives. Nietzsche argued that the collapse of any belief in an objective truth about the world was liberating in that it set human beings free to create their own ideas of meaning and value.[22] For Nietzsche, there are no objective facts, just subjective opinions.
This fashionable (though deeply problematic) view is widely affirmed within postmodern philosophy. For Jacques Derrida, the notion of la différance expresses the ultimate undecidability of all meaning. Resolution of the question of meaning is endlessly deferred and is therefore never fixed.[23] A similar view is expressed by the philosopher Richard Rorty, who teased out its inevitable implications. “There is nothing deep down inside us except what we have put there ourselves, no criterion that we have not created in the course of creating a practice, no standard of rationality that is not an appeal to such a criterion, no rigorous argumentation that is not obedience to our own conventions.”[24] We invent meaning—including our ideas of identity, purpose, and value.
Some people will find this idea to be unsettling, where others may find it liberating. Yet it is only an intellectual possibility. Our emotive reaction to this possibility is no indicator of its truth, although it will inevitably shape its reception. We can be like Feuerbach and make subjective emotional resonance a criterion of truth. “I like this—therefore it’s right.” It’s a highly narcissistic view that appeals to those who see themselves as arbiters of truth as well as fashion. Most, however, are likely to feel that such a self-serving and self-justifying view can’t be right. So what possible responses might be developed to Rorty’s suggestion that we invent meaning and morality to conform to our expectations and aspirations? After all, there is ample evidence that people do this all the time.
A number of points could be made. To begin with, we may note that Rorty’s position is vulnerable in that it seems to do little more than reify social practices and treat these as being synonymous with “truth,” “goodness,” or “justice.”[25] For Rorty, what is right, good, or meaningful is determined by what we do as individuals or groups. And it is obvious that what people do changes over time. Social norms are notoriously volatile and unpredictable and, as the Marxist theoretician Antonio Gramsci so clearly demonstrated, are easily manipulated by those in power or with vested interests.[26] Rorty thus locks himself into a shifting and unstable world within which no ultimate resolution of the question of meaning is possible. The question may seem to be resolved, yet in reality this is simply a social consensus created and manipulated by those in positions of cultural power and authority.
The fundamental problem seems to be that Rorty’s approach is not capable of offering a criterion that stands above human practice, by which rival visions of meaning or morality could be judged.[27] If we invent meaning, then we need to evaluate competitive concepts of truth, goodness, and purpose in life. Yet if there is no external or objective vantage point from which this can be done, we can only make those judgments on the basis of subjective perceptions or prevailing social consensus within the group that we consider to be normative.
In effect, this is the dilemma which is embraced as a virtue by postmodernity, which declines to accept the notion of any normative standpoint or objective perspective by which ideas can be judged. Yet the downside of this approach can hardly be overlooked. What defense mechanisms does it propose to guard against delusion, intellectual manipulation by power groups and vested interests within society, and sheer personal dishonesty? As Alasdair MacIntyre pointed out, all too often “what purport to be objectively grounded claims function in fact as expressions of arbitrary, but disguised, will and preference.”[28] Postmodernity’s failure to offer persuasive answers to these questions has led many to believe that it “has died in a kind of fin de siècle despair at its inability to interrogate the consequences of its own provisionality and indecipherability.”[29]
If we invent notions of meaning, they still require evaluation. The essentially political judgment that all such notions are of equal value or plausibility experiences serious discomfort when challenged on the grounds of its intellectual accountability. This difficulty is often met through the invention of criteria—that is, the formulation of rules by which beliefs may be judged. Yet those criteria ultimately reflect the consensus and practices of a community. They are socially constructed, not embedded within some deeper order of things that permits them to have an objectivity and validity independent of the thinker.[30] Criteria of evaluation are conventions that arise within a community. They are not etched into the glass of the “mirror of nature.” And sometimes those criteria are devised precisely to secure an intended outcome.
This rather leaves us floundering. If we follow these lines of thought through to their brutal end (something which understandably few choose to do), we find ourselves in an intellectual quagmire, being asked to assess invented meanings using invented criteria. Most draw back from this on grounds that are actually intuitive or emotional rather than rational. We don’t want this to be the case, or we feel it can’t be right. Yet there is no evading the outcome of any theory of meaning that locates its origins and grounds in individual or communal subjectivity. There is, of course, a way of challenging this—but it is one that calls into question the fundamental presuppositions of this whole approach to meaning. It is to consider that there might be some objective grounds for meaning—for example, in questions of values and purposes.
This was the point made throughout Iris Murdoch’s philosophical writings and novels. For Murdoch, notions of meaning and goodness can only be stabilized through being grounded in some transcendent realm or framework.[31] Goodness is not something that we invent; it is something we discover. In the light of this transcendent good, we come to recognize the deficiency of our own compromised ideas of morality, which are too often self-serving. In one sense, the basis for true morality is “un-selfing,” a dying to self in which we become attentive to the calls and demands of “the good,” which lies beyond and above us.[32] We are thus accountable for our notions of meaning in that they are grounded in something that lies beyond us, that is not under our control, which acts both as the basis for and judge of our understandings of meaning.
Murdoch’s emphasis on the importance of the transcendent in stabilizing moral notions was anticipated by the great Russian novelist Fyodor Dostoyevsky in his novel The Devils (1871–2), widely regarded as one of the greatest literary criticisms of nihilism. The most important character in the novel is Kirillov, who argues that the nonexistence of God legitimates all forms of actions. “If God exists, then everything is His will, and I can do nothing of my own apart from His will. If there’s no God, then everything is my will, and I’m bound to express my self-will.”[33] Since the idea of God is a pure human invention or construction, Kirillov reasons that he is therefore free to do as he pleases. There is no higher authority to whom he is ultimately accountable or who is able to negate his totalitarian moral self-assertion. There is no defensible alternative to an ethic of self-actualization.
Dostoyevsky comes close to the view famously expressed by Glaucon, the cynic in Plato’s Republic, who told Socrates that people would behave ethically only if they thought they were being watched. Dostoyevsky takes much the same view in his 1878 letter to Nikolai Ozmidov, in which he sets out the implications of atheism for morality:
Now assume that there is no God, or immortality of the soul. Now tell me, why should I live righteously and do good deeds, if I am to die entirely on earth? . . . And if that is so, why shouldn’t I (as long as I can rely on my cleverness and agility to avoid being caught by the law) cut another man’s throat, rob and steal?[34]





The idea of God watching you, seeing what others overlook, clearly has implications for our sense of accountability!
So do we have to make a choice here? Do we have to choose between an objective concept of meaning, discerned or intuited from the world around us, and a subjective concept of meaning, which arises within us? Or might there be a way of holding these together coherently?
Objective and Subjective Approaches to Meaning
I want to suggest that meaning is something that is objectively grounded but is subjectively applied. I agree with Murdoch that we cannot just make things up; we want to feel that we respond to something that we believe to be outside us. Yet an objective truth needs to be subjectively appropriated. We need to embrace and apply our understanding of meaning so that it impacts our subjective experience. One of the most influential discussions of this point comes from the philosopher Søren Kierkegaard, who argues that truth is something that impacts us deeply and inwardly. It is not enough to accept that something is true or meaningful in a distant and detached manner; this meaning or truth has to be embodied in our actual lives and subjective experience. In short, he declares, truth or meaning demands “an appropriation-process of the most passionate inwardness” if it is to become a reality within the life of an individual.[35]
We have already noted the views of the philosopher Susan Wolf, who points out that “academic philosophers do not talk much about meaningfulness in life.”[36] Wolf singles out two alternative approaches to securing meaningfulness in life.
The first view is the need to “get involved in something ‘larger than oneself’” to secure meaningfulness.[37] This view affirms or assumes the importance of “participating in or contributing to something whose value is independent of oneself.”[38] This objective approach involves the recognition of the importance of something beyond the individual thinker, which is held to be meaningful in itself.
A second view holds that “it doesn’t matter what you do with your life as long as it is something you love.”[39] This subjective view encourages the pursuit of what we feel to be meaningful and judges its validity by “the subjective quality” of the “inner lives” of those who follow this course.[40]
Some may feel that this second approach risks collapsing into what C. S. Lewis termed the “poison of subjectivism.”[41] It is, he remarked, a “fatal superstition” to believe that human beings create values simply as a matter of taste, as someone might choose their clothes.[42] Yet while Lewis was severely critical of self-indulgent wallowing in an experiential quagmire, he firmly believed that the quest for meaning pointed to something beyond us that nevertheless evoked a powerful and appropriate subjective response within us. Like Kierkegaard,[43] Lewis held that encounter with truth necessarily changes our inner existential worlds.
Yet Wolf’s two views can clearly be seen as complementary rather than as competitive. Suppose that I recognize something as intrinsically valuable in itself. Why could I not then make a subjective commitment to love this and make its pursuit my goal in life? This is what I found happening to me as I moved away from atheism towards Christianity. My initial attraction to Christianity was intellectual—a sense that it offered a fuller, richer, and more satisfying account of the world than atheism. Although atheism then seemed to me to be emotionally sterile, I chose to frame this as a virtue, seeing its sheer bleakness and austerity as potentially an indication of its truth. At that stage in life, my focus was purely intellectual. When I came to the conclusion that Christianity made more sense of life than atheism, I had no sense that Christianity might turn out to have emotional, imaginative, or aesthetic dimensions—or that these might be important.
Like Dorothy L. Sayers before me, I fell in love not with the person of God but with the pattern of Christian truth. It was an eros of the mind, not the heart. Just as Sayers suspected she had “fallen in love with an intellectual pattern,”[44] so I found myself drawn to what I was realizing to be the explanatory capaciousness of the Christian faith.
Although my journey to faith began with an objective appreciation of the intellectual merits of faith, it most certainly did not stop there. As I began to explore what I had embraced, I slowly came to appreciate the relational, aesthetic, emotional, and imaginative aspects of faith. These were absent from my atheist worldview, and I had naturally assumed that they would also be absent from Christianity. Slowly, the pieces of the jigsaw puzzle began to fit together. God remained an explanatory principle for me then, as now. Yet I gradually grasped the importance of the characteristically Christian notion of a personal God as someone who could be known, not simply known about, and whose relationship with me could be characterized in terms of love, not simply intellectual illumination. The objective and subjective sides of my faith began to coalesce into a greater whole.
This may have been new to me; it was, however, a standard and unproblematic position for many Christian theologians. I later found this approach explored with imaginative power in C. S. Lewis’s The
Pilgrim’s Regress (1933), which affirmed the need to hold subjective and objective aspects of faith together, avoiding purely cerebral or emotional accounts of faith. A balancing act is certainly required—but Lewis himself believed that it was possible to construct a via media, a “middle way” which embraced and enfolded both the objective and subjective aspects of meaning.
Relationships and Meaning
Recent psychological research has confirmed the importance of personal relationships in creating and sustaining a sense of meaning in life. Critically important terms such as “love,” “trust,” and “commitment” naturally belong within the context of a personal relationship. People often define who they are and why they matter in terms of relationships. The deep human need to love and know that we are loved naturally expresses itself in a variety of relationships. In his influential work The Four Loves (1960),[45] C. S. Lewis notes four broad categories of personal commitment—affection, friendship, eros, and charity—which give human life its meaning and value. While these relational categories may turn out to have no “survival value,” Lewis remarks, they are rather something which gives “value to survival.”[46] Loving someone—and being loved in return—makes life meaningful and worthwhile.
A relationship bridges our objective and subjective worlds. This point is often developed using the language of the Jewish philosopher Martin Buber. In his classic work I and Thou (1922), Buber drew a distinction between two quite different kinds of relationship: “I–It” and “I–Thou.” An “I–It” relationship is that between an active subject and a passive object. It is the sort of relationship we might have with a pen, a stone, or a piece of paper. We treat it as a passive object, having a certain color, weight, or size. We know about a piece of paper in an impersonal, objective way.
An “I–Thou” relationship is totally different. It is about two active subjects who freely enter into a relationship. Two lovers might know a lot about each other; they certainly know each other—personally and subjectively. Their relationship is an invisible bond between them which changes dramatically the way in which they see each other and the world around them.
Buber’s theory is more than just a way of helping us to make sense of relationships. Buber was critical of the depersonalizing trends that rose in the aftermath of the First World War and became particularly significant in the 1930s. The Soviet Union took a collectivist approach to life, which seemed to eliminate personal identity in order to serve the needs of the State.[47] Buber’s approach helped clarify what happened in this dehumanizing process, initially in the Soviet Union and then in Nazi Germany. In the West, capitalism commodified humanity, calling into question the significance and value of individual human beings.[48] An individual human was treated as an “It,” not a “Thou”—as a depersonalized body whose significance lay only in its capacity to work for the State. Our importance was functional, not relational. This also allows us insights into the theology of sin, which can be understood as a relational notion, expressed in dysfunctional relationships with other people, the environment, and God.
Yet Buber himself was clear that his approach did more than safeguard human identity; it also helped illuminate what was for him one of the most important dimensions of human nature—the human relationship with God. For Buber, God was the “eternal Thou,” who entered into a transforming relationship with a human “Thou.” God was not to be thought of as an abstract, impersonal force but as a living reality who could be known, trusted, and loved. To relate to God is to be loved and affirmed and transformed in and through this new relationship, in which we become more like God precisely because we relate to God. For Lewis, we are “mirrors” whose brightness is “wholly derived from the sun that shines upon us.”[49]
Meaning, purpose, and value are strongly subjective ideas which matter profoundly to people and are probably expressed in terms of a relationship. Yet these qualities are not merely subjective; they are vulnerable. So what happens if we lose any sense of meaning or purpose? We shall explore this challenging theme in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER 7
WHEN MEANING FAILS: 
DOUBT, TRAUMA, AND DISBELIEF
It’s really a wonder that I haven’t dropped all my ideals, because they seem so absurd and impossible to carry out. Yet I keep them, because in spite of everything, I still believe that people are really good at heart. I simply can’t build up my hopes on a foundation consisting of confusion, misery, and death.
ANNE FRANK
Like any scholar, I am passionately committed to the pursuit of truth, irrespective of whether I like what I find or not. I share the view of the great English philosopher John Locke, who wrote of the sense of fulfilment, even delight, that accompanied the search for truth in life: “I know there is truth opposite to falsehood, that it may be found if people will, and is worth the seeking, and is not only the most valuable, but the pleasantest thing in the world.”[1] Yet anyone who pursues truth soon discovers that it is frustratingly elusive, lying beyond our grasp. We can, of course, prove certain truths in logic and mathematics—such as Gödel’s incompleteness theorem, which neatly subverts the idea that all propositions that are true can be shown to be true. Yet the truths that give meaning and purpose to life lie beyond rational or empirical demonstration.
Some more exuberant writers of the Enlightenment held that truth could be permanently and clearly established, independently of the thinker’s cultural and historical situation. Benjamin Franklin famously declared his belief that certain truths are “self-evident”—most famously in his statement in the Declaration of Independence that “all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” (Thomas Jefferson’s original line in the Declaration of Independence—which was edited by Franklin—spoke instead of holding “these truths to be sacred and undeniable.”) Yet this is not an evidenced argument. A “self-evident” truth is basically an intuition, in which someone just “sees” that something is right, without the need for evidence or argument.[2] And many of those “intuitions” turn out to be shaped by our cultural location.
In his Dark Materials trilogy (1995–2000), Philip Pullman introduced the idea of the alethiometer—a mechanized device which determines truth algorithmically and objectively. It’s a great literary expression of the Enlightenment’s dream of an objective truth which lies beyond the contingencies of history and human cognitive bias. Yet Pullman’s narrative in the Dark Materials trilogy shows that the interpretation of the alethiometer’s outputs is problematic, save apparently for Lyra, the central character of the trilogy, who seems to have an intuitive grasp of the meaning of the device’s symbols.
The alethiometer is a symbol of the Enlightenment’s doomed quest for an objective truth, binding on all rational beings, which could be established through a mechanical process which was independent of history and culture. Yet we now know that the rationalizing algorithms of Descartes and Spinoza did not—and could not—answer life’s greatest questions. Although the problems of this approach were obvious from the outset, it was only in the aftermath of the First World War that a serious critique of its plausibility emerged in the writings of Wittgenstein and Heidegger.[3] Perhaps we are now more willing than before to recognize the epistemic limits of humanity, in which we realize that we have to trust, rather than expect to prove, our core beliefs.
As Bertrand Russell remarked, philosophy tries to teach us “how to live without certainty, and yet without being paralyzed by hesitation.”[4] Religion is the supreme cultural exemplar of a chastised and realistic account of human rationality, not its antithesis. It affirms the importance of reason while recognizing its limits, thus avoiding the delusional tendencies of earlier generations to idealize reason, detach it from human emotions and feelings, and fail to appreciate how easily it can go wrong. The contemporary resurgence of interest in classic philosophical theologians such as Augustine of Hippo and Thomas Aquinas reflects many considerations, one of which is that they represent an approach to reason, experience, and imagination that exceeds both in elegance and utility the thin mechanical philosophy of the Enlightenment.
Despite our divergences in belief, both Richard Dawkins and I are trapped within the human condition of being unable to prove what we believe. I believe there is a God; Dawkins believes that there is no God. This does not mean that Dawkins and I have arbitrary beliefs; it just means we cannot prove them to be true and have to learn to live with this tension—not because we enjoy this or get some kind of weird existential satisfaction from hovering on the borderlands of a tantalizingly distant truth but because of the limits placed on human beings to discern truth in the first place. We feel it is important to grasp deep truths, but we discover that it is difficult to do so.
There is nothing new or controversial about this. The intellectual historian Sir Isaiah Berlin (1909–97), noted for his work on ideologies, pointed out that human convictions fall into three basic categories: those that can be established by empirical observation; those that can be established by logical deduction; and those that cannot be proved in either of these ways.[5] The first two categories concern what can be known reliably through the natural sciences on the one hand and what can be proved through logic and mathematics on the other. The third category concerns the values and ideas that have shaped human culture and given human existence direction and purpose; these, however, cannot be proved by reason or science.[6] Examples include—but are not limited to—moral, political, and religious beliefs.
Even scientific truths are provisional in that they represent the most reliable judgments of the scientific community at the present moment. Yet these change over time as new evidence emerges. Back in 1900, the scientific consensus, based on classical physics, was that the universe had existed forever. Two reasons in particular should be noted. First, Newtonian physics held that time was infinite in both directions, precluding any notion of the “beginning of time.” Second, it was thought that the principle of the conservation of energy required that the universe had to be of infinite age in that the notion of a cosmic beginning seemed to violate this principle.
Today, the scientific consensus is that the universe came into existence in a singular event called the “Big Bang.” What will the scientific community believe in 2300? We do not know and have no means of knowing. Some of today’s core scientific beliefs will unquestionably be preserved; others, however, will be abandoned because they will no longer be seen as the best way of making sense of the evidence available. The difficulty lies in knowing which will be retained and which left to wither by the wayside.
Science here mirrors a wider realization of the need to live with uncertainty. The world is complex, not easily reduced to the certainties of any philosophy or theology. Blaise Pascal’s reflections on the opaqueness of the world are not a mark of skepticism. Though firmly committed to believing in a loving and benevolent God, Pascal had no doubt that nature bore witness ambivalently, if at all, to such a divinity:
I look on all sides, and I see only darkness everywhere. Nature presents to me nothing which is not matter of doubt and concern. If I saw nothing there which revealed a Divinity, I would come to a negative conclusion; if I saw everywhere the signs of a Creator, I would remain peacefully in faith. But, seeing too much to deny and too little to be sure, I am in a state to be pitied.[7]





If it is valid, Pascal’s insight subverts the wisdom of our age, in which simple slogans triumph over nuanced attempts to do justice to the complexity of our world and human attempts to understand it. Why, to use a courtroom analogy, do so many recent philosophers sound like lawyers trying to build their case by multiple technical arguments rather than like judges who deliver revelatory verdicts of truth? Pascal’s point is that simple worldviews require the cultivation of blindness on the part of their advocates. It is only by being deliberately inattentive to some aspects of our universe that we can construct the kind of totalizing “grand narrative” that we find in secular faiths such as Marxism or the rationalist platitudes of the “New Atheism.”
There must be room for doubt and uncertainty in life, precisely because neither the universe around us nor our minds within us yield the certain deliverances that are required by fundamentalism, whether religious or anti-religious. What Karl Popper called “ultimate questions” elude our intellectual grasp and lie beyond strict logical proof. The problem is not faith, which is a natural and inevitable part of human life, but a shallow and glib dogmatism which refuses to recognize the human need for faith in the first place.
Doubt is just part of the intellectual and emotional routine of life. There is a sense in which we are all agnostics, in some sense and to some degree. We can, of course, prove shallow truths, yet the beliefs in life that really matter lie beyond proof. There may be good reasons for thinking that certain beliefs are right. But in the end, we just cannot demonstrate that this is the case. As Bertrand Russell pointed out, that is just the way things are, and we need to learn how to live without the certainty that we crave.[8]
These points are not controversial; they are, however, deeply unsettling to those who are attracted to worldviews that offer them certainty. Some are drawn to intensely dogmatic forms of religion for this reason, others to the superficial yet equally dogmatic platitudes of the New Atheism. Most of us, however, have got used to the fact that leading meaningful lives demands stepping beyond the secure deliverances of reason—without thereby degenerating into some kind of irrationalism. If we are to cope with life (and not merely make sense of it), we need answers to the question why, not merely to the question how. Let’s look at this point in more detail.
Making Sense of Things—Coping with Things
How do we cope with life? In his remarkable book The Twilight of the Idols—with the intriguing subtitle “How to Philosophize with a Hammer”—the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche answered this question with a powerful one-liner: “If someone knows the ‘why’ of life, then the ‘how’ can look after itself.”[9] If you have found the “why” of life, according to Nietzsche, then you can cope with just about any “how.” Nietzsche’s book reflects his deep disillusionment with the academic philosophy of his day. Why did so many philosophers think that life was worthless? Nietzsche’s criticism of Socrates may be wide of the mark, but his point needs to be taken seriously. We need a philosophy of life which is able to engage positively and practically with the realities of everyday life rather than retreating into abstract ideas or a preoccupation with heaven that distances us from the cares and concerns of this book.
Nietzsche’s aphorism neatly anticipates a core theme of much recent psychological research: it is much easier to cope with life if we can discern purpose and meaning within events, even when these are traumatic. Empirical studies of many groups dealing with major life stressors—such as natural disasters, illness, or loss of loved ones—show that religion and spirituality are usually found to be helpful to people as they try to cope with these situations. This theme was explored some time ago by Viktor Frankl (1905–97), whose experiences in Nazi concentration camps during the Second World War helped him to appreciate the importance of discerning meaning in coping with traumatic situations.[10] Frankl argued that survival in concentration camps depended on maintaining the will to live, which involved the discernment of meaning and purpose even in highly demoralizing situations. Those who coped best with these appalling conditions were those who had frameworks of meaning that enabled them to fit their experiences into their mental maps of meaning.
More recently, the psychologist Kenneth Pargament has argued that religious faith provides a framework within which responses to crisis may be developed. Religious faith offers resources through teachings, rituals, and narratives for both “religious coping through conservation” (that is, assimilating these events into one’s faith perspective and enriching it) and “religious coping through transformation” (that is, accommodating one’s faith perspective to these events so that it is challenged and revised in their light).[11]
There is now a growing consensus that religion and spirituality are of major importance in coping with stressful situations, such as natural disasters—for example, by providing a map of meaning which allows individuals and communities to reorient their subjective perceptions of situations.[12] These frameworks of meaning help them to make sense of what happened, cope with the stress it generates, and move on from there.
It is important to draw a distinction between making sense of a situation and coping with it. Let’s go back to our earlier analogy of the Balcony and the Road. Someone observing a traumatic event from the safe distance of the Balcony will try to make sense of what is happening. It may be intellectually interesting, but the observer is detached and disengaged. The situation faced by people on the Road is very different. They are participants as much as observers, caught up in the events that they are experiencing. Their need is not simply to make sense of things but to cope with them—to survive and perhaps even to become stronger and better people as a result of their experience. The Balcony yields an objective account of things, leading to comprehension; the Road involves a subjective immersion in experience, which needs—and hopefully generates—resilience.
Faith can help us cope with trauma. Yet there is another side to this. What if trauma calls faith itself into question? What if that map of meaning provided by religious faith is overwhelmed by events and experience? The erosion or loss of a map of meaning is not, of course, limited to religious faith. Arthur Koestler enthusiastically embraced Marxism-Leninism in 1931, yet his political faith was placed under stress by the rise of Stalinism, which called into question many of his core assumptions. Finally, Koestler realized he could no longer maintain his position with integrity. He resigned from the Communist Party in 1938.
In his autobiography, Koestler describes his own gradual movement away from his youthful certainties about how a Marxist framework made perfect sense of the world to a reluctant recognition of its obscurity and resistance to definitive interpretation. “In my youth, I regarded the universe as an open book, printed in the language of physical equations and social determinants, whereas it now appears to me as a text written in invisible ink, of which, in our rare moments of grace, we are able to decipher a small fragment.”[13] So what causes this kind of collapse of meaning in the face of trauma? There have been many psychological studies of the impact of trauma, which emphasize the threat that it poses not only to the physical survival of the individual but also to core positive beliefs about the world or the self, especially through the shattering of core personal assumptions relating to meaning and self-worth or the confirmation of converse negative assumptions.[14]
People often rely on what may seem to be somewhat naive assumptions to enable them to cope with life. The case of Anne Frank is especially significant. Frank was a member of a Jewish family who lived in hiding in Amsterdam during the Nazi occupation. After their hiding place was discovered in August 1944, Anne was transferred to Bergen-Belsen concentration camp, where she is believed to have died in February 1945 at the age of fifteen. In a diary entry for June 1944, Anne wrote of her abiding faith in the goodness of human nature, which she felt unable to abandon, despite everything around her which called it into question as “absurd and impossible.” To abandon this belief would amount to an admission that life was based on nothing more than “confusion, misery, and death.” It was clearly a conclusion that Anne found unbearable. We have no way of knowing how Anne’s experience at the Bergen-Belsen concentration camp influenced her determination to continue believing that “people are really good at heart.”[15] It seems empty and totally inadequate to suggest that her experience would have been traumatic.
Human evil is one of the most significant causes of a catastrophic questioning of faith; another is the experience of intense and seemingly pointless suffering. One of the most remarkable and challenging accounts of the impact of such trauma on faith is found in a late work by C. S. Lewis. In the next section, we shall consider Lewis’s changing views on suffering and reflect on how they illuminate the issues we’re considering.
C. S. Lewis on Suffering
We have already noted how Lewis was a “big picture” thinker, committed to the idea that the Christian faith offered a better imaginative rendering of reality than his earlier atheism. Lewis’s distinct way of approaching Christianity involves both reason and imagination and is best thought of in terms of a recognition of the capacity of faith to accommodate what we observe around us and experience within us.[16] So how does his way of thinking “fit in” suffering?
Lewis’s first book of Christian apologetics, The Problem of Pain, appeared in 1940 and was well received. It was an attempt to show how the existence of suffering could be accommodated convincingly within a Christian way of thinking. Its most famous one-liner is Lewis’s declaration that pain is God’s “megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”[17] The work’s clarity and accessibility endeared it to many and laid the foundation for Lewis being invited to give a series of “broadcast talks” by the British Broadcasting Corporation, later published in a slightly revised form as the phenomenally successful Mere Christianity (1952).
The Problem of Pain remains a valuable exploration of the intellectual issues raised by suffering and pain, and many continue to find its approach helpful and plausible. Yet Lewis’s reconciliation of faith and experience is rational, not existential. The work focuses on the interconnection of abstract ideas, not the distress and anxiety caused to people by the harsh, brutal realities of suffering and death.
Many readers of The Problem of Pain have found themselves wondering whether there is a near-total disconnection between Lewis’s intellect and his emotions. Lewis himself seems to have realized this. In a letter to his brother, Warnie, written while he was working on the book, Lewis appeared to suggest that the experiences of “actual life” have no bearing on the essentially intellectual issue under discussion. What has the experience of suffering got to do with explaining how it fits into the perspective of faith?[18] Lewis here seems to imply that intellectual reflection is detached from the world of experience, which has little relevance for such abstract discussions. So what would happen if Lewis were himself to experience overwhelming distress in the face of pain—either within himself or through someone whom he loved and whose pain he felt as his own?
In 1961, a short work by N. W. Clerk appeared, with the title A Grief Observed. It consisted of the painful and brutally honest reflections of a man whose wife has died, slowly and in pain, from cancer. Those reflections included a vivid depiction of his own reaction to her death, as well as some more theological reflections on the goodness of God. How can what has happened make sense if God is good and loving? Clerk writes of his realization that his rational, cerebral faith has taken something of a battering from the emotional crisis that has overwhelmed him. The ideas that had once proved intellectual anchors to his life turned out to be inadequate in the face of such a catastrophe.
We now know that “N. W. Clerk” was actually a pseudonym for none other than C. S. Lewis. There is a sense in which The Problem of Pain laid the groundwork for the emotional firestorm of A Grief Observed. To its critics, Lewis’s approach in The Problem of Pain amounts to an evasion (or even denial) of pain and suffering as experienced realities. Instead, they seem to be reduced to abstract ideas, pieces which need to be fitted into the rational jigsaw puzzle of faith. To read A Grief Observed is to realize how a rational faith can fall to pieces when it is confronted with suffering as a personal reality rather than as an inconvenient theoretical disturbance. A Grief Observed is saturated with poignant, heartrending cries of despair and bewilderment as Lewis’s maps of meaning seem to fall apart in the face of the unrelenting pain of loss. “Where is God? Go to him when your need is desperate, when all other help is vain, and what do you find? A door slammed in your face, and a sound of bolting and double-bolting on the inside. After that, silence.”[19]
Lewis’s powerful, frank, and honest account of his own experience is to be valued as an authentic and moving account of the impact of bereavement. It is little wonder that the work has secured such a wide readership, given its accurate description of the emotional turmoil that results from a loved one’s death. Yet the work is significant at another level, in exposing the vulnerability and fragility of a rational faith that is rooted only in the mind.
Lewis’s correspondence in his final years of life shows that he fits into the pattern now generally known as “post-traumatic growth”—that is, not a mere return to the baseline of faith before the traumatic event but rather an advance or enhancement, in which an individual comes to find deeper levels of meaning and of personal significance than before the event.[20] Earlier we noted Kenneth Pargament’s important distinction between “religious coping through conservation” (in which experiences are incorporated into someone’s faith perspective and come to enrich it) and “religious coping through transformation” (in which experiences cause an accommodation of someone’s faith perspective to these events so that it is challenged and revised in their light). So which of these better describes what happened to Lewis?
We can’t say for certain, partly because Lewis did not live long after the publication of A Grief Observed and did not write about his experience of suffering in sufficient reflective detail to allow us to answer this question definitively. Yet Lewis’s experience helps us to explore in more detail the important distinction between making
sense of suffering and coping with suffering. Let’s reflect more on this.
The Role of Faith in Sense-Making and Creating Resilience
I have taught theology at Oxford University for many years and regularly lead discussions with students on various topics. One of those focused on what are traditionally known as “theodicies”—ways of making sense of suffering from a Christian perspective. These are often highly abstract intellectual explanations of why the existence of pain in the world does not defeat belief in a good God. Students enjoy kicking around and opening up the ideas of writers such as Augustine, Leibnitz, and John Hick.[21] I hope I don’t sound cynical, but it sometimes seemed to me like shadowboxing—discussing ideas that are reasonably interesting but don’t actually make any difference to those discussing them.
Another student discussion I led around the same time focused on the issue of suffering in Christian spirituality. Here, the agenda was very different. We were looking at how the great spiritual writers of the Christian tradition dealt with the experience of suffering. How could faith uphold us as we suffer? How could it help us become better people? How could these spiritual ideas and approaches help us to put our lives back together again and cope with suffering, while at the same time aspiring to learn from it? The mood of this seminar was quite different. Students were looking for help and guidance, seeing the authors under consideration as sources of wisdom which might change their lives for the better.
The marked difference between these two seminars reflects a fundamental divergence between academic theology and Christian spirituality—between a mind-set that wants a clear, truthful, and objective account of the Christian faith and another that seeks inner personal transformation, leading to a greater resilience in the face of stress and trauma. The two can, of course, be bridged in helpful and important ways,[22] yet all too often they seem to be treated as two separate, watertight compartments within the Christian mind. Historians will, of course, rightly point out that this bifurcation of theology and spirituality is quite recent and is capable of being reversed. But there’s a lot more work that needs to be done to make this happen.
Where academic theologians explore the cognitive tensions arising from suffering in an objective and detached manner, most spiritual writers focus on how people could deal with such pain and perplexity within their subjective worlds, using suffering as a stepping-stone to wisdom and maturity. Approaches of this kind dominated Christian spirituality during the Middle Ages, when there was a widespread acceptance that suffering was simply a fact of life that did not require explanation; it did, however, need to be engaged with. Many writers of that age considered how someone could grow in wisdom and maturity through suffering, often using images of the crucified Christ as an imaginative gateway to reflection.[23]
Lewis’s personal history helps us to see why this matters so much. To simplify what is a slightly complicated matter, we might say that The Problem of
Pain represents a view from the Balcony, whereas A Grief Observed represents a view from the Road. Lewis’s detached view of the suffering observed in other people proved inadequate to deal with his own personal experience on the Road, when it became a horrific reality in the life of someone he loved and had a direct impact on his own feelings and life. Lewis did not reject the intellectual framework he developed in The Problem of Pain; rather, he realized its virtual uselessness on the Road. His earlier approach to suffering had been rationally adequate but existentially deficient. It needed reformulation and contextualization if it was to be of any use to those traveling through the valley of the shadow of death (Psalm 23). Lewis’s correspondence of the summer of 1963 (by which time he knew he was dying) suggests that he achieved this transposition.

In the last few chapters, we have focused on the human search for meaning in life. Yet that quest for meaning also extends to the world in which we live. What is its significance? And what is our place within this world? In the next two chapters, we shall explore this broader quest for meaning and the questions that it raises. We begin by looking at our attempts to make sense of our universe and how this gives rise to the natural sciences.
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CHAPTER 8
WONDERING ABOUT NATURE: 
THE IMAGINATIVE ROOTS OF SCIENCE
I seem to have been only like a small boy playing on the sea-shore, diverting myself in now and then finding a smoother pebble or a prettier shell than the ordinary, whilst the great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me.
ISAAC NEWTON
The human experience of wonder is a gateway to understanding our strange world. In a highly perceptive essay entitled “The Illusion of the Two Cultures,” the American evolutionary anthropologist Loren Eiseley argued that our artistic, humanistic, and scientific endeavors and achievements are all driven by the irresistible power of the human imagination.[1] Science and art—and, I would add, religion—are born of the same mind and are therefore inseparable. Eiseley expressed concern that the contemporary academy, through a relentless enforcement of disciplinary boundaries and its cult of “professionalism,” was draining a life-giving imaginative power from the sciences. Such bureaucratic minds, he suggested,
exhibit an almost instinctive hostility toward the mere attempt to wonder, or to ask what lies below that microcosmic world out of which emerge the particles that compose our bodies, and that now take on this wraithlike quality. Is there something here we fear to face, except when clothed in safely sterilized professional speech? Have we grown reluctant in the age of power to admit mystery and beauty into our thoughts?[2]





Eiseley worried that people had come to trust as real only those objective truths revealed by science and the artificial world which they themselves had constructed. The category of mystery was thus banished or declared to be redundant, meaning at most something that is not presently comprehended by science. But what if there is more to things than this?
Eiseley was critical of what we might call a detached, third-person approach to science, which treated nature as an impersonal object to be investigated rather than as something to be respected, loved, and admired. There had to be a way of restoring this sense of wonder and reconnecting with a sense of being part of something greater. Human beings have the potential for stereoscopic vision in that they can discern meaning within the world and not simply figure out how things work. One of Eiseley’s concerns was that technological progress was turning us into one-eyed creatures, capable only of seeing a reduced world in which things are defined in terms of their function. Today’s secular “disruption between the creative aspect of art and that of science” represents an unnecessary and reversible fracture, dependent for its imaginative plausibility on “the deliberate blunting of wonder.”[3]
In his best-known essay “The Star Thrower,”[4] Eiseley describes walking along a beach and encountering a boy throwing stranded starfish back into the ocean. Eiseley initially regarded this as pointless. As a scientist, he was perfectly aware that he should have no compassion for those starfish, as if they were reflective beings that cared whether they lived or died. Darwinian theory held that evolutionary progress required death, so why interfere with this natural process? Yet as a human being, he found himself realizing that, as a scientist, he had missed something. “It was as though,” he writes, “at some point the supernatural had touched hesitantly, for an instant, upon the natural.”[5] The next day, Eiseley was on the same beach, throwing stranded starfish back into the ocean. It was, he mused, both an act of renunciation of his scientific heritage and an embrace of a greater vision of things.
Perhaps most importantly, Eiseley—as an evolutionary anthropologist—held that there was something about human nature that transcended its biological origins. The human sense of wonder held the key to the deepest questions of life.
Man partakes of that ultimate wonder and creativeness. As we turn from the galaxies to the swarming cells of our own being, which toil for something, some entity beyond their grasp, let us remember man, the self-fabricator who came across an ice age to look into the mirrors and the magic of science. Surely he did not come to see himself or his wild visage only. He came because he is at heart a listener and a searcher for some transcendent realm beyond himself.[6]





We long to understand what we find so beautiful and mysterious, suspecting that it might unlock access to a greater and deeper vision of reality. Many experience a sense of standing on the threshold of a partly glimpsed world, which seems to lie beyond the everyday reality that we inhabit yet is somehow hinted at by what we observe around us and experience within us. Our experience of wonder somehow transcends a mere understanding of the world, seemingly enfolding us in some deeper relationship with the world we inhabit and whatever might lie behind and beyond it.[7]
The roots of science ultimately lie more with this sense of wonder at the beauty and grandeur of our world than in a desire to understand it, still less to master it and redirect it to our own purposes. It is, of course, impossible to separate these three elements of the scientific enterprise. Inevitably, some will see the trajectory from wonder through to understanding through to manipulation and exploitation as a descent; others, however, see it as a necessary transition from merely intellectual reflection to the more serious business of ensuring human survival.
Yet that sense of wonder at nature remains fundamental to many, pointing to both the intellectual curiosity and sense of awe that many see as the primary motivation of the natural sciences. It is, however, all too easily lost through overfamiliarity and a faulty understanding of scientific explanation. This calls for further exploration.
Disenchantment: A Loss of Wonder
Professional astronomers regularly tell me that they envy their amateur counterparts, who so often seem able to maintain their sense of awe at the beauty of the heavens and see this as a driving force in sustaining their love of sky-watching. Most professionals confess that they lost any such sense of awe years ago, eaten away by the acid of overfamiliarity.
One of the most celebrated literary examples of the routinization of wonder is found in Johanna Spyri’s classic children’s story Heidi (1880), which tells of a young girl’s first encounters with the grandeur and beauty of the Swiss Alps, often in the company of Peter the goatherd, who knows the mountain pastures well. On one occasion, Heidi experiences a sense of wonder at the Alpenglühen, an alpine atmospheric condition which causes the mountain peaks to glow in a brilliant red color at sunrise and sunset. Peter, however, has seen this phenomenon so many times before that it has become dull and routine. He dismisses her amazement with a shrug of his shoulders. “It’s always like that.”[8]
Yet this loss of a sense of wonder can arise for other reasons. The sociologist Max Weber used the term “disenchantment” to refer to the processes by which the natural sciences eliminated any sense of mystery or wonder through creating “a thoroughly rationalizing view of the world.”[9] The natural phenomenon that is often singled out for special mention here is the rainbow—something which can evoke a sense of awe or wonder but which is easily explained by optical physics.[10] The issue here, of course, is whether a scientific explanation of beauty detracts from the experience of beauty.
For some—such as the Romantic poet John Keats—science impoverishes our appreciation of the natural world, reducing everything to general principles:
Do not all charms fly





At the mere touch of cold philosophy?





There was an awful rainbow once in heaven:





We know her woof, her texture; she is given





In the dull catalogue of common things.





Philosophy will clip an Angel’s wings,





Conquer all mysteries by rule and line.[11]





Keats took the view that any sense of awe in the presence of a rainbow was reduced to the cold and impersonal laws of physics by “natural philosophy”—as the natural sciences were generally known in Keats’s day.
Some hard-nosed rationalists have dismissed Keats’s concerns, seeing them as rambling nonsense that is typical of the uncomprehending, anti-scientific attitude of poets in general.[12] Others, however, have realized that there is a real issue here. It is perfectly possible to give an objective scientific account of how a rainbow works or of the atmospheric effects which often make sunsets seem so beautiful. Yet the fact remains that the subjective human response to nature matters to so many people. Scientific analysis is based on third-person perspectives and thus takes an impersonal attitude which has difficulty in dealing with the intensely subjective human experience of beauty.
So why should a concern for the way we feel about nature be seen to be the enemy of science? It is important to maintain a balance between an objective scientific explanation of an aspect of the natural world and a subjective experience of its beauty or wonder. Knowing how a rainbow works does not prevent us from appreciating its beauty. Nor can it forbid us to ask what it might mean. Maybe that question cannot be answered with the cool and comprehensive clarity that many would expect. But it most certainly needs to be asked! And if there is indeed an answer to be found, it will change everything. For many, this subjective experience of wonder acts as a motivator for investigation and discovery—a point that we need to explore further.
One Outcome of Wonder: Natural Science
A sense of awe and wonder in the presence of natural beauty arises partly from our realization of our limited grasp of the immensity of our world. So much seems tantalizingly beyond our grasp, yet we long to reach beyond our natural limits and horizons and grasp what we sense lies beyond. Scientifically, this extension of our boundaries primarily takes the form of technological enhancement. The development of the telescope and microscope extended the natural reach of the human eye and opened up new worlds for exploration and explanation.
The telescope is believed to have been invented in Italy around 1590.[13] It was initially seen as an optical toy which amazed people all over Europe in the early seventeenth century by its ability to enlarge distant objects, making them seem much nearer. Its potential value in the arms race of the age was quickly recognized by European navies and armies. Yet perhaps its most important applications were scientific. The telescope revealed that the heavens contained far more stars than expected, that there were mountain ranges on the moon, that there were moons orbiting Jupiter, and that there were spots on the sun.[14] The scientific revolution of the age may have demanded a technological enhancement of the natural human capacity to observe, yet it was ultimately based on the natural human capacity to wonder about our world and our place within it.
To wonder about the world involves both the imagination and reason. The experience of wonder triggers a process of reflection as we try to work out what “big picture” of reality makes most sense of things. After a period dominated by an excessively rationalist account of scientific discovery, the philosophy of science has now come to recognize the importance of the imagination in the development of scientific theories.[15]
A scientific theory is a “way of seeing things”—as the Greek term theoria suggests, a way of beholding our world—which allows us to grasp how things hang together and relate to each other. Scientific theory is an act of imagination—not in the sense of making things up, but rather in the sense of enabling us to visualize patterns of relationships within the world that help us explain what we observe. As the American theoretical physicist Richard Feynman (1918–88) pointed out, the scientific enterprise relies on the human imagination, which often finds itself “stretched to the utmost, not, as in fiction, to imagine things which are not really there, but just to comprehend those things which are there.”[16]
Werner Heisenberg argued that a good scientific theory would “do justice to every new experience, to every accessible domain of the world.”[17] Yet while scientific theories will always do their best to develop a language that is suitable to the domain of reality that is under investigation, it is impossible to avoid the feeling that “there are other phenomena that defy formulation in language.” There is a sense of mystery about our universe in that every scientific advance simply opens up new questions, often calling into question the capacity of human minds and language to cope with the external reality that we call the universe. Yet scientific thinking “always hovers over a bottomless depth,” given the limits placed on human understanding. “Every time when there is an understanding of a new reality, their sphere of validity appears to be pushed yet one more step into an impenetrable darkness that lies behind the ideas language is able to express.”[18]
Parallels between Science and Christian Theology
To anyone who is familiar with the Christian faith, there are obvious parallels with a religious understanding of reality.[19] Many people find that their religious faith, like science itself, originates in and through a sense of wonder, which raises questions about their place within the world and about a deeper reality that might lie behind or beyond the world of experience. William James saw both science and religion in terms of a quest for an “unseen order of some kind in which the riddles of the natural order may be found and explained.”[20] Once this “bigger picture” is grasped by our imaginations, we are able to make far more sense of what we see and experience. It’s a good point. Scientific accounts of natural processes are basically about the unfolding of an order that is already implicit in the nature of things, although often in an opaque or hidden way.
Yet there are limits to what we, as human beings, can discern of this reality on our own. In the case of science, we need to amplify what we can discern through our natural faculties—for example, extending the reach of the unaided eye through telescopes or microscopes. In the case of Christianity, we realize that our reason needs supplementation by revelation—the disclosure of a “big picture” which we ourselves were unable to glimpse fully yet which, once given to us, makes so much sense of what we know and see.
When I was growing up, I took great pleasure in looking at the night sky through a little telescope that I had built, which allowed me to see the moons of the planet Jupiter and track the movements of the planets against the background of the fixed stars. When I was twelve years old, I recall being puzzled by the movements of the planet Mars, which seemed to move backwards and forwards over a period of weeks.[21] I told my science teacher at school about what I had seen. He explained what is technically known as the “retrograde motion” of Mars against the fixed stars by drawing some diagrams to show the relative motions of the earth and this planet. Since the earth moves faster than Mars around the sun, it caught up and then passed Mars’s position relative to the sun. That was why Mars seemed to move in this strange way.
After about five minutes, the penny dropped. I could see what was happening. My teacher had given me a framework for understanding what I observed, and it made sense in itself, just as it made sense of what I observed. But I had not been able to work this out for myself. Someone had to show it to me. And once I was given this way of seeing things, which lay beyond my capacity to work out for myself, I found that it illuminated what I had observed. Revelation is about being given a “big picture” of reality which we could not entirely work out for ourselves but which turns out to be trustworthy, helping us make sense of what we experience.
Finally, both science and religion recognize the inability of human language to do justice to the complexity of the natural world. As we noted earlier, the great physicist Werner Heisenberg spoke of the “bottomless depth” and “impenetrable darkness” of the universe and the human struggle to find a language adequate to engage with and represent this.[22] It is no criticism of science to suggest that it also fails to do justice to the subjective human response to the beauty and vastness of the universe. Those are the limiting conditions under which science operates.
Similarly, Christian theology recognizes that it is utterly impossible to represent or describe God adequately using human language. Theology uses the term “mystery” to refer to the vastness of God, which inevitably causes human images and words to falter, if not break down completely, as they try to depict God fully and faithfully. A mystery is not something nonsensical. Rather, it is something that exceeds reason’s capacity to discern and describe—thus transcending, rather than contradicting, reason. To speak of some aspect of nature or God as a “mystery” is not to attempt to shut down the reflective process but to stimulate it by opening the mind to intellectual vistas that are simply too deep and broad for our limited human vision.
The doctrine of the Trinity, which even many Christians find quite puzzling, is best seen as a principled attempt to prevent us from reducing our vision of God to what reason can manage, thinking we are making our faith more reasonable, when in fact we are distorting and diminishing God. We must expand our reason to cope with the reality of God, not limit God to what our minds can cope with! As the theologian Emil Brunner pointed out, the doctrine of the Trinity is a “defensive doctrine,”[23] designed to stop us impoverishing the Christian understanding of God by redefining God in the meager terms of a thin rationalism, filtering out such notions as beauty and glory when they prove incapable of being accommodated by this emaciated way of thinking.
Yet perhaps one of the most interesting outcomes of the human sense of wonder at the beauty and vastness of the natural world is what is traditionally (although slightly misleadingly) known as “natural theology.”[24] We shall consider this in what follows.
Another Outcome of Wonder: Natural Theology
Even the casual reader of the Old Testament will notice its interest in the natural world and the connections it makes between the world of nature and God. The great closing divine speech in the book of Job superbly portrays the beauty, elegance, and intricacy of a vast created order which lies far beyond the capacity of any human mind to comprehend.[25] To contemplate the universe is to be forced to recognize the depths of the divine wisdom and the inability of humanity to grasp the complexity of the world in which we live.
Perhaps the most famous Old Testament reference to the capacity of the natural world to point to God as its creator is found in Psalm 19:1:
The heavens are telling the glory of God;





and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.[26]










This verse inspired some of the most remarkable music of the eighteenth century, including Johann Sebastian Bach’s Cantata Die Himmel erzählen die Ehre Gottes (1723) and Joseph Haydn’s oratorio The Creation (1798). Its fundamental theme is that the heavens are able to declare, demonstrate, or show the beauty and glory of God, their creator.[27]
So does the psalm imply that we can prove God’s existence by looking at the beauty of the created order? Surely not. Israel already knew about the existence of its God. The recognition that God’s creation declares God’s glory is not presented in this psalm as a mandate for deducing the existence and character of God by looking at the heavens. Psalm 19 affirms that a God whose existence and nature were already well known to Israel might be known in an aesthetically or imaginatively extended manner by reflection on what God has created—such as the beauty of the night sky.
The term “natural theology” can be understood in at least six different ways, including the idea that the existence of God can be inferred from reflecting on the beauty or ordering of the natural world.[28] Yet the main theme of any Christian natural theology is that there is a link between the natural world and its creator. To grasp the beauty of what God has created helps us to appreciate the even greater beauty of God himself. It’s a classic idea. One of my favorite ways of thinking about this is found in the writings of the medieval theologian Thomas Aquinas, who suggested that the beauty of nature was like a trickle of water in comparison with the fountain of beauty to be found in God.
So why is natural theology so important to a Christian appreciation of the natural world? I’ve often reflected on this, particularly as a result of my debates with Richard Dawkins. Dawkins holds that belief in God impoverishes our appreciation of the beauty of the natural order; I think it enhances it.[29] Let me explain why.
Christian Faith and the Appreciation of Nature
Dawkins argues—rightly, in my view—that it is perfectly possible to have a sense of “awe” or reverence for nature without being religious or believing in God. Unfortunately, he spoils this perfectly good point by his unevidenced assertion that belief in God actually diminishes this sense of awe by offering an aesthetically deficient view of the universe which is “puny, pathetic, and measly” in comparison to the way the universe actually is. For Dawkins, the “universe presented by organized religions is a poky little medieval universe, and extremely limited.”[30] The logic of this assertion is frankly somewhat confused, and its factual basis is disappointingly slight. I certainly agree with Dawkins that some “medieval” views of the universe were much more limited and restricted than modern conceptions. But this has nothing to do with religion; it was simply the scientific consensus of the age. If people believed in a “poky” universe in the Middle Ages, it was because they trusted what their science textbooks told them was right.
Dawkins is certainly unreliable as a historian; I’m afraid that he also fails to grasp the difference that faith in God makes to the way we see and appreciate the natural world. Christianity gives us an imaginative and rational lens through which we can see nature more clearly and appreciate it more fully. As far as I can see, there are three main elements to a Christian appreciation of the natural world.
First, we experience an immediate sense of delight or wonder at the beauty of nature—for example, a glorious sunset, a majestic snowcapped mountain range, or a verdant tropical landscape running down to a white sandy beach lapped gently by a warm turquoise sea. This experience rests neither upon a prior belief in God nor upon the absence of such a belief. It arises independently of the mental map of the observer.
Second, one of the greatest achievements of science is the “mathematization” of nature—in other words, the representation of its relationships and structures using mathematical equations. As Eugene Wigner and others have pointed out, this is actually rather strange. Why should there be any correspondence between the natural world and mathematics? After all, mathematics is a human invention! Wigner himself declared that “the miracle of the appropriateness of the language of mathematics to the formulation of the laws of physics is a wonderful gift which we neither understand nor deserve.”[31] When scientists set out to make sense of the complexities of our world, they use “mathematics as their torch.” But why?
For Wigner, this amounted to a mystery that called for an explanation. Was there some “ultimate truth,” understood as “a picture which is a consistent fusion into a single unit of the little pictures, formed on the various aspects of nature”? Christian theology, of course, provides such a “picture,” helping us to see why there is such a correspondence between mathematics and the structures of the created order.[32]
While this is an important point, there is something else that needs to be noted here. These mathematical representations of nature are themselves elegant and beautiful. Indeed, this is such a significant observation that the great physicist Paul Dirac suggested that beauty might be a criterion for truth. He illustrated this with reference to Einstein’s theory of relativity:
What makes the theory of relativity so acceptable to physicists in spite of its going against the principle of simplicity is its great mathematical beauty. This is a quality which cannot be defined, any more than beauty in art can be defined, but which people who study mathematics usually have no difficulty in appreciating. The theory of relativity introduced mathematical beauty to an unprecedented extent into the description of Nature.[33]





Now an appreciation of the beauty of a theoretical representation of nature—such as a mathematical equation—requires neither faith in God nor the absence of such a faith. It is neutral. Yet the framework of meaning which is provided by the Christian faith helps us understand how the beauty of such equations arises within and corresponds to the beauty of God. The great astronomer Johannes Kepler (1571–1630), for example, argued that, since geometry had its origins in the mind of God, it was only to be expected that the created order would conform to its patterns. Since geometry is “part of the divine mind,” should we be surprised that it “provided God with the patterns for the creation of the world, and has been transferred to humanity with the image of God”?[34]
Yet perhaps it is the third point that is the most important. For the Christian, the natural world is embedded with signs pointing beyond itself to its creator. An appreciation of nature from a Christian perspective leads effortlessly and naturally to an appreciation of God as creator. This connection is, of course, entirely absent within an atheist framework of meaning. There is no transcendent domain to be signposted by the natural world.
For the Christian, however, the natural world bears the fingerprints of God. Our experience of delight evoked by the beauty of the world is only a hint of the greater delight evoked by the sight of God, who bestowed that beauty in the first place. To appreciate the beauty of nature is thus to anticipate an experience of the overwhelming loveliness of God. Where Dawkins suggests that Christians miss or impoverish the beauty of nature, the reverse is actually true. Christians are primed to discern that grandeur, knowing it will trigger an exquisite longing to see God face-to-face.
It might be objected that this way of approaching nature is purely subjective. It has no objective reality in itself, open to rigorous scientific analysis. There is an obvious truth in this objection. Yet it misses a still greater truth: that the subjective world of experience matters profoundly to human beings, so that no philosophy or worldview that fails to engage with human subjectivity will ever secure the deep traction of commitment. As the philosopher Rudolf Carnap noted, a totally objective scientific account of things—such as Einstein’s theory of relativity—“cannot possibly satisfy our human needs.” What humans need to lead existentially satisfying and meaningful lives necessarily lies “outside of the realm of science.”[35]
Yet even this concern about subjectivity needs to be challenged. All mental frameworks are “subjective”—no matter how well they are evidenced. They exist within us, not beyond us, and frame our understanding and action. The same objective reality can be observed by two different people and yet be experienced and “seen” in quite different ways. We shall consider this point further when asking whether human beings can “feel at home” in this universe—a classic example of a subjective perception which many people regard as deeply important.
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CHAPTER 9
AT HOME IN THE UNIVERSE?: 
WONDERING ABOUT OUR PLACE IN THE COSMOS
When I consider the short duration of my life, swallowed up in the eternity before and after, the little space which I fill, and even can see, engulfed in the infinite immensity of spaces of which I am ignorant, and which know me not, I am frightened, and am astonished at being here rather than there; for there is no reason why here rather than there, why now rather than then. Who has put me here? By whose order and direction have this place and time been allotted to me?
BLAISE PASCAL
Pascal’s haunting passage identifies some of the deepest fears of human beings—that we are insignificant elements in a vast and meaningless universe, which has not the slightest interest in us. We seem to have been inserted into the cosmos at a place and time which were not of our choosing, and we will eventually depart from it at a place and time which are unknown to us. Our “world line” began with our birth at (x1, y1, z1, t1) and will end with our death at an indeterminate point in the future (x2, y2, z2, t2). So why did we enter this cosmic process then and there? Or is it utterly meaningless to ask the question why, when all that can be hoped for is an answer to the rather different question how? And what about that most troubling and perturbing question of all: So what?
It is not surprising that many have concluded that we have found our way into this strange and puzzling world by accident. The biologist Jacques Monod took this view in his book Chance and Necessity. Human beings, he declared, are an accidental and meaningless presence in an equally accidental and meaningless universe. Man must “realize that, like a gypsy, he lives on the boundary of an alien world; a world that is deaf to his music, and as indifferent to his hopes as it is to his sufferings and crimes.”[1] We are not meant to be here. We find ourselves in a world which is neither of our making nor of our choosing. In fact, we are not meant to be anywhere. We just exist.
Nature is thus the prison in which we find ourselves trapped, the landscape through which we are passing on a journey that goes nowhere. The universe doesn’t know we exist. It doesn’t care. Like us, it just exists. And now we know that one day it will die—just as we too must die. It’s a thought that is expressed lyrically in a poem by the twelfth-century Persian mathematician Omar Khayyám:
And that inverted Bowl they call the Sky,





Whereunder crawling coop’d we live and die,





Lift not your hands to It for help—for It





As impotently moves as you or I.[2]





So why do so many of us feel such a sense of disconnection with this universe? After all, every human being is made of stardust, the basic stuff of the universe. Elements such as carbon, nitrogen, and oxygen were all forged in the cores of stars.[3] At the level of our fundamental building blocks, we are very much part of the universe. And yet so many feel alienated from it, sensing our solitude and isolation within the cosmic mechanism. We sense that there is—that there has to be—more to life than the universe itself can offer. We seem to be born with an innate capacity to wonder, intuiting that there is some greater vision of reality which might make sense of our presence and place in the universe. It’s like the scientist confronted with a mass of observations who knows that there has to be some way of joining up the dots which discloses a pattern that makes sense of things—a grand theory which lies hauntingly beyond our reach.
Perhaps that experience of wondering might begin with the simple yet astonishing fact that there is indeed a universe and that we are here to observe it—what Ludwig Wittgenstein termed an “existential wonder” elicited by our imaginative awakening to the world around us.[4] Michael Mayne captured this sense of exquisite sensitivity towards the existence of such a greater world while he was living in the Swiss Alps:
My subject is wonder, and my starting point is so obvious it often escapes us. It is me, sitting at a table looking out on the world. It is the fact that I exist, that there is anything at all. It is the givenness that astonishes: the fact that the mountains, the larch tree, the gentian, the jay, exist, and that someone called me is here to observe them.[5]





Most of us have experienced some such sense of the strangeness of things—the sheer oddness of the fact that each of us is here and able to see a reality beyond ourselves. G. K. Chesterton wrote movingly and perceptively of a suppressed, submerged, or forgotten “blaze or burst of astonishment at our own existence” lying at the back of our minds but able to break through to inform and enrich our “artistic and spiritual life.” How could people be “made to realize the wonder and splendour of being alive” when their dulled imaginations could grasp little more than the quotidian?[6]
Yet that sense of wondering rarely terminates at this point. Having appreciated the singularity and surprise of our individual existence, we cannot help but wonder about the world in which we find ourselves and our place within it. Is this universe our home—even if only for an astonishingly short time in terms of the vast expanse of cosmic history? Or are we like sojourners, passing through it on our way to somewhere else? Do we really belong here?
Feeling at home in the universe is not a matter of cold logic or mathematical calculation; it is a deep-seated sense of belonging. Yet few actually feel at home in this universe. Some are merely resigned to their temporary occupation of cosmic space. Others feel deeply alienated, sensing that they do not belong in this world at all but without any idea of where they might find their proper location. Let’s reflect on these issues more fully.
On Existential Black Holes
The scientific term “black hole” was introduced by the physicist John Wheeler to refer to an object or region within space-time that has such a strong gravitational field that nothing can escape from within it, including light.[7] It was not a new idea. In 1783, the English country parson and natural philosopher John Michell argued for the likely existence of what he called “dark stars” that were sufficiently massive and compact to have such a strong gravitational field that light could not escape. Any light emitted from the surface of these stars would be dragged back by the star’s gravitational field. The implications of this are far reaching. For a start, you can’t tell what is inside a black hole from the outside. Nor can you see them. Their existence has to be inferred indirectly from observations of their gravitational interactions with their surroundings. Black holes are a classic example of the inference of the existence of something that cannot be seen from what can be seen.
Yet that same term was used in an existential sense in 1861 by the great French novelist Gustav Flaubert to refer to the “black hole (trou noir)” that stood at the heart of human existence. In a letter to his friend Madame Roger des Genettes, Flaubert wrote of the existential void that stood at the heart of a godless world:
The melancholy of antiquity seems to me more profound than that of the moderns, all of whom more or less imply that immortality lies beyond the black hole. But for the ancients, that black hole is infinity itself; their dreams take shape and pass away on a foundation of changeless ebony. No crying out, no convulsions—nothing but the steadiness of a pensive face. Just when the gods were no more, and the Christ had not yet come, there was a unique moment between Cicero and Marcus Aurelius when humanity was alone.[8]





What was Flaubert getting at? His major theme is that humanity, in the absence of the divine, is alone in the universe, steadfastly facing a meaningless void without any hope of immortality. Flaubert regarded such a resignation as noble. If happiness was to be found, it lay in the acceptance of human isolation within a faceless universe, realizing that our beliefs in meaning are dreams which rise and fall within a “black hole” of disinterested nothingness.
A similar view was taken by Martin Heidegger (1889–1976), a German philosopher who did much to encourage the emergence of existentialist philosophy, which recognized the important role of human subjectivity. For Heidegger, we have been “thrown” into this world, and we try to make sense of its riddles, including our own identity and purpose. We search for “authenticity” or “authentic existence” without entirely understanding what form this should take, yet we possess the freedom to choose what we believe to be the best option.[9] Heidegger himself seems to have believed that “authentic existence” lay in the acceptance of human mortality and in resisting any notion of an afterlife or transcendent domain.
But what happens if there is a God and if this God chooses to enter and inhabit this world of ours—and in doing so, dignifies this “black hole,” lending it value and meaning and saturating it with intimations of eternity and immortality? Flaubert hints at this possibility, perhaps realizing that the coming of Christ changes everything. But it’s a central theme of the Christian way of thinking about our relationship with this world, as we shall see later in this chapter. Before we consider this idea, though, let’s think more about what it means to be “at home in the universe.”
Home: Belonging Somewhere
The word “home” is one of the richest and most emotive words in any language. It designates somewhere special—a place where we feel, above anything else, that we belong. It’s a way of mapping space in our minds, highlighting one special place which is our spot. We come to feel a deep kinship, a sense of connectedness, with our home. Our heart belongs there, and we feel disconnected and alienated when we end up somewhere else. We find ourselves experiencing an existential ambivalence—a queasy unsettledness—which hints that this is not where we really belong.
It’s part of being human to feel moored to a specific place, rich in associations and memories. Home, as they say, is where the heart is. Yet it proves hard to conceptualize what is distinct about a “home” and what distinguishes it from a “habitat.” Perhaps that’s because “home” is really a category of the human heart rather than of the human mind. It’s about the way we feel about a place—experiencing its existential magnetism, taking pleasure in its associated sense of peace and security, and feeling ill at ease when we are away. We are rooted animals, who often see “home” as a repository for our personal historical pasts, a gathering place for memories that define who we are partly in terms of where we come from.[10]
For some people, the notion of home is problematic. What about the perpetual nomads of our global culture—the international players who move from one continent to another, never really setting down roots anywhere? Or what about immigrants, who leave behind their homelands and their family roots as they seek a better life or freedom from oppression? They bring only their memories to their new situations. Yet many immigrants show a remarkable capacity to recreate the vestiges of their lost homeland in a different place while adapting to a new language and society. Memories of their homeland subtly shape their understandings of their adopted country, helping them to cope with their sense of alienation and disconnection.
Where physics speaks of space and time, most of us find these notions abstract and disconnected from human concerns. We prefer to speak of place and history. The distinction is, of course, subjective. Yet subjectivity really matters to human beings, and it cannot be ignored. This point is emphasized by the noted Old Testament scholar Walter Brueggemann, who argued that to make sense of the theological concerns of ancient Israel a fundamental distinction had to be made between “space” and “place.” “Place is space which has historical meanings, where some things have happened which are now remembered and which provide continuity and identity across generations. Place is space in which important words have been spoken which have established identity, defined vocation, and envisioned destiny.”[11]
Brueggemann’s analysis of the history of Israel shifts discussion away from the abstract notions of space and time and anchors it firmly to the experiential realities of human existence, which are much more naturally expressed using the categories of place and history. We merely exist in space and time; we live and act in places and in history. Not every space is seen as a place. The French anthropologist Marc Augé highlighted the role of “non-places” in Western culture—such as airports, shopping malls, hotels, highways, and subways.[12] We have no sense of “belonging” there; we merely pass through them on our way to somewhere else. Home is where we feel that we are rooted and where we belong.
Places play a critically important role in human life, not least in that they function as anchor points for memory, identity, and aspiration. Two observers might look at the same objective space but see it—and experience it—in very different ways. Place is what a space is for us, shaped by memories that are often known only to ourselves. That’s why some see home as the place to which they long to return, others as a place they never want to see again.
This is a highly subjective matter in that there is no physical or biological difference between a space and a place. Yet the fact remains that human beings both make this distinction and regard it as important. Two people might look at exactly the same landscape at the same time. One sees the place where she met and fell in love with her long-dead lover; the other sees a rather uninteresting example of the kind of deciduous woods you find at the base of a mountain in that region. Both observe the same phenomenon; they see something quite different.
So are we at home in the universe? Or do we really belong somewhere else? Throughout this section, I have emphasized the importance of subjective perceptions and intuitions—in other words, engaging our feelings and desires, not the cold calculus of logic. So are there feelings within us that might suggest that our home lies somewhere else? That this is not where we really belong? Do we possess some homing instinct for another world? Let’s turn to consider this question.
A Homing Instinct?: 
Intuitions of Another World
One of the reasons I read poetry is to be challenged to write better prose myself. It’s not that I’m depressed by the generally wooden quality of my writing and need to be challenged to improve it. It’s that poets so often seem to find the right words to express something that eludes more scientific writers. A good example lies in Matthew Arnold’s lines from “The Buried Life” (1852), in which he speaks of an irrepressible and “unspeakable desire” for knowledge rising up within him.
A longing to inquire





Into the mystery of this heart which beats





So wild, so deep in us—to know





Whence our lives come and where they go.[13]





Arnold’s poem is haunted by the fear of loss of identity, absence of meaning, and deprivation of purpose in life. Arnold believed that we too easily lose our way in life, often in spite of external successes and appearances. The language of the poem hints at the importance of emotions, intuitions, and feelings in causing the poet to rethink and recalibrate his life, reaching for something that has been lost, forgotten, or suppressed.
Arnold puts into words a feeling known to writers and poets since late classical antiquity: that something has been submerged or overlooked; that there is something that can be uncovered and retrieved—and by doing so, we open up a way of living and thinking that had been lost to us. We are prompted in this rediscovery by instincts deep within us, which somehow serve to first awaken and then redirect the course of our lives. It is as if—to use a classical biblical idea—God has implanted a longing for eternity in our hearts (Ecclesiastes 3:11), and however much we try to suppress or ignore it, this keeps bubbling up in our dreams and reflections.
It is a thought that was famously explored (though in subtly different ways) by Augustine of Hippo in his Confessions and by Blaise Pascal in his Pensées. Yet perhaps the most familiar exploration of this theme is that of C. S. Lewis, who was profoundly influenced by his deep intuition that there was more to life than his early “glib and shallow rationalism” suggested or permitted. Lewis found that his reason was like a prison guard, trying to enforce the materialist “spirit of the age”; his imagination screamed in protest, insisting that there was more to reality than this grim dogma allowed.
One of Lewis’s most imaginative and engaging explorations of this theme is found in his sermon “The Weight of Glory,” preached at the Oxford University Church of St. Mary the Virgin on June 6, 1941.[14] Lewis spoke of the haunting fragrance of another world, which spiced the stale air of our everyday experience, causing us to long to trace this scent to its source. In particular, Lewis highlighted the apologetic significance of a sense of longing for something—or someone—indefinable yet seemingly irresistible. So often such exquisite longings broke the hearts of those who experienced them, who mistakenly confused a sign with what it signified. This desire was a pointer to the one who alone could satisfy this seemingly unquenchable thirst and to our transcendent goal, where such desires would find their final fulfilment.
Lewis summed this up in a landmark statement in Mere Christianity, perhaps his best-known work: “If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world.”[15] To some, this seems a hasty, even premature, conclusion. Yet Lewis’s point is that there are only two alternatives: to dismiss such longings as meaningless or to abandon any search for their goal out of sheer exhaustion or frustration. We must never despise these longings on the one hand or fail to appreciate that they are “a kind of copy, or echo, or mirage” of what really matters. They are not the goal itself; they are the stimulus that made us look for and long for that goal in the first place.
Some will be worried that Lewis places such an emphasis on human subjectivity. Two responses can be made. First, elsewhere in his writings, Lewis develops much more objective modes of reasoning, which emphasize the explanatory capaciousness of the Christian faith. Yet perhaps the second response is more important. For Lewis, the subjectivity of the individual matters profoundly. The way we feel about ourselves, our world, and God has a deep impact on our lives. Christianity effects an affective transformation of our emotional worlds, not simply a realignment of our thinking.
We simply cannot ignore the question of what it feels like to exist in the world. Some theologians are profoundly nervous of questions such as this, which seem to reduce the Christian faith to subjective emotions and longings. Now there are some reasonable concerns here, not least the risk of collapsing into some imaginary world that we have invented purely in order to satisfy our longing for meaning or our feelings of inadequacy.[16] Yet there is a danger that this legitimate concern for a truth that is independent of us blinds us to the experiential, emotional, and relational aspects of faith.
The Christian “big picture” allows us to see the world in a new way. No longer is it a faceless void; it bears the imprint of God. Psalm 8 offers perhaps one of the most eloquent reflections on this theme. We may feel overwhelmed by the immensity of this universe, with its vast starry skies. Yet God has placed us within this universe, where we are meant to be. It is stamped and studded with signs of God’s presence and glory; and we, who bear God’s image, can discern those signs and, illuminated and empowered by grace, may reach out and embrace the God who created us and our world.
Psalm 23 speaks of a journeying God who accompanies and guides us as we travel through this world. This insight is intensified and solidified by the distinctively Christian idea of the Incarnation, which affirms that God entered into our world of history in Jesus of Nazareth. This intellectual framework allows us to make sense of our existence in the universe. Yet it does more than help us understand ourselves; it also enables us to live fully and authentically on the Road. Let’s explore this point in more detail using a biblical image which has come to play a critical role in Christian spirituality: the idea of being exiled in this world.
The Exile: A Framework for Reflection
Why do so many feel that we don’t really belong in this world? Such a sense of displacement or disconnection underlies the movement known as Gnosticism, which flourished in late classical antiquity.[17] Central to many forms of Gnosticism was the belief that we do not really belong here. We are meant to be somewhere else. We are trapped in this universe and struggle to find our way out of it and return to the realm where our true destiny lies. Human beings are “gold in the mud,” spiritual beings who are imprisoned in material bodies and a corrupt world. Our ultimate goal is to escape from these prisons and make our way to our true homeland.
It’s a feeling that was well known to G. K. Chesterton, who had his own explanation of its origins and significance. We experience a sense of homesickness for our real native land as we slowly realize that this world is not where our true destiny lies. “We have come to the wrong star. . . . That is what makes life at once so splendid and so strange. The true happiness is that we don’t fit. We come from somewhere else.”[18]
While this experience is not specific to Christians, the Christian tradition brings a particular framework of interpretation to bear on it. The New Testament letters—often using the imagery of citizenship to make the point—emphasize that this world is a place of transit rather than our permanent habitation. We have no permanent citizenship in this world in that our citizenship is in heaven (Philippians 3:20). “Here we have no lasting city, but we are looking for the city that is to come” (Hebrews 13:14).
Christian theologians developed other organizing images to help illuminate this idea. One of the most powerful derives from first-century Roman imperial culture. Roman citizens would regularly serve the imperial administration abroad—for example, in the colonies of North Africa or Asia Minor—eagerly anticipating their return home on completion of their service. Rome was their patria, their “homeland”—the place where they really belonged.[19] Early Christian writers used this framework to illuminate the dynamics of living on earth while hoping for heaven. Cyprian of Carthage, a Roman citizen who converted to Christianity and served as bishop in the great colonial city of Carthage in North Africa in the third century, expressed this way of seeing things in a pithy maxim: “Paradise is our native land (patria).”[20] Yet the framework that many regard as best adapted to express and capture the experiential aspects of the Christian way of thinking about our place in this universe is that of exile. A landmark episode in the history of Israel was developed by Christian spiritual writers into an imaginative template, allowing Christians both to visualize and to evaluate their position within the world of space and time. Although it offers a Balcony view of life, it comes into its own as a way of thinking about faith on the Road. The historical episode is what is generally known as the “Babylonian Deportation” or “Babylonian Exile,” a complex event which extended throughout much of the sixth century BC.[21]
The exile began with the destruction of the city of Jerusalem and its Temple and the ending of the Davidic monarchy in 586 BC. Following a failed rebellion by the kingdom of Judah against the Babylonian empire, Nebuchadnezzar besieged the city of Jerusalem and deported most of its inhabitants to Babylon over the period 597–581. Archaeological evidence indicates that most of the population of rural Judah remained in place; those who were deported were mostly from Jerusalem itself. They would remain in exile until the fall of Babylon to Persian king Cyrus the Great in 539 BC. Although some Jews remained in Babylon, most appear to have made their way back to Jerusalem in the following years, rebuilding the fallen city walls and its Temple.
The narrative of this historical event is important in its own right. Yet it gave rise to an imaginative template, a way of looking at the world, which was widely adopted and developed within the Christian spiritual tradition, especially during the Middle Ages. Christians, it is argued, should locate themselves within an imaginative framework in which they are the inhabitants of Jerusalem who have been exiled to Babylon. They do not belong there and long to return home. During their enforced absence, they console themselves by singing the songs of their lost homeland, keeping its memory alive while they wait for the day when they can go home. In the meantime, they live in Babylon with hope, knowing their true identity and destiny. The great medieval theologian Peter Abelard captured this in one of his most famous hymns:
Now, in the meantime, with hearts raised on high,





we for that country must yearn and must sigh,





seeking Jerusalem, dear native land,





through our long exile on Babylon’s strand.[22]





This does not encourage any disengagement or disconnection from the world; it simply affirms that we really belong elsewhere. Yet this world is our place of transit in which we begin to garner hints that something lies beyond it. Like the prisoners in Plato’s dark underground cave, we sense there must be more than a world of shadows. The theologian Josef Pieper noted how our natural hopes and longings were grounded in something beyond us, yet not alien to us. “All our natural hopes tend towards fulfilments that are like vague mirrorings and foreshadowings of, like unconscious preparations for, eternal life.”[23] Such enigmatic foreshadowings disclose both the penultimacy of our own world and the distant lure of another, which is our true home. For Abelard, this world is God’s world and is to be valued, appreciated, and enjoyed. Yet it is studded with clues that it is not our real home, that there is a still better world beyond its frontiers, and that we may hope one day to enter and inhabit this better place.
Although the image of “exile” is grounded in the theological framework of the Christian faith, it has found wider cultural resonance, not least because it offers a framework for naming and understanding the feeling of not being at home in the world. For the literary critic Edward Said, the notion of exile speaks of an “unhealable rift” imposed between an individual and a “native place,” between a person and their “true home,”[24] evoking a sense of loss and alienation. Simone Weil saw the notion of being “rooted” as a core “need of the soul.”[25] Yet the concept of “rootedness” does not entail belonging here; rather, it is about belonging somewhere, which makes existing here bearable.

Thus far, we have reflected mainly on our present situation, above all our quest for meaning in this universe. So what of the future? What hope might we have for ourselves and our world? In the final section of this work, we shall consider some of the deep and troubling issues that human beings face and how we might engage with these.
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CHAPTER 10
WHAT’S WRONG WITH US?: 
WHY WE NEED THE IDEA OF SIN
If only it were all so simple! If only there were evil people somewhere insidiously committing evil deeds, and it were necessary only to separate them from the rest of us and destroy them. But the line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being. And who is willing to destroy a piece of his own heart?
ALEKSANDR SOLZHENITSYN
What is the future of humanity? Nobody knows. For a start, we might suffer the same fate that is thought to have wiped out the dinosaurs—an “extinction event” caused by collision with a meteorite or comet.[1] These events are certainly unpredictable; with due respect to the imaginations of Hollywood moviemakers, they are also probably unavoidable. Yet most worrying of all, human beings have developed technologies that now put us in a unique position. We, alone among earth’s species, are able to bring about our own mass destruction—perhaps through the reckless use of nuclear weapons or designer pathogens. Never before has a species emerged which might bring about its own extinction event.
But why, some will ask, would humanity do something so utterly stupid and perverse as to bring about its own destruction? If we were the idealized rational calculating machines of the “Age of Reason,” we would never dream of doing something so bizarre. Yet as we reflect on our future, we need to ask an awkward question. Are we really that clever? Or is there something wrong with us that allows or even impels us to do some very unwise things?
We need to understand ourselves—who we are, what we are meant to be, and why we so often get things so badly wrong. I’m not a great fan of the English essayist William Hazlitt (1778–1830). Yet some of his aphorisms strike home powerfully, their crystalline prose softening the blow of the hard truths they contain. That’s certainly true of his comment on human nature: “Man is the only animal that laughs and weeps; for he is the only animal that is struck with the difference between what things are and what they ought to be.”[2] Both Hesiod and Plato spoke of a lost “Golden Age” of harmony, stability, and prosperity, the memory of which tantalizingly haunts the present, intimating that this is not the way things were meant to be. The rich and complex Christian worldview frames human history in terms of fleeting memories of a lost paradise and the hope of its future restoration. Something is wrong with us. But what? Is there something that can be done about it? And how can we make sense of the vast gulf between what things are and what we feel they ought to be?
Human history is littered with bright hopes and dismal failures; with technological inventions that some unwisely hoped might end war and suffering yet which seem to end up being used to promote them. How are we to make sense of this enigma? What “big picture” of human nature helps us make sense of the perplexing and generally discouraging patterns of history? Or maybe even to change them for the better? What story can be told that gives a coherent account of our dilemma and its possible resolutions?
Framing the Human Dilemma
During their Grand Tour of Europe in 1765–6, the great English man of letters Samuel Johnson and his biographer, James Boswell, met the Italian playwright Giuseppe Baretti, best known for his unevidenced attribution of the words eppur si muove (“nevertheless it moves”) to Galileo more than a century after his death. During their conversations, Baretti rubbished the idea of the fundamental goodness of humanity with a well-judged one-liner: “I hate mankind, for I think myself one of the best of them, and I know how bad I am.”[3]
It was a witty remark, spoken largely in jest, and greatly appreciated by Boswell—perhaps because it offered a witty counterfoil to the prevailing platitudes of the “Age of Reason,” which took an elevated view of human rational and moral capacity. It was an age of boundless optimism, driven by a sense of the irresistible advance of rational creatures to ever-greater heights and achievements. This view was given a new injection of energy in the nineteenth century, as Ludwig Feuerbach and Karl Marx offered critiques of religion which treated religious beliefs as human productions, lacking any counterparts in the real world. God was not so much dethroned as declared to be a pointless fiction; human beings were thus unaccountable to any higher authority. Wars arose because of a lingering heritage of religious bigotry. Neutralize religion and the world would become a peaceful place.
Yet it has all gone wrong. Perhaps Western thinkers were lulled into a false sense of security by the virtual absence of global conflict during the period 1815–1914 and prematurely concluded that human violence and barbarity were a thing of the past, abolished by the rise of science and rational thinking. Yet as the global explosion of war and destruction in the twentieth century made uncomfortably clear, the volcano of human violence had merely become temporarily dormant, not permanently extinct.[4] Further eruptions are to be expected.
As we saw earlier, Giovanni Pico della Mirandola declared that humans have the capacity to be angels or beasts. So what if there is something within us that predisposes us towards the bestial rather than the angelic? The brutality of the last century inclines us to suspect that this might well be the case, helping us to reconnect with older and wiser accounts of the human predicament. Perhaps we have come to the belated recognition that the Enlightenment hope of a more peaceful and humane world—laudable in itself—now depends upon human beings adopting a more realistic and resilient view of human nature than those idealized fictions of the Enlightenment itself.
In his chillingly accurate depiction of human violence during the twentieth century, Jonathan Glover speaks of the need to “replace the thin, mechanical psychology of the Enlightenment with something more complex, something closer to reality.” We “need to look hard and clearly at some monsters inside us” if we are ever to cage and tame them.[5] That’s why we need a solid diagnosis of human nature, rather than delusional and aspirational promissory notes which soon prove their lack of credibility and utility.
We want to think that we are good, and we conveniently ignore evidence that subverts that belief. Human beings are very good at refusing to admit that they are wrong. They shift goalposts, rewrite narratives, and redefine terms in a splendid but futile attempt to evade admissions that they were wrong.[6] A defeat is redefined as a victory. Sure, it’s totally irrational. But it’s also very human. That’s just the way we are. And unfortunately, human beings like to think that we’re fundamentally good and lock ourselves into interpreting everything in ways consistent with this, filtering out anything that challenges this dogma. Yet everyone knows it’s not right. So let’s try and work out what is wrong with us and what we might do about it.
False Solutions to the Human Dilemma
The dogma of the intrinsic goodness of humanity is a patently false notion which can only be sustained in five highly creative, but intellectually implausible, ways.
	By denying there is a problem at all. Any suggestion that there is a flaw or defect in humanity is dismissed as irrational gibberish. So we sanitize our language to persuade ourselves that our flaws and failings are actually virtues and strengths. We do not fail; we just achieve a limited degree of success. We do not tell lies; we simply offer an interpretation of things which others find disagreeable. The problem always rests with someone else, not with me. It is a classic way of hiding from truth (and from ourselves) through the recalibration of words, designed to sustain an illusion rather than help us come to terms with reality.
	By ignoring history or presenting its narrative in such a selective way that disconfirming evidence is simply airbrushed out of the picture, in much the same way as disgraced Soviet leaders of the 1920s used to be replaced with potted plants in doctored photographs of this bizarre age.
	By equating “being good” with “being human.” This sleight of the mind means that human beings are good by definition so that no refutation or contradiction of this unevidenced assertion is possible. This outrageous category violation simply locks us into a morally complacent self-congratulatory world in which we are applauded for what we are rather than challenged to become what we ought to be or might
become.
	By declaring that “good” and “evil” are simply social constructions without any basis in an objective reality. Whether we are deemed to be good or bad thus depends on the prejudices and precommitments of those who are judging, not the qualities of those who are being judged. As a result, “good” and “evil” are seen as little more than the crystallized prejudices of those who seek to direct opinion, not valid statements about the real world with any diagnostic capacity.
	By declaring that humanity can be separated into two categories: good people and evil people. The latter are responsible for the evils of this world, whereas the former embody the fundamental goodness of humanity which is so conspicuously absent from the latter. This neat binary solution contains within itself an ethical imperative: since evil can be located within a specific group of human beings, any viable attempt to safeguard human goodness entails that those who are evil must be shunned, isolated, or destroyed.

History and present experience alike point to human beings having a capacity for doing some good, even inspiring, things, matched by what appears to be an equally great capacity for messing things up and getting things wrong, which often—but happily not invariably—leads to evil and the infliction of pain. Augustine of Hippo, one of the early church’s most important thinkers, argued that things that were good in themselves could nonetheless become the carriers of moral corruption, countering a simplistic equation of “evil” with “that which can transmit contamination and decay.”[7] We need a richer vocabulary to cope with the sheer complexity of human engagement with the world and its morally variegated outcomes.
The awkward truth about human beings is that they are perfectly capable of taking good things and doing some thoroughly nasty things with them. Science and religion can both go seriously wrong. It’s easy for ideologues on every side to seize on their failures, unburdened by complicating facts, and depict these as disclosing universal truths. Yes, both science and religion can go wrong—badly wrong. But that doesn’t mean that either of them is bad. It just shows that they are both thoroughly human undertakings.
Perhaps the problem goes even deeper than this. Many seem reluctant to recognize that human beings can willingly do evil. The charming but utterly naive belief that we “needs must love the highest when we see it” (Tennyson) fails to do justice to the complexity and mixed motivations of human beings. We are all capable of doing—and being—good and evil. There may be some variation in the extent of this capacity, yet most of us are honest enough to recognize this tension within us, which pulls us in different directions.
Our problem is that we seem to lack a vocabulary adequate to describe this complexity within human nature. This is the disturbing enigma that any defensible and viable account of human nature must acknowledge and engage with. Evil is not located in the “other”—in someone or something else. It is a living presence, whether dormant or active, within each of us. Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s experiences in the Soviet labor camps led him to realize that the “line dividing good and evil cuts through the heart of every human being.”[8] Evil is not something that can be conveniently located in the “other”—someone or something else that contaminates us. Its roots lie deep within us. We like to portray ourselves as the innocent victims of evil, preferring to overlook the awkward truth that we are perfectly capable of actualizing our innate evil tendencies in certain contexts.
Let’s explore this question by looking at how human beings have done some worrying things with science.
The Corruption of Scientific Innocence
Human beings are very good at messing things up. Just about everything they touch has the capacity to crumble to dust. Science is one of the greatest forces within today’s world. It’s capable of doing some great things. But it has opened the door to some horrors. I remember a debate at Cambridge University some years ago on the place of science in today’s world. One speaker declared that science had saved the human race. It had given us penicillin and new medical techniques for saving and extending life. He was immediately challenged by angry audience members to tell the full story, not just the bits that fitted his Panglossian view of science. What about atom bombs and other weapons of mass destruction? Weren’t those also produced by scientists? It was an uncomfortable moment. It was as if a curtain had been drawn aside, allowing us to see a dark secret that everyone preferred to keep hidden.
The moral ambiguity of science arises partly because science is ethically blind and partly because it is undertaken and applied by human beings with morally conflicting principles. My own reflections on this theme go back to the time when I was studying chemistry at Oxford University in the early 1970s. At that time, I took a strongly optimistic and positive attitude towards natural sciences, seeing them as an intellectual undertaking which was wonderful in its own right and which also opened the way to the extension of human life and the elimination of disease and poverty. And I was right about that—but only in part.
One of the core elements of Oxford University’s chemistry course at this time was synthetic routes for complex organic compounds. The leading authority on this subject was Louis Frederick Fieser (1899–1977), whose classic series Reagents for Organic Synthesis gave me lots of ideas for my own work. Fieser served as Sheldon Emery Professor of Organic Chemistry at Harvard University and had an outstanding international reputation in his field. He and his wife, Mary Peters Fieser (1909–97), pioneered the artificial synthesis of a series of important naturally occurring compounds, including the steroid cortisone and Vitamin K, which is needed for blood coagulation.[9] Their brilliant synthetic procedures made medically important chemicals much cheaper and more widely available, with highly beneficial outcomes for patient care. Fieser and Fieser’s work became increasingly important during the Second World War as supplies of quinine (a naturally occurring compound used to treat malaria) began to run low.
That was all I knew about Louis Fieser when I studied as an Oxford science undergraduate in the early 1970s. It was only later, as a graduate researcher in Oxford University’s Department of Biochemistry, that I learned that Fieser had also been involved in another project during the Second World War. The US Army urgently needed a chemical weapon suitable for eliminating troop concentrations in jungles and destroying population centers in the Pacific war theater. Fieser and his team of chemists at Harvard won the contract to develop this weapon of mass destruction. They invented napalm, a petroleum gel that stuck to buildings and human bodies. Once ignited, it could not be removed or extinguished. Tests by the US Army’s Chemical Warfare Service confirmed it was an ideal weapon for firebombing Japanese cities. Napalm proved to be a phenomenal military success, killing more Japanese civilians than the two atomic bomb blasts of 1945 combined.[10]
When I first learned about this, I found myself deeply conflicted about Fieser. How could someone who had pioneered ways of synthesizing chemicals that would extend human life and enhance its quality also create a chemical that was specifically designed to end life on an industrial scale in a horrifically inhumane manner? The impact of napalm on Japanese soldiers and civilians was psychological, not merely physical, evoking a horror of being burned alive in a hideously painful manner.[11] My perception of Fieser changed, becoming darker and more unsettled, partly because it reflected my difficulty in holding these aspects of his professional career together in my mind and partly because this triggered a more troubling question. What if this moral ambiguity in a leading scientist was also embedded within science itself?
It was not easy for me to accommodate this radical dissonance in my thinking about science, although I later realized that many physicists experienced similar anxieties about the military use of their science to develop nuclear weapons. Gradually, I came to the conclusion that science itself was neither good nor evil; it was neutral. It was something capable of being used for good or for evil. It all depended on the people who were using it and their motivations. Science is morally ambivalent because human beings are morally ambivalent.
So how can we make sense of this? And what can we do about it? For a start, we can face up to the problem.
Facing Up to the Human Problem
Rowan Williams once remarked that there is “inbuilt into human beings a sort of dangerous taste for unreality.”[12] We prefer make-believe worlds in which everything is sweetness and light—apart, of course, from the worlds of those we dismiss as out-groups, who are invariably deluded, evil, and stupid, locked into primitive affective states that ought to be relegated to where they belong—an earlier stage in hominid evolution. We devise worldviews that are designed to reinforce our own importance and denigrate those of people we despise. We end up becoming willing prisoners of our self-serving myths that do nothing to advance knowledge or understanding.
The philosopher John Gray’s Straw Dogs (2002) was an iconoclastic book, caustically debunking the pretensions of the kind of bland humanist philosophy you find circulating with the Zinfandel at metropolitan dinner parties. For Gray, “humans cannot live without illusion”—such as a blind faith in progress or the goodness of human nature.[13] Humanists may like to delude themselves that they have a rational view of the world, yet their core belief in moral progress is a “superstition,” which is arguably further from the truth about the human animal than any of the world’s religions. Progress in science and technology is subservient to selfish and corrupting human agendas and does not inevitably lead to social and political progress. “Without the railways, telegraph and poison gas, there could have been no Holocaust.”[14]
In place of such illusions, Gray offers a ruthlessly Darwinian account of human nature, which discards such cherished notions as that of progress as a pre-Darwinian myth. “Humans can no more be masters of their destiny than any other animal.”[15] We have to realize that grandiose social experiments to remake our world are destined to fail, precisely because they are developed by human beings and depend on delusion-prone humans to trust and implement them. We must learn to live without the consolation of religion, of scientific explanation, or of any dream of a perfect society. After all, human beings didn’t evolve so that they could find truth or meaning in life. They evolved to reproduce.
Where Richard Dawkins dismissed religion as the defining human delusion, Gray sees religion as one such delusion among many others, including those unacknowledged delusions entertained by bien pensants such as Dawkins himself, who somehow believe that criticizing religion establishes the rationality of their own ideas. Such people think that naming a delusion entertained by other (lesser) people somehow validates their own beliefs, when it merely blinds them to their tenuous evidential basis.
Many humanists will dismiss Gray’s view that “humans are weapon-making animals with an unquenchable fondness for killing.”[16] Yet this is an evidenced claim that cannot be dismissed because we don’t like it. It may be an overstatement. But I would rather have an overstatement of an uncomfortable truth than a blind refusal to engage with the substantial body of historical evidence that points to this inconvenient insight.[17] Gray’s suggestion that “death camps are as modern as laser surgery”[18] may need some nuancing, but there is sufficient truth in his argument to challenge the delusions of even the most incorrigible rationalist. Gray has perhaps taken to heart R. G. Collingwood’s famous remark of 1939 rather more than some of his more idealistic fellow philosophers: “The chief business of twentieth-century philosophy is to reckon with twentieth-century history.”[19]
The evidential basis for abandoning the optimism of some leading Enlightenment thinkers about human nature is overwhelming, and I can see no good reason for maintaining this myth other than a forlorn dogmatic commitment to an outdated ideological orthodoxy. In any case, we now seem to have finally realized that many textbook accounts of the Enlightenment are actually “thinly veiled ideological manifestos or pale reflections of current trends.”[20] In other words, we tend to project contemporary progressive intellectual and social outlooks back onto the “Age of Reason,” reconstructing it in our own image. Happily, intellectual historians have shown that the Enlightenment was a much more diverse movement than earlier generations realized, and it is not difficult to find writers within the movement—or on its fringes—who developed what can now be seen to be more realistic accounts of human nature, including the limits of human reason. Alexander Pope’s Essay on Man, which we noted earlier, offers some perceptive and cutting reflections on human nature that allow us to begin to make sense of the horrors of modern genocide.
Yet Gray’s point—however overstated—about genocide being “as human as art or prayer”[21] raises the question of what vocabulary we can use to engage with this and other human deficits, whether we see these as originating from within our evolutionary history or from somewhere else. In the following section, we shall revisit the Christian language of sin, which affirms and attempts to explain humanity’s rationally inexplicable yet seemingly inescapable tendency to debase and destroy its own best achievements.
Why We Need to Talk about Sin Again
My own transition from atheism to Christianity was catalyzed by a growing realization of the importance of “big pictures.” As a scientist, I took the view that the ability of a theory to account for observation and experience was an indicator of its truth. I came to the view that the Christian “big picture” fitted in the world much more persuasively than its atheist counterpart.[22] I do not expect everyone to share this belief, but it is important to understand what this influential and immensely generative way of seeing things is all about and why so many find it helpful in making sense of the enigmas and seeming contradictions of human nature.
The enlightened philosophers of eighteenth-century France dismissed the notion of sin, regarding it as insulting to human beings. Sin suggested that humans were flawed and fallible, prone to selfishness and violence. Critics of the Enlightenment made the obvious counterargument that the irrationality and violence of the “Reign of Terror” which followed the French Revolution seemed to confirm precisely these tendencies and called out for them to be recognized and expressed properly. However archaic its language may seem, the vocabulary of sin engages with the fundamental ambiguity of human nature and challenges naive utopian visions of the human future.
Why is it that every human institution seems to subvert its own goals? The Christian church, considered as an institution, regularly falls victim to social forces and pressures—such as the need to accumulate resources in order to continue its mission—which end up compromising its core values. And it’s not on its own. Countless institutions, religious and secular, find themselves failing and collapsing through human flaws. For example, in the first decade of the twenty-first century, the United Nations sent “peacekeeping” troops to protect vulnerable communities in Africa. What happened? These troops ended up raping and abusing local women, giving rise to a new social problem—“peacekeeper babies.” United Nations Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon described this outrageous sexual abuse by peacekeepers as “a cancer in our system.”[23]
Yet as the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr so prophetically remarked, the flaws in human institutions ultimately arise from corresponding flaws in human nature itself.[24] The “cancer” lies not only in the “system” but in its constituent human beings. This was one of the reasons why Niebuhr came to develop such a respect for the American constitutional system, with its checks and balances and its genius for recognizing the inevitable conflicts that would arise within society, demanding workable means of preventing the excessive localization of power.
We cannot allow the delusion of a fundamental and incorrigible human goodness to shape such important issues as social policies or ethical thinking. The empirical realities of life demand that we realize that there is something wrong with us and force us both to confront this awkward truth and to figure out how to minimize its impact. The Christian tradition offers what it regards as a totally realistic account of human nature, which is dismissed as “pessimistic” only by those who close their eyes to what is happening in the world.
Christianity offers an evaluation of human nature. This can be framed as a forensic judgment that we are guilty or negligent, having failed to pursue goodness and combat evil. Perhaps we all need our delusions of moral perfection to be challenged from time to time in this way. Yet this evaluation of our condition can also be framed as a medical judgment—a diagnosis which tells us what is wrong with us, what might be done to cure us, or what could help us to manage a chronic and persistent condition that prevents us from being the people that we are meant to be.
The Christian understanding of human nature has two key points of focus: the notion of humanity bearing the “image of God” and the concept of sin. Although there is some latitude of interpretation concerning both these ideas, there is a generous consensus within the Christian tradition about what these core notions are trying to express. The idea of humanity bearing the “image of God” speaks of some inbuilt drive within human nature which perhaps could be conceptualized as a “homing instinct” for God. Just as a compass needle is drawn towards the magnetic pole, so the human imagination is drawn, as much by intuition as by reason, towards its origin and goal in God.
Perhaps more importantly, the notion of the “image of God” expresses the notion that human beings are drawn upwards, avoiding collapsing into the material order from which they emerged. We emerge from dust; we shall return to dust; but we are more than dust. The human urge for self-transcendence can be seen in the light of this theological framework as a hidden or disguised yearning for God, which calls out for interpretation.
The term “sin” is used in a theological sense to designate a flaw within human nature which prevents us from achieving our true goals. It is not a moral or existential concept; it is essentially a theological notion, with moral and existential outworkings. The term “sin” can be used to designate both individual actions which represent a failure to achieve our true goal and the underlying human state that gives rise to those individual acts. Writers such as Augustine suggest that human nature can be seen as damaged, wounded, and broken. It needs healing and restoration if we are to achieve our true aspirations and goals. We are trapped—by our evolutionary past, by our personal weaknesses, and by the seductive whisper of delusions that have become the received wisdom of our day.
If the word “sin” didn’t exist, we would need to invent it. But it’s already there, precisely because earlier generations recognized the problem and knew that the first step in dealing with this problem is to name it. In and through its concept of sin, Christian theology gives us a critical lens through which to view the complex motivations and mixed agendas of human beings. We bear God’s image, yet we are sinful. We are capable of good, just as we are capable of evil. If the “image of God” affirms our need to reach upwards—to grasp and be grasped by the love of God—the notion of sin affirms a darker reality, namely our tendency to be drawn and dragged down.
We thus find ourselves excited and inspired by the vision of God, which draws us upwards; at the same time, we find ourselves pulled down by the frailty and fallenness of human nature. Earlier we noted Giovanni Pico della Mirandola’s view that human beings were poised in the theological space between angels and beasts. The “image of God” causes us to yearn to be angelic; sin inclines us towards our animal natures, driven by deep Darwinian instincts of survival, dominance, and power. In a sense, Christian ethics is a principled refusal to conform to these social Darwinian principles, however pragmatically they are stated.[25]
Much the same point was made by Thomas H. Huxley in his 1893 Romanes Lecture at Oxford University, entitled “Evolution and Ethics.”[26] Huxley noted that human animals have triumphed in the “struggle for existence” through their cunning and “ruthless and ferocious destructiveness.” Yet human beings, having subdued the remainder of the sentient world, now found that these “deeply ingrained serviceable qualities have become defects.” The violence and ruthlessness that secured their triumph over other animals were now seen as “sins”; there was a recognition that the methods used in the “struggle for existence” are “not reconcilable with sound ethical principles.”[27]
Ethics, for Huxley, was thus a principled resistance to precisely those animal qualities that secured human domination of the living world and the Darwinian processes that underlie them. Yet—and here Huxley must be heard—this demands the subjugation of animal instincts that linger within us. Our hereditary history continues to shape our present—and it must be resisted, even though it cannot be eradicated. “The practice of that which is ethically best—what we call goodness or virtue—involves a course of conduct which, in all respects, is opposed to that which leads to success in the cosmic struggle for existence.” Evolution may explain the origins of ethics; it cannot itself function as the basis of ethics, in that we are now called to leave behind those former virtues of violence and aggressiveness which are today seen as vices. “Evolution may teach us how the good and the evil tendencies of man may have come about; but, in itself, it is incompetent to furnish any better reason why what we call good is preferable to what we call evil than we had before.”[28]
Huxley’s emphasis on the tension between hereditary forces that linger within us and our sense of justice and ethical principles finds echoes within the Christian tradition. Augustine of Hippo’s basic criticism of Pelagius was his failure to allow for the continuing presence of inherited habits of thought and action, which are carried over into the life of faith. It is impossible to break free totally from our origins and contexts. Today, we would probably amplify his comments with reference to our evolutionary past.
The Christian “big picture” depicts humanity as containing within itself a tension between two different modes of being. The New Testament uses the terms “flesh” (Greek: sarx) and “spirit” (Greek: pneuma) to refer not to parts of the human body but rather to two different modes of human existence. Paul adopts what scholars term an “aspective” rather than a “partitive” understanding of terms such as “soul,” “flesh,” and “body.”[29] To “live according to the flesh” means to live at a purely human level, disregarding the spiritual side of life. Yet this theological framework can be extended to the moral and existential realms. It affirms that there is a tension within us as we feel drawn to good and to evil.
This framework emphasizes the importance of divine grace in that it recognizes the limits placed on human beings for self-improvement and self-transcendence. We cannot heal ourselves; we need to be healed by someone else. We find ourselves drawn to sin, despite knowing that it is wrong; we find ourselves unable to achieve the good, despite knowing that this is what we should be doing. This dilemma was known and expressed by Paul: “I do not do the good I want, but the evil I do not want is what I do” (Romans 7:19).
The Christian insistence that Jesus Christ is the savior of humanity—not simply its teacher and moral example—reflects this view of the human situation. Salvation is not something that humans can achieve or earn; it is something achieved and given by God. Yet salvation is a process in which a changed status in relation to God is gradually effected in terms of a transformed inner reality, often expressed using the language of “renewal” or “regeneration.” These terms do not designate an instantaneous change, in which someone suddenly breaks free from the power of sin to pull him or her down.
Augustine of Hippo used an analogy in making this point: we are like someone who is ill but is receiving appropriate treatment and is in the process of recovering. We are still ill; however, the healing process has begun, and we will eventually get better. We are thus both ill and better at the same time. We are ill in fact, in that we have not yet recovered, but we are healthy in hope, in that our healing is under way. Martin Luther famously expressed this notion when he declared that a Christian is “at one and the same time a righteous person and a sinner (simul iustus et peccator).”[30]
Christianity thus sets out a vision of human nature which recognizes its enormous potential while nevertheless affirming that it is wounded, damaged, and broken. The New Testament uses the language of putting our old nature to death and putting on a new nature—while at the same time recognizing the lingering influence of our older selves in the life of faith. The “Old Adam” lingers within us, shaping our motivations and actions (the parallels with Huxley’s reflections on our hereditary history are worth exploring here). Human nature needs to be healed and does not possess the capacity to heal itself. This framework helps us make sense of the complex picture we see of human culture and history, characterized by aspirations to greatness and goodness on the one hand and oppression and violence on the other. From a Christian perspective, it is clear that we must recognize both the greater destiny of humanity and a corresponding capacity to fail to achieve such aspirations unaided and unhealed.
Individuals may indeed have the capacity for good; this seems matched, however, by their intrinsic capacity for evil. We are morally ambiguous, easily led astray. Recognizing our own innate capacity for sin makes us less judgmental about others in that we realize how easily we too might fall into such patterns of thoughts and behavior. A recognition of this profound ambiguity and tension within us is essential if we are to avoid political and social utopianism, based on ideologically driven value judgments about human nature.
Science and Sin: Convergence without Identity
So where might science come into this? Nobody who knows anything about science or faith would be so crass as to suggest that their ideas on the human dilemma can be merged or treated as if they are intellectually equivalent. We need to respect their quite distinct approaches and emphases. Yet the idea of “enrichment of narratives” offers a way of respecting the individual identities of scientific and theological approaches while at the same time exploring how their distinct perspectives might illuminate the complex reality that we call “sin.” Many have turned to psychology for illumination of humanity’s deeply puzzling tendency towards violence and self-destruction. Although the reliability of some of Sigmund Freud’s judgments can easily be challenged, his own questioning of the myth of human goodness must be taken seriously. “Men are not gentle creatures who want to be loved, and who at the most can defend themselves if they are attacked; they are, on the contrary, creatures among whose instinctual endowments is to be reckoned a powerful share of aggressiveness.”[31] The evidence strongly indicates that males show this tendency to violence significantly more than females, especially in the case of sexual violence.
Since the advent of Darwin’s theory of natural selection, the imagery of conflict and a struggle for survival within the biological world has come to dominate discussion of human beings. Should we be surprised that humanity, having emerged from within this biological realm, is characterized by tendencies towards violence? Darwin’s own language is highly suggestive here:
The inevitable result is an ever-recurrent Struggle for Existence. It has truly been said that all nature is at war; the strongest ultimately prevail, the weakest fail. . . . The severe and often-recurrent struggle for existence will determine that those variations, however slight, which are favourable shall be preserved or selected, and those which are unfavourable shall be destroyed.[32]





The development of related approaches within sociobiology also opens up some important possibilities for expanding our understanding of the nature of sin.[33]
We’ve already noted how both Thomas Huxley’s lecture “Evolution and Ethics” (1893) and Richard Dawkins’s Selfish Gene (1976) opened up some fundamental questions about the biological origins of human tendencies towards violence and selfishness and how these might be alleviated, if not entirely eliminated. The geneticist Steve Jones develops this point further,[34] reflecting on the dark side of human nature, and pointing to hereditary factors which might shape contemporary human attitudes. Traditionally, Christian theologians speak of “original sin” in the sense of tendencies that lie within us from birth rather than being acquired from our social context.[35] This resonates with genetic reflections on violence and self-centeredness.
In her Fall to Violence (1994), Marjorie Suchocki considers sin in terms of instinctive human violence. “A tendency toward aggression is built into human nature . . . we are by nature an aggressive species with a history of physical and psychic violence. . . . The capacity for violence is built into our species through aggressive instincts related to survival. When that violence is unnecessary and avoidable, it is sin.”[36] This innate human tendency towards violence is expressed in multiple cultural forms, which extend far beyond the extreme case of international wars.[37] Yet it is important to notice that warfare does not represent a departure from basic human instincts but actually represents their fulfilment.
Why are these scientific insights into human nature so important? In my view, their significance lies in their challenge to the naivete of the “Age of Reason,” which held that humanity was naturally good. The notion of original sin was rejected as insulting and demeaning to humanity, as it implied that human beings were born with some innate tendencies towards evil or irrationality. This, Enlightenment writers declared, was patently unfair. Yet we now know that we are born into this world with certain genetic dispositions, which may be further enhanced through our social context—just as they can be reduced. Jean-Jacques Rousseau famously declared that humanity is “born free, and everywhere he is in chains”[38]—implying that this imprisonment is the result of an unjust society, which must be overturned and reformed. The science of genetics suggests that we are not born “free” but with inbuilt genetic tendencies which in themselves imprison us. Dawkins believes that we can overcome these by ourselves; I think we need help if we are to do so and to transcend our natural limits and boundaries.
Sin: A Lens through Which We See Ourselves
We are long past the historical moment when it was plausible to pretend that human beings are good. Earlier I noted Anne Frank’s heartbreaking confession that she held on to her belief that “people are really good at heart,” despite its obvious absurdity in the light of the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands. “I simply can’t build up my hopes on a foundation consisting of confusion, misery, and death.”[39] I make no criticism of her. We all need to “tread softly” (W. B. Yeats) when walking over others’ dreams. Yet I very much fear that hers is a dream that can only collapse and crumble in the face of a massive evidential dissonance.
We all need a lens through which we can see ourselves. Paradoxically, such a lens is something that we judge (is it right?), while at the same time being something which judges us (are we really like this?). We are often reluctant to be shown to be flawed, weak, or foolish and reject any such judgments primarily because they are threatening and embarrassing, irrespective of whether they might be true. Yet this difficulty is alleviated if we think of the lens as offering a diagnosis—an interpretation of the human condition.
For C. S. Lewis, Christianity provides a “big picture” of reality which “chimes in” with our experiences within us and our observations of the world outside us. Lewis set out this vision in his book Mere Christianity, the opening chapters of which deal particularly with the human condition. Christianity offers an intellectual mirror in which we see ourselves reflected and evaluated.[40] The resonance between what we “see” in this mirror and what we experience of ourselves inclines us both to take this diagnostic capacity seriously and to share in the hope of transformation that it brings. This is perhaps paradigmatically reflected in Paul’s famous words in his letter to the Romans: “Wretched man that I am! Who will rescue me from this body of death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Romans 7:24-25). Realism about our problems is thus suffused with hope about the future—a hope that is grounded in a faithful God, not in a misplaced optimism about ourselves or our world.
This analysis of human nature destroys any naive optimism about human nature, demanding that we confront the darker forces that lie within us. Freud’s identification of the darker shadowy forces at work within our unconsciousness may seem overstated at points; nevertheless, his point can hardly be ignored.[41] As Hannah Arendt pointed out, the unbearable horror of Auschwitz resides in the fact that its perpetrators were not Satanic or diabolical; they were “human, all too human figures” trapped within all too human political and ideological systems.[42] What happened in the past could happen again.
So do “human, all too human figures” stand at the center of a nexus of evil which they themselves have created and which (other) human beings must oppose and dismantle? It is a most uncomfortable thought for those who insist on making humanity the defining frame of reference for morality—a view that many now term as “humanism.” Yet as we shall see in the next chapter, “humanism” is a more elusive and complex notion than many realize. We must therefore look at the variety of humanisms and consider how they deal with the moral ambiguity of humanity.
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CHAPTER 11
HUMANISMS: 
SECULAR AND RELIGIOUS
Who then will not look with wonder upon man?
GIOVANNI PICO DELLA MIRANDOLA
As we reflect on the uncertain future of humanity, we need to ask what is distinctive and important about the human race. It is, at present, the most developed species in the natural world. Yet many are now reluctant to speak of humanity as representing the culmination of the evolutionary process. Why? Because if Darwin is right, our presence at the top of the evolutionary tree is nothing but an accident, the consequence of a series of fortuitous and unintended twists in the unpredictable and uncontrollable narrative of evolution, doubtless helped along (as Thomas Huxley pointed out) by human cunning and violence. Charles Darwin may have found this an uncomfortable implication of his theory of natural selection, yet he did not hold back from sharing it with his readers: humanity’s elevated position within the order of nature was an undeserved fluke.[1]
We therefore need to think about humanism—an attempt to understand what is distinct and good about human beings and how such virtues can be safeguarded. In the lazy and uncritical world of twenty-first-century journalism, the meaning of the word “humanism” is self-evident and unproblematic. It designates ways of thinking and living which exclude God, focusing instead on the achievements and aspirations of human beings. The idea of a “Christian humanism” is thus dismissed as an oxymoron, a contradiction in terms, one of the impossible things that the White Queen in Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass valiantly tried to believe before breakfast.
Yet this influential way of thinking about humanism cannot be sustained without doing violence to contemporary experience or to history. It is not exactly difficult to point to a very large group of human beings who frame their aspirations and ground their achievements in religious terms! The real difficulty, however, is historical, in that this specific concept of secular humanism—to give it its proper name—was invented in the twentieth century. It bears little relation to the nobler and more generous visions of humanism that emerged in the European Renaissance, associated with genial and wise writers such as Erasmus of Rotterdam. We need to reclaim such an older and wiser vision of humanism, which is much better adapted for the challenges that humanity faces in the twenty-first century and is more rigorously grounded in history and science than the impoverished “secular humanism” that has temporarily gained the ascendancy. Let’s begin by doing some history.
The Renaissance: 
The Historical Origins of Humanism
Humanism was the intellectual glory of the Renaissance, that remarkable period in European history from about 1300 to 1600 which witnessed the transformation of culture through an immersion in the cultural vitality of the ancient world. It was a program without parallel at the time, attracting individuals on account of the commanding power of its aesthetic vision and its sense of new possibilities that would enrich the lives of individuals and nations. Humanism arose in Italy in the 1300s and slowly made its way northwards and westwards, becoming a significant presence in England in the early sixteenth century.
My own interest in Renaissance humanism developed during the 1980s, when I specialized in a group of humanist writers based in Switzerland, including Joachim von Watt (1484–1551), Heinrich Glarean (1488–1563), and Johannes Xylotectus (1507–68). These writers did not fit into a rigid intellectual template and exemplified the diversity that is now generally regarded as characteristic of Renaissance humanism. As I worked in university archives in the cities of Zurich, Vienna, and St. Gallen, I began to absorb something of the excitement which saturated the cultural and ecclesial atmosphere of the age.[2] Renewal and regeneration were in the air! It was possible to step over the “Middle Ages” (a phrase, by the way, invented by supporters of the Renaissance), which separated the present from the glories of antiquity, and allow their fruitful reconnection.
Modern readers tend to assume that “humanists” were individuals who subscribed to a common body of beliefs, attitudes, and values known as “humanism,” in much the same way Marxists are individuals who subscribe to the ideas of Marxism. Yet there is little historical evidence for this assumption. Renaissance humanism was not an ideological program of any kind, still less an anti-religious movement.[3] It was fundamentally about the “pursuit of eloquence”—the renewal of a moribund culture through the “revival of good letters.”[4]
Referring to someone as a “humanist” in the fifteenth or early sixteenth century tells us little about their philosophical, political, or religious views. In fact, the term “humanism” is best seen as a nineteenth-century invention. During the time of the Renaissance itself, the word “humanist” (Italian umanista) was widely used to refer to a university teacher of studia humanitatis—a Latin phrase designating “humane studies” or the “liberal arts,” such as poetry, grammar, and rhetoric. The English word “humanist” first appears in 1589, with the sense of “a literary scholar, especially someone versed in Latin studies.”
The Italian Renaissance is so multifaceted that just about every generalization concerning its characteristic ideas tends to be a distortion. It is for this reason that the view of humanism developed by Paul Oskar Kristeller (1905–99) is of such importance, in that it was able to account for at least a substantial amount of the remarkable diversity of outlooks evident within the Renaissance.[5]
Kristeller offered a nuanced and sensitive account of humanism, which envisaged the movement as essentially cultural and educational, primarily concerned with written and spoken eloquence, and only secondarily concerned with matters of philosophy and politics. Although Renaissance humanism was characterized by no distinctive philosophical or ideological stance, the fact remains that, virtually without exception, Renaissance humanists were Christians operating within the context of the life and thought of the church and concerned for its reform and renewal. The Enlightenment tendency to portray the humanists as precursors of its critique of religion lacks plausibility, not least because leading humanists of the age—such as Giovanni Pico della Mirandola, Lorenzo Valla, and Desiderius Erasmus—tended to see humanism as continuous with the medieval Catholic spiritual tradition, rather than as a precursor of rationalism.
In debates about the “New Atheism” between 2006 and 2011, I was astonished to find that some followers of this movement seriously believed that Erasmus and other leading Renaissance humanists were atheists. When I asked them for documentary evidence of this, they declared that it was below their dignity to respond to such ridiculous questions. If these writers were humanists, then by definition they were atheists. When I asked them to explain Erasmus’s strongly religious views in works such as his New Testament commentaries, or his highly influential Enchiridion Militis Christiani (“Handbook of the Christian Soldier,” 1503), it became clear that they had not read any of them and were dependent on popular atheist writers for their ridiculous views. I began to realize it was necessary to challenge this nonsense. Renaissance humanism has, to put it bluntly, been hijacked in the service of modern ideological agendas. Truth, as they say, is the first casualty of warfare.
So how did this myth of an intrinsically atheist humanism take root? In fact, this turns out to be a recent development, in which a specific and unrepresentative form of humanism—best designated as “secular humanism”—asserted proprietorial rights over the more dignified and noble views of the Renaissance. Paul Kurtz, one of America’s most prominent skeptics and atheists,[6] played a leading role in reshaping and redirecting American humanism in a specifically secular fashion during the late 1970s and early 1980s, largely by suppressing both its historic religious origins and continuing religious associations and commitments. While the original American “Humanist Manifesto” (1933) made specific approving reference to religious humanism,[7] Kurtz vigorously advocated more secular forms of humanism and founded the “Council for Secular Humanism” to lobby for a more aggressively anti-religious attitude within the American Humanist Association. He was one of the two primary authors of “Humanist Manifesto II” (1973), setting out a vision for humanism framed exclusively in secularizing terms.
Lazy and uncritical media reporting ensured that Kurtz’s vision of secular humanism quickly became conflated with humanism as a whole and was read back into older visions and implementations of the movement. This process gave rise to the utterly incredible and unevidenced belief that Renaissance humanism was an essentially atheistic movement. This makes nonsense of history—at least to those who know that history and realize the intellectual violence that is being done to historical scholarship by ideologically driven agendas. Although serious disagreements within the Council for Secular Humanism made headlines in 2010,[8] media reporting of humanism continues to be trapped within a secularist framework. It’s time to move on from this outdated and indefensible perception.
Readers of this book who are unaware of the rich intellectual and cultural heritage of the Renaissance need to know that the term “humanism,” as used today, bears little relation to its historical predecessors. Ludwig Wittgenstein once remarked that certain terms needed “to be withdrawn from language and sent for cleaning” before they could be “put back into general circulation.”[9] It is hard not to appreciate the wisdom of his remark for our topic. So can the term “humanism” be cleaned up and put back into general circulation, shorn of distorted interpretations and sectarian agendas? It’s time to recover the word from the ideologues so that everyone can own and use it. There is not, and never has been, any problem in speaking of “Christian humanism”—save on the part of those concerned to impose their dogmatic and sectarian understanding of “humanism” on everyone else.
Whatever else humanism may be—and there are multiple understandings of its significance, some secular and some religious—all forms of humanism affirm the importance of humanity and its distinctiveness within the natural order. As the great Renaissance writer Giovanni Pico della Mirandola remarked, “Who then will not look with wonder upon man?”[10] The rise of the “Age of Ideology” in the twentieth century saw the rise of dehumanizing ideologies such as Nazism and Stalinism. The forceful reassertion of a theologically grounded view of human rights and dignity in the Soviet bloc—then teetering on the brink of collapse—was one of the most significant achievements of Pope John Paul II, who spent much of his life working in Poland during the Soviet era.[11] This vision of Christian humanism, grounded in a robust theological understanding of the human person, may be only one version of humanism, but it serves both to demonstrate the plurality of humanisms and to undermine the claims of any one variant of humanism to speak for the entire movement.
Yet there is another issue that emerges from this brief discussion of John Paul II’s religious humanism. Does the existence of religion itself undermine or subvert the entire intellectual and moral plausibility of secular humanism? In what follows, we shall pick up on a concern expressed in the writings of the great Oxford philosopher Bernard Williams (1929–2003)—himself a secular humanist—that the movement has never really faced up to the intellectual and moral consequences of its belief that religion is a human invention. It’s an important point, and we shall consider it in some detail.
The Problem of Religion for Secular Humanism
As a secular humanist, Williams had a marked distaste for religion, but he was acutely aware of the intellectual implications of any suggestion that religion was evil or degenerate. If there is no God or any transcendent being, then religion is a mirror, reflecting the heart and soul of its creators—human beings. And that, he pointed out, exposed some glaring internal contradictions within “humanist” thinking:
For granted that [religion’s] transcendental claim is false, human beings must have dreamed it, and we need an understanding of why this was the content of their dream. (Humanism—in the contemporary sense of a secularist and anti-religious movement—seems seldom to have faced fully a very immediate consequence of its own views; that this terrible thing, religion, is a human creation.)[12]





So if religion is indeed intrinsically degenerate and perverting (a belief that Williams regarded as normative), this ought to give humanists grave cause for concern about the goodness and integrity of human nature itself.
This is an important point and needs to be explored thoroughly. The New Atheists hold that God is to be blamed for the evil of the world. God is nasty, vindictive, and oppressive. This fundamental criticism is summed up by Richard Dawkins in an oft-quoted, if slightly hysterical, passage from his God Delusion: “The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.”[13] Yet this New Atheism scapegoating of God for the rational and moral failings of human beings merely exposes what many, including Williams, see as a fatal contradiction within its own worldview. Everything that is wrong with the world, the New Atheism assures us, can be blamed on God. But if God is an invention, a “fictional” character with no existence outside deluded human minds, that idea of God emerges from human minds. Christopher Hitchens argues that human beings create God in their own likeness, attributing their own moral and rational qualities to these supposed supernatural beings. “God did not create man in his own image. Evidently, it was the other way about.” Both God and religions must be recognized to be “man-made.”[14]
But there is clearly a problem here. The logic of both Dawkins’s and Hitchens’s analysis of God and religion as human fabrications leads to the conclusion not that religion corrupts an innocent humanity but that corrupt human beings create a religion that is just as evil and degenerate as they are. Let me playfully rewrite Dawkins’s piece in the light of this point:
The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction, created by equally unpleasant human beings who were jealous and proud of it; who were petty, unjust, unforgiving control freaks; who were vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleansers; who were misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bullies; and who created their gods in their own image.





More aggressive forms of secular humanism—such as the New Atheism—are thus caught in a dilemma which is both framed and created by two of its core beliefs: God is evil and nasty, and God is a delusion created by human beings. The more the New Atheism excoriates religion as irrational and immoral, the more it inadvertently highlights the irrationality and immorality of its human creators. This is obviously a problem for secular humanism. As Williams points out, the root of the problem is not religion but humanity. If Dawkins is right, and God and religion are just nasty human delusions, what does this tell us about the moral and intellectual status of the human beings who invented these nasty ideas?
The easiest way of getting out of this mess is to develop a New Atheist variant of Manichaean dualism, which declares that some human beings are moral and rational (and hence secular) and others are evil and intellectually degenerate (and hence religious). This strategy lies behind the use of the word “Bright” as a positive designation of someone with secular or atheist views. It was enthusiastically commended by Daniel Dennett and Richard Dawkins back in 2003.[15] Brights weren’t responsible for the outrageous invention of God; both God and religion were dreamed up by less intelligent, less enlightened human beings. Yet the notion of the “Bright” was widely ridiculed—even within secularist circles—as elitist and self-congratulatory. Christopher Hitchens openly mocked Dawkins and Dennett for their “cringe-making proposal that atheists should conceitedly nominate themselves to be called ‘Brights.’”[16]
For most of us, religion is a striking example of something with great potential for good that can go badly wrong. William Temple (1881–1944), who became Archbishop of Canterbury, delivered a series of lectures in 1932 at the University of Glasgow on the theme of religion, in which he declared that there were good reasons for suggesting that religion had done more harm than good to humanity. The problem lay in the corruption of religion. “Religion itself, when developed to real maturity, knows quite well that the first object of its condemnation is bad Religion, which is a totally different thing from irreligion, and can be a very much worse thing.”[17]
Nobody denies that religion can go badly wrong. Yet religion here turns out to be a particularly luminous example of a general problem with human nature. Just about everything that we blame for enslaving or perverting us turns out to be a human creation. Terry Eagleton thus takes no small pleasure in lampooning the self-indulgent and self-congratulatory optimism of much Western liberalism by pointing out that the social evils against which it pits itself are themselves the outcome of human decisions and actions. We blame society for our ills, but just who created that society in the first place?[18] Human beings thus act as both their own oppressors and liberators.
As Aristotle pointed out, human beings are social animals who create societies—and those societies are shaped by human values. Reinhold Niebuhr argued that, while individuals often show a willingness and ability to transcend self-interest in their personal dealings, this tendency is at best imperfectly realized at a corporate level. Relations between nations, ethnic groups, or social classes often show little if any capacity for self-transcendence. Yet paradoxically, a dehumanizing society is ultimately a human creation, a depressing witness to both the fragility of human moral concerns and the lingering power of human self-interest.[19]
So what can be done to change this situation? To make both individual human beings and human societies more just and humane? For many, the answer lies in education.
Humanism and Education
Renaissance humanism regarded education as essential to the future of humanity. It was a channel for the transmission of intergenerational wisdom, capable of creating a moral and cultural vision for the future of humanity. My own study of Swiss humanism in the early 1500s brought home to me how much education mattered to the Renaissance. Many humanists of the age saw the study of the humanities—such as history and rhetoric—as keys that unlocked the potential of human beings to achieve their true potential.
It is a bold and brilliant vision, characteristic of Renaissance humanism at its best. Yet some will wonder whether it quite matches the remarkable capacity of human beings to do utterly stupid and destructive things. Can we be educated to be good? Or do we need some kind of moral transformation in order to help us to love good in the first place and pursue it in the second? Some within the humanist movement of the Renaissance took the view that only God is capable of bringing about the radical transformation of human nature that is needed if we are indeed to love good rather than our own self-interests. Others hoped for a rationalization of self-interest, limiting its toxic scope.
It’s a long way from the upbeat optimism of the Renaissance to the year 1942, when Stanford University in California opened its new School of the Humanities. The celebration of that event was somewhat muted. How could the cultural achievements of humanity be applauded and promoted as a force for good in the light of the devastation of the Great War (1914–18) and the rise of totalitarianism in many parts of Europe previously regarded as bastions of civilization? As if that were not enough, the United States itself was now caught up in a new global conflict, having declared war on Japan and its allies a few months earlier, following the bombing of Pearl Harbor in December 1941. John W. Dodds (1902–89), the first dean of the School of Humanities, conceded it was not a particularly propitious moment to celebrate human cultural achievements. Why establish “an outpost of the humanities” and talk about the “place of culture in our civilization” when that civilization itself was teetering on the brink of disaster?[20]
Dodds acknowledged the force of this point. The disasters into which the world had lurched in recent decades seemed to speak more of inhumanity and insanity than of the great human cultural virtues. Tempering his idealism with a dose of realism, Dodds offered a sober account of the enigmas and inconsistencies of human nature, above all the need to confront our capacity for destruction:
[Human technological] development has been accompanied by a progressive dehumanization of society, until at last the Frankenstein monster seems in a good way to wipe out its master. Man’s mechanical contrivances are the marvel of the world, but morally and ethically and socially we are still (relatively speaking) trying to crawl out of the primeval slime. Man has gained mastery of his environment but he seems to be less and less master of himself. Today we see him turning the weapons of his brain against himself—groping, amid the noise of a tottering civilization, for some faith in man to which he can cling.





Yet for Dodds, the humanities articulated a vision which might both sustain a nation during a time of war and guide its postwar construction. “We need to be reminded of the dignity of man, to remember that we are potentially noble, to learn the infinite worth of the individual.” Once the war was over, it might be possible to recover such lost ideals and dreams.
For me, some sections of Dodds’s 1942 speech stand out as being among the finest defenses I have read of the place of the humanities in safeguarding certain core values of Western culture and of the role of education in creating better and wiser people. Yet there are points at which his speech seems so unrealistic about the moral qualities of humanity that it verges on the utopian. There has always been a stream of thought within Western culture which holds that education transforms people, converting them from a selfish ignorance to a generous toleration. Yet this often reflects the importance of peer pressure in maintaining positive and generous social values and the social role of universities in influencing students’ political and social views through judicious selection processes, which filter out those with undesirable attitudes and outlooks. It is unclear whether education itself—as opposed to other social processes—modifies the human tendency towards self-interest and self-promotion.
The outbreak of the Second World War precipitated a fresh outburst of reflection on the enigma of human nature. Although the full horror of the Nazi extermination camps did not become apparent until 1945, as the war in Europe moved into its final phases, many suspected that both sides of the conflict had committed atrocities that could only be described as inhuman. So how could human beings behave in such an inhuman manner? Surely a good education would prevent such things from happening?
Maybe it should have. But it didn’t. One example will suffice to indicate the scale of the problem. In January of 1942, thirteen Nazi technocrats gathered for a conference at 56–58 am Grossen Wannsee, a villa in a leafy suburb of Berlin.[21] Most of those present were highly educated, with doctorates or medical qualifications from leading German universities. Their task was to agree to protocols and procedures for the elimination of Jews from Germany and the occupied territories. One copy of the protocols agreed to by the meeting has survived, detailing—although in somewhat euphemistic language—the arrangements for the deportation, economic exploitation, and final extermination of the Jews.[22] While I like to think that learning makes us into better people, I have to admit that I find it very hard to see how their education “humanized” these people.
One of the more thoughtful reflections on such themes came from the pen of C. S. Lewis, whose fame in Britain stemmed initially from a series of wartime talks broadcast by the British Broadcasting Corporation.[23] While realizing that humanity’s capacity for self-deception was so great that such somber lessons would simply be suppressed and forgotten once the war was over, Lewis nevertheless took the view that optimistic ideas of human nature had been dealt a death blow by the horrors of the war. Lewis’s Abolition of Man (1943) is one of his most difficult books, lacking the clarity of many of his works of this period. Yet alongside Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932), it remains one of the most eerily prescient books of the twentieth century, opening up awkward questions about human nature that just will not go away—including our failure to learn from our past. 
The Threat of Dehumanization
One of the core tasks of any viable form of humanism—whether Christian or secular—is to resist the perennial threat of dehumanization. This almost invariably takes the form of one social “in-group” declaring that a social “out-group” is less than human—for example, in referring to its members as “animals” or “vermin.” The most familiar example of this is the dehumanizing racial ideology of National Socialism, which treated Jews, gypsies, Poles, and Serbs as Untermenschen (German: “subhumans”). Yet recent history is littered with genocides which reflect the influence of dehumanizing ideologies—such as the Armenian genocide of 1915–17, or the Rwandan genocide of 1994.[24] Part of the solution must be to challenge and neutralize such value-laden ideologies, which cause one set of human beings to regard others as representing a lower form of life.
Yet the threat of dehumanization is broader than this. It lurks within the tendency to commodify humanity, treating persons as if they were objects of potential commercial value or economic exploitation. This corrosive process of depersonalization leads to certain individual humans being treated as an “It” rather than as a “You.” This trend can be seen in the Nazi genocides. Individuals were first robbed of their valuables, then stripped of one of the most fundamental marks of human dignity and identity: their names. Now anonymous, these extermination camp inmates were known only by the numbers tattooed on their elbows. Finally, they were treated as economic assets, being stripped of their hair and other valuable body parts before being liquidated in an industrial-scale killing process. There is simply no parallel to this within the animal realm. Human beings alone seem morally and physically capable of genocide.
Ideologies both generate and sustain this dehumanizing outlook. Sometimes these ideologies are religious, with some groups regarding themselves as “God’s chosen people.” Yet we must not overlook ethnic ideologies which speak of the “Master Race” or those which dehumanize older people on account of their failing mental or physical capacities. The Nazi “Action T4” program of 1939–41—which led to the involuntary euthanasia of some 70,000 psychiatric patients—was based on the assumption that such people were simply devoid of any value or utility. It provoked a powerful reaction from Pope Pius XII in 1943:
We believe that it is necessary to reiterate this solemn statement today, when to our profound grief we see at times the deformed, the insane, and those suffering from hereditary disease deprived of their lives, as though they were a useless burden to society; and this procedure is applauded by some as a mark of human progress, and as something that is entirely in agreement with the common good. Yet who that is possessed of sound judgment does not recognize that this not only violates the natural and the divine law written in the heart of every person, but that it violates the noblest instincts of humanity?[25]





While there are many issues that need to be addressed, one of the most pressing is the need to develop a way of seeing humanity which is capable of resisting the denigration or devaluation of any groups of people or isolated individuals. The preaching of Jesus of Nazareth was not about the creation of a new “in-group” but about the subversion of “in-groups” in general. So what theological foundation might be offered for this principled repression of such a fundamental human social instinct leading to the creation of “in-groups,” which is as biologically natural as it is socially damaging? One answer lies in the notion of humanity being created in—and still bearing—the “image of God.”[26]
The Christian belief in humanity bearing the “image of God” affirms that humanity has an identity and value which transcends our economic utility and social location. One of the earlier discussions of this within the Christian tradition is due to Lactantius (c. 240–c. 320), who argued that the belief that human beings are created in the “image of God” demands equality among peoples and gives rise to affection and respect across social and political barriers:
Now it was from the one human being that God created us all, so that we are all of the same blood, with the result that the greatest crime is to hate humanity or do them harm. That is why we are forbidden to develop or to encourage hatred. So if we are the work of the same God, what else are we but brothers and sisters?[27]





For Lactantius, this theology implied that slavery was unacceptable, since all human beings were created equal, bearing God’s image.[28] Few were bold enough to follow him, yet the theological logic of his position is irresistible.
Others would not agree. If humanity is prone to weakness and the degeneration of old age, why not take charge of the evolutionary process and bring about a radical change in human nature so that these problems might be consigned to the past? In the next chapter, we shall consider some approaches to this question, including the movement known as “transhumanism,” which argues for the transformation of humanity through technological progress.
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CHAPTER 12
THE MYTH OF PROGRESS: 
RESHAPING HUMANITY
Amid arts forgotten, commerce annihilated, fragmentary literatures and populations destroyed, the European talks of progress because by an ingenious application of some scientific acquirements he has established a society which has mistaken comfort for civilization.
BENJAMIN DISRAELI
The dominant narrative of Western culture is that of progress. Things are not simply changing; they are getting better. We thus move from an undeniable empirical observation to a contestable value judgment, which has assumed the status of an unquestioned and unquestionable dogma, serving functions that are in some ways similar to those of religious beliefs.[1] This all too easily collapses into the Panglossian view that all change is good, no matter what is being changed or who is changing things. Anyone who suggests otherwise is dismissed as wallowing in nostalgia, looking for a misremembered and idealized past.
Any attempt to explore these issues needs to engage with the question of what the word “progress” means. Most understandings of progress incorporate three core themes.[2]
	Improvements in objectively measurable qualities, such as life expectancy, perinatal mortality, or gross domestic product.
	An improvement in the human situation, such as the growth of virtues such as tolerance, freedom, or equality. (This, of course, depends on a consensus about which of these nonempirical qualities actually count as “virtues.”)
	An improved understanding of our world, particularly through scientific progress, as a result of which our ways of depicting and speaking about the world become more reliable.

None of these can be considered adequate on its own as a measure of progress, and they are best seen as threads that are to be woven into a greater narrative.
Yet there are difficulties here. Perhaps the most challenging is that “progress” is an ideologically freighted notion, not a simple description of events. We observe that things change; we judge that these changes are progressive or regressive. A development which seems regressive within a moral framework of one ideology appears as progressive within another. This can be seen from English reactions to the French Revolution of 1789. Some people, like the young Wordsworth, saw this as socially transformative and liberating:
Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive,





But to be young was very heaven![3]





Others at the time, however, saw it as leading to social chaos and instability, threatening the future. Progress is the way we refer to change that we deem to be good. But just who are “we”? All too often, “we” refers to the judgments of some privileged and powerful elite who presume to speak for all right-thinking people and tell the rest of us what we ought to think. In the end, whether something or someone is “progressive” is determined by what the philosopher John Dewey termed “ends-in-view”—the goals that people believe to be desirable.[4]
The ideal of “progress” is clearly dependent on certain assumed moral values. It is not an empirical notion (such as “change”) but is rather an evaluation of the merits and significance of these changes. These values are determined by interest groups. The importance of this point is easily grasped when considering the colonial expansion of European nations in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.[5] European colonial powers all too easily thought of “progress” as civilizing savages through benevolently imposing their own self-evidently correct set of moral and social values on conquered cultures, implicitly regarding this as cultural “progress.”
Certain groups of thinkers define themselves as “progressive.” It is, however, a notoriously ambivalent term, grounded in some conspiratorially unspoken and unacknowledged understanding of how history should develop. This is particularly clear within both Marxism and Marxism-Leninism, conceptually obese systems which try to force every historical event into some theoretical hole. Both these bloated worldviews held the essentially determinist belief that the inevitable outcome of the historical process was the triumph of socialism. The difficulty with Marxism was not so much that it was an “elaborately sophisticated structure erected on the foundation of a primitive misconception”[6] but that it rested on the precarious thesis of inevitable historical “progress” towards a predetermined and knowable goal, which history itself seemed unable to confirm.
Given this ideological precommitment to the historical inevitability of socialism, it was natural for Marxists to speak of the “progressive forces of socialism and the degenerate forces of capitalism.”[7] Progressives were those who went with the flow of history, reactionaries those who sought to prevent history reaching its intended goal or even tried to reverse the historical process through counterrevolution. The difficulty, however, was that history itself did not seem to know about the rules that governed its supposed unfolding.[8] And furthermore, just why should the inevitable be deemed to be right?
The theologian Reinhold Niebuhr rightly pointed out the moral and intellectual vulnerability of liberal theories of progress, which so often seemed to elicit admiration from those who hoped that they were right, despite their blatant failure to face up to the human potential to choose and create evil.
The idea of progress is the underlying presupposition of what may be broadly defined as “liberal” culture. If that assumption is challenged, the whole structure of meaning in the liberal world is imperiled. For this reason the liberal world is intolerant in regard to this article of its creed. It does not argue about its validity, precisely because it has lost every degree of skepticism in regard to it.[9]





Yet, as Niebuhr pointed out, this liberal “creed” was “highly dubious,” not least because “all historical processes are ambiguous.”
Now Marx may have chosen the wrong goal. Yet with crystalline acuity, he realized that progress is a teleological notion. It is about identifying the right goal and doing what is necessary to move ourselves and others towards it. If progress, though, is indeed about attaining a goal, it must include a critical capacity for reflection and a willingness to change direction if the evidence suggests that our present trajectory is not bringing us closer to that goal—or that we have chosen the wrong goal in the first place. It’s an obvious point, made with characteristic clarity by C. S. Lewis:
Progress means getting nearer to the place you want to be. And if you have taken a wrong turning, then to go forward does not get you any nearer. If you are on the wrong road, progress means doing an about-turn and walking back to the right road. . . . I think if you look at the present state of the world, it is pretty plain that humanity has been making some big mistake. We are on the wrong road. And if that is so, we must go back. Going back is the quickest way on.[10]





The Need for Realism, Not Optimism
It is becoming much more difficult to sustain an uncritical metanarrative of progress in the West, as the manifest failings of Western liberalism have become increasingly clear.[11] This inadequate metanarrative is one of the chief targets of Terry Eagleton’s withering critique of the “New Atheism,” which he regards as uncritically reflecting this “myth of progress.”[12] Eagleton regards the “dream of untrammeled human progress” as a “bright-eyed superstition” which lacks any rigorous evidential base. “If ever there was a pious myth and a piece of credulous superstition, it is the liberal-rationalist belief that, a few hiccups apart, we are all steadily en route to a finer world.” Eagleton dismisses this myth as a demonstrably false pastiche, a luminous example of an infantile “blind faith.” What rational thinker could conceivably sign up to such a secular myth, which is obliged to treat such human-created catastrophes as Hiroshima, Auschwitz, and apartheid as “a few local hiccups” which in no way disrupted the steady upward progress of history?[13]
Underlying this “myth of progress,” Eagleton argues, is a naive optimism which sorely needs to be challenged and reconstructed. For a start, we need to acknowledge the presence of a powerful and thoroughly authoritarian current in Enlightenment thought, evident in more radical elements of the French Revolution, which supported and practiced methodical violence as a means of improving society. A classic example of this can be found in Eugene Lyons’s account of a period he spent in the Soviet Union during the 1930s, when repressive measures were defended on the basis of the degree of economic progress they helped to facilitate. “Every new statistical success gave another justification for the coercive policies by which it was achieved.”[14] The first and greatest casualty of this obsession with optimism is not so much truth but any attempt to be realistic. “Reality is a pessimist to whose treasonable talk one must shut one’s ears. Since the truth is often enough unpleasant, it must be trumped by the unflinching will. It is a vein of optimism not easy to distinguish from mental illness.”[15]
For Eagleton, one of the most pressing difficulties with this optimistic view of human progress is the troubling persistence of evil. The cosmic optimism of the eighteenth century proclaimed the rationality and harmony of the universe and the elevated position of human beings as rational interpreters and inhabitants of this ordered paradise. Although indifferent towards theology, the problem that arose from this naive cosmic optimism was thoroughly theological: how can evil arise within paradise? “Such cosmic optimism tends to be self-defeating, since it throws into relief what it finds hardest to accommodate.”[16] The difficulty, in my view, can be traced back to Descartes and the origins of the Enlightenment. Descartes’s unwise emphasis on divine perfection merely accentuated the dissonance between theory and observation,[17] creating an intellectual crisis where previously there had been merely some slight mental discomfort, which was perfectly capable of being accommodated within its leading metanarratives.
Thinkers of the nineteenth century, Eagleton suggests, adopted a somewhat different approach to the problem of evil. Though the bien pensants of that age were prepared to admit that evil was clearly an experienced reality within the world, they nevertheless countered that evil was in the process of being eliminated through human progress. This served the purpose of holding realism and optimism together in a rather delicate balance, allowing the irritating presence of evil to be conceded while accentuating the upbeat and optimistic belief that evil was well on the way to being eradicated by an enhanced human wisdom and knowledge and technological capacity to alter our environment. Humanity would ultimately triumph over evil! Curiously, the idea that humanity might be the agent—and not merely the victim—of evil remained largely unexamined by such enthusiastic social progressives.
To defeat evil, we need to triumph over ourselves. Human beings create and cause evil. It makes no sense to speak of an earthquake as a “natural evil.” It’s just a natural process, which happens to have unfortunate implications for human beings who are unfortunate enough to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. But it makes perfect sense to speak of human evil—as seen in the great genocides of the twentieth century, which have no parallels in the animal world. If we are to avoid evil, we need to change. So how might that happen? In what follows, we’ll look at some proposed solutions and their potential downsides.
Technology and Progress
The Enlightenment’s narrative of progress affirms the improvement of human society and social conditions through advances in scientific understanding and technological application. Reason and science lead to the progressive improvement of the human condition through the erosion of religious superstition and the emancipation of humanity from all taboos and arbitrary limits. The coupling of technological development and social progress was anticipated in the writings of Francis Bacon (1561–1626)[18] and remains a dominant theme in modern thinking on progress. Scientific advance is inextricably linked to social progress.
Now let’s be clear. In many ways, human beings have improved the conditions under which they live. Medical advances have unquestionably led to an extension of life expectancy. Diseases that once wiped out populations can now be controlled. Technological advances have led to greater crop yields, thus increasing the world’s food resources. Yet these are always part of a complex picture. Just as a conveniently selective attention to only part of this picture creates the semblance of uniform progress, focusing on other parts creates the equally unreliable appearance of collapse and degeneration. Advances in one area mask retreats in others. Technology has changed things for the better—and for the worse.
The history of the twentieth century is perhaps the greatest obstacle that the metanarrative of secular progress has to overcome, not least because of its sacred mythology of the unique capacity of religion to generate violence. The First World War, the Great Depression, and the Second World War all raised awkward questions about the plausibility of this narrative. We were told that if we got rid of religion—or at least neutralized it, pulling out its teeth—then the likelihood of war would be drastically reduced since religion was a key element in causing global conflict. Yet as far as scholars can see, there were no significant religious motivations for either the First World War (death toll around 16 million) or the Second World War (death toll around 60 million). We need to face up to the fact that, as a species, human beings are animals that use violence to achieve their ends and technology to extend the reach of that violence. Religion doesn’t cause this tendency; it merely reflects it.
That was certainly the judgment of J. R. R. Tolkien, who served as a British infantry officer during the First World War. He experienced there the terrifying reality of modern technological warfare, in which machines hurled an impersonal death from a distance towards their targets.[19] Tolkien came to see the “machine” as a symbol of the lust for power—above all, for power over others. Where some might see machines as devices that liberate people from servility, Tolkien saw them not as a means of liberation but rather as tools of coercion, domination, and enslavement.[20]
Some will rightly suggest that this is an excessively negative view, reflecting Tolkien’s traumatic experiences of a technologically enhanced warfare. Yet we cannot entirely dismiss his concerns. In his Lord of the Rings, Tolkien contrasts the hobbits, who used simple technology to help them stay close to the natural world and enjoy a simple life, with human beings, who used technology as a means of domination and exploitation.
Artificial Breeding: 
Eugenics and the Human Gene Pool
Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species (1859) argued that the standard stockbreeding practice of “artificial selection” offers an insight into a corresponding process which takes place within the world of nature.[21] Darwin extended his analysis in The Descent of Man (1871), arguing that human beings are also an outcome of this process of “natural selection.” It was not long before some leading figures in Victorian culture, anxious to safeguard both the future of the human race in general and the cultural supremacy of Great Britain in particular, suggested that the same principles used in stockbreeding should be applied to human beings. Why not breed humans selectively to ensure that those with desirable physical or temperamental qualities dominated?
Darwin himself laid the foundations for this development. In his Descent of Man, he noted that primitive societies rapidly eliminated those who were “weak in body or mind” so that those who survived were more healthy. For example, the ancient historian Plutarch told of how the city of Sparta identified weak infants and eliminated them as a potential liability for the city.[22] Civilized societies, Darwin remarked, hindered this “process of elimination” through medical and social care, thus enabling “the weak members of civilized societies” to reproduce—with negative implications for the health of future generations. Remedial action was clearly required.
No one who has attended to the breeding of domestic animals will doubt that this must be highly injurious to the race of man. It is surprising how soon a want of care, or care wrongly directed, leads to the degeneration of a domestic race; but excepting in the case of man himself, hardly any one is so ignorant as to allow his worst animals to breed.[23]





Darwin here arguably offered nothing more than implicit support for the notion of selective breeding for humans, paralleling the best practices of stockbreeders. Others, however—such as Sir Francis Galton (1822–1911), a cousin of Darwin—saw how Darwin’s ideas opened the way to the preservation of the human race through selective human breeding.[24] For the future good of the human race, certain types of human beings ought not to be allowed to reproduce.
Although we tend to think of such repressive policies as characteristic only of a degenerate Nazi Germany, they were in fact widely accepted within progressive circles in America and England during the 1920s. In fact, it is difficult to identify anything about eugenics that is specifically Nazi, despite its obvious potential for developing some aspects of its Aryan racial agendas.[25] Race and class agendas dominated the concerns of most so-called “progressives” of the 1920s and 1930s, who supported the practice of selective human breeding. For example, Marie Stopes (1880–1958), who founded the “Society for Constructive Birth Control and Racial Progress” in 1921, aggressively advocated sterilization (voluntary or forced) as a means of preventing the “rotten and racially diseased” from endangering the “higher and more beautiful forms of the human race.”[26] Programs of artificial insemination were advocated in the Soviet Union in the 1920s as a means of social engineering; these were subsequently abandoned for ideological reasons.[27]
The appeal of eugenics to those inclined towards social engineering has never gone away, although it has long since lost any associations with progressive trends within Western culture, partly because of its associations with a discredited Nazi past and partly because some of its core policies—such as forcible sterilization—are alien to the fundamental values of a neoliberal society. Nevertheless, it is not difficult to understand why some continue to find it attractive. If plants and animals can be bred selectively so that they are more resistant to disease, why not do the same with human beings? Selective breeding might easily eliminate those who would, in the eyes of some, be a “burden” to society.[28] A social in-group could manipulate the genetic future of its rival out-groups.
The lure of the genetic reprogramming of humanity remains as powerful as ever. In his influential book On Aggression (1963), the ethologist Konrad Lorenz argued that while the human tendency to aggressiveness once served some important social roles, the advent of modern technology has made this instinct fundamentally dangerous. It is no accident that Lorenz concluded his book by expressing the faint hope that human beings might one day find themselves subject to some form of genetic mutation that would turn them into affectionate creatures. For Lorenz, this would be a most welcome happenstance. But what if this were to be made to happen? What if we could take control of things?
Rebooting Humanity: 
Transhumanism and the Enhancement of Humans
Classic forms of humanism, expressed in works such as Giovanni Pico della Mirandola’s Oration on the Dignity of Man, emphasize the beauty and elegance of human nature, taking delight in the complexity of the human body and the range of human achievements. More recently, however, schools of thought have emerged which see human nature as a “work-in-progress, a half-baked beginning that we can learn to remold in desirable ways.”[29] If Milan Kundera is right in suggesting that our longing for paradise is actually a desire to escape from the limits of being human, might our dissatisfaction and restlessness cease if we could transcend our biological origins through technological enhancement? By becoming posthuman?
In the previous section, we noted the potential of selective breeding to “improve” the human race—for example, by breeding out certain genetic deficiencies which make people more prone to disease. Yet there is another option for the transformation of humanity which avoids the social stigma that is now attached to eugenics—namely, the technological enhancement of humanity. The “transhumanist” movement advocates “fundamentally improving the human condition” through technology, thus allowing us to “eliminate ageing and to greatly enhance human intellectual, physical, and psychological capacities.”[30] Through the creation and application of technology, human beings now have the capacity to transcend their biological limits. Yet awkward questions remain. Nick Bostrom, one of the most significant and influential transhumanist philosophers, rightly queries the simplistic equation of technological advances with the notion of progress itself. “It may be tempting to refer to the expansion of technological capacities as ‘progress.’ But this term has evaluative connotations—of things getting better—and it is far from a conceptual truth that expansion of technological capabilities makes things go better.”[31]
What sort of technological enhancements might this mean? Here’s one example.[32] It might one day be possible to develop artificial red blood cells, capable of transporting oxygen and carbon dioxide in human blood. These artificial cells would not be limited by the materials and pressures that arise naturally and would thus be capable of performing far beyond the range of natural red blood cells.
Some will see this intervention in human development as “playing at being God.” This is a fair point, although it needs careful nuancing. After all, human beings already depend extensively on scientific interventions—such as drugs and surgery—to promote the quality and extend the range of our lives. The question under discussion is whether transhumanism represents an extension of existing practices or a new approach altogether, moving us into unfamiliar and disturbing ethical and social territory.
Here’s another example. Transhumanists point out the importance of “evolutionary lag”—the slow response of natural evolution to changes in our environment. Technology now allows us to insert certain genes for specific traits, thus bypassing evolutionary lag. A good example of this issue is lactose tolerance. While the development of lactose intolerance is adaptive for mammals since it makes weaning easier, increasing use of dairy products in human societies over the last five thousand years has given rise to a significant problem for many people. This development is so recent in evolutionary terms that genetic traits which deal with the problem have yet to diffuse to all human populations. So why not insert into the human genome a gene that has a desirable effect in this situation, or find some way of mimicking its effects?
Bostrom argues that such judicious technological enhancement of humanity might lead to the emergence of “posthumans” with some or all of the following characteristics:
	Individuals could expect to live for more than five hundred years.
	A large section of the population would have “cognitive capacities more than two standard deviations above the current human maximum.”
	Psychological suffering would become rare.[33]

There are obvious questions here. For example, is such a technologically enhanced human being actually something other than human? And are these technological enhancements capable of being transmitted genetically? If so, are we really talking about the emergence of a new species? Will “posthumans” displace humans?
Transhumanists often assume that technological augmentation of natural human cognitive capacities will lead to moral excellence, in effect regarding selfishness and our innate tendencies towards destructive patterns of thought and action as due to mental disability that will be remedied by boosting our cognitive capacities. It’s an interesting suggestion. Yet its status is that of an unevidenced belief, a charming aspiration which may lack any grounding in reality. Victor Ferkiss expressed a deep-seated concern a generation ago that cannot be ignored, given the pace of technological development: “What if the new man combines the animal irrationality of primitive man with the calculated greed and power-lust of industrial man, while possessing the God-like powers granted him by technology? This would be the ultimate horror.”[34]
There are many issues to be debated, some of which are scientific. The most important is the “Weissman barrier”—the basic principle that certain characteristics that are acquired by organisms in their lifetime cannot be transmitted genetically. For example, a woman who loses a hand in an accident does not produce children with only one hand, just as a man who develops his muscles through a rigorous exercise regimen does not necessarily produce muscular offspring. At what point would a technologically enhanced humanity be able to transmit its enhancements genetically—if at all?
Yet most of the questions that arise do not concern how this could be done but whether it should be done. Four concerns seem particularly significant here.
	Technological enhancements are expensive, and their implementation will therefore merely increase global inequality. Those with the financial means will be able to extend their life spans; everyone else has to continue as normal. The first posthumans may well turn out to be wealthy Americans.
	A significant expansion of human life span immediately raises the concern noted by Thomas Malthus in his Essay on the Principle of Population (1798). Given that the earth has limited resources, it can only sustain a certain number of people. Although Malthus could not have foreseen the development of chemical fertilizers and genetically modified crops giving enhanced yields, his point remains valid. Earth’s capacity to produce food limits the size of the population. If human life expectancy rises to five hundred years, the overall population must be reduced. Otherwise, the harsh control mechanisms so grimly noted by Malthus—war and famine—would kick in.
	The assumption that there is a direct correlation between cognitive capacity and moral discernment is contestable. What if technological enhancement merely assists and enables humanity’s seemingly inescapable and utterly irrational tendency to debase and destroy its own best achievements? To use more theological language, does the rise of transhumanism offer an escape from sin? Or does it make us even more vulnerable to it?
	Will transhumanists end up treating humans as an inferior race? As Stephen Hawking points out, there is no compelling reason for believing that a technologically enhanced humanity will retain the same values and rationality as its originals.

None of these questions are easy to answer, yet they all need to be asked. It is far from clear that technological advance will lead us to wiser and better decisions than we have made in the recent past. Perhaps that helps us understand why some are suggesting that any possible enhancement of human technological capacity means that we also need a corresponding moral enhancement if we are to cope with the new challenges that we will inevitably face.[35] But who will reprogram us? After all, these “moral enhancements” will be developed and chosen by morally questionable human beings who could easily adapt them to advance their own vested interests and concerns.
We might be on the threshold of a terrifying Orwellian world in which powerful groups reprogram us to replicate their beliefs and values, making critique of these impossible through a redirection of human rational processes. Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) is a troubling account of such a development, in which human beings were reprogrammed in “hatcheries and conditioning centers” to conform to the will of their controllers, including the generation of people of lower intelligence in the “Social Predestination Room” to facilitate their conformity to the needs of the World State. Instead of having to think for themselves, they would simply conform to the groupthink of the State.
So would such moral rebooting actually change things? The sad truth is that humanity has messed up this world more than any other animal. We have managed to change global climates, with unpredictable and potentially damaging long-term results; we have developed nuclear and pathological weapons capable of wiping out entire populations; and we have conducted campaigns of genocide unparalleled elsewhere in the animal kingdom.
So can we be hopeful for the future of the human race? Given that 99.9 percent of all species that ever existed on earth are now extinct, what are the chances of our survival? There seems to be an emerging consensus that there is a serious risk of humanity’s journey coming to a premature end—even if that consensus does not extend to any precise time frame or probability judgment.[36] We could be wiped out in a natural extinction event; we could wipe ourselves out; or we might be transformed into another species—but perhaps this time, as transhumanism suggests, by taking charge of our own evolutionary future. We just don’t know. And we have to live in the light of this lack of knowledge. But maybe that’s better than believing that the future is merely some kind of fantasy projection of the present. An uncritical belief in the uninterrupted upward trajectory of human progress can lead us into illusory and dystopian worlds, whose plausibility is sustained largely by the suppression of evidence and reflection.
Yet there is another point that needs to be made here. Earlier, we noted Einstein’s problem with the question of the “Now.” Viewing human life solely through the interpretative lens of relativity theory could not help him—or anyone—grasp the existential importance of the present moment in human experience. As we saw earlier in our reflections on meaning, human beings naturally consider this to be important. The same problem emerges with ideologies which focus on the theme of progress. Why? Terry Eagleton puts his finger on the point at issue: “For the ideology of progress . . . all moments are devalued by the fact that each of them is no more than a stepping-stone to a successor, the present a mere gangplank to the future. Every point of time is diminished in relation to an infinity of points still to come.”[37]
This ideology of progress holds that some point in the indeterminate future possesses value and significance; the present moment only has significance in that it contributes to this distant and invisible goal. The present is thus reduced to little more than an existential vacuum, empty of any intrinsic significance save as a stepping-stone to an imagined future that may turn out to be nothing more than an illusory promissory note. If such a controlling and limiting ideology allows us to have hope, it is for the transformation of the future. Yet human intellectual history is littered with the wrecks of aspirations that proved to be groundless, misguided, or simply insane. Who knows if today’s cherished dreams will turn out to be tomorrow’s discarded illusions?
The Hope of Immortality: Technology or Theology?
John Gray had little doubt about one of the core human obsessions: “Longing for everlasting life, humans show that they remain the death-defined animal.”[38] Yet even those who do not share this fixation on human mortality are obliged to recognize that there are limits placed on our life span. We may seek to extend our lives, yet this will simply add further to the stress on our planet’s limited resources and make war or famine even more likely. So why this anxiety in the first place?
Many answers have been given. The sociologist Peter Berger suggested that human mortality is the ultimate unbearable truth, pointing to the terrifying meaninglessness and chaos which characterizes human existence in this world. Society tries to defend and protect people from this unbearable knowledge, shielding them against this terror by asserting the existence of meaning and order in a seemingly meaningless and chaotic universe.[39] Human beings need to be protected by illusions of meaning against this meaningless, chaotic realm of disorder, disintegration, and death. J. R. R. Tolkien spoke of human beings spinning “wish-fulfilment dreams” to console and cheat “our timid hearts,” while seeing this human instinct as a sign of some greater horizon that called out to be explored.[40] This human reluctance to accept our own mortality also stood at the heart of Ernest Becker’s Pulitzer Prize–winning monograph The Denial of Death (1973). For Becker, human beings are driven by the desire to deny death, transcend it, or create meaning in its face.
History is generous in its provision of amusing examples that illustrate human attempts to deny, cheat, or conquer death. One of the most entertaining is the attempts made by the Soviet “Immortalization Commission” to preserve Lenin’s body after his death in 1924—not merely as a potent symbol of the Russian Revolution but as an assertion of the human capacity to achieve immortality under Marxism-Leninism.[41]
Leonid Krasin was an engineer who believed that the dead could be technologically resurrected. Who more than Lenin deserved to be the first to share this privilege? In a series of remarkable experiments, Krasin used refrigeration to preserve Lenin’s body, not merely so that its public display might edify the Soviet masses but so that it might demonstrate the Soviet capacity to vanquish death. After all, the Soviet Union arose through the forceful overthrow of imperial Russia. Why not end the tyranny of death in the same way?
Sadly, Krasin’s primitive cryogenic experiments were doomed to failure. Lenin’s body soon began to show unmistakable signs of decay. Krasin demanded that a better refrigerator be imported from Germany to stop this process of deterioration. Yet it continued unabated and irresistibly. In his death, Lenin demonstrated his true humanity. His nose began to lose its shape and his eyes began to recede into their sockets. In the end, the only solution was to embalm Lenin’s body regularly and hope nobody would notice that death had neither been defeated nor transfigured.
Yet there was a clear ideological motivation for this procedure. Marxism-Leninism proclaimed itself as having displaced an outdated and outmoded Christianity. This, unfortunately, had been achieved largely through force of arms rather than force of argument. Churches were closed or destroyed, often by dynamiting; priests were imprisoned, exiled, or executed. On the eve of the Second World War there were only 6,376 clergy remaining in the Russian Orthodox Church, compared with the prerevolutionary figure of 66,140. In 1917, there were 39,530 churches in Russia; by 1940, only 950 remained functional.[42]
A key player in this atheist crusade was the League of Militant Atheists, a semiofficial coalition of various political forces which operated within the Soviet Union from 1925 to 1947.[43] With the slogan “The Struggle against Religion Is a Struggle for Socialism,” the group set out to destroy the credibility of religion through social, cultural, and intellectual manipulation. Its carefully orchestrated campaigns involved using newspapers, journals, lectures, and films to persuade Soviet citizens that religious beliefs and practices were irrational and destructive. Good Soviet citizens, they declared, ought to embrace a scientific, atheistic worldview. The good citizens of the Soviet Union nevertheless clung obstinately to their Christian faith—not as a mark of intellectual backwardness but because they preferred to trust this narrative rather than its more recent and untested rival, which already seemed to them to be in trouble.
Christianity proclaimed the resurrection of the body and offered the hope of eternal life. Marxism-Leninism thought that it could do better than that: it could overcome death itself and offer a secular hope. The advance of knowledge within a technocratic Soviet Union would make it possible for humanity to conquer death without the need for divine assistance. Although most Soviet ideologists were emphatic that Marxism-Leninism was not a religion, its vision for human immortality certainly made it seem so to its secular admirers. The problem, of course, was that it failed to deliver on this core promise. Transhumanism has taken up this challenge with a promise to extend human life. Yet there is no talk of immortality. Wisely, transhumanism has limited itself to the postponement of the inevitable rather than promising the impossible.
There is much more that needs to be explored. Yet it is time to bring these brief reflections on human beings to an end.
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CHAPTER 13
ENDINGS: 
SOME BRIEF MUSINGS
My life seemed to be passing before me, not in a flash as it is said to do for those about to drown, but in a sort of leisurely convulsion, emptying itself of its secrets and its quotidian mysteries in preparation for the moment when I must step into the black boat on the shadowed river with the coin of passage cold in my already coldening hand.
JOHN BANVILLE
This work is bookended by two quotes from The Sea, a masterly work by the Irish writer John Banville (born 1945). In the above passage, rich with symbolic associations, Banville holds before us the chilling vision of stepping into Charon’s boat to be ferried across the Stygian darkness to the place of the dead without having managed to figure out what life was all about in the first place. We leave behind a mysterious and puzzling world, through which we passed uncomprehendingly, and prepare to enter another realm about which we know even less. It is a thought that many prefer to ignore.
Life is a mystery—something with so many impenetrable and uncomprehended dimensions that our minds simply cannot take it in. We can only cope with such a mystery by filtering out what little we can grasp, thus reducing it to what our minds can accommodate so that reality is displaced by what is rationally manageable. Some withdraw from any intellectual engagement of this kind, believing that it is pointless. The wise persist, however, knowing that any worthwhile insights come only by an uncomfortable but necessary stretching of our minds.
For Richard Dawkins, our universe is genuinely mysterious. How can the human mind, seemingly designed to cope with the quotidian threats and opportunities upon which survival depends, conceivably take in the vastness of our universe? “Modern physics teaches us that there is more to truth than meets the eye; or than meets the all too limited human mind, evolved as it was to cope with medium-sized objects moving at medium speeds through medium distances in Africa.”[1] I agree with him entirely. I fear that some of his more dogmatic rationalist friends might demur at his reference to an “all too limited human mind,” yet Dawkins has science on his side at this point, and they will just have to get used to this. Recognition of the limitations of the human mind is not, however, an insight that is restricted to modern physics but is a signature characteristic of the human predicament.
Some suggest that mystery is just a superstitious person’s way of referring to an irrationality. As a slogan, this suggestion is both slick and simple; as a guide to reality, however, it is superficial and deeply misleading. Those of us who have studied quantum theory know it has developed its own rationality of our fuzzy world, which calls into question inadequate common-sense conceptions of what is reasonable, shaped by our limiting experience of reality. Lesser rationalities—such as those of the bygone “Age of Reason”—tend to evade the challenge of more expansive visions of rationality by dubbing them “irrational.” In fact, their views are corrected and relativized by scientific advance, in both the natural and the social sciences. Karl Marx, Charles Darwin, Sigmund Freud, and Albert Einstein have all played critical roles in challenging such naive visions of rationality.
More recently, postmodernism has claimed that science, religion, and philosophy are tainted with cultural influences, causing us to conflate truth with power. There is a legitimate debate here about the extent to which this is indeed so, yet the evidence suggests there is a genuine case to answer and a legitimate cause for concern. There can be little doubt that further chastening of our inflated ideas of rationality awaits us. The question that remains on the table is this: What can be learned from recognizing that the human mind is “all too limited”?
As I bring this work to a close, I see three points that have clearly emerged from the chastening of human rationality that we have considered in this work. None are religious in themselves, yet all are religiously significant. They all call out for further thought.
1. Humility: Reality Is a Lot Bigger than We Are
The proper attitude to the universe is humility—a respectful appreciation of its spatial and temporal vastness, in the face of which we seem insignificant. We can only have a partial and incomplete grasp of our universe. This does not lead to a relativist anarchy, in which all views are held to be equally good. Our beliefs about the universe need to be warranted or rationally motivated—that is to say, there must be reasons for believing that they might be right. Yet as the progress of science itself over the last few centuries makes clear, what one generation regarded as correct is discarded by another generation as false or inadequate.
In a powerful visual image, Paul of Tarsus speaks of the limits of our vision of reality. We now only “see in a mirror, dimly” (1 Corinthians 13:12). To be human is to see only part of a “big picture” of reality and to learn to live with a deep sense of frustration that we cannot see more, mingled with some slight satisfaction that we can see anything at all. The enemy here is not faith but arrogance—the conceited belief that our limited view is right, and for that reason others are wrong.
2. Generosity: We Will Have to Learn to Live with Unresolved Questions
Humans long for certainty and clarity. While the Enlightenment’s quest for clear and certain ideas proved impossible to attain, save in very limited contexts, it was nevertheless a very human aspiration. That’s the sort of knowledge that we yearn for. But save in the limited realms of logic and mathematics, it’s not what we can realistically expect to achieve. Aspirations to Cartesian clarity have faded, to be replaced with postmodern hesitation. It has simply not proved possible to rescue the Enlightenment’s rational ideals from the sustained criticisms of Martin Heidegger, the later Wittgenstein, and Hans-Georg Gadamer. Even in the natural sciences, we have to accept the provisionality of scientific theories. Our beliefs may be warranted; they might not, however, be right. “Neither science nor religion can entertain the hope of establishing logically coercive proof of the kind that only a fool could deny.”[2]
This means that we need to learn to live with unresolved questions, hoping to find answers that may be trusted yet so often cannot be proved to be true. I come back to Bertrand Russell’s insight that our condition is such that we need to cope with living without the hope of certainty.[3] It is not difficult to point to ultimate questions of life that remain frustratingly resistant to definitive answers. What, for example, lies beyond death? Maybe death ends everything. Maybe we must step into Charon’s boat for our final journey to a dark underworld. Maybe we might enter a New Jerusalem, a place of safety and rejoicing. Nobody knows for certain, although I know what I believe and hope—and why. But that doesn’t mean that I regard others who disagree with me as deluded fools. I gladly leave that sort of rhetoric to cultural fundamentalists.
For perhaps the most important point to appreciate from such a line of thought is this. Given that life’s great questions remain tantalizingly open, we need to be generous towards those whose answers do not coincide with our own. Sir Isaiah Berlin famously argued that ultimate human values—such as questions of justice or the God question—necessarily lead to conflict. They cannot be reconciled or resolved by rational calculation since they cannot be measured. Nor, in Berlin’s view, could they be sorted out by philosophy, which Berlin was inclined to think incapable of solving anything that is of ultimate importance to us as human beings. The divergence of opinions and values in human thought is not ultimately a mark of mental fragility or malfunction but of the intractable nature of the world within which we live and think.[4] If Berlin is right, human beings end up with “a diversity of narratives about themselves, none of which has the authority of a metanarrative.”[5] And since reality is too complex to compel us to agree on its right interpretation, we might at least be civil to each other as we try to make sense of things as best we can.
3. Wonder: A Willingness to Expand our Vision
Our sense of wonder at the solemn stillness of a starlit night or the crystal purity of a northern landscape elicits more than an experience of beauty; it discloses the limited capacity of our minds and invites us to expand our mental vision to embrace the universe as it actually is, rather than to try and reduce it to what we find convenient or manageable. We face a constant struggle within and against ourselves as we stare down the temptation to desiccate and dissect the mystery of ourselves and our universe. Wordsworth’s words still ring true:
Our meddling intellect





Mis-shapes the beauteous forms of things:—





We murder to dissect.[6]





A “mystery,” in the theological sense of that term, is something that ultimately triumphs over the human instinct to reduce and simplify, exposing the limits of the systems and frameworks within which we try to trap reality.
Recent psychological studies of the human experience of awe have highlighted the tension that arises from wanting to understand what we experience yet simultaneously wanting to sustain the experience itself.[7] At their best, both science and religion try to preserve this mystery, affirming the intelligibility of our universe without reducing this to what the “all too limited human mind” can accommodate. In Christianity, this is evident in the creative tension between theology and worship, which paradoxically celebrates both the fact that so much of God can be grasped, however inadequately, by the human mind (and hence leads to theology), while at the same time so much remains beyond the human capacity to understand (and hence leads to worship, in the sense of acknowledging that the greatness and majesty of God eludes verbal analysis and is best expressed in praise and adoration).
Conclusion
This book has reflected on the great mystery of human identity, and especially our attempts to make sense of ourselves and our world as we journey on the Road. The proper human response to that mystery is a sense of humility in the presence of something greater than us; an intellectual generosity, not a narrow dogmatism, in trying to make sense of it; and perhaps above all, a feeling of awed wonder that we are temporarily placed within such a vast and beautiful universe and are capable of reflecting on its deeper significance—as well as our own. It seems that we are born to wonder, created to seek out meaning and purpose in life, and thus follow paths of exploration that will ultimately lead to God as their source and goal. We are called to make sense of the clues implanted within us and around us, and realize their true significance.
It is easy to be drawn to ideologues who try to short-circuit or bypass the problem of our “all too limited human mind,” offering us the cozy and smug certainties of in-groups or the strident slogans of fundamentalists. These imagined certainties demand a God’s-eye view of reality, to which neither they nor we have access. Our place is on the Road, not on the Balcony—not a settled habitation of detached privilege but a process of journeying in hope through an opaque and puzzling world.
The approach to the mystery of human identity and meaning set out in this book is both informed by science and nourished and enriched by the Christian tradition. We indeed are “meaning-seeking animals.” Just as we seek food in order that we may survive, so we seek meaning in order that we may flourish. Perhaps we are, as John Banville suggests, a “little vessel of strangeness” sailing through the “muffled silence” of an “autumn dark.” Perhaps we have been forced to pause in the middle of our lives, to use Dante’s famous image, as we realize that we are lost in a dark wood, unsure either of where we are or where we are meant to be.[8]
Dante’s Divine Comedy is not the only theologically informed account of our quest for meaning, nor the only substantial work of literature to be organized around the image of a journey through life. Yet many regard it as the most acutely observed and finely expressed account of our search for significance. Perhaps in closing, we might reflect on what one of Dante’s leading interpreters saw as its core vision:
We find affirmed with the utmost clarity and consistency the fundamental Christian proposition that the journey to God is the journey into reality. To know all things in God is to know them as they really are, for God is the only absolute and unconditioned Reality, of whose being all contingent realities are at best the types and mirror, at worst the shadows and distortions.[9]





We need a vision such as this to sustain us as we pass through this world of dark shadows and pale reflections, thinking and wondering as we journey. We are unable to stand above the Road and see the “big picture” for ourselves—but we can trust that there is one, giving us meaning and purpose as we travel on that Road.
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