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Anthony
Campbell was a consultant physician at The Royal London Homeopathic
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for over twenty years. He retired in 1998. He has published books
and articles on homeopathy, medical acupuncture, and complementary
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For M-C, who
profoundly disagrees with me but respects my right to have a
different opinion.

 


Reviewers'
comments

I especially
like Campbell's autobiographical approach to religion, where he
explains his religious journey throughout his life. This gives him
an opportunity to present some arguments, but more importantly, to
put these into context and tell the reader why those arguments
moved him. The result is not so much a philosophical meditation as
a story. And such a story is powerful in its own way. Reading it is
like listening to the wisdom of a thoughtful person who has had
interesting experiences in a long life. Because this wisdom is
based on an individual's experience, it is to a certain degree
personal. It may not always be easy to generalize and make into an
abstract argument. But I find it fascinating and valuable
nonetheless. [Taner Edis]

 


Anthony
Campbell gave the rather challenging title of "Totality Beliefs and
the Religious Imagination" to what is really a most readable
autobiography, a story, during which he shares a remarkable depth
and breadth of knowledge and a distillation of his personal
philosophy. We read biographies not just as non-fiction "stories",
but also in hopes of finding something about ourselves as much as
the subject of the biography, and Campbell's story is one in which
many will find a mirror, reflecting, and perhaps rendering more
clear, their own thoughts about this life. [John Floyd]

 


 Contents

Preface

Chapter 1. The
Casaubon Delusion

Chapter 2. Roman
Catholicism

Chapter 3.
Starting TM

Chapter 4.
Doubts and Difficulties

Chapter 5.
Moving On

Chapter 6.
Mysticism

Chapter 7. The
Religious Imagination

Chapter 8.
Buddhism

Chapter 9.
Miracles

Chapter 10. The
Soul

Chapter 11.
Letting Go

Appendix:
References for Chapter 9

Bibliography

 


 


 Preface

 


There are many
motives for writing, but one is to clarify one's ideas to oneself.
The result is more a voyage ofexploration than a formal setting out
of views. This book is in that category – written in the first
instance for myself, though I hope it may be useful to at least
some readers. The ideas I look at here have been in my mind for
more than fifty years, so it seems that now is the time to put them
down on paper if I am ever going to do so.

 


Many books
criticising religion have appeared in recent years, but most have
been written by people who never had a religious belief or lost it
early in life. This one is different, in that it offers an inside
view of what it feels like to be immersed in two quite different
religious belief systems and then to leave them. At various times
in my life I have been involved in Roman Catholicism and in
Transcendental Meditation (TM), which is based on Indian (Advaita –
non-dualist) metaphysics. Many years ago I wrote a book on TM
called Seven States of Consciousness. Occasionally someone who has
come across mywebsite sends me an email to ask if I am the Anthony
Campbell who wrote the book and, if so, do I still agree with what
I wrote there and do I still practise TM? The answers I give to
such people are usually greeted with silence; I never hear any more
from them.

 


I don't much
like having to reply to these correspondents because simple yes or
no answers to their questions would be misleading and to reply in
more detail would require more time and space than an email could
easily accommodate. In a way, this book is a reply to questioners
of this kind but its relevance is, I hope, not at all confined to
people who practise TM or have given it up. I am writing here for
people who question the need to adhere to any totality belief
system. The book may be useful to anyone who thinks they are
reaching a similar position but wonders what it will feel like if
they let go. I want to show that letting go can actually yield a
great sense of freedom.

 


Whatever I may
have been in the past, today I regard myself as a fully paid-up
supporter of the values of the Enlightenment – the intellectual
movement which began in France, Germany and Britain in the
seventeenth or eighteenth centuries (historians argue about the
exact chronology) and advocated reason as the primary basis of
authority rather than revelation.

 


These values
are under attack today in all kinds of ways. I may even have
contributed to this myself in the past, by using "enlightenment" in
a different sense, to mean almost the opposite – to refer to a
mystical form of illumination that is non-rational. So this book
is, in a sense, a recantation of former views, but no matter. I
have always believed that we should be prepared to change our minds
when the evidence demands it.

 


It hardly needs
saying that a book of this kind must be deeply indebted to the
ideas of others. There are few original ideas, particularly in
religion. The Bibliography lists all the books referred to in the
text and also others that I have found useful in helping to shape
my thoughts.

 


 


 Chapter 1. The Casaubon
Delusion

 


It is
perhaps surprising that men come to regard the happiness which a
religious belief affords as a proof of its truth. If a creed makes
a man feel happy, he almost inevitably adopts it. Such a belief
ought to be true; therefore it is true. – William James (The
Varieties of Religious Experience).

 


It is said that
when the writer Gertrude Stein was dying, her companion, Alice B.
Toklas, asked her urgently: “Gertrude, Gertride, what is the
answer?” To which Gertrude replied, very reasonably: “What is the
question?”

 


Alice's
question was about the Meaning of Life, the Universe, and
Everything. In Douglas Adams's The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy
the supercomputer Deep Thought gives us the answer to such a
question, which is "Forty-two". This may be about as far as we are
likely to get with all-embracing questions about ultimate meaning,
but many of us find it hard to accept. There seems to be something
in the human mind that is always searching for totality answers,
for all-encompassing solutions. But it is a perilous quest. It can
even degenerate into a kind of madness.

 


The Casaubon
delusion

 


In George
Eliot's Middlemarch Edward Casaubon spends his life in a futile
attempt to find a comprehensive explanatory framework for the whole
of mythology. He is writing a book which he calls the Key to all
Mythologies. This is intended to show that all the mythologies of
the world are corrupt fragments of an ancient corpus of knowledge,
to which he alone has the key. He is, of course, deluded. His young
wife Dorothea is at first dazzled by what she takes to be his
brilliance and erudition, only to find, by the time he is on his
deathbed, that the whole plan was absurd and she can do nothing
with the fragments of the book that she is supposed to put into
order for publication.

 


In memory of Mr
Casaubon, such attempts to find allencompassing explanations might
be called the Casaubon delusion. It is due to a pathological
overgrowth of pattern-seeking behaviour, which pushes a normal
function of the mind beyond its limits. Sometimes it takes the form
of believing that the universe is constructed like a giant cipher,
a cosmic intelligence test set for us by God which it is our
business to puzzle out. Complete esoteric systems have been founded
on this belief. Mr Casaubon was part of a long tradition.

 


For an example
of a real-life Mr Casaubon one might take the late John G. Bennett
(1897–1974). He was a man of great ability and intelligence, first
chairman of the British Coal Utilisation Association, who spent
most of his life pursuing enlightenment in one form after another,
always hopeful but always more or less disappointed. His quest
began when he was blown off his motorcycle by a shell in France in
1918 and spent six days in a coma, during which he had an
out-of-body experience. This convinced him that we survive our
bodily death.

 


After the war
he served as an intelligence office in Turkey, which stimulated his
interest in Sufism. There he also met G.I. Gurdjieff, the
Greek–Armenian teacher and mystagogue, and his pupil P.D Ouspenksy.
He became convinced that Gurdjieff knew many secrets and had the
key to enlightenment, and he worked intensively with both these
teachers between the wars.

 


For much of his
life Bennett was affected by the belief that there is a secret
organization of initiates, Masters of Wisdom based in Central Asia,
which guides human affairs. He was convinced that Gurdjieff had
made contact with these people and was in some sense their
representative, and it was his ruling ambition to reach them
himself. In 1945 he set up an establishment at Coombe Springs in
Surrey, where he taught his own version of Gurdjieff's
"System".

 


In 1962 he met
Idries Shah, who was claiming to have made contact with the
Guardians of the Tradition or what Bennett called the Hidden
Directorate, the source of Gurdjieff's knowledge. Bennett was at
first wary of Shah but soon became convinced that he was genuine.
After some hesitation he prevailed on the Council which acted as
trustees to give Coombe Springs to Shah outright, believing that
Shah would use it to establish a Sufi centre. Shah promptly sold it
at profit to a housing developer.

 


At various
times in his life Bennett became involved not only with Gurdjieff
and Ouspensky but also with Subud, Roman Catholicism, Hinduism,
Sufism, and Transcendental Meditation. In fact, one gets the
impression that there was hardly any major twentieth-century
religious or esoteric movement that Bennett did not try. Towards
the end of his life he decided that it was finally time for him to
be a teacher in his own right, and he set up the International
Academy for Continuous Education at Sherborne, in Dorset. It seems
that in his last year he was trying to create a way of worship that
would be suitable for people without a formal religious
orientation. His followers tried to continue with his ideas at the
Academy after his death but within a few years things fell
apart.

 


Whether you
choose to call extreme spiritual "seeking" of this kind delusional
is, I suppose, a value judgement. Much hinges on whether you think
there is something to be found. But even if it is delusional, it is
merely an exaggeration of the inbuilt pattern-seeking tendency we
all have, without which there would be no science or art.

 


The same
pattern-making tendency can be seen at work if you are listening to
people speaking an unknown language, especially if you are not
attending closely. You may be startled by apparently hearing a word
or phrase in your own language. It was not really there, of course.
Your brain picked out certain sounds and mistakenly interpreted
them as meaningful. A few years ago there was a vogue for claiming
that the voices of the dead could be heard in the static picked up
on the radio between stations. The same phenomenon was at work
there.

 


At a still more
abstract level we instinctively seek for meaning in the events that
happen to us, and the more important the events, the more we want
to find meaning in them. It is difficult, for many people
impossible, to accept that there is no ultimate meaning in our
lives, our illnesses, our deaths. The search for meaning is what
gives rise to religions.

 


This
pattern-seeking capacity must certainly go far back in evolutionary
prehistory. Whether as hunter or hunted, animals need to be able to
pick out and identify meaningful patterns in their environment. The
tiger looking for an antelope amid the leaves of the jungle, the
antelope watching out for the tiger, or a bird trying to pick out a
moth camouflaged against the bark of a tree – all these are seeking
for visual patterns (Fig. 1.1). We have to do the same thing when
we cross a busy road; we won't last long if we fail to spot the
pattern of an oncoming bus.

 


I lived at one
time in a house which contained a lot of abstract paintings, many
made with the artist's hands instead of a brush. I happened to be
in a room where one of these works hung on the wall when a visitor
arrived and stared at the painting. "I can't make anything out of
this," he said. "Oh, it's easy," I said; "look, it's a garden in
sunlight; there's the pattern of the leaves, there's a summerhouse
…" and I went on to describe various things you could make out in
the painting if you looked at it closely. The visitor was convinced
and went away quite impressed. I myself was sure that these things
were there to be seen, in a sort of pointilliste representation.
But, talking later to the artist's wife, I discovered that the
painting was purely abstract and none of the things I thought it
represented were supposed to be there at all.

 


Religion and
the Casaubon delusion

 


Many people
tell you that their religion is the most important thing in their
lives, yet if you accept some of the criticism of religion that has
appeared in recent years you would undoubtedly have to conclude
that all of it is an example of the Casaubon delusion. Writers
including Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, Sam Harris, and
Daniel Dennett have all, in one way or another, told us that
religion is a delusion. In fact the title of Dawkins's most recent
book on the subject is The God Delusion. If they are right, it
follows that most of the world's population is deluded, since the
majority believes in one religion or another. And even in a secular
society like that of Britain today there are plenty of educated
people, including scientists, who say they are Christians. Are we
to conclude that they are all deluded?

 


It may be
helpful to put the matter in a slightly less emotional light by
looking away from religion and thinking instead about some
philosophical ersions of totality beliefs. The great metaphysicians
such as Plato and Spinoza have produced thought systems that are
not religions but answer similar questions to those addressed by
religions. As Stuart Hampshire acknowledges, the construction of
such systems approaches and may even exceed the limits of human
reason.

 


"But one must
also understand the motives of those who overstep these limits in
pursuit of complete and final explanations [my italics], since
these are the perpetual motives from which philosophy itself
arises; and even the most critical may respect and enjoy the
extravagant extension of pure reason in its furthest ambition."

 


Spinoza is
particularly interesting because he occupies an equivocal position
between philosophy and religion. In his own day he was reviled as
an atheist; today he is often called a pantheist. He rejected
revealed religion as superstition yet in his writing he frequently
mentions God. But Spinoza's God is not personal, and you certainly
don't pray to him. He is also not transcendent, not distinct from
the universe. In fact, he is the universe. The phrase Spinoza uses
to describe him (or it) is "God or Nature". From some points of
view Spinoza might be called totally irreligious, which is what he
seemed to his contemporaries, but from another he could be said to
have isolated the true core of religious belief from its irrelevant
superstitious encumbrances. That seems to have been what he thought
himself.

 


It would surely
be wrong to call Spinoza's system an example of the Casaubon
delusion, yet great metaphysical systems do, as Hampshire says, go
beyond the limits of our reason. But rather than label them
delusive perhaps we could call them totality beliefs, a more
neutral term, which I think can also be legitimately applied to
religion.

 


This emerged in
a debate about the existence of God between Bertrand Russell and
the Jesuit Father F.C. Copleston which was broadcast in 1948.
Copleston said: "An adequate explanation must ultimately be a total
explanation, to which nothing further can be added." To which
Russell replied: "Then I can only say that you're looking for
something which can't be got, and which one ought not to expect to
get."The difference between Russell and Copleston could not be
resolved by argument, because it came from a difference in
temperament. As Hampshire says:

 


"But perhaps,
in the last resort, no one will fully understand and enjoy Spinoza
who has never to some degree shared the metaphysical temper, which
is the desire to have a unitary view of the world and of man's
place within it." [Hampshire, 1956] We could say the same, I think,
of religion. To appreciate it requires the "religious temper". [See
Chapter 11.] It seems that some people demand totality explanations
while others, while they may recognize and even feel the need for
such explanations, will never be able to accept them. Most of us, I
think, have both these tendencies within us to varying extents, and
the argument is therefore internal as well as external. We may
debate the pros and cons of religion in our own minds as well as,
sometimes even more than, with other people. I know I have done so,
and this book is largely an account of where that debate has
brought me – a different destination from what I expected at the
outset.

 


Of course, even
religious believers don't usually regard all religions as equal and
do think that some belief systems exemplify the Casaubon delusion.
Undesirable belief systems of this kind are often labelled
cults.

 


The notion of
cults is an interesting one. Cult is a four-letter word. There is
no agreed definition of what constitutes a cult. I think myself
that a cult is any religious or quasi-religious group that you
disapprove of, which is why sociologists often prefer to use
neutral terms such as "new religious movement" or "alternative
religion". We have a religion, other people have cults. As David
Barrett remarks in The New Believers, all religions begin life as
cults. If you doubt what I have just written, ask yourself how you
think about Scientology. Is it a cult or a religion? The chances
are that if you are not a Scientologist you describe it as a cult;
if you are, you describe it as a religion. Religion, like beauty,
is in the eye of the beholder.

 


What you cannot
do is use the strangeness of their beliefs as the criterion for
deciding which groups are cults. Anthony Storr refuses to label
anyone as insane simply because of the bizarre beliefs they may
hold. Almost all human beings, he finds, have unjustified beliefs
of one kind or another, so what matters is not what they believe
but how they function in the world and in society. He cites here
the strange story of the late Dr John Mack, a professor of
psychiatry at Harvard who shocked his colleagues by publishing a
book in which he revealed that he took seriously the stories of his
patients who claimed they had been abducted by aliens and subjected
to unpleasant experiments, usually with a sexual element. Most of
his colleagues thought he was himself deluded and he nearly lost
his tenure as a result. But Storr does not regard him as psychotic,
given the absence of other symptoms of mental disorder. It seems
that Mack's willingness to take these ideas seriously was part of a
wider attitude of acceptance of the unorthodox and the spiritual.
He said: "We are spiritual beings connected with other life forms
and the cosmos in a profound way, and the cosmos itself contains a
numinous intelligence. It's not just dead matter and energy."

 


This way of
thinking was linked with his experimentation with psychedelic drugs
and with "holotropic breathwork", which was the brainchild of
another psychiatrist, Stanislav Grof, and his wife. It is described
as "a safe and simple way to trigger experiences of non-ordinary
consciousness that open us to psychic depths and spiritual
understanding. Lost memories from our personal history, experiences
from our birth, and archetypal and cosmic phenomena that become
available to us in holotropic awareness, helping us transcend the
constraints of our ordinary thoughts and habits.

 


The training
for teachers of holotropic breathwork sounds like a perfect recipe
for the acquisition of totality beliefs. To become a certified
teacher requires about 600 hours' residential training and takes at
least two years, during which instruction is provided not only in
abnormal psychology but also in numerous esoteric matters including
world cosmologies, theologies, shamanism, astrology, alchemy,
imagery in nonordinary states of consciousness, perinatal and
transpersonal themes in art and culture, the psychological and
philosophical meaning of death, psychic phenomena, and
meditation.

 


Mack's adoption
of the beliefs of his patients was no doubt influenced by such
ideas, as he said himself, but this does not mean that he was
insane. "One man's faith is another man's delusion." [Storr,
1996]

 


Not all
religions or cults are equal, of course. A few are like black
holes, totally destructive for those who have the misfortune to be
captured by them. Once you come within their event horizon you are
drawn inexorably inwards until you are torn to pieces by the
overwhelming strength of their belief system. The Jonestown
massacre, the Waco siege, and the Aum Shinrikyo sarin attack in the
Tokyo Underground are just some examples of how this can end.

 


Most of us find
no difficulty in saying that these belief systems are dangerous,
but surely the same is not true of the mainstream religions? Yet
some critics, such as Richard Dawkins, unequivocally condemn all
religions. Dawkins says that to indoctrinate a child with any of
them is equivalent to child abuse! Having myself had such an
indoctrination and come out the other side without, as far as I
know, suffering any long-term adverse effects I think this may be a
bit excessive. But I understand why he says it.

 


I enjoy reading
the books of Dawkins and similar critics of religion and agree with
much of what they say, but I am drawn temperamentally towards the
somewhat more measured critical approach of atheists such as
Marghanita Laski, Iris Murdoch, and Taner Edis. These writers
reject the truth claims of religion but still recognize that to
dismiss all of it out of hand as a delusion is too sweeping and
misses out much that is important. As Murdoch has written: "God
does not and cannot exist. But what led us to conceive of him does
exist and is constantly experienced and pictured." [Murdoch, 1992]
I think this is correct. It seems to be hard to escape from
religion.

 


The persistence
of religion

 


For quite a few
years I have been publishing book reviews on my website. There are
well over 300 of them now and they are useful, at least to me, as a
kind of mental travel journal, a diary of my reading and therefore
of my thinking over many years. What surprises me about this is the
large number of books about religion that I have read. Currently
there are over 60, which is more than in any other category. I
should not have expected this, because for many years now I have
not thought of myself as a believer. But evidently I am not
indifferent to religion.

 


There has in
any case been a shift in public attitudes. For much of the last
century it was reasonable to think that religion was on the
decline, at least in most modern technologically-based societies.
True, it was still active in the USA, but in Europe ever fewer
people went to church and population surveys showed most people to
be only mildly interested in religious questions. Some still
believe this trend will continue. Steve Bruce, for example, is a
sociologist who thinks that the decline of religion in Western
liberal democracies is irreversible. [Bruce, 2002] But many people
still describe themselves as "spiritual", whatever they may mean by
this, and I am less confident than Bruce that the progress towards
secularism is irreversible.

 


The Theos
website currently (March 2008) has a discussion about this, based
on a survey they carried out. While this may not be a neutral
source of information, some of their findings are intriguing. They
found that 57 per cent of those surveyed thought that Jesus had
been raised from the dead, with over half of these believing it was
a bodily resurrection. Forty per cent thought Jesus was the Son of
God, and bizarrely this included 7 per cent of the 250 atheists
interviewed! But if the atheists were confused, so, too, were quite
a few of the church-going Christians; most (79 per cent) believed
that Jesus had been bodily resurrected but only 42 per cent of
these believed that they themselves would be resurrected, though
this is what the Church teaches. [ HYPERLINK
"http://theosthinktank.co.uk/" http://theosthinktank.co.uk/ ]

 


Abandoning all
belief systems feels risky, like deciding to do without a safety
net if you are a trapeze artist. Most people don't want to do it.
In a BBC programme called Beyond Belief the psychologist Susan
Blackmore said she had practised Zen meditation for over thirty
years though she does not call herself a Buddhist. Another of the
speakers remarked that it was difficult to keep up the practice of
meditation if it was not done in a religious context, and that the
function of religion was to provide a sense of purpose in life on
the basis of belief . Susan profoundly disagreed. She said:

 


"I don't know
if I am different from everybody else, but when I get to a point
where something awful has happened – when I'm asking: "what's the
point of it all?" – I find it so reassuring to say "there is no
point" … But it's diametrically opposed to what you get in the
major religions."

 


The other
speakers found this nihilistic and depressing, but I am with Susan
here. All the same, she is right in thinking she is unusual in not
wanting to immerse herself in a belief system. There seems to be a
widespread idea, particularly in the USA, that religious belief is,
in principle, a good thing, and the more firmly held, the better. I
am unpersuaded. Politicians are often accused of lacking beliefs,
yet when they do act in accordance with deeply-held beliefs the
results are not always happy. Pragmatists probably do less
harm.

 


Some time ago I
heard a discussion on the radio about cults. Those taking part were
generally rather dismissive of them, but one made a remark that has
stayed in my mind ever since. Speaking of some fairly innocent if
irrational cult, he said that those who believed in it might be
deluded but "at least they believe in something". This struck me as
a curious position to adopt. Is it really preferable to believe in
something, anything, rather than to suspend judgement? Shall we not
then find ourselves in the situation of the White Queen in Through
the Looking Glass, forced to believe as many as six impossible
things before breakfast?

 


The psychology
of totality beliefs

 


Many people
remain quite happily enclosed in their totality belief and find
indeed that it gives them a sense of security. But others
experience doubt in varying degrees, usually because of what has
been called cognitive dissonance. The term was introduced by Leon
Festinger in 1957, to describe the psychological discomfort we
experience when there is a conflict between two sets of beliefs.
Festinger's original example concerned a UFO doomsday cult. When
the prophesied destruction of the earth failed to occur the members
of the group experienced dissonance between their belief in the
prophecy and the fact of its non-fulfilment. Many of them resolved
this by accepting a new revelation – that the earth had been spared
by the aliens for their sake.

 


Cognitive
dissonance does not occur only in a religious context but it may
become particularly acute in that setting because of the importance
of the issues involved. Not everyone seems to feel it, but those
who do will naturally try to reduce or eliminate it, because it is
uncomfortable. There are three main ways of doing this.

 


1. Denial– try
to ignore the dissonance. This is usually the first solution tried
and it will work for a time. How long it does so will depend on how
great is your tolerance for dissonance and on the degree of mutual
support you get from fellow-believers. If everyone round you seems
to be untroubled by apparent discrepancies in the belief system you
may decide there is nothing to worry about. Sooner or later,
however, you will probably find that you move on to one of the
other solutions.

 


2. Reinterpret
parts of the belief system. It is often possible to decide that
some of the components of the belief system don't mean what they
seem to mean, or perhaps there is a hidden meaning below the
surface which can modify or even completely contradict the surface
meaning. This is a very useful recourse. It reduces the cognitive
dissonance, certainly, but it does more than that. Because you are
able to discern the hidden meaning you feel superior to those who
fail to do so. You become part of an in-group within an in-group.
This provides an extra level of privileged esotericism. The process
can go further, with successive layers of esoteric belief or
initiation.

 


Semi-secret
societies such as Freemasonry exhibit this behaviour. Within some
versions of Islam we find the same idea: each verse of the Qu'ran
is said to have four levels of significance. Sometimes the exoteric
or surface meaning is compared to the shell of an egg, which
protects the delicate yolk (the esoteric meaning) from the eyes of
the uninitiated. This kind of esoteric interpretation reached its
greatest intensity in the mediaeval Ismaili Caliphate in Cairo.

 


3.Abandon the
belief system. If none of these solutions work you may have to call
it a day and give up the belief system completely. Ceasing to
believe does resolve the dissonance but it has its own cost. You
have to admit that you have been fooled – or have fooled yourself,
which is probably worse. And there are other costs too, including
loss of friendships among fellow-believers and possibly financial
loss as well, if you have been a member of an esoteric group that
demands contributions from its members. Ceasing to believe in a
comprehensive belief system can feel like the end of a love affair
or a marriage, and can take equally long to get over. Some people
never do get over it fully and continue to feel a sense of loss and
betrayal for years after the end of the affair. So perhaps becoming
involved in such belief systems is something to avoid at all
costs?

 


 


 Chapter 2. Roman
Catholicism

 


It is worth
of remark that a belief constantly inculcated during the early
years of life, whilst the brain is impressible, appears to acquire
almost the nature of an instinct; and the very essence of an
instinct is that it is followed independently of thought. –
Charles Darwin.

 


Roman
Catholicism is perhaps one of the best examples of a totality
belief system. As a Catholic you are told pretty firmly what is
true and what is untrue, and though the Church has become a lot
less autocratic in recent times it still seeks to be as
authoritarian as it can.

 


I was a cradle
Roman Catholic, but ours was not one of the old Catholic families.
My grandfather was a convert so my father was brought up as a
Catholic. His religion was completely central to his life. My
mother, who was Swiss, converted to Catholicism, I suppose from
Calvinism, after her marriage. We went to Mass every Sunday and I
made my First Communion when I was six. This was quite exciting,
though I have to say that for the most part I found church pretty
boring. The Mass was in Latin at this time, which didn't help. I
used to look forward to the sernon, which was at least in
English.

 


Roman
Catholicism was then very different from what it is now. Not only
was the Mass in Latin; the priest had his back to the congregation
and faced the altar, communing with God. The new arrangement, with
the priest facing the congregation and celebrating the Mass in the
vernacular, is supposed to make religion more approachable. No
doubt it does, but there is also a loss. The old arrangement lent
the proceedings an air of mystery and numinousness which they now
no longer have.

 


It is
interesting that many religions have a sacerdotal language which
they use on ceremonial and ritual occasions and which is largely
unintelligible to most of the laity. The modern tendency to do away
with such things in the interest of 'relevance' seems generally to
weaken the emotional impact of religion. Many Anglicans lament the
abandonment of the Book of Common Prayer, with its
seventeenth-century language. The attempt to take away the
mysterious element from religion may seem like a good idea, but the
practical results are often not what was intended.

 


A Catholic
upbringing

 


I went to a
faith school. My father was educated at Downside, a Catholic public
school, and it was taken for granted that I would go there too. At
the age of nine I was sent to Worth, which was then a preparatory
school for Downside though it is now a public school in its own
right. I went on to Downside when I was 13. Both Worth and Downside
are run by Benedictine monks.

 




We sometimes
read horrific accounts of Catholic upbringing, with vivid reports
of hell-fire sermons and sadistic floggings. Downside was not at
all like that (though there were of course beatings, as at any
public school at that time). The monks were mostly urbane and
cultured and the approach to religion was intelligent, even
intellectual. (And sometimes worldly and almost irreverent. I
remember one monk, whom I liked, telling us that the Church had to
make provision for mixed marriages because "most Catholic girls
have faces like the back of a bus".)

 


This is not to
say that religion wasn't important and indeed central to our lives,
for it was. We used to go to Mass in the Abbey on most weekdays and
on Sunday there was a High Mass (sung Mass). We sang hymns, often
in Latin, but we also heard the monks' choir performing the
mediaeval religious music known as plainchant. All this was so much
part of our lives that it was common for boys to sing Latin hymns
in the shower. When we learnt Latin in class we always used the
Church pronunciation, and to this day I can't get used to hearing
Latin pronounced in the modern way ("v" as "w", "c" as "k") which
is supposed to be more authentic.

 


The headmaster,
a stout and rather intimidating monk with thick glasses who
suffered, it was said, from diabetes and who was nicknamed The
Bear, was particularly anxious to make sure that we had a thorough
grounding in our religion. We were expected to learn the Catechism
by heart. This was a small grey book with questions and answers
about the Faith. It began, I remember, like this:

 


Q. Who made
me?

A. God made
me.

 


Q. Why did God
make me?

A. God made me
to know him, love him, and serve him in this life and to be happy
with him for ever in the next.

 


The Catechism
was supposed to answer all the questions about life that one might
be expected to ask. This was certainly the view of The Bear, who
used to say: "Some people talk about searching for the meaning of
life. You don't have to do that; you already know what the meaning
of life is." I found this rather depressing. The romantic notion of
looking for meaning in life attracted me, and later I was to spend
a good deal of time doing just that.

 


The Bear was
keen to emphasize the difference between a Catholic public school
and the rest. "I have no wish to clothe Catholicism in the robes of
Dr Arnold of Rugby" was one of his sayings. He used to attend the
annual Headmasters' Conference, and he claimed that when asked what
he was preparing his boys for he replied "death". I believe that
this remark was not original to him, and perhaps he never really
made it, but it does express an important truth about the way
religion was understood at Downside.

 


I had no real
doubts about the truth of my religion while I was at school. This
was to be expected, because, as The Bear used to tell us, we never
would have Doubts, only Difficulties, though he never explained
exactly what the difference between them was. However, he was
probably right about me at this time, because I never asked myself
really difficult questions.

 


I do remember
encountering a Difficulty when I was reading Matthew's Gospel,
which I took as a minor subject for the Higher Certificate
(forerunner of GCE "A" Levels). I was puzzled by Jesus's repeated
assurances to his disciples that they would see the Second Coming
in their own lifetimes. Obviously they had not seen it, so what
could these statements mean? To suppose that Jesus might have been
mistaken was unthinkable. After all, he was God as well as man,
therefore infallible and omniscient, so why did he say these
things? Perhaps he turned off his omniscience when he was in human
form? It was all rather difficult to understand. I suppose I must
have asked the monk who was teaching us for clarification, but I
can't remember what answer I got. In any case, questions of this
kind didn't bother me for very long, and I soon forgot about
them.

 


Another puzzle
concerned the Last Judgement. At the end of the world, the Gospel
informed us, Jesus would arrive to judge the living and the dead,
one lot being sent to Hell, the rest to Heaven. But what happened
when you died? The Church taught that there was a judgement then as
well. You might go straight to heaven if you were lucky, otherwise
you would probably go to Purgatory. There you would be punished and
purified for some time, though the actual period of penance could
be reduced by doing certain things that carried an indulgence, such
as repeating particular prayers – a sort of remission of sentence
for good behaviour.

 


But surely it
was unnecessary to have two judgements? It was reasonable to have a
collective judgement for everyone who was alive when the world came
to its end, perhaps, but if you were already in Heaven would you
have come back to earth for a passing-out parade? And presumably
something of the same sort would apply to people who were in Hell.
This seemed a little vindictive, rather like gloating over their
misery.

 


Questions of
this kind, although perplexing, were not serious obstacles to
faith. We were, in fact, smugly convinced that we possessed the
Truth. It all fitted together very nicely and logically. Jesus, who
was of course also God, had chosen Peter as his successor and told
him to found his Church. Ever since that time a succession of Popes
had maintained the tradition. They were divinely guided so whenever
they spoke "ex cathedra" (admittedly it wasn't always easy to
decide when they were doing this) they were guaranteed to be
infallible, so we knew what to believe. In this respect we were
much better off than the Protestants, who seemed to lack any kind
of guidance and in consequence were liable to believe almost
anything. (The doctrine of papal infallibility was defined by the
pope himself, Pius IX. at the First Vatican Council in 1870. Not
all the nearly 800 church leaders who attended the Council agreed
with the doctrine and about 60 members left before the vote was
taken.)

 


Catholics at
that time were not supposed to attend Protestant services and
certainly receiving Communion in a Protestant church was
prohibited. It was possible to do this by mistake, because High
Church Anglicans conducted services that were almost
indistinguishable from Catholic ones. We were told the story of an
Irish girl who inadvertently received the wrong sort of Communion
on a visit to London.

We knew we were
a religious minority in the country, but sooner or later most
people with any sense would come to see that we were right. The
general tone was set by one monk, a man of great charm, with teeth
which protruded from his mouth in a remarkable fashion. He was
universally known as Tusky.

 


Tusky used to
travel outside the monastery a good deal and thus frequently found
himself sharing a train compartment with strangers. Outside the
monastery the monks didn't wear their habits but they did wear
clerical garb, so they were readily identifiable as clerics. Being
so sociable, Tusky would get into conversation with the people he
met and the topic of religion would naturally crop up.

 


Tusky used to
relate these dialogues to us with gusto, no doubt editing them
suitably in order to make it abundantly clear how effectively he
had dealt with hostile arguments. But probably not too much editing
was required: he was, as I have said, a most charming man and it
would have been difficult to disagree with him too forcibly.

 


It is quite
difficult to convey an accurate impression of what it was like to
be brought up as a middle-class Catholic in the 1940s, so different
are things today. In many ways we were educated in just the same
way as our contemporaries at other public schools, but always there
was this extra dimension in our lives.

 


Perhaps I can
best explain it by saying that we had a "primitive" sense of magic.
After all, the boundary between religion and magic is a hazy one,
if it exists at all. Protestants often play down the supernatural
element in Christianity but for Catholics it is always there.
Catholics are supposed to believe that the host and wine are
literally transformed into the body and blood of Christ. Rather
like the Virgin Birth, in which we also believed, this is an idea
that perhaps made sense in the Aristotelian philosophy on which
Thomas Aquinas based his theology. It makes little sense in the
modern understanding of physics and chemistry, but given our
ignorance of these matters we were not troubled. (Although it seems
nearly unbelievable today, hardly any boys studied science. There
was a small science class, with about a dozen pupils, but they were
looked on as somewhat eccentric. I don't suppose Downside was
unusual among public schools of the time in this respect.)

 


There was a
huge sense of the numinous attached to all of this, centred on the
consecrated host and wine. We boys used to tell each other the no
doubt apocryphal story of the priest who was saying Mass when a
large spider fell into the chalice just after he had consecrated
the wine. To let the creature run away after this was unthinkable,
so the priest duly swallowed the spider.

 


None of this
awe or reverence, however, prevented us from taking the opportunity
to drink the dregs of the unconsecrated left-over wine after we had
"served" a priest at his private Mass. This was regarded by us as
one of the perks of the job. It was fairly unpleasant to swallow (I
presume it was cheap.

 



Transubstantiation is major magic, but we also experienced minor
magic. For example, on St Blaise's feast day we had our throats
touched with crossed candles to ward off sore throats, though I
have a suspicion that some of the more intellectual monks were not
too happy about this one. We believed, naturally, in the efficacy
of prayer. We were far removed from the imaginative world of a
Spanish or Irish countryman of the time but we didn't belong wholly
to the modern world either. We had an easy instinctive acceptance
of the magical or supernatural which probably almost everyone had
in earlier times but which has largely been lost by modern city
dwellers, though it does emerge in a bastardized form as a belief
in astrology and suchlike nonsense.

 


Devotion to the
Virgin Mary is characteristic of Roman Catholicism and we were not
backward in that regard. As has often been said, especially by C.G.
Jung, the role of the Virgin within Catholicism goes some way
towards modifying the exclusively male attributes of the Old
Testament God.

 


To be brought
up in such an environment may have benefits for one's emotional and
imaginative life. It may not be an accident that a number of
writers and artists, such as Evelyn Waugh, Graham Greene, and Eric
Gill, have been Catholics. It probably also does something for
one's historical consciousness, making it easier to think oneself
back into the mindset of the Middle Ages. A hymn I used to enjoy
singing was the Salve Regina. This was originally a Cistercian
prayer to the Blessed Virgin, first recorded in 1140. Marina Warner
says that the crusaders may have sung it in the field, when "its
delicate sadness would have made it one of history's strangest
battle cries". [Warner, 1976]

 


But from a
psychological point of view an Eastern Orthodox background may be
even better to grow up in than a Roman Catholic one. Roman
Catholicism has, or at least had, a rather restrictive Roman
legalistic framework of practice and belief which the Eastern
Church largely escaped (or so I am reliably informed by my wife,
who is Greek and therefore Orthodox).

 


The
understanding of religion that I formed in these years was largely
a legalistic one. I was clear about what you were allowed to do and
were forbidden to do and what you were supposed to believe and not
allowed to believe. We avoided eating meat on Friday, we went to
Mass every Sunday, and we went fairly regularly to confession and
communion. You could believe that humans were descended from apes
but you had to accept that at some time in the past a human soul
was infused into one of these ape-men.

 


I find it
curious in retrospect that the word "mysticism" was unknown to me
at this time. When I first heard it used, in my twenties, I had to
look it up in a dictionary. This is not to say that such deeper
issues had no place at Downside. There was and is a very
sophisticated theological and philosophical magazine called The
Downside Review, and the monk who edited this publication, Illtyd
Trethowan, held a small discussion group to which some boys
belonged. I was not one of these. On the whole, like many of my
contemporaries, I accepted Catholicism unquestioningly and without
thinking a great deal about it. We swam in our religion as a fish
swims in the sea. It was our natural environment and we took it
completely for granted.

 


School was more
influential in forming my religious outlook than was home, which is
hardly surprising, given that more of my time was spent in school
than at home. My father was in the Army and had been abroad
throughout much of the war and for some years after that, so that I
saw more of my mother than of him. She was, as I have said, a
convert to Catholicism, and certainly she practised regularly, but
I think that for her religion always had a strong social component
that it lacked for my father. As a young man he had seriously
considered becoming a priest. Later in life he did become a member
of a religious "Third Order" (a kind of religious-in-the-world),
and later still, after my mother's death, he became a "monk" (more
correctly, a Canon Regular) and a priest in the Order of the
Praemonstratentians or White Canons, thus fulfilling his early
ambition.

 


At Easter we
used to go on retreat for a few days before the end of term. During
this time we attended church more frequently, we were supposed to
read appropriate books, and we listened to talks from a retreat
leader. This would sometimes be someone brought in from outside,
perhaps a Dominican or a Jesuit. The boys were divided into groups
according to age and the different groups had their own retreat
leaders. Even for the younger boys, however, the question of death
was not shirked. Catholics are supposed to reflect, each night
before going to sleep, on the Four Last Things: Death, Judgement,
Hell, and Heaven. This certainly made an impression on me, for I
can still remember it after more than sixty years, but I can't say
that death was very vivid to my young mind.

 


Some Downside
boys did have profound religious experiences, I believe. At any
rate, some of my contemporaries went on to join the monastery as
monks later on and another has become a quite well-known
theologian. But for almost the whole time I was at school I
continued to find attendance in church mostly boring, as I had as a
small boy.

 


The main
exception was the evening candle-lit service of Benediction, at
which we used to sing a hymn to the Virgin (Mary Immaculate, Star
of the Morning …) which I always enjoyed. In retrospect, I think
this was rather sentimental. I am ashamed to admit I was largely
unmoved by the plainchant, which now seems to me to be musically
far preferable, like the difference between milk chocolate and dark
chocolate. (One exception: the Tenebrae service in Holy Week, which
took place in complete darkness, always produced a strong
impression on me.)

 


My attitude to
religion changed in my last year at school. In most years I found
retreats, though a welcome break from school, something of a bore,
but that year it was different. The priest leading the retreat for
us older boys was a Jesuit, and the theme he took for his talks was
preparation for the outer world.

 


We knew little
about this world, having spent our formative years in the isolated
and rather unreal environment of a single-sex public school
attached to a monastery, but most of us, certainly including me,
were eager to find ourselves at large in it. And, inspired by the
Jesuit, I saw myself going out into that world equipped with the
priceless gift of the Faith. There was nothing apologetic about the
role we were encouraged to take on. We would not be defending the
Faith against attack by unbelievers, we would be acting as beacons
of light in a sea of darkness. Not for the last time in my life, I
felt myself to be the proud bearer of a message of enlightenment
that the benighted world outside sorely needed.

 


For the first
few years after I left school my belief in Catholicism continued
much as before. It survived my period of National Service, which I
spent as a sergeant in the Royal Army Educational Corps, mostly in
Malta. About the only serious Difficulty that occurred to me in
these years concerned free will.

 


As Catholics,
we were taught that we sinned because we chose, of our own free
will, to disobey God. Well, all right, but what did that really
mean? The Devil (I still believed in him at this time) was able to
tempt us to sin, presumably by a sort of telepathy (you had to
believe in extra-sensory perception for this to work). Either you
yielded to the temptation or you didn't, but what gave you the
final push? This was where free will came into it. But surely the
choice you made would be influenced by the kind of person you were,
over which you had no control? It might also be influenced by your
circumstances – perhaps you were brought up in poverty and
ignorance. No doubt God would allow for this, but even if your
circumstances were better, it was difficult to see how a choice
could be absolutely free. Yet what was the alternative? Chance? But
randomness hardly constituted free will either.

 


The
conventional Catholic answer, which I had heard frequently in
religious talks at school, was that each time you yielded to
temptation, that made it harder to resist the next time. I could
see the force of the argument, but what seemed to follow was that
once you slipped at all, even to the smallest extent, you were less
likely to resist temptation next time. This seemed to mean that you
were on a permanent downhill slope to perdition. How were you
supposed to stop your slide?

 


It almost
seemed as if the very first moral decision you took, probably
before you could remember, would determine the rest of your life.
But what decided that very first moral choice? Some people brought
up the doctrine of Original Sin at this point, but I couldn't see
that it helped much. If you said that our present moral weakness
was due to a wrong decision by Adam and Eve, that just displaced
the problem into the past without solving it. It was difficult to
avoid the conclusion that one's moral choices must ultimately be
determined by God, but that was a difficult one too. A conclusion
of that kind must lead to Calvinism – to the theory that your
ultimate destiny in heaven or hell is decided arbitrarily by God
before you are born and that nothing you do can alter this. I did
not become a Calvinist but I did continue to read everything I
could find on the free will question, though without gaining a
great deal of illumination.

 


Losing the
faith

 


It was after I
had left the Army and was living in Madrid that I lost my faith. It
seemed to happen quite suddenly. By chance I had met another former
Downside boy, Christopher, who was also living there. I had not
known him well at school, for he was a year older than I and was in
a different House, so that our paths had hardly crossed. But now we
had much in common. We both were hispanophils and both were deeply
engrossed in getting to know the country and its people.

 


At this time
Christopher was undergoing a period of religious doubt, or perhaps
Difficulty, and we used to spend long hours sitting in bars arguing
about religion. He would raise objections to the faith and I would
confidently trot out my stock answers. At first I entered into
these discussions with cocksure enthusiasm, but this soon began to
change when I discovered that my arguments were not merely failing
to convince Christopher, they were not even convincing me. Before
very long I found that I had effectively argued myself out of
believing in Catholicism.

 


Catholic
doctrine is like knitwear: if you unpick one piece of it the whole
thing starts to unravel. Our discussions started, I seem to
remember, with Papal infallibility, and we went on from there. Once
that was doubted the authority of the Church seemed to go with it,
and soon other dogmas – the divinity of Christ, the Trinity –
quickly followed. Before long I was wondering about the existence
of God.

 


From this
distance in time the suddenness of my loss of faith seems to me
surprising. I can only assume that it arose from a profound lack of
self-knowledge. My faith must have been draining away without my
realizing it over a number of years, but not until I was called on
to articulate my belief did I discover that it was no longer there.
But what is perhaps equally surprising is that my initial reaction
to my loss of faith was not despair or angst but rather a sense of
freedom and relief. Now I realized that Catholicism had been for me
a mental straitjacket. No longer was "the meaning of life"
presented to me in a small grey book which I must perforce accept.
Instead the whole of life lay before me and it was up to me to
discover its meaning.

 


I now think
that many of our beliefs arise for reasons that we are not aware
of.. Oddly enough the Catholic Church seems to agree with this.
According to the Catholic Encyclopaedia there are things we can
know only by Divine faith. These are "mysteries hidden in God, but
which we have to believe and which can only be known to us by
Divine revelation." [My italics.]

 


I would wish to
substitute unconscious brain processes for Divine revelation but
the final result seems to be much the same. Both are outside your
control: "this Divine light and this Divine grace are pure gifts of
God, and are consequently only bestowed at His good pleasure."

 


So what happens
when, like me, you lose your faith? God just takes it away,
apparently. "God's gift is simply withdrawn." So it isn't your
fault, or is it? The withdrawal of faith is "punitive". God may
have taken your faith away but you will almost certainly go to hell
as a result. Too bad.

 


Although I felt
an immediate access of freedom when I ceased to believe in
Catholicism, a Catholic upbringing is seldom as easy to shake off
as that. In the years that followed I quite frequently had
nightmares associated with a sense of a crime committed or a
betrayal, and there was still an underlying sense of fear about
death. Was it possible that there would be an afterlife, in which I
should no doubt go to Hell? These ideas persisted throughout the
time I spent as a medical student in Dublin and for a number of
years afterwards, fading away only gradually. Nearly ten years
after I ceased to consider myself a Catholic I told my first wife
that if ever I were seriously ill she should send for a priest,
though what I would have said to him in those circumstances I have
no idea.

 


Christopher was
interested in mysticism, which I knew nothing about, and in
Hinduism, which I also knew nothing about. And he told me about the
ancient Near Eastern religions and their theme of the dying god who
is resurrected. Did such mythologies, with their obvious parallel
with Christianity, invalidate Christ's resurrection as just another
myth or did these prefigurations make it on the contrary more
authentic? You could look at the matter in either way. Ten or
fifteen years later we might have thought of going to the East in
search of enlightenment but it was too soon for that; the hippy
migrations of the sixties still lay in the future.

 



Retrospective

 


For a long time
after I ceased to believe in Catholicism I largely lost interest in
Christianity, though I certainly hadn't lost interest in the kinds
of questions that religion is supposed to answer. But recently I
became curious about the origins of Christianity, wanting to
discover where the ideas I had been familiar with as a boy had come
from. If you think about it, Christianity, especially Roman
Catholic Christianity, is a very strange affair. If you had never
heard of it before and encountered it in the writings of an
anthropologist about a hitherto unknown culture you would be
incredulous. A dying and resurrected God, a God who is
simultaneously one and three, a ritual in which the participants
believe they are literally eating the flesh and drinking the blood
of this God … And the symbols we take for granted: God as a pigeon,
Jesus as a lamb or with his heart exposed in his chest. And then we
find it odd when the Hindus represent God with an elephant's
head!

 


For the last
two centuries scholars have been studying the origins of
Christianity in the same way as they study other religions.
Although there is naturally a huge variety of opinions about what
this work tells us, one thing at least seems to be clear: Jesus was
– obviously – not a Christian! He was a first-century Jew bringing
a message to his co-religionists and he had no intention of
founding a world religion. His message was that the Kingdom of God
was at hand.

 


This much is
fairly well established, but now the problems really begin. Exactly
what Jesus himself understood by the Kingdom is something that has
exercised and perplexed generations of scholars for the last two
hundred years, but the consensus of opinion, apparently, is that he
saw the immediate future in apocalyptic terms. So my boyhood
puzzlement about the sayings in the Gospels which seem to expect a
quick end to the world was justified. That is exactly what Jesus
himself expected. This idea has been well set out for the
non-specialist reader by Bart D. Ehrman. [Ehrman, 1999] Other
writers I have found helpful here are Paula Fredriksen [Fredriksen,
1998, 2000] and E.P. Saunders. [Saunders, 1993]

 


Apocalyptic
ideas like those that Jesus believed in were current in
first-century Judaism, for a variety of historical reasons,
especially the Roman occupation. They were probably linked with
Zoroastrian religious concepts, which included a Saviour who would
appear at the end of time to destroy evil. Apocalyptically minded
Jews believed that God would shortly intervene to overthrow the
forces of evil, personified in Jesus's time by the Romans, after
which the Kingdom of God would be instituted to usher in a new
order of peace and harmony. This would be done by a Saviour called
the Son of Man. Although Christians now think this title is simply
an alternative way of referring to Jesus himself, Ehrman holds
that, at least in the early parts of Mark's Gospel, it really
refers to someone other than Jesus – the coming Saviour from
Heaven.

 


All this was
supposed to happen within the lifetime of Jesus himself, or at
least the lifetimes of his disciples. As time went by after Jesus's
death and the Kingdom did not arrive, some readjustments became
necessary, especially when those who had known Jesus began to die
off. We find Paul tackling this problem in his first Letter to the
Thessalonians, where he says that the dead Christians will rise
from their graves and then join with the living to greet the Lord
in the air before returning with him to his kingdom on earth. But
later many Christians began to interpret Jesus's words in a
figurative sense. Perhaps they referred to a judgement that people
faced at the time of death, or the Kingdom might be the community
of the faithful living in peace and harmony with one another. And
Jesus himself was transformed from a Jewish teacher and
miracle-worker into a divine incarnation.

 


This was a
gradual process, beginning with the writings of Paul, who has
almost nothing to say about the historical Jesus. There were
numerous different views of Jesus in the first few hundred years of
Christianity, but the religion was codified at the Council of Nicea
in the fourth century, when Christianity became the state religion
of the Roman empire under Constantine and his successors. Augustine
of Hippo (354-430) is a central figure at this time, especially in
the Western (Catholic) Church, which attaches a lot of importance
to his formulation of the doctrine of Original Sin.

 


So Christianity
today is a complex belief structure that originated with Jesus of
Nazareth but bears only an indirect relation to what he taught.
Many people want to project their own social and ethical
preoccupations on Jesus but, as Fredriksen says, “the more facile
the ethical or political relevance that a particular construct of
Jesus presents, the more suspect its worth as history". As Sanders
puts it, “Such views merely show the triumph of wishful
thinking".

 


If you read the
Gospels with the assumption that Jesus was an apocalypticist, many
of the puzzles and inconsistencies that otherwise arise are
resolved, but it also becomes plain that when Christianity
developed into a religion in the modern sense of the word it became
very different from anything that Jesus envisaged. It is often said
that if Jesus could return today he would be astonished at the
Church that has arisen in his name. This is true, but such
statements don't go far enough. Jesus would not expect the world to
be here at all.

 


Ironically,
those American Christians who expect to be taken up into heaven in
the Rapture are probably nearer in spirit to Jesus than are most
mainstream Christians!

 


 


 


 Chapter 3.
Starting TM

 


"I have said it
three times," said the Bellman

And what I say
three times is true."

– Lewis Carroll
(The Hunting of the Snark).

 


Western
interest in Eastern religions is not new. At the end of the
nineteenth century the Theosophical Movement was founded by Helena
Blavatsky and "Colonel" Henry Olcott and became hugely popular
under their successor Annie Besant. Though largely forgotten today,
at its peak of popularity Theosophy attracted many thousands of
adherents and did much to popularise ideas of Hinduism and Buddhism
in the West.

 


In the
twentieth century this trend towards acceptance of oriental
religions continued, influenced by writers such as Aldous Huxley
and Christopher Isherwood. Christianity was being increasingly seen
by many as a worn-out shell of a religion. It might have had real
content in the past but now it was merely going through the
motions. Eastern religions, in contrast, held out the promise of
genuine spiritual experience. And in the 1960s they became linked
in people's minds with the hippy movement, rebellion, and
pot-smoking. They became, in other words, part of the New Age.Not
entirely by coincidence, the 1960s saw the arrival in the West of a
number of Eastern gurus, among whom was Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, the
founder of the Transcendental Meditation movement. I was one of the
many people who took up TM then. Transcendental Meditation
movement. I was one of the many people who took up TM then.

 


I might have
ceased to consider myself a Catholic or even a Christian by this
time but that didn't mean I no longer had any interest in religion.
I was still hoping to find a way of answering the kinds of
existential questions that Catholicism had once seemed to answer.
My wife, who was Iranian, was nominally a Muslim but her view of
Islam was similar to my view of Catholicism. Although she was not a
Sufi, she resembled many Sufis in regarding all religions as
different paths to God. She had long had a desire to practise some
form of meditation since, as she said, if the Buddha had found a
way, a way there must be. Today the difficulty would be to choose
from among the bewildering variety of meditation systems on offer,
but in the 1960s there was still very little in London, where we
were living; one simply didn't hear about such things.

 


I was not
myself particularly enthusiastic about the idea of meditation, but
my attitude changed when I heard a talk given on the radio by J.M.
(Jack) Cohen, whose name was well known to me as a writer and
translator. His talk was called The Spiral Path. In it he outlined
some of his early experiences in the course of his spiritual quest,
and then described how he had found what he was looking for in the
message of an Indian monk, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, who was teaching
something he called Transcendental Meditation.

 


Now, if I had
heard of MMY from another source I might not have been so inclined
to take him seriously, but Cohen was someone whose intellect and
integrity as a writer I respected. If he said there was something
important here I was prepared to listen. I was particularly struck
by one thing he said: this meditation was meant for everyone. This
was important for me, because I wanted to avoid anything that
smacked of esotericism. My wife, naturally, was enthusiastic, so I
wrote to Cohen to find out how we might learn the meditation. The
information duly arrived and a few weeks later we found ourselves
listening to an introductory talk given in lecture rooms in the
Caxton Hall, almost opposite New Scotland Yard.

 


I can remember
little of what was said that evening but one thing certainly
startled me. This was the claim that meditation was easy.
Everything I had ever read on the subject previously had indicated
that it was a supremely difficult thing to do, requiring many years
of dedication before one could begin to get anywhere. How could it
possibly be easy? And yet the speakers themselves impressed me. It
wasn't just that they sounded intelligent and sincere, though they
did; they conveyed a sense of vitality and happiness that was
impossible to disregard. I think it was mainly this that made us
want to learn.

 


There was one
slight catch. Learning the meditation was quite an expensive
business – we were asked to pay a week's wages for the privilege.
This was rather more than I had expected, but we resolved to go
ahead. So before long we found ourselves ringing the bell of a flat
in Richmond and feeling, I have to say, remarkably foolish. We had
been instructed to bring fruit, flowers, and a new white
handkerchief each, to be used in a ceremony of some kind. I felt
very much like turning tail, but I was prevented from doing so by a
conviction that it was now or never. If I didn't see this thing
through I would never have the courage to try again and would never
know what might have happened.

 


Inside the flat
there was a smell of incense. We were greeted by helpers, who spoke
in hushed tones, collected our fee, and introduced us to the
instructor, or initiator, as he was called. He was a thickset man
of middle height, balding and seemingly aged about 60, who was
almost at once called to the telephone. A medical conversation
ensued and I realized he was a doctor of some kind. In fact, as I
learnt later, he was an orthopaedic surgeon. His name was Vincent
Snell.

 


After a few
questions he took us into a room with drawn curtains where a table
had been set up as a small altar. Various items stood on the table,
the most prominent of which was a coloured photograph of an Indian
monk. He had saffron robes, long hair and beard and a band of
whitish cooling sandal paste across his forehead. This was MMY's
late guru, known as Guru Dev (Divine Guru). It was from him that
MMY claimed to have obtained the meditation.

 


The initiation
ceremony was conducted in Sanskrit. Vincent spoke softly, repeating
what I assumed were prayers or invocations of some kind. I felt a
little as if I were "serving" a Catholic priest at Mass. The
ceremony didn't take long. At the end we all knelt down and Vincent
whispered in my ear the sacred syllable, or mantra, that I was to
use in meditation. We then sat down on chairs and, following
instructions, I closed my eyes and repeated the mantra mentally.
Nothing happened, and after a few minutes I was dismissed to
continue meditating by myself in another room.

 


We were not
supposed to compare notes about our experiences, but of course we
did, and found that neither of us had experienced anything at all.
We began to fear the worst. However, when we returned to see
Vincent next day he explained what was wrong. The problem, in my
case at least, was that I had preconceptions about what should
happen and how I should be meditating. I was in effect trying to
bludgeon myself into some kind of trance state by forcibly
repeating the mantra to myself in a rhythmic way. This, I was told,
was a mistake. Instead I was supposed to let it come and go as it
would, without trying to hold on to it or keep it going. This
worked much better and soon I found myself drifting into a dreamy
state that felt quite pleasant. We returned for further instruction
on subsequent days and continued, as instructed, to meditate for
half an hour morning and evening.

 


And so we
embarked on something which was to play a major role in our lives
for the next eleven years. Shortly after we began to meditate, a
residential course at which MMY was expected was held at Bangor in
North Wales. You had to have been meditating for at least three
months to be allowed to attend. Fortunately we just made the grade,
so we decided to go.

 


The Bangor
course of 1967 was the occasion when MMY changed from being a
rather obscure Indian teacher known only to a relatively small
number of adherents to become an internationally famous figure
whose name kept turning up all over the place. This development was
thanks to his association with the Beatles, then at the peak of
their own fame. They met MMY in London, were impressed, and started
to meditate. MMY invited them to come with him to Bangor, so our
rather sedate and tranquil meditation course was transformed
overnight into a media circus. I will describe that episode in a
moment, but first I need to say something about MMY and TM as they
were at that time, for there are considerable differences between
the Spiritual Regeneration Movement, as it was then known, and TM
as it is today.

 


MMY was an
Indian monk who first arrived in the West in the late 1950s. His
name was probably Mahesh Prasad Varma. Maharishi is an honorific
title meaning Great Seer. He had been a disciple of a renowned
Indian teacher called Swami Brahmananda Sarasvati, who lived from
1869 to 1953. For most of his life the Swami was a strict
reclusive, but for the last thirteen years or so he was prevailed
upon to ssaccept the post of Shankaracharya of Jyotir Math in the
Himalayas. (Jyotir Math is one of four monasteries, or seats of
learning, founded by the original Shankaracharya, who is thought by
most modern scholars to have lived about 800 CE.)

 


According to
his own account, after his master's death MMY remained for a time
in solitude in the Himalayas and then began to teach. He
inaugurated the Spiritual Regeneration Movement (SRM) in Madras in
1958. Soon afterwards he came to the West. He established the SRM
in Los Angeles in 1959 and in Britain in 1960.

 


In America, as
might be expected, growth was rapid at first. For some years MMY
travelled round the world, starting branches of his organization in
many countries. In Britain many of the original meditators were
members of the Study Society, which had been founded by former
students of P.D. Ouspensky after his death to continue his ideas.
Ouspensky had been a prominent student of a strange Armenian–Greek
mystic called G.I. Gurdjieff, who first appeared in Russia just
before the revolution. Many intellectuals had been disciples of
Gurdjieff between the wars, spending time at his establishment at
Fontainebleau, near Paris. But Ouspensky had broken with Gurdjieff
and had set up his own organization in England, where he taught
what he called the System, based on his understanding of
Gurdjieff's ideas.

 


Shortly before
his death Ouspensky, by then a sick man, disavowed the methods that
he had been teaching for so long, but the Study Society members
continued to believe that a new teacher would eventually appear,
and MMY was at first seen as the answer to that expectation. Jack
Cohen, whom we later got to know well, had been a member of the
Study Society, and so had our teacher Vincent Snell. But by the
time we became involved with TM MMY had severed all links with the
Society, probably because they wished to integrate TM with their
own ideas rather than maintain its "purity" as MMY insisted they
should. Nevertheless the Ouspensky–Gurdjieff methods tended to
leave strong traces on those who had been conditioned by them and
not all the older members who had stayed with MMY had been able
wholly to shake off their former ideas.

 


TM today is
associated with a good many activities which were not part of the
scene in the 1960s, and I shall look at these later, but in 1967 it
was, at least superficially, fairly simple and pragmatic. When MMY
first came to the West he described his teaching in religious
terms, but quickly realizing that many Westerners were suspicious
of religious and mystical language he changed his mode of
presentation and recast the meditation as a technique for improving
people's material happiness and fulfilment. He also created a new
organization, the International Meditation Society, which existed
alongside the original Spiritual Regeneration hMovement. Newcomers
could join this rather than the SRM. The content of the material
was the same but MMY thought it would sound less off-putting to
secular people.

 


But the
religious aspect was never really abandoned, only temporarily
de-emphasized. Newcomers to TM were told, quite truthfully, that
they could learn the technique as a practical tool to use in their
lives without troubling about any deeper philosophical issues, but
those who became more closely involved soon found that they were
expected to become familiar with Indian metaphysical ideas. MMY
talked about these at length in the residential courses which were
very much a feature of the Movement in those days.

 


The essential
claim of TM at this time was that all you needed to do to achieve
fulfilment was to meditate twice a day. Half an hour was the
recommended time for meditation; later this was reduced to twenty
minutes. "Fulfilment" in this context could mean various things. It
could mean simply becoming more energetic, more successful in your
activities, and generally happier in a mundane sense, or it could
mean spiritual enlightenment. The general idea was that people
would begin by seeking whatever they understood by a more fulfilled
and enriched life, but gradually, as their consciousness expanded,
they would begin to see that the real purpose of meditating was to
attain those higher states of consciousness that the great
religions, especially the Eastern religions, describe as the goal.
Thus TM had something for everyone. Whether your ambitions were
mundane or spiritual, TM would lead you to achieve them.

 


This may sound
simplistic, stated baldly like that, but MMY had an elaborate and
sophisticated philosophical system to impart. He did not, of
course, invent all this. It came from the vast storehouse of Indian
philosophy and spirituality, but he had a remarkable gift for
explaining these unfamiliar ideas to Westerners in a way that they
could understand and relate to.

 


States of
consciousness

 


At the centre
of his teaching was the idea of a number of "states of
consciousness". The three everyone is familiar with are waking,
deep sleep, and dreaming. The fourth state is that which we were
supposed to attain during meditation: a state of "restful
alertness", in which you are awake and conscious but not conscious
of anything in particular, hence "pure awareness". The "purity"
refers to the absence of content, not the virtuousness of being in
this state, although that is implied as well. Meditation was
supposed to make you more virtuous.

 


Initially this
fourth state could be attained only during meditation, but with
continued practice it was expected to spill over into the waking,
sleeping, and dreaming states, at first intermittently but later
permanently. Once it became permanent you had achieved the fifth
state, known as Cosmic Consciousness. Once reached, Cosmic
Consciousness, which we abbreviated to CC, was supposed to persist
even while you were asleep. This sounded exciting enough but it was
not the ultimate goal.

 


The Buddhist
nirvana was equated by MMY with Cosmic Consciousness and was rather
disparagingly referred to as merely a staging post to the two
higher states that would be achieved by practising TM, which he
called God Consciousness and Unity Consciousness. By God
Consciousness he did not mean what a Christian might understand by
the term; he meant a God-like state of consciousness on the part of
the meditator. This was obviously rather difficult for us to
imagine, but MMY explained it by saying that in God Consciousness
you saw everything transformed, as if in a golden light. I gained
the impression that it was a form of divine intoxication.

 


Beyond God
Consciousness lay Unity Consciousness. This was the state alluded
to in the Upanishads, in which you saw that everything was
simultaneously One and many. To achieve this was the ultimate aim
of TM.

 


 


Anyone who has
read a reasonable amount of the Western or Eastern mystical
literature will certainly recognize parallels with what MMY is
talking about here. What was special about MMY was not that he
pointed to hitherto unheard-of experiences or states of mind but
rather that he integrated them into a logical structure, and also,
of course, that he offered a method whereby you could hope to
attain them for yourself. This was heady stuff indeed for anyone
who had spent a lifetime looking for spiritual fulfilment, as many
meditators had.

 


MMY did not
claim that he had discovered something new, quite the opposite. He
insisted that he was reviving ancient knowledge that had been lost.
Later, in collaboration with Western scholars, he produced a
translation of part of the Indian classic known as the Bhagavad
Gita, which he said was the book of this system of meditation.

 


There was
another aspect of his teaching which many people found harder to
accept. This was his insistence that spiritual progress did not
depend on following ethical precepts. He stood all this on its
head. Whereas traditional teachers told you that you must first
follow ethical guidelines and only then try to reach enlightenment
through meditation, MMY said that all you needed to do was to
meditate regularly; if you did that you would automatically become
more moral. When in the course of a radio interview Malcolm
Muggeridge asked whether meditating would make a thief into a
super-thief, he laughed and said that a thief who meditated would
no longer want to be a thief.

 


These were the
ideas that we were to begin to encounter at Bangor in the summer of
1967. On our arrival we found everyone in a state of intense
excitement. Later we came to know this state of mind well, because
it invariably characterized the courses at which MMY was expected
to attend. Nor did it diminish once he arrived. On the contrary,
courses of this kind were anything but tranquil, for everyone
seemed to have their own particular expectations and agenda. Many
people wanted to have personal meetings with MMY and there would be
queues waiting outside his door for hours at a time, often late
into the night. Long-standing meditators would be eligible for
"advanced techniques" – modifications of the basic meditation
instructions that were supposed to enhance the effectiveness of the
process and speed up the gaining of Cosmic Consciousness. There was
always a mood of anticipation, partly pleasurable, partly fearful,
as one waited to know whether one would receive one of these
so-called "fertilizers".

 


On this
occasion the excitement was even greater than usual, as the rumour
flew about that MMY was to arrive accompanied by the Beatles. And
indeed it proved to be not just a rumour. Scores of pressmen and
photographers appeared, and soon there the Fab Four were, sitting
up on the platform in the lecture hall alongside MMY. Reactions in
the audience were, I think, rather mixed. There was a fair age
range among meditators but most at this time were middle-aged and
middle-class. They realized that the publicity engendered by the
Beatles' "conversion" was a great opportunity for TM to gain a
wider audience but they also saw that the situation needed to be
handled carefully if it was not to get out of hand. But MMY himself
had no such reservations. He evidently believed that there is a
tide in the affairs of men and he fully intended to take it at the
flood to be led on to fortune.

 


For the next
two days the Beatles monopolized MMY's time and attention and
continued to appear with him on the platform. There was talk of a
concert. Then came the catastrophic news of the death of their
manager, Brian Epstein, and they had to leave. MMY was no doubt
disappointed, but many of his audience were quietly relieved.

 


With the
Beatles gone the course took on a more normal character. We would
meditate for several hours at a time and assemble a couple of times
each day for MMY to talk to us. It was now that we began to form a
clearer idea of what his teaching really was about. He described
for us the way in which repeated meditation would allow us to
become accustomed to the state of Pure Awareness (the fourth state,
Transcendental Awareness), until by repeated exposure it at last
became permanent in the form of Cosmic Consciousness.

 


The analogy he
used was that of the traditional Indian method of dyeing cloth. In
rural India, it seems, the cloth is dipped in the dye and then
allowed to fade in the sun. At last, after repeated fadings and
dippings, the colour becomes permanent and no longer fades. This is
how we were supposed to proceed on the path to CC: alternately
meditating and acting in the world. Rather than try to hold on to
the tranquil state of awareness that meditation produced, we should
deliberately let it be swamped by activity. It was said to be a
wholly automatic process. There was no need to do anything more or
to think about it intellectually, although, paradoxically, MMY
spent many hours explaining the details to us.

 


From this
distance it is difficult to recapture exactly what I thought about
it all at the time. My memories of that first course are overlaid
by those of other courses and meetings with MMY that came later. I
will therefore quote what I wrote about it in 1973.
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