‘Children for an honest, just, and fair world.’

The 

Facebook 

Essays

Of 
Colin Hannaford

Oxford, UK
Educating Messiahs
An Interview of Colin Hannaford by Professor Michael Shaughnessy,

 Senior Correspondent of EducationNedws.org 

A Prophet without Honour in His Own Land 

1) Colin, after attending a reunion of your old school, you created a Facebook page to which there has been a remarkable response. What prompted you to do this?  


All my friends were telling me I was getting nowhere in trying to persuade our ministers of education that whilst children in authoritarian societies can learn well from being told what to think, children in more open societies do not. They learn best by being encouraged to talk, about their ideas, their feelings, even about the direction of their societies. This, of course, is what an ‘open society’ means. I was exhausting myself and should just give up. Then in the summer I attended my old school’s final reunion of staff and pupils. I had never been to any of these before. I was surrounded by old pupils, some now in their 40s, who greeted me with so much pleasure that I was astonished. Of course, when children have no-one with whom to compare their teachers whilst they are being taught, they are not likely to regard anyone as particularly special. Thirty years later they have more experience. They had used Facebook to organize their reunion and urged me to join. I decided to make one last effort. It looks like this: 

The Class of 2011
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Okay, folks: time to get serious. I want to recruit you all into the most dangerous game on Earth. Just a few years before I became a teacher a man for whom I had great respect told me that I might be a new messiah. I retorted that I was not such a fool. Lately I have realised that a messiah is simply anyone who is honest and asks awkward questions. This is a dangerous business. Such people used to be called iconoclasts: smashers of idols. Idols encourage division, hatred and violence. Many messiahs in many countries are currently being beaten, tortured, and murdered. As a mathematics teacher I decided that my first duty was to help my pupils to preserve their honesty and be unafraid to ask questions. Now I wish I had been more forthright. Today the world needs not one individual but an entire generation of messiahs. It took me some years to learn this. There are currently 750 million Facebook users. If just one percent begins to tell their children to reject dishonesty and to ask awkward questions, we can make a start on a cleaner, fairer, kinder world. Perhaps someone could produce some T-shirts with the slogan: ‘Why aren’t you?’ Provoking the question: ‘”Why am I not what?” Answer: “A messiah!” Get a copyright on that and sell them. It’s up to us!” 

2) How have your old pupils responded? 

Penny wrote:  "Love it Mr. H" 

Gabriella wrote: 

"If just one percent begins to tell their children to reject dishonesty and to ask awkward questions, we can make a start on a cleaner, fairer, kinder world.” I like this phrase. I've always lived my life this way, especially asking awkward questions :), but the majority of people never answer and fear civil confrontation and acceptance of diversity. It's like Don Quixote fighting the windmills." 

Tania wrote:


"I love the idea! It's up to us to live in honesty, even if it's just that one percent for now! Great text, Mr. Hannaford!" 

Giulia wrote: 


"I love your writing, used to love your lessons full of passion for honest learning, you are touching a very difficult subject here in Italy where many of us are not happy with the so called honesty of our government, I try to teach my kids honesty and always encourage discussion and question posing, but I ask myself if this is enough?" 

Giulia also commented on your photo: "I love it!"  

Lucy wrote:


"Thank you for sharing this with us, Colin! Amazing writing, as usual :) I recall things you've taught me every day with my son - and try to teach him as you did I! And I will share this with as many people as possible! xx" 

Karen wrote:  

"Goodness me I remember your teaching soo well.On 1 particular occasion you jumped around the class pretending to be a molecule heating up!!! I respect your writing and I agree that honesty is probably the most important thing we can teach our children today, thank you so much."  

Peter wrote:


"Thanks Colin. At 9.30am on 07/07/05, just as a series of bombs were going off on the London Underground, I was sitting on a train pulling into Paddington station, looking at a guy dozing opposite me, and wondering, 'if this man was the messiah, would I recognise him? How would I recognise one when I next come across her?" On that day the bombers probably thought they were messiahs (or some such word), and some of the victims may have been too. Why aren't we?" 

Natalie wrote:


"I do agree with this idea! You'd think it would not be so hard to ask questions and expose the truth. Sadly this ability is often crushed from early childhood on. Asking awkward questions of your parents is one of the most difficult challenges. For example a simple truth like "pain hurts" very often goes unheard in a culture where you are told "it's for your own good"; in the end you no longer know what you truly feel. … We can all start by really listening and hearing our children, and addressing their questions (this includes babies' crying) thereby encouraging them to ask. Schools also often seem to discourage thought in children. … I'm looking forward to reading your articles in EducationNews!  All the best for now!" 

Anica wrote: 

"I love both of these articles. They are insightful and have some promising ideas. I can understand why a lot of people would have a problem with these ideas as I think implementing the changes that are so badly needed would be a huge task. There are so many things to say about the subject you have chosen to address and talk so passionately about. I am glad someone is fighting for an ever failing educational system. You were my favourite teacher because you listened and encouraged us to use our own voices and talk about what we truly felt. Our moral lessons were the only classes Lucy and I looked forward to. I remember thinking once it was the only time the whole class actually got involved everybody listened everybody got to say there piece! Sometimes we argued but surely a good discussion cannot pass without a hitch! You were always alive and passionate about what you discussed with us. Thank you Mr Hannaford you taught me more that you know :) x" 

Veronica wrote: 

"Dear Colin, You are definitely a New Messiah, when it comes to teaching maths to children all over the world through Logic. Not being the most logical of people, I admire you!! Love Veronica xxx" 

Rob wrote:

"My two older girls love maths and I spend time with them doing it. Much of it has to be credited to you and your methods. I love maths and think my 2.05 year old will too. Big respect, Colin. Robert." 

Erica wrote: 


"I think honesty is only a word that can be used where you remain true to yourself and your own personal beliefs, providing they do not encroach on others'. We teach our sons to work hard, to the extent of their ability, learn from mistakes as well as success, be kind, thoughtful, etc.... I think we have all turned out just fine and our children will do too.  In this way, we spread the word little by little." 

 
And so, this is how it started: without their encouragement I would never have begun. Nor, at the time, did I know where it would end.


You don’t believe in miracles? 


You should.
Second week. 


There has been a tremendous amount of interest in our first week for ‘Children for an Honest, Just, and Fair World’. Our numbers have already increased 10 fold! 

Please continue to help as much as you can by spreading the word, involving others, asking questions, and suggesting other organisations we can link to ours! 

With your encouragement, I would also like to return to writing more complete account of where these ideas have come from. It has been a long hard slog, but at the end we can now explain to children how they can help the world to be a more honest, just and fairer place. 

Third week. 


Once the sky was thought of as a great tent. Outside was the glory of Heaven; inside were the shades of the Earth. According to Hindu myth, from time to time an incarnation of the supreme god, a messiah, would open a flap in the roof of the tent, come down from Heaven and cleanse the Earth of human corruption and violence. 


There have been nine messiahs. We are waiting for the tenth.


It is much harder to believe today that the sky is just a tent. And so stubborn and violent have modern differences of opinion become that if a messiah could now step through the roof of the sky, it is likely that he would be attacked as an alien.  


Much of the certainty with which beliefs are expressed, modern and old, is bluff.  Unfortunately, certainty will always justify cruelty, and unlimited certainty will justify unlimited cruelty. Despite the certainty of some scientists, we have hardly begun to understand what questions we humans can ask: or what answers we might understand.


Where is the tenth messiah to save us from our corruption and our violence?


The answer, we have realised, is that we need an entire generation of messiahs to show us the way to a more honest, just, and fairer world.


The certainties for children are their need of shelter, security and love: and, that they must ask questions. 


The world changes. To adapt to its changing, children must ask questions.


Here, therefore, is our messiah generation. Let us give our children shelter, security, and love; and explain that every child has the right to be honest, and the right to ask questions. 


Recently I attended a meeting that was protesting at the situation in a country in which all effective power is held by a tiny fraction of the people. These few people control education; the media; the political process; create the laws; control industry; decide who shall be regarded as enemies of the state, etc. 


The meeting was excited. We were shown film of other meetings, equally excited. 


Finally I took one of the organisers aside, away from the noise, to tell him: “Look at what I see. I see one group of people, absolutely certain that they are morally right, protesting that another group of people, several thousand miles away, also absolutely certain that they are morally right, is wrong. This is no good. Give me paper and a pen!”


He did so, rather puzzled. I drew an outline of a great fortress. I gave it three massive high towers, connecting them by a great wall. I labelled the towers: ‘OBEDIENCE’; ‘DISHONESTY’; ‘FORCE’. 


Above the wall and the towers, I wrote ‘POWER’.


“That,” I said, “is what you have to defeat. It looks impregnable. It is not. There are many within it as there are without who can pull it down. Here they are outside,” I drew many children below. “And there are many more within, for those within have children too. All these children want to be honest. They all want to ask questions. They will breach those walls, and pull down the towers.”


He took my drawing away, promising to show it to his superiors. I wonder if he did. No-one really likes children who question their certainties.


What I did not say to him, of course - as you may have detected - is that both sides see the other hiding behind massive walls whose towers are also labelled ‘Obedience’, ‘Dishonesty’, and ‘Force’.  


All powers can be humbled by children asking: Why? It is time to begin. 


Colin 

In this week we found that another group had associated itself with ours. Conscience House, in Arabic Wjdan House, had then around 3,500 members, mostly writing in Arabic, many declaring that they are agnostic or atheist,

Dear Wjdan House,


Thank you for your interest in our group 'Children for an honest, just and fair world'. Our wish is to engage everyone who agrees that encouraging children to be honest and to ask questions can help to bring peace to our dangerously divided world in which mutually distrustful hegemonies are continually striving to dominate others. We hope you agree with our aim; but there is an obvious difficult in exchanging views about this, since ours are exclusively in English and yours are in Arabic.  We have tried the Google translation service, but the result is very difficult to understand.


We will try to find an Arabic speaker who can translate the gist of our exchanges. If you are agree on the importance of this, can you do the same for us by translating Arabic into English? If this is not possible – or if you do not agree with our aim – it would seem only sensible for our groups amicably to separate again. 


With best wishes, 

Colin Hannaford.

 

	


	Saif Albasri
09 October 13:06 

Dear Mr. Colin Hannaford, first of all I would like thank you for this initiative, and in the name of the members in Wjdanhouse (conscience-house) we would like to cooperate with your group seeking for encouraging children to be honest and be able to bring peace to our societies and of course to our world. We also hope that the quintessence of this cultural cooperation is to achieve the real aims we are seeking for. We do realize the deferences between our cultures, but these deferences mean nothing when we deal themes like cultural exchange, honesty, human moral values and peace. Even the language is not an obstacle which prevents this initiative! We also do believe and “hold these truths to be self-evident, 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.“ So let us begin.... Best Wishes -WjdanHouse

	Mara Alsaffar
09 October 13:01 

please show us the way to help your group to do the best for children ... and you welcome

	


	Aimer Aljashaeme
09 October 13:16 

Do not cost yourself a translation we will do so


Saif Albasri 
Dear Mr. Colin Hannaford, the part you are trying to point out, is also a part of our enlightenment policy. We are trying our best to publish our messages to the members and outside this group, and we do need any support especially from enlightened people like you. So what do you suggest, how should we begin this cooperation? Do you have a certain Programm or concept? We agree with you and this group is opened to every thought!
Abbas Alkabbi wrote: Work in silence, and let your work speak louder 

Fourth week 


Saif suggests that we can try to learn from each other, and asks if we have a programme which Wjnad House might follow. Veronica asked: what are children to do when their questions are ignored, or - a worse, but entirely likely possibility - if they are punished simply for asking.

  
Abbas offers the splendid comment: ‘Work in silence, and let your work speak louder.’


Let me try to respond all at once. It seems to me that Veronica’s is the most vital question. To explain why I think so completely would take a little too long, but children certainly soon get used to their parents not being able answer questions like: ‘Why is the sky blue?’ They will simply save questions like these for later. If, however, they are punished for asking, they will first realise that these adults want to appear strong but must be weak in being unable to answer. If the ban is even more serious, eventually the children refused answers to any question may ask: “Who will recognise me, and my right to ask questions, if my society will not?” And, this, of course, will take them to the very threshold of enlightenment.


Learning from each other is always going to be difficult. To some extent, we are all embedded in our own cultural hegemony. This always makes what we hear rather different, and sometimes completely different, from what is meant and what is said. I first began to understand this from a thoughtful lecture here in Oxford by HE Sheikh Abdullah Bin Mohamed al-Salami of Oman. He spoke of the need for ‘a new basis’ to reduce the great dangers to us all of continuing hegemonic rivalry. We shook hands as he left the Taylorean and later I gave one of his officers my card. On it I had written that we have the programme that you have asked for, Saif. I have had no response from Oman, but it may come.


In my opinion it is first essential to realise that hegemonies are always composed of many inter-dependent organisations. No-one actually controls them all. The President of the United States does not control the military-industrial-congressional complex of the United States. The Pope does not control the Catholic Church. Etc. Hegemonies are powerful only because no-one dares question their right to power. As soon as this begins to happen – as in Tripoli, as in Egypt, and now in Wall Street – their power is seen to depend, as usual, on unthinking obedience, on deliberate dishonesty, and, ultimately, on force to frighten and suppress.


So, I think the answer to your question, Saif, therefore echoes Abbas’ advice. The work of mothers in their homes will eventually speak loudest, when they quietly tell their little ones: “You can always be honest with me: and, when you are bigger, never be afraid to be honest with others and to ask questions. If anyone who beats you for asking, they are simply too frightened to be as honest as you are.”


If you disagree, tell me! I may learn from you.


Best wishes,


Colin. 

Fifth week 
On Tuesday of this week, 11 Oct, I was invited to an address by the Speaker of the Iraq Parliament, HE Osama Al-Nujaii, in the University’s Examination Schools. A tall and dignified figure, speaking in Arabic, His Excellency gave a remarkably candid  account of the present situation in Iraq. Questions were then asked about Iraq’s relations with Syria and Iran, about Sharia, the freedom of religion and expression, nepotism, the developing the Iraqi economy, etc. 

His audience numbered at least seventy. It is understandable for questions to be first invited from university scholars and other known experts. I was therefore agreeably surprised when the moderator, Sir Jeremy Greenstock, a very distinguished British diplomat, invited the second question from me. He also asked that I say who I am.

This surprised His Excellency’s interpreter. “Did you say the Institute for Democracy from - from Mathematics?” 
His Excellency was also surprised. He asked aloud, in English: ’How are they connected?” 

I asked: how confident are the young people of Iraq of a democratic future? This received a cautiously optimistic reply, but also noted that the future does not entirely depend on young people.  Having received this response, I continued: “Now I will answer Your Excellency’s question.”  And this, I was telling myself, had better be the shortest and the best lecture you have ever given in your life.’

“Your Excellency,” I explained, “mathematics can be taught in two very different ways: either as instruction to be obeyed,” And as I spoke ‘obeyed’ I pointed at him forcefully as if demanding obedience. And then I closed my fist, opened my hand palm upwards and spoke more gently. “Or mathematics can be offered as an argument,” I drew back my hand as if inviting agreement, “to be agreed.”
His Excellency nodded thoughtfully. But the whole of the room responded, even more remarkably, with a muted but concerted “Mmmm”. Short IS sometimes more effective.

As I was leaving the Examination Schools twenty minutes later I was met by the Iraqi TV interviewer and his cameraman. The interviewer asked: “Would I repeat all that I had said to His Excellency?” I did so. But I added: “You see, when children are offered mathematics as argument, the question is not only whether you agree”, I pointed to the interviewer, “but”, pointing to one side, “whether she agrees?” and to the other side, “and whether he agrees, and her, and her? In this way children learn together critical, constructive, and, above all, receptive discourse. They learn to accept, even to value, different opinions. Thank you.”
Unfortunately it isn’t possible to watch Iraqi TV in Oxford. If any of you see the interview, I would be very glad to know what was made of it! But let it be in English, please! 

15th October:  

The Socrates Workbook
Dear Friends, 
It is not at all difficult to help children to think independently. Unfortunately, school classes are generally addressed by teachers as if the whole class is thinking alike at the same time. The main reason for this is, of course, tradition, but the reason for its continuation in modern schools is explained in my article in EducationNews.org entitled ‘The Bad Boy of British Education’, where I single out one exceptional school for praise.

All parents know that children have very different minds; that they think and learn in different ways. To help my own youngest pupils to understand how their minds can learn independently and far more effectively, I produced a 30 page colouring book called the Socrates Workbook. It can be downloaded free in Arabic (under the Qatar flag) from ‘Core Materials’ in my Institute’s website at www.gardenofdemocracy.org. It is in several other major language, and there is a Teachers’ and Parents’ Guide, although this is only in English.

Originally its title declared that it was ‘for 9 to 11 year-olds’, but one of our senior pupils – they made most of the translations, for which I paid a pound per page - told me: “Mr H. this title’s wrong. It should say ‘for 9 to 19 year olds’. We all need to learn what’s in this book!”

It will give any child who works through it (but not gallop through it, please!) a distinct  advantage in learning to think and learn independently, but they may also wish show it to their teacher, explaining that it can inexpensively increase the learning ability of an entire class: even of an entire school.

If you use it, either privately or publicly, I will naturally like to know if it is successful. 

Bon chance! Colin. 

21st October 

Dear Friends, 

“What is truth?” asked Pilate. 

Truth is the direction in which we are able to learn more.

And this, it seems to me, is what all the fighting is about: whether to learn more, or not.

Since my ex-pupils asked me to begin this venture, I have been both delighted and appalled by Facebook. I have been delighted to discover that others are excited by the prospect of raising a new generation of messiahs who will always want to be honest, to ask questions, and thereby always to learn more. 

I have been delighted as well to have been shown so many beautiful babies and children. It is entirely possible that what they learn will not only be more comprehensive, but simpler too. This is the lesson of science. There is no reason why it may not be true of life itself.

Have you ever noticed how one’s mind may notice something entirely unimportant and make it piquantly relevant? I was driving out of London one day last week when this happened to me. My attention was suddenly triggered by an advertisement. I think it was actually for fashionable clothes. What is important is that it told me: ‘Tomorrow is a luxury you do not have’

This afternoon I took a call from a celebrated Jewish poet, now in her eighties. When I told her once how lonely thinking sometimes makes one feel, she told me: “But if you have climbed higher than anyone has climbed before, you shouldn’t be surprised if you find yourself on the summit of a mountain, alone.” 

Facebook has greatly relieved this fearful sense of being alone.  At the same time, I have often been appalled by what it has also brought into my life.

I live alone in a small but comfortable house in a quiet corner of the usually very peaceful and well-ordered city of Oxford. I share my home with three bears, a giant rabbit, a platypus, a small gorilla, a miniscule elephant, and several others. 

They are all stuffed. They are company, but do not argue.  To find an argument, I have only to cycle for ten minutes to find a most satisfyingly contrary opinion in a lecture or a seminar. 

What is absolutely certain about my quiet, comfortable, lonely but well-ordered life is that however passionately others may disagree with me, or however passionately they may disagree with each other, the results will not resemble any of the images that you have shown me, especially, but not only, those sent by Wjdan House.

There have appeared images of terrible mutilations, rows of carbonised bodies, destroyed homes, destroyed lives, and most recently a truly terrifying image of a small girl, of about eight of nine years of age, with a burnt face and splints on both arms, painfully scrawling ‘FUCK YOU GOD’ with a pen gripped awkwardly in her only partly bandaged right hand.

Tomorrow is a luxury we do not have. To help people to learn not to destroy those who disagree with them, and to do so as hideously and violently as possible, it will not be enough to give children the notion that God is responsible for such obscenities. I have realised that many of you would like to believe that God does not exist. In this respect, I will be of little comfort to you. Where perhaps I can help is by offering a much more comprehensive and yet simpler understanding of who - or what - God is. 
I will do this in the next few days. 

25th October: 

Dear Friends, 

In my previous letter I described how Facebook has delighted me by vastly enlarging my circle of friends: indeed, by informing that I have many more friends than I knew; but that it has also appalled me, by bringing into my quiet and comfortable life images of a cruel, ugly, and ultimately disastrously divided world.

These images have also made even clearer that to help people to learn not to want to destroy everyone who may disagree with them, we must start with the children.

The reason is to be found Genesis 2:16-17. It contains the very first statement of moral law: the warning against certainty most ignored by cultures throughout history, as it is ignored today.

The little injured girl painfully scrawling ‘FUCK YOU GOD’ should really be accusing the many who suppose they have been appointed guardians of moral certainty. Most are simply demonstrating their atheism. Only atheists make war to prove that they are right. The more deeply inspired look instead for better ways to convince: through friendship and through reason.

Unfortunately, the majority of adults have eaten sufficiently of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil to be sure that they know precisely what - and who - is good and evil. They are unlikely to think themselves evil. They are unlikely to change their minds. The older they are, the more likely they are to be prepared to prove the truth of their morality by sending younger adults to war.

There is still hope, however, that the younger adults, especially those who have just become parents, can be persuaded that the future of their children will be more promising if the children of their enemies are as less likely to make war as theirs are.

This has been my aim for almost forty years. I began by attempting to show education authorities, actually their governments, that obliging the majority of children to learn to pass exams without understanding, and without ever admitting that they do not understand, is the easiest way to teach children to be dishonest and to be reluctant to ask questions. When belief that being deceitful is more useful than being honesty becomes socially accepted, the consequences are disastrous.

My first attempt failed. I do not believe my analysis is wrong. What I had failed to notice is that it also predicts how governments will behave. Since they will contain many whose advancement has been won through deceit, they do not want children to be encouraged to be honest and to ask questions. Honest people are inevitably a threat to secretive cabals. As I write this, large numbers of people are protesting against the dishonesty of their banks and their governments. They have at last begun to questions. They probably admire Mahatma Ghandi, but Che Guevara too. They need to know how to stop children being taught to be dishonest.

I applauded Abbas Alkabbi when he wrote: ‘Work in silence, and let your work speak louder.’ I have been attempting to work in silence for forty years. I do not regret this time. About half-way through it I was amused to realise that I was behaving very like the brave and foolish young men in the age of the most romantic chivalry, who set out to find the Holy Grail in order to lay at the feet of their beautiful lady. Unfortunately, they did not know really know what the Grail really is. It was a mystery. They only knew that it was of unique importance.

There is a beautiful lady to whom I wish to present my Grail. I had discovered what it is. It is simply the gift of peace to the world. 
I have loved her for many years and I was greatly saddened when she refused my discovery; but the images that Facebook has shown me have also shown why silence is no longer an option. To help those in harm’s way, I must be prepared to place myself in harm’s way together with them.

The experience that my old friend Cecil King believed so uniquely important is briefly described in a chapter of my book ‘473959’.  We agreed about its importance. We disagreed how it should be used. I had been atheist since I was twelve. Within minutes of it occurring I knew who it was who told Moses: “I am that I am”. I understood why Jesus referred to God as his Father. I knew that the Prophet Mohammed had indeed been embraced so tightly by of the angel Gabriel that he could not breathe.

God certainly exists. He is greater and more powerful than all but a very few have ever been able to envisage. He has to guide by command the intelligent evolution of life throughout a universe of trillions of galaxies, every one composed of billions of stars. 

And He does this in a manner so comprehensive and so simple as to be almost absurd. 

The failure to obey, however, is not at all absurd. It is extinction.

I will return to my promise next, to say what and who - in my opinion - God is. 

Entracte 

Recently I have been asked to decide, in effect, which religious sect I believe to be more virtuous that others. This I will not do. The founders of every major religion always offered a reason for people to unite. Usually, often within a very short time, their once united followers have found reasons to divide: then to divide again, and to divide again. 

It is very easy to find reasons for division. It is harder to show why people should discard their differences, and see themselves as one. It can be done. Here is an example.

Last week I was invited to the Jewish celebration marking the end of the annual reading of the Torah. This is when the Torah scrolls are removed from their usual enclosure and carried around in a very joyful and very noisy dance by the men whilst they are being pelted with sweets by the children. It was an entirely happy festivity, and so I was more than a little surprised when my host, who a few minutes before had been dancing with his smallest daughter shrieking with laughter on his shoulders, paused for breath and, indicating me, told the other dancers, as they also paused for breath: “He wants to change the world.” 

He was obviously serious, so that one of the younger rabbis at once asked me the obvious question: “How will you change the world?”
Still somewhat surprised, I explained what we have been discussing here: that it will require an entire generation of messiahs. 

“That,” said my questioner thoughtfully, “is very interesting”, and the other young Jews nodded. But, when later I reported to the lady, the light of my life,, she, being always ready to challenge my temerity, wanted to know why I thought this might be important. 

She refused to think so. Her own religion tells her that the Messiah has visited our world already, and is now in Heaven. Why, she repeated, did this response matter.
Trembling, as you will imagine, with a mixture of rage and sorrow, I was then bound to ask myself the same question. Eventually I replied, “Well, almost certainly the Jews have the most highly developed sense of survival of any culture. They might see immediately that my suggestion can increase their children’s chances of survival: as, indeed, it can.”
The next day I was again asked to explain this point of view. My host had also had time to reflect. “Of course,” he murmured, “in the Jewish faith, there is in everyone a spark of the Messiah.” He paused. “So yours is really a Jewish idea.” 

27th October 

Dear Friends, 

‘When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child : but when I became an adult, I put away childish things.’ 1 Cor 13:11 

The world seemed so much simpler when the sky was the roof of a great tent and the Earth was enclosed beneath it; when God, although occasionally given to angry commands of genocide, was otherwise a cheery old gentleman who created everything and was always ready to comfort and protect. Heaven was just above the roof. Hell was down below the floor. Despite plagues, famine, war, flood, drought, conquest and earthquakes, the world was simpler and more complete. It was ruled everywhere by men. God was a man. God was a warrior. God gave over the world to men. Lilith was dismissed for being disobedient. After her, Eve gave Adam the right to decide right or wrong. 

Our world is very different. How different have we become?

Today we are obliged to explain to our children that the whole of our history has been lived on a speck of dirt orbiting a not-very-unusual star on the edge of a not-very-unusual galaxy. Its vast vortex, containing up to four hundred billion stars, is revolving like a pinwheel in a universe containing billions more galaxies, some containing trillions of other stars. Our own, like many others, is believed to have a massive discontinuity at its centre, drawing everything close enough into itself, reducing it atoms to pure energy and perhaps, we think - but how can we know? - spewing it out somewhere, perhaps into an entirely different dimension of reality.

Although Arab and Persian philosophers believed many centuries before Galileo that the specks of light in the night are stars, the true magnitude of our universe has only been realised in the past few hundred years. Even before Darwin, many began to believe that the scale of everything then being discovered was just too vast to be directed let that it could all be created by God. 

More recently many have been ready to question whether God is necessary at all. Since Galileo first declared, and as Isaac Newton seemed to prove, that the universe can be understood only through mathematics, much of the confidence of modern thinkers has been based on the apparently illimitable success of mathematics and now on its dependent sciences. 

More recently, however, it has been realised that there are limits to what even mathematics can prove. The man who has done most to show this, G.J. Chaitin, writes: ‘Most people believe that anything that is true is true for a reason [but] some things are true for no reason at all.’

More violent, unpredictable, and fragile than it has ever been believed before, our world is no longer a happy place for nine tenths of our children to grow up in. We are too many to feed properly, to house adequately, to educate at all. As the Irish poet W.B. Yeats wrote of a far less anxious time: ‘Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold. … The best lack all conviction, whilst the worst are full of passionate intensity.’
What are we to do? Shall we throw up our hands and encourage children to believe in the games of the past? We have all played these games. The ones in which we invented special rules and names and passwords, rituals to which we admitted only our very special friends, telling others of fearful penalties for their trespass or disclosure. 

In my primary school we made the headquarters of our game in an old air-raid shelter left beside the playground. Into its dark and smelly passages we would drag tiny tearful juniors to initiate them by smearing a magic poison on their left arm. This was actually nail varnish. As we smeared it on their arm, we would tell them that if they ever betrayed our secrets, or tried to wash it off, their arm would first turn black, then shrivel and fall off - and then they would die.

Our average age would have been between eight and nine. It is a humbling thought that there may be at least one seventy-year old in the Manchester suburbs whose left arm is still unwashed. 

Similar games as these today hold many hundreds of millions captive. How can they escape? Many will not want to.  What they believe may give them a sense of comfort, security and purpose that they cannot live without. It may require them to kill and die. This may be a price they are prepared to pay.

How can we offer hope to our children in this new, vast, terrifying universe? How can we explain to our children that those who use violence to demonstrate their power are only adult versions of the bullies in their playground?

We can begin by show them the images of our common ancestors made by the Dutch twin brothers Adrie and Alfons Kennis (www.kenniskennis.com/index2.html). The earliest, Australopithecus africanus, lived from three to two million years ago. Then came Homo habilus, two million years ago; then Homo erectus, then Homo heidelbergensis, then Homo neanderthalensis, and, finally us, or nearly us, Homo sapiens from about 200, 000 years ago. 

We may show them the evidence of our Earth’s fragility: the Ice Ages, the several super-eruptions, the many asteroid strikes, the rise and fall of the oceans, the cyclic switching of the Earth’s magnetic poles, the wobble of its axis. Life, we can explain, had to survive all of these.

We should point to the trillions of stars now visible through the great rents that old Galileo began to make in the roof of the tent; to explain that there are good reasons to suppose that a fraction of their number, say a trillion or two, host worlds like ours; and that there may be even more universes, equally uncountable, in whatever other dimensions the black holes open onto. 

Then we can ask our children’s opinion! Ask them!

If there are intelligent beings on some of those worlds, what do they think all such beings, together with every other form of life, must share in order to survive?

Let them look again at our ancestors: at the fact that they have changed.

The principle of survival was explained by that wonderfully modest man, Charles Darwin. But his explanation involves a curious bias. Not challenged at the time, it is not challenged now. 

Darwin proposed that some individuals of species change from time to time, always at random. The environment selects those changes which best suit the survival of the offspring of one of the slightly altered individuals. This whole process is mechanical. 

You - and they may - may notice the bias. It was anathema in Darwin’s time - and still is - to suppose that a species might actively offer different forms of itself to be selected for survival by its environment. We might call this an active strategy rather than passive.

In our own case, as humans, we might call it being honest. 

To make this strategy fit some other curious experiences that our species has had from time to time, we might recognize that every one of the games that people are still playing sets a high value on being honest.

And this honesty is said, invariably, to be by the direct command of God. 

Next: How God drives evolution. 

31st October  

It never occurred to me and my friends that we might be causing our younger initiates any lasting mental or any psychic harm. 

Although some squeaked and trembled on being anointed, others were stoic, others gleeful, some were ecstatic at the promise of the punishment we promised if ever they betrayed our secrets. But eventually, sadly, our nail-varnish dried out completely, and the first of our games came to end. We found almost immediately, however, that we had prepared an even more exciting diversion!

It had the advantage of being in the open air. It could involve the whole junior school. The infants we had baptised were only too eager to throw themselves into battles against the unbaptised. They joined enthusiastically in our holy wars until before winter and the Christmas hols. 

After Christmas we had snow-ball fights in which everyone was so muffled up with coats and scarves than all differences were forgotten. The year after that I think I must have passed the exam for grammar school, where life took another turn away from those childish joys. 

Despite my wilful impiety I do not believe my early atheism began this early. It emerged a few years later. My parents were different Christians. They decided I should be allowed to decide. I was sent to alternate churches on alternate Sundays.

The effect was disconcerting. Although both declared the same text to be sacred, there were some seriously different interpretations of its meaning. It seemed to me that an omnipotent divinity could have managed much better.

But then there was the deeper puzzle that this particular divinity was said to be simultaneously a son and his own father. He was said to have been born to a mother who was eternally virgin. He had been tortured and had died as man. He then went to heaven, where he is separate from his father, yet not separate, and both are accompanied by something called a holy ghost.

Most worrying in both was the requirement not to question, not to criticize: in essence, not to think. Faith, it was hammered into us, was all the reason that we would ever need for belief. Obedience was expected. Understanding was not required. 

None of these seemed to me respectable demands from any divinity, far less from one I was supposed to thank repeatedly for making me capable of free will.

Consequently, at the age of about eleven or twelve, I made a decision. I decided that I would not believe in anything that made no sense to me. This included the nonsense that both churches insisted was the sole defence against eternal punishment. 

 I remember being frightened at the thought of being alone. Thirty or more years I would be amused on passing my eyes over a Baccalaureate exam paper in philosophy, and reading the demand: ‘Describe and discuss the origin of existential anguish.’  

On the verge of adolescence, there can be a very real sense of existential anguish: of gaining independence, but of no-one really caring for one any more. I decided to wait until I was a little older before making a definite break with God.

Instead, I discovered science: a world which encourages inquiry; in which people, even if they most passionately disagree, are drawn to work together; a world in which one is actually encouraged to disagree. I left behind my worries about His Holy Ghost. 

I know now, of course, that science also has its heresies, its own rules; its own observances. It likes routines; conformity; regularity; order. It even has its own thought-police, although they are not much liked, because of their habit of pursuing vindictively. 

Science does not admit to the value or importance of emotions. Science is supposed, above all, to be inhumanly dispassionate. This is nonsense, of course. Dispassionate discoveries may be possible by computers: but not by a human mind. Many scientists report a sudden sharp sense of emotional certainty, essentially of joy, just before rational certainty is sure. 

The general problem, therefore, is not to understand why religions screw up so much that an angry injured little girl can be found defiantly writing ‘FUCK YOU GOD’. 

The solution to this general problem is that she has not been fucked up by men, not God: specifically by men persuaded that they have a special dispensation to fuck up other people. 

Such men can be recruited from all nations. Behind all the arguments for their violence will always be the most addictive pleasure known to men. It is the power of destroying lives. 

This pleasure should never to be ignored. It is the major male prophylactic against -  of course - existential anguish. The only way to remove that anguish is to show how to open the doors to paradise without the keys of violence and destruction. I will look at possibility in my last essay. 

The special problem is much easier. It is to persuade scientists that the intense emotional and intellectual relief fundamental to a scientific discovery is exactly equivalent to the intense emotional and intellectual experience fundamental to a spiritual discovery. 

The difference is that in scientific discovery the emotional relief is comparatively minor. This is why, as we have seen, that scientists could dismiss emotions as distraction. 

The emotional relief in spiritual discovery is commonly so overwhelming that it is rational explanation that may be thought unnecessary. 

These barriers create Stephen J. Gould’s famous ‘non-overlapping magisteria’ of equally majestic but undemanding prolixity. 

Solving our special problem requires a little more experience and a little more thought.

Reality is certainly not an illusion. If we pretend too much that it is, we die. 

On the other hand, what we perceive as reality we now know is a melange of sensations continually composed and recomposed by our minds. 

Continually, and not continuously, because our awareness of it lags behind. It takes an appreciable time to assemble all the parts and put them together. Ordinarily this is much easier because the reality we want to understand is much the same for all of us. This wish can only be usurped when unpredictable events pile in too fast.

The rational adventurer’s attention is invariably focused on this solid-seeming reality. He is attentive to anything else. He is, in this sense, distracted. He can only expect a relatively tiny change in this reality significant to him, and then be significant to others. 

The spiritual adventurer has to stake everything on one throw: sanity, future, life. He is likely to be in a dangerous situation, and yet, most paradoxical of all, he has to be calm: even if angry, still determined. 

Deep in the bowels of a huge idol worshipped as reality by an entire people, the spiritual adventurer jerks open a hidden door, and is pitched without warning into a realm of immense energy and forces of which his mind has no previous experience. It happens so fast that his mind can only seize familiar images to convey to his conscious mind what is happening.

This is an important process. It can explain reports of many similar experiences. 

Let me try to illustrate it from my own experience. Having reported, as briefly as possible, what seemed to be happening, I will then try to interpret these experiences sequentially

There was first the clearly impossible perception of being carried through the entire universe to its outer limit: passing through galaxies, as I wrote for the Epiphany Philosophers in Cambridge University three years later, ‘like streamers of mist, radiating faint heat’. 

Then, a brief pause: looking into total darkness. 

Then, that huge presence, expanding as it is rushing forward. 

Then, the violent crushing embrace. 

Then, the assurance of kinship: “You are of me!” 
Then, the audible advice I had asked for. 

Then, the abrupt return. 

Then, the residual image, but this I discovered only the next day

Total interval: not more than fifteen seconds. I slept well. In the morning, at my first formal interview, I took the advice given. It has directed my life ever since.

Now the interpretation: 1. There is another reality far larger than ours; 2. It is home to an  immeasurably powerful intelligence kin to ours; 3. It encourages us to survive; 4. It tells us how to survive; 4. It has many more forms of life to help survive. 5. You have a job to do: ‘Go back and tell them’.
When, at the end of my three weeks in his hospital, I described the experience on the first night to its military director, he flicked the air as if at a fly. “We don’t want that in your record!” he declared. The record shows I was there for hearing tests.

Vast sums have been spent on the SETI programme: on the belief that several million years ago a of far more advanced civilization than ours began sending information to other civilisations how to save themselves from extinction; that we will be able to receive this information, will be able to understand it, and will be able to communicate it world-wide.

In contrast, my report was received, in somewhat unusual, but probably necessary circumstances, by the ultimately most essential communication device that we humans possess: a healthy human mind. My report could hardly be easier to understand. It is equally easy to communicate. 

To survive into the future, our children need to know that they have the right to be honest, and that they have the right to ask questions. 

That’s all. 

I will next try to answer a final, very different question.

Colin. 

Next: Check-point Charlie.   

1st November 2011. 

Entracte: On brevity! 


Last Sunday I attended a conference on the future of Syria organised by the Next Century Foundation in the Initiatives for Change Centre in London. 


The current situation is stark. Either the Assad regime prepares for democracy or there will be chaos and civil war. War will involve Turkey, Iraq, Israel, probably Iran. It will spread.


The deeper complexity in Syria was described by NCF director, William Morris. The population is divided into at least a dozen groups, regional, tribal, religious, and secular: Turkomen; Druze; Armenian; Ismaili; Christian; Jews; Alawite; Sunni; Palestinian. There is also the Kurdish nation, divided between Syria, Turkey, Iraq, and Iran. At first there seemed little that I could say, and as usual I was nervous (believe me!), but encouraged by a lady in the audience who pointed me out repeatedly to the chairman, I first introduced myself and then said: “There is an expression in English that refers to ‘a sea-change’. If you know the sea, you will know how quickly its moods can change. At present, the mood in this room is for war. Most of you can see no alternative. You need a sea-change. Of all the groups that I have heard spoken of in Syria, there is one that I have not heard mentioned, although it is more numerous than all the others combined. What is this group?” 


I waited, hoping. After a moment someone in the room responded: “Women!” 

“Thank you.” I continued, “Women: women and children make up far more than half of the population of any country. There are two very simple principles that women, as mothers, can teach their children: two principles which when understood by a majority will automatically produce a democratic society.” I paused. “The first principle is that they must always be as honest as they are able.” I paused: longer this time. “And the second principle is that they must always know that they have a right to ask questions.”

I had to leave an hour before the end. As I did, I was met by three young men who had spoken passionately in earlier discussions. “Come back!” they requested. “You have made more sense today than anyone!” Sadly, it was impossible for me to stay. But there was also no more to be said. Tell the women to tell their children: the future is theirs to make.

Penny Swann McBride commented on your post in Children for an honest, just and fair world! 
	


	Penny Swann McBride
02 November 00:50 

Absolutely brilliant!


Entracte:  


One of the great mysteries of reflective thought is that from time to time one feels the presence of others. Usually their inspirations are recorded in books which one has neither had time or inclination to read. Then it is often as if a ghostly librarian is plucking at one’s sleeve to murmur: ‘I really think you MUST notice this.’ 


Often this is just exasperating, for it may only happen after great effort. Sometimes, however, it is exhilarating. Here is an instance of the second kind.

I came to France for two weeks intending to try finally to bridge all the gaps between scientific reality, as currently understood; my own impossible experience as a much younger man; the necessity to understand God as truly universal: that is, as encouraging all life everywhere to evolve ever more satisfactorily to be in an honest relation with its environment; the suggestion that the mind can only interpret its perceptions of its immediate reality in forms most familiar to it; that the ‘black holes’ of Wheeler, Hawking, et al, in being both exits and entrances to our reality, may constitute that which previous seers have perceived and interpreted – as, incidentally, I did – as entrances and exits of heaven; and, finally, but only in the final essay, that what I will call the idols of identity are the final barrier that children must be made aware of to be honest enough to evolve to the next natural level: whether grinding these idols of identity to dust will immediately entitle them to ‘enter heaven’ - and whatever that may mean - I will leave it to others to decide.


The hardest line to write is always the first. In the first week I covered pages of scribble in vain in attempting to find my first line. I was close to despair. 


But before leaving Oxford, I had bought a book from the OUP bookshop in the High for the sake of a quotation of Blaise Pascal. 


Some of you will know that Pascal had some kind of experience aged 31, clearly a dangerous age, which caused him to abandon his earlier scientific studies to devote the rest of his short life to philosophy and theology. He died, aged 39, without ever being able to describe fully what that experience meant to him. Since he wrote in 17th century French, I will venture to suggest how he might write it today: ‘We do not content ourselves with the life we have in ourselves and in our own being; we desire to live a life in the mind of others, and for this purpose we endeavour to shine. We labour unceasingly to adorn and preserve this life in other minds at our own expense.’’

The OUP book has a horrible title: ‘The Unimaginable Mathematics of Borge’s Library of Babel’, almost designed to deter most readers, and is in addition an extremely clever mathematics book, much of it beyond my dwarfish mind. Its author is a mathematics professor, William Bloch, who is, incidentally, also given to encourage his readers by referring to himself as Blockhead. Some intellectuals will stoop very low!


Looking for distraction, I found in Bloch’s text another quotation by someone called Charles Sanders Peirce: Thus we may define the real as that whose characters are independent of what anybody may think them to be.


I had never in my life heard before of Charles Sanders Peirce. In defence of my own ignorance, he was much concerned with logic and mathematics, and appears to have been much neglected by many others, although Bertrand Russell called him: "Beyond doubt [...] one of the most original minds of the later nineteenth century, and certainly the greatest American thinker ever", and whilst Karl Popper is recorded as declaring Peirce to have been "one of the greatest philosophers of all times".


So, on the Sunday afternoon of my first week, I printed the 34 pages of the Stanford Encyclopaedia’s account of Peirce’s life’s work in order to sit on my host’s balcony to read through them all through in the November sunshine whilst smoking my new meerschaum, wearing my beanie, my scarf, two vests, a fleece jacket and padded trousers, and marked the following; occasionally laughing out loud with pleasure:


p.11 ‘For Peirce, the entire universe and everything in it is an evolutionary product.’


p.12 ‘ … at any temporal point in the process of scientific inquiry we are only at a provisional stage of it and cannot ascertain how far off we may be from the limit to which we are somehow converging.’

‘ … he called his first principle of reason: “Do not block the way of inquiry!”p.14. ‘ … at the other end of the spectrum [‘of the nearly law-like behaviour of large physical objects’] we see in human processes of imagination and thought an almost pure freedom and spontaneity.’


p. 15. ‘Peirce called his doctrine that chance has an objective status in the universe “tychism” … or “what the gods happen to choose to lay on one.”’

… ‘the most fundamental engine of the evolutionary process is not struggle, strife, greed, or competition. Rather it is nurturing love, in which an entity is prepared to sacrifice its own perfection for the sake of the well-being of its neighbour.’


p.16. ‘… the related sort of thinking that constituted for Herbert Spencer and others a supposed justification for the more rapacious practices of unbridled capitalism, Peirce referred to in disgust as “The Gospel of Greed”.’


p. 23.  ‘… mind pervades all of nature in varying degrees; it is not found merely in the most advanced animal species.’

… mind is extended in some sort of continuum throughout the universe.’


p.24. ‘Whenever the representing relation has an instance, we find one thing (the “object”) being represented by (or: in) another thing (the “representamen” ) and being presented to (or: in) a third thing (the “interpretant”). 


I found this in an earlier reading of the entry on Peirce in Wikipedia, which is more entertaining, but choppier. It is what Peirce called “The Neglected Argument”:


“If God Really be, and be benign, then, in view of the generally conceded truth that religion, were it but proved, would be a good outweighing all others, we should naturally expect that there would be some Argument for His Reality that should be obvious to all minds, high and low alike, that should earnestly strive to find the truth of the matter; and further, that this Argument should present its conclusion, not as a proposition of metaphysical theology, but in a form directly applicable to the conduct of life, and full of nutrition for man's highest growth.”


This, of course, is North American 19th century verbosity at its most florid: never choose one word when five will do. But just two days before sitting down to plunder Bloch’sbook, I had written to my ever-patient editor in 21st century North America: ‘If God is to be respected, he must be truly universal, truly affecting all forms of life everywhere in this vast cosmos in the same way.’


Do you now understand my relief and my pleasure? I am not alone after all.


And I could, of course, also have used this, which some of you will recognize: “Truly, during the days of your existence, inspirations come from God. Do you not want to follow them? Tell unto reasoners that, for the lovers of God, intuition is guide, not discursive thought." 

Now I can now begin to explain how Science has discovered Heaven. 

November 29th. 

'Science discovers Heaven': 


What can be said at all can be said clearly, and what we cannot talk about [clearly] we must pass over in silence. (L. Wittgenstein). 


‘Natural selection at a higher level of organisation may generate mechanisms that suppress the ability of disruptive ‘outlaws’ to go it alone at lower levels of organisation. Does selection on human groups act so as to limit the ability of individual humans to go it alone? Such questions are complex … but some of the most interesting work in cultural evolutionary theory may come from efforts to answer them.’ (Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy on cultural evolution.)  


There is no doubt that natural selection acts in higher level organizations to suppress ‘disruptive outlaws’. In human groups selection certainly limits the ability of individuals to achieve independence. The white crow is soon pecked to death.

It has always been dangerous to attempt more honesty than a society allows. It is more dangerous in some cultures than in others. Those who attempt it in those cultures are to be greatly respected. It is wrong, however, to believe that western societies are entirely ‘free’; that they do not suppress their own social outlaws. Less demonstrative than execution; less damaging than torture; less terrifying than secret prisons, they can produce similar symptoms of depression and despair.

Instead of hemlock, there is indifference; instead of exile, unemployment. Whilst we westerners have access to vastly more information than ever before, this may only reinforce a sense of helplessness in the face of political elites and elaborately manipulative governments. A new range of drugs has been developed called ‘atypical antipsychotics’ to suppress anxiety and frustration. They are called ‘atypical’ because they are intended for people who may appear perfectly normal.


It was once believed that anyone prepared to admit that they might be a little mad, must be sane. It is now more likely to be thought that anyone insisting they are normal, must be delusional. Forty years ago, when one of my Cambridge University mentors, Margaret Masterman, an early computer theorist, learnt that I was to teach school mathematics, she boomed cheerfully, in her usual manner: “If you can stand teaching mathematics in a classroom for a few years, no-one will be able to call you crazy!”

I am now not at all sure that this is entirely true. A few weeks ago in Oxford I felt a distinct chill when the eminent theologian with whom I was exchanging thoughtful views on theology, revealed that she is still as a clinical psychologist, and that in me she detected ‘a struggle to achieve something’. This might be considered a sure sign of potentially dangerous action.


Once declared by a clinical psychologist to be in need of help, various ‘treatments’ can be applied. The most notorious, of course, is electro-shock. One of its most famous pioneers explained once: “… some of the very best cures that one gets are in those individuals whom one reduces almost to feeble-mindedness.” Electro-shock is still used.

Naturally I thanked my friend for her anxiety. Quite apart from any mental damage, which they may anyway no longer be able to notice in their new state of feeble-mindedness, their social humiliation may cause people to be ever unable to think of themselves as normal. They have been made white crows. This may be considered its most useful consequence.


It is always an error to provoke governments whose rule depends on strength. These will nearly always blocks further discourse. In order to speak clearly, I suggest we proceed on the basis of four conjectures. These are simple: but, as I think you will find, they are far-reaching: 


The first conjecture is that reality can be perceived only as familiar forms. Here we may find it useful to borrow the term ‘representamen’ from Peirce. It is ugly; but we need it to stand between the deeper reality and our perception. Recently I heard Lord Martin Rees, the Astronomer Royal, declare: “There is no reason to suppose that the human brain will be able to understand ultimate reality.” An earlier expression of the same kind is: “The universe may be stranger than we can suppose.” Even earlier is Plato’s figure of the cave.


The second conjecture is that there are two evolutionary processes: not one. There is the familiar entropic process, materially destructive, either holding or degrading order; and there is the anentropic process, building order, especially as thought; and, through one universally present thought (see below), encouraging all life to adapt and survive. Another way of understanding both entropy and anentropy is in terms of quality of information. Entropy is then a measure of definite information which can only become less definite. A rock, for example, may have form; mass; position. All well-defined. With time, however, the rock degrades to dust and all this definite information is lost. Order has become disorder. Anentropy acts in the opposite sense.


The third conjecture is that our thoughts can only be representamens; they are naturally anentropic, the ill-defined becomes more and more definite; the most enduring thoughts (think of mathematics) have the nearest resemblance to their objects but may never be those objects.
The fourth conjecture that the most powerful representamen the human mind can produce is the pure thought: ‘I am’. In human lives, this becomes the human impulse to adapt actively to our environment. It becomes the fundamental impulse to be honest on which all societies must build. In its strongest form it will appear to some human minds in certain circumstances as the perception of a physical being: as the ‘representamen’ of God. It appeared to Abraham as a terrifying sky-god; to Jesus, as a father figure. It should not surprise if a soldier feels embraced by a warrior.


This is the context in which Jesus can be understood as a far more important man than as required to be accepted by Christian mythologies as a representamen of God himself. He was the first amongst the Jews to suggest that an individual may learn to have private communion with God, and that this requires only confidence, privacy, and humility.


This alone was sufficient for the majority of Jews, that ‘stiff-necked race’, to hate him. Their rabbis told them that their existence depended - as now - on Abraham’s God having adopted them as a people; that they had already received all the instruction that God requires them to follow; that they need ever do is never to doubt or to question, only to obey. Like this:


When the LORD your God brings you into the land you are entering to possess and drives out before you many nation, and when the LORD your God has delivered them over to you and you have defeated them, then you must destroy them totally. Show them no mercy.   


From our point of view, it is interesting to realise that just as the many representamens of God display an evolutionary history, so too has science. Science has the happy distinction of finding a balance between entropy and anentropy: between the need to conserve order with progress.
Its first principle is that everyone has a right to ask questions. This is fundamental to democracy. The second is that any authority may be called to account. This is the Rule of Law.

Jesus made himself even more hated by his own people - and more troubling to their Roman overlord - by declaring that, within their own lifetime, they might see the Kingdom of God. 


"Verily I say unto you, that there be some of them that stand here, which shall not taste of death, till they have seen the kingdom of God come with power." (Mark 9:1) 

How could a Kingdom of God come about within their lifetime? And why: ‘with power’? Jesus was offering a peaceful way to retrieve political independence. The Kingdom of God was democracy. It would come ‘with power’ of democratic government. 


It was a wonderful idea. But from the reports of his turbulent life, it is clear that Jesus was constantly pulled in three directions. In one lay his determination to continue the most fundamental Jewish moral tradition: of treating others, even enemies, as equals (Matthew 7:12; Luke 6:31). 


A second was to invite other Jews to understand his representamen, the Father, as equally theirs. (Matthew 6:6.)


But he must eventually have concluded, perhaps in despair, that those who wanted him to be their military leader were right, telling them:  “If you don't have a sword, sell your cloak and buy one.”(Luke 22.36). This comedic insurrection failed before it began. No wonder the Jerusalem mob, always ready to jump both ways, shouted their preference for Bar-Abbas.


As a first scientist, Jesus discovered an entirely temporal meaning of the Kingdom of God. But could this really be the home of the god of Abraham and Moses? Could this really be the house of his Father? Is there a world beyond this world? If so, who may be invited to enjoy it? Why should others fail?


We have also now a way to understand why some societies try to stand still, but degrade; whilst others progress too fast, and implode. Once again it may be that only women, the neglected half of humankind, can create a balance: in this world, perhaps in a next. 

In my next essay, I want to examine these possibilities. 

Next: the Idols of Identities 

Entracte: On Evolution and Fundamentalism 


What Ludwig Wittgenstein meant by his famous aphorism: What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence, is that if we wish to convince others to look differently at reality we must first find words to describe the differences, then use them to show that these differences are real.


I only became interested in philosophy after I qualified as an engineer. I soon discovered that whilst I could follow others’ ideas, I was far less able to think originally. 


My attempts soon brought a further realization. I could not be sure that what I thought I understood from others was what they intended.  It was if the earth had become empty space. 


This was terrifying. It also helped me into the army’s psychiatric hospital. I had already annoyed the government by protesting against its using the army to suppress civil unrest, but when the senior medical officer sent to interview me he asked me, in the friendliest manner, how I used my spare time, he next inquired: “And what do you find especially interesting in philosophy?’ I told him that I was trying to understand how meaning is communicated; that, in all but the simplest circumstances, it appears highly problematic.


From Ludwig, this would have been routine. The brigadier frowned. “Isn’t this a rather unusual interest,” he paused, “for an engineer?” 


I almost replied that Jesus was carpenter. Out of deference to his rank, I only shrugged. 
Three days later I was a mental patient. Communication failed!

Wittgenstein, as you may know, was helped to become a member of Trinity College, Cambridge by Bertrand Russell. Some years later I was helped there by the government’s need for mathematics teachers. 

Almost immediately I came under the protection of a group of distinguished thinkers: the New Testament scholar John Robinson, the philosopher Dorothy Emmet, the theologian Donald MacKinnon. It was he who one day explained why they felt I needed protection: “There are killers in this university.” 

Later I realized that he meant that the sincerity of theologians’ belief in events of thousands of years ago would not necessarily allow them all to believe in similar events in modernity.


That he and his group did was invaluable. But to be treated, if only so briefly, as a member of this great college, was equally important: simply in crossing Trinity’s great inner court one seems to breathe in the very molecules of genius: lively, mischievous, inspiring. 

Wittgenstein realized, years before me, that even when the greatest effort is being made to communicate meaning, even when there is the most sincere wish to understand, the result may be imperfect. The pen of the scholar is certainly powerful. But many words have different meanings. 
The scholars’ bane can very easily become a warriors’ cause.


I have borrowed entropy from physics, mathematics and information theory. It is variously understood to mean a measure of the certainty of information; the direction in which order becomes disordered; a measure of information lost. There may at first be perfect order. Over time it will be lost. Information at first may be certain. In time it will become less certain. Over short intervals, information may transmit without loss. Over longer intervals loss occurs. 


None of this is entirely new.  Over two millennia ago Heraclitus pointed out: ‘You cannot step into the same river twice’.  


It is for this reason that no society can ever be without antecedents. Even so, societies may be caused to believe that the information by which they are defined is perfect and complete. In time, however, opinions will inevitably begin to differ: causing division. Some may eventually decide that nothing is certain; that only doubt freely unites; that everything has been invented to divide societies from each other; that they should therefore not believe anything.


There is, however, another aspect of reality that we must notice. 


It is that some systems, originally poorly defined, disordered, and incomplete, become increasingly definite, ordered, and complete. 


This process is true of all organic evolution. The acorn becomes an oak. But it is also true of thought. If thinking is only a random process - as is supposed to be true of biological evolution – we would have to wait for sentences to form themselves. Since, clearly, meaning can be constructed, and since, at least approximately, it can be conveyed, it is legitimate to look for the impulse of this process, its direction, even its aim.


I have given this impulse the rather obvious name of anentropy. The very great physicist Edwin Schrödinger once suggested negentropy. I think anentropy is more elegant, and Schrödinger never suggested  that his negentropy is the origin of life; or that it produces the desire to be honest; or that its direction is towards refining the meaning of: ‘I am’; or that its aim … . 


Well, I may have some information about the aim: but its representamen is still something of a mystery to me, and by now I am conscious that I must near to exhausting your patience. I therefore intend to write only one more of these essays. It will be on the attempt to ignore Heraclitus with regard to life, on attempting to usurp God’s determination of your identity. If the collection is turned into a book, a last final chapter can describe my final mystery. And my work will be done! Please tell me if you think this worth doing!


Despite the seriousness with which was treated in Cambridge, and later, with even more loyalty, by others, it has always been possible that my experience was simply a delusion. 


If so, this would be true of all other experiences of similar nature. Against this hypothesis is that they have all appeared to create a powerful sense of responsibility to turn the experience, not only into useful information, but into a new statement of what is more universally useful. 


This is very hard work. It has ruled my life for forty years. I have repeatedly hoped that this responsibility might be taken by another. But this has never happened. So here we are. 


These two words now allow us to understand the aim and direction of most societies. A society ruled by the entropic impulse will emphasize stability, conformity, moral and rational certainty. It will insist on total acceptance of these principles. Social mobility will be limited by heredity, class, or political allegiance. The education of children will be given much attention, as will the obedience of women, especially as mothers. 


Paradoxically, however, as in the case of the ultimate warrior state of Sparta, in entropic societies women may exert the most control. A warrior or priestly caste may believe that they are in control, but this is only to provide the stability that women require to rear their children, being assisted by their mothers and the mothers of their husbands.


I have long admired the poetry of Genesis. Although modern feminists may be outraged, my admiration becomes boundless if the apple given to Adam by Eve is intended to represents the loss of men’s freedom by the limitations produced by total moral and rational certainty. To communicate such deep meaning for all time to all cultures is genius indeed! Only the anentropic impulse saved humankind from an endless Stone Age. Eden is behind us. Can it be recovered?


Historically, the anentropic impulse had first had the representamen of a fierce warrior god, urging the destruction of old idols, the abandoning of ancient worship: demanding new ideas, new adventures, a vision of a new future, even demanding war. As I once explained to my royal host in Qatar, to many men war has been a necessary spiritual adventure. 


Sacred to the anentropic mind is this need and ability to adventure spiritually, rationally, artistically; to refine the old and create new information. But this is why the anentropic impulse can also be dangerous. Remember Enrico Fermi’s explanation of why he helped create the first atom bomb: “It was interesting physics!” 

Or Richard Feynman’s more troubled response: “We just didn’t think, okay? We didn’t think!” Such thinkers may be indifferent to the poverty, the misery, and the want. Many scientists are wholly engaged in their own spiritual adventure. It is their kind of war.


Social stability is at least as important as personal glory. What is required is balance. 

I may have surprised many of you by revealing that I have great respect for inspired religion. I can see in them repeated attempts to encourage a new level of honesty, and simplicity, also always of valour.  


If the cultures they inspire become entropic, this is understandable. Originally, however, they were always anentropic. “Hey, wake up at the back there! This concerns you” If now the wish of young people is to be more fundamental, they need to recognize that being fundamentalist means becoming anentropic again, and not – a very big mistake - more entropic! 


Some years ago I heard HRH Prince El Hassan of Jordan declare that the divisions of Islam are disastrous for the entire human race. Subsequently I wrote to him to say that all divisions are disastrous for the human race. Now you now know why they occur.
 

In my previous essay I introduced the new idea that theologies invariably evolve from anentropic to entropic. No-one seems to have realized this before. 


To return to fundamentals would certainly be of benefit to the entire human race. But this cannot be achieved by young people who allow themselves to be called revolutionaries. Revolutions invariably end in chaos. Everyone knows this. Everyone of sense fears this. Do not even think of yourselves as revolutionaries. Do not allow others to call you revolutionaries.

If, however, young people, with your young priests, imams, rabbis will recover the fundamental anentropic impulse of all theologies: they can begin to converge. 


Then Prince El Hassan may see his wish fulfilled. 


So, incidentally, will Christ. So will Mohammed. Peace, peace, peace. 

The Idolatry of Identity.

25th -31st December 2011 

What a piece of work is a man!  How noble in reason!

how infinite in faculty! in form, in moving, how express and admirable! in action how like an angel! in apprehension how like a god! the beauty of the world! the paragon of animals! 
 

There may be a sense in which the physical, mental, and mathematical worlds merely reflect individually aspects of a deeper truth about a world of which we have little conception at the present time.
 


I imagine that most of us woke up on this Christmas morning warm and secure, looking forward to the pleasures of the day. I wonder how many spared a thought for those who will know nothing like our security, not on this day or any other, because they fear as mothers for their children’s future. 


And I wonder too: how many of my old friends, who first encouraged me to try to explain why I taught them as I did, are still reading these essays? Three months of thinking, writing, puzzling, abandoning texts, researching, revising, rewriting. It has been a long haul.


Anyone who has ever tried to transform first mental tensions into thoughts, then thoughts into words, then words which may, as one hopes, make sense to others, will know the determination this requires.  Also some pain. I may, in the meantime, have lost you all. If so, entirely thanks to you, I understand our world a little better. This is always hard work. 


At first I was mainly addressing the girls, many now mothers, whom I once had the privilege to teach. I realise that it must have been distinctly discouraging when I invited you to take part in ‘the most dangerous game in the world’. 


But this is no exaggeration. Young women have long been treated by men, often by their families, as either tradable goods or a burdensome nuisance. Becoming a mother achieves some security, but the labels of mental and moral instability, traditionally imposed on women, make it nearly impossible for them to prevent men from fomenting, preparing, and making war. Given the number of nations now with nuclear weapons and Stone Age ambitions, given a still spiralling world population, our children’s future is more uncertain than at any time in history.


This is our responsibility. We have the tools; we have the voice.


It is a little noticed fact that women achieved national suffrage in the leading industrial countries only after major wars: in Russia, 1917; in Germany, 1918; the United States, 1920; Britain, 1928; France, 1945; Japan, 1945; Israel, in 1948; Iran, in 1963; and, as useful counter-example, in Switzerland, in 1971.


There is also an encouraging precedent in achieving a major change in the way that people understand their spiritual and rational potential: by writing. 


When, in 1517, Dr Martin Luther pinned his protests of Papal power to his church’s door in Wittenberg, he had no intention of weakening the source of its power: the terror of Hell.


He only questioned the power of the Church to control this punishment. 


Today I suppose it is nearly impossible for us to feel the same degree of terror. In Luther’s time the Church depended on it. In return for its protection, it demanded people’s loyalty and unquestioning obedience. In return, it gave them their identity. And collected its tithes. 


What Luther was challenging was neither the wealth of the Church nor the reality of Hell. It was this idolatry of identity. He declared that God can speak to anyone: directly, regardless of their rank, gender or social station; and that priests, in particular, were actually unnecessary. 


Almost at once peasants everywhere rose up against their serfdom. Palaces were stormed; libraries burnt. Many died before, with Luther’s help, their rebellion was cruelly put down. 


Although clearly never his intention, the long process of establishing the right of people to decide what to believe independent of authority began with Luther’s questions. In my classroom, I now realise, was simply continuing this tradition. One of my friends recently added thoughtfully: ‘And maybe it was because you treated your pupils with respect!”


Atheism is an entirely healthy product of this process. I am a friend of atheism: although I am sure, and I am sure that Luther was sure, that atheism is not the most intelligent alternative to idolatry. The most intelligent alternative is more scepticism. With the realisation, if not it is to fall into idolatry itself, that scepticism has also a source. It, too, can speak to people directly, of all ranks and all social stations. They only need to learn intelligently to listen.


As a first step in learning how to listen, I suggested that new mothers begin to tell their children always to know that they have a right to be honest; and always to know that they have the right to ask questions. This would soon produce a generation of young messiahs. 


To my surprise, this modest proposal was furiously denounced both by my pious and my atheist friends. Each accused me of their own notion of impiety. 


Fortunately, reality can correct such superstitions. 


The huge surge of young people’s protest against corrupt governments and corporations is happening because they have begun to decide that they have the right to be honest and to ask questions. Even more striking is how many young women are prepared to risk beating, imprisonment, rape, disfigurement and death in order to take part. 


Essentially they are finally challenging the tradition of Eve’s wicked deceit. 


There are many variations of the story. We will find this fact to be significant. In most cultures it is a kind of Disneyland justification of traditional, but continuing, female debasement.


Of course, you may say, it is entirely natural for primitive societies to divide responsibilities this way. The women then benefit from a society’s stability in which to raise children. The men decide how this stability will be sustained. But can the story be read in a different way? 


Most recently I showed how we can escape from Wittgenstein’s prison: in which we are obliged to remain silent without words to speak.


The two words we need are admittedly a little clumsy; but one gets used to them. ‘Entropic’ describes the tendency of ordered structures to decay, unless carefully restrained. ‘Anentropic’ describes the fact that ordered structures can become more ordered, ultimately even conscious. 


The appearance of life requires a very special kind of anentropic impulse, prompting life to appear by refining material order until consciousness appears, then allowing it to adapt actively to its environment. The mechanism by which the environment selects adaptations is insufficient to explain the vast variety of life. And, further, if such an active impulse acts on Earth, it must act everywhere in the universe. Human exceptionalism is just another idolatry.


By curious incident, when I left the Army, I was offered work by a man who, as I slowly discovered, was a grand-son of Charles Darwin. He was just as cautious. When, later, we were friends, and I might ask him to decide on one truth or another, he would often reply: “Why not a bit of both?”  


‘A bit of both’ produces the best modern consensus of evolution. Instead of Intelligent Design there is the Anentropic Impulse.


Similarly, a different way of reading Eve’s story requires no perversity of judgment. 


Eve might have kept the apple. Instead she gave it to Adam. It was women, in other words, who first decided that men should be responsible for maintaining social stability. Inevitably, the only order they are able to create is entropic. To prevent disorder from appearing, ever more regulations are required. One can see this in the most modern societies. 


The rest is history. Having given over social control to men, women were ever more oppressed. Modern attempts to enfranchise women: in Jordan, in 1974; Qatar, 1997; Saudi Arabia, promised - are evidence that they are now needed to save societies from paralytic decay. 


Women, as I once told HH Sheikha Mozah of Qatar, cannot prevent wars, but women can help men to find more fruitful spiritual adventures than wars. This is what education can achieve.


But the mystery remains: what does the Garden of Eden represent?


 What did our ancestors lose when they left it?


Only Moses, of Abraham and his followers, saw God face to face. I did not. They felt his physical presence and heard his voice. I did too. They spoke of Heaven as a place where God resides. I think it may be understood as a level of consciousness everyone can achieve.


In the last analysis, the basis of this consciousness is nothing supernatural or esoteric. It is simply honesty. The Sufic tradition approaches it very nearly: but without words to speak, the great Sufi teachers have been obliged to be silent.  


Science strives to be honest. Accepting that its striving is also spiritual, can save it from the ultimate verdict of triviality. 

This is the last of my Facebook essays. I will now retire to my cave to turn them into the book that I have promised. In its final chapter I will explain why I think that heaven - impossibly - may still have a physical existence; and why I cannot think otherwise.


Forty years ago I could never have written these essays. It was not that I was frightened. It was not because I was unsure. It was because I would have been treated as a clown.


Now I have served my time. I have also learnt to speak.


I like to think I am nothing special. We are just pioneers.


Thank you all. 
9501 characters 

This may have been the first time that I was checked by the Facebook limitation of not more than 10,000 characters per entry. From now on I kept within this limit: just!

22nd January 2012 

Who is God? 


Thanks to the magic of the internet I was recently able to watch the famous discussion between the four distinguished thinkers: Dawkins, Dennett, Harris, and Hitchens, concerning the existence of God. 


The most read of their books is almost certainly Richard Dawkins’ ‘The God Delusion’, closely followed by Sam Harris’s ‘The End of Faith’; then Christopher Hitchens’ ‘God is Not Great’; and, finally, by the most professionally qualified as an eminent philosopher, Daniel Dennett’s ‘Breaking the Spell’. 


They all arrived at the same conclusion: God does not exist. 


Individually they offered further opinions: that those who still believe that God exists are weak-minded, deluded, hysterical, or mad; and, if they impress their beliefs onto children, are evil.


They also insisted that they must be dishonest.


It was the last that appeared to me most perverse. 


What if these extremely confident and competent thinkers forced themselves to imagine believing in God? Would they then suppose that they had suddenly become credulous, deluded, hysterical, or mad - or would they try to understand the world more thoughtfully?


Their real problem, of course, is that they do not know what to imagine. They lack any experience of God. Without any experience of God, they cannot understand the concept.


The German philosopher Husserl described the sequence by which knowledge is formed as: experience; followed by concept; followed by name.


When I mentioned this to an even wiser friend, he pointed out that a concept may also be prior to experience. This observation later turned out to be even more important. A simple example: a table may be first experienced as the surface to which a mother calls her family to have dinner. This forms both concept and name. It is then only a step to relate the concept to any similar flat surface: from the microscope’s table, to a sheet of paper; even to a flat-topped mountain.  


What if the experience of God is unique? What if it is literally incomparable? In King Solomon’s Song of Song it is made akin to sexual ecstasy. If even this is inadequate, then those who have no experience of God are not being dishonest in declaring that they do not understand what others mean: but they are still wrong to claim the concept has no content.


Let me introduce Dr Bucke. For twenty-five years Dr Richard Bucke was superintendent of an asylum for the insane. There he must have had a wide experience of the feeble-minded, hysterical, mad and evil. In 1872, aged 35, he had what he believed was an experience of God. 


He seems to have been a solidly sensible man. Nowadays, we would call his experience transcendent. He set out to catalogue similar experiences, publishing them in a book called ‘Cosmic Consciousness’. His list contains the usual suspects, with thirty-six more. 


What is most interesting to me is his attempt to describe the primary characteristics of the person most likely to experience God. They are men - patience, ladies! - ‘between 30 and 40, with good intellect, high morals, a superior physique, and an earnest religious feeling.’ 

When I read this first I found it as unsettling as young Kerr’s explanation, years ago, of why he, I, and Nightingale were different from the hundred other young officers on our Warminster staff course: ‘We are killers: they are not. They would hesitate: we would not.” 

This is a detail missing from Bucke’s formula. It makes me wish I might meet some intended suicide bombers, for we might be able to talk. On the other hand, I must reject: ‘earnest religious feeling’, unless this includes being earnestly atheist, for this I then was. 


The rest fits exactly. I was 29; mentally and physical extremely fit; trained to be calm under stress: trained, above all, to observe and recall accurately. In addition, to excuse that other quality, a certain determination is undoubtedly required to pursue the truth: not for days, not for weeks, or for months, but for years.


To catch a glimpse of that young man follow: www.gardenofdemocracy.org/source.html. You will find his report unusual in involving both movement and a physical encounter. It also left a visual memory, of darkness, as opposed to light, and in the darkness an object and place. It is as if one is being told: “This is here.”  Later I will explain later why this may be important scientifically. 


Knowledge can be developed in the form of new experiences derived from a concept. 


This is clearly how the first tools were made. A rock is used as a hammer. This experience creates the concept ‘tool’. But now the concept can inspire new experience: ‘blade’, ‘scraper’, ‘borer’, ‘point’, ‘hook’, ‘knife’, ‘spear’, and so on. 


Science can develop in either direction. The experience ‘heat’, for example, creates the concept ‘action at a distance’. It was the advent of this concept, in explanations of gravity, magnetism, etc, that began the raising of science from the mechanical into the electric age. 


Unique personal experiences may also be understood to have a universal significance. This is often how sciences develop. Can consciousness move still higher? Theoretical physicists are just beginning to invent their own metaphysics.


Distinguished scholars of unique transcendent experience have little difficulty in deciding which is authentic, and which not. The problem, however, is not to judge authenticity. It is to know what it means. For a discussion on this score, see http://www.gardenofdemocracy.org/trinity.html . 

 The gentlemen doubting God in the first debate are all well-intentioned and highly intelligent. It is impossible not to share their anguish, their horror that the concepts of holiness, perfection, and faith have been attached to so many unrelated experiences: from speech to texts, gestures, dress, names, places, land, and, not least, to the people themselves who exalt themselves in this way above others. And this is all called sacred knowledge! 


This was far more understandable when stars were holes in the roof of a tent. To believe now - with the knowledge that we have now of the immensity of the universe - that the God whose command directs and guides life throughout this immensity has any interest at all in mankind’s notions of the sacred is no longer possible. Such hubris is absurd: and dangerous.


It soon became apparent to me in my own case that conscious experience is not always as simple as we suppose. Minds have to present unfamiliar experiences in familiar forms which consciousness recognize. These are the forms the American philosopher Charles Peirce called ‘presentamen’. 


This addition to our understanding of knowledge make it possible to interpret my flight across the universe - a journey which an eminent Oxford theologian, otherwise respectful, gravely informed me was ‘physically impossible’ - as a presentamen. Perhaps it was meant only to signify the shallowness of our awareness of existence: not that I discovered WarpDrive.


My real task was to understand the significance of the whole. That God appeared to me as a warrior, Kerr would have found delightful, and understandable. We humans have long created images of our gods as warriors. Even Pallas Athena was armed. Such presentamen fit the world ruled by Zeus from Mount Olympus. It no longer fits ours. 


For years I struggled to understand the concept to be derived from my experience. It had to be respectful of all of those who have made this journey before - and I believe there are many more than Dr Bucke counted - but it had to state God’s demand in words that everyone would now understand. There was no longer any question of a chosen people. We are all chosen.


In addition, of course: Why me? Out all the millions so much cleverer, more important or more influential, why choose a young soldier on his first night in a modern lunatic asylum. Why not a pope, or a patriarch or president? Someone with some power!


The answer that finally restored my balance was to realise it was just an accident.  
Circumstances placed me in just the right place, in just the right frame of mind - with, as it turned out, the right support – perfectly tuned to receive a signal tirelessly sweeping through this universe. I was just a good receiver. More circumstance made me a teacher. Then I realised that all the sciences are a product of this signal too. 


This is why I taught as I did. It will sound a little dramatic, but I could not allow myself teach dishonesty. I had to teach you to test truths for yourselves.


“Be honest!” is the message addressed to life throughout the universe. This is far more haphazard that intelligent design. Because few environments welcome life, the command becomes: ‘build’, ‘build’, ‘adapt’, ‘adapt’. Any form of life must adapt honestly to its environment. Any that cannot adapt are destroyed. This is how evolution works. It is a constant fight to stay alive guided by the simple universal message: “Be honest!”


The purpose of all religions is to provide comfort, security, identity. Secular societies are not necessarily wiser or happier without religions, but are less likely to be controlled by men.


 As I was writing an Oxford scientist published his conclusion - presumably of many years of research - that most wars are caused by men.


Hmm.


That’s interesting.


There is another possibility, equally well-known. 


If the personification of the constructive impulse is imagined by men to be a hugely more powerful version of themselves, much the same has happened to the destructive impulse. 


Virtually every culture has imagined it personified as Satan. 


In most traditions, Satan finds it much easier to take control of men. 


And ironically the most vicious wars are usually caused by men who announce the fact by stating “I am certain.”


It’s just a trick of English. But this is interesting as well.


My next essay will explain how mothers can teach their children the sense of the goodness of all religions, and of science: how this may stop the shame and waste of wars. 
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Oxford, 25th January. 

Who is Certain? 


Most human societies have imagined God to be in human form. Most have agreed to be told how God wants them to behave. 


I have proposed that behind all the many forms of social behaviour which have emerged in this way is a far more fundamental imperative.


We now know of countless billions of galaxies, of trillions of possible worlds. No matter whether simple or complex, the probability of an organism’s survival will depend on its active adaptation to its environment. This active adaptation can be generally described as learning to be honest: not demanding to be accommodated by a changing environment whilst remaining unchanged; constantly exploring the possibilities of a more fitting adaptation. 


Whilst this requires only a minor change to the more mechanistic theory of evolution, it requires a very much more drastic reduction of belief in God as an all-knowing, all-powerful  father figure; and even more particularly of a God believed to be especially concerned with the survival of only a minority of people. 


Many societies imagine that active forms of the discouragement of life may also be material. Demons are held to be responsible for many misfortunes, and the most powerful of these is imagined to have one name. His name is Satan.


In Judaic and other traditions, Satan has actually a special responsibility to God. He is sent by God to try to seduce men and women from remembering their duty. 


But what, essentially, is this duty to God? 


There is usually little disagreement in a new faith concerning this first imperative. Initially, nothing may be required but a simple avowal of belief.


But, as they have matured, the same difficulty has arisen in most. Different interpretations are announced by different scholars and schools of scholars to be more certain than others. 


These new certainties will not accepted by everyone. Some agree. Some disagree. Some are not sure. The most certain faction decides it is most faithful. The less certain are held to be less faithful, even heretical. It becomes important to decide what to do with them.


Written at the beginning of the 18th century, ‘Gulliver’s Travels’ contains a savage parody of how such matters may be resolved:


“ … the Bulk of the People consist wholly of Discoverers, Witnesses, Informers, Accusers, Prosecutors, Evidences, Swearers … It is first agreed, and settled among them, what suspected persons shall be accused of a Plot;  Then, effectual Care is taken to secure all their Letters and Papers, and put the Owners in Chains. These papers are delivered to a Set of Artists, very dextrous in finding out the mysterious Meanings of Words, Syllables, and Letters … Where this Method fails, they have two others more effectual, which the Learned among them call Acrostics and Anagrams. First, they can decipher all initial Letters into political Meanings … Secondly, by transposing the Letters of the Alphabet … they can lay open the deepest Designs of a suspected Party.”

This may be imagined is how Satan works. A fraction of people of a faith are persuaded that they are more certain than others. All the work that brought them together is destroyed. Soon the same will begin to happen again, and again.


It is not necessary to believe that this is Satan’s work. It is caused by being certain. 


The day before I decided to attempt this essay, a friend sent me some notes I had made in 2009 in an old house in the Hebrides without telephone or radio, but with a great library of books. 


They arrived the day before I began. They contain a perfect set of quotations, collected, then forgotten. Neither Jonathan Swift nor my next helper refer to Satan to explain how people within a faith, religious or political, may drive their scholars to define its particulars with ever greater certainty, with inevitable consequence of creating ever more heresies and heretics, dividing their faith into even more mutually loathing fractions. 


Three centuries after Swift, Albert Schweitzer, after being awarded the 1952 Nobel Peace Prize, offered this explanation:


“The organised political, social, and religious associations of our time are at work to induce the individual man not to arrive at his convictions by his own thinking but to make his own such convictions as they keep ready-made for him. Any man who thinks for himself and at the same time is spiritually free, is to them something inconvenient and even uncanny. He does not offer sufficient guarantee that he will merge himself in their organisation in the way they wish. All corporate bodies [my italics] look today for their strength not so much in the spiritual worth of the ideas they represent and to that of the people who belong to them, as to the highest possible degree of unity and exclusiveness. It is in this that they expect to find their strongest power for offense and defense.”


The Korean War had begun two years before. The Cold War which followed was to last for thirty years and consume tens of trillion dollars of essentially useless expenditure by the West and the Soviet bloc, whilst making the secrets of nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons ultimately available to every true patriot and any serious crackpot of every nationality. 


Yesterday evening I was privileged to hear a lady lecturer of psychology talk about the historic Jewish tradition of the possession of women by spirits: not, please note, by spirits of men. 


Invited to question at the end of her talk, I asked: “It is the obvious presumption of modern psychiatry that a minority of people are sick whilst that the majority are sane. Has anyone ever considered that the reverse may be true?”


This is not at all a frivolous question. In mediaeval Christianity, and still in modern Christian dogma, the majority of people are irreversibly damaged morally by Original Sin. Only a few priests are unscathed.


The lady was somewhat bouleversed, as the French might say; but she made a brave attempt to reply. “How could we know if that is true?” she asked in return.


Her question was then answered by a tall rabbi, immaculate in black, sitting behind me with his wife and family. “The majority,” he suggested, “would behave pathologically.

How can we teach our young people not to behave pathologically: to ignore all Satan’s tricks and seducements, to regain both the sense of their unique good fortune to be alive on this precious world of ours, in the immensity of its vast universe, and of the intelligence and determination required of them to return to God’s path and survive.


The extraordinary diversity of Satan’s repertoire of flim-flam is again apparent in the modern perplexity of whether or not anyone, young or old, has actually any ability to choose. 


This is no minor problem. To many philosophers consciousness and free will appear so difficult to define that it is simpler for them to insist that neither exists: rather like God.


Some weeks ago I had an occasion to test this belief when I was trying in an earlier essay to describe the range of human emotions. 


I wrote that, of course, at one end of the spectrum there is ‘hate’, whilst at the other is ‘doubt’. No! I didn’t mean that. I meant to write ‘love’. The opposite extreme to hatred is obviously love. Of course! What ever did I mean by writing ‘doubt’?


By now, as you will realise, two levels of my consciousness are deployed. The one which intended to write: ‘love’. The other: which wrote differently.


 The first level is surprised. The second is waiting.


Curiously, I felt no compulsion to erase this mistake. This was because a still higher level of consciousness, just now engaged, was telling me: ‘It’s true. Leave it.’ 


And so, trusting that final level, and although I did not understand why, I left it. 


I had exercised free will.


If you have read of my experience in www.gardenofdemocracy.org/source.html, you may also that I am possibly possessed by several spirits. One repeatedly annoys me by producing the most splendid support for ideas after I have struggled and sweated to outline them. 


The example above is unusual. There must have been some reason not to work to rule.
Another spirit guards my door to paradise. Yet another holds the key to all the knowledge that I felt was streamed into my twenty-nine year old mind in those few seconds of illumination. 


It is not easy to retrieve this kind of knowledge. Plato and his old friend and tutor Socrates believed that much the same store is possessed unknowingly by everyone, and that to help them retrieve it everyone needs a very careful and very patient teacher. 


The great obstacle to their being successful is described in Plato’s famous parable of the prisoners in the cave. They can see only the shadows thrown on the wall in front of them by the light of reality streaming in from the cave’s entrance behind them. They cannot stand up, turn around, or leave their cave to see the reality outside. 


To this Swift and Schweitzer might add: and they dare not. 


Shortly after my question, I was joined over the chocolate fudge cake - chocolate fudge cake and intellectual challenge: an unbeatable combination – by a young man, about the age of most of you, with some interesting questions for me. 


Whilst we ate fudge cake, I discovered him to be a physicist. 


Oxford University’s physicists may not be the smartest in the world, but as Yogi Bear might remark: ‘They’re still smarter than they really need to be.’ 


 “Which is more powerful in science,” I asked him finally, “Truth or doubt?”


Without hesitation, he replied: “Doubt”.


Which is why, without knowing why, I wrote: ‘doubt’. 

Science has learnt how to avoid Satan’s trap. Most other systems of thought have not. 


Satan’s trap is certainty. To avoid it, all one has to do is to renounce being certain so eagerly. It’s not so much more difficult than taking a smaller slice of fudge cake. Try instead to be honest about what you really know: not what you have been told. And keep on asking questions.


Paradise is this way: hell, in the other. 
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Oxford, 30th January 2012. 

How to Educate Messiahs. 


All that your children really need to develop their full potential is to learn how to decide what an action means, as distinct from what it first appears to mean. 


This is where doubt is more powerful in getting to truth than belief. A mathematics classroom happens to be a very good place to learn. It is not the only place; but it is the most convenient.


Does this sound difficult? It is not. Look: a sentence in text-book, any text-book, is the result of an action. “Please read it aloud!” I would ask one of my pupils, and then I would ask another: “What do you think that means?”  


Almost always the first response will be: “Uh, I don’t know.” 


“That’s okay; that’s alright. Just read it again: aloud.” 


And then I would ask the same, or another: “What do you think that means?”  


By now there should be at least a first suggestion. 


“Okay. Does it mean the same to all of you? Can it mean anything else, anything more?”


Slowly, but surely, everyone will begin to realise: ‘This is how to learn!’ 


And then they also begin to realise: ‘But I can do this by myself!’


These were the principles of learning that we explored in our classroom after I had realised how easily I could damage both your intelligence and your pleasure in learning by attempting to teach you as if you were just one single undifferentiated brain called The Class. 


Ignoring children’s differences like this produces emotional, mental, and moral cripples. 


Every child is potentially a messiah. It might even be supposed that the aim of most systems of formal education is to ensure that they are as rare as possible. This happens.


And yet, whatever the formal system, some will survive. Some will preserve that modicum of primal innocence in believing that there is always more to discover, more to be learnt. 


All religions accept that some messiahs will always be active in the world. In general, the aim of a messiah is to show that everyone shares the responsibility for making peace or making war. Everyone has this choice. We have it now. 


Perhaps we can help our young messiahs best by recalling, in a single sentence, what the most outstanding of earlier messiahs said to their contemporaries, and say to us now.


It might be expected that most messiahs will be found in religions. But religions are run by professionals insisting that there is no need for doubt, that their religion is already completely true. 


Professionals like these create more divisions than they can heal. And, in addition, they do not welcome unlicensed interference. 


This was a problem for Socrates.


Socrates was accused of denying the importance of Athens’ gods. His actual offence was to declare that its most powerful politicians were not the most moral. He was really accusing Athens’ priests of failing to guide public morality.


This was a clear challenge to them both. 


And then he refused to apologise. This was a clear challenge to the majority on his jury who were obliged every day to be humble before the rich, the powerful and immoral. 


“An honest man,” Socrates told them,“is like a child.”

Another insult! What does a child know that a man does not? 


As Forrest Gump might say: that’s all you need to hear from Socrates.


Unlicensed interference was a problem for Jesus too. 


He was clearly a highly charismatic young man, but fatally confused. He could not decide whether to encourage Jews to become a democracy like Athens; or whether to accept the Emperor Augustus as a god; or whether to lead his followers as armed terrorists. 


He hesitated too long. The Romans clearly feared him as a potential terrorist. They sent to arrest him a full cohort of soldiers: around 300 heavily armed men. Later, Jerusalem laughed at his indecision. They preferred Pilate to free Barabbas. He might at least begin to fight.


Three centuries later, without any sense of irony, a gaggle of priests decided to increase their own importance by declaring Jesus  not only to have been a god, like any Roman emperor - itself an insult to his courage - but to be The God, eternally, and his Father, and the Spirit of honesty and truth. This clutch of illogical imponderables has been a barrier to peace ever since. 


Yet despite the wars that have been fought, and that may yet be fought, in his name, Jesus has been decidedly as important as Socrates. What then was his most important sentence? William Blake, number eleven on Dr Bucke’s list, declared it to be: ‘Forgive and be forgiven.’

Interfering with professionals was Mohammed’s problem too. The professionals of his time, the pagans, the Jews, and the Christians, at first derided him, then let children pelt him with offal, then threatened him so seriously that he had to leave his home and surround himself with warriors simply in order to survive. 


Let us not mistake his purpose. There is a battered old leather quiver, dark with age, in the Topkapi museum in Istanbul. It is said to be a relic of a brave and thoughtful man who refused, most remarkably, to allow anyone to suggest that he was more. 


But to think of him only as a warrior is a very serious mistake. He made peace between the warring tribes. He forgave those who had fought against him and he turned his enemies into friends. And even more than courage, he valued honesty: especially of scholars.


Islam could turn to the same inspiration today. 


And all of this is true because, fundamentally, and still most remarkably, Mohammed’s sentence is the most powerful of all. Here it is: ‘There is one God for everyone.’

For a time this hugely powerful elementary message raised Muslim mathematics, science, and medicine to historic achievement. If it had been left unchallenged, it might by now have illumined the world; but later arguments divided it, its sense and its meaning, until all its fire was stifled and the tribes that he united divided once again. 


His, with these earlier messages, could unite all the faiths we know. 


That they have not, I believe, is why many of you call yourselves atheists. You are not atheists. You are the flowers which grow from the prophets’ footsteps. You are on the right path.


Messiahs are always in danger from those whose power they seem to threaten. But they know themselves to be in constant danger of being silenced even by those who mean well. 


On that evening, forty years ago, I knew at once that I had had a hugely important experience. I did not then expect that it would direct the rest of my life. 


The next day, however, after a good night’s sleep and hearty breakfast, as I was preparing to meet my military and medical inquisitors for the first time, I realised that to declare that it had occurred in this place without any support from any modern professionals, would be to invite them immediately and unconditionally to judge me mad. 


We talked instead of other things: of sedition and of treachery and of offering possible comfort to an enemy. 


You may already have read www.gardenofdemocracy.org/source.html. Much later I wrote www.gardenofdemocracy.org/trinity.html . In it I imagined the real perplexity of the formal professionals to whom eventually I told the whole of it. They were the kindest people imaginable; but they were clearly completely unable to agree what do. The best advice one of them could give me was: “Other theologians will not like it that you know, from experience, what they know from their books. Stay away from them.”



So, you see, it is impossible to say how to continue a messiah’s education. But at least we now know how to start. In the first of these essays I warned that this is a dangerous game. I hope I may have persuaded you that it is the only game in town. 


Either we win this game: or they lose everything.


You may have been persuaded by my treatment of the God debate a few pages back that I disagree with the debaters entirely. In fact, I am critical only of their certainty. Their certainty is very close to the certainty that they criticise in others. Certainty starts wars.


By now, as well, if you are a mother, or if you expect to be a mother, I hope I will have persuaded you that your responsibility is to help your young messiahs preserve their innocence.


Telling them that they have always the right to be honest and to ask questions will not just give them a full grade advantage at school, especially if their teachers understand the real value of their questions, it is also the first step of their spiritual training.
 

My final addition is more than a sentence. It is also from someone you will not know. But he thought long about these questions, and he, finally, is a Jew: “If we judge the other, if we compare the other to ourselves, if, with whatever worthy motive, we play the schoolmaster or even the loving father and guide, there can be no spiritual meeting: for we have by no means cut our moorings: we have stayed on our own shore, and beckoned the other to us. He will not come.” 


And, finally, try to forgive your mathematics teachers, and your religion teachers. 


Their material is difficult. They do their best.
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Oxford,


5th February 2012.

	Saif Albasri
	5 February 17:41 



	Mr. Colin Hannaford happy seeing you here again. You can post your essay in english. Our house is multilingual ... If someone raises questions, I will translate. But the majority here speak english.


To Saif Albasri


Thank you. I am reassured by your cheerful response and kind offer. 


I believe that you of Conscience House and I share a common concern.


Billions of young people are locked into systems of political and religious thinking which are so certain of their truth that there is no room for development or compromise. 


The danger of attack by one or more on others has become acute. 


The involvement of nuclear or biological weapons will make this catastrophic.


The danger is increased as economies contract or collapse from fear.


The question is whether the risk can be reduced. 


I think it can, and very simply. 


I do not agree that any danger is created by the activity of religions. 


I believe that it is created by the inactivity of religions. 


Virtually all monotheistic religions declare that they possess definite knowledge of the existence and the nature of the supreme intelligence of our universe, creative and inspirational. The promise of science, if less ambitious is similar: to reveal the logic of that intelligence.


If any could actually demonstrate and share this knowledge and logic universally, humankind would at last be able to leave tribalism behind and recognize its unity.


This is what religions and science have promised. All have so far failed.


I believe that I know how many young people might achieve this knowledge quite easily. 


I therefore propose that everyone reading this might take part in an experiment. 


The conditions are unusual, but are easily described. The confidence of young people today in their powers and courage is greater that in my youth. There is no danger except that of disappointment. They will also know that not all experiments succeed first time.


In my earlier essays I have explained how young mothers - and grandmothers - can encourage young children to think independently. There is need for fathers’ encouragement too, although there is often the problem - I have known this myself - that fathers may fear the rivalry of their sons. They should think rather of the joy of parenting a new messiah.


This is the first step. The next step requires more adult courage. 


It is not to be expected that everyone will succeed. The disappointment for some may be very great. But if only a small fraction of the huge number of young people who may participate report that through their own initiative they have learnt what I achieved by accident forty years ago, more and more will be encouraged.


And this will easily change history. Please look out for my next.


9th February,


Oxford. 

For Peter O’Broin: who asked, can you tell us the bus-stop story again?. 

[image: image5.jpg]


 


26/05/05 - 15/08/08 

BUS  

(A Physics Lesson) 


No matter how perfectly a lesson is prepared or how perfectly delivered, I had come to realise that no class will learn anything if they are just not ready to learn. 

This is the obvious truth most often ignored in education. Thousands of man- (and women-) years of ‘research’ can be binned. Education really is this simple.


So what do you do when a class arrives for your lesson already fed-up, bad-tempered, tired - having been thoroughly mauled by a previous teacher, or thoroughly bored by a previous lesson? 


There is absolutely no point in trying to press on with the magic of algebra or the wonders of trigonometry. I am inclined to help them to relax; to give me their attention, and only then to focus on what we have to do.  The easiest way to do this is by telling them a story, and one story that has never failed to please is how I once caught a London bus.


I had been staying with friends who live in the centre of London, and one morning I had made up my mind to visit Harrods, in Kensington. 


My friends urged me take an Oxford Street bus,  telling me that this is - and it still is - the most convenient way to travel around central London. I was told the number of the bus; the bus stop at which to stand in order to catch it - apart from tying a label around my neck with my name and address, and giving me a package of sandwiches, there was nothing more they could do to speed me on my way.


I walked across to Oxford Street - this early in the morning it was surprisingly quiet - and I stood patiently at the bus-stop for fully ten minutes as big red double-decker bus after bus rumbled past. All were the wrong ones. Finally I decided to walk.


I had walked only fifty yards when behind me I heard the unmistakable grumble of yet another bus.


Turning to look, I realised that this must be my bus! It was now rather less than fifty yards away, and it was accelerating hard. In the clear morning air with sunlight flooding across Oxford Street from the south I could see that it was empty. 


I could also see the driver, and by the way that he was holding the wheel it was clear that he would be happy to keep it empty. I might wave at him in vain. The daily life of a London bus-driver, endlessly stopping and starting, is not easy. With an empty bus and an empty road in front of him, he had obviously no intention to stop for one stupid passenger who was fifty yards past an official stop. 


There then flashed into my mind in this moment - in, I suppose, about two seconds - the complete and exact description that I had read just a few months before of the method taught to members of the French Resistance sixty years ago by the Special Operations Executive, the SOE, for catching trains between railway stations. 
In those days, especially if you were an agent, this was an extremely useful precaution, because all the stations were controlled by the French police and the Gestapo, the German secret police. Either one - or both - would carefully check any traveller’s identification papers.


To avoid any inconvenience that might arise from this - like being shot - the agents were taught to wait beside the railway line at night until they heard a train approaching. The method they then used was possible - is possible - with any kind of train, either passenger or goods, but a goods train was best because it would be less likely to have guards aboard. Once one got into a goods wagon, one could expect to be relatively safe for many miles. It would almost always also stop in a goods yard: there might be less security there as well.


The agents had to stand with their toes on the edge of the railway sleepers - ties, Americans call them - so that as the train passed them it would be only inches away from their body and their face. Then they were to bend sideways, in the direction the train was travelling, and hold out their arms above their head - rather like a ballerina in Swan Lake, but with their palms flat as if they were about to pat the side of the train - and then they were to move their hands forward until the projections of the moving train were just brushing against their fingers.


The main idea was this. At the front and rear of every carriage, also on almost every wagon, was a vertical metal handle. Below both was a step. To get up into the carriage, or to climb onto the wagon, people would take hold of this handle with one hand, and pull themselves up onto the step. That was what they did when the train was not moving.


Standing there in the night, on their toes - with the side of the train roaring and crashing past their faces just inches away, and those great steel wheels hissing and banging below - the agents would incline further and further forward until he, or sometimes she, could feel these vertical handles flicking past under their outstretched fingers; and then, at the very last moment, they would hook! their fingers, catch the last of the handles, and the huge momentum of the train would simply pluck them off the sleepers, and they would come down safely – hoopla - onto the step. 


Nothing, in principle, could be simpler: un morceau de gateau!


All of this travelled through my mind in a couple of heart-beats. By now I could see the driver’s face clearly through his almost vertical window. I could see his arm move. I heard the engine note drop as he moved determinedly up another gear. He was deliberately looking far beyond me. I did not exist for him.


Of course there were no sleepers to stand on here, but I could see that the big tyres of his bus would pass within two feet from the kerb. The bus might have been on rails itself. Stepping down from the kerb, I stood now so that the tyres would just miss my toes, and assumed the precise position required by the Special Operations Executive. (At this point, incidentally, before a fascinated class, I would assume this position. Demonstration is a lesson in itself.) 


The front of the bus roared past. The driver’s face, flashing by, looked sideways through his little window. He looked amazed. The great smooth flat red side of his bus is now sliding past my fingers. How frightening to do have to do this at night, in the dark, when any unexpected unseen projection might kill you at once, throwing you aside like so much rubbish. Horribly injured, or dead. That was courage. The air dragged by the bus is lifting my hair. I can feel the lines of rivets in the red metal panels flicking my fingers. 


Now! Hook on!


In those days there was a platform at the rear of all London buses for passengers to get on and off. The conductor of bus - he took the fares and gave out tickets from a little winding machine - would often stand there staring at the traffic. In the middle of this platform’s outer edge was a long chrome bar reaching from the floor to the ceiling. (With a young class I would sometimes stop at this point and draw 

a bus quickly to show them.) This bar was more or less where the handle would have been on a French train, whether passenger or goods. This is what I hooked on to. 


An empty London bus has a weight, I should say, of about ten tons. It cannot accelerate all that quickly, and even now it was probably only travelling at a bit more than twenty miles an hour. There was a tremendous jerk on my arms, and a very loud twong that echoed through the empty bus like a plucked string on a big bass guitar, and I was suddenly travelling down Oxford Street, horizontally, pulled behind the bus rather like a solid flag. With legs.


The driver was still accelerating hard. He had apparently decided to leave behind the idiot whose toes his tyres had just run over. What he had not yet realised was I am now his only passenger. He cannot see me. I am still airborne, for I have not yet got my feet down on the platform, and I am still hidden from his view by the side of his bus. 


I am surprised to find that I am still horizontal, although the reason that I am still horizontal - and if I had only had another second to think about it, I might have expected this before I executed my plan - is simply physics. 


I weighed about twelve and a half stone, around one hundred and eighty pounds, or 70 kilos. This mass - that is, me - cannot be accelerated instantaneously to the same speed of the bus. Acceleration takes time, however short, in which a force, however large, has to act to give a mass the kinetic energy it requires to move.


That first deep twong - now left behind in our wake - was the sound of this force beginning to act on the mass - that is, me. I am horizontal because my arms are parallel with the ground and that is the direction in which the force is acting. I am 

alarmed to see that the bar - it is now, of course, above my head - is bending like a bow with the strain. And now, just as if am on a trapeze, I begin to swing, very rapidly indeed, in behind the bus, and this is how I discover - only by doing it myself, you see ​– why the SOE advised their agents to catch hold only of the very last handle on the train. The reason is that then there is nothing more behind the train for them to hit. 


The force that has just lifted me off the road is now also causing me to rotate. I am now not only horizontal. I am also now rotating towards the back of the bus because my centre of mass (pointing) was not directly behind the bar when the force began to act. Now any body, as you know, that is once made to move by some external force in any particular direction, or that is made to turn about its axis, will continue to move or turn in that direction until it is acted upon by some other external force. This is Newton’s First Law.


On this older type of London buses there was a second bar for the convenience of the passengers. This is shorter, also chromed; but is much sturdier than the one that I am still holding. It is just to the right of the platform, at the rear, and I now collide with this bar with frightful thump. That is the new external force. It stops me rotating. 
My horizontal speed is now the same as the horizontal speed of the bus, so that I am also now dropping down onto it. I still have the presence of mind to bring my feet down under me, to land on the platform - just as the conductor, he has a black moustache bristling in his white face, comes clattering down the stairs like a sack of coals in a dark blue London Transport uniform. 


He must have seen everything from the upper deck. Even from that perspective it must have been impressive. First this solitary pedestrian is just ambling 

along the pavement. Suddenly he turns, looks up, making a sudden, terrible decision and throws himself towards the bus, steps into the road, and disappears under the wheels. A flamin’ suicide!*


Now, discovering the flamin’ suicide is standing on his platform, alive and well, not left behind in Oxford Street like a squashed tomato - and he had looked swiftly behind to make sure there are not two maniacs about this morning - he is remarkably unrelieved. He is instead extremely angry.


“What the fuckinell - do you think you’re doin’!” he yelped, making no attempt to praise my intrepid spirit, still less to give thanks to God. He was holding his ticket machine with one hand, the other was over his leather money bag - as if I might now make a spring for a ticket or his cash. These days, his expression revealed his thoughts: you just never bloody know! * 


Meanwhile I am acutely embarrassed. Temporarily, I discover, I cannot speak. There is a really terrible pain in my side. Still holding onto my bar for support, I am bent forward from the waist, whooping for breath. 


“Unnghh,” I manage finally, and then, and always think that this is so typically English: “I’m - umm - sorry. I just want a ticket – unghh - to – aaaarrods. Aarunngh. Please.”


“Well,” said the conductor with great satisfaction, “then you can just gerrorf this bus, mate. We’re goin’ to Swiss Cottage.” 


And he binged his bell; the bus ground to a halt; I gorroff - just as he advised; he binged his bell again, and as his bus roared away he stood on the platform staring  

back at me; he was shaking his head unsympathetically, and making rude gestures with his free hand. 


Of course, the SOE also taught its agents how to get off a moving train: so that when they arrived, at wherever they happened to be going, they would not have to explain to anyone where they had come from. 


This is another relatively simple technique. It involves throwing yourself sideways from the train, if possible down an embankment - best of all if it has slowed down on an incline. I didn’t think of this at the time - and, anyway, the bus had already stopped to let me off. 


Now, if you’ll all stop laughing - when you have all stopped laughing - we’ll get on with some work. One day I must tell you about the the Terror Ride of Grafenwöhr. That might be next week. 


Now, all open your books. .”
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“Can atheists achieve union with God?”  


I thought about this question whilst making a pot of tea. “Yes, they can. Actually they have an important advantage.”


“Can you explain this briefly?” You mean, now? I can try. 


Suppose that we have been sharing a prison cell. You have been told you may soon be released. I will soon be shot. You have learnt to trust me. You asked me these questions.


Here’s what you probably already know.


Until recently the sciences were highly materialistic. Now it is becoming apparent that what is most important in any possible universe is the ordering of information. Scientists would like to know what fundamental principle controls this ordering. They are having to guess.


Some ancient religions, especially of India and China, have always claimed that we only perceive an illusion. Beyond the illusion is a void. Within the void is the intelligence that orders and controls the universe. The aim of these religions is to contact this intelligence.


Traditionally this principle, this intelligence, is known as God. You may have talked to it as a child. I have suggested that it may be understood as honesty. It may appear to us as a hugely powerful protective being of our own form and nature. This is also traditional.


And this is what you want to meet. To do so requires a higher level of consciousness. Paradoxically, you may then feel a child again, with a child’s innocence and courage. This will already make it worthwhile. You may also decide that, if it is eternal, so are you. This is a foolish thought, but comforting. It is the basis of most if not all religions. It may be true.


Now we can begin. 


All systems of belief are meant to be consistent and coherent. 


They are all orderings of information.


Like a phase state.


Phase states are usually stable.


When they become critical, they can change almost instantly into another.  


A very cold liquid may be in a critical state.


A tiny crystal has a  different order of information.


It is like a contradiction.


It can cause the liquid to change almost instantly into a crystal.


This reacts to light – that is, to information - very differently. 


Contradictions always disturb systems of thought.


They can cause whole systems to change instantly.


I had once a total belief in science.


I had begun to realise that I only knew what I had been told.

Then a major contradiction appeared. 


Certainty ceased to be certain.


In this instant I realized 


That I didn’t try to be honest and to ask questions


For myself.


Angrily I demanded: WHO wants this? 


I have described elsewhere what happened next.


Now you may be in much the same situation.


You believed in your religion.


It was your system of thought.


You believed what you had been told.


You were not allowed to speak differently,


To think differently. 


I want you to go back to your religion.


To enter it uncritically.


To immerse yourself again. 


To sing and pray joyfully,


Just as you did when you were satisfied. 


You need to do this until you know


That person again.


Uncritical, unquestioning,


Without self, 


Believing its contradictions can be explained. 


Learn to pray as well alone.


Do this also joyfully, 


Without question, 


Without doubt.


Learn to be satisfied with this too. 


One day: 

Be sure this will happen. 

It may be in public worship. 


It may be in private,


And alone


Something will trigger your need.   


Suddenly you will realize


That the system of belief 


That you have again learnt to depend on 


Is unable to deal with contradictions 


Which you cannot accept. 


Then, in that instant, 


You will know that there is higher intelligence. 


It expects you to make this discovery, 


It has waited for you to realise that this is why you are alive.


Then you should say, aloud if you like: “I want to know YOU!”  


If there is a response, 


And there may be, then you can ask: 


“Please, fill me with your grace.”


And this may happen too.


I wish you the joy of it. 


Of course, you may ask,


What if I fail?


And why can millions pray every day 


Without making this discovery?


What’s missing from this plan of yours?


Nothing.


But they can see no contradictions.



This is why there are so many religions.


They provide comfort to many.


But they also divide. 


Some believe that science describes reality.


That science would end wars.


But, pointlessly discovering a pointless universe,


Life without consciousness or free will,


Such science declares that life is pointless too.


Sad people.


Dangerous people.


Their lives have no value or purpose.

Neither, they say, has yours. 


They are wrong.


Everyone can decide for themselves


What level of consciousness,


What order of information,


What quality of knowledge,

They want for themselves.


The gate is not always open.


But nor is it locked.


Try.


If you fail, try again.


This is expected of you too.

Everyone has greater resource


Than they suppose.


Athletes train themselves to exceed every previous performance by imagining themselves exceeding. This has been an attempt to help you imagine an event which you may have believed impossible. The event is modelled on my own experience. It was recognised by scholars as authentic, precisely because others have made very similar reports.


As far as possible, try to be spontaneous. It is important not to be anxious. I was not anxious. I was angry not to have recognised my boss , my overseer, for so long. It was not necessary for me to meditate for hours or wait for some drug to take effect. I asked for help. The response was instantaneous.


Many have tried and failed. Perhaps they were too anxious. Perhaps they were still trying to prove their own belief. But honesty is ruthless. We live on air, water, food, warmth. Hatred kills. Love must be demanding: on the lover. These beliefs are true. 


It is essential to throw off your old beliefs, just as children throw off and trample their clothes in order to feel free. 


But it is also essential to know that you are not begging for refuge. 


This is your home. It is your right to ask for grace.


In this experiment, you have the advantage of being many, whilst at the same time everyone can remain anonymous.  Atheists have a further advantage in being almost free of unnecessary beliefs. It is essential not to pretend. Remember that many are called: few are chosen.. You are not trying to prove anything. You are not competing Dishonesty may impress others, but you must live with it. 


If you are able, let us know how you get on. 
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12th February 2012.

Oxford 

To Jimmy Kilpatrick, Founder and Editorin-Chief, EducationNews.org. 

Dear Jimmy,

 

            These essays are getting increasingly personal, but I hope you may still be able to publish this. I posted it in ‘Children for an honest, just, and fair world’ this morning. 

            These Facebook pages are now being noticed by a least 3500 young people. The most serious seem to be young Muslims, ditto Jews, and even some Egyptian Christians. They all appear to have recognized that their different religions – or rather, the certainty of their priests in their various religions – make any kind of peace between impossible between different religious and non-religious factions, and has the same effect on attempts to achieve democracy. 

            This is already obvious in Iraq. It may be very soon the cause of another civil war in Afghanistan, Syria, and Pakistan. In fact the whole rickety religious infrastructure of the Muslim East, in which religion has never been separated from government, as the US founders wisely decided it must be, is ready to collapse. 

            What I am trying to do here is to suggest to these young people that at least some of them, potentially all of them, but in any case an important fraction, can confirm the existence and nature of God for themselves. 

            You will see that I have deliberately written as concisely as possible, supposing that this text may be translated into various forms of Arabic - and also in stanzas more like poetry than prose – and I doing so I have found it entirely natural, even necessary, to use some phrases which you will recall the man called Jesus used in attempting to instruct his disciples.

            I found this strangely moving. It was not at all premeditated. It just happened that: ‘if you will enter the Kingdom of Heaven, you must throw off your garments, and trample them underfoot, as children do’ perfectly describes the necessity to abandon the show of beliefs; that they are an actual obstacles to higher consciousness.

            Equally, ‘many are called: few are chosen’ is a perfect warning to these youngsters that they may not succeed if, even because, they try too hard. It seems necessary to achieve a state of mind, seemingly very paradoxical to our more cautious Western minds, but very well-known to Zen Buddhism. It is the confidence which has no reason to suppose that one’s aim will succeed, whilst being perfectly sure that it will: even that it must, having already occurred. Could Jesus have known this first?

            Someone said many years ago: Our world, is not only stranger than we imagine, it may be stranger than we can imagine. 

Amen to that.

            I have one more essay in mind in which to explore this further: then I shall revert to writing about planting beans early. Or could that be another metaphor?

            Whatever you decide, I hope you are well.

 

            Love to all, Colin.  

Actually, of course, there were many more!

14th Feb 

On Metaphysics

Dear Friends, 


It’s time to lighten up a little! About a week or so ago I was invited to a conference in Oxford on metaphysics. 


Now I have always understood metaphysics to mean attempting to understand whatever may be known or may be believed about reality that physics is not (yet) able to describe. 


Naturally I was delighted to be honoured. Recognition, at last! When asked to submit some material for the conference to discuss, I sent its secretary a copy of ‘Source’, as an example of metaphysical experience, and ‘Trinity’, as the imagined debate of a group of eminent theologians and philosophers attempting to decide, forty years ago, how to deal with it. 


As you know by now, they, bless their hearts, decided that none of them could. I agreed with them, by the way. What I had reported was clearly way outside their experience, and they made no attempt to hide this. But they did recognize what I told them as important in providing an authentic evidential basis for all those religions whose origins are lost in the mists of time (cue heavy music), and I still think they should have tried. 


This, anyway, is why I came to the European School to teach you mathematics, instead of being encouraged to teach what I suppose could now be called ‘heuristic theology’ in a university.  Perhaps we can get someone to endow a professor’s chair with that title. This would be fun.


Meanwhile! The Oxford conference is likely to attract a group of equally eminent Oxford scholars. My attempt to offer them same opportunity as my old Cambridge friends had clearly a very similar effect on their secretary. He replied: “the pieces you sent are quite broad in subject matter, and do not concentrate on matters of metaphysics as construed in mainstream philosophical writing.”

His rather anguished tone is an indication that he would like to help. But even more important is the indication that he wouldn’t wish to be found wandering perilously beyond the limits of ‘mainstream philosophical writing’. Anything might happen in those wild and dangerous wastes, full of unphilosophical people. He continued: 

“Examples of such themes, that are at the very heart of metaphysics may be found, for example, in http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/categories/ and of course there are many more available examples. As you might have inferred, I do not wish to prescribe what metaphysics actually involves, but I do wish to guide the meeting to have a recognisable focus on matters that academic philosophers regard as metaphysics.”

I did not find this entirely unexpected. Actually I found it hilarious. I replied: 

“Thank you for your care. I have looked this very dense article. It seems that very few of the profound thinkers who have contributed to it have had much to say about metaphysical experience, only about metaphysical theories. But if theories are not grounded in experience, or are at least attempts to explain experience, then philosophers are clearly open to the criticism, as Dr Johnson once said, of being merely fond of their own notions. I will be happy to talk about metaphysical experience. It really isn't very difficult, although I would not expect it to appeal to those who prefer to talk about their notions. It requires rather broader minds, and grit.”

Possibly I have been unkind. This was the comment of an independently eminent friend: “You are unkind. It’s as if you were to ask a society of art critics to show their paintings.” 


Several of you have told me of your happy recollection of the physics lesson I used to give about boarding an Oxford Street bus. 

Here is link again:http://www.gardenofdemocracy.org/bus.html. 


I suppose a strict physicist would insist that this is not physics. Where is f = ma ?


It is a happy memory for me too. But I never tried the same trick again. Do not! 


Colin. 

Heuristic Theology 


A long tradition maintains that knowledge of God is naturally available to any human being without the aid of special divine grace or revelation. But the universe as scrutinized by an impartial and rational spectator can seem blank or inscrutable, and those who do not see it as the work of a divine creator do not seem guilty of any error of logic or observation. … We need a different kind of religious understanding, one that takes account of the special conditions under which God, if he exists, might be expected to manifest himself.
 


The four common barriers to inquiry are: first, the assertion of absolute certainty; second, maintaining that something is absolutely unknowable; third, maintaining that something is absolutely inexplicable because absolutely basic, or ultimate; fourth, holding that perfect exactitude is possible, especially such as to preclude unusual and anomalous phenomena.
  


These essays are a personal attempt to find safe educational paths through the minefield of sectarianism, atheism, political ideologies, even agnosticism. A straight path for everyone sickened by humanity’s stupidity and violence: paths to peace and to God. 


Does that appear too grandiose? Perhaps a little cracked? Let me explain.


Minefields are usually laid to leave no such paths. Since the field we need to traverse has been laid out over millennia, since it is now littered with ancient munitions, many capable of exploding at the least tremor, it might seem that our attempt must be hopeless.


The solution is to be guided heuristically. 


Most of the major religions claim that they worship the same god. If they did, their adherents would have no reason to kill. They kill to defend their idols.

Heuristic theology means replacing idols by a truly universal impulse: the impulse to be honest and explore or inquire; essentially the guiding principle of life.


This impulse may sometimes appear as a human form. 


This is less important than its message. 

When my first mentors, the Dean of Trinity College Chapel Dr John Robinson, and the Cambridge Divinity School Professor Donald Mackinnon, advised me to find a way to use my new knowledge in my new career, this seemed highly impractical. 


The only subject that I am qualified to teach is mathematics. 

Who ever found God in mathematics?

Soon, miraculously, I began to realise that the whole history of mathematics can be best understood as the consequence of three aspects of the same inspiration: to wonder, to inquire, to be honest. 

 This I could certainly encourage in my lessons. I did. 

But being soon appointed to teach in one of the twelve European Schools of the European Union gave me reason to think even more widely about teaching math as if it was only necessary for children to be told what to do.  Surely they should be helped to think?


In 1992 I had become so alarmed by the general absence of concern that I told a conference of educationalists in Bavaria that teaching mathematics in this way helped Hitler to power in Germany and Stalin in Russia.  If democracies are to remain healthy, mathematics must be used to help children think critically, logically, and inventively.  It cannot be used only to condition them to obey authorities without ever questioning orders.

And since, I argued, virtually everyone in any modern society is still being exposed to this malignancy, it must have serious mental, moral, and social consequences.  


Twenty years later the European Union is bankrupt and near collapse. The United States is humbled and in debt. The general cause of both of these enormous disasters is now generally understood. They were caused by unquestioning belief in the certainty of financial authorities, in the truth of elaborate mathematical models, and by widespread political dishonesty. 

In short, they were the rotten fruits of misused mathematics education.


Originally all that I ever wanted was to leave my classroom every day feeling that I had done good. My fifteen year attempt to warn that the misuse of mathematics education is actually killing our societies left me exhausted. 

If I had not been rescued by my old students, I might have quietly given up.

Their affection for me made me remember that I have more to say. 

The fundamental units of societies are individuals. Individuals need great courage to resist a society’s pressure to behave as it expects. As Albert Schweitzer wrote eighty years ago, ‘anyone who is spiritually free is inconvenient [in an organisation] even uncanny [disturbing]. Such people do not offer sufficient guarantee that they will merge into organisations as they [the organisations] wish.’ 

Such individuals may be helped by the support of others like themselves. This is how many of you reading these accounts are helping others. But the fundamental spring of courage the determination to be spiritually free. What does it mean to be spiritually free? Is Schweitzer right: must it always be dangerous? As usual, this depends: more numbers, less danger.

Most religions were originally inspired to support this determination. As major associations they generally fail. They insist too much on everyone doing as they are told.

Systematic theologies to support such mass behaviour have been worked out and worked over for millennia until every question, every answer, every gesture, guarantees that the majority of its adherents will merge together as required.

The heuristic theology can work within these systematic theologies, but its purpose is to provide individuals with an individual theology: one that works for them. 


The first step is to know that God is your reason for wanting to honest. The second step is to know that to be honest it is necessary to ask questions; the third, that asking questions is necessary to discover what one does not know. 


These three steps we can teach children. The primary aim is that they will know God to be this impulse. The secondary aim is to support a society in which spiritual freedom is normal.


The ‘special conditions’ under which this can emerge largely require the removal of the barriers described above by C.S. Peirce.


Charles Sanders Peirce, it may be remembered, was so much shunned by his contemporaries that he died penniless, leaving so much original work that Harvard’s modern scholars have not yet published half of it. He left also what he called the ‘neglected argument’ for the existence of God. Here is one of his several explanations: 
" … there is a reason, an interpretation, a logic in the course of scientific advance, and this indisputably proves that man's mind must have been attuned to the truth of things in order to discover what he has discovered. It is the very bedrock of logical truth.”

There is a danger, of course, in telling young people that God may appear to them in person. All people are suggestible; the young, most of whom like to believe that they are not, are the most highly suggestible of all. 

This is why they all learn to speak alike and wear the same clothes. 


But they have also the advantage of courage. They only need to be told a thing is possible, to want to try it. They will come to no harm if they are honest.


In her lessons on subjective knowledge, the Oxford philosopher Margaret Yee draws a diagram of three concentric circles to describe what most people believe they can know. In the centre circle is ‘common knowledge’, which is possible for all; in the next ring is ‘scientific’ knowledge, which is possible for some; in the outer ring is ‘spiritual’ knowledge, which is supposedly open to the rarest minds, and closed to everyone else.

Dr Yee disagrees. She suggests that any knowledge achieved by one mind can be achieved by others.

After first encouraging mothers to bring up their children as the new messiahs, I suggested in my previous essay how young adults may develop their spiritual freedom. 


Now I have a further duty in mind. 

In most Western countries there are now more older people than young. Some of the former may wish to be included.

I was prompted to think about this when, a year ago, I met an old soldier, Dick Channer, twenty years my senior, decorated for his courage in the battle that finally checked the Japanese advance on India. Once he learnt of my experience, he asked: “Tell me all you know. I am much nearer needing it than you are!” 

I told him as much as I could. Now I think I can do better,


Many older adults will have enjoyed the comfort their religion has supplied. They will be most unusual, however, if they have not reflected that there are many active religions. 


All insisting that they are certain. 

They will also have realised that most people’s faith is not achieved heuristically. It is the faith of their family, their tribe, their region, sometimes of their nation. 

Should the old believe that they may meet God, if at all, only after they die?



In an increasingly secular West it is widely supposed that it really doesn’t matter what anyone believes. It is common for many to be persuaded that all human life - as I once heard a famous Oxford professor declare - is no more than ‘an extensive chemical activity’.  


I would not call this agnosticism or atheism. I would call it lacking belief in one’s own importance: something even soldiers do not do.

But when the lip of death is getting nearer, and as you begin to accept that your ‘chemical activity’ is not after all going to be indefinitely extended, you may need more than stoic resignation, and more than a hasty renewal of faith, to go cheerfully into that dark night. 

In my next essay I will share with older readers what may be helpful to them,.


Its basis, once again, is very simple. 


It is to know that death is a question answered in life. 

Oxford.

22nd Feb 2012. 

Facebook entry: 0552 27 Feb. 12 

From Colin Hannaford 

I have recently learned to imitate Descartes, to use the interval between deep sleep and full consciousness to recall my dreams and to learn from them. This is often surprising. This morning I remembered dreaming of finding a Neolithic sculpture of a head: just an oval of slate on which had been scratched a mouth, eyes, nose. I also realized that whilst we have progressed sufficiently to try to understand metaphysics, the structure behind material reality, the next step is to understand metanoia, the structure of understanding itself. The principle on which it is built I have called the impulse of honesty; mathematicians call it elegance, and artists call it beauty; it is the principle on which the universe is built. Perhaps that is the message my Neolithic artist was trying to leave for us to see. Later cultures, and our own, call it God. 

Oxford High Jinks 


Jink v.1.intr move elusively; dodge. 2. tr. elude by dodging. n. act of dodging or eluding.
 


If you had been in Oxford last week, you might have enjoyed sitting in the magnificent rotunda of the Sheldonian Theatre to witness Dr Richard Dawkins, currently known as Darwin’s Rottweiler, in debate with the Archbishop of Canterbury, Dr Rowan Williams, who should be known as the Welsh Hammer, discussing the existence of God and His work.  


Its University organisers obviously hoped this would mirror the famous clash of 1860 between Thomas Huxley, then known as Darwin’s Bulldog, and the Bishop of Oxford, Samuel Wilberforce, known privately as ‘Soapy Sam’.  


At that meeting strong men trembled and women fainted. Its reprise was refereed - if this is not too sporting a term - by a previous Pro-Vice-Chancellor of the University, Sir Anthony Kenny, himself a philosopher of great eminence, once an ordained Catholic priest, now agnostic. 


I still feel indebted to Dr Kenny for refusing to let me become a philosopher. 


This was in about 1968. By then he had abandoned Catholicism and was teaching philosophy in Balliol College, reputedly Oxford’s most intellectual. I had recently been told by the Army medics that I would be totally deaf by the time I was 30. They advised me to start a new career: “in which, by then, you will not need to discuss anything with anyone”. 


Philosophy seemed the obvious choice. Balliol responded to my request by arranging an interview with Dr Kenny.  After the usual preliminaries, he asked me what I expected to gain from it, I replied: “I hope it will help me to understand the world a little better.”  


There was a thoughtful pause. Then he responded with a deep but kindly chuckle: “Oh no. I don’t think it will do that!” 


Even then, I was not entirely dissuaded. I took my request to Cambridge. There I was interviewed by a member of the philosophy faculty. He was also polite; but he made much the same remarks. Finally, in exasperation, I asked him: “So, if you think philosophy is no good for anything, why do you do it?” 


He pushed back his chair, lifted his feet to his desk, clasped his hands behind his head, and declared, “Because this is the best job in the world: and I’ve got it.” 


I am sure now that they both did me a great kindness. I know now that few philosophers have any great interest of doing much more than describe the world: only the most dangerous, or the most careful, will attempt to change it.  


Certainly no danger of any change emerged from the Sheldonian last week.  


It was all very polite.  


It reminded me of the contests organised between two small boys at my prep school, who were first equipped with absurdly large gloves, then encouraged to whop each other about the head, doing no great harm to each other but ‘building character’.  


Dr Dawkins, in my opinion, has enough character already and, in my experience, is uncommonly polite. As befits the highest Anglican prelate in the land, His Grace, the Archbishop, never raised his voice. As if occasionally warning against holding or low blows, Dr Kenny would dart in between them from to time to explain a point of philosophy, but the final result was a draw.  


Nothing at all was achieved to increase anyone’s understanding. Where it began, it ended.  


A few hours later I was attending a seminar organised by Oxford University’s Ian Ramsey Centre for Science and Religion in Trinity College and generously supported by the Templeton Foundation.  


It was addressed by Professor J. G. Cottingham, whose précis I used last week. In it, he declared that ‘we need a different kind of religious understanding, one that takes account of the special conditions under which God, if he exists, might be expected to manifest himself.’ 
 


 I had high hopes that this ‘different kind of understanding’ – actually he called it, as scholars do: ‘a different kind of epistemology’ - is what I would hear. I hoped he would finally have the courage to abandon the endlessly compromised and hopelessly entangled articles of reason and of faith which the meeting in the Sheldonian had just failed again to resolve, and save me from the responsibility of doing it myself. I was seriously disappointed. 


I pulled a hamstring last week, and could not cycle.  


I drove home in such a bad temper.  


On the way I was composing a variety of explanations for my disappointment. One revolved around a lengthy dissertation on the inability to see a forest for the trees. 


 “It is of course necessary to accept that, whilst there is no certain VERIDICAL evidence for the existence of an ACTUAL forest, if indeed SUCH can exist at all, it seems to me that if we ACCEPT the truthful INTENTION of those who declare they have seen A TREE, and even many trees, often all together and at the same time, that we may INFER that the existence is at least plausible of what may be supposed to be A FOREST. If, that is, there are ENOUGH trees.”  


Half a mile later, after the station, I was remembering Charles Darwin’s musing, in a letter, that life must have first struggled into existence from some ‘warm brackish pond’.  


“It’s still struggling, Charlie,” I muttered. “Down here, in this warm brackish pond, in Oxford, it’s still struggling.” 


Believe me, dear readers, I am a modest man. I was brought up modest, to dislike braggarts, and never to think too highly of myself. On the way home that night, however, I found myself thinking: “Well, chum, you had better face it. You know more than Professor Dawkins, His Grace the Archbishop of Canterbury, the Pro-Vice-Chancellor, and Professor Cottingham.  


BUT I DIDN’T LIKE IT!  


With friends like these, God needs no enemies. 


After I calmed down, I wrote to Dr Kenny to recall my gratitude; but also to declare my disappointment that a debate involving three of the most distinguished scholars in Britain, as distinguished as any in the world, had failed to produce a mutually acceptable description of God that might be understandable to, say, a ten-year-old.  


I offered a description, which, I said, will pass all Dr Dawkins’ tests; will pass his own as an agnostic; and will help His Grace to understand that God is even more universally active and powerful than is commonly imagined.  


My description requires three words; they can be translated into any language; their obvious truth can help billions of young people everywhere to achieve greater peace, justice, and safety.  


I am still hoping for a reply from Sir Anthony, but Major Dick Channer MC, whom I mentioned last week, has already replied: “I like your words: ‘The first step is to know that God is your reason to be honest.’"   


That’s fourteen. They can be reduced, of course, to three: God is honesty. 


Only let it be understood that ‘honesty’ must not be static, lest it become certain.  


It must be understood as a direction: like justice - and fairness.  

6853 characters. 


29th February,


Oxford.
Metanoia 


I was not much concerned when the Oxford Philosophical Society explained my notion of metaphysics is not that ‘of most main-stream philosophers’: or, indeed, as we saw last week, of His Grace, the Archbishop of Canterbury.


I was concerned that I promised to explain how your parents, grandparents, even your great-grandparents, might achieve union with God. 


Most religions promise to do this. It is not at all unusual. They have the advantage of the dispatcher who pats parachutists as they step out of the plane. They never come back. 


Our sky-divers are still with us.


But this is really just an extension of what we have achieved already. 


Last week, for example, I met the President of the United Nations 66th General Assembly, H.E.  Mr Nassir Abdulaziz Al-Nasser. 


His Excellency explained in his lecture to the University that the United Nations depends primarily on its moral authority. I told him afterwards that its moral authority would be greatly increased for four billion young people if the United Nations added to its Universal Declaration of Human Rights of 1948 that children everywhere have the right to be honest and the right to ask questions. 


This, I explained, would improve societies from the bottom: far better than trying to persuade 193 national leaders to do this from the top.  I gave him a copy of my report of the conference I organised in Windsor Castle for the Qatar Foundation explaining how to use school mathematics lessons to do this. 


He promised that his office would respond. He seems a good man. We shall see.


As for this challenge, at first sight the demographics of Facebook are discouraging. 


It has six hundred millions users. Over seventy percent are not thirty. Only five percent are over seventy. On the one hand, this is thirty million: quite an audience! 


We will only promise to help them to see what is in their way.


My own experience of meeting with God was intensely physical, highly complex - and very brief - but it has directed my life ever since. I prefer to think of it now as an instance of what the American philosopher C.S. Peirce called a ‘presentamen’. Similar experiences have been reported as a whisper in a storm, a voice from a bush, another violent embrace. Their essence is that they combine reassurance with useful commands. They never urge violence, or incite crime. 


They can be doubted: except by those who receive them. Even if they are now denied, traduced, or ridiculed, they cannot be ignored. They are history’s punctuation marks. They define and separate entire episodes. The hard part is to understand the whole.


Hard too is to know how to communicate its essence: without the experience? 


I spent several mornings imitating Descartes, hoping to find an explanation, as I demanded previously in my High Jinks, that even a ten-year-old can understand. 


It seemed impossible.  


If metaphysics is behind physics, I wanted to describe what lies behind understanding. 


Almost at once a word occurred to me: ‘metanoia’ 


I soon discovered that this word has a long history. For theologians it means ‘a turning about’ or ‘conversion’. I am told that it appears ten times in the New Testament. Perhaps it was not used there as I will use it here. 


C.J. Jung, the creator with Sigmund Freud of modern psychiatry found that many of their patients suffered from a complex of contradictory beliefs. These complexes they named psychoses. Their patients’ anguish was caused by their inability to recognize the contradictions. They adopted ‘metanoia’ to mean the insight which resolved their psychosis. 


A psychosis can affect an entire nation. Politicians may deliberately obstruct each other’s actions ‘in the nation’s interest’ so that vitally necessary action is impossible.


Interesting. I was still perplexed. 


Until one morning. 


Remember pop-up books? As children our pleasure was to open them just a crack to see a tangle of coloured card, then to open them fully to reveal an entire tableau.


I was suddenly wide awake. It was three seventeen a.m.


In a sequence almost too fast to register, I was being shown that ‘metanioa’ can also be used to understand that behind the physical universe there is another of pure knowledge. 


A powerful insight is required to see this must be true. Out of this deeper universe our minds create what we perceive. Our minds are wonderful, but not perfect. Common sense is the best survival option: but, as science has discovered, what we perceive another presentamen.


Your social identity is another. As soon as it is pointed out to you, you know it is not who you really are. What can anyone do to prove the identity you now feel? 


The answer is surprisingly simple. 


Social identities are created by societies. They are firmly attached to a society’s beliefs, and therefore to its contradictions. From an early age most societies create a fear in individuals of appearing exceptional, of not merging into organisations, of being spiritually free.


Their typical contradiction is to maintain that their beliefs are obviously true, whilst imposing them through education and maintaining them by through fear. 


Typical too is that laughter is not permitted. They find humour deadly.


To find one’s spiritual identity it is therefore necessary to learn to laugh: especially to laugh about dying, which is when the social identity supported by these contradictions is supposed to end. 


This much I know. After this, I can only conjecture. 


Our understanding of our existence is relatively young. The void that Buddhism calls the ground of being lies between the physical and the metanoiac universe. Pure intention survives there. 


The Hindu religions offer many god-forms: many presentamen. The greatest Hindu god is Indra, presiding over social duties, social simplicity, social honesty. 

Personal honesty is particularly required in the Mosaic laws, in Christianity, and in Islam.


Throughout this evolution of human understanding are frequent reports of spiritual companions. Most familiar historically is the companion Socrates called his daemon. Least recognized is that of Abraham and Moses, and the daemon Jesus called his Father. 


This is shocking only when we do not recognize how common it is. Many families will know a relative with such a companion. Small children have them. Anyone who does not merge easily into organisations may be supported by their daemon. They used to be called angels.


Once your loved ones realise that dying will finally release them from their social identity, you should encourage them to make contact with their angel. It should be explained that if they have learnt sufficient honesty, their angel will merge with them. This is an earlier sense of metanoia. Of course it threatens the control of organisations.  Of course it is suppressed.


At an education conference many years I once mused that youngsters should be encouraged to contact their spiritual companions (who used to be called angels) to help them through their adolescence. A lady surged to her feet, trembling with anxiety: “They will become schizophrenic!” 


Nonsense. Schizophrenia destroys identity. It is a terrifying disease. It cannot be created by trusting one’s identity. But small wonder that Dr Dawkins sells so many books. 


Here then is a simple spiritual training routine for your loved ones to follow: simple but also demanding. If they balk at it, pat them on the shoulder and wish them luck.


The aim is to develop a new sense of humour, and an unfashionable belief in angels. The next step is to decide that if heaven is full of laughter, it is the natural place for them to be. 


I have a surprising reason for supposing that our universe has many heavens, but here I am out of space. It remains to me to point out that this spiritual universe is only likely to appear unfamiliar because I have given it new name. It has also a very old name. Its existence was first proposed by Socrates’ pupil Plato at the beginning of modern history. 


It is commonly known, especially to mathematicians, at the Platonic universe. 


It has been recognized as inspiration of scientists, composers, and poets. They speak of it through their discoveries, their music, and their magic. 


It is not usually recommended to common folk like you and me. I think it should be.


Roger Penrose is one of the world’s most celebrated, and iconoclastic, mathematicians. He is convinced that the Platonic world is the foundation of his reality.


‘One of the remarkable things about the behaviour of the world is how it seems to be grounded in mathematics to a quite extraordinary degree of accuracy.’
 


Again: ‘Platonic existence, as I see it, refers to the existence of an objective external standard that is not dependent upon our individual opinions nor upon our particular culture. Such existence could refer to things other than mathematics, such as to morality or aesthetics, but I am concerned here just with mathematical objectivity, which seems to me the clearer issue.’ 


For ‘mathematical objectivity’, I suggest we read ‘honesty’, and for ‘honesty’, read ‘God’.

Most guides to death set out a gloomy list of sins to be renounced: then of the grief and fear to be overcome. Humour makes this unnecessary: and there is still time to be generous.


It my next essay - which I hope may be my last: for this is tiring - I will explain why I believe that this training is not just to make dying, as it can be, a happy adventure, to be celebrated, never feared; but why there may indeed be a God in Heaven whom billions of people have been and will be prevented from ever meeting by clinging to deliberately exclusive divisive ideas.


First truth is ridiculed, then violently opposed, then accepted as self-evident.
9765  characters. 

3rd March 2012,

Oxford. 

Between A Rock and Hard Place. 

Dear Class, 


I have been in France for almost two weeks - with total writers’ block. 

I had thought this happened only to nerdy neurasthenics, not to muscular physical types (ahem) like me. Now I know better.

Together with the mental paralysis has been a terrible confusion of ideas, although this confusion has at least helped me to understand a little better the debacle which disappointed me so much and which I reported in my essay ‘High Jinks’.

Please watch http://www.anglicansamizdat.net/wordpress/rowan-williams/rowan-williams-debates-richard-dawkins-at-the-sheldonian/ and tell me if I have been unfair.

Perhaps I should add here – asseverate, a noble word, and most suitable! – that the announcement yesterday of the early resignation of His Grace, the Archbishop of Canterbury, cannot be due to me. 

If in future, however, he abstains from any more theology until he can first explain who, or what, he means by God, I am sure his retirement will be much happier. 

In the meantime it is becoming clear that we are part of a growing world-wide realisation with some resemblance to the ‘liberation  theology’ which was developed within the Catholic church in the 1980s in South America.

Many of its priests were concerned that the Church appeared more often to be on the side of the exploiters of the dispossessed and poor rather than demanding greater equality, honesty, and justice. We might say that they were attempting to find the God I have described to you who demands honesty first.

Their ideas were condemned by the then Cardinal Ratzinger, who held that ‘it was wrong to apply Christ's teaching on the Sermon on the Mount regarding the poor to present social situations. Christ's teaching means that we will be judged when we die, with particular attention to how we personally have treated the poor.’ 

This, I am sure, was a comfort to all concerned.

A similar idea, popular amongst modern social revolutionaries, is that the current world-wide financial catastrophe is entirely due to an international cabal of bankers and industrialists. A gloriously improbable addition for those to whom nothing is so improbable that it needs the support of any real evidence, is that they are controlled in turn by a further international conspiracy, this time of shape-shifting alien lizards, headed by British Royal Family. 

Empowered by all this privileged knowledge, an elite team of kick-ass good guys may soon be able to take control of the whole conspiracy, putting, presumably, the lizards in London zoo, and bring happiness and prosperity to the entire world.

I feel pretty sure Cardinal Ratzinger would nix this plan as well. 

Not, however, because he knows there are no cabals of bankers and industrialists. Omitting the lizards, I am sure he knows there are. It will be rather because he understands what George Orwell explained in his famous treatise of political reality: “The Nazis and Communists pretended that round the corner is a paradise where human beings will be free and equal. We know that no one ever gains power to relinquish it. The object of persecution is persecution; of torture, torture;of power, power.”  

The dishonesty and injustice, unfairness, cruelty and waste, will continue, whoever is in control, because people everywhere have the wrong notion of the nature of power. They believe that controlling power will produce security for them and their followers: but always, necessarily, on a steeply falling scale. 

This is why hierarchies reproduce themselves. Ask the Rothschilds; ask Fidel Castro; and ask Cardinal Ratzinger, now His Holiness Benedict XVI. 

Whilst I have offered my own criticism of Jesus, I do not believe his great sermon is in support of hierarchies. It seems to me to propose the same power to everyone, even beyond their lives. The question is: what power?

I am not so critical of Dr Dawkins. Indeed, I am rather fond of Dr Dawkins. He has style. But he too should understand, as my past employer, a grandson of Darwin, often used to tell me: “If it isn’t provisional, it isn’t science.” 
Scientists must not aspire to truth. Their job is to produce explanations; and the test of an explanation is that it should best connect the known evidence - which is all that Darwin claimed – and may predict what has yet to be discovered.

I have suggested that the organisms may not simply wait for a chance mutation to be selected by their environment. They may attempt to adapt actively.

Why not - as my old friend also used to say - a bit of both? Why should evolution be a process of both selection and active adaptation? Recent research that I have seen seems to support this possibility.

This is therefore an adequate explanation of evolution all the way up to ‘the most complex and intelligent organism in our Universe: namely, homo sapiens. 

We are apparently determined to prove this rule untrue: to prove, to the contrary, that we have no need to adapt to our environment, that it must instead adapt to us. 

This is called a Popperian affirmation: also called suicide. 

But setting ourselves apart as the exception, our rule answers the question whether life evolves autonomously or by intelligent design. 

It evolves autonomously, guided by this impulse. To be, just for a moment, fanciful: imagine a planet so hot that its metals melt on its surface. Guided by this same impulse - crystals being the earliest forms of self-replicating structures - fields of metal crystals would naturally evolve: like flowers, turning to follow their sun. 

Such fancies are fun. The next challenge is harder.

Virtually all the religions in the world claim possession of the ultimate truth. Not all despise all the others; but the most closely related usually do, and with the most diligence. They are killing each other now.

If all the later religions began with an experience like mine, why is there so much hate? 

What happened to the honesty? 

What happened to the joyful embrace: “But you are of me!”

It is almost fatally depressing. But this was not the worst of my paralysis. There was also a sense of failure; of not being clever enough; not brave enough; not ruthless enough; and most painful of all, of being too late. 

For years I have visited the centres of religious study in Oxford, hoping to find some common ground. Islam I find the most intelligent. Its origin is obviously the most familiar. 

All began with this inspiration. Over time the demands of power ravaged their simplicity. To say today: ‘I am a Muslim’ is as meaningless as to say: ‘I am a Christian’ or ‘I am a Jew’.  

Do you mean one of your own kind? Or do you mean one of those stupid, cruel, lying, thieving, superstitious, selfish bastards of the other kind?’ 

In this state of mind I visited the Pyrenean city of Pau. Once the stronghold of the Protestant kings of Navarre who fought the Catholic French for years, massacring each others’ people and razing their towns, in 1598 its young King Henry was offered the French crown, provided he become a Catholic. 

He accepted, with the famous words: “Paris is worth a Mass”.
As Henry IV of France, he then ended this ferocious religious war with a truly astonishing feat of imagination. In his Edict of Nantes, he declared:  
“We have established, and proclaimed and do establish and proclaim: that the recollection of everything done by one party or the other between March, 1585, and our accession to the crown, and during all the preceding period of troubles, remain obliterated and forgotten, as if no such things had ever happened.”

Could any modern statesman achieve this today?

It added to depression. I had been sleeping badly. Two children are laughing at me. A girl and a boy, both beautiful six or seven year-olds.

I begin to explain.  “No, no!” the girl protests. We’re only little! Tell us so’s we can understand!”

The boy squirms and nods in support. 

“Did you die and go to heaven and meet God who gave you a message?”
If this is the simplest these dear little daisies will understand, I must say ‘yes.’ 

“Yes,” I replied. In King Henry’s time I would have burnt for this alone.

“What about us?” she asked. “Will we be honest enough to go to heaven?” 
She was angry now. Grown-ups should have answers.

“Look,” I said.  “It may be more difficult than you think.” 

I wanted to add: ‘It may be more difficult than anyone can think.’
I woke up again, yet more depressed. I should have told them how to begin finding their angels. I was again too late.

There is a fine tall clock in the big living room. Made by McMaster and Son, Dublin, it counts off the hours in deep sonorous notes: BOOM …. BOOM …. BOOM …. 

One hears it even half asleep. 

Two nights later I woke up shortly after one o’clock, knowing that I know perfectly well what to write. 

But I was afraid.

The cause of my paralysis was fear.

It is easy enough to invent nonsense conspiracies. I was afraid that telling my final secret: soberly, as a scientist, could wreck everything. It must wreck the rule book by which science is currently judged, and this might be seen as mere reckless vandalism, on a par with shape-shifting lizards. 

Was this really necessary? Apart from my claim that creation is guided by the impulse to be honest - and this impulse is God - everything has been explained before in different ways, at different times, to different people. 

Of course this has caused different people to suppose they are unique: and then to despise, fear, hate others who disbelieve them.

What is missing here? 

BOOM …. BOOM …. BOOM …. BOOM … 

It took me until after four to defeat my fear: not through reason, more through contempt at my lack of spirit, but still a victory: I was ready to turn the last card.

Then, like Gautama under his Bo tree, there came enlightenment. 

Science can support religious belief with evidence that science alone can provide. Then religions, in return, must accept the instruction of science.

Expect to be disturbed. Reality has this effect.
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It is clearly only accident that the sounds of ‘certain’ and ‘Satan’ are similar in English. The OED makes nothing of it. It is not devilish.


Even so, religions and science disagree mainly because they are certain of very different fundamentals: for religions, it is the existence of the supernatural force which inspires them; for science, that reality must be explored and explained by reason alone. 


Revelation is abhorred: unless scientific!

Science attempts to be both simple and consistent.  Given two or more possibilities consistent with the evidence, the simplest must be chosen. 


This rule was first defined by a heretical 14th century Oxford monk, William of Ockham. It was directed against papal arrogance. 


He was excommunicated.


If he had been success, these essays might not be needed.

In contrast, in 1919 the English physicist Arthur Eddington was the first to understand Einstein’s theory of relativity. He would not support him, however, until an expedition he led to the island of Principe, near Africa, proved Einstein’s prediction that light would bend in the sun’s gravitational field. Eddington recorded that the stars close to the edge of an eclipse of the sun appeared to move. Either they moved, or their light had been bent. Eddington chose the latter.


Ordinary people did not need to understand Einstein’s relativity; but for much of human history the ‘straightness’ of light described the shortest distance between two points, the inerrancy of logic, even the flight of Cupid’s arrows. Now light could bend.


Eddington made Einstein famous. 

He later explained: ‘[In science] observation is the supreme court of appeal. Every item of physical knowledge must be an assertion of what has been or would be the result of carrying out a specified observational procedure.’ 


True to this principle, he later refused to believe the young Subrahmanyan Chandrasekhar, then a student at Cambridge, whose mathematics predicted the existence of black holes. At that time there was no observational evidence. 


Still later, rather more surprisingly, Eddington declared: “The universe is of the nature of a thought or sensation in a universal Mind. To put the conclusion crudely: the stuff of the world is mind-stuff. 

It is hard to participate in the world’s mind stuff with our own mind-stuff. 


And it gets worse.

In my research in Oxford I have found an often astonishing contradiction between the public belief of a religion and the private belief of its scholars. 


This morning, for example, I read a moving description by the Chief Rabbi of the United Hebrew Congregations of the [British] Commonwealth concerning the absolute centrality to Jewish identity of their ancestors’ exodus from Egypt; together with a plea that children everywhere should be encouraged to ask questions.


I am, of course, delighted with the last. But surely any rabbi must know that Israeli archaeologists have searched, with others, for over fifty years for evidence that over two million people left Egypt at any time to spend forty years wandering in the desert. 


Their conclusion is that there is no sign, no record, no possibility that it could have happened. At the time it is supposed to have happened, the population of Egypt could not have been more than four million. 


The two million leaving, even without ‘a large number of other people, and many sheep, goats, and cattle’ - would have formed, ten abreast, a column nearly two hundred miles long. 


The invention of the myth of the Jewish exodus from Egypt is one of the most damaging in history. It is damaging people still. 


But, again, when we read that Jesus, whom Pilate called a king of the Jews, was crucified, died, lived again ‘and ascended into heaven’, we should also be aware that Jews in his time had no concept of heaven. They focused their attention instead on improving Olam Ha Ba, the world around them. (See my earlier proposal for Jesus’s ‘Kingdom of Heaven’.)


But now comes the killer question.


Have I been too certain?  Have I fallen into the same devilish trap? 


The American philosopher Willard V. Quine has pointed out, in a mild reproof of Ockham, that a set of facts may have many valid explanations. The most fruitful is not always consistent with other explanations, nor need it be the simplest. 


This was the discovery that physicists made in stumbling over quantum theory. 


The best explanation does not only explain what is known: it reveals what is not known.


Darwin, for instance, believed all his life that animals pass the characteristics to their offspring that they have acquired in their lifetimes. He had no notion of the role of DNA in communicating forms of life through generations. 


His theory allows only the environment to decide which survive. The role of DNA is still being explored. Its potential is still unknown.


I have certainly introduced a supernatural element: but not more supernatural than Eddington’s mind stuff; nor, indeed, than Erwin Schrödinger’s insistence that ‘what we observe as material bodies and forces are nothing but shapes and variations in the structure of space.’

My suggestion is that life is prompted to adapt actively; that this impulse is produced by the universe; that it guides evolution; that this is what previous cultures have called God.


A heresy for religions and science. 


Eddington would demand to see some evidence in human behaviour. I have suggested it is the impulse to be honest; that this impulse has repeatedly refashioned religions, and is the constant inspiration of science.


But what if it is wrong?



I described my near panic on realising, in France, that it would be more consistent with the truth to present an altogether different explanation. 


This would mean abandoning being just an ordinary kind of a guy who got all excited about teaching children to ask questions in school mathematics.


Instead I would have to admit the possibility that I am very odd indeed. 


No-one likes to think they are a freak.


Imagine my pleasure on returning to Oxford to find that the week’s New Scientist is titled: ‘The God Issue’, and promises to explain ‘why religion may outlast science’.                                


I have a soft spot for New Scientist. In 1999 it was the first major scientific journal to support my proposal that school mathematics is teaching the majority of pupils - and therefore the majority of people - to incline to be dishonest. 


The NS editors commented in support: ‘Mathematics teaching can hardly be said [any more] to be politically neutral’. 
 


But publication by Britain’s leading scientific journal had no effect on the vanity, stupidity and cowardice of Britain’s educational academics, or the authorities they advise. 


When a highly-placed British professor asked to be invited to a conference I had organised for the Qatar Foundation, I and my supporters, all university professors from Hungary, Germany, France, and the United States, were delighted. 


To our amazement the British professor proceeded to trash our efforts. Rather than learn from a mere British teacher, or from his supporters, the Qataris listened instead to the highly-placed British professor.


A huge opportunity to affect education - from the Arab world to the rest of the world - was binned. We heard no more from Qatar Foundation.


Remembering that awful time, I feel exhausted all over again.


I confess that my heart therefore leapt at the prospect of others taking the bullet: that the ‘God Issue’ would reconcile religions and science without depending on me. 


I have met Dr Dawkins twice. He is uncommonly polite. On the second occasion I told him that his understanding of human evolution would always be deficient if he did not acknowledge the importance of theophanies. 


 “What are they?” 


 “The appearances of God to man,” 


“Poof!” he responded: and if anyone can say ‘Poof’ politely, Dr Dawkins can: “They’re all fairy stories.”

The ‘God Issue’ contributors all agree. 


Justin Barrett, director of the Fuller Theological Seminary, believes that children are ‘naturally receptive to the idea that there may be one or more god which helps account for the world around them’ (p. 410)

Ara Norenzayan, of British Columbia, presents a ‘growing view that religious beliefs and ritual arose as an evolutionary by-product of ordinary cognitive functions’. (p. 43) 


Robert McCauley, director of the Center for Mind, Brain and Culture of Emory University, suggests that ‘religious ideas and actions spontaneously and inevitably arise in human populations’. (p. 46) 


Victor Stenger, of the Universities of Hawaii and of Colorado, declares: ‘If a properly controlled experiment were to come up with an observation that cannot be explained by natural means, then science would have to take seriously the possibility of a world beyond matter.’ (p.46).


Now, let us imagine accepting this challenge. Imagine that there really is a fairy-story god: a really physical, affectionate, violent, rambunctious God, who drops in on our modest little home (our universe) every thousand years or so to see how his kids (us) are getting along.

Suppose he has found that the majority of us are tearing up the place; cutting down the trees; pissing in the oceans; multiplying like rabbits; and that all the cleverest kids have let him down. They were supposed to keep us out of the hands of that persuasive little bugger Satan.


Now, sure enough, Satan has got us so riled up that all we can think about is how to shit on each other: which really means how to shit on ourselves.


Sorry for the patois. I get excited.


Imagine that he decides to make, from his point of view, a modest, but from our point of view, a striking demonstration that science and religions should both consider very different possibilities of ‘a world beyond matter’. 


How do you suppose he might do this? 


Make your suggestions before my next essay! 
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Every child fears being called a freak. 


Every child hopes to loved and respected by everyone, but most of all by those who matter most. 


But the fear does not go away. It is still there in teenagers, still there in young adults, still there in old adults. This fear is as old as humankind. 


It has to be carefully cultivated to stay dependable and strong. 


If we could go back to the early Bronze Age, we would see that the needs of the leaders of organisation for conformity were much the same as today. 


To ensure their conformity people were told that an all-seeing, all-powerful god was watching them to make sure that no-one did, thought, or imagined anything other than his faithful servants prescribed. 


His servants’ duty was so exhausting that they could do no other work. They needed to be provided for. Their business sense being much the same as now, they made sure that they kept their business in the family.


To imagine being back then, it may be useful to remember playing with our pals aged five or six. At that age, knowing nothing of Galileo’s discoveries, Isaac Newton’s physics, or, for that matter the Second Law of Thermodynamics, we could invent any reality we liked. 


It was a wonderful time. 


We might imagine, for example, that we have an immensely powerful magical friend who will do anything we wish. 


Suppose, for instance, that we imagined that we have escaped from a cruel king, but were now safe in a magical land which our powerful friend had provided for us. 


Of course we have fought many battles; but naturally we have won them all, and now this magical land is all ours. 


“But, wait a minute,” says the freak who is always finding fault. “So we are safe now because you said the bad king is on the other side of a sea, so he can’t get at us anymore. But if that’s so difficult, how did we cross the sea?”

This is typical. But the answer is obvious. 


“That was easy,” you answered triumphantly. “I held out my hands over the sea, like this; then I swept them aside, like this; and our magical friend split the sea down the middle like a zipper, and we just walked across as if it was dry land. Haha! Then the sea came back just as the bad guys the king had sent after us were trying to follow, and they all died.”

“Crikey,” said the others, imagining the whole thing too, and laughing as well. “Yes, we remember! That’s just how it was!” 


 “But,” said the freak, “it would be all muddy at the bottom of the sea. My mom would be ever so cross!”


Freaks are never satisfied. “If you don’t remember what we remember,” you say, “you can’t play with us any more.” 


You shout at him angrily, he could spoil all these games. “You’re just a freak!”

Then the others begin to shout as well; “FREAK! FREAK! FREAK!”

And he isn’t allowed to play any more.


From then on it became a rule: anyone who disagreed with whatever everyone else agreed was true, is a freak and isn’t allowed to play any more.

April 1st, Oxford 

Freak  
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All teachers know this nightmare. This is supposed to be a quiet lesson, and the whole class has gone berserk, shrieking, fighting, tearing each other’s work … then the classroom door begins to open.


You open your eyes. Aah! It’s just a dream, not real.


But we cannot make our nightmare disappear. It is our world.


In previous essays I have insisted that there is no need to imagine a God who is a companion and teacher; or that we are modelled on his kind; or that our ambitions are his.


All these beliefs are very ancient.
 They have caused many to suppose that they are fulfilling God’s ambition in dividing, excluding, and destroying other people, whilst making them the scapegoat of their sins.


These beliefs are still common in many countries: look behind you.


Which is why I am about to turn an intellectual somersault. 


Very rarely elegant, this manoeuvre is sometimes necessary. 


In my case it is necessary for a deeper reason. 


I hope you will forgive me for withholding this from you: but I know that God exists. I know that he tries to teach us: his endlessly unruly children; I know he must be appalled that we have still not decided on an ambition that we can share; that instead we are still squabbling over which of our ambitions is his.


The paradox is that today virtually no-one actually believes in God. Whilst science denies his existence, his function has been taken over by an enormous industry whose millions of workers declare that they are the proof of God’s existence, for they know his thoughts, his dislikes and desires and, of course, his ambitions. Our religions are perpetually at war over these.


And yet for all thoughtful persons, questions remain.


What if God exists, quite apart from religions?


What if he has looked in on our world and was appalled?


What if this God decided to show us that he is active? 


What if he is sufficiently like us to have a sense of humour?


Obviously he will need to demonstrate all of this.


Since scientists believe that they can best distinguish natural from supernatural, it would be amusing to reveal some new knowledge supernaturally: not anything that might be hijacked to prove one nation’s superiority: just something that science thinks impossible to prove.


He will need a witness: a natural sceptic: fit; thoughtful; trained to observe and report; moderately courageous; stubborn; and, of course, young, for it may be decades before it is safe for his report. 


There must be no violence; but, since modern scientists can equal Inquisitors in their zeal in consigning frail bodies to the flames, and since they rarely reflect that science would not exist without previous ‘supernatural discoveries’, it will be best to make the demonstration in such setting that the witness cannot be declared insane - as poor George Cantor was, for example, for daring to explore infinities - a modern psychiatric hospital should serve very well. 


Then there must be a reason to make him ready for the demonstration.


I always felt that my situation was highly artificial.


Eventually, apologetically, I was told that a journalist to whom I had sent a spoof essay (I wrote, even in those days) had taken it to a senior government member of his London club and had advised that his government should ‘fix’ me. 


Did he know how I had annoyed the government? Even if he knew, he was famous for campaigning against the use of psychiatric medicine to silence political dissidents in Russia. 


It seemed unlikely that he would want the same for me. 


The hospital doctors had their orders, but were puzzled. 


Most fortunate of all for me, their director did not like being used to fix the government’s problems. He told me in our final interview that his orders had been to begin treating me, very dangerously, as soon as I arrived. “Without clinical notes! As soon as I met you I could see some bloody fool had made a mistake.”


Perhaps I was someone’s scapegoat: ‘Here’s a freak who disagrees with us.’
In the first week, I was tested every day.



What had happened on the evening of the first day had already changed my life. I never doubted my sanity. Now I could now relax as modern medicine agreed with me.

But on my first free afternoon, sitting alone in the hospital gardens overlooking the sea, I puzzled too. What exactly had I seen? 

I still felt that violent embrace - I can feel it now – but I could not remember seeing.

At first there had been deep black space in front of me. 

Then that huge dark presence rushed towards me, ever growing larger. 

But from where?

No, wait! I had seen … 

No, no: impossible.

But there it was. 

This vast spirit which embraced me had come from a perfectly black sphere faintly glimmering against the deep black of space.

I shook my head. It made no sense: none at all. 


But it remained. This was what I had seen. 

By the fourth day the tests were becoming tedious. [See the rampant rabbit story]. Then there was a long wait. On the sixteenth, I was discharged. The director wrote in his report: ‘This young man, of high intelligence, is not a psychiatric patient.’

This was in 1972. Most of you know the rest of the story. I qualified as a mathematics teacher. I became aware that honesty is essential to understanding mathematics, and other sciences, that it is essential to understand ourselves spiritually as well as intellectually: that modern teaching is killing honesty.


Teaching is engrossing, rewarding, exhausting. Years went by. I learnt to pray properly, a great relief. From time to time I recalled the mystery. I had seen: what? 


A totally black sphere in totally black space? 


Still impossible.


But it was all impossible.


Could the intelligence that had received me short-circuit space-time; could it take human form; could its home be beyond our reality; could it be amused?


In 1930 Subrahmanyan Chandrasekhar, a young doctoral student at Cambridge, predicted the existence of stars which collapse under their own gravity. His theory was rejected by the Cambridge professor, Arthur Eddington, whose evidence had made Einstein famous. 


By the 1950s the scientific community had accepted Chandrasekhar’s mathematics - proving that not even light could escape from these stars. They must be invisible.

In 1967, James Wheeler, one of the best minds trying to understand their physical structure, was the first to name them ‘black holes’.  


Sci-fi movies were soon showing vast swirling vortices, swallowing everything in range of their gravity, crumpling everything, in Wheeler’s words: ‘into an infinitesimal dot, extinguishing space and time like a blown-out flame’ 


The movies made it look as if everything around a black hole was being sucked down into a cosmic plughole to disappear like bathwater. To where? No-one knows. 

These pictured holes were visible. They could swallow anything. They must even swallow physics. No-one could work out what happens inside them. Perhaps time disappeared as well.


This was how it was told on Star Trek, This was good enough for me. 


But about ten years later I was listening to James Wheeler being interviewed on the radio, when I heard him declare very impatiently: “And a black hole isn’t a hole, it’s A SPHERE!”

Revelation!


But still only half a revelation.  


Black holes are now spheres, but are still invisible.


When I saw what I saw, I had been angry, but not frightened.    

This was also a fairly critical moment in my life. 

It is also true that I am very stubborn.


In 1976 I wrote the basis of ‘Source’ for the Epiphany Philosophers in Cambridge. They published my account in their journal. 
 Its editor, Margaret Masterman, placed a copy in the British Library, telling me: “One day theology students will be citing you in their theses.” 


I think this highly unlikely. Religions do not favour fact.


In 1973 two Russians physicists, Zeldovich and Starobinsky, told the British cosmologist Stephen Hawking that black holes might emit particles. 

In 1974 Hawking theorised that pairs of photons might be created close enough to the event horizon for one to be gobbled up, whilst the other might radiate outwards. 


A black hole would then produce a faint glimmer of light. 


It would be just visible against the deeper black of the space around it. 


It would look rather like a sphere of polished black quartz on black felt.


Scientific theories must be supported by observation. This observation is impossible to make naturally. Perhaps it could be made supernaturally. 


But this is also impossible.  


Where does this leave us? 


It certainly seems impossible that we share our reality with an intelligence which can set and reset space and time; which can take human form; which appears to enter our reality, and possibly leave, through something resembling a black hole.


Cosmologists now believe that black holes may exist at all galactic centres.


There would be, therefore, many entrances and exits.


But all of this is impossible. This whole ‘demonstration’ can be dismissed. Who cares whether something impossible to see was ever seen, however it was seen, or that it took forty years to report it! Poof!

The truth is that none of this matters. I might also be another shameless fraud like so many previous gurus, with a real appetite for blondes, jets, and Swiss bank accounts.


I leave you to decide what to believe. 


For me the demonstration lasted for years.


It was my experience in teaching many of you which convinced me that all children have the right to be brought up as young messiahs: knowing that they always have the right to be honest and that they always have the right to ask questions. This is what I learnt.


We need these young messiahs. We need their innocence and energy.


The fact is that we are killing our young messiahs like the angel of death over Egypt. 


Help put an end to this desecration. 


Start today. Tell your child that you love honesty.


Explain that science is the art of honesty.


Explain that we only truly worship God through honesty. 


Explain that the rest,” as the great Hillel once remarked, “is commentary.”
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Epilogue: this how it all began.
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I wish to propose for the reader’s favourable consideration a doctrine which may, I fear, appear wildly paradoxical and subversive. The doctrine in question is this: that it is undesirable to believe a proposition when there is no ground whatever for supposing it true. I must, of course, admit that if such an opinion became common it would completely transform our social life and our political system; since both are at present faultless, this must weigh against it.

Bertrand Russell,

Sceptical essays (1928) 

What mathematicians call an existence theorem – a demonstration that [what is thought implausible exists].

Carl Sagan,

Contact (1985) 


The room is small, clean, brightly lit, about ten by fifteen feet. On the left was a plain barrack-room metal frame bed. Ahead, in the right hand corner, is a washbasin on wall; above it a mirror; above that a strip light. The main light is coming from a very bright bulb in a plastic shade hanging from the ceiling. The bed is already made up. The sheets and counterpane are drawn taut; there is a clean pillow; the inner sheet is turned down, but not folded open. 

The room itself is in the corner of the building and has two windows. There are curtains, but as I enter they are not drawn. The one on the left only looks into dark trees, but the one ahead, looks out over the inky waters of the Solent. I go to it and look out. There is little to be seen except the lights on the distant shore.(
I have already realized that this building is a wing of the much larger building. That is where they would keep any soldiers who have become psychotic. So far as I know I am the only officer here. I have certainly seen no-one but the corporal who politely served me dinner.

I undress carefully, deliberately performing ordinary actions. I have neither toothbrush nor razor. Indeed, I have nothing but my uniform. Perhaps I can borrow them from the corporal in the morning. Meanwhile the hospital has put out cotton pyjamas and a thin towel. I pull on the trousers; button the jacket up to the neck.

 The room is warm. The building now seems completely silent. If opened the windows, I would hear the wind in the trees, perhaps even the sea. 

But I am far too preoccupied to do this. I go to the wash-basin, press the switch to turn on the light above the mirror, and examine my reflection. I look calm, but serious. 

I am very serious. I can think of no way out of this problem, and this is what is annoying me most. I am used to thinking my way out of difficulties. The first thing I need to know right now is not how to think, but how to act. 

What behaviour is appropriate? This place appears completely open. I saw no-one on duty downstairs, and I have just walked back from the railway station through the grounds. A NAAFI shop is still open by the back gate. That was the only sign of life. There is no guardroom. I could simply walk out of here. 

Where would that leave me? On the run! Clear proof of instability. Is it sane to wait here until the doctors have decided what to do? They have clearly not initiated this action; that much is clear from Ferguson’s anger: “I am having nothing to do this.” He seemed honest. But, of course, he would. It could be just his professional indignation: “I have no clinical notes for you.” Should that matter so much?

Doing nothing is rarely a good option. Soldiers who wait for the enemy to decide to attack, generally end up wishing they had decided to act first.

I had seen a pay-phone by the NAAFI shop. I know no friends who could speak to the government, let alone deter it in any action already decided on. There was Bernard, of course. I sent him a copy of my paper. He would understand at once, had already made himself famous defending Soviet victims of state-directed psychiatry. Now this seems to be directed at me. Bernard has powerful friends. But it is Friday evening. Even with a phone, it will be impossible to reach him, or anyone, except via their private number. Was this planned as well, that I should be effectively incommunicado - unless I run?

Let’s stick to the facts.

Here are the facts. 

One: I had tried to tell this lazy, stupid government to deal with the Irish as people, not criminals. I had never really expected to be thanked for this, not even by the Irish, for I had pointed out their weaknesses, not their virtues. I had expected to be noticed, probably court-martialled. Then explaining my reasons might prevnt more people being killed. 

Two: I missed a simpler alternative. I have let them trap me like bug under glass. Now then can squash me flat at their leisure, scrape me down the drain. No court-martial; no public hearing. And even whether I am sane is no longer a question for me to answer. These people will answer. And if they decide that I am not, they will then also decide what to do about it. 

Three: There is no defence. This is the beauty of it - strictly, of course, from their point of view. If I had been accused of something criminal, then I could be locked up; but I would also have the right to a lawyer, someone to add his arguments to mine. Once there is a medical opinion, the only other opinions that matter are those of other doctors. 

Although, in these few minutes I have only vague ideas what might still happen, and although I have no wish to distract my thoughts by dwelling on this, I had no doubt that my situation was very serious. It could easily be fatal. Psychiatric medicine has moved on from pushing a spatula in over the eyeballs to scrape out the frontal lobes to ‘rectify’, actually destroying, the personality, but only just. Used often enough, electro-convulsive ‘therapy’ can be just as destructive. And then there are the drugs.(
All animals have an acute sense of peril. Just now I was holding down my animal sense in a corner of my mind, where it was trying to bite through its chain. 

Four: This little exercise had been planned for some time. It must also have started at a very high level. To order any person to be tricked into entering a psychiatric hospital must require considerable political bounce. This was what was worrying my saturnine Scotch colonel: as it should. He was being tested as well. This was why his anger had fired up so readily with mine. But who the hell had I annoyed so much that they would take risks like these? Many people go crazy at some time in their life, nevertheless the taint of involuntary psychiatric medicine - and I was no volunteer - can destroy a person’s credibility for ever. Surely I am not this important! 

But, there is still five: The colour-sergeant who had punctiliously returned my salute at reception this afternoon had been expecting me - and not for hearing tests. The corporal who had sent along as my "driver's guide" had known it. The only thing that might be holding up this process was the caution of the colonel, whom I do not trust. His anger seemed genuine: but perhaps only because he had not received the non-existent notes; which anyone with sufficient knowledge could write up without my participation.

Standing in this quiet room, I challenge my own reflection. Sure, I have been arrogant. But I would stand by what I had written. The problem in Northern Ireland was never a military problem. It was fundamentally social. To use more force to solve a problem created by a lesser force is not just stupid, it is dangerously stupid. Unless the larger force - the Army - can completely eliminate the lesser, Irish nationalism as represented by the Provisional IRA, and its million-strong supporters - which, I had argued, was impossible, the problem could only get worse. 
By circulating this opinion I had clearly extremely annoyed someone very high up in the government. But whoever that was, he could only have initiated this response. Who is now controlling it? I had the nasty feeling that it may not be controlled at all; which meant that the limits to which it may go have not been fixed.

   
So who is in charge? Well, I am. Of course, I am. Without me, and particularly without my dangerous sense of duty, none of this would be happening. And where in fact does this sense of duty come from, I ask myself - so that, even when you think it is your own government that is wrong, you have to challenge its power and its authority? 
I am still standing here looking at myself, wasting my energy trying to analyse this problem. I still need is a solution. To save myself, to save my own sanity, I need to know what is directed me. And suddenly I know. 
   
What happened next happened very fast. About three years later I wrote down the details for a small group of philosophers in Cambridge, and they published this account in their journal. A copy is in the archives of the British Museum. The original text will be found there. The following is a little longer, but is not very different.

I was still coldly furious; not at all in a panic, not afraid, still determined, somehow, to win. But then, whilst I looked at the face before me, I became suddenly aware of something I had not often,  or perhaps had never, openly acknowledged: that I was impelled by something else to take the risks I had. 

It was not just my new ambition to be noticed as a writer, together with the confidence that my judgement was better than that of my superiors, together with some sympathy and anger at the waste of lives, together with a hatred of all this political pretence and infantile posturing. 

There was as well a kind of responsibility which drove me. I felt abruptly a shift in my own mind: a decision made and, with it, certainty. Beyond any possibility of saving itself by anything expected of it, a trapped animal may sometimes do something completely - even insanely - unexpected. What I suddenly knew I could do was not rational, yet I was perfectly certain it would work. I had only to do it. That, I was sure, was the important thing. Don't pause; don’t check. 
I was not at all accustomed to doing anything without first thinking out all of the consequences first. This time I did. I turned from the mirror, knelt beside the bed, clasped my hands, bent my head, and I said, actually quite angrily: "I need some help.”

The effect was of this utterly astounding. There was an immediate cessation of all the perceptions of kneeling in the room. There was a tremendous sensation of forcible displacement, of acceleration to a velocity. Before there was time to realize more I knew that I was passing out of the region of solar space. I knew this quite distinctly. It seemed to me that I was already at a great height above the solar plane, travelling outwards at a terrific speed. The speed did not diminish. It seemed to increase so that I was passing through the galaxies which were like streamers of mist, radiating a faint heat. I knew the energies involved, and yet I knew they were inconsiderable.(
And then I stopped. It was dark. I knew that behind me also there was nothing. It was as if I had reached a boundary. I had time to realise that this loneliness was perfect. I was poised in emptiness, waiting. But then I knew I was not alone. I felt an inexpressible relief at this. At first there was no consciousness of a presence. Instead there was a consciousness of having entered the dominion of a presence. 

I began to comprehend its character. 

Whereas the displacement had been swift, this appeared slow. And yet it seemed to increase exactly matching my ability to comprehend it. The difficulty of describing it is due to the fact that simultaneously it was expanding from a centre which was discrete and distant, and yet it was also all around. It had a vastness and a centrality. I also knew two things at once. It was familiar: there was no strangeness about it. It was a person and of the same kind as I was. Perhaps it is wrong to say it was gigantic. The scale defeated comprehension. It was as if I had been brought across the whole extent of the universe, or the picture we have of the universe, and at such a speed, simply to understand that this was greater. It was greater because its scale included all that I had seen as the world includes its grains of sand. 

I then received two signals: a salutation and an enquiry. The salutation was both an acknowledgement and a greeting. It contained much that will be difficult to describe. It was an acknowledgment as of kind to kind. It affirmed possession.  This was as a statement, unarguable, undeniable, complete and absolute. It was as if to say: ‘You need no more protection than this.’ Yet with it came a blaze, a force of love, of pride, delight, of comradeship - with such a shock that I might have laughed aloud with the joy of it. 

‘You are of me,’ it told me as well. This was the kind of love that, perhaps, men always dream of, and yet which is always beyond them to contain, even to express.  I think that the nearest to it is that kind of love that men in battle feel for each other; and even for an enemy whose courage is a shared thing. Therefore it was no soft love. It was as hard as the blow of a fist, as strong as the grip in darkness, seizing, gripping to the bone; a grasp of comradeship; a blow of love. It was a caress, and its strength was its tenderness. What could have destroyed, smashed back into oblivion, stretched out, touched, steadied, and held. Here was a strength to do anything, perhaps which did everything. But here it was in check. Its very power was balance. It included everything - and yet it was outside everything. All the principles, all the polarities lose their meaning. Human affairs are nothing. Good and evil are human affairs. An absolute is the absolute, which is everything. 

The enquiry was then simple. I was asked what did I want. I could not have drawn three breaths. My presence was my question. I wanted to know what to do. I heard the answer: as clearly and distinctly as a strong voice speaking into my ear. It seemed to me that a voice did speak to me; as if a man stood close beside me at my shoulder, to the right. "BE HONEST." 

And then I was back in the room, and opened my eyes. Nothing had changed. But I had changed. For me a world had changed. First there were other matters to decide. I said, aloud again, "That was God". It sounds foolish. It was pronounced, in delight and with astonishment, but for a purpose. In these few moments ten years' of unbelief, and increasing certainty, had been swept away. I had learnt to trust my own judgement; now what was my judgement to make of this. The centuries of scepticism and rejection that I had learnt and made my own, all this had gone. I wanted to hear my own voice. There was a difference. I got into bed and lay there. The reconstruction would have to wait. I wanted to leap up and find someone to tell them. 

But that would have to wait. First of all to consider the answer I had been given. 

The more I considered it the more empty it seemed. How had honesty ever helped? How would it help me now? 

I scrambled out of bed and knelt again. Now, consciously, I was breaking my own rules. Never ask for help. Now I expected a response. I wanted to know, what did it mean? How, be honest? 

This time there was no shift. I was conscious of the presence, but only as if at a great distance. But once again the answer came from outside. It seemed to form in my mind as if I had to read the words with great difficulty. ‘Be of good cheer, for no harm can come to an honest man.’ I knew without doubt that I read this correctly. Still it made no sense. Worse, it was plainly false. Honest men were harmed daily. It seemed that there was nothing which so attracted violence as honesty. 

After I had lain again for some time debating this in my mind, with increasing dismay, I knelt and prayed a third time. The third time there was nothing at all. I was alone in the room and the room enclosed me in quietness. But then I did understand what it meant. It was something that I could understand by my own intelligence: and that therefore I should discover by my own intelligence. 

At the same time, while I attempted to hold it back, to deal only, in these moments, with the matters of immediate concern, realisation of what I had learnt, and a beginning of an appreciation of the gift that had been made to me - this pressed in and would not be ignored. I realized that only through honesty may one know God. The quality that God acknowledges is honesty. And to know God, by honesty, or even to acknowledge God unknowingly, by honesty, is to be put beyond the powers of man to harm, for nothing is as important. 
That night, surprisingly, I went to sleep almost at once, and slept as soundly as a child. It was only five days later, three days after the formal tests had begun - by which time, as Colonel Ferguson told me later, he and his team were already convinced that I was perfectly sane - that I began to question my recollection of the events. 
I was sitting in the officer's wing garden at the time, for on the south coast it was still warm enough in November. What I needed to know was if there was anything I could remember which could not have come from my imagination. The plain fact was that although the entire experience would have needed an extreme effort of my imagination, there was still no doubt that it might have.
   
I began to realise that, whilst I had distinct recollection of the initial visual impressions accompanying the displacement, there was no trace of anything I had seen, as opposed to felt, in the final encounter. This seemed very odd. 

Slowly I realised that my memory did contain a definite impression. I think now it had been there continually, but it was so strange and uninformative that I had not noticed it, or I had even refused to notice it. Indeed, I could make no sense of it then as I examined it. I rejected it and sought again for something that would make sense. But all of this was to no avail. The image continued to persist clearly, without any further addition to help me understand it. I can see it now if I recollect it. It makes very little sense - as it made no sense to me at the time - if I describe it as a visual image. And yet that is what was, so I must. 
What I saw was an intensely black sphere, neither radiating nor reflecting light; not completely free, but as if a third enclosed from the base in the darker background apparently of space itself. This was the source from which what I had experienced had seemed to appear. 
Somewhat later I would like to discuss whether this particular insight is also important. I think possibly that it is, and also very probably that it is not as it at first appears.(
*
Experiences like this may be far more common than we may suppose. Alternatively, they may be just as rare as history seems to suggest - or, perhaps, although it amounts to much the same thing, as rare as authorities may wish us to believe. 
What matters ultimately, it appears to me, is not what the experience says in itself, but what effect does it have on one's life. If it changes one's life at all, then, clearly, it is important to the degree that it does this - but whether it changes it for good or ill is actually not something that the individual can decide entirely alone. Ultimately it can only be determined by its fit with history and the present. 

Oxford, March 2010.
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( I made nothing of this particular insight in that year of 1972, nor in 1975 when writing this account for the first time for the Epiphany Philosophers. Many years passed before I caught the end of a radio interview in which the famous American cosmologist John Archibald Wheeler declared, with some asperity, for this was his field: “Of course, everyone calls them black holes, but they’re not holes at all. They’re spheres!” Some years later I learnt that Stephen Hawking believed that they may also radiate a faint light, only be visible against the darkest background. As J.B.S. Haldane once remarked: ‘My own suspicion is that the universe is not only queerer than we suppose, but queerer than we can suppose.’  Alternatively one might accept that we cannot see what is, but only what our minds allow us to see.
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