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Apologia (n.) a defence of one’s conduct or opinion

[image: image2.png]Then
the Lori God took
the dust from the ground and from it
formed a man, and breathed into his nostrils
the breath of lfe, and man became a living s ul.
And in Eden He planted a garden, and made grow
from the ground every tree that is pleasant
to the sight and good for food.
In the midst of the garden
grew the tree
of life L]
and
the
tree of
knowledge

of good and of evil
Than Ho paced man nhe garden
10 culiate and uard ,and 10d i 4 mey 6t 1 18 o ary e i he arden, bt of he 0
"% tho knowiodus o g5od and ovl hou st ot oal, o1 n he iy that you d you willsucly dio





The cost of war is often measured by its butcher’s bill: by the number of dead and wounded men. But the dead are dead. The real cost is paid by the living. Children and mothers suffer most. Children often lose their mothers too, then their homes. There are tens of millions of homeless orphans in the world today. More are created every year by wars they barely understand. 

Yet these children may be the very next cause. The seed from which wars grow may be planted in them - early. Very often the seed is the belief that they and their people are the true and rightful possessors of the knowledge of good and evil, so that they, and only they, have the right to tell others how to live, how to think, how to speak, how to understand, how to treat others. 
Then, confident in this belief, sure that they are good and that others are evil, they have children themselves; and, as soon as possible, they plant the same seed in them, and encourage it to grow - stronger and stronger, more and more sure of the same belief - until their children are also ready to go to war.


I believe that this should not happen; that it is not only wrong and stupid, but demonstrably dishonest. In this short book of essays - which I hope you will buy for your family and even for your friends - I want to try to explain how it can be stopped.


Most of the essays were written originally for the students of a class in philosophy I was asked to take one evening in Douglas County, west of Atlanta, in the southern United States. Naively, I had imagined that such classes would last for not much longer than an average school class: about an hour. Every one of Mercer University’s evening classes last for four and quarter hours. Once you are on stage, you stay there! 

Besides delivering the two formal lectures that I had been invited to give at Mercer, I took two of these evening classes - the first as mentioned above in Douglas County, west of Atlanta, and the other in Henry County thirty-five miles south. Mercer is one of America’s major universities; it is also one of the most successful, especially in training teachers. 

Of course the students were all adults, so I could talk to them as adults. Many were black; most were ladies. Their average age was in the middle thirties. Most of them had families. All were trying to become teachers themselves. And the topic their philosophy tutor had chosen for this evening class to discuss was the concept of moral absolutes first outlined by the great German philosopher Immanuel Kant. 

Now I know almost nothing about Kant, except that many clever people had very different ideas about him. But I could hardly withdraw. Consequently I wrote a paper for my evening class with the title: Philosophy Amongst the Chickens. 

In this paper I tried to describe the reality of moral absolutes from the point of view of some chickens whose lives are badly disturbed by a well-intentioned operation to clean their chicken house of its deep and comfortable layers of - of course - chicken shit. Warm, dry, comfortable, chicken shit: inches of it.
It actually went rather well - with the class, that is; not the chickens - so that I offer it here as the first of these essays.

After this I took the other evening class, with an even bigger audience and with similar success; and then I gave my lectures for the Math Department. I enjoyed it all; but most of all I liked the students of the two evening classes. I admired their courage. I admired their commitment, and I decided that when I got home I would like to write a whole set of essays for them, in which I would try to explain the deeper connections between the story of the chicken shit and my belief - which is what the two formal lectures had been about - that Western education systems are generally chewing up young children and spitting out the casualties on the scale of a major war.

This is what had really fascinated my evening classes. Most of these ladies came from near the bottom of the social spittoon. They were amongst the first generation of Black Americans to be allowed to study in white schools, to eat in white restaurants, to live in white neighbourhoods, to vote. They understood exactly what I was talking about. But I told them why this is still happening now: to white, black, coloured children. Everyone is chewed the same.
The local county newspaper was also very happy to publish the first of these essays. This is the one called: “Why Western societies fracture.” The editor liked it so much that he printed it on his front page proudly entitled ‘from our guest columnist’, with a charming little picture of me, and immediately above an exciting new recipe for pumpkin pie. When I offered him another, this is the one called: “Healing the Union”, he wanted that too. 

I continued to write, meanwhile learning - and enjoying - the difficult but extremely satisfying discipline of writing always to the stipulated length of 650 words. Occasionally it was 651, or 2, but usually I managed to keep within this limit.

‘Shall I stop,’ I asked him at one point. “What are you - crazy?” he replied, “We just love your stuff. Keep 'em coming!” So, there he was, urging me to write more and more - this is going to my poor weak head like moonshine - and he never published another word: not one, nor ever explained why not either - yet I am eternally grateful that he never did tell me to stop. What I produced was finally a more or less complete explanation of why most of mankind is insane.


Later the following year I found myself in conversation with an eminent scholar. Since he had invited me to talk - once again about learning mathematics, I had done a little research on him, so that I knew his real expertise was in anthropology, but that in a most discrete way he would be very likely try to discover also whether I was sympathetic to his religion. Part of his interest in me was undoubtedly because he knew of my own experience. I had told him of it.

We talked at first only about learning mathematics. He was worried that the emphasis common in his religion of treating scripture as the primary source of truth might disadvantage young people of his faith from learning to think independently, critically, and constructively - or even wanting to do so.  Could I help him to construct a programme, he called it an ‘outreach’ programme, to help them with this problem?


I had already envisaged this would be one of his requests, so I had brought just such a programme with me. I gave it to him, explaining how it would help.


But I explained in addition that this is also a problem in mathematics teaching. Indeed, the problem might even be considered more intractable in mathematics teaching, for there is a real tendency for young teachers to choose maths as their subject because it gives them so much authority and control of their pupils. 
This personality flaw may not necessarily harm their youngsters. Teachers are just as different and fallible as all human beings. Two of my most important and valued teachers were men of awesome egos and eccentricities. 
In the case of mathematics, however, these traits can be made much more damaging by the common assumption - especially in the more technically orientated societies - that ability in math can be used to set a scale of intelligence. 
The really devastating social consequence of this became apparent in Hitler’s Germany and Stalin’s Soviet Union. Neither could have mounted such fearsome attacks on each other - as well as on many of their own people - without the superb managerial skills made available by an education apparatus which tended to reward faultless, unquestioning obedience to rules, rather than independence, integrity, and creative thinking. 
 
I mentioned the famous remarks of Galileo, that the language of nature is mathematics; and then the far more mischievous comment by the famous Stephen Hawking that mathematics may enable man “to read the mind of God”.

 The danger here is that if everything is reduced to measurement in numbers - that is, to quantities - then the qualities which human beings have so slowly learnt to value: qualities like freedom, individuality, creativity, beauty, justice, toleration, wisdom - are likely to be thought to be possessed uniquely by those who are measured most highly on the quantitative social scale: which they, incidentally, control. We are back then, practically, with the reduction of people to the role of brainless serfs, with rulers being given titles such as ‘National Saviour’, ‘Eternal Helmsman’ - even when they are actually perfectly disgusting human beings.
Eventually my eminent professor asked - as I thought eventually he must - if, with him, I believe that the true freedom of individuals, and through it the achievement of their destiny, can be realised only through the complete acceptance of the dominant will and purpose of God.

“Certainly I do,” I replied. “I believe that our destiny can only be realised through the complete acceptance of the will and purpose of God.”

He nodded with some satisfaction. 

“Then shall I then tell you,” I continued, “where to read the will and purpose of God directly?”

He now looked surprised by this - even shocked. To a scholar of his convictions, there could only be one place to read directly the will and purpose of God: in the scriptures of his faith. But his natural courtesy - and perhaps also his scholarly curiosity - allowed him to respond: “And where would that be?”

To which I replied: “You can read them in a child.”

I wanted to seem calm at this point. I wanted to appear as if I was only reminding him of the most obvious fact in the world: that a baby will die without its mother’s milk; that a heart starved of love ceases to want to live; that the God whose will and purpose is universal to humankind cannot possibly cause wars; that it is not merely mad to think otherwise than this: it is dishonest.

But I was surprised by a stab of anger. I found I was angry that I should have to tell a scholar of his eminence - an anthropologist - what any scholar of any culture should have learnt from the history of mankind. 

“In a child you can see that it is born honest. Unless children are damaged or hurt, they will continue to want to be honest; to learn honestly; to think and talk honestly, to understand honestly, to treat others honestly. And this is very plainly the will and purpose of God. Children could not be created otherwise. Honesty is what God wills us all to be.”

I had certainly won his attention; his eyes were turned down.
“And, therefore,” I continued, “if we do anything to prevent children from learning, thinking, talking, treating others, and understanding honestly - we must know that we are interfering directly with the will and purpose of God.”

He was silent for a while. I had sensed from the beginning that he was a good man meaning well. I would not have tried him so hard if I had not. He did not look for faults in my argument, and of course there are some; as you will see. Instead he asked me, quite gently: “So, what do you call yourself? Are you a Christian?”

“No.” This was easier. “I am not a Christian.”

He was surprised again. “Then what do you say that you are?”

And momentarily - perhaps because I was ashamed inwardly of my anger, it should never have been directed at him, I was once again full of emotion. No-one had ever asked me this question as directly as this before. My breath caught in my chest for a second; tears were close.

Eventually all that I could find to say - it was plainest truth of all; I felt that I owed it to him to say it - was, simply: “I work for God.”

There was an even longer pause. He nodded thoughtfully.

“You know,” he said finally, “I work mainly as an anthropologist, so that I meet and talk to many people. But, I have to say,” and now looking at me very thoughtfully, “you are a most unusual person.”

Shortly after this we parted. He took my programme with him. I have not heard from him again. 
I do not mind this, although it would be nice to know if he uses it. I think we were at ease with each other, but there was really no point in continuing. I do not think he was being disrespectful or insincere. In his faith - as in virtually all faiths - there is a tradition linking what may be called honest madness with knowledge of the divine and with the urge to serve the divine. This is not at all unusual. This is what I have. This is what I know I have. This is why I call mine an honest madness. 

But also there was some relief on my part. If I had offered to accept his faith, I am sure that he would have welcomed me to it with pleasure. But, if we had continued to converse, I would have had to refuse the distinction he had offered me. 

“No.” I would have had to say: “I am not ‘a most unusual person’. I am the commonest kind of person: for there are thousands of millions like me. Most of us are the children of the world. Some of us have won back our childhood. This means that we know no certainty. Truth has not the weight for us as for our fathers and our mothers - or for anyone who is told it is their duty before God to carry such a weight of certainty all their lives; to be sent out as young boys and men to cut down and kill all those who worship other forms of certainty. 

This is not the future that we want. We are the billions of young children as yet untouched by this insanity. We are an army greater than any that has ever made the earth tremble underfoot. We want to live. 

Now, these are our demands. We do not want war. We will not believe anyone who tells us that our God wants war. We still want to be, feel, think, and understand honestly. We still want to treat others honestly. We know that this is difficult. But we also believe that God has already shown how it can be done.

Now, please read on.

First of four talks for students of philosophy and education

at Mercer University, Georgia, USA, 28th September 2005.

Philosophy Among the Chickens
About moral absolutism in chickens, with some reference two virulent human forms in Europe and Russia in the early 20th century; the possible connection with the teaching of mathematics and other sciences in the preceding period; and modern parallels.

“Good evening. It is very kind of Professor Davis to ask me to talk with you this evening, and I certainly feel it an honour to do so. (cough.)

*


“A few weeks ago I was in a hen-house on a small island in the Inner Hebrides, which is off the North Western coast of Scotland. On a British scale, this is about as lonely a place as it is possible to be. On the island with me was the lady owner, who is an old friend of mine now in her late 70s, about two hundred sheep, a dozen fine red Highland bullocks, and six chickens: five black hens and a fine cockerel. Originally there had been six hens, but now there are only five.

These hens cannot possibly know how lucky they are. There are no rats, although there are occasional otters and several mink. Some months ago the mink had killed the two ducks on the island, but they had also exterminated all the rats, so nothing and no-one now bothers the hens for weeks at a time. 

Then I arrived, and I decided to make myself useful by cleaning out their hen-house. It had once been an old stone cottage, probably two hundred years old or more, and although it now has a rusty tin roof instead of thatch, it still looks like a little old stone cottage. The chickens had a hole cut in the bottom of the door to let them in and out, and inside the cottage their nesting boxes were built around the big old hearth.

It had not been cleaned, I suppose, for several years. All morning, and most of the afternoon, I scraped and dug and shovelled and brushed; and I cleaned that hen-house right down to the old flagstone floor.

And all this time the hens and their gaudy paramour stood just outside the door worrying. “Wot-wot, wot-wot?” I could hear them asking each other, and of course him. “Wotsee doin’, wotsee doin’? Don’t you know, don’t you know?” And occasionally the cockerel would let rip with a tremendous “Cocka-cocka-cocka-doodle-doodle-doodle-OOO! - just to let them know he was still in charge. But of course he was as worried as they were. Chickens don’t have a lot of understanding of what humans are about: except that we are not to be trusted. We steal their eggs.

Finally I wheel-barrowed away the last load and left them with a clean floor and clean perches and clean boxes with fresh new straw: a proper little cottage parlour again. All they really needed was a nice warm fire, a carpet, and a dog.

Later that evening I walked rather proudly up to the yard to see how they were settling in. There was no-one there. There was not a chicken in the hen-house or outside. I wondered if the mink had come back and got them. Somewhere, a blood-bath; a massacre. 

Finally I found them around the back of the old garden. There are some really old trees there, ancient sycamores all growing sideways because of the wind, and all these chickens, and the cock, were roosting in the branches ten feet from the ground, huddled together. There was not a cluck of welcome. No thanks: just six pairs of beady black eyes that followed me resentfully. “Wot is he going next,” they seemed to say. If any of those chickens could have killed - I am sure they would have and I would not be talking to you today.”

“Now, perhaps you can think about this story, and tell me if you can see what it might possibly have to do with moral absolutes - from the chickens’ point of view, that is.”

Remember that I did not know how an evening class behaved. My idea was to ask my question; but then I was prepared for the same kind of silence as from the chickens - in which case I had also more patter prepared. But seconds after my question, it was answered with decision by a powerful, strong faced lady in the second row, she nodded with her arms still folded, and said:

“You are talkin’ about Eyerak.” 

This was very alarming. Just then only the ungrateful Germans and the nasty French were suggesting that America had made a very expensive mistake; and Americans were being reminded how many American lives it had cost to liberate the ungrateful Germans and the nasty French. Someone at the back of the room had already taken out a cell-phone. Would that be for a pizza - or for the FBI?  All I could do was continue with my hens. 

A. “Well, of course what I did was always with the best intention. Even so, two different moral worlds had collided. Cleanliness, in mine, is next to godliness. Every chicken’s bed, in theirs, is every chicken’s own. No-one should interfere with it. Cleaning out their entire hen-house had offended them very grievously. Quite surely they would have killed me, if only they knew how. 

The point is that moral absolutes can be pretty arbitrary, but they preserve the stability of a society. Big problems arise when societies come into contact with another having different absolutes. The question for us, therefore, is whether there might be something like Kant’s categorical imperative which would tell us what to do - categorically - to prevent a killing conflict.

Q. Can you think what this might be?

But everyone, unfortunately, was now thinking about ‘Eyerak’. Their mood had changed. This was no longer a lesson about some distant 18th century argument concerning the principles of moral philosophy. This was nearer. This was real. This was about people dying now. Contributions got heated. All I could do was to leave the argument and get on with the story. But this was also true. 

*

“The story of how the sixth hen died was so sad that my friend, who has a kind heart, did not want to recall it. Hens don’t live long lives. She had been the youngest of the previous flock, and was now the oldest of the new. She also knew, for example, to go down to the shore at low tide to find sand-hoppers and crabs. 

But the new hens, with their fine new cock, refused to let her join them. They would chase her away. When they all went to roost in the hen-house, she had to stay down in a corner by herself. They would not let her feed when they were fed. To make everything much worse, she was white and they were black.

Very soon, the cock took to trampling on the poor old hen several times a day. Soon she became so terrified of him that one day when my friend was sitting outside the house in the sunshine she came dashing down from the farmyard, pursued by the cock, jumped onto my friend’s lap, and refused to leave until the cock had gone. 

The other hens were young and sprightly, their feathers dark and shiny. She was old and her feathers became bent and dirty because the cock was constantly trampling her down. 

The owner tried to find her a place where she could feed and roost alone. But of course all she wanted was to be with the rest; this was her instinct. But her torment never stopped; and finally she was dead.”

Q. Can you think of any way in which this has to do with human behaviour?

I don’t remember now what precisely was said in reply to this. It was perhaps too harsh, too close to the bone. A week later we went to see Charleston’s fine old covered market. This is held every day under a line of long open sheds, their high-raftered red-tiled roofs give grateful welcome from the blazing sun and the big smooth old flagstone underfoot retain some coolness even in the afternoon.

Despite the shade and the cooler stones and the occasional breeze, it was still very hot under the rafters amidst the slowly moving crowds; but it is still a lively, noisy, colourful place, full of music from the stalls selling all sorts of tourist junk and trinkets, food, hats, pictures, music, shirts. 

Then I noticed on the white-washed walls were tablets proclaiming, proudly, that these long sheds are over two hundred years old. 

Abruptly the scene transformed. Suddenly I knew that this place was not packed within, it was surrounded outside by a crowd of half-naked and naked people, the men and the women in separate pens. They were sweating freely under the blazing hot sun. There was the all pervasive stink of fear; and these same old big smooth flags were slippery with their piss and streaked thin yellow excrement - for slaves are fed on slops ‘so that their dung is easier to be sluiced away’, and their music was a low rhythmic murmur, with an occasional cry of someone mad, and the white people - some of the ladies in the perfect Paris fashion - wandered up and down, inside, in the shade, pointing out who should to brought forward that they might buy.

*

There was a break then; thankfully, for I was getting into deeper water than I had expected. I felt already that I had gone too far. But I had engaged to take the whole class, so it was up to me to finish describing the cock and hen nature of mankind.

*

“The last time that Europeans behaved like chickens,” I began, “was the period in which Europe and Russia were dominated by two rigid social systems: one in Germany under Adolf Hitler, the other in the Soviet Union under Josef Stalin. 


From an historian’s point of view the most remarkable fact about these two systems: Nazism and Stalinism, is that whilst supposedly the two systems were completely opposed to one another - and the war between them cost both an immense loss of life: almost 80 percent of the German and of course all the Russian dead, were on the Eastern front - in the way that they acted they were astonishingly similar. 

Up to the beginning of the Russian Revolution in 1917, and then to the Nazis seizure of power in 1932, the histories of the two countries, their cultures, and therefore their societies, could apparently hardly have been more different. 

One eminent English historian examined this mystery at great length, and decided finally that the fact that they began to behave so alike was all due to the fact that Stalin and Hitler were both psychopaths.*
But this begs the question: why then did their entire societies not only follow their orders, but make up the same kind of orders for themselves? There is no doubt at all that this happened. Both leaders may have been mad, but they were surrounded by people who also acted as if they were mad as well. Why did they act alike?


I believe that historians and social scientists have missed an essential fact.

Although everything about the two societies had certainly been very different, starting around the end of the 19th century both Germany and Russia had begun to invest heavily in military and technical education: and the mathematics taught in these new academies was largely modelled on German thinking. 

And German thinking in mathematics at that time - although this is true of much of Europe - was extremely triumphalist. I repeat that this was not unusual. Most mathematicians believed that they were on the brink of ‘completing mathematics.’

This meant, they thought, that they would soon be able to decide precisely what problems could be dealt with mathematically, and, once they had done that, then the application of fierce dedication and remorseless logic must eventually produce exact, infallible, and unique solutions. 


By the early part of the 20th century a very large class of managers, scientists and military men educated in Russia and Germany could easily be convinced that their leaders must also possess a new political logic, in effect a new science, modelled on this wonderful new and infinitely more powerful mathematics. 

They could no longer make mistakes. 

All that was required for them was to follow the directions of these leaders, to apply this perfect logic remorselessly, pitilessly, without regard for any historic, material or human costs. They could also invent new ways of their own modelled on the same logic, utilising the same infallible resource. The similarity is that both sides, in this way, were relieved of doubt. Their efforts, their sacrifice, the cruelties that they were obliged to commit - and also to accept - these must be made, must be committed, and must be accepted, in order to attain a perfect future. 


I will be talking about this again on Saturday. I hope some of you can come to that talk.


Thank you.”

*


They were some questions, of course. I dealt with these as best I could. Then I looked at my watch, and discovered that half the evening still lay ahead. Yet it was in this later half and during the second evening class the next day that I began to be questioned by the students. And it was the depth and maturity of these questions - besides the comments that the students wrote about me - that I began to write the series of essays that follow. Being a compulsive reviser - I often rewrite even a short piece twenty times - I had a strong wish to do this here. In all but one or two, I have resisted this temptation. They are just as they were.

Letters to Henry County: 1

Why Western societies fracture(

In October, 2005, I was invited by Mercer University in Georgia to deliver two lectures describing a method of teaching mathematics that I have developed in England over the past fifteen years. Its aim is to teach students to learn from discussion rather than by instruction. This is also the first essential step towards confidence in democracy.


University research in Hungary has shown this method to be more effective than instruction at all ages and all levels of ability. In Germany it is stimulating a revolutionary new approach to learning mathematics. It encourages pupils to be less selfish with their knowledge: more honest about their ignorance. It reduces their fear of admitting what they do not know and teaches them to accept criticism and correction, without anger or resentment, and from each other. 


This fact alone has the most important civilising effect on pupils. They start to treat criticism as valuable! But they soon realise that this method also enables them to learn autonomously. They can begin to treat their teacher as a friend, rather than a threat. In the past ten years several journals in Britain - the New Scientist; the Times Educational Supplement; Literacy Today - have published reports approving my efforts. Official interest has been nil: except one time when I was warned to stop using the method with my classes. It might reduce the need for other teachers to be employed later on!


I had already written the texts for my official lectures when I was asked by Dr Duane Davis, a senior faculty professor at Mercer to talk informally one evening to one of his adult philosophy and ethics classes. This entirely normal lesson was to last for nearly four hours! Another lecturer then asked if his class could join us. I then had an audience of over fifty: standing room only. The following afternoon Dr Hani Khoury, a mathematics professor, asked me to talk to his class of student mathematics teachers. This again lasted the same time. I have very rarely been listened to with such intensity, or met with so much approval.


This experience changed completely the form and the emphasis of my two official lectures. Apart from their anxieties about learning how best to teach, the conscience and pride of my audiences was clearly hurting from the disaster of Hurricane Katrina. Part of the population of one of their major cities had appeared invisible to their own government. Was this only because most were coloured and poor? This was the most shaming explanation then being offered by protesters, echoed by the media.


My own explanation was very different, but was also very general. In teaching in Britain and Europe for over twenty years I have come to realise that there is one elementary cause for the social and moral disintegration of most Western societies - and it is much simpler than these far uglier explanations. I was delighted after my first talk when a young lady came up to tell me: “Everything you said is exactly what I saw in my school!” I did not ask her which school this had been. According to my explanation, this matters not at all. 


All teachers are required, trained, graded, and repeatedly inspected to give the highest quality instruction. Year by year, the consequences of this on their classes will become increasingly disastrous socially and morally divisive. This is how I began my response. I went on to describe how this happens.


In most classes a fraction of the pupils will be entirely satisfied by their instruction. Being accustomed to their teacher’s language it is as if his or her teaching is just for them. This is Division One of the class. They soon learn to be selfish. It is not in their interest to be otherwise: to help either the teacher or the rest of the class. Socially they are individualistic and become separatist. At first envied, usually they are also soon disliked by the rest. They respond by believing their virtue is innate and that the less able deserve to fail.


Division Two, which is invariably a much larger fraction, and is often the majority, cannot properly understand the teachers’ language: but they can obey and copy from the teacher and each other. They soon learn never to admit willingly not to understand. Socially they are often very cohesive. Fashions and appearances matter to them a lot. They learn to stick up for and to cover for each other. Little by little they also learn the value of a certain degree of carefully judged dishonesty. If you can be dishonest, and get away with it, they find: this pays. Later they will find the same will be true in society at large. There is some shame in being detected, but the penalties are not enough to be discouraging. 


Division Three is right below them. They are soon prepared to be recklessly dishonest - or, alternatively, to take every opportunity to disrupt, slow down, even to bring the whole class to a halt. They are often unable from the start either to understand, obey, or copy well enough even to appear to succeed. Soon even cheating will not help them and they begin to be rejected by the others. They become increasingly angry, frustrated, and humiliated: but they are not helpless. Increasingly they hate the system, the teachers, and the other pupils. Division One and Two fear them. Rightly so. It is fear that gives Division Three their only real importance. They are without fear themselves.


This is why it does not matter what school that charming, intelligent young lady came from. This emphasis on instruction is everywhere dividing and driving people apart. As societies become ever more fractured, generation after generation, their social, moral and political divisions become deeper, wider and ever more dangerous.


After my final lecture an older black lady, obviously a teacher of many years of experience, came to speak to me. “I heard everything you said,” she told me sadly, “and I believe everything you said. But I would have to say that all my classes - even practically all my school - are all Division Three - and what can I do for them?”

[I added these next lines later, because there hadn’t been a harder question than this that evening.] 

The lady was waiting patiently. We were in the corner of the auditorium, where I had just climbed down from the stage. Most of the audience were leaving, but behind me others were waiting to talk. “Well,” I began, and then was suddenly angry that this patient little women in her old brown woollen coat, I could have picked her up with one hand: that hundreds and thousands of teachers are placed in exactly the situation she was describing, of trying to retrieve young lives from the junk heap that society has consigned then to before they left school

The next time I tried the words came out with the anger. “Yes: the first thing that you can do is to tell them: it’s not their fault - where they are! Sure, we know that some of them have not worked enough, have not tried enough, and waste their time. But tell them all - anyway: it’s not all their fault. Tell them what has happened: tell them what I have just explained. Tell them what they must do to get out of where they are. That they must learn to read. They must learn to listen. And they must learn how to understand what they hear.”


She was nodding all this time; she was also gripping her handbag against her waist like a life-belt - but there was more hope now in her eyes. 
“And then the other thing we can do,” I went on more calmly: but by ‘we’ I meant, of course, the people over whom neither she nor I have actually any control at all: they are the people with their hands on the actual levers of power - “we can stop dropping more generations on top of the people we have already failed. We can stop trying to treat them as if they are invisible. We can stop trying to pretend that they do not exist.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Thank you.”
 
[The original text continued:]

We can eliminate these divisions. This is possible. You can find out for yourself how possible at www.gardenofdemocracy.org. There, in Core Materials is the Socrates Method Workbook and the Teacher’s and Parents’ Guide. 
Both are free. Currently the Workbook is in five languages - translated by my school’s senior pupils - including Spanish and Russian - but not yet in Arabic.

Letters to Henry County: 2

Healing the Union

Rich, guarded, gated communities; half-empty towns; abandoned factories; millions with debts that they can barely count; a hopeless, reckless under-class; a fearful police; successful executives trusting no-one; city boroughs becoming too dangerous, decrepit, or simply too unstable, for families to want to live in them. 

There is much to explain. All this is true in many Western countries. What has gone wrong? Why have the successful become so greedy? Why have honesty and integrity and loyalty become more likely to be regarded as weakness than strength? Why is integrity mocked? Why are political falsehoods accepted: and even admired the more brazen and successful they prove to be?

Let us first admit to our faults. Our societies are deeply fractured. Once there was a widely-shared belief that progress and prosperity were open to all: that the union of liberty with optimism never could be broken. But it has not happened. 

In my first article (there may be another in which I will want to strike deeper), I argued that these divisions have one cause.  It is simple, and also almost universal. It is the dependence in schools on teaching through instruction. Let me again explain what then happens. 

The great majority of teachers are expected to teach by instruction. The children are then soon forced into three divisions. 
Division One understands their teacher’s language. Basically they never have a problem, but will soon be forced to separate socially from the others, to become separatist and selfish. They will also tend to believe that they deserve all that success will bring, and to have no need to share it with others. 
The pupils of Division Two, usually a larger number, soon learn to conceal their lack of real understanding by becoming systematically dishonest. They also learn secretly to admire those whose deceit is most successful. This is what they imitate themselves. 
Finally there is almost always a Division Three. These are soon exploring the depths of unhappiness - and the first stirring of anger - because they simply cannot undo the disadvantages that life has given them. They can neither succeed honestly nor dishonestly. They will begin to express their frustration through disruption, their humiliation through violence. Their violence may soon be directed at anyone, at random. It may be directed at themselves.

It is socially and morally disastrous for teachers to set themselves up as the sole source of knowledge. Many will only find themselves despised or hated as a result. The most effective way to learn mathematics, for example, is for teachers to direct their pupils to read from their textbook aloud to their class; then to prompt them to discuss its meaning - in their own words: this is what makes every brain work - all agree their understanding. 

The pupils then learn how hard it is to agree an understanding. They learn to be patient with each other; to respect different interpretations; to treat criticism or corrections, not as insults, but as assisting their own understanding. This free, impersonal, generous, active search for consensus is democracy itself. This discipline is precisely what gives democracy its unequalled power to manage the extraordinary diversity of human minds. Still more exciting: one of my pupils once whispered the most important discovery of his young life: “I have found out: it works in other subjects too!”

A small group of parents can begin this healing process in their homes. Introduce the habit gently: read aloud; listen; explain. A determined PTA with a supportive school principal, and just a few confident teachers, can begin to introduce this same cure, incrementally, in one lesson per class per week. Let the children become a team working together. They will help each other to success. All the material you will need you will find in Core Materials of the website www.gardenofdemocracy.org. Everything is free - in English and Spanish, German and Italian, Russian and French [- and now in Arabic!]
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“You talkin’ to me?”


Imagine that within minutes of talking with a person, or of seeing how they dress, or just by knowing where they work or live, you would know that you must kill them, perfectly sanely, not only without moral scruple, but eagerly and gladly, exulting only that the opportunity is a certain route to heaven.


What would you call this impulse? 
Recently an American philosopher, Sam Harris, published a deeply thoughtful book: The End of Faith, in which he insists that religious faiths always incite people to this kind of violence. The more that religious leaders declare that this life must be followed by heaven or hell, the greater the violence that people will use to be sure of reaching their particular heaven - whilst also avoiding the hell prepared for everyone else. 


Perhaps this is really why Republicans and Democrats hate each other so much. They have different heavens and hells. One heaven may be all golf and cruise ships, its hell of trailer-homes, cheap gas, and beer - and vice-versa. 


I am not being frivolous - and I like beer. But when Harris describes the enormous and hideous consequences of this impulse, insisting that it must always arise from following religious beliefs, I am allowed to ask if he has analysed the problem completely. I do not think he is wrong - but I also do not think that he has.


Your Henry County Times [I thought] has already let me describe two of the themes in education I was invited to explore recently at Mercer University. I had been talking in the first of these for well over an hour when my host, Professor Duane Davis, decided that I might be running out of steam.

I was: but I had also regarded him as a friend. “Now, Colin,” he prompted, “talk to us a little about your concept of identity.” 


I was astonished. Just the night before we had agreed that opening this topic before an audience at random could be like offering it a box of live grenades. I had begun thinking about these problems thirty years before, as a young English soldier in Ireland. 

Then the Irish were killing each other, more or less randomly, often depending only their victims were Protestant or Catholic. Their violence - like that of the Sunni and Shi’a today - had certainly a religious basis, but there were historical, national, and tribal reasons too. Since then I have also noticed that children often develop fierce hatred of other students and teachers. Sometimes they act it out. It seems a general human impulse.


“Well,” I began, a little nervously, “everyone has first of all a Mass Identity: male or female; child; adult; old. Categories like these are subdivided by our origins: Asian; African, European, American; Japanese. And to these are then added our nominal beliefs: Hindu, Buddhist, Christian, Muslim, Animist, Atheist, and so on. Usually these Mass Identities require no very deep commitment. They are rarely important enough for people to kill each other - or to be killed. Such events are exceptional.


“But Social Identities are extremely different. These are the fine veneers, often exquisitely differentiated, given to us, or acquired by us, from the moment we are born, to last until we die. 


“These are very exclusive indeed. And usually this is precisely their function. The more tightly they define who a person is, the more important they are, because they are believed to be what make us who we are. And it is these -” and at this point I struck the board hard on which I was writing, “Which are the cause of wars.”


There was a silence - as I had intended: although I had just surprised myself with my own violence. In it I asked my question. “Now, my question is: can there be any other kind of identity - other, that is, than these?”
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You talkin' to me? You talkin' to me? You talkin' to me? 

Then who the hell else are you talkin' to? You talkin' to me? 

Well, I'm the only one here.


“A question, friend. What brought you to Henry County all the way from England? Are you thinking that a Limey maybe knows something we don’t know?”


That’s two questions: but both are fair, and I’ll try to answer both. 
I joined the British army at seventeen, and left it at thirty. Then I taught math for over twenty years: and all this time I was wondering about a question that recently I noticed Bill Waterson’s Calvin, asked his Dad in the early 90s: “Dad,” he asks, “how do soldiers killing each other solve the world’s problems?” 


Two panels of the comic strip later, Calvin leaves his speechless father without an answer, having decided: “Maybe grown-ups just act like they know what they’re doing”.


So my first answer is that I came to Henry County - then to McDonough and Macon - to say something about the way I have learnt to teach math. The second answer is that some of the young Americans who laughed with me at Calvin ten years ago are likely now to be fighting and dying for democracy in Afghanistan and Iraq. Some Limeys are out there too. I can also answer Calvin’s question. Soldiers can only very rarely solve the world’s problems. Virtually every war is just a waste of lives.

I believe I have found a better way to make democracy work. First we have to know how to teach it in schools to kids: not as theory, but in action, and from about the age of ten. Maths is not just historically and culturally neutral. Maths is the only place to teach democracy; this is because, when it is taught in them properly, every mathematics lesson can demonstrate how democracy works!

The very first evening I was invited to talk, ‘informally’ at the Henry County Center, I never intended to move so far as I did. But my host, deceptively mild-mannered Professor Davis, had done his recon in depth. He knew exactly what else I could say. He had only to leave me with no way to dodge. 
“Now, just talk to us a little bit about your concept of identity,” he asked me. It was a request I could not refuse.

In general, our identities come in two major forms: Mass and Social. Mass Identities are the big enclosures: gender, race, nation, language, tribe. They are very rarely reasons to kill, or to be killed: although they are exceptions. Women, in many cultures, are still held to be responsible for men’s lust, not men: just as if petrol caused the fire, not some idiot with a spark.


But the main causes of war are Social Identities. Explaining why the most thoroughly murderous forms of Social Identity in history have all been religious - after all, the first recorded genocide was ordered by Jehovah - or at least quasi-religious, as in later ideologies, a young Stanford philosopher, Sam Harris, claims that this only happens when people devoutly believe that their religion, or their leader, speaks for God, and that their promised heaven is for them alone.


This is pretty hard to deny: especially when deliberately murderous Muslim spokesmen insist it is true. But remember Robert DeNiro playing the unhinged Vietnam vet Travis Bickle quoted above? Who is talking to Travis? Who is Travis talking to? Remarkably, the answer is: Travis. Full of rage, hate and disgust, Travis is speaking into a mirror - to himself.


And this was the point of the question I left with the class: “Can there be any other kind of identity?” I think there must be - but, if so, with a name known only to God. So who are these poor sad souls filled with rage, hate, and disgust talking to, who think they are speaking for God? 

Is it also to themselves? 
And - more: if they are raging at their own rage, do we also?
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To see [as] the son of man
Take off your clothes,

and trample them as children do,

and you will see unafraid


My son does not much agree with what I do. I can hardly complain. I taught him to speak out at an early age. I have regretted often since. Then the boy learnt management!


"Dad!” he tells me: and this is with two degrees: “People are just bad. They will always be selfish, greedy, destructive, and corrupt. They will always go on wrecking the world; killing each other for fun; treating women like cows. Ideas are what they care least about! You can't change them. Why not a hobby? Learn golf! Buy a fishing rod!" 


My own Dad was born in the poorer part of Plymouth, in England. He had three sisters and three brothers. His father left them - together with his debts - and my grandmother, who I never knew, started selling poultry to save their home. My grandfather died in the workhouse. 


This early experience left my Dad with a perfect horror of debt. He realised that many people died too poor to pay for their own funeral, so he started an early insurance business: taking pennies per week to pay for his clients’ final expense. 
He soon became moderately rich. Bolstered by his new wealth, and still unmarried, he started a Sea Scout Troop, the 28th Plymouth. This meant recruiting already tough young boys from the streets of Plymouth, and teaching them the benefits of tracking, killing, skinning and roasting antelope and buffalo - aka  rabbits and hares; of tying innumerable knots; of lighting fires in wet weather; living under canvas; cooking in the open; signalling with flags; racing the boats of other troops across the open sea; staying sober, honest, courteous, kind to men and beasts - and always keeping their hands out of their pockets, by day, and outside their blankets, at night. 


If some scouts were too poor to buy new uniforms, Dad would organise a raffle or a sale, which always produced - a miracle - the sum required. 
Until all this was abruptly ended by Mister Hitler’s fun and games, my Dad was the hero of the twenty or thirty boys of his troop - and this continued for years. There was no hank-panky. Famous for falling out of every boat they ever rowed or sailed in, to a hundred young men, he was just ‘the Skipper’. They loved him.


It made him very difficult as a father.  Besides his immense self-assurance - as the pivot of the universe - he was also sure that children should be seen and not heard; and later, that no-one at his table, in his house, had any right to declare any opinion different from his own. By the time I was fourteen, we were rarely speaking. We were in a complete deadlock.


Despite all this, I find myself his son. Whenever we returned to Plymouth, total strangers, all with southern accents, would suddenly appear from nowhere, some looking respectable, some definitely not, all beaming with pleasure to ring first his hand, then mine. I still recall him crossing the road to call back some shambling - actually retreating - figure, and insisting that I shake this hesitant, warm, dry, dirty hand. These were, of course, all veterans of the “28th”. 


Dad believed there is in some good in everyone. You had to work hard to get rich: but you needed luck too. Many work hard, have no luck; or they are too kind; or too generous; sometimes just too honest. “Never look,” he would say, “at what a man is wearing, or wonder if he is honest. Learn instead to look into him. Knowing you are looking for that - he will be honest with you.” 


That’s what I learnt from my Dad. I wish I could tell him now what I learnt alone.
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If you bring forth what is within you, 

it will save you.

If you do not bring forth what is within you, 

it will kill you.


My father taught me not to notice how people look or behave, but to look into them instead. I have always valued this.

He was first apprenticed to a steam engineer, then began selling insurance. If he had just gone on selling insurance, we would have become rich. Instead, other insurance sellers persuaded him to become their union leader. They didn’t pay him very much for this vital role; so they got rich, whilst we remained relatively poor. 
One of his private economies was to mend the family’s shoes: warning me and my sister never to tell our friends. His own great wish was to have been a village blacksmith. It would have suited him, for he was fearsomely strong. The smith, he would say, does not see the white-hot iron that he is hammering. He never notices the bursting sparks. He only sees what is already there in the iron: what is yet to be made.


As I grew older, however, a barrier grew between us. He never praised me, but would only tell me repeatedly that I was stupid, stupid, stupid; that one day I would ‘grow up’ and then understand ‘how to be a man!’ In short, he was a bully, and I lay beside him through one long night as he was dying, his breathing becoming shallower as his lungs failed - and felt only relief that he was going. 

I met him again in a dream about twenty years later; and I told him that I forgave him. He seemed to accept this. Possibly I had hurt him too in ways that I also never understood - but for me it would have been easier if he had used his fists, rather than his scorn. His words come back again, years later, and hurt again just as much as when they were first used.


But ‘looking into people’ I certainly learnt from him. I saw him use it very many times; I saw how well people responded to it. Eventually I began to try it myself. 


At first you do only see externals: but then you begin to notice that people have often a slightly different act - even subtly change their appearance - for any different audience.

These are the collections of appearances which form Social Identities. In moments of extreme stress people are often astonished that they do not know which to use. They may possibly sense, just then, a very different kind of identity within themselves. This other kind has no name. It has no act: nothing to prove or conceal. It requires nothing of others and it depends on no-one. This is Intrinsic Identity. Each one is unique. It serves no purpose. It just is.

But how important are they? Well, with nothing to conceal, they have no need to lie. With no appetite for power, no need to compete, use, or deceive. With nothing to defend, they need pretend no certainty. They are possibly even outside time.


Yet it is their Social Identity that most believe they are. This is usually so important to them - and everyone’s Social Identity is enmeshed with so many others - that to challenge any one of them may seem to threaten the importance of them all.

Social Identities are therefore so often the cause of murder because they can so easily transform from the neurotic to the pathological. One Nazi commandant once tried to explain this even as the doors of his gas chamber were being shut: ‘You see, we must make sure - for the future - that our race is pure.’

In contrast, Intrinsic Identities may appear defenceless and weak. Following their rule, however, may prepare one for the most surprising experience of all.
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Cum videatur autem res levis et quae ab scurris, mimis, insipientibus denique saepe moveatur, tamen habet vim nescio an imperiosissimam et cui repugnari minime potest

Quintillian, c.60AD


Roughly: ‘even the powerful should respect the fool’, or clown, buffoon, jester, or simpleton. 
Once the most successful of fools was the king’s. A king might listen to him last of all. In many card games, the joker is still the most powerful in the pack.

An interesting book by Beatrice Otto recounts their history*. Several of England’s most head-strong kings listened to the counsel of their clown. In private - even sometimes in public - he might be the only courtier to offer fearless advice. Since fools were invariably low-born - and whether or not they were really simpletons as well - their lack of social challenge to other courtiers, together with their honesty and directness, and antic tricks and humour, could often deflect a sovereign’s temper or defuse a dangerous conflict. A carefree - but subtle - fool could save lives.


In this series of essays the Times [as I still believed!] has allowed me to develop a description of our world that I see as existing on two levels. The level of social identities is the one in which we are all known in and by the societies we live in. Just below this - not noticed so often - is the level of what I have called our intrinsic identities. 


It is commonly supposed that our social identities work for us. Less commonly noticed is the degree to which we work for them. The starkest example is when young people choose - or perhaps need to be persuaded - to prove the importance of their social identity by dying for it. They may then wish to impress the rest of us even more by trying to kill as many other people as possible, even when completely unrelated, as well as anyone identified as representing a challenge to the social identity they serve.


Once I had the privilege of briefing a general every morning about a war of this kind. This was not Islamic Sunni against Shia. It was Christian Catholic against Protestant - with the English, as usual, being blamed by both. My general was often joined by his senior commanders, and they would then talk in front of me as if I was furniture. I had great respect for them, but I had already begun to think of this conflict in terms of social identities. I saw that only being Catholic or Protestant could be a reason for murder.


These are broad identities. Whilst intelligence sources might name a particular man or women believed to be an actual murderer, or bomb-maker, bomber, torturer; or political front, or financier - it was obvious to me already that none of these individuals were essential to their war. Remove one, two, three, five, fifty - there would always be others to take their place. We were not fighting individuals. We were fighting social identities - which literally thousands of people possessed. It was with these that we were at war.


To my increasing anxiety, I heard these veteran soldiers discussing their attempts to stop the killing, and the maiming and the bombing, exactly as if they had only to silence the few hundred: then it would stop. This, to me, was obviously false. Using our own soldiers like this could cause the violence to get worse. It could consume generations.


It was then that I tried to play the fool: private and public. I wrote a paper explaining that there is only one way to fight a war of ideas - especially undeclared ideas - and that is to get both sides to tell the whole world exactly what it wants. I sent it to my general. I also sent it to the press. 
And then I waited to be thanked.
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What mathematicians call an existence theorem is a demonstration that something thought implausible, happens.
Carl Sagan, Contact, 1985

The room is small, clean, brightly lit. I pull on the hospital’s pyjamas, turn on the light above the mirror and examine my reflection. I look calm. I was still coldly furious. But then, still looking at the intent face before me, I became aware of something I had never acknowledged before. I was not the real author of my behaviour. I was its agent. 
Abruptly I knelt beside the bed, clasped my hands, bent my head; and said aloud, quite angrily: "I need some help.”

There was an immediate cessation of all perception of that room. There was a tremendous sensation of forcible displacement, of tremendous acceleration to a huge velocity. Before there was time to realise more, I knew that I was passing out of the region of solar space. I knew this quite distinctly. I mean that I could see I was already at a great height above the solar plane, and travelling from it at a terrific speed. The speed only seemed to increase, so that I was passing through the galaxies like streamers of mist, radiating a faint heat. I knew the energies that this must involve, yet I knew they were insignificant compared with the power that moved me.


Then, equally suddenly, I stopped. It was entirely dark. There was nothing in front of me and I knew that behind me there was also nothing. I was no longer in conventional space at all. And yet even here, wherever here was, it seemed that I had reached a boundary, or perhaps better would be a threshold. I had time to realise that I was alone. This loneliness was perfect. I was poised in emptiness, waiting. 


And then I knew I was not alone. I felt inexpressible relief at this. At first there was no consciousness of another presence. Instead it was a consciousness of having entered the dominion of another presence, one which had not yet revealed itself. Even so I began to comprehend its character. Whereas the previous displacement had been swift, this appeared to be slow. Yet it also seemed to increase exactly matching my ability to comprehend it. The difficulty of describing it is due to the fact that it was simultaneously expanding from a centre, which was discrete and distant, and yet it was also all around me. It had a vastness and a centrality. 


I then received two signals: first a salutation - then an enquiry. The salutation was as if to say: You do not need protection: you are mine! But this came with such a force of love, pride, delight, of comradeship - with such a shock that I might have laughed aloud with joy. Nearest to it is that kind of love that men in battle feel for each other - even for an enemy whose courage they share. 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, instead reached out, touched, steadied, held.


The enquiry then was very simple. I was asked what did I want. I wanted to know what to do. I heard the answer just as clearly and distinctly as if a strong voice was speaking into my ear. "BE HONEST" was all it said, almost with amusement, as if I had been expected to ask something much more difficult.


Then I was back in the room again. Nothing there had changed. But my world had just changed. I said, aloud, with total amazement: "That was God". 


I needed to hear my own voice. It was not the same. I had just been made a member of history’s most dangerous club. What next?
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Mystical states are absolutely authoritative over the individuals to whom they occur. But mystics have no right to claim that others ought to accept the authority of their experience.*

“Well,” said the doctor in his Persil white coat, closing my file. “You’re certainly an odd-ball. But,” he grinned, “there’s nothing we can find wrong with you. You can leave today, as far as I’m concerned.” 

His file now contained reports of a week of clinical tests, two weeks of ‘observation’ and - naturally – his copy of my criticism of the government. It contained nothing whatever of my first few hours in his hospital. If it had, he might have to throw away the whole file and start again. Modern psychiatric medicine has still to be cautious concerning abrupt out-of-the-body experiences: especially when followed by being embraced by God.

But his intention was obviously kindly, so I tried to maintain an appropriate expression of relief as he described his team’s findings. I was certainly relieved not to be found insane - that would definitely have been awkward - but I was also not much impressed. I had never thought myself mad in the first place. Now I had a problem, in a sense rather like his. The difference was of scale. His job was to decide whether individuals were sane. I had to decide this for much of humanity. 

Science offers an image of the universe billions of light years across, containing trillions of stars. Some may support forms of intelligence, but always dependent, like us, on material support. I appeared to have crossed this unimaginably huge space - absolutely impossibly, also most convincingly - in just a few seconds. I had then met an intelligence apparently greater and more powerful than anything in this universe. It had treated me as its own. It appeared to me to be God.

Which is now the more necessary hypothesis? This vast, nearly sterile globe of space? Or this vast, living, fierce, protective intelligence? Or both?


What matters in science is not how many agree with an insight. What matters is how many otherwise disconnected facts an insight can connect in some plausible fashion. Now was not the time to worry what this experience actually is. Far more important is what it may explain.


I, for example, could now explain why around 5000 BC the extensive cults, especially around the Mediterranean, of a dominant female goddess, ruling its seasons, celebrative of life, sex and fecundity, were abruptly swept aside by various male gods: principally of a father god, ruling the world from far above, aggressively and jealously demanding to be recognised as the only arbiter of justice and truth - this heralding, incidentally, the diminution until modern times of woman’s social status corresponding to the cult of warrior males, ruling through conquest, enslavement, rapine, and the massacre of all those outside their law.


A few millennia later: another interpretation, but now the protective aspect is foremost. Still the same singular, intensely masculine Father God, but the primary injunction now is forgiveness of insult, of strictly private communion, and of an extension of brotherly love to all. Tenderness appears - as strength!


So the cycle continues: the same experience; interpretation after interpretation, each emphasis inevitably dependent on personality - but, far more seriously, on the taunts and even the physical attacks to be repeatedly survived.

My last interview that day was with the military director. As usual he looked exhausted. Even close-shaven, his beard was as dark as paint.

Now he showed his anger. “Total waste of time,” he growled. “As soon as I met you, I knew those bloody fools were wrong. You never belonged here.” 

Even so, I knew I owed him my sanity - if not my life. When I told him everything, he only raised a hand, as if in self-defence. “That’s not going in the record,” was all he said.
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Although similar to states of feeling, mystical states seem to those who experience them to be states of knowledge, illuminations, revelations, full of significance and importance. As a rule they carry with them a curious sense of authority.

Philosophy deserves its shady reputation. It has too often rewarded flashy wind-bags, snake-oil doctors and three-card tricksters who couldn’t keep a pitch at a village fair. But, if only you mind where you are stepping, philosophy still contains everything worth knowing that has ever been known.

I never began to study it with any wish to help the world. I only wanted it to help me. Aged twenty-one I had fallen in love with a girl just about as deeply as only a foolish twenty-one year old can. Then, just as girls sometimes do, she changed her mind, and married someone else.

For quite a few years I really did not really know what to do: self-destruction seemed too much like a supermarket tantrum; childish - untidy, too.

It may have helped me then that I was a soldier. Soldiers spend a good deal of time questioning their existence. Usually the question just takes the form: ‘What the fan-fairy-ann am I doing here?’ Usually the answer is equally brief.* Yet such questions and answers are those which philosophers call existential. Soldiers become quite expert existentialists. Academically this usually remains unnoticed, but, together with their battle ribbons, I think every soldier should get a diploma.

To alleviate my unhappiness, I read a lot of philosophy. I found that no-one seems sure of life’s purpose. Billions of people learn great variations of what their God is supposed to tell them. As a consequence, they worship literally thousands of different images of gods - in very different forms - and often kill or die for them.

Buddhism is a rare exception. It tells people how to check its teaching for themselves. Its meditation shows that all minds have a deep sub-basement which can be emptied of emotions and thought. This is a most important discovery. Yet it does not explain why minds build higher. It does not explain a Da Vinci, Mozart, or Einstein.

Eventually - unknowingly - I reached the same conclusion as one of the greatest snake-oil men in philosophy: ‘If you cannot speak from direct experience, say nothing: for what you say will only confuse!’

I had now had a direct experience that I was prepared to call God. Even so, I could find no way to speak about it to others convincingly. I had been trying to do this for ten years. I still refused to claim to be inspired. That was too cheap and easy. Consciously, I had failed.

Then, nineteen years after we parted, I met my girl again. To my near terror - for my life was now a shambles - I found I was as much in love as ever. Still more alarming was our discovery that she loved me. 

Now here was a really serious dilemma. She sincerely loved her husband, her family, her home. Even if my own life had not been so disordered, I was rich enough now to create another home. But I could not take her away from her family without causing everyone the very greatest unhappiness: even to me, eventually. The only solution was to keep in contact whilst trying not to trigger a catastrophe. 

There followed years of the most intense happiness I have ever known. We met only rarely, but at least she was always in my life; in time I was even accepted by her family. One day we were walking back from church when I asked her: “Tell me, what would you most like in the world?”

“Oh,” she replied with a smile, “To be able to explain it better to my children.” 

I stopped. “Well,” I said, without thinking, “I can do that.”

So I started again.
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‘To live as a Christian in the world today is necessarily to live an exposed life; it is to be stripped of the kind of security that tradition, whether ecclesiological or institutional, easily bestows.’ *
When finally I reached Cambridge, my principal mentor was Professor Donald Mackenzie Mackinnon, already called by some ‘the greatest British theologian of the twentieth century’. It took me years to understand why some other theologians found him so alarming, even threatening.

At the time - he told me - he needed to protect me from the ‘killers’ who haunted the University’s theology and philosophy faculties, and who would only too eagerly tear me to bits. He seemed so sure of the seriousness of this fearsome threat that, as a consequence, I met only the few theologians and philosophers, all equally distinguished - and cautious - whom he pronounced safe. 

Eccentric he certainly was; yet I found him delightful. He had none of the ludicrous self-importance that academic life often induces even in its mediocrities. He would invite me frequently to the University’s Divinity School for tea; once, for strawberries and cream, to his college; and treat me to a great outpouring of theological history and dispute. 

I began to think he wanted to discover what I knew of theology. This was easy: virtually nothing. I would have been hard pressed to write a page of theology of any kind for the simplest children’s encyclopaedia. So, I would listen to him, eat his biscuits, and enjoy his attention. 

Finally I learnt that Donald was frightening some of his contemporaries not because of anything he had written - although this  was alarming enough - but because they suspected him of being capable of bringing the whole carefully balanced, delicately poised and fragile edifice that Christianity has become, crashing down - together, of course, with much of their status and livelihood.

I think that what Donald really wanted - and possibly believed I might one day provide - was God without history. Most of what most people hold as their knowledge of God, and are then prepared to fight and kill for, is their own version of history, and whether this is more or less perfect, more or less ‘scientific’, more or less ‘authentic’, and more or less ‘faithful’ than others.

I think that what Donald also wanted – and what other theologians feared - was to start again: from scratch; to chuck out all people’s dependence on history, just as Jesus had thrown out the merchants from the courtyards of the Temple; to dump all the confusion about history that had been lazily, greedily, stupidly accumulated in those holy precincts; even claiming - in his case - that there is no need for temples, that people should learn instead to pray to God in private, and alone!

Occasionally I had noticed a young black man in the School. Donald told me he had narrowly escaped detention in an African prison whose guards saved the cost of bullets by giving their prisoners crowbars to beat others to death. With a Cambridge degree, he might now achieve the highest ranks of the Church. I might have envied the fact that he had his career mapped out so far ahead. But this was not what I wanted. It seemed to me that what I had to do would be far simpler.

It was not. Yet here was a wonderful synchronicity. Donald Mackinnon was regarded in his time as the best hope for theology by some, as its greatest danger by others. A God without history could belong to no one: or to anyone.

But he, quite possibly, was the only one who could recognise that I was the witness he needed. So what did he do to help? Naturally, he did nothing. He could only supply more history. 

And that fine young man: Sentamu? He is now the Archbishop of York.

650 words

Letters to Henry County: 12

After Adam was used to having a human form, to thinking, talking, walking upright, and so on, he went to ask if there was any more advice he should have before setting out into the wide world. God looked him over carefully: “Just don’t start taking yourself too seriously. That could be the end of everything.”


The experience of God is just that, an experience: intensely powerful, emotional, intellectual. Except for certain kinds of death, it is possibly the greatest human experience that is possible.

But it is not theology; and it is certainly not science. 

A theologian once explained theology to me. “Theology” he said, “means knowing as much as possible of what others have known, thought, said or written about God. It does not mean that I have to know anything myself, directly.”

So: it’s not theology. But it is also not science. A famous scientist once explained: ‘The principle of science, its definition, almost, is the following: The test of all knowledge is experiment.’ (
Since the experience is not available for experiment so - according to this definition - it is not knowledge open to science. Endless arguments between scientists and theologians about the existence of God can only mean that neither understands either of their professions. 

The experience occurs from time to time to often very ordinary people. Although some may believe this makes them special, the calmest of them will never think other than that they are just another ‘son of man’ - or, using an alternative idiom: as just another ‘son of God’. 

Whether they are able to do anything with what they have learnt, will largely depend on their circumstances. Since most cultures are deeply conservative, these will usually not be favourable. If, however, a culture has become sufficiently fractured and weakened, there may exist an opportunity to try integrating earlier interpretations into a simpler unified version, one which more people will be able accept. This response is so typical that it seems almost part of the experience itself.

The typical problem is its tremendous intensity and complexity. The typical solution is to emphasize only some of its characteristics: initially perhaps the ferocity of its possessiveness and power; the strength of its love; the directness of its approach; the closeness of its presence; the universality of its kinship – for, remarkably, it appears to recognise everyone as kin, not just the individual. 

To some the extraordinary joy of this union will seem most important. Nearly always most neglected, however – and this seems to me to be the saddest historical omission - is the wonderful humour which makes so many human problems seem so small. 

Later interpretations commonly become a cycle. Suppose some earlier emphasis begins to appear too dominant and restricting. A later attempt may be made to emphasise another characteristic. But this may appear to deny the priority of the first. Heresies appear. Some of them may fail. Some succeed. The cycle continues.

Like many before me, I am most moved – I am thrilled by it even now - by that great blaze of love, joy and humour. I was sure that I would soon show how human history is guided intelligently by this force alone.  

But human history contains an abundance of exactly the wrong kind of evidence: astonishing brutality, stupidity, cupidity, dishonesty, corruption, neglect. And having worked now over millennia, the cycle has caused the evolution of an almost zoological variety of societies. To some, heresies pose no essential dangers. Openly examined they may lead to useful knowledge. Others struggle to suppress any recognition that their people possess an intrinsic identity, try to control them socially by rigid laws, ignorance and fear. In still others social identity has become so important that it is a fundamental principle of government!

 It was a pure accident, almost, which finally showed me precisely what it is that everyone has missed.
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If the words are not correct, language will not be in accordance with the truth. If language be not in accordance with the truth, affairs cannot be carried on to success.

K’ung Fu-Tzu (Confucius) c. 500 BC

I was nervous. I knew I would only have one chance to capture their attention. We had driven all afternoon to reach Ingolstadt, once a strategic fortress-town, still with its complete mediaeval walls, guarding a bend of the Danube. 

Its university buildings still looked like part of a fortress, but the lecture room was bright and warm. The leader of the German national working party on mathematics education had just introduced me, very cheerfully, to an audience of his colleagues. I was to them just ‘our British colleague from Oxford’. They had no idea at all - nor had their leader - what I was about to say. I had invited myself by letter to their meeting, and had been accepted entirely on trust. I was about to test their confidence in this trust - their academic courtesy - to the very limit. 

I stood up. “Gentlemen,” I began, pacing myself deliberately, “I have come here today” - there were now some nods and encouraging smiles: happy to find my English understandable - “to tell you that if your predecessors in Germany, in the 19th century, had taught mathematics correctly” - some of the smiles were fading now - “connected with democracy” - and now they were being replaced by frowns - “your country would not have lost its democracy twice: first to the Kaiser, and then to Adolf Hitler”
There was total silence. All their smiles had gone. 

It all started with one small boy. He had finished the math exercise that I had given him so fast that I needed to keep him busy. He was a clever boy. “I tell you what,” I said, “why don’t you go and write down - in words - why you do what you do to get all these right.” “But,” he was outraged: “then I’ll start getting them all wrong!”

Astonishing! He had just told me what I had been trying to understand in over ten years of teaching: why some of my kids always failed every year. He had just explained everything that I came to report to Mercer University in October last year; everything published in the first of these articles for the Henry County Times. He had explained why my teaching failed!

Teaching fails kids when they are never given enough time to learn to explain properly what they do. Half their brain loses traction; wheels start to spin. We set exams for cripples, knowing that two thirds cannot think for themselves. We arrange their ‘success’: and also call it ours.

I wrote a book about this: a kind of teachers’ primer, and showed it to a lecturer friend of mine. “Hmm,” he said, still only reading the preface, “that’s very interesting! No-one has ever written that before!”

It was my turn to be puzzled. “You mean, where I have written that the early Greeks taught people to argue properly in mathematics because it helped their democracy? Everyone must know that!”
He shook his head impatiently. “No, no. You do. Others don’t. And, I can assure you: no-one has ever written that before!”
It was another kind of epiphany. My endless search had ended. Democracy requires far more than people who vote. They must learn to trust others almost as much as themselves. Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount is an almost perfect democratic constitution: as if the New Kingdom he promised his followers they might see in their lifetimes would be a kingdom of equals, trusting God and each other, sharing the wealth of His love.

Miss this connection - I told my audience - teach maths only as the strict obedience to rules - and Hell may appear instead.
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No two persons see the world exactly alike; different temperaments will apply in different ways a principle that they both acknowledge. The same person will often see and judge the same things differently on different occasions: early convictions must give way to more mature ones. 
Goethe, 1749-1832 

It seems to me that the two most dangerous issues of our times are the fracturing of our societies; and the competition of religions. I believe education can prevent both.
Concerning education, I have relied almost entirely on my own twenty-five years’ experience. The advantage of this is that when I claim that a teacher who depends mainly on teaching by instruction will soon divide any average class into a small selfish minority; a larger obedient but dishonest majority; and a final fraction increasingly lost and disruptive: I know this, because have done it - repeatedly. And when I have explained how it can be avoided: I have done this - repeatedly.

Of course, you might then expect most modern societies to exhibit these divisions. You will see that they do. Education does not remove them. Why not?
Regarding competition between religions, I have suggested that the monotheistic religions all originated as different interpretations of the same, unfortunately very rare, human experience. It is an experience I have had myself.

As anyone who has studied reports of it will understand, several surprising different interpretations may be derived from them - all of them consistent, however, with the original experience, which is invariably very complex.

One may emphasise its fiercely possessive aspect - as in the Gott Mit Uns legend of the famous German army belt badge; another may emphasise its deeply compassionate awareness of human fragility - ‘God is closer than your neck-vein’, warned Mohammed, breaker of idols. Yet another has evolved from war-making to emphasize - nominally at least - God’s offer of infinitely loving security. And then there is the law-giver - societies must have laws; then the mastery, even the making, of matter, space and time - is this not the emphasis of science?

Every culture has selected what it has most needed from its first inspiration. Some have evolved after this; some, hardly at all. Challenges of one by others were rarely very serious. They are now, because they are enmeshed. Modern societies are vulnerable to attacks by minorities. They are also easily manipulated by their own elites, especially when these covertly control their society’s knowledge and fears. 

What matters now, therefore, is not whether any religious majority agrees that its extremists’ actions may be justified. It is whether the priority of any religion is justified.

Clearly something has encouraged humans throughout history to ignore an ever greater range of differences, to learn to trust others more. Every great society is evidence of this. Several willingly attribute their existence to the favour of God.

This trust breaks down at once when it is supposed that God is Himself the author of the differences: that therefore He Himself favours one particular emphasis over others - Southern Baptist over Episcopalian, for example; Sunni over Shia; Protestant over Catholic; Orthodox Jew over Reform. 

But none is justified if God is not within human history: but is outside it. 

Christianity failed here. It has tried to bring God - not only into history - but down to earth. It has even made God into a man.

This hubris can be understood. It can be forgiven. It requires enormous courage - perhaps too much courage - to admit that it is wrong.

Good democracies are like good armies. If the majority are sure that they can trust the purpose, skills and intelligence of their leaders, and if they also believe that they can trust most of the others in their society - then their society has a chance to correct its mistakes and survive.
And this trust is precisely that teachers are trusted to achieve.
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The daemon of Socrates affords a memorable instance of how a wise man may deceive himself, how a good man may deceive others, how the conscience may slumber in a mixed and middle state between self-illusion and voluntary fraud.

Edward Gibbon, 1737-94.

Thirteen years passed…and the voice of him who had cried, "Invite men unto the way of the Lord by wisdom and mild exhortation.... Bear opposition with patience, but thy patience shall not be practicable unless with God's assistance. And be not thou grieved on account of the unbelievers. Let there be no violence in religion," - now began to call, "War is enjoined you against the infidels. And when the months wherein ye shall not be allowed to attack them be past, kill the idolaters wherever ye shall find them, and besiege them, and lay wait for them in every convenient place.”

from Anna May Wilson, 1897
How may I love thee? Let me count the ways.

Elizabeth Barrett Browning, 1850

I read Mrs Browning during my first love affair – and consequently I disliked Mr Browning intensely. In my second love affair, it seemed to me that I loved more completely. Later, in marriage, I believe I loved my wife sincerely. 

Yet nothing compared with the sheer physicality of possession, the savagery and tenderness, the safety and security, the laughing-aloud delight of companionship, of those few moments alone with God. 

It is easy to dismiss such reports as ravings. We may be right - but also unwise: for moments like these have been the foundations of our civilisations, of our rationality, of our science. Yet from here come also the fires that can destroy us.

Why? How can this enormous force of love persuade a man that his natural gentleness and courtesy, his wish to persuade others only by ‘wisdom and mild exhortation’ - may not be enough?


To understand this change, I think, is very easy - and I write with reverence and respect. This is not a love to be argued about, or argued away; or analysed and dissected into a myriad of conflicting formulae and fancied forms. Both West and East have done much damage here.
This love is as pure and real as the milk of a mother’s breast; the sweet joy of sex; the pain of fire. It is no more to be diminished by the disbelief of those who have not known it than the fact of the stars by those who cannot see them. It is certainly a great human tragedy - perhaps the greatest - that it cannot be perceived by everyone.

One day we may find a genetic basis for this fact. Since it is a fact, its truth can only be based on the report of those who have apprehended it: and judged, further, by what they try to achieve.

At first there was one who was modest. But his enemies would kill him. He needed protectors; as their numbers increased so, too, his task.

Generation were dying through hunger, disease, age, accidents, from endless tribal and religious conflicts - all unknowing that the only method of attending God that he had learnt was simplicity, openness and generosity to others. 

Age came too quickly. His fear grew that his work would be unfinished. His solution was Jihad.

We need to sympathise with him and his logic. It is pitifully inadequate to believe that we are hated for our kitchens, cars and computers. We are not so much hated as pitied for refusing the witness of all who have known the power of God and his care for mankind: so elegant, so simple, but so easily confused.

Ask me: if killing two thirds of humanity would leave the remainder convinced of the existence and beauty of God, would I do this? 

And I would answer: Of course I would. 

This, then, is the logic of jihad. Can we answer it?
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"Is there any point to which you would wish to draw my attention?" "To the curious incident of the dog in the night-time." "The dog did nothing in the night-time." "That was the curious incident," remarked Sherlock Holmes. 

Conan Doyle, 1892.

In a fascinating collection of essays on evolution, the American biologist Stephen Jay Gould remarks on the curious history of the null results of scientists’ experiments designed to prove one thing or another but actually proving nothing, and dismissed as ‘null results’. He points out that it is as important to know what science cannot discover as to know what it can.

Perhaps the most significant, yet least celebrated, nullity of the past century has been the failure of philosophers to explain how language can either tell the truth, or not. To their very great surprise – for these were all very clever people – they failed to understand this either way.

This must be important: for we do appear to be able to exchange, or conceal, information rather well, even if a whole century of effort has failed to explain how this is done.

I suggest that we cannot explain that we do not understand how we explain – and may even deny that we do; a Frenchman called Derrida achieved acclaim for ‘proving’ this – because knowledge and language are layered. The result is that the more knowledge you have already of whatever is being referred to, the more you can understand what is said about it.

Biblical scholars call this pesher: meaning both the hiding and finding of deeper levels of meaning with symbols or language whose obvious meaning may be very different.

Within the two great symbols of the Christian faith, for example, the crucifixion and the pietà, one might discern - if one wishes - deeply hidden, deeply significant meanings, which are far from obvious.
The crucifixion thrusts a man-god upwards at the moment of his greatest agony, exhaustion, and despair: yet also of his greatest exaltation, as his spirit bursts forth and becomes one with God. 
Warriors of several faiths have drawn strength from this, for it typifies the essence both of their masculinity and the consequence of their courage: triumph in battle and the soon gathering of earthly rewards; or of their death and the immediate transport of their souls to heaven.

Yet even more powerful, found usually in quiet corners of Christian chapels, is the virgin holding - in her grief and joy - the body of her beloved, his meagre weight pressing down - as only a woman might feel within her - against the womb that first received his spirit, formed it into man, brought it forth, and now shows its sacrifice. But there is no anger here, no accusation, no demand for revenge. What does this ‘mere woman’ have to tell us?

That there is not one response to prayer, but two. One is indeed felt as an enormously powerful upwards movement, then an embrace, then an exaltation: all very male. The other, far more feminine, is a far gentler inflowing of certain connexion and grace - surprising at first, then building and building into a wonderful flowering of joy. 

Gould explains as well that the great null of biologists has been failure to explain as evolutionary advantage why anyone should be generous to others: ‘the calculus of success is simple – winners pass more copies of their own genes into future generations, nothing else.’... ‘acts of altruism could not be selected in Darwin’s world, since they harm individuals, whatever they may do for species’.*
Immense destruction now threatens us all. Immense losses are certain. The greatest jihad is still with us. 
We might leave our survivors this understanding, carved on imperishable granite: that science explains problems, not answers; that religions can make wars, or peace; that if treating others with kindness is not natural for mankind, then it must come from elsewhere.
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Even if I have told you, believe nothing

until you have experienced it yourselves.

Gautama Buddha.

It was Abu Jahl who convinced the pagan Arabs to fight against Muslims. People asked: "Muhammad says he speaks to Allah. Do you think he is a liar?" He answered, "No, I know him since he was a child, and I know for sure he never lied. I think he became crazy and is possessed by demons.

Prof. Abdul Palazzi, 

Israel-Islam Fellowship


The other evening I was privileged to attend a lecture by US District Judge Richard G. Stearns concerning terrorism and the rule of law.( His aim was to describe the difficulties of applying laws intended to identify criminals after crimes, to help identify people before their crimes.

He explained that religious terrorism depends on the belief that God has laid down a specific code for living. Terrorists claim to champion this code, which is why so many people may be ready to support them. Apparently supposing that his audience could only imagine Islamic terrorism, Judge Stearns referred to no others.
Speaking to him afterwards, I congratulated him for explaining that the real threat is theological. This begs the question whether it is possible to make an adequate theological response. I suggested that this is possible, but not in any orthodox form. He asked to see my proposal. 

I began by pointing out that most of these conflicts are at least a thousand years old. We are now collectively several thousand years older. Could we not expect, collectively, to be a little more mature - more discerning? If over a millennium ago God could be heard by a few - surely now he must be able to influence very many more? And, if so, may he not have been doing this for millennia? Where is His collective message?
This is not to challenge any historic messenger. It is only to ask whether or not we are yet able to recognise a message to us all. Scientists, not all of them atheist, have erected vast radio-telescopes in the hope of collecting messages from the stars that may save us all from our conflicts and folly. Could not God do better?
My readers will know that over thirty years ago I believe that I was made a member if mankind’s most endangered club.  My experience was as if designed to prove that any modern Abu Jahl wrong. One does not have to be mad - or to lie - to believe that one has been spoken to by God. But the proof must be the outcome.

Slowly I began to realise that mathematics, the subject I had been more or less obliged to teach, is where God’s collective advice has been received - and to develop it has taken millennia. 

Being honest is what math should be teaching young people to think, talk, and be, honest with each other. I have explained why its teachers often lose sight of this imperative. Believing they can teach everything themselves - and even being instructed that they must - it is forgotten that the more they teach, the less their pupils can learn. 

Being honest is certainly difficult. It demands today that we recognise how religions appeared: that people learnt of a convincing experience of God, and tried to form it, honestly and sincerely, into their culture. 

Now it demands that we recognise that one vital religion is actually born in children. They want to think, talk, and be, honest with others. It is we who teach them to see, dislike, distrust and despise others taught differently from themselves. It is we who plant in them the seed of certainty - and thus of wars and their own destruction.
Democracies need children who think, talk, and who are honest and helpful with one another. The way to help them is by teaching mathematics properly. 

God speaks plainly: through them.
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.. war is primarily not about victory or defeat but about death and the infliction of death. It represents the total failure of the human spirit.

preface xxi 

.. in the end we have to accept that the tragedy lies always in our past, that we have to live with our ancestors’ folly and suffer for it, just as they, in their turn suffered, and as we, in our vanity and arrogance, ensure the pain and suffering of our own children. How to correct history, that’s the thing.

page 1283

The Great War for Civilisation,  Robert Fisk, 2005

Robert Fisk has been a distinguished journalist for thirty years in the Middle East. Very few Westerners have as much experience as he has of the curse of war.

The title for this huge book comes from the medal that his father was given after the First World War. What he seems to mean is that this Great War has not ended. Some, of course, are absurdly eager to agree with him, as if wanting nothing more than a final conflict to end everything. They are our depressives.

But we have to wait until the very end of the book to find Fisk’s ultimate conclusion. This he supports with a quotation from Albert Camus, written at the end of the Second World War: “It is true that we cannot escape History, we are in it up to our necks. But one may propose to fight within History to preserve from History that part of man which is not its proper province.”
‘Not its proper province.’ What does that mean? Both men seem to believe that we cannot end this ‘Great War’ - nor reduce the pain and cost of that potentially just as deadly ‘Clash of Civilisations’ - without a far better idea of what civilisation should provide to us and future generations: other, that is, than still more wars. 
We need new ideas which are also as obvious to others - and obviously as important - as they are to us. 


During his second meeting with Osama bin Laden, in Afghanistan, Fisk was invited, fortunately very indirectly, to declare his sympathy with al-Qaeda. With his heart beating hard and, as he says, his brain on fire, Fisk replied: “Sheikh Osama, I am not a Muslim. I am a journalist. And the job of a journalist is to tell the truth.”

The guards watched for the sign that could order his execution. Finally bin Laden responded: “If you tell the truth, you are a good Muslim,” and then he smiled. 

Yesterday I had a long conversation with a deeply thoughtful scholar of anthropology who is also a Muslim, convinced that Islam, correctly understood, is the complete submission of people to the will and purpose of God. 

I told him that I am perfectly sure that God has a will and a purpose. Christianity is largely responsible in the West for concealing both. Its clergy hugely increased their power by claiming that every child is born containing sin. This is disgraceful nonsense. It was, I said, and is, obscene.

Children are not born wanting to lie, steal, or cheat. They are born wanting to understand honestly, to tell the truth, to be compassionate and to be generous to others with whatever they possess.

If this evidence of the will and purpose of God is obvious to us, I told him, then it is obviously our responsibility that our children’s original goodness is never blocked, nor discouraged; nor turned into selective compassion and generosity; nor channelled into beliefs which make others automatically inferior, alien, or threatening.

Anything other than this can be honoured as sacred history: ‘But one may propose to fight within History to preserve from History that part of man which is not its proper province.’

This is direct Islam, I told him: as a teacher, I am already part of it.
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I never wanted to lead; I wanted to be the power behind the throne. When I was small I wanted to be invisible. .. One person can do so little, and there is the danger of arrogance, but there’s no excuse for doing nothing: the answer is patience and prayer.

Cecil H. King, 1956.

We were looking down into the depths of the old swimming pool when something horrible came crawling up out of the depths: a dragon-fly nymph. Clinging to the wall, just a foot below our chins, its back slowly split open, and its new body emerged, slender with brilliant new eyes and with exquisitely folded wings. 


The wings filled, dried and cleared, and, with a jump, it flew out over the shining water, straight into the beak of a passing bird.

“Gosh,” said my son, “that was quick.”


Many people have lives which must seem just as pointless and as brief. Our population is six billion. The great majority of us still seek to understand our life partly through prayer. But what if the wrong method of prayer is used: a method, which not only blocks understanding, but which was actually selected for its help in war?


Cecil Harmsworth King was born in Dublin into a great British newspaper family. By his seventies - when I sought his advice - he had built the largest publishing company in the world. He gave me the book in which I found this quotation, just an hour ago, never having noticed it before. 

On our first meeting he told me that I could be a new messiah. I thought there were already too many messiahs running about the world, and asked him not to think me a fool. “If I thought that,” was his retort, “you would not be here!” his beautiful mansion beside the Thames. But I could not be a messiah, I insisted, with nothing to say - and I had nothing to say.

This great man wrote to me regularly for over two years, advising me to pray. Guidance would come, he assured me. He never told me how. 


Some, of course, think such actions worthless anyway. Edward O. Wilson is one of America’s foremost thinkers. Stephen J. Gould is another: more than happy, I am glad to report, to trash Wilson whenever he can. Both these intellectual Titans believe in what they call ‘objectivity’, which has no room for prayer. I think that they are wrong.


The notion of objectivity appeared when earlier thinkers backed out of inner space - finding its depths and coils too complex; too frightening to many - and began to believe that interactions of matter and energy, on every scale, within and without all physical bodies, cause all the changes described as evolution.

Both Wilson and Gould call this their objective reality. It, they say, is what makes up everything, and the sole and only province of science is the discovery of the rules by which these interactions can occur.


Centuries of objective exploration have produced astonishing scientific and technological discoveries - but with little comparable change in differences in or between cultures. Despite every effort of scientists to draw everyone within their domain of objectivity, they have mainly failed.


I think - with Gould, not Wilson - that searching for God in the cosmos allows the cosmos far too much importance. I further believe that individual spiritual enlightenment - which is really what atheists hate; but which sacramental literalists also want to denigrate - did not end before the Middle Ages. On the contrary, it produced, successively: democracy, mathematics, and science; and is still evolving. 

God is the distinctive human experience. It is to be found through prayer. But mankind has generally found only two ways to pray. One is assertive, suiting the warrior. Another is passive, suiting the monk. There is a third. 

I will explore all three next.
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And David said, bring me the ephod. Abiathar brought it to David. Then David enquired of the Lord, Shall I pursue them? Shall I overtake them? And the Lord answered him, Pursue: for thou shalt surely overtake them, and recover all.

1 Samuel, c.1000BC.


If any child shall begin to prophesy, his own father and mother shall take a knife and kill him.

Zechariah, c.500 BC.

A certain daemon is always present with me and has attended me from a child; it always dissuades me from what I intended to do; it never incites me.

Socrates, at his trial, 399 BC.

When you pray, go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Then your Father will reward you. Do not babble like those who think they will be heard because of their many words. Your Father knows what you need before you ask him.

Jesus, c.20 AD.


I once taught a quiet, thoughtful boy who became schizophrenic aged about 16. He came to see me after his condition stabilised: “The worst,” he explained, “was when every orifice in the bathroom had a voice - all shouting at me, very loud.” 


This problem of voices seems to have appeared quite late in human history. By about 1500 BC so many were hearing such demanding voices that they wandered about in herds. When they became too troublesome, they were occasionally slaughtered like cattle.


The problem was that many claimed that they were speaking for God - and some could foretell the future. As populations increased, there was also a serious need for tribes to acquire a unifying identity. Naturally enough, the most successful in this struggle for survival, space, and then for supremacy, were tribes which gathered under the aegis of the most demanding, aggressive, and exclusive aspects of their prophets’ experience. 


Once the discipline and rituals necessary to ensure their cohesion and to authenticate the true voice of their god had been established, their strategy could become far more explicit. There would never be any need for negotiations or for treaties. All the excluded tribes must be exterminated. Their land must be cleared, kept pure. 


These traditions of prayer continue, still exclusive, militant, even military. The believers’ faith, their social identity, is repeatedly confirmed by exactly defined rituals and announcements, and this is reinforced even more by their knowledge of the mass obedience of others.


Around 500 BC, it seems there was a reaction to these highly organised displays of social identity. It involves a new introspection, with an entirely new awareness of deeper inner space.


Its first celebrated explorer, Gautama Buddha, had no time for further explanations. “Ehi passiko” he would say: ‘Come and see!’ 

He had discovered the total unimportance of social identities - and, even more, the breathtaking freedom of a vast empty cosmos in which there is nothing but awareness - not even of thought. But is there company? No. Aid? No. Advice? No. There is just nothing. But this is everything, - enlightenment! - because everything is nothing.


I had still not learnt more than this. In my own prayer every morning, I was still trying to force my identity into God’s attention. Then one day I realised - in despair - that I had not allowed myself enough time to do this properly. 

Only twice have I received a direct command from my own daemon. This was the second time. Urgently, but calmly, it told me: “Reverse the prayer!”

Instantly, I abandoned my effort to be noticed; opened instead, and instantly - I wrote later: like a jug under a waterfall; and much later, as a woman must feel filled by her man - I was filled with joy.


This, then, is the third way of prayer. Only ask, ‘Please, fill me with grace!’ and you will be filled. It always happens, and no-one else can possibly notice!
650 words

A Letter to the Editor of the Henry County Times

Dear Josh,


When I began to write these letters in earnest, I had no idea how deep I would dig into memory, or how far I would travel. It has been deeply absorbing, and only sometimes hard work. 
But this morning when I woke I was surprised to find that I was smiling. I had to ask myself why.

The reason, I discovered, is that I have finally succeeded in a task that was set for me over thirty years ago by a remarkable man, who I imagine very few Americans will have heard of. 
Cecil Harmsworth King is briefly portrayed in one of these essays. Physically large; morally scrupulous; intellectually imposing; he had created the International Publishing Corporation, then the largest publishing group in the world. As such he had enormous prestige - he could, for example, ask for an interview with President Kennedy, and get it - and yet he wanted even more power: but not for himself.

He was in his seventies when I met him. He lived in a beautiful old house in the grounds of Hampton Court Palace, by the Thames at Kew. He had had been deposed as chairman of the IPC by a rebellion of his other directors after he had tried,  single-handed, to bring down the British government, by labelling its ministers publicly as fools. No Irishman could exceed Cecil King’s contempt for most British politicians. He knew most of them first-hand, and respected very few.
Here is a short pen-portrait of him which is not flattering, but is probably perfectly fair:

People often supposed that because King looked like a Tory, spoke like a Tory and walked like a Tory, he must be a Tory, cynically using the working class to make money. He appears more like a type of left-wing academic, extremely intelligent, and a clever, manipulative strategic thinker, but lacking intuition and flair; idealistic and high-minded but naive and grandiose in his political ideas; personally shy, cold and aloof; self-centred and self-tortured, precious and conceited to the point of eccentricity. He craved admiration but looked down on nearly everybody. For all his spectacular success, he was naive about money and did not make much for himself.

As King’s ambitions became ever clearer to his associates, they became ever more alarmed. This man had lost interest in simply making money. He wanted to change the world for the better. His fellow directors formed a cabal against him, and voted him out of office. I met him just a few years later. It was then that he explained that he wanted me to do something that I would not do - or, more precisely, that I could not then do.

Cecil offered me his then still considerable remaining influence and help. He thought I could become a kind of modern Saint George for England. He thought I had the power to pull Britain single-handedly out of the swamp it had fallen into of increasing political dishonesty, social apathy, intellectual mediocrity, and its endless divisions of self-pity, self-blame, self-dramatising and of blaming others.

He really believed that I could do this. He continued to believe it, even when I insisted I did not. We parted, not unhappily, but equally disappointed - and I have always felt that I failed him, and I have always regretted it. He continued to write to me regularly after I left the Army, and then even when he had returned to Ireland, to Dublin, where he died. I never met him again but I have an unfailing memory of him sitting in his big old armchair, his hawk-like face intent in listening, whilst his fingers gently stroked the velvet wings which had worn away from this habit. 

I greatly loved that old man.

Now, thirty years later this series of letters contains a more or less complete explanation of what it was that he wanted from then. Despite being born in the most privileged levels of society, despite the fact that he had been hugely successful in business and banking, and although he certainly knew how to be ruthless, he had retained an unshakeable belief in the basic dignity, honesty, and goodness of ordinary people; and his greatest contempt was for those who saw only opportunities for enriching themselves by corrupting their society.


What he hoped that I would know - but he expected me to know it at once and intuitively - was how to show everyone where they could find and renew the source of their dignity, honesty and goodness, a source that could never be taken from them, poisoned, lost, or sold.


And this is what the last of these essays explains. This is why I woke this morning with a smile. I have finally done what my old friend asked me to do. 

It has been there all along, of course. At least, if my intuition is correct, this is no more than was the same instruction of two millennia ago: “Go into your room, close the door and pray to your Father, who is unseen. Your Father knows what you need before you ask him.”
All that is missing here - and possibly it was not missing originally; possibly because of its supremely practical simplicity it was removed by later editors - is the final explanation of what to do: of how to pray; of what to expect. Perhaps I may have supplied a different ending:  but, perhaps again, it will do.

I hope we may meet some time. 

Best wishes,

Colin Hannaford.

PS The Qatar Symposium on Innovations in Education at which I and Hani Khoury of Mercer University will present our ideas for learning mathematics and democratic habits and ideals will be found at www.iie.qf.org.qa/output/page1121.asp. 

A Letter from Steep

“I hope,” I said, ridiculously formal, but I was very tired, “that you found my visit satisfactory.”


My host was surprised, then amused. “You changed lives this afternoon,” she told me. “And I was there to see it.”


There were 186 pupils at Dunhurst School on that bright and sunny morning. Dunhurst is the junior partner of Bedales School in Hampshire. The headmistress, Penny Fryer, had learnt about me through my Institute’s website, and my visit to her school had begun at ten that morning when I was shown into ‘Penny’s office’. 
All the teachers at Bedales have been called by the pupils by their first names ever since the school was founded by a seriously batty and seriously inspirational John Haden Badely in 1893. It was then the first co-educational public school in Britain. It continues to succeed as one of the most unusual in Britain, if not in the world.

I was soon to learn that Mrs Fryer was determined that I would never forget Dunhurst - or, possibly, that Dunhurst would not soon forget me. By four thirty that same afternoon I thought that I had met every one of its pupils. But I was wrong.

First I was taken a tour of the superb old and new buildings of the senior school, of Bedales itself. There I was left in the care of a literature class. They were reading a poem by the American poet Lawrence Ferlinghetti about two dustmen on a truck, one young, one old, watching an elegant and beautiful young couple in their open Mercedes. Watching and listening to the class with their teacher, Simon, as he helped them tease ever deeper meaning out of its lines, I found myself wondering if I might not have enjoyed teaching English instead of maths.

But by 1145 I was back in Dunhurst, and now in the care of two young seniors, Katrina and Freddy. To them was given the task of showing me the whole of their school in forty minutes. In just a few seconds over this time, I was taken to see the music studios, the pottery room, the CAD class, the dance studio and the dojo, the sculpture class, the sewing class, the school’s computer lab, the drama stage, the dinner hall (surely that was twice; “What’s the food like?” “Great!”), the Assembly hall, the games room, the smithy, the swimming pool, the games field, the sheep and their lambs in their paddock, the metal working shop, the carpenter’s shop, … 

Doors opened; stairs up; along corridors; doors closed; stairs down; doors opened; more stairs; inside; outside. Katrina kept track of the time - and our route - whilst Freddy threw open doors on teachers with their classes who were strangely unperturbed by these irruptions: “This is a guest,” he would explain. “We’re showing him the school.” 

Wonderful children. Wonderful teachers. Wonderful school. And, increasingly, I found that I was getting angry. I was asking myself: WHY AREN’T ALL SCHOOLS LIKE THIS? And why aren’t all children like these? But I knew of course. Why most children are never like these is precisely what I had come to talk about.

 By four thirty I had visited - and talked to - three other classes and to several staff at lunch about the method I had first learnt myself and then taught my pupils: the method of learning mathematics through discussion. This had become almost a full-time job since I had retired. The previous year I had been invited to lecture to student teachers at a major university in the United States which has one of the most successful student teaching programmes in America. The week before I had been invited to speak at the Qatar Foundation 2006 Symposium on Innovations in Education. For the next two years I will lead a task force developing this instruction - years ago I called it the Socrates Method - now more grandly called the Socratic Methodology - with its workbook is now in seven languages, including Arabic. I also lectured at Qatar University, explaining to its students teachers how to introduce it, over a five to six year period, into any secondary school.
Just before four I sat in an Assembly of all the Dunhurst pupils, first to listen to a young boy’s very accomplished saxophone solo, then to hear a brief lecture on social responsibility involving someone’s abandoned torn jersey. 

I was pretty exhausted by this time already - and then alarmed to realise that my final trial was yet to come. For the last hour of the day I was to talk to a class of the most academically ambitious of all of Dunhurst’s ten, eleven, and twelve year olds. There were between twenty and thirty of them in one big room. The headmistress came too, with a senior maths teacher.

Hell and death! What ever should I talk about?

Although one or two gave me complicit smiles, I could not detect which of them I had spoken to before. I could only begin by explaining all over again how I had learnt that just helping my pupils to talk about the meaning of the explanations in their textbooks strengthens the intelligence of both hemispheres of their brain. By learning to use their textbook like this themselves, they not only become more autonomous, less dependent on any teacher, but they need never suffer the fatal affliction known as ‘lack of aptitude’ - or, even more insulting, be told that they ‘do not try hard enough’. 

For quite few years I also enjoyed teaching ethics as well as maths, and I well remember a delightful young girl asking me once in exasperation: “Mister H, just how old do you think we are?” 

To which question I had only been able to reply: “I don’t think I’ve ever given it much thought.”

Now I had another audience just a little younger overall than hers - with still half an hour to fill. But it was not out of desperation, rather out of respect for their seriousness and attention that I began to tell them what America had taught me.

In addition to the two formal lectures I was invited gave there, I was invited to take an evening class of student mathematics teachers, Actually, I took two of these, one after the other. Each was four hours long. They turned out to be more important than either of my lectures.

“Almost all the students,” I told my Dunhurst class, “were black, and women. Most of these ladies were in their thirties. Many were almost certainly older than your mothers. Nearly all had children. Some were single mothers. Some had children who were in trouble already. And all these ladies also had jobs. They got up in the mornings; gave their families breakfast; sent their children to school; went to work themselves; worked all day; met their children after school; saw that they were fed; then came to these classes. They wanted to get a qualification for a better job. Many of them would become teachers themselves. Most would be only the second generation of black Americans to be allowed to vote.* Many of the generations before them had been slaves. These, therefore, were serious people, very serious people.” 

‘Just like you’, I thought; for although I could be sure that not one in my audience knew anyone like these, yet they all still sat as still as mice and listened to me as if transfixed. What happened in Georgia, basically, was simply that after an hour or so I ran out of things I planned to say - just as I had here. Now, rather magically, these two audiences began to be one. 
I explained how these ladies in Georgia started to talk to me - and how, but only slowly, I began to realise that they were interested in a Katrina very different from my slim young guide that morning with Freddy. 

Just months before my visit, the hurricane called Katrina had hit New Orleans. It did enormous physical damage; but now they wanted to know, if, as an Englishman, I thought I could explain why a major fraction of the population of a major American city had been apparently invisible to its own government after that storm. This did enormous political damage too. America’s pride had still not recovered.
“Well,” I said, “Yes, I think I can.” 

Then I began to repeat at Dunhurst the actions of the year before for the student mathematics teachers in Georgia. First I drew a rectangle on the board behind me, like this, and then I divided into three; like this:
“Now,” I said to my young audience, as I had to my older audience. “I want you to imagine that this box represents a class of young children. They are very young. They have just started school. They are all eager to learn. They all want to succeed. They are all, let us just suppose, of much the same actually range of intelligence.

“But there is one way in they are all most certainly different. What is that?”

In the upper box I wrote ‘Division I’.

“This is Division One,” I explained, “The children in Division One are all distinctly different from the rest because they are accustomed - just as you are - to the language of their teacher. As far as they are concerned it is just as if their teacher is teaching them. And that’s true. Because he isn’t teaching anyone else.”

I now wrote Division II in the middle box (I ask the reader to imagine that I am doing this sequentially.) “This is Division Two.” I explain. 

“Division Two, in a normal school, will be most of the class. They cannot really understand what their teacher tells them, or they get bored listening, and they may be inattentive. But they are still ambitious. They want to succeed. What can they do to keep up?”

A boy answered at once from the back of this class. “They can copy.” he said.

“Yes. They can copy: from the teacher; from each other - and they are also obedient. So, by doing what they are told to do - by being obedient; and by copying the teacher, and from each other, they can appear to understand as well as Division One. But there is one thing they must never do. What is that?”

My audience is mute. But they know.

“They must never admit that they do not understand. If ever a teacher asks anyone of them: ‘Do you understand?’ What do they say? What must they say?” I point to a girl. She smiles, and mouths: ‘They say: Yes’.

“Of course they say: ‘Yes’. In front of the rest of the class, what else can they say? If they say anything else, they are in trouble; and the rest of the class will think them stupid. They are also letting down everyone else. No-one really understands. But no-one must admit it.”

“So,” I stand back from my table. “There is now not only a social division in the class, but a moral division too. This group, Division One, has to become selfish. They are already recognised and labelled by the others as the nerds. They are getting to be disliked. In turn, they are starting to dislike the others: not only because they are disliked, but because they are starting to think of the others as stupid; as lazy; as dishonest; as not deserving to succeed. 

“And, of course, Division Two is being dishonest: but not lazy. They are actually working very hard in order continually to cover up all they do not know. At the same time they are being trained systematically to be dishonest: even to associate being dishonest with success. Increasingly they are losing track of what honesty really means, losing their grasp of what truth really means. And all of this is defensive! It is not happening because they are wicked. It is happening because of the way their teacher teaches!” And, I told the ladies, but not these youngsters, this is why they start to hate their teachers. 

Now I wanted to ask the children a question I had recently asked two child psychologists. They had surprised me by their immediate and simultaneous reply. “Tell me,” I asked my audience: “Given a choice - and please just answer at once - how many of you think that children would like to be honest all the time rather than not?”

All but two immediately raised their hands. The professionals agreed with those two

“I won’t question anyone who disagrees.” I said, “But that seems to me nearly unanimous: and as a matter of fact that is what I have found too. Most children really would like to be honest all the time: if we grown-ups allow it. But we are not giving these people” - tapping Division II - “that chance. They must be dishonest: not just not to be singled out as stupid, but to continue to appear to succeed.

“So they” - pointing again to Division II - “must also become socially very cohesive. They must stick together. They share the same problem. They must cover for each other. If anyone is singled out for special attention by the teacher - perhaps to make sure that pupil really understands - another pupil can cause a disturbance, to distract the teacher, to take the teacher’s attention away. Have any of you known that to happen?”

Nods and smiles from many. Yes: they have. 

“Well,” I continued, “Of course we haven’t finished yet. There is also this Division Three.” I write in this name now in the lowest block - and I am struck, just as I was in Georgia, by the even closer attention of my audience. It is as if they know what is to come - and dread it.

“This is Division Three. In here are children who cannot properly understand, or obey, or copy, well enough, to be allowed to succeed. Even Division Two thinks these children are stupid. But they are not necessarily stupid. Some of these, just a few, may be unusually intelligent. They may be just refusing to play these games. 

“But most of them do come from the most deprived backgrounds. Their problem is that in their homes no-one ever talks properly to anyone. There may be a lot of shouting, a lot of anger, even violence - but communication? 
“No. There is no real conversation in their lives at all. There is a lot of aggression being exchanged: emotion, verbal, physical. That is what they know of ‘conversation’. They thought - very possibly; and possibly also hoped - that their schooling would help them. Not only has it not helped them, but they are being progressively rejected. They will soon be told that they have failed; that they have failed - because there is something wrong with them.”

I was reminded just then of the Ferlinghetti poem that I had heard that very morning: the garbage men hanging on the back of their truck and watching the golden couple in the glittering Mercedes. It ends - as the red light is about to change that has held up the garbage truck and the watching men and the gleaming open Mercedes and the golden couple who have not noticed them - like this:
‘across that small gulf 





in the high seas







of this democracy’*
None of these youngsters would know the poem; I had been in the senior school. But how appropriate it is.

When I reached this point in Georgia, my audience was perfectly silent and still. I would like that audience to know - if ever, by some other kind of magic, this report may reach them one day - that this audience, of the most privileged and also amongst the most intelligent and the sweetest young people I have ever met, were still and silent too. They knew that what we have reached here is a social, and moral disaster, an abyss; a demographic and political obscenity.

“These people” I continued quietly, “are very angry. At any age, they are angry. They are frustrated; disappointed; disgusted - against everything really; anyone potentially; but most of all against the authority and the system that they tried to trust, the authority and its system that they hoped would help them - but which has not only failed to help them, but which has destroyed their hopes.

“But understand,” I said in Georgia, and now I repeat again at Dunhurst, “that we have not finished. Oh no. The system which has produced these social divisions - and these moral divisions - has not finished.”

From the corner of Division One I append an arrow, swooping outwards and upwards. “These people are very able, very capable, and they know it. They are highly individualistic. They are capable of almost anything; they will be our intellectual leaders in every field they choose to be interested in; and they have been trained to be selfish. They will go out into society and they can succeed - and most will succeed - with scarcely any interest in the success or the failure of anyone else.”

“Most of you,” I told my Dunhurst youngsters, “are Division One. That choice is yours. You do not have to be concerned for anyone else.”

From Division Two, which is of course, in most schools, the largest division, I draw an equally large arrow, sideways. “This is our social majority. They are obedient. They want to follow laws. They want to be honest. But they also understand that success may require a certain degree of dishonest. They are not too sure how much should be accepted. For democracy, of course, this is disastrous: because Division Two is also the majority who vote! If Division One ignores them, they will only have leaders like themselves. Most disastrous of all is that they rather admire those who are dishonest, who succeed, even repeatedly, and who repeatedly get away with it. The only real crime - as always - is getting found out.”

From Division Three, I simply drop an arrow straight down. “All these divisions know each other - and they all dislike each other, for different reasons. Most of my ladies in Georgia came from this Division here. They know it very well. It is out of here, with all their effort and courage, they are trying to climb, and that they are trying to bring their families with them. 

“But they are surrounded by anger, frustration and violence. The whole community of Division Three is dangerous to everyone in it, and to everyone around it.” There are some, of course, in this Division who will turn this fact to their advantage. They will run the drugs, the prostitutes, the rackets. They live on fear. I did not tell my young audience about this. With my older audience it was unnecessary.
“Thus it is,” I told my ladies in Georgia, and now I told my audience in Dunhurst - “that nearly everyone in Division One and Two would like to pretend that Division Three simply does not exist. They would rather that all these people in Division Three were simply put somewhere in a city, and made to stay somewhere in a city, where the rest of their society can treat them as invisible.

“And this is why - I think -” and to my Dunhurst audience I also insisted as I had before: that this is only my opinion, my explanation, of why our societies are as they are, “This is why I think a major fraction of the population of a major American city was simply overlooked. No-one had noticed them because no-one wanted to notice them. So they really were invisible.”

Then I thanked my youngsters for listening. They applauded. Then they crowded out of the room, anxious for their supper. But to the ladies in Georgia I went on to say: “But understand that this is not an American problem. It is the same in Britain, and in Europe. Many of these ghettoes are now so dangerous that families do not want to live there - but there is nowhere else for them to go. Division One lives somewhere else entirely. Division Two may use the drugs and prostitutes, but wants no continuous contact with Division Three. These societies are so deeply fractured; their divisions are so alienated from each other that they can barely communicate. They have even entirely different understandings of what truth means.

“But none of this is inevitable. None of this is natural. It can be changed within a generation. This is a problem being created by the same kind of education, by the same reliance on teaching through instruction - whether it is by voice, or by ‘worksheets’, or even by computers - everywhere in the world. If we want a humane society, we have to teach our youngsters how to be humane - first to themselves, for they are not machines, and then to others, for others are also not machines. 
“This is what we have to do. This is our responsibility. You will not get much support. There are many who want to keep on dividing your society like this. But only you teachers can stop it. The best thing is that children do not want it. They do want to be honest, to think, speak and understand honestly, to treat each other honestly and to be treated honestly in turn.”

I said the same to the student teachers - all ladies again; this time all in burkhas - whom I met and talked to at the University of Qatar.
And twenty minutes later, in the calm of her dining room: “I hope,” I said to my hostess, ridiculously formal - but by then I was very tired, “that you found my visit satisfactory.”


She was at first surprised, then amused. 
“This afternoon,” she told me, “You changed lives. And I was there to see it.”

Dunhurst and Bedales Schools,
Steep, Hampshire, England.
May 16th, 2006

An Epilogue 
For my friend Dr Duane Davis,

Professor of philosophy and religion, 

Mercer University, Georgia, USA.

Dear Duane, 

Thank you, as always, for doing my devilling. As usual, they were all just stupid mistakes of inattention; but they are so difficult for the writer to see - I even found one myself: a stray comma had crept into the second sentence of Jesus’ speech. 
I think it would amuse you to see and hear your editing being received by your junior partner: the groans, the moans, the gasps of horror and disbelief, and, quite often, the total blank bewilderment: “the SECOND ‘with’ in the second line of the eighth para - what is he talking about? There ISN’T any second ‘with’ in the second line of the - oh, damn: so there is. How INCREDIBLY stupid! (Mutter, mumble, expletive deleted.)” 
It seems that the brain must in some way refuse to see what should not be there. Without your second pair of careful eyes to help me, I would be turning out nonsense a lot more of the time.
I was worried, however, by the tone of your final comments. I am used to you being so buoyant, and these lines were so unlike you in being dispirited. “Religions have become so arrogant, so loud, so boisterous, so intolerant, so oppressive, that the grace you speak of seems foreign and irrelevant.  How did it come to this?  God must grieve over the insanity of it all.  What has happened?”
Every morning I read a little from my book of quotations.. I plunged this morning and found this under M:
Maclaren Alexander 1826-1910 (but who was he?) 

Exposition of Holy Scripture: Acts of the Apostles 

“’The Church is an anvil which has worn out many hammers’, and the story of the first collision is, in essentials, the story of all.” 
It is indeed so tragic that such simple and practical directions as Jesus gave - scrupulously recorded; reverently preserved for millennia; regarded, all this time, and now, as divine wisdom - are systematically ignored by priests ordained to communicate them to the millions who continue to ‘babble many words, in the belief that they are more likely to be heard’. And they do not even use their own words: a fact that I found distinctly odd, even as a child. Weren’t we supposed to be speaking to our own heavenly Father? “Turn to Him,” said Jesus, “He is there.”

Power, of course, is the answer; and the story of the first objector is, as Maclaren says, in essence, the story of all. I read Dostoevsky’s Grand Inquisitor’s speech many years ago, and found it so upsetting that I do not want to read it again. But Orwell’s comments on the same subject in his 1984 - I can’t find the book just now - are much the same: “The purpose of power is power.”
But let me tell you that I went to sleep last night - and, even more important, I half-woke this morning - smiling. I have not felt such happiness for a very long time: that I have finally a complete (well, more or less complete) record of what I know; of what must have been already in my head when I refused King’s enticement: “I will place all my resources entirely at your disposal.” 

I knew that I was disappointing him in not being able to speak, as he expected me to be able to speak, as another Jefferson, or Ghandi, or Churchill.
I was just too young. The shock was still too great. But now I feel at last at peace with him. It has just taken far more time to sort it all out than ever he or I could have expected. He was as stubborn as I am, you see. I told him I needed time to think. He never refused to listen; he would only not accept that this delay was necessary. He used to tell me that prayer itself is just what he called ‘listening’.* I had only to listen, he told me, and I would receive more instruction. 
This just seemed to me, privately, a most perilous option, if not a fast route to despair. And, anyway, as I have learned, prayer isn’t just listening. It’s mainly about learning to clear your mind - as you yourself once tried to persuade me to explain to your philosophy students - of all that clutter that I have called Social Identity.

Here is the formula that I sometimes use now, calmly, unhurriedly, automatic breathing taking over:  “I am no sex; no race; no age; no family. I have history; I am in no place; I belong to no time: I am that I am.” And then you are ready to receive.

*

As for the current anxiety about who is or who is not most favoured and most offending, I am sure you feel with me that God can neither be mocked, harmed, disappointed, or betrayed. These are the yelps of priests anxious for their power.
My own feeling is that His is the intelligence which illuminates the beings of an infinity of worlds - many like ours and some with beings like us; others very different. In some of their societies there may be enough time, and enough good will, and enough good fortune, for most and even all to begin to see that there is no greater power than knowledge of oneself - which of course also means of others.

But most particularly, I think - as I told you one day when you were driving us to Atlanta - there must be knowledge of that daemon that I feel to be both watcher and guide, and which, just possibly, is also our portal to other dimensions of life. 
This is where modern physics, neurology, and information theory could help us most, of course - although, I have no doubt, in ways unthinkable to many. 

Ever since Galileo first told them how to make a telescope, to look out into space - at its millions of galaxies and trillions of stars - humans have been perplexed, for example, to wonder just where are the gates of heaven that have been promised so confidently for so long. 

For a very long time I was perplexed by the remembrance of that perfectly black sphere, embedded in perfectly black space, apparently - as I imagined it - at the very margin of the universe. Suspend judgement here, please: recall that most of us have seen very little of ‘the universe’.
And then entirely by accident one day I heard John Wheeler, the physicist who first coined the phrase ‘black hole’, comment very irritably during a radio interview on the frequent use of his phrase, with too little understanding. ‘It isn’t a hole in space at all,” I heard him growl. “It’s a sphere! Then much later again I learnt that Stephen Hawking had won a bet with his colleagues in proving that information passing into or emerging from a black hole is not destroyed, as others had believed it must be. Provided information is simple enough, it can survive.
It is also believed that all these black holes are linked. If, therefore, you want an exit and an entrance to another level of existence - there they are.
And then the existence and function of what most theologies call the soul seems very confused. If usage is a guide, it appears to be most commonly used with the sense of a guide to goodness and truth. But the mind surely must have, and must also develop, an ability to judge both of these. It may not be an infallible ability. It may even be damaged: we speak of ‘a damaged soul’ when we mean someone who does bad things and who cannot perceive that they are bad. 
But the puzzle of the daemon is then much easier to understand, now that we recognise that consciousness is always trying to make out meaning of the world in successive layers, which must mean that consciousness itself is layered. 
Most of us spend most of life trying to make ourselves more meaningful within the consciousness of others. There are almost infinite variations on this theme: the heroic; the dramatic; the romantic; the frightening - the prince; the genius; the ogre; the vampire; the sage; the vamp; the clown; the muse; the prophet; the explorer; the discoverer; the doctor; the killer; the victim.
The most rapturous experience of this kind is falling in love, especially if our own love is returned. Motherhood and fatherhood all provide opportunities, which we may use or lose. Capitalist societies approve of ‘being ambitious’: meaning to get rich. Socialist societies have the same idea about ambition: although in their case you are supposed to benefit your society, not yourself. Power is what is really sought, in either case, and the clearly damaged personalities of so many who try their hardest by this route - and the damage they often leave behind - is ample warning that it is not far removed from the cockerel in the hen-house.
No: there must be more; there is more; we shall know more. (Shades of David Hilbert, incidentally, the famous German mathematician who had something like this engraved on his tombstone.) 
*
Let me conjecture. I do not really have much confidence in the possibility of another life, of another world. If it could be another world, I would also like to choose who and what to have in it with me. I would certainly like to see my two dogs again, although there are not all that many people that I would want to share it with - but possibly that is being too particular.

I admit all as possibilities, including the null hypothesis: purposelessness, followed by extinction. But there are now these (just possible) exits and entrances. If our daemons - Intrinsic Identities I called them so as not to frighten everyone - are really both the barest template of personality and, at the same time, the portal to God’s realm - then in order not to breach Hawking’s condition every daemon must record the barest minimum of information, and the barest minimum - and this is where it gets really interesting - will not be the least that you know: but nothing.

I do not mean by this the same as the No-Mind of Zen: although I do admit there is a strong resemblance, and perhaps I need more instruction. But for me this Not-Knowing is far more active, proud, eager, confident - avid comes to mind. It is avid not to know anything that may cloud its daemon: that may hold it back.
There is very plausible evidence that everyone may have been reincarnated many times. Remember that curious glimpse of mine of being - not of seeing, but actually being - a small child on a mediaeval ship? It is not mysterious that usually we do not remember very much - or, indeed, remember anything - if all that we try to crowd into our consciousness in every incarnation is precisely what death strips away. 
It is not at all difficult to introduce oneself to one’s daemon. Children seem often to be aware of theirs at an early age - and then we adults persuade them that it is only their imagination. This is where Philip Pullman hits the right button with his readers in his Dark Materials trilogy. Unfortunately his hatred of the church is so excessive that he cannot see that much good is done through faith amidst much nonsense. Research published recently revealed that very many people converse regularly with a mental ‘other’. They find it comforting and entirely unalarming. Either they identify their companion as a lost relative or partner, or just as a better way to think. So long as they stick to Socrates’ standard: that is, of never letting it  incite them to anything - they are probably, at least in my view, already talking either with their daemon, or with someone who can easily put them in touch.
I would certainly like to encourage more people to try to pray like this. I do not doubt that many would find that nothing happens: there are lots of inhibitions to be overcome. Still, it would be interesting if they were just to try. I know that it is my repeated experience of this very simple practice that allows me continually to revive and replenish my own sense of dignity and worth. I know that I am repeatedly comforted and made to feel secure by it. I would like many more to feel the same.
The most interesting experiment, of course, would be much bigger: even global. In writing this memoir - its title, by the way, my old Army number, is intended to signify that important things can happen to unimportant people - I have realised that it contains its outline. 
And it is this. If a generation of children could be taught that their wish to be honest is innate - and that mathematics is the consequence of learning to respect and use the honesty and intelligence of others - and that the most exciting discovery of mankind is not what is known, but what may yet be unknown - and that all reports of God are just reports, not experience - and that the final aim is to know, with proud,  fierce, honesty, how much personally one does not know: then this whole generation would be submitting all their lives to the will and the purpose of God. 
And this might stop them fighting the wars that God warned Adam against.

Or is my logic flawed? 
Postscript

There was once an itinerant, unlicensed Jewish rabbi who made a seemingly impossible moral demand of his countrymen. “You have been told to love your neighbour as yourselves. Now I tell you to love your enemies - and to do good to those who hate you.”
How very aggravating this must have been to all those sword smiths, and dagger-makers; the spear-makers, and the bow and arrow factory owners; the local militia leaders and their priests! How could they win their battles without bloodshed?

Even now these demands are impossible. The challenge is the same, but the scale of modern conflicts is hugely greater. Nor can we cannot seriously expect adults trained for war, immersed in war, drenched in blood, agonised by the loss of their loved ones and homes and hungry for revenge, to transform themselves in this way. 

But it can happen in a classroom. For children in a classroom ‘the enemy’ is just about anyone who opposes or disagrees with them. They can first learn ‘to love their enemies’ in learning to respect another’s criticism - even if they believe it wrong. They may even learn to change their minds: to adopt another’s argument as better than their own! They will learn ‘to do good to those who hate them’ in learning to respond calmly to rude or angry criticism, in learning to give their own reasons for disagreement - whilst remaining obviously ready to learn from a reasoned response.

There is no better age to learn this kind of integrity, honesty, and humility than as children in their classroom. There is no better place than in their classroom to learn respect for the integrity, honesty, and intelligence of others. This is especially so in the math classroom, where they will be learning the best approximations to rational truths that human minds have found. 

taken from the essay: Teaching Peace, 

published in EducationNews.org, November 2006
Only this experience … 
Thirty years ago a young British soldier found himself in a conflict in which Christians were killing Christians. When he protested that involving the Army would provoke more violence from both sides, his government ordered him into a military psychiatric hospital, to be treated - on arrival - for schizophrenia.

Instead, the hospital staff found him perfectly sane. Meanwhile, under their observation, he had a spectacular spiritual experience. 

He had previously decided that God is just a delusion. Here now was a perfect setting for a modern revelation: not only that God is an authentic human experience, but that it is very likely the definitive human experience.  

Modern atheists are surely right to claim that God has little to do with biology - and physicists, that God little to do with physics. Yet without an understanding of what this intense and complex experience is actually like - and what cultural changes it can inspire - human history is virtually incomprehensible.

When he was later training to become a maths teacher at Cambridge University in England, both philosophers and theologians urged him to find a way to express his inspiration through his teaching. 

He was soon a head of mathematics at one of England’s most prestigious international schools. There he realised that orthodox mathematics instruction does a great deal of moral and social harm - as well as being obviously ineffective. 

Mathematics should teach youngsters to think honestly, critically and constructively - even to accept other’s criticisms gladly. This is what democracy requires. But youngsters in schools are usually rewarded more for their dishonesty. They learn to resent others’ ability, to reject any criticism.

These are major reasons why modern democracies fail. In the last century the same habits of teaching arguably handed power to Stalin and Hitler. Both called their politics ‘scientific’. Both savagely destroyed criticism and dissent. Both enjoyed popular support. These tendencies are active today.

In 473959 he describes how his revelation became the foundation of his life - then of his teaching. He explains how teaching mathematics properly and effectively will preserve children’s natural honesty, encourage and support their natural desire to think, to understand and to treat others honestly. 

In this way, he believes, there is even a possibility of ending the ancient conflicts between Jews, Christians and Muslims: by combining the fundamental moral principles of their most famous exponents.

… makes understanding human history possible!
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* Lord Alan Bullock, Parallel Lives, 1991


( (http://www.henrycountytimes.com/Archives/11.02.05/Opinion.htm)





� Attack of the Deranged Mutant Killer Monster Snow Goons, p. 106


* Fools are Everywhere, Otto, U.Chicago Press


* British Tommies – I don’t know about your Doughboys - coming home from the First World War in France had learnt to say: that’s San Fairy Ann - meaning that something was of no account. What they were really mispronouncing was, of course,: ‘Ca ne faire rien”. Modern soldiers, however, if they ever were use an expression of this kind, are far more likely to alliterate their fs. 


* Donald Mackinnon, Norris Hulse Professor of Divinity, University of Cambridge 1960-78 


( R.P. Feynman (1961)


* An Urchin in the Storm, 1987


( St Antony’s College, Oxford, 9th March 2006.


� Robert Murray in  Quadrant Magazine May 2005 





* President Lyndon Johnson only signed the Voting Rights Act on August 6th 1965


* Lawrence Ferlinghetti, from ‘These Are My Rivers’, 1979


* Several fine portraits of him may be seen - remember: he was an important man - on the website of the National Portrait Gallery in London. The picture NPGx13411 is how I remember him.
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