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Introduction

We are told that our house is built on a rock. But even a house on a rock needs some kind of structure to hold it together. We are part of the mystical body of Christ, but even a mystical body needs bones, for without them it will be as shapeless as a slug. The Creed is those bones.

It is to keep the building together and to keep the body in shape that we regularly recite the Creed in church and recommit ourselves to it. At least, recommitting and reconnecting to the foundations of our faith is what we ought to be doing, but in practice, all we do is recite.

Because think about it. Suppose I have a moment of enlightenment – an instant when I don’t just say the words, but hear what I am saying and understand what I am hearing. You can never predict when the Spirit will strike. Let’s suppose that the words are the ‘for us’ of the Incarnation and that at that moment I am filled with awe that the Infinite should have taken on finiteness for my sake. That moment might only last a heartbeat. But even a short time takes time. From then on I will be one heartbeat out of step with everyone else in the relentless forward march of a congregation all saying the same words. That cannot be allowed. Imagine if everybody did the same as me, and tried to mean the Creed while they were saying it. Imagine the chaos.

And so we all march on, watching our neighbours out of the corners of our eyes. We succeed in keeping step all the way to the end, but at the price of not looking where we are going: at the price of not going anywhere.

The only way to engage properly with what one is saying when one says the Creed is not to say it right through and all together, but to take it slowly and reflectively by oneself, phrase by phrase or even word by word.

That is what this book is for. It both does it and encourages you to do it – because ultimately it is your mind that counts. Your belief can only be an act of your own mind: nobody else’s.

The Creed is the bones of faith, and only with living bones can we have a vertebrate and living faith, growing naturally in the right shape and proportion and bearing fruit at the end. And we do need such a faith. We need it first of all for ourselves because a faith glued together out of mixed bone-dust and incense is not a faith but a mere cultural identity: it makes Christ just a badge that we wear, nothing more. That is not faith at all. It has no roots, and it will be blown over by the first storm that comes. And life is full of storms.

We need a living faith for another reason as well: because others need it. They know we have the words of eternal life and they come to us for them: sometimes diffidently, sometimes defiantly and confrontationally, but secretly hoping to be convinced. At the very least they may want to understand exactly what it is that they are not believing in. To say to them about a doctrine, ‘Oh, that’s just one of those things that Christians say because they are Christians,’ is a betrayal and a blasphemy. To say ‘It is true because it says so in the book’ is not much better: it feeds the sheep on silage instead of living grass.

Things are never true just because the books say they are true. This applies to science, mathematics, history – any human activity – and not just theology. The pianist does not play the notes because they are printed on the page but because they are the right notes. Things are true because they are true, and only a truth that is in the heart can reach the hearts of others.

We have help. The Spirit is the life-giver. If you let him give life to the ideas in your mind then you will be alive and able to give life yourself. The Lord commands us to love him with the mind and the Lord gives no commandment in vain. So we know that he is lovable-with-the-mind – that is, the effort of trying to understand will not be fruitless – and that he has given us minds so that we can love him by using them.

The method of this book is this: to take the Creed one phrase at a time and to pursue its meaning and its message in many lights and from many angles. Every angle has something to give, and all of them together add up to bring us closer to the solid truth. Even the detours will turn out to have been part of the journey.

Every light illuminates. In this adventure, anything that human beings know or experience can be a source of light. God made us whole and the world whole, and every aspect of it illuminates every other.

A defence of lay theology

This is not a catechism or a theological manual. Such books exist. It is not written by a professional theologian. Such people exist. The books are valuable and the people are valuable, but what I am doing here is different: and it is valuable as well. So is what you are doing when you read this book.

If you decide to call the theology of the theologians ‘high theology’, then this book could be called ‘low theology’. Low theology ought not to need naming or defending: but in a world professionalised to the point where soon you won’t be allowed to breathe without first getting a breathing certificate, it unfortunately does need to be named and defended.

Yes, you can always look up the doctrines in a reference book. Yes, the teaching authority of the Church, who has been researching these subjects with thousands of people for thousands of years, is supreme. When we make mistakes we go to her for correction. But the same sorts of things could be said about mathematics, and yet we find it worthwhile trying to prove theorems. The same could be said about the physical sciences, but doing experiments other people have already done is still not a waste of time.

The defence of low theology is simple: if the Creator of All had wanted a hierarchical universe in which one half of it did exactly what the experts in the other half said should be done, he would have arranged it that way while he was here with us. He would have commissioned the scribes and doctors in the Temple to enlighten the world from above, instead of picking up a ragtag of fishermen and other amateurs to illuminate it from below.

Julian of Norwich was not a scribe or a doctor, but her twenty years of meditation on the vision she had been given of the Passion produced a work that still knocks one flat today, 630 years later. Dante Alighieri was a poet, not a theologian, but the Divine Comedy established a theology of love which has never been surpassed. Thérèse of Lisieux had no doctorate, but she herself is a Doctor of the Church.

I am not any of these people. I am me, just as you are you. Our value is shown by the fact that God could have made a splendid and glorious universe that didn’t give rise to you and me, but he didn’t. He chose not to. He chose to make this universe instead, the one with us in it. That has to count for something.

And again: if God hadn’t meant us to think, he wouldn’t have given us minds. But he has.

So let’s get going. If what I write rings true, thank the One who shows us truth. If you find I have missed out something important, laugh, for laughter is from God. And if you see that I have made a complete hash of things and got hold of the wrong end of the stick, then rejoice because you have found the right one.

Why have a creed at all?

There are verses in the Gospels that lurk in the background for centuries doing nothing, and then come suddenly to life and change everything. That is why nobody edits the Gospels down to ‘What you need to know’. One example is the exchange between Jesus and the rich young man. ‘If you want to be perfect, go and sell all you have and give it to the poor.’ As we know, the young man went away sorrowing, because indeed he was very rich.

There are comforting interpretations of this episode which reassure us into not going away sorrowing when we hear the story. A delicate emphasis on ‘If you want to be perfect’ is one way of doing it. But, basically, the whole story depicts a failure.

Except that about 230 years later, the landowner Anthony of Egypt heard these words and did want to be perfect. He obeyed them and went out into the desert: one of the first monks.

Except that almost a millennium after that, a young man called Francis, son of the prosperous Assisi merchant Pietro Bernardone, heard the same words and went out and turned the whole world upside down.

I mention all this because there is another little exchange in the Gospels that has been almost forgotten. The evangelists themselves find it so uninteresting that they can’t quite remember who spoke the important words, Jesus or the man he was talking to. The words are these:

You must love the Lord your God with all your heart, with all your soul, with all your strength, and with all your mind.1 

This looks like a quotation of the first of the Ten Commandments, but if you look, it isn’t. Jesus has expanded it. (He did tell us he had come not to abolish the Law and the Prophets but to fulfil them and bring them to perfection: and here, unnoticed by almost everybody, is an example.)

Those words ‘with all your mind’ are not in the law of Moses.2  They are new. They change everything. They make theology possible. Indeed, they make all science possible, since in practising the physical sciences we are praising God by celebrating his works.

‘With all your mind’ changes everything in two ways. First of all, it says that the love of God must be not just a feeling but an act – an act of the whole person, which includes an act of the mind. A religion based on nothing more than feelings of holiness is no religion at all.

The second consequence of ‘with all your mind’ is more radical. God will not demand the impossible. If we are commanded to love God with our minds, then it must be possible to love God with our minds. In other words, God must be lovable-with-the-mind – that is, comprehensible. This makes theology a rational activity, but it does more: it places a constraint on the activity of God. If God is to be lovable-with-the-mind, then he cannot act arbitrarily, because whatever God does must be accessible to reason (and so must the world he creates, which is why physical science is possible).

The mind is not often thought of as an organ of love. This is a consequence of the Enlightenment idea of the mind as a cold, calculating machine powered solely by logic. Romanticism completed the equation: if the mind has no feelings, then feeling can have nothing to do with the mind. But ‘love with all your mind’ disproves all that. The mind is every bit as much an organ of love as the heart is.

The way we love with the mind is by understanding. The way we agree about what we understand, and communicate it, is by finding words to express it. And the words work both ways: forwards and backwards. Understanding gives rise to the words to express it, and the words give rise to understanding. And so the idea of a Creed begins to take shape.

The next step is this. Man is a rational animal but also a fallible one. We make mistakes. More than that, when we are taught something we find hard, or puzzling, or simply don’t like, we find ourselves turning it into something we do like or understand; or else we just push it into a corner and forget about it.

That is human nature, and it is why, sooner or later, every science needs not just its words but its textbooks and its agreed statements of what is true. The science of being (which we call ‘theology’) is no exception. We need a Creed.

A Creed tells us who we are. It reminds us of truths we have forgotten (or would like to forget). It steers us away from mistakes people have made in the past, which is a good thing because we are people too and quite likely to be making the same mistakes. The mistakes may be attractive, but they are not true: and in the end truth is everything.

That is the reason why the Church has a Creed. The Nicene Creed (called by dismal pedants the Niceno-Constantinopolitan Creed) was born at the Council of Nicaea in ad 325 and reached its final form at the Council of Constantinople in ad 381. Everyone agreed that it expressed the truth. Again the process works both ways: the fact of agreeing on that expression of the truth defines what the Church is.

As a confessor once cheeringly told a friend of mine, it doesn’t matter if you disagree with every bishop you’ve ever heard from and think that every priest you have ever met is an idiot: if you believe what is in the Creed, you are a Christian (a turbulent Christian, perhaps: but then so were half the saints).

People learn, and understand, and believe – but they also forget. So the Church in her wisdom has not let the Nicene Creed sit around in books about fourth-century Church history. For the last thousand years we have all said it at Mass every Sunday. Every week, the words come out of the history books and come alive as we speak them.





I 

BEING

 

God the Father

 

 

Credo in unum Deum,

Patrem omnipotentem,

factorem cæli et terræ,

visibilium omnium et invisibilium.

 

I believe in one God,

the Father almighty,

maker of heaven and earth,

of all things visible and invisible.





1

I believe

Credo

I said, casually, that we say the Creed at Mass. Of course, that isn’t really true. we don’t say it: I do. This is important, and it matters; there have been fights over it; and for the moment the right side has won.

In most of the Mass it really is we, and no doubt about it. It is good and right that it should be so. we give glory to God in the Gloria, we ask the Lamb of God to take pity in the Agnus Dei. In the prayers addressed to God by the priest, even in the Eucharistic Prayer itself, it is we.

If I have counted rightly, there are three places in the Mass where this is not the case.

The first time is when I proclaim out loud that I have sinned excessively and it is all my fault. That is called a ‘penitential act’, but it is more: it is a tremendous affirmation of myself as a responsible agent endowed with free will by God. You probably don’t notice me doing this at the time because you are at the same moment engaged in doing exactly the same thing: my sins are my business; yours are yours. (My friend Christina tells me she omits ‘greatly’ from the words, ‘I have greatly sinned’: all I can say in reply is that I suppose she knows what she is doing.)

If at this point we were to say we had sinned, then it could mean one of two things. ‘we’ means ‘we’: the obvious, grammatical meaning if I say ‘we’ is that I am saying that you have sinned greatly and so has your neighbour on the other side and so has that man sitting over there in the corner whom neither of us likes very much. I can’t possibly know any of this. I am saying something I do not know. That is, I am not saying anything with a meaning, but only making noises with my mouth.

The alternative interpretation of ‘we’ is that by saying it I am asserting some sort of corporate sin. But it is a general rule that that which belongs to everybody belongs to nobody in particular. The ‘we’ takes all the meaning out of what I am saying.

‘We have sinned.’

‘You mean, you have sinned?’

‘No, of course I haven’t, but we have.’

That is the first time we say ‘I’. The third time is when we quote the centurion with the sick servant: ‘I am not worthy to receive you under my roof’.1  The second time is when we say the Creed, and that is what this book is about.

When the persecutors, the torturers and – worst of all – the deriders corner me and accuse me of holding weird beliefs (for instance, that a man sits on the throne of God), how liberating it would be to get out of it by explaining that a Jew reigning over the universe is what we as Christians believe. That amounts to saying ‘I don’t believe’ without having to say those particular words – just as saying ‘I forgive her as a Christian’ is the polite way to say ‘I don’t forgive her at all.’

To summarise: whenever ‘we believe’ replaces ‘I believe’, it lets me off the hook. The verb ‘believe’ is no longer an act but an identity, a part of the Christian brand: that is to say, it is nothing.

The framers of the liturgy don’t want to let us off the hook: that is not what hooks are for. But you can see how that nice Canon Screwtape2  smoothing things over in committee would try to convince everyone that ‘we believe’ would be kinder all round. Screwtape has another motive as well. If he can get the most dangerous people in the world to spend five minutes every Sunday standing up in church together and saying, ‘I, personally, don’t believe anything in particular,’ how much better it will be than having them saying, ‘I hereby commit myself to God.’ Better, that is, for the devil rather than for us.

The same story applies at the other end of time. If God welcomes me one day into the joys of heaven, he will be welcoming me because I am me and because I have done what I have done and loved in the way I have loved, not because I am part of a we and God lets me in on some kind of bulk entry ticket.

The gates of heaven are not open to a Christian. God says, ‘I call you by name and you are mine,’3  and nobody is called ‘a’.

The world has been trying to deny this recently. It is just too much bother to treat a person as a person. So the policy is to ignore the individual and see only the attributes. You are a this or a that, and the ‘this’ and the ‘that’ come with moral judgements attached. One ‘this’ may make you so inferior that everyone has to be condescendingly nice to you; another one may make you unclean or guilty, and if you dare to ask what it is you are guilty of (as my philosophy tutor asked in 1980 when he was being deported from Czechoslovakia ‘for being guilty’), that only doubles your guilt. What you as the guilty person have missed is the principle that you are nothing other than the sum of your attributes, nothing but ‘a this’ plus ‘a that’. If you dare to assert that you are ‘I’, not ‘a’, then you deserve to be crushed; or re-educated.

So ‘I believe’ is not just (as it might once have been) a liturgist’s device for keeping me firmly on the hook as I recite the Creed. It has become a cry of liberation and an assertion of existence. Of course, there is a price to pay, because now I am not able to get out of awkward clauses in the Creed by we-ing away their meaning. So it is more important than ever to find out what I am committing myself to when I say the words, ‘I believe.’
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