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Preface

I am a natural-born atheist. As a child, I believed in Father Christmas for a while, but never in gods. When I first learned, at the age of six, that humans are 60 per cent water, this prosaic fact didn’t dismay me at all but sent a thrill down my spine. Likewise, when I discovered shortly after that our thoughts are nothing but patterns of electro-chemical activity swirling round in our brains, I delighted at the sheer materiality of it all. I confess that I also took especial pleasure in tormenting my poor granny with these facts, which she found hard to reconcile with her simple Catholic faith and her belief in human specialness.

Like many children, I found church extremely boring, and on those rare occasions when I was forced to go (by my school), I found the stories about Jesus and his disciples bizarre and nonsensical. When I was teenager, I became interested in Zen Buddhism, and part of what attracted me about it was that it didn’t require me to believe in gods.

But then, at the age of 17, I had an intense conversion experience. I was sitting at my desk in my bedroom one evening, trying to do my homework, when all of a sudden I felt my body bathed in waves of cosmic love, and I felt forgiven. Tears came to my eyes, and for the first time in my life I thought to myself: ‘There is a god!’

I had just been expelled from school, and now my friends’ parents wouldn’t let them see me for fear I would be a bad influence on them. After years of being a model pupil I was now officially a bad boy, and it is clear to me now that what I experienced that evening in my bedroom was simply the result of a powerful wish for forgiveness. But at the time it felt utterly compelling.

Other things played a part, too, in preparing my brain for that mystical experience. Very cleverly, my granny had taken advantage of my interest in Zen Buddhism to send me a book about a Catholic priest who had spent a year in a Zen monastery in Japan. As I read it, I wondered if perhaps all religions led to the same goal and I became less scornful of Christianity. Soon after, I converted to Catholicism. That was my granny’s revenge for all those moments when I had tormented her as a child.

I went off to university to do a degree in religious studies. But it soon became clear that was not enough to satisfy my growing fervour, and after a year I dropped out and went off to Ireland to train to be a priest. It was a very strict missionary order with the fierce-sounding name of the Legionaries of Christ, but I loved the military discipline and the austere spirituality. After a few months, we went through a week of spiritual exercises. Based on a sequence of meditations and prayers devised by St Ignatius of Loyola in the 16th century, these exercises are designed to lead you to a point of intense personal conviction and commitment.

For a week, there was complete silence, meaning not only that the novices weren’t allowed to talk to each other, but also that we couldn’t even look each other in the eye. There were five one-hour meditations every day in addition to mass, benediction and other rituals. Everything was designed to lead up to the final meditation on the last day of the retreat, when we would practise ‘seeing god in nature’. When that moment finally came, it was a glorious spring evening and we were allowed to do our meditation while walking round the grounds of the seminary.

It was warm and the sun was setting in a clear blue sky. The birds were singing and the scent of the spring blossoms wafted through the air. If ever there was a moment when I was going to see god in nature, this was it.

And you know what I saw? A beautiful sunset. That was it. And it was enough. It was more than enough; it was perfect. And it suddenly occurred to me that to foist the idea of a god onto this perfection would be to ruin it, to force a superabundant nature into a shabby little human concept, like cramming a bunch of wild roses into a shoddy little wooden box.

I knew immediately that my spiritual director wouldn’t like this. So I didn’t tell him at first, and tried to continue as I had before. But it was pointless. Something had changed in me. I had lost my faith as irrationally as I had gained it, in a strange but compelling personal experience.

When I did eventually tell my spiritual director what had happened to me that spring evening, he realized there was no point in me staying. He put me on a flight back to England the very next day. And after my few years holidaying in the land of religion, I went back to being the atheist I always was.

It’s amazing what the brain can do.

A note on style

In this book I will not follow the widespread practice of talking about ‘belief in God’. Instead, I will usually speak of ‘belief in gods’. There are two important differences here. First, I see no reason to capitalize the word god. Secondly, I prefer to speak of gods in the plural, rather than god in the singular. To understand why, consider unicorns. If you wanted to find out whether someone believed that such creatures exist, you would probably ask: ‘Do you believe in unicorns?’ You would certainly not ask ‘Do you believe in unicorn?’, let alone ‘Do you believe in Unicorn?’ Even if you believed that there was only one unicorn in the whole universe, you would still probably say ‘I believe in unicorns’. You might add ‘I believe that there is only one unicorn in the universe’, just to be clear, but you certainly wouldn’t say ‘I believe in unicorn’. Even if the unicorn had a name – let’s say his name was Charlie – you wouldn’t say ‘I believe in Charlie’. By analogy, it is just plain odd for anyone to say, ‘I believe in God’.
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