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Introduction

When you buy a book and you want to get on and read it, the book should speak for itself. An Introduction can do little more than spoil any surprise ending. However, some readers do like introductions, so I have written a short one just for you.

I am not a priest, professional theologian, or a spiritual adept. I practised as a barrister for forty years and my expertise is in assessing evidence, spotting contradictions and errors in statements and in – hopefully – presenting an analysis of what the evidence suggests, in a way which a jury can understand and even enjoy. ‘The Legal 500’ kindly described me as “… very knowledgeable, incisive and determined.” I have tried to bring these characteristics to bear on a subject about which I have pondered for a lifetime. I am now not that far away from finding out whether I am right.

Like you, I have always wondered about the meaning of life. I have had the good fortune to meet many wonderful people and even a few sages. I began life as quite an earnest Christian and enthusiastically attended Sunday school and church. As I grew older I began to detect inconsistencies and improbabilities in what I was being told. Indeed, I started to view some passages in the Bible as quite horrid.

As a teenager I looked about at other religions and after initial flirtations they equally failed to satisfy my reason and instinct. Most religions advertise a God who answers prayers and intervenes to help humanity. In reality God clearly fails to do either. In reaction to these sadly false promises of God’s active interest, I then toyed with atheism and even materialism, which supposes that we are mere automata reacting to chemical brain reactions with no free will, consciousness or soul. The muddled thinking and smug superiority of some vocal evangelicals seems to make materialism look attractive. Unquestioning belief that scripture contains literal truth is as ludicrous as it is dangerous.

Scripture, if read figuratively, can hold much wisdom. All books, even thrillers, may contain something enlightening.

For instance, one charming old ‘who-done-it?’ contains a guiding principle for the seeker after spiritual truth. The detective hero, Albert Campion, is listening to a beautiful actress trying to justify her past life. He is deeply upset by her self-serving distortion of the facts: “Mr Campion was shocked.” There are some people to whom muddled thinking and self-deception are the most heinous sins in the world.1 In any spiritual search muddled thinking and self-deception are indeed mortal sins. A theological Campion would be equally shocked at the muddled thinking and self-deception to be found in both religion and materialism. Each side seems determined to maintain belief at all costs. This book is an attack on muddled thinking and self-deception. If, having read it, you conclude that I am equally guilty, I shall still have proved my point.

As I have grown older and experienced the great joys and sorrows of life, I have become increasingly sure that fundamentalist religion and materialistic atheism are opposing extremes and that the answer to the Great Mystery is somewhere in between. As you may have done, I have always perceived within myself a spiritual element together with a sense of some Great Mystery beyond. The more I have read and the more I have listened to others the clearer it has become that there is evidence supporting our instinctive sense of a spiritual dimension.

Evidence, instinct and logic combine to challenge the fundamental concepts of religion and materialism and so both camps try to dismiss summarily all facts and thoughts incompatible with their own belief systems. Sadly, most religions, which rightly recognize the essential importance of the spirit, bury this central truth under a mass of dubious detail about the deity they worship.

This book reflects the pattern of my own spiritual path through life. The first five chapters deal with the problems of religion and, in particular, Christianity. The second five chapters grapple with evidence tending to cast doubt on materialism and suggesting that materialists have equally closed minds, despite their claim to a monopoly of reason.

Richard Dawkins’ The God Delusion is presently the most popular statement of materialism. Despite being published as far back as 2006, this book is a very important contribution to the debate. It has recently been discovered that over 30 million copies have been illegally downloaded – three million of them in Saudi Arabia alone. There are many religious books challenging Dawkins’ powerful conception of a materialist world empty of any spiritual dimension. The most widely read of these religious counter-arguments is currently Timothy Keller’s The Reason for God, in which the writer himself appears to have lost all sense of reason. One purpose of the book you are about to read is likewise to challenge Richard Dawkins’ simplistic dismissal of God and the spirit within us, but it is written from an anti-religious perspective and challenges materialism not with the tools of scripture and blind faith, but with the materialists’ own weapons of choice, namely logic and reason. Neither materialists nor religionists seem particularly interested in evidence, but I hope that you are.

Religions have made some positive contributions, but they should accept that they have also done great harm. Leo Tolstoy, in his search for God and ‘the meaning of life’ was appalled both by the way religions violently disagreed with each other and by the violence done in the name of Jesus.

Religions have been responsible for bigotry, violence and persecution. Even now there are religious wars and widespread acts of religious terrorism throughout the world.

On the other hand, for over two centuries following ‘The Enlightenment’, we in the West have purported to revere ‘Reason’ and yet we have inflicted upon ourselves numerous wars, including, still just in living memory, the two World Wars and the Holocaust. Our world is now threatened by climate change, overpopulation and grotesque inequality. We have filled our oceans with plastic and chemicals.

In the United Kingdom’s last National Census about half the population declared no religion, but most were not atheists. Many people throughout the world are no longer satisfied by religion and yet find materialism dispiriting.

Individuals are confused and depressed by the way the world continues to slide downwards under the weight of human anger, violence and greed. The solution is not a populist movement. Our great problems cannot be solved by the miracles promised by populists and priests alike. The solution is for each of us to reawaken our own personal sense of spiritual awareness and purpose. We must all think for ourselves and we must feel for ourselves too.



1 Margery Allingham, The Fashion in Shrouds.


 

 

“They would not listen, they did not know how
Perhaps they’ll listen now …

“They would not listen, they’re not listening still
Perhaps they never will”

Don McLean’s “Vincent”

Songwriters: Don McLean
Vincent (Starry, Starry Night) lyrics © Universal Music
Publishing Group
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