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One of the features of the current religious scene in the UK is the absence of a serious encounter 
with atheism. You may find this statement surprising. After all, the attack dogs of the new atheism, 
Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchins and co. have had huge publicity over the last ten years and 
their books sell in the tens of thousands. But although a fair number of people have had their anti-
religious feelings affirmed by such writers, I suspect that they have failed to make much impression 
on the minds of either religious believers and or more open minded non-believers. This is because 
the kind of religion that Richard Dawkins, for example, attacks so strongly, is not that shared by 
most members of the Church of England. His target is fundamentalists who are opposed to 
evolution. Such people, in their turn, like to suggest that a belief in evolution is integrally linked 
with hostility to religion. In short Richard Dawkins and the fundamentalists feed on one another and 
need one another. The consequence is that  most members of the main stream churches, and many 
others who though without a faith are open minded, do not feel that such a debate “speaks to their 
condition”, to use an old phrase.

The Dawkins/fundamentalist debate is often part of a wider one, that between science and religion, 
which though interesting and important, is not one that is likely to sweep religious believers off 
their rock of faith into the sea of unbelief. For the fact of the matter is that the vast majority of 
people, however much they might respect the achievements of science, know that there are certain 
questions that, however we answer them, cannot be addressed as though they were propositions to 
be tested out in a laboratory. The result is that the percentage of scientists who are religious 
believers is much the same as it is for the population as a whole. There are a range of factors which 
influence people to believer or disbelieve, but the strength of the scientific method, for all its real 
achievements, is not, for most, the decisive factor.

One unintended consequence of the association in the mind of so many of atheism with the atheism 
of Richard Dawkins is that we do not have a debate about what I judge to be more serious and 
important forms of atheism.  I hope to suggest in due course that it is fundamental to faith that 
religious believers do fully face these other forms of atheism.

There is an overlooked reason why a more serious atheism is not on the agenda at the moment. This 
is because in recent decades the world has been dominated by the so called baby boomers, those 
born after World War II who came of age in the 1960’s. This is a generation, and the same can now 
be said for their children, who have never had to fight a major war, who have had a standard of 
living that is unprecedented in human history, who are healthier and who will live longer than any 
previous generation, many of whom are on final salary pensions, and who can fill their lives with 
interesting things to do. 



(Harries’s sods law.)

I do not of course ignore the personal tragedies, illnesses, broken relationships, early deaths which 
will always be part of life. Nor do I ignore that fact that what I have said does not apply to 
everyone. For example, if you are a man living in parts of Glasgow your life expectancy will be ten 
years shorter than if you live in the South East of England, or even other parts of Glasgow, and that 
gap has significantly widened over the last twenty years. However, when we think of the wider 
forces that govern life the last fifty years has been quite extraordinary. Linda Grant has entitled her 
latest novel We never had it so good  about the generation I have described, to which she herself 
belongs. She has said about herself and her contemporaries that  history has not impinged on them 
in any destructive way-unlike almost every other generation in the past.

One effect of this is that there has been little incentive to raise the big questions in life. Life is busy, 
full of interesting things to do to fill the time, the next skiing holiday, the next cruise. The media is 
increasingly dominated  by life style articles and  programmes on cooking, gardening, travel-the list 
is endless. All this is great. I relish the good things of life as much as anyone. But it is such a 
contrast with reality for the vast majority of people in history and the rest of the world today, where 
life is a daily struggle simply to survive. Where life is a daily struggle to survive, you tend to be 
both more open to the big question of what  it might all be  about, and looking for spiritual strength 
to continue. 

Where this is not the case, as in the prosperous West, we have been able to skim along on the 
surface of life, without having  to engage at any deep level with the big questions. This, allied to the 
great ignorance there is now about the Christian faith in our society, and the association in people’s 
mind of religion with extremism, strife and violence, means that the default position for young 
people growing up is to disbelieve. The knee jerk reaction to the question whether they believe in 
God in any orthodox sense, for so many, is No. Or, they may express a hostility to religion whilst 
defining themselves in some sense as spiritual. This for  many is not a reply that has emerged as a 
result of any serious thought or struggle, but is simply the default position of a society that has 
wanted to busy itself with all the many interesting things there are today to do and enjoy.

The subtitle of my book God outside the Box is entitled Why Spiritual people object to Christianty. 
In the book I consider the strong feelings of many people who regard themselves as spiritual but 
who regard  the Christian faith they have encountered as morally objectionable in some way. For 
one of the major changes in the Atheism of today compared with most forms in the past, is that it 
claims the moral high ground. It is not just that Christianity is untrue, it is, according to Hitchins, a 
poison that needs to be pumped out of the stomach of society. My 21 chapters consider the different  
kind of moral objections to Christian faith. What I said there is, I believe, still highly relevant, but I 
am not going to go over that ground this evening. The subtitle of my lecture this evening is On 
taking serious atheism seriously. I have suggested so far that so much of what passes for atheism 
today is not the serious atheism I have in mind. So let me start elsewhere, with someone rather 



surprising, the man generally regarded as one of the most astute and funny observers of the human 
scene in the 20th century, the American journalist  H.L.Mencken, whose aphorisms are in a class of 
their own . His writings have recently been published in full and amongst them is this statement.

Once I ventured the guess that men worked in response to a vague inner urge for self-
expression….An hypothesis with rather more plausibility in it now suggests itself. It is that men 
work simply in order to escape the depressing agony of contemplating life-that their work like their 
play, is a mumbo-jumbo that serves them by permitting them to escape from reality…Man cannot 
sit still, contemplating his destiny in this world without going frantic. So he invents ways to take his 
mind off the horror. He works. He plays. He accumulates the preposterous nothing called property. 
He strives for the coy eye-wink of fame. He founds a family and spreads his curse over others. All 
the while the thing that moves him is simply the yearning to lose himself, to forget himself, to 
escape the tragic-comedy that is himself. Life, fundamentally, is not worth living.#

We could spend some time analysing and reinforcing the sentiments in that statement, but let me 
just pick out one word, “The horror”. The other day in church we prayed for all vulnerable children 
who were in danger of being abused. I thought of all the children in the world who at that very 
moment were actually being abused, either sexually or by violence, or often by both, who were 
being trafficked into prostitution or bonded labour. I thought of them and all that anguish crying out  
to God. But the thought is unbearable, so it cannot be imaginatively entered into for more than a 
split second.  One of the most iconic paintings of the 20th century was Edward Munch’s Scream, 
which simply shows a woman going over a bridge uttering or about to utter a scream in a way 
which fills the whole scene. That scream continues. It is most obvious in relation to the kind of 
anguish I have just mentioned, but it goes wider than that to refer to the universal human experience 
of being a limited, finite consciousness locked  in a human body, “half ape, half angel” as Disraeli 
put it; able with our minds to explore the universe, and with out souls to reach out to what is eternal, 
yet, at the mercy of frail human flesh and all the vicissitudes of nature and history.

It is a theme that could be illustrated in many ways. I will just say that the writers I most admire are 
those who experience life in this way and who survive on the basis of humour or faith or a 
combination of both. It was humour in the case of Mencken, particularly satire, but there are people 
like Jonathan Swift, the great Dean of St Patrick’s Dublin, whose memorial refers to  his saeva 
indignatio (his savage indignation) or Evelyn Waugh who combine  fierce satire with a serious 
Christian faith. Two other writers I admire are Dr Johnson and Samuel Beckett. It is no accident that 
Samuel Beckett started to write a play about Johnson. They both felt that getting through our days 
was a matter of   filling up what they called the vacuity at the heart of life, though Johnson 
combined this with a passionate Christian faith, whilst Beckett’s stance is less easy to define.

I have been fortunate enough to see some outstanding performances of Beckett’s plays, and two in 
particular haunt my mind still. They were performances of his play Happy Days, first of all with 
Peggy Ashcroft in the central role of Winnie, and then with Billy Whitelaw in the same part. The 



stage is bare except for Winnie in the middle in a pile of sand. During the first act the sand goes up 
to her waist. In the second act it goes us to her neck, so only her head is showing. A fierce light 
beats down.  There is one other character, her husband Willie who lies on the stage just away from 
the heap of sand but trying to edge his way towards it, who is speechless and who has perhaps lost 
his mind. There is a revolver there, and we do not know if he is going to make use of it, but it lies 
there with its hint of menace. For the whole of the play Winnie conducts a monologue. Here is a 
brief excerpt towards the beginning, with Winnie taking things out of her handbag, at this point her 
spectacles. I cannot do justice to Beckett by trying to act it out, so I will read the stage instructions, 
which are of fundamental importance as in all Beckett’s plays.

Marvellous gift-(stops polishing, lays down spectacles)-wish I had it-(folds handkerchief)-ah well-
(Puts handkerchief back in bodice)-can’t complain-(Looks for spectacles)-no no-(takes up 
spectacles) –mustn’t complain-(holds up spectacles, looks through lens)-so much to be  thankful 
for-(looks through other lens)-no pain-(puts on spectacles)-hardly any-(looks for toothbrush)-
wonderful thing that-(examines handle of brush)-slight headache sometimes-(examines handle, 
reads)-guaranteed….genuine….pure….what?-(looks closer)-genuine pure-(takes handkerchief from 
bodice) ah yes-(shakes out handkerchief)-occasional mild migraine-(starts wiping handle of brush)-
it comes-(wipes) –then goes-(wiping mechanically)-ah yes-(wiping)-many mercies-(wiping)-great 
mercies-(stops wiping, fixed lost gaze, brokenly) prayers perhaps not for naught.#

And so it goes on for the whole evening. I hope even from the little I have described the point is 
clear. The heap of sand getting ever higher a symbol of course of our mortality, the revolver a hint 
of the aggression that lies just below the surface in so many relationships. Above all the courageous 
attempt of Winnie to keep herself going, keep her spirits up with little sayings, including prayers, 
and by continually fiddling with things in her handbag. It is a performance which evokes a sense of 
horror, for that is what life is like, particularly when we are old. Yet which also evokes a sense of 
pathos, pity and compassion for Winnie’s courage in going on going on, continually trying to buck 
herself up in an old fashioned way.

Beckett’s own religious position is difficult to categorise. Though usually thought of as an atheist, 
he has been described as a secular mystic, and a Christ haunted man.# But whatever it was, behind 
it was the bleakest realism. Serious atheism with which I am concerned faces and feels life as 
Becket conveys it. It continues as  atheism in so far as it remains impossible to reconcile that sense 
of horror with belief that there is a wise and loving power behind, beyond and within all things. 
Beckett has clearly pondered that question long and hard, and conveyed his feelings with wonderful 
poetry and great humour. So we don’t get too depressed let me give one example of the humour. In 
his play Engame, a character called Nagg tells a story about a man who asks his tailor to make him 
a pair of trousers. Some days later the man calls in and finds that the tailor has made a mess of the 
seat. He is understanding but when he returns a few days later he found that the tailor has got the 
crotch all wrong. Again he is understanding but when he comes back after ten days he finds that the 
flies are a mess-and so it goes on. At last in exasperation the man says



There are limits. In six days, do you hear me, six days, God made the world.” Yes, Sir, no less, Sir, 
the WORLD! And you are not bloody well capable of making me a pair of trousers in three months!

(Tailor’s voice, scandalised) But my dear Sir, look! (disdainful gesture, disgustedly) –at the world-
(pause)-and look-(loving gesture, proudly)-at my TROUSERS!

I would like to suggest that the Christian believer, no less than the person who remains an atheist, 
feels this, both the horror of existence and how it seems incompatible with faith in a wise and 
benevolent creator. And that raises a question about the nature of faith.

I should emphasise at this stage that this horror, this vacuity, is not all we experience in life. Most of 
us here this evening will on many occasions have been conscious of  life as good, as a wonderful 
blessing. We have known people we admire, people with streaks of genuine goodness and courage. 
It is the presence of the other side which makes the dilemma so intense. If life were simply horror 
we would all commit suicide. But it isn’t. And the reason we go on going on isn’t just the animal 
will to survive long enough to breed, but because of a half sensed intuition that something great is at 
stake. So we live poised between a consciousness of life as a blessed gift and what a Beckett 
character calls the punishment for having been born. This is the dilemma which gives rise to what is 
termed the problem of evil, with which I am not dealing tonight, but there is a chapter on it at the 
end of God outside the Box.

What I am concerned with now is the bringing together of this serious atheism and the Christian 
faith.

One of the best known converts to the Christian faith in the 20th century was T.S.Eliot. One of the 
features of his faith that is unusual and little known is that way he combined it with continuing 
scepticism and radical doubt. He much admired Pascal, who had a similar outlook. So for example 
Eliot  wrote of Pascal that he was 

The type of one kind of religious believer, which is highly passionate and ardent, but passionate 
only through a powerful and regulated intellect…facing unflinchingly the demon of doubt  which is 
inseparable from the spirit of belief. # 

Eliot was brought up as a Unitarian, but became highly critical of it, and what he judged to be  
vague, wishy washy religions and philosophies of all kinds. He himself adopted a religion of clear 
and definite dogmas, the Anglo-Catholicism of the 1920’s, and was a serious observer of this in its 
most ritualistic form. But though deeply religious he was the opposite of a zealot and indeed hated 
zealotry of any kind. This was, I suggest,  because he continued to allow the deeply sceptical side of 
him to remain part of  his consciousness. As he reflected in 1948, 21 years after his conversion



The more conscious becomes the belief, so the more conscious becomes unbelief: indifference, 
doubt and scepticism appear….A higher religion imposes a conflict, a division, torment and 
struggle within the individual.# 

As has been written of Eliot

The crux of Eliot’s Christianity, what made it unusual, interesting and so distant from Unitarianism 
was that it incorporated so much doubt.#

If Eliot is correct in his understanding of faith, it means that the adoption of the Christian faith far 
from making an end to the sceptical side of our mind will in fact heighten it. It will heighten it, 
because it has to live side by side with its challenging, hopeful opposite.  Furthermore, for Eliot, it 
is faith in a clear and definite form which is able to incorporate this scepticism and it may be that it 
is just this combination which enables a person to have a faith which is at once clear, firm  and 
committed but without a trace of oppressive zeal.  

But how can such scepticism, such radical doubt, live in the same mind and heart as religious faith? 
Surely, we have been brought up to think that they are the opposites? Faith banishes doubt and 
scepticism undermines faith.  Faith, after all, is something you stake your life on. It seems to 
demand absolute certainty. How can it live in the same mind as that which attempts to destroy its 
very foundation? It is an important question, but before addressing it, I must make my main point, 
which is that in taking serious atheism seriously, we are at the same time open to experience the full 
persuasive power of the Christian message. Or to put it more starkly. As the full horror of life dawns 
on us, so to does the possibility that its meaning cannot be contained in ordinary categories and tidy 
schemes: an awarness that there is something else here, quite extraordinary, unbelievably 
wonderful, truly awesome.

At the risk of putting forth just another of those neat, tidy schemes, I must try to summarise just 
what that story is. 

God has given the universe a real independence, a freedom which comes to consciousness in us. 
Indeed, if we think about it, this is what must be meant by the idea of creation. To be created is to 
have a life of ones own, whether it is an electron, a cell or a multi-cell organism such as ourselves. 
So we find ourselves alive, conscious of life as a miraculous blessing, full of good things, 
surrounded by people who have the capacity for great kindness and sometimes heroic virtue. At the 
same time we are daily aware of the most terrible cruelties and suffering, of what must be called 
evil. Sometimes they are so terrible that like Elie Weisel in relation to the holocaust, we can only 
respond “How is one to speak of it? How can one not speak of it? We can only respond with an 
appalled silence not just in relation the holocaust but to many other cruelties, though also, as he 
said, we have to bear witness to the truth however terrible.



The Christian claim is that God himself has entered into the flux of human history and suffered its 
consequences to the point of an agonised death, and that in doing so he has united heaven and earth, 
God and humanity in a union that can never be broken. He has entered our hell and even there holds 
us close to himself in a way which can never be sundered. He did  this uniquely in Jesus, but what 
he does in him, he does through him, for every human being. Uniting humanity in himself, he holds 
us close to the Father and indwells us with his spirit.

This is more than a matter of being with and alongside us, important though that is. For the Divine 
Life in Christ unites heaven and earth in a way which cannot be destroyed. This is what the apostles 
discovered on the Third Day. The life they had known in Jesus was revealed to be eternally one 
with the Father, and was with them now still, raised to a universal contemporaneity . Their lives 
were now one with his for ever. They were “In Christ”. Nothing could separate them from the love 
of God.

Now in relation to this story, it is necessary to make one obvious point. The ultimate value of life 
cannot be judged simply by weighing the amount of pleasure against the amount of pain. If you put 
your life on the scales and balance the pleasure of it against the pain I hope you would find, as I do, 
that the pleasure outweighs the pain. But if you take the whole of human history, or much of the 
world today, can that be said? We don’t know, for we have not asked everyone, but it is not obvious 
that it does. So if there is  a Good purpose behind life, it cannot be understood simply in terms of a 
utilitarian calculus of pain and pleasure. Don’t get me wrong. I dislike pain as much as most, if not 
more, and I enjoy my pleasures as much as if not more than most. We rightly do what we can to 
help others out of their pain, and increase their happiness. But if we believe there is a good purpose 
to life and a good outcome to it, we must put something other than pain and pleasure on the scales. 
What this is, quite simply, is our capacity to transcend out native egoism in a genuine desire for  the 
good of others, a desire which is ultimately rooted in God, and which finds its final flourishing in 
relation to him.

What I have suggested so far then, is that if we allow ourselves to experience the bleakness or 
horror of life from an atheistic perspective, we will at the same time be more open to experience the 
compelling power of the Christian story. Furthermore I have quoted  Eliot to the effect  that a 
mature faith can and perhaps ought to co-exist with a  radical scepticism. Yet how can this be? As I 
have said, surely faith demands certainty? After all St Paul said that if Christ was not raised, we 
Christians are the most miserable of all people. He and countless others have literally staked their 
lives on its truth. Take even the less extreme case of someone offering themselves for ordination. 
How can they give their whole life over to something that they are not certain about, and which a 
good number of other people they much respect think is nonsense? So we need to think a little 
about the relationship between certainty and faith.

Strictly speaking only deductive truths are absolutely certain, that is, those truths which consist of 
drawing out the conclusions that are already built into the definition. “All cats have four feet. Kitty 



is a cat. Kitty has four feet.” That is certain if rather unilluminating. The so called ontological 
argument, which continues to fascinate philosophers, argues that the existence of God is likewise 
true by definition. However, to put it somewhat technically, existence is not a predicate, and the 
argument does not work. 

 Inductive truths can be to all intents and purposes be certain. “The sun will rise tomorrow.” 
Hypothetically that could be untrue, after all the universe might come to end, or the laws of gravity 
could be reversed. But unless the word certain is going to lose all meaning, I think we can usefully 
use it about that kind of statement. The existence of God cannot be certain in that sense, for it 
cannot be tested in the way that conforms to scientific method. It is not open to verification of 
falsification in this life,

The traditional  proofs for the existence of God do not work. In my view all so called proofs simply 
leave the matter open, for reasons I have not got time to mention here. This does not mean to say 
that faith is unreasonable. On the contrary, I myself believe that it is  religious faith which helps us 
to account not only for the existence of anything at all, but for our experience of morality and 
beauty, the order of the universe, and our capacity for both good and evil. The Christian faith gives 
a more coherent and consistent account of all this than any other alternative. So faith can be a 
reasonable faith in that sense. But that does not make it certain. For there is no way we can show  
logically why the existence of the universe should make sense, or should be understood in 
reasonable terms.

So it seems that we cannot use the word certainty about faith at all. Yet the poet Gerard Manley 
Hopkins wrote to his friend and fellow writer Robert Bridges to say “What you mean by a mystery 
is an interesting uncertainty, what I mean is an incomprehensible certainty.” Religious people very 
often do feel that their faith is so much part of their very being, it is indeed certain. This is powerful, 
but it does not always, or even very often, convince the non-believer, who always has another 
explanation at hand for that faith, and the felt certainty that is claimed for it. Furthermore we know 
that some of the most wrong headed people claim certainty for their wrong headed beliefs.

I think therefore we have to look at what is at the heart of Christianity, at least according to St 
Paul’s great hymn in I Corinthians 13, faith, hope and love. It is above all a faith, not simply in 
believing certain things to be true, but a deep trust and commitment. It is a hope, in that it is in the 
future that the truth of faith will be vindicated. It is love, in that it is commitment to a way of life 
now, rooted in faith and sustained by hope. The three are interlinked. For although Paul contrasts 
sight and hope “Now to see something is no longer to hope: why hope for what is already 
seen?” (Romans 8.24) he also says “Hope does not disappoint us because God’s love has been 
poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has been given to us.”

I believe that Christianity is in fact committed to the truth of certain propositions. It is not just a 
matter of the feelings or a way of life. But it is not just a matter of intellectual assent. The assent is 



integrally linked to  a way of seeing life and living it. What matters is not the sceptical alternative 
which can arise in the mind at any time, but wholeheartedness and consistency in the way of life. So  
many ordinary Christians would want to say with the Psalmist “Taste and see how Good the Lord 
is.” 

What is it that puts so many off the Christian faith today? One factor is the way that religious 
believers, and I include myself, have a tendency to talk too glibly, too easily about the mystery in 
whom we live and move and have our being. We bandy the word G-O-D about as though it was just 
another card in a card game. But that word indicates a reality which by definition makes a total 
difference to our lives, one difference being a sense of wonder and awe. John of Damascus who 
lived in the eighth century was not only himself impeccably orthodox but he has long been taken as 
a standard of orthodoxy, particularly for the Eastern Church.  He wrote

It is plain, then, that there is a God.  But what he is in his essence and nature is absolutely 
incomprehensible and unknowable.#

 Two poets who really understood what it is that religious truth could not and should not say were 
Emily Dickinson and W H Auden.  In 1868 Emily Dickinson wrote

Tell all the truth but tell it slant –
Success in circuit lies
Too bright for our infirm delight
The truth superb surprise
As lightning to the children of Eve
With explanation kind
The truth must dazzle gradually
Or every man be blind –#

W H Auden wrote a poem whose title was a quotation from someone else “The Truest Poetry is the 
most Feigning” which accurately sums up its theme.  He ends by describing the ambiguous nature 
of human beings “Imago Dei who forgot his station” and asks the question

What but tall tales, the luck of verbal playing,
Can trick his lying nature into saying
That love, or truth in any serious sense,
Like Orthodoxy, is a reticence?#

Emily Dickinson knew that the deepest truths had to be hinted at and suggested, told obliquely.  W 
H Auden knew that serious truth and true Orthodoxy is also a reticence.  Many people who would 



not describe themselves as religious instinctively feel this.  So do many of those who are feeling 
their way along the path of spiritual truth but who are put off by the clichés and banalities of so 
much conventional religion.

It may be that we are now live in a time in which religious words and phrases have been so over 
used and so cheapened that we are called to silence.  Certainly this is what Dietrich Bonhoeffer 
believed.  Whilst in prison for his role in the assassination of Hitler he wrote “Thoughts on the 
baptism of D W R”

Today you are being baptised as a Christian.  The ancient words of the Christian proclamation will 
be uttered over you, and the command of Jesus to baptise will be performed over you, without your 
knowing anything about it.  But we too are being driven back to first principles.  Atonement and 
redemption, regeneration, the Holy Ghost, the love of our enemies, the cross and resurrection, life 
in Christ and Christian discipleship – all these things have become so problematic and so remote 
that we hardly dare anymore to speak of them.  … So our traditional language must perforce 
become powerless and remain silent and our Christianity today will be confined to praying for and 
doing right by our fellow men. … But the day will come when men will be called again to utter the 
word of God with such power as will change and renew the world. … Until then the Christian cause 
will be a silent and hidden affair, but there will be those who pray and do right and wait for God’s 
own time.#  

Recently I read the transcript of a wonderful conversation between the Nobel Prize winning poet 
Seamus Heaney and another wonderful poet Jon Stallworthy. Most of Heaney’s poems have evoked 
his childhood world on a farm in Northern Ireland, and have not touched much on what we might 
call metaphysical concerns. Not long ago he had a serious stroke, but after a while he began to write 
poetry again, and he started to recall his deeply religious upbringing, what he called his “childhood 
radiance world” which, though it was destructively controlling had “a sense of glory and eternity”. 
In the conversation with Jon Stallworthy, after recounting this he went on to say

Not that I want to give up on transcendence, certainly not, but I’ve never uttered much about it: I’m 
shy of it, I suppose, though getting less shy. But again it’s a tendency isn’t it? It’s a direction in 
which you tend-as opposed to the Dawkins direction. That absoluteness of religion robs us of 
something.

And Jon Stallworthy added “It’s rather life-denying.”

The theme of religion as life denying was a major one in the literature of the 20th century. But, 
according to that conversation it was the absoluteness of religion linked with its controlling function 
that made for this. Instead Heaney posits transcendence as a tendency “A direction in which you 
tend-as opposed to the Dawkins direction.” Lets reflect on that image.



The idea of a direction in which you tend, implies being  on the move, a journey. You are not 
staying put, where you are. It implies that you have not yet arrived. You cannot describe from first 
hand experience the goal of your journey. But you have a direction, and you have some idea of what 
the consummation may be like. You cannot describe Santiago de Compostella because you have 
never been there. But you know the direction, the route has been well travelled before you, and you 
have heard tell of things like the great bell in the cathedral. But the main thing is that you are on 
your way. You have set out and you are walking, staff in hand.

T.S.Eliot wrote that to apprehend the point of intersection of the timeless with time is an occupation 
for the saint

No occupation either, but something given
And taken, in a lifetime’s death in love,
Ardour and selflessness and self-surrender.
For most of us, there is only the unattended
Moment, the moment in and out of time,
The distraction fit, lost in a shaft of sunlight,
The wild thyme unseen, or the winter lightening
Or the waterfall,or music heard so deeply
That it is not heard at all, but you are the music
While the music lasts. These are only hints and guesses,
Hints followed by guesses; and the rest
Is prayer, observance, discipline, thought and action.#

That prayer, observance, discipline, thought and action was very much part of his own life after his 
conversion to the Christian faith. It co-existed, according to his own account with a radical 
scepticism. I think it is no surprise that before his conversion he was above all the poet of the Waste 
Land. He knew the horror of life at first hand and became the voice of the generation of the 1920’s 
and 30’s who experienced life in the same bleak  way. Becoming a Christian did not, I think, mean 
that he left behind the possibility of that horror, it intensified it as the alternative to what he had by 
then committed his life to; this was  that, despite so many appearances to the contrary life expresses 
the purpose of a wise and loving power, one who has united his undying life with ours, and who 
calls us to live in  him  a life of trust, hope and love; and in so doing, to be signs of a divine purpose 
that will finally prevail.  

       

 

 


