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SERMON delivered Oxford June 13 2010
In the words of the pre-eminent atheist Richard Dawkins, the God we know from the Judaeo-Christian Bible, is  'vindictive, bloodthirsty, misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sado-masochistic...'  A list that doesn't include 'all-powerful' though it would be pretty hard to be all those other things if you weren't that too.

Why anyone ever trusted, let alone worshipped, a God as determined to be unpopular as this, atheists are hard-put to explain.  Because they were fools is one explanation.  Because science, and in particular Darwin, had not yet happened, is another.

So we are now confronted with a world view which holds that mankind was stupid until about the middle of the nineteenth century when science liberated it from ignorance and superstition.  Shakespeare, Michelangelo, Rembrandt,  Bach - all stupid.  Or simply opportunistic - seizing on religion as a theme because, well, they had to make a living, or because, in Dawkins' words, it was the only game in town.

Simply at the level of history of ideas this view of what fools we all were before science enlightened us is incorrect. It isn't true to say that religion held complete sway over Western Minds until the publication of Darwin's Origin of the Species in 1859.  Disbelief was often voiced and doubt was common - only think of Castle Doubting in Pilgrim's Progress, published two hundred years earlier.  Only read the Book of  Job, come to that - and Job predates Darwin by thousands of years. 

While some certainly did believe the Bible to be the telling of a literal truth, others questioned it, both as a record of provable event, and as an adequate description of our humanity.  Others, again, didn't see what evidence had to do with religious belief.  Faith, they said, was a different kind of animal to a scientific proposition.  

If anything, it was the challenge of science itself that made some believers attempt to answer literalism with literalism.  A bait which the poet Coleridge flatly refused, saying that the words of the Bible found him at greater depths of his being than did the words of any other book, and 'whatever finds me brings with it an irresistible evidence of its having proceeded from the Holy Spirit.'
I'm not equipped to discuss the Holy Spirit, but in all other regards I feel at home with Coleridge's argument for not advancing an argument.  You could say that this is the writer's creed - that something other than the irresistible evidence which would alone persuade a scientist, operates when we come to describe what happens in 'the depths of our being'.  


Myself, I rather like the way the Old Testament sites those 'depths' in the 'bowels'  - the bowels being variously the seat of pity, kindness, grief, rage, love, longing.  'And Joseph made haste; for his bowels did yearn upon his brother.'   A description that might be questioned by a gastroenterologist.

But its biological imprecision is its virtue.  

At one level, of course, our bodies do belong to science, but we inhabit them just as often - perhaps more often - poetically.  No heart specialist can describe heart-break to us.  And there is, that I know of, no such thing as a specialist in human souls.  

Joseph Stalin was once called, and went on proudly, and unironically, to call himself, 'the engineer of human souls' - but  history has taught that a human soul cannot be engineered without the very thing that makes it human dying.

The distinguishing feature of our creativity - the finding and being found part of us - is its imprecision, its unengineerability.

The word 'find' is wonderfully and - in its simplicity - defiantly indeterminate.  What does it mean to be found?  Has one been in hiding?  Concealing a secret perhaps?  Is it 'found' as in 'found out'?  Rumbled.  Or found in the sense of rescued?

The beauty of it is that we don't know.  But it's an active verb.  One can be found accidentally, but this finding suggests intention on the part of the finder, and no less active co-operation in the search on the part of the person found.  In describing himself as 'found', Coleridge is not recording a state of passive acquiescence; more a collusion in the act of finding.

It was Coleridge, you will remember, who came up with the phrase 'the willing suspension of disbelief' to describe our preparedness as readers and spectators to allow what is imaginary or fantastical to appear as real, such a suspension of our scepticism constituting what he called 'poetic faith'.

It's hard to know which word defines the other there.  Is the faith poetical or is the poetry a matter of faith?  One thing we can say is that the 'suspension of disbelief' formulation sits at the intersection of art and religious belief.  You can believe and not make art, and you can make art and not believe, but I don't see how you can do either one and not be at least sympathetic to the workings of the other.

When a fellow-novelist tells me, categorically, he is an atheist I think, either: he can't be much of a novelist, or: he is not telling the truth.  I suppose I should suspend my disbelief in what he tells me, but I can't.

But to return to being 'found'.  It impresses me that Coleridge of all writers - a poet and philosopher often dreaded for his abstruseness - should have decided that the word 'find' is all one needs.  In a famous letter to his brothers, the poet Keats remarked on Coleridge's inability to rest content with a single isolated truth, caught, as he wrote, from 'the Penetralium of mystery' - that's to say the innermost centre of mystery - because he was 'incapable of  remaining content with half-knowledge.'  

I take that pompous phrase 'Penetralium of mystery' to be a parody of Coleridge's way of putting things.  Interesting, then, that in the instance we've been discussing, Coleridge avoids all such complexity of expression and does what Keats accuses him of being incapable of doing - he remains content with half-knowledge.

This allusion to Coleridge occurs in the most famous letter Keats wrote, the one in which he coins the phrase, 'Negative Capability'.  Looking for a way of describing the quality that goes to form 'a Man of Achievement, especially in Literature, and which Shakespeare possessed so enormously,' he hits upon 'negative capability, that is, when a man is capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.'
Anyone reading that for the first time would be excused thinking it was a description of being religious, rather than the condition in which art is made.  But then I have said that, in my view, the two are not always separable.

It's a commonplace among writers that we are at our best when we don't know where we're going, when the material assserts a life independent of us, when everything that we thought was going to happen in our novel or our play doesn't, when the all-knowing, all-controlling author has to admit he isn't, after all, in charge.  Nothing is more baffling and exhilarating - I speak now as a novelist - than when two people you did not know existed in the morning, meet on your page in the afternoon, and are married by early evening before you have a chance to shut down your computer.

Where they came from, you don't know.  How they will be tomorrow, you don't know either, until it all begins again.  

It is important not to be fanciful.  Inspiration has often been described as a divine spark, and it can sometimes seem as though a higher hand is guiding you when you write, but I'm not sure that the God we read of in the Old or the New Testaments would particularly want to lay claim to much that I have written, even though, if I didn't write it, and He didn't write, I am unable to tell you who did.

That said, there is divine precedence for submitting to creativity as though you, the maker, are as much the made.  'In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.... And God said let there be light: and there was light.'  

Who He said 'let there be light' to, is a matter of theological controversy.  But however one understands it, 'Let there be' is not a command.  That it partly sounds like a need, a wish for something to happen - a 'Let there be' for me, for my sake - is confirmed when we are told that 'God saw the light, that it was good.'  Which implies that he didn't necessarily know it would be good before he made it.   And certainly not how good.  On the sixth day, 'God saw every thing that he had made, and, behold, it was very good.'

For all the solemnity of the occasion - it's not every day the world is spoken into existence -  God appears to be taking

innocent delight in his achievement.  'And, behold' suggests surprise, as though He feels he has surpassed himself.  And the 'very' good has the wonderment of childish creation about it.

It is, anyway, the high water mark of God's optimism for mankind.  And the most perfect expression of artistic satisfaction I know.

I suspect Coleridge thought the same, for he invokes the God of Genesis when describing the genius of Shakespeare - 

'In Shakespeare one sentence begets the next naturally ... He goes on kindling like a meteor through the dark atmosphere; yet, when the creation in its outline is once perfect, then he seems to rest from his labour, and to smile upon his work, and to tell himself that it is very good.  You see many scenes ... which are simply Shakespeare disporting himself in joyous triumph and vigorous fun after a great achievement of his highest genius.'

The idea of genius disporting itself in creative self-delight might be a touch alien to the God of Genesis, but otherwise there is nothing in Coleridge's Shakespeare that Genesis doesn't furnish.  

For Jews, the division of light from dark, of firmament from water, is an important element of God's creativity.  The word for it is Habdalah - meaning separation.  At the closing of the Shabbes there is a Habdalah benediction, marking off the holy day which is just coming to an end, from the profane week which is just beginning.  Habdalah is at the centre of Jewish thought: the act of distinguishing - night from day, work from rest, the holy from the profane - without which we don't know (as God didn't know before he made them) what a thing is.  

But no less important to Judaism is the idea of the Creation as a co-operation between God and man, and of its necessity as a fulfilment of God's purpose, as though without man God was assuredly incomplete and lonely.

In those phrases 'Let there be', and 'there was', and 'behold, it was very good'  we encounter a version of the negative capability Keats writes about to his brothers.  This is not to say that God had no idea what he was doing, but the ego is in suspension, the outcome is in some doubt (else why so much pleasurable surprise when it seems to turn out well), and the sense is of something being allowed to come into being, not forced.

But negative Capability is still capability.  To be able to work in uncertainty and doubt requires a capacity to work in uncertainty and doubt.  Not just a blithe indifference to surety, and not just a willingness to take it as it comes, but the emotional wherewithal to welcome mystery as the condition of one's labour.  Keat's word for that reaching out for factuality which is the enemy to mystery and doubt, is 'irritable'.  Thus, temper has got something to do with this as well.

So aptly does that word irritable describe some of the best known works of atheism in our time, one could almost fancy that Keats has read them.

When Coleridge described the reader's or the spectator's willingness to put aside rational objections to what he reads or sees, he called it poetic faith.  But it takes poetic faith to create poetic faith.  Writers know when they are working in good faith and when they're not, though what we mean by it we would be hard put to to say.  

We mean something like honouring what is beyond our will to make, trusting the work more than we trust ourselves, allowing something to happen in art which might not only be a suprise to us but is actually against our intentions and even our interests.  

'Never trust the teller,' D H Lawrence was forever saying, 'trust the tale.'  Not only is an author's intentionality no guide to what he writes, it is often the enemy to what he writes.  So you could argue that this, above all, is what art is for, for those who make it: to take them beyond what they think they mean, to free them from what they mean to mean.  And for the reader and the spectator the same: - art being a suspension not only of disbelief but of self and self-concern.  On both sides, artistic good faith is honouring the mystery of creation.

I assume that the religious use the word faith in a not entirely dissimilar sense.  Which is why, though I am not a religious man in the usual sense of the phrase - I observe no holy days or rituals, I do not pray or worship - I am unable to say I am not a religious man.

But I also see that one cannot bend Keats' improvisational speculations - a letter is only a letter, after all - into a self-indulgent credo of never having to do anything.  When the writer is certain about the virtues of uncertainty - an artist by virtue of letting the art forever make itself, and therefore able to stay in bed an hour longer in the morning - he has remembered the negative but forgotten the capability.

And I assume the same must be so of the man of faith.  Negative capability is in fact a description of the imagination on an active errand.


When my love swears that she is made of truth.


I do believe her though I know she lies.

Shakespeare, Sonnet 138.  

The lover, in this great poem, both accepts a falsehood and he doesn't.  He doesn't choose to believe the woman he knows to be false, for the sake of an easy life.  Because nothing could be less easy.  The labyrinth of knowing self-deception he pursues is a complex one, now leading out into the light, now back into darkness and confusion.  Intellectually, it's a strenuous path to take.

I wonder if this helps to explain a striking paradox: that so many men of religious conviction are men of doubt, and so many doubters are men of utter certainty.

The atheistical version of Shakespeare's sonnet would not, anyway, make good art -  



When my love swears that she is made of truth,



I don't believe her because I have hired a scientist to tail her and he has incontestable forensic evidence that she's a liar, not to say vindictive, bloodthirsty, racist, genocidal, pestilential, sado-masochistic, and a bad cook.

The great failure of secularity, as a guiding principle, is that it does the opposite to what it says on the packet - it doesn't liberate or enlarge us, it confines us to certainty.

I have to say that in the end I don't know for sure what anyone means when they speak of God, but when the best writers and thinkers do speak of God, they make it sound like a forward journey, the movement of our thoughts towards something which it might be better we never attain.  

That could be a Jewish emphasis.  The melancholy intrinsic to the Jewish faith has much to do with God's silence.   And perhaps I am in love with the melancholy.  

However you explain it, I like the idea, wherever I encounter it, of a God forever out of reach.  Whoever tells me that my failure to reach him proves his non-existence, has merely closed his mind to my ongoing curiosity.  And the closing of any mind cannot be called an emancipation from delusion.  The only delusion is certainty.

Howard Jacobson June 2010

