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University Sermon, 20 February 2011

If you invite an unbeliever to preach a sermon, you mustn’t be surprised if he doesn’t talk much about God. Theology this ain’t. 

Instead I want to talk about something that Christians, and other believers, often ask when they meet someone who doesn’t believe in a deity: how do we know what’s good and what’s evil, if there isn’t a god to tell us?

That’s not actually a hard question to answer, because there are plenty of sources of advice on that subject. At the simple end, proverbs and folk tales are full of them, and at the more sophisticated end, great literature and drama of every kind brims with examples of morality in action, its effects and consequences. Some critics in the twentieth century denied that literature had anything to do with morality, but they’re wrong: it does. One great storyteller who has been much in my mind in the past two or three years, a certain Jesus of Nazareth, certainly believed that stories had a moral function. Why else would he have said “Go, and do thou likewise” after telling the story of the Good Samaritan?

But I’m going to talk about virtue this morning, and one virtue in particular.  There are seven great virtues, according to Christian tradition, like the seven deadly sins. It’s not hard to remember what the seven deadly sins are. I still remember a sermon I heard as a young  boy, in which the preacher told us that evil came into the world in the form of a PALE GAS , and we had to watch out for this PALE GAS and be careful to avoid it at all costs. Pride, anger, lust, envy, gluttony, avarice, and sloth.  I’ve never forgotten them. I’d like to offer you a similar acronym for the virtues, but they all begin with consonants. 

Starting at the bottom, then, with the four known as the cardinal virtues, we have prudence, justice, temperance and fortitude. 

Prudence is a hard one to like. There’s a certain mean-minded, purse-lipped, disapproving quality about it at times. Still, in a Chancellor of the Exchequer, in a bank manager, in someone you trust your pension to, prudence is good. We’re better off with prudence than without it. 

Justice – who could be against justice? Every downtrodden, oppressed, cruelly treated people demands justice, and rightly. Justice is the first thing that goes when a dictatorship gets under way, and the first requirement for the democracy that replaces it. Justice is a great virtue.

So is temperance, as anyone knows who has been intemperate the night before. 

Fortitude, or courage, is the most important of these four, to my mind. Courage is what enables you to remain virtuous under stress. To care for others and put them first even when you’re scared to death yourself. Courage is a good example of what a virtue is, actually, because it’s also a feature of character, and they’re not quite the same thing. Some people are naturally brave, and we might admire their bravery in a particular situation, but not find it as worthy of praise, or not as moving, as the bravery of someone who isn’t naturally courageous. Being brave naturally is fine, but being brave consciously and with effort is virtuous.

The remaining three virtues make their first appearance as a trio in the wonderful chapter in the first of Paul’s Epistles to the Corinthians in which he discusses charity. At the end he says “And now abideth faith, hope, and charity, and the greatest of these is charity.”

No argument from me about charity. He’s right. Call it charity, or love, as modern translations do, as long as we remember what sort of love it is – it’s the most important of all. 

Hope is like courage: some people are temperamentally hopeful, others not; I’m not. But remembering that hope is a virtue, and a virtue is what you do, not what you are, I am helped to be hopeful, and I think hope is a genuinely important and valuable thing to have and to communicate. No argument from me about hope.

The virtue I have trouble with is faith. I’m not even sure exactly what it means. The Epistle to the Hebrews has a sentence about faith: it says “Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.” That seems to mean that if you hope something is true, it’ll be true. Surely that can’t be right. 

Perhaps it’s the translation. That was the King James Bible. The New Revised Standard Version has “the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen” which doesn’t take us much further. The New English Bible has more loosely “And what is faith? Faith gives substance to our hopes, and makes us certain of realities we do not see.”

Again, it seems to say that the hope comes first, and the faith somehow rewards it. The passage in Hebrews goes on to list a number of great figures who were famous for their faith, and received their reward: Noah had faith and he managed to save his family from the flood, Sara had faith and she managed to conceive a child even though she was very old, the Israelites had faith and passed through the Red Sea as if it were dry land, whereas the Egyptians who didn’t have faith were drowned, and so on. I can’t be the only person to read that chapter and think “But what about all the many thousands more people who had faith and nevertheless their hopes didn’t come true?”

And we know what the answer would be: well, they didn’t have enough faith, did they. It’s an argument the sceptic can’t win. 

And it doesn’t bring me any closer to an answer. But other people have no trouble understanding the word, or at least using it freely. Politicians use it all the time. People meet in faith groups to discuss faith issues; we hear about faith communities, who are busily working to set up faith schools. And of course there is the Tony Blair Faith Foundation. 

I looked at the website of this organisation and found it very busy. Lots of keen young people were busily setting up interfaith dialogue, working on projects involving young people of different faiths so they could all talk about faith, or something. To do them justice, they are also working to deal with things like malaria and poverty, and good for them. But I was as puzzled when I’d finished reading all about it as I was before I began, because nowhere that I could find on the Tony Blair Faith Foundation website was there any mention at all of what they had faith in, or what it felt like to have faith, or any indication, either, that it was possible to have doubt. I suppose the Tony Blair Doubt Foundation wouldn’t have got as many grants. 

Perhaps I should think about what I had faith in, and why, and how. Does my experience of having faith in non-God things throw any light on what it might be like to have faith in God?

Well, I have faith in a number of things. I have faith that the laws of physics will hold for a while longer, and that gravity will continue to operate, and that electro-magnetic forces will continue to hold things together. I don’t know if there’s any reason why these forces like gravity shouldn’t suddenly stop working, or why one of them shouldn’t start to get weaker or stronger. They haven’t, in 13 billion years or so, and that’s a comfort; habit is a wonderful thing; it’s the enormous fly-wheel of society, as William James observes; the sun will probably rise tomorrow. 

I have faith that my family really exists, and my friends, and they aren’t a comforting fantasy inside the dreaming brain of a solitary vagrant. 

I have faith in the continuance of my ability to sit down and write stories. 

I have faith in the continuance of the whole province of art and music and literature, I mean their very existence. Tomorrow there will still be Mozart, still be Mahler, still be Miles Davis. 

This is where faith and hope overlap a bit, because while I have faith that there will still be Mozart’s music, I have to hope that the social arrangements that brought us agreeable things like money to pay for orchestras that play the music I love, not to mention the National Health Service, the BBC, public libraries, – I hope those things will continue, but I don’t think I have faith that they will. Those benign social arrangements could easily crumble away. Actually, I think that dyke has already been breached, I think the wild waters are already lapping at the garden gate. 

But that overlap between faith and hope is interesting. I think they are closely linked, and I want to explore it a little for a minute with three hard cases. I think of a little child, very sick, very frightened – frightened of dying. And I think of a political prisoner, brought to an extremity of pain by torture. And I think of an old person, alone and on the brink of death. Each of these imaginary people – but we know there are real people just like them, in just the same situations – each of them believes in God. So they pray. 

Now could I, would I, looking on, intervene and tell them their faith was groundless? There was no God? They were deluded? No, not in a thousand years. Because as I watch these imaginary people, I see something happening in their minds: their faith has given them something they didn’t have a few moments ago: it’s given them hope. I know the value of hope, I know how it strengthens us and lightens the darkness. I wouldn’t take away anyone’s hope, even though they’re hoping for something I think impossible, incredible, absurd. That doesn’t matter. Hope is far too precious. 

But that’s the way it works, I think. The connection works that way round. It’s not that first you hope, and then faith makes your hopes come true: it’s that first you have faith, and the faith gives you hope. Hope is the reward of faith.

Well, I understand that, even though I still can’t believe in God. But the more I think about belief, about this virtue called faith, the more difficult it becomes. Let me focus for a couple of minutes on what I know best, which is the matter of writing stories. I think faith, or hope, or both, come into this quite a lot. They come in when I write pretty well every sentence, because every sentence is a fork in a path, and I believe that I can find the best way to go, that there is something valuable in this process of searching in the twilight where a bush can be a bear as well as a bush, and finding and getting lost and finding the way again, I believe that if there turns out to be nothing there, it doesn’t matter:  I can come back and find the fork again and take a different path, and so on. 

Each path leads the story to a different state. But these different states of the story are not alternatives. It’s not a matter of if this, then not that. The different states of the story are all both there and not there at the same time, both operative and non-operative, both dead and alive, just like Schrödinger’s poor hard-worked cat, who has been dragged out to illustrate many a dodgy analogy. In fact the whole story, till you print it out and send it to your editor, exists as a sort of buzzing cloud of a myriad possibilities. 

Of course, it’s not just stories where this is true. Probably every fact in our lives is surrounded by the ghosts of a similar set of murdered possibilities.  

I’m trying to imagine what it would be like to believe in God, for me to believe in God, and I can only find that sort of comparison: it might be possible to believe and not to believe at the same time. God as one among a buzzing cloud of a myriad possible beliefs. I could envisage the possibility of His existence, and I don’t mean just toying with it, just fooling around, but believing in Him with all my heart, with all my mind, with all my soul and with all my strength, as I believe in Lyra and the firework-maker’s daughter and the scarecrow and his servant and all the other characters I write about in my stories. But I know they’re not true. Passionate wholehearted belief co-existing with passionate wholehearted scepticism. That’s how I write a book, and that’s how I could believe in God, if I did.

But it would be a mistake to think that every believer believes in the way I would, if I were a believer. When I read or hear the testimonies of believers, I find, much more often than this liberal twilight, a blazing certainty. Believing in God, say these believers, isn’t like writing a book at all, at least as you describe it, mate. It’s a matter of total certainty:  “I once was lost, but now am found, was blind, but now I see.” 

There’s nothing twilight about that state. A conversion narrative quoted in William James’s The Varieties of Religious Experience ends with the ringing declaration “He has fulfilled His promise in sending the Holy Spirit down into our hearts, or mine at least, and I now defy all the Deists and Atheists in the world to shake my faith in Christ.”

Well, that’s not the way I believe in anything important. But unless those who testify like this are either fools or liars (which of course they might be, but I try to give them the benefit of the doubt)  I have to accept that they’re telling the truth. Many, many people, perhaps even a majority of those who go to a church or a mosque or a synagogue every week, believe in God in that fierce and unblinking way. But it’s not my way, and I don’t think it ever could be.

So where does that leave me, and people like me, in terms of virtue?

We try to be prudent, temperate, just, courageous, hopeful, and loving, and I think we do moderately well, though courage is always the one we’re most likely to fall down on. That and not loving as much as we might. 

My ideal of virtue here, by which I mean the way I try to behave, is frankly pagan. Greco-Roman pagan, I mean. I am sceptical about the existence of the gods everyone else prays to, but I’m curious about them nevertheless, and I think it’s polite to make a little sacrifice and pay my respects to the local god wherever I go, and make a contribution to the upkeep of the temple, and speak when invited to.  

And these religions I visit and learn about differ greatly. Some are more plausible than others, some more kindly, some more austere. I disapprove pretty firmly of those that overstep the boundaries of taste and propriety, and claim that their god is the only god, and all unbelievers will suffer. That seems to me bad manners. It would be a matter for regret, I think, in my Greco-Roman-pagan way, if a religion of that sort ever gained power. Long may we live free of the domination of a faith that would put people on trial and burn them to death for believing something else.

And when it comes to other people’s faith or the lack of it, I like that Epistle, the Epistle of James, that puts the emphasis on good works. What people believe or don’t believe is no-one’s business but their own; the only justification, it seems to me, is justification by works. Good works alone are the measure of goodness.

And the Greco-Roman pagan would like to put forward a virtue to fill the gap left by the faith I can’t share. Like hope and courage, it’s not just the name of a temperament. The virtue I’m talking about is curiosity, intellectual curiosity. If the opposite of a virtue is a sin, the corresponding sin to this one is dullness of mind. No-one alive in this extraordinary and magnificent and beautiful universe should fail to be astonished by it, and curious about it, and passionately interested in everything there is to know. I make exceptions for those who are sick or in pain or in despair, but those in sound health who fail to be curious about anything are sinners. There’s no other word for them. 

So I would put intellectual curiosity firmly among the virtues, and celebrate it and all that it involves, including the freedom to be curious, and to write about the results, and to publish what you discover. And the existence of academies of every kind to foster research in every field. And an adequate system of funding those academies that everyone feels is fair and just. All those social structures, in short, that support intellectual curiosity. 

So I would say, instead of Paul’s words to the Corinthians, “And now abideth curiosity, hope, and charity; and the greatest of these is still, and always will be, charity.” And I’d leave the final word with John Ruskin, who was by no means a Greco-Roman pagan, but who speaks for me when he says “What we think, or what we know, or what we believe, is in the end of little consequence. The only thing of consequence is what we do.”

Philip Pullman

