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Week One: The Nature of Spirituality

OUTCOMES:

To affirm legitimate progressive alternatives to conventional or 
traditional creedal Christianity’. 

To  define  Spirituality  and  identify  ways  in  which  it  differs  from
Religion?

To identify reasons why we may create the 'God' that 'supports' and
encourages our prejudices, our psychological and social needs and

our personal wishes.

The more some people 
continue upon their journey 
of faith the less relevance 
they see in what institutional 
churches do week by week in 
the traditional preaching and 
worship within the context of 
substitutionary atonement 
and original sin mentalities. 
Yet many of them  continue 
to be delighted and 
encouraged by the depth of 
fellowship and commitment 
amongst members of local 
churches. Many of them 
continue to be excited by 
much of the humanitarian 
and social work along with 
political 'gingering up' of 
officialdom that the churches 
do locally and nationally in 
the causes of equality, justice 

and peace. 

A growing number of 
progressive Christians, for a 
decade or more, have seen 
themselves less and less of 
being a theist, that is as one 
who believes in a 'God out 
there' who intervenes with 
and over rules the laws of 
nature. Yet many of these are 
still very happy to use the 
words Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit. This Trinitarian 
descriptor expresses the way 
in which Christians may 
encounter or interpret our 
'God', but 'God' is much 
more. For many progressive 
Christians, the Trinity is an 
expression of different people
and communities living in 

perfect harmony. Now that 
really is heaven on earth!

The longer that I journey 
down this road of following 
the Way of Jesus as I 
understand it,  the more I 
consider myself to be a 
Christian Humanist, 
concerned less with claims of 
divinity visited upon Jesus of 
Nazareth by the Church down
the millennia. On the other 
hand, I am increasingly 
enthralled with the humanity 
of Jesus, his way of 
compassionate forgiveness 
and his social teachings and 
humanist principles. Here 
was a man who found 
something in life that was 
worth dying for.

What do you understand Christian Humanism to be?

How does this differ from conventional or traditional creedal Christianity?

To what extent do progressive alternatives offer a more relevant way to understand and to 
experience the God that we meet in Jesus in our present post-modern age?
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To a great extent I think that 
we even create the 'God' that 
'supports' and encourages our
prejudices, our psychological 
and social needs and our 
personal wishes. This is as 
true for  those who are 
fundamentalists and 
literalists as much as it is true 
for liberals and          
progressives, for theists and 
non-theists alike. Each of us 
makes a choice as to what is 
truth. Some may simply take 
in all that the fundamentalist 
or literalist preachers and 
leaders tell them is the truth -
and remain silent if the told 
truth does not make sense in 
personal experience. Liberals 
and progressives are much 
more open to challenge, to 
seeking out and creating their
own truth that has a richness 
[but often provisional] 
meaning for themselves.

But within all versions of 
truth there has to be an 
element of spirituality that 
many associate with the 'soul' 
as opposed to one's physical 
nature or material things.

However, when I have asked 
religious people to define 
'spirituality' often they have 
felt uncomfortable and 
unable to go beyond 
statements such as "It's 
something within" or "It's 
how I experience God" or "It's 
a way of living." All of which 
are true statements but 
spirituality is so much more.

Although, for some, the 'soul' 
may not exist, my experience 
tells me that spirituality is 
real. For me, spirituality is 
concerned with my 
interpretation of experiences, 
of how I 'see' the world about 
me, in things such as awe and 

wonder. I illustrate this by 
referencing an event that 
occurred while I was 
watching the BBC 4 television
broadcast of the 2013 
Promenade Concert led with 
immense enthusiasm by 
Nigel Kennedy. He was 
accompanied by the 
magnificent young 
instrumentalists of the 
Palestine Strings from the 
Edward Said Music 
Conservatory based in 
Bethlehem, Gaza City, 
Jerusalem, Nablus and 
Ramallah. It was a very 
different and distinctive 
interpretation of Vivaldi's 
Four Seasons that filled me 
with utmost joy and, 
metaphorically, took me to 
the gates of heaven!  But the 
question remains, "What is 
spirituality?" 

Define Spirituality.

How does this differ from Religion?

To what extent do you think that we create the 'God' that 'supports' and encourages our 
prejudices, our psychological and social needs and our personal wishes?

Some 20 or more years ago, in my earlier career within school-based and then university 
education, I was grateful for official National Curriculum attempts to define 'spirituality' in 
terms that would meet the needs of religious and non-religious people alike. Perhaps the 
nearest that I get to a working definition of spirituality is to look at the 'Spiritual and Moral 
Development - A Discussion Paper' [York, National Curriculum Council, 1993]. This 
discussion paper identified different aspects of spiritual development including:

 Beliefs - the development of personal beliefs including religious beliefs; an 
appreciation that people have individual and shared beliefs on which they base their 
lives; a developing understanding of how beliefs contribute to personal identity;

 A sense of awe, wonder and mystery - being inspired by the natural world, mystery or 
human achievement;
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 Experiencing feelings of transcendence - feelings which may give rise to belief in the   
existence of a divine being or the belief that one's inner resources provide the ability to
rise above everyday experiences; 

 Search for meaning and purpose - asking 'why me?' at times of hardship and suffering; 
reflecting on the origins and purpose of life; responding to challenging experiences of 
life such as beauty, suffering and death;     

 Self-knowledge - an awareness of oneself in terms of thoughts, feelings, emotions,       
responsibilities and experiences; a growing understanding and acceptance of 
individual identity; an ability to build up relationships with others;

 Relationships - recognising and valuing the worth of each individual; developing a 
sense of community; the ability to build up relationships with others;

 Creativity - expressing innermost thoughts and feelings through, for example, art, 
music, literature and crafts; exercising the imagination, inspiration, intuition and 
insight; and

 Feelings and emotions - the sense of being moved by beauty or kindness; hurt by 
injustice or aggression; a growing awareness of when it is important to control 
emotions and feelings, and how to learn to use such feelings as a source of growth.

Discuss the 8 elements and state to what extent you identify with these aspects of 
spiritual development.

What might you wish to challenge or to add to conclude a working definition of spirituality 
for yourself?  

As I travel in my ministry the 
question that keeps coming at
me from all shades of 
Christian experience is, "But 
what do you think about 
prayer?"

My reply is that it all depends 
upon how we explain our 
experiences of the nature of 
God and what we think is the 
purpose of prayer. If the 
experience of God is that of 
the 'Super Interventionist 
Being Out There' then prayer 
is about asking for that God 
to get more involved in the 
life of a particular person or 
specific situation. Often such 

prayer arises from a response 
to a circumstance that seems 
to be beyond the ability of the
pray-er to do anything about. 
Sometimes such praying is so 
fervent that it appears that 
the pray-er is demanding God
to do as requested.

If God is the all-powerful  
'Super Interventionist Being 
Out There' who interferes in 
life, how can the pray-er 
justify such a God answering 
the prayers of some and 
ignoring or reversing the 
prayers of others; heaping 
blessings upon some and 
allowing others to die in 

tsunami, flood, earthquake, 
car crashes, oncology wards 
and so on? Perhaps persistent
praying when nothing seems 
to change is because there is 
some expectation that fervent
prayer can change the mind 
of this Supreme Being? 

After all, there any many 
examples in the Bible where 
deeply religious people have 
argued with their  God, trying
to understand the actions and
to change the mind of their 
God over certain issues. One 
of the most interesting 
characters as far as I am 
concerned is Abraham. 
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He was a man with the 
Rottweiler instinct: once he 
had his teeth into something 
he was reluctant to let it go 
without a fight. Abraham, a 
man like so many of us, so 
often got it badly wrong. Yet, 
in the stories, he had the 
audacity and the courage to 
argue with his God. After all, 
what is the difference 
between pleading one’s case 
and arguing with another? 
Perhaps it is only a matter of 
degree?  

The Book of Job is all about 
arguing Job’s case with his 
friends and with his God. In 
ch. 13 in particular we find Job
trying to understand why 
such calamity has fallen upon
him even though he considers
that he has done nothing 
wrong to deserve such 
treatment from his God. 
Verses 20 – 24 are heart-
rending calls from deep 
within Job:  "Only grant two 
things to me, then I will not 
hide myself from your face: 
withdraw your hand far from 
me, and do not let dread of 
you terrify me. Then call, and 
I will answer; or let me speak, 
and you reply to me. How 
many are my iniquities and 
my sins? Make me know my 
transgression and my sin. 
Why do you hide your face, 
and count me as your 
enemy?"  Who can read them 
even today and not be 
touched by the depth of his 
despair?

It is there again in the Book of
Isaiah. My favourite chapter is

43 [attributed to Second 
Isaiah] that has those 
wonderful statements in 
verses 18 and 19 that can be so
easily cherry-picked, but even
so, applied to the situation in 
the Church and in the world 
today: "Do not remember the 
former things, or consider the
things of old. I am about to 
do a new thing; now it springs
forth, do you not perceive it? I
will make a way in the 
wilderness and rivers in the 
desert." 

But in that same chapter, v26, 
according to Second Isaiah’s 
understanding there is an 
invitation from his God, 
"Accuse me, let us go to trial; 
set forth your case, so that 
you may be proved right. "

Perhaps that is how those 
who pray to an interventionist
God should petition for 
healing and wholeness? Not 
with nice quiet prayers of  " … 
if it be your will…" but full-
blooded arguing prayers of 
“What’s the purpose of 
allowing this to happen at 
all?”

But if our understanding of 
God is not that of the ancient 
of days, of the 'Super 
Interventionist Being Out 
There' who, with what seems 
to be fickleness, blesses some 
and curses others, then the 
wrestling of Jacob and the 
pleading of Abraham, Job, 
Second Isaiah, etc, and even 
of ourselves in our prayers for 
others – then arguing like this
is from another time and 

another place with little 
relevance to life today.

My prayers of intercession 
during times of public 
worship are constructed 
around an introductory 
statement or phrase followed 
by silence for each one to pray
in whatever way they find 
appropriate and to whatever 
image or experience of God 
they have. This allows those 
who believe in an 
interventionist God to pray – 
even to argue their case on 
behalf of others for God to 
intervene. And for the 
growing number of followers 
of the Jesus Way who reject 
the concept of the 
interventionist God,  the 
silence within the times of 
intercessory prayers allows 
the opportunity to silently 
centre one’s self upon the 
sacredness of life itself and 
one’s role in living God’s 
Kingdom in this present time.

Prayer for me is no longer 
putting my concerns for 
situations and people into 
words and off loading them 
upon God to do something to 
put the situation right.  

Prayer now means 
recognising where situations 
and people lack the 
compassion, justice and peace
of the abundant life that we 
all should be sharing - and 
then doing something active 
about putting right the 
wrong. No longer is it  
abdicating my responsibility 
onto the shoulders of the 

7



'God Out There' but it is an 
active involvement for me 
that includes regular letters 
and emails to the movers and 
shakers [e.g. my Member of 

Parliament]; getting involved 
in campaigning and 
demonstrating; devoting time
and money to the causes of 
justice and peace. Prayer now 

means being an active part of 
the outcome of the prayer.

Whether or not God exists, the human spirit / human spirituality is part of us all, like it or 
not; theist or non-theist; religious and/or spiritual. But to understand my approach to 
Christian Humanism I need to consider the balancing act of Carl Jung between psychology 
and spirituality. That is the subject for next week!

THIS SESSION HAS HELPED ME TO:

Suggested reading:

Tom Drake-Brockman, 'Christian Humanism: The Compassionate Theology of a Jew Called 
Jesus', [Paperback] Publisher: Tom Drake-Brockman. (21 May 2012) 

Dominic F. Doyle, 'The Promise of Christian Humanism: Thomas Aquinas on Hope', 
[Paperback] Publisher: Crossroad Publishing Company (1 May 2012) 
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Week Two: Carl Jung and Spirituality

OUTCOMES:

To decide the value and importance of various well-known people and 
their contributions to the realm of religion.

To consider critically Jung's attempt to create and to maintain balance
and harmony in life.

To critique the archetypes described by Jung and state the extent to
which these may or may not impact upon traditional  and creedal
Christianity.

I come to this study with the 
wisdom of Confucius ringing 
in my ears, "Never give a 
sword to a man who can't 
dance." 

This is the second part of my 
exploration of my changing 
and developing spirituality 
from certainty to 
provisionality; from 
fundamentalism towards 
Christian Humanism. This 
session considers the 
balancing act of Carl Jung 
between psychology and 
spirituality. From the outset I 
declare that I am not a 
psychologist or  
psychoanalyst. Nor am I more
than an interested amateur 
and, as such, I may have 
completely misunderstood 
the work of Jung. 
What now follows makes 
sense to me at this moment in
time but it may seem 
irrelevant to you as a follower 
of Jesus in this day and age. 
However, I invite you to stay 
with me and to engage with 
the emerging issues. To do so 

may offer fresh insights into 
the nature of spirituality in 
general and to religion in 
particular.

So, I begin with a reminder of
last week's working definition
of spirituality that makes 
sense to me. Spirituality is an 
umbrella term that includes 
the following aspects 
identified by the 'Spiritual 
and Moral Development - A 
Discussion Paper' [York, 
National Curriculum Council,
1993]

 Personal beliefs; 
 A sense of awe, wonder

and mystery;
 Experience of 

transcendence; 
 Search for meaning 

and purpose;
 Self-knowledge;
 Relationships that 

recognise and value 
the worth of each 
individual; 

 Creativity; Feelings 
and emotions.

So how does spirituality differ
from religion? 'Religion' is not
easy to define but what works 
for me at this time is that 
'religion' involves either an 
individual or a group 
engaging with aspects of the 
spiritual, of that which is 
'beyond' the individual. But 
'religion' also includes a 
developing or 'completed' 
orthodoxy in which a number 
of individuals or groups agree 
on a number of transcendent 
and moral commonalities. It 
is upon these commonalities 
that the members base their 
belief systems and aspired 
ways of individual and 
corporate living. Christianity, 
Islam and Judaism [all 
descendants of Abraham!] 
readily come to mind.  
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However, within each of the 
broad agreements as to what 
constitutes the basics of the 
identified 'religion' there are 
disagreements and often 
splits into smaller sub-
sections of the core narrative 
[e.g. in Christianity there are 
Catholic, Orthodox and 
Protestant versions of the 
Jesus story, and within each 
of these there are yet smaller 
factions into denominations 
and so on].

Those who present warmly 
towards the benefits of 
religion include the 
television and film actress, 
Goldie Hawn, who explained 
in an interview, "We go into 
religion in order to feel 
warmer in our hearts, more 
connected to others, more 
connected to something 
greater and to have a sense of
peace." The 19th century 
American Transcendentalist 
poet, philosopher and 
essayist Ralph Waldo 
Emerson said, "Religion is to 
do right. It is to love, it is to 
serve, it is to think, it is to be 
humble.... Belief consists in 
accepting the affirmations of 

the soul; Unbelief, in denying 
them."

Those who have been highly 
critical of religion include 
another 19th century 
American, Thomas Edison, 
inventor of the electric light 
bulb, the phonograph and the 
telephone. Edison said, 
"Religion is all bunk." The 
Nobel Prize in Literature in 
1950 was awarded to British 
philosopher Bertrand Russell, 
also known for his anti-war 
campaigning and political 
activism. Russell stated, 
"Religion is something left over
from the infancy of our 
intelligence; it will fade away as
we adopt reason and science as
our guidelines." American 
philosopher, poet and religious
naturalist, George Santayana 
who died in 1952 said, 
"Religions are the great fairy 
tales of conscience." The first 
French Emperor, Napoleon 
Bonaparte, got very close to an 
appalling truth, "Religion is 
excellent stuff for keeping 
common people quiet." And 
one cannot forget probably the
most widely quoted opponent 

of religion, Karl Marx who 
stated, "Religion is the sigh 
of the oppressed creature, 
the heart of a heartless 
world, just as it is the spirit of
a spiritless situation. It is the 
opiate of the people." 

However, those who have 
seen the value of religion in 
therapeutic terms, helping 
individuals and communities
come to terms with the 
challenges and threats of life 
and the unknown, include 
Philip Rousseau in his The 
Early Christian Centuries 
(2002), "The religious 
response is a response to 
experience and is coloured by
the wish to provide a wider 
context for a fragile, short 
and turbulent life." 
Contemporary American 
freelance palaeontologist 
with an interest in sociology 
and theology, Gregory Scott 
Paul said, "Popular religion is
a coping mechanism for the 
anxieties of a dysfunctional 
social and economic 
environment." From my 
reading I conclude that Carl 
Jung comes into this 
category. 

Discuss the various well-known contributors to the realm of religion and state to 
what extent you identify with these comments. Give reasons for your conclusions.

Jung was born in Switzerland in July 1875 and 
died in June 1961. Having lived through two 
World Wars Jung sought to create and to 
maintain balance and harmony in life. Even 
though he was a practising clinician and a 
theoretical psychologist Jung was particularly 
interested in both Eastern and Western 

philosophy, the arts, astrology, literature and 
sociology. Over time he became increasingly 
concerned that humankind was becoming 
too reliant upon logical thinking and 
scientific discovery leading to a neglect of 
both the spiritual and the unconscious 
domains.                
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Jung's interest in psychology 
and religion resulted in a 
break down of his friendship 
with Sigmund Freud. The 
latter, who has been probably 
the more influential of the 
two, rejected spirituality and 
religion as examples of 
psychosis from which 
patients needed to be freed. 
In his New Introductory 
Lectures on Psychoanalysis 
Freud stated, "Religion is an 
illusion and it derives its 
strength from the fact that it 
falls in with our instinctual 
desires." 

Although Jung said that God 
could not be found outside 
the psyche, he was much 
more sympathetic than Freud
and whilst he rejected the 
theology of theism, of a 
transcendent Super 
interventionist Being 
somewhere out there, he did 
see that religion and 
spirituality offered support 
and encouragement to people

seeking balance and harmony
in their own disordered lives. 
Jung offered ideas about 
psychological archetypes that 
exist within the collective 
unconscious. 

In his book The Structure of 
the Psyche, Jung wrote, "All 
the most powerful ideas in 
history go back to archetypes.
This is particularly true of 
religious ideas, but the 
central concepts of science, 
philosophy, and ethics are no 
exception to this rule. In their
present form they are variants
of archetypal ideas created by
consciously applying and 
adapting these ideas to 
reality. For it is the function 
of consciousness, not only to 
recognize and assimilate the 
external world through the 
gateway of the senses, but to 
translate into visible reality 
the world within us." 

Also he explained that we 
each present a chosen 

persona to others to mask the
'true self' that we hide from 
others. Jung also explained 
that within each of us there 
exists the 'shadow' as part of 
the unconscious mind. Here 
we hold onto our forbidden 
desires and repressed ideas; 
our 'hidden' failures and 
shortcomings. When we 
refuse to acknowledge and to 
accept the 'shadow' within 
the 'self' Jung suggested that 
we then often project our 
'shadow' onto others. Thus 
they become the scapegoats 
of our own prejudices and 
shortcomings. 

Jung also said that every one 
of us is made up of multiple 
social masks that we select 
and present as 'different' 
persona when meeting in 
different groups or 
communities. Such selectivity
in our social masks protects 
our ego from negative 
criticism and reaction 
towards us. 

Is religion a way in which we add a cloak of transcendence to cover our 'shadow', our 
'hidden' faults and weaknesses of character?

Is this why many who are trying to come to terms with the result of facing up to their 
'shadow' self find consolation in the religious cycle of "you are guilty - I can show you a way 
to rid yourself of the guilt - come and say my prayer..."? 

Is this why some religious folk are accused of being 'hypocrites', presenting the religious 
mask on the Sabbath and living behind different less 'godly' masks in business, home and 
work for the rest of the week? 
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Also Jung suggested that the psyche [i.e. the soul or spirit, that which makes us 'tick'] is 
composed of the ego, the personal unconscious and the collective unconscious and all three 
are inherited, natural, unlearned and universal. According to Jung, they operate together to 
organize how we explain our experiences of life. 

Some of the archetypes described by Jung are:
 The father: the authority figure that is almighty, omnipotent and strong whilst also 

being austere, exacting and severe. Is this not part of the Father-figure of Christianity, 
Islam and Judaism?

 The mother: the loving, nourishing, protective and reassuring figure. Is this not part of
the way in which Catholic Christians see the god in Mary mother of Jesus? Is this not 
the way in which Christianity and Judaism see the Spirit / Wisdom / Sophia?

 The child: the one who wants to rediscover personal innocence through rebirth into all
that is good [god?] and deliverance / rescue from ourselves and from the 'enemy'. Is 
this not ourselves in the meta narrative of traditional Christianity?

 The wise old man: the one who offers spiritual direction, spiritual knowledge and 
spiritual wisdom. Is this not Christianity's Holy Spirit?

 The hero: the one who has championed the cause and won the battle, thus becoming 
our saviour and deliverer; our guardian and protector. Is this not Jesus who became the
Christ of the Church?

 The maiden: the innocent one, pure and holy. Is this not another picture of Mary the 
mother of Jesus? 

 The trickster: the one who is the cheat, the deceiver and the trouble-maker. Is this not 
the Devil / Satan of Christianity?

Discuss the archetypes described by Jung and state the extent to which these may or 
may not impact upon traditional and creedal Christianity. Give reasons for your 

conclusions.

The following comes from my
book 'Setting Jesus Free' . 
"Writing in 2006 from an 
Indian Christian perspective, 
John Martin Sahajananda 
shed new light on the 
conversation between Jesus 
and Nicodemus [John 3] by 
inviting us to look beyond the
physical re-birth and then to 
rethink the traditional 
understanding of spiritual re-
birth. 

Sahajananda suggested that 
what Jesus discovered was 

that the Judaism in which he 
was birthed had, like all other
religions, set up barriers as to 
who was in and who was out: 
[i.e. Jew and Gentile]. Jesus of
Nazareth had grown in his 
understanding of God so that 
he reached the point where 
Gentiles were no longer dogs 
and a Jewish man could talk 
openly with a Samaritan 
woman. Jesus had discovered 
that the Jewish Yahweh God 
was and always had been, the 
One God of All, including the
Gentiles. Sahajananda 

suggests that Jesus was 
talking of Judaism as being 
the womb of faith, when 
Nicodemus was still stuck on 
the physical aspect of 
returning to his mother's 
womb. 

A whole new understanding 
of God opens up when the 
story of Jesus meeting with 
Nicodemus is put into the 
context of the second birth 
being the realization that it is 
necessary to be 'wombed', 
born and nurtured within a 
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religion and its associated 
culture, but then there is a 
further step in which we are 
to be 'birthed' out of that 
religion into the knowledge 
and experience of the 
unconditional and inclusive 

One God of All. Sahajananda 
is rejecting the idea that this 
'second birth' is about 
conversion from one religion 
to another. Instead, where he 
is particularly helpful is in 
suggesting that this 'second 

birth' is out of all religious 
groupings into the glorious 
liberty of seeing that God is 
not on the side of one religion
[usually the'my' religion] and 
against the  others. 
 

This second birth is the Spirit-inspired 
realization that we all need the 'wombing' 
and nurturing within a religion but then we 
are invited and encouraged to go beyond the 
barriers created by the individual religions to 
the liberty of God that transcends all 
religions." 

As Bishop Jack Spong constantly reminds his 
listeners and readers, God is not a Christian. 
Nor is God a Jew or a Muslim, not a Hindu or 
a Buddhist - or whatever label by which we 
human beings identify ourselves. Bishop 
Spong says, "I honour my tradition. I walk 
through my tradition. But I don't believe that 
my tradition defines God. It only points me 
towards God." To take and to apply the 
thinking of the likes of Sahajananda and 
Bishop Jack Spong - this 'second birth liberty'
and One God of All pointed to by each 
religious explanation of the sacred 
experience, will mean that we will no longer 
have to serve religion but will make religion 
serve us as we genuinely come to see that all 
people are united as sister and brother under 
the One God. It also means that we have a 
responsibility to work together for the 
common good of peace; justice; equality; and 
for the future of Creation.

It remains important for Christians to be 
'wombed', nurtured and to celebrate the 
metaphorical birth stories of Jesus the Christ 
child but also we should be experiencing the 
Truth of those birth stories in our own lives 
everyday. The spiritual transformation that 
results from this experience is life in all its 
abundance, regardless of the circumstances 
that we have to face day by day. That is 
something about which we can and should be
joyful! 

We can hold out and refuse to change the 
purity of our traditions, our words, our creeds
and our doctrines but if we do then the days 
of the institutional church in this country are
numbered. We need to move on from the old 
ways of interpreting and understanding the 
Scriptures and the traditions of the Church, 
and build our futures within the framework 
of the post-modern world in which we now 
live. Although today's offering may appear to 
be a cry of despair, it is a call to hope and to 
action because there is time for a New 
Reformation that will save the institutional 
Church from itself and help stop it 
continuing to do psychological damage to 
millions of adherents in our rapidly changing 
and insecure post modern world.

Discuss the extent to which you agree that the second birth is the realization that it is
necessary to be 'wombed', born and nurtured within a religion and its associated 

culture, but then there is a further step in which we are to be 'birthed' out of that religion 
into the knowledge and experience of the unconditional and inclusive One God of All.  Give 
reasons for your conclusions.
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I have chosen to find my 'self' 
and my 'shadow' within the 
Christian tradition. As I 
concluded last week, whether 
or not God exists, the human 
spirit / human spirituality is 
part of us all, like it or not; 
theist or non-theist; religious 
and/or spiritual.       

Whatever God may be, in my 
journey into a less 
supernatural spirituality I 
warm to the wisdom of the 
Buddha, "The way is not in 
the sky. The way is in the 
heart." 

In the next week I will be 
considering the cost of being 
a follower of the Way of Jesus.
But the final word today goes 
again to Jung, "Your vision 
will become clear only when 
you look into your   heart. 
Who looks outside, dreams. 
Who looks inside, awakens."

                

THIS SESSION HAS HELPED ME TO:

Suggested reading:

Anthony Stevens, 'Jung: A Very Short Introduction (Very Short Introductions)' [Paperback] 
Publisher: Oxford Paperbacks; New edition edition (22 Feb 2001) 

Ruth Snowden, 'Jung - The Key Ideas: Teach Yourself', [Paperback] Publisher: Teach Yourself 
(26 Feb 2010) 

Oliver Davies, 'God Within' [Paperback] Publisher: Darton,Longman & Todd Ltd; [New edition]
(21 Feb 2006) 

John Churcher, 'Setting Jesus Free', [Paperback] Publisher: O Books (31 Dec 2009)
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Week Three: "Everything we hear is opinion, not 
a fact. Everything we see is a perspective, not the 
truth."

OUTCOMES:

To acknowledge that our understanding of Bible  passages can be 
changed completely by the way in which the translators of a particular version of the Bible 
have done their work.

To critique the  interpretation of the family situations in which Jesus found himself.

To identify reasons why the church remains important for you, and if not, why it has ceased
to be important. 

No matter what we mean by 
the word God and no matter 
how we interpret and 
understand 'God' in our own 
experiences, surely the central
feature of all religious 
interpretations of God is deep
love, justice and respect for 
the other?

But differing interpretations 
of the same information is 
not new. 150 years after the 
execution of Jesus, Caesar 
Marcus Aurelius said, 
"Everything we hear is 
opinion, not a fact. 
Everything we see is a 
perspective, not the truth."

The same applies to the 
scriptures. For example, Luke 
14:25-27 is one of those 
passages that can be changed 
completely by the way in 
which the translators of a 
particular version of the Bible
have done their work. In the 
New International Version 
the following two verses are 

included in the section 
entitled 'The Cost of Being a 
Disciple'. Verses 26 and 27 
read, "If anyone comes to me 
and does not hate his father 
and mother, his wife and 
children, his brothers and 
sisters-yes, even his own life-
he cannot be my disciple. 
And anyone who does not 
carry his cross and follow me 
cannot be my disciple."

"Hate" is a very strong word. 
If taken literally, anyone here 
this morning who claims to 
be a follower of Jesus and 
does not hate his or her 
father; his or her mother; his 
or her children; his or her 
brothers and sisters… if any 
husband does not hate his 
wife or a wife her husband, 
yes, even hate his or her own 
life to follow Jesus, then that 
person cannot be a disciple of
Jesus. The word for "hate" in 
the Greek' is miseo and is 
more to do with non-
emotional rejection/being 

rejected than it is to do with 
the starkness of the English 
'hate'. Now life is sometimes 
very hard and it can be, for 
some people, difficult to like a
parent or a partner, or even a 
child, but for Jesus to demand
all his followers to hate every 
other member of his or her 
family is the substance of 
extremist religious cults.

However, the translation of 
the same passage in the 
Contemporary English Bible 
is gentler and turns the "hate"
into "unless you love": "You 
cannot be my disciple, unless 
you love me more than you 
love your father and mother, 
your wife and children, and 
your brothers and sisters. You 
cannot come with me unless 
you love me more than you 
love your own life."

15



But even so, for Jesus to 
require his disciples to put 
him before any other 
treasured family member is 
again the tactics of many 

religious cults that have 
plagued the church down the 
centuries. So either way, if we 
do not hate all members of 
our own families - or, in a 

gentler way, unless we love 
Jesus more than we love all 
our family members, we 
cannot be disciples of Jesus. 

By referencing several different translations of the Bible, discuss passages that have 
been changed completely by the way in which the translators of a particular version 

of the Bible have done their work. Give reasons for your conclusions.

And if 'hate' is really what Jesus meant when 
he spoke about the cost of discipleship then 
we may as well all pack up right now and walk
away from the Christian Church once and for 
all. Or perhaps Jesus did not intend that 
anyone should take his statement about the 
cost of being one of his disciples in a literal 
way? Perhaps Jesus was getting at something 
quite different when he spoke about a person 
hating one's family if he wanted to follow 
him?

To find a genuinely fresh expression of the life
and legacy of Jesus we can no longer treat the 
scriptures in a simplistic and literalist 
manner. We need to recognise that we no 
longer live in a simple world. We live in a 
multi-cultural, multi-ethnic, multi-religious 
and well-educated world. To have any 
relevance in our contemporary world we who 
are followers and disciples of Jesus need to 
come to the scriptures with educated and 
scholarly minds. 

Why should we who follow the Way of Jesus 
leave our critical educated thinking faculties 
outside the church door every time we go to 
worship? To try to understand the scriptures 
so that they will have both a meaning for 
ourselves and a new relevance for those who 
are beyond the church, we need to get to 
grips with the contexts in which Jesus lived 
and taught. We also need to know something
of the contexts in which his stories and 
actions were translated and interpreted by 
the later Christian Gospel and letter writers.

Jesus probably said words of challenge to his 
early followers about putting him before their
own families because when one considers the
Gospel accounts Jesus was often at logger-
heads with his own family. Indeed, in Mark 
3:21 we read that when his family heard about
the things that Jesus was doing and saying 
they attempted to take control of him 
because they thought that he had gone mad. 

Later in the same chapter the family arrive at 
a crowded house to take Jesus away but Jesus 
turns on them saying that his 'blood' mother, 
brothers and sisters were no longer his family 
and his new family consisted of all who were 
listening and then who would do God's will - 
at least God's will as Jesus saw it!

It was in renouncing his blood family that 
Jesus was making an important and radical 
social comment on the customs of his day. 
Jesus was freeing himself and others from the
custom that their identity and power was 
within their own 'blood' family. In the 
process, Jesus was giving individuals the 
dignity of being themselves. When Jesus is 
said to have used the words "hate your father 
and mother…" he was  encouraging 
individuals to detach themselves from the 
custom of family identity into 
comprehending that, in the Kingdom of God,
we are all recognised for who we are as 
individuals of equal worth before God - not 
for our colour, our family, our gender, or any 
other affiliation.
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To what extent do you agree with the interpretation of the family situations in which
Jesus found himself? Give reasons for your conclusions.

But we must also see the 
context in which Luke was 
writing some 50 years after 
the execution of Jesus. Luke 
was challenging his own 
community of Jesus followers
to give up all that they valued
most highly for the common 
good. Remember that the 
Book of Acts is the second 
part of Luke's Gospel and in 
it we read that the early 
Church members gave their 
possessions to the 
community for the common 
good and benefit of all. 

When Luke put harsh words 
such as "hate" into the mouth
of Jesus he was offering 
sacred credibility to the 
practice of giving possessions
to the community because 
that is, according to Luke, 
how Jesus saw and did things.
Luke was asking, perhaps 
demanding that any member 
of his community who 
wanted to be a true disciple 
and follower of Jesus had to 
be more than just an on-
looker. One could not be 
content to remain on the 
edge of the life of the 
community. 

The family identity for a 
disciple of Jesus was no 
longer in the 'blood' or the 
genes of father and mother 

but in the personal sacrifice 
of self in the interests of 
living in the community of 
the Kingdom of God. Luke 
was telling people that they 
had a choice: be possessed by
your possessions, your family 
and your racial identity - or 
be possessed by the Kingdom
of God as lived by Jesus of 
Nazareth. According to Luke,
it was not possible to be 
possessed by both one's own 
possessions and by Jesus at 
the same time.

Jesus calls none of us to 
renounce our families if we 
are to truly follow him! What 
concerned both Jesus and the
author of the Gospel of Luke 
was that the followers of the 
Way of Jesus should willingly 
sacrifice self-interest, 
individual advantage and 
personal privilege for the 
sake of the Kingdom of God.

The primary family to which 
we now all belong is called 
the family of all humanity 
and that includes our 
mother, father, sister, 
brother, children - yes, even 
our own self. Each of us is 
sacred and important to God 
and to others but our true 
identity as sacred individuals 
is always found and 
developed within the social 

context of community. That 
is why the church still 
remains important for me. 

The Bantu languages of 
southern Africa have an 
appropriate word for it: 
'Ubuntu' meaning that no 
human being can live as an 
island in isolation because we
are all interconnected and 
what one person says and 
does affects the whole world. 
Ubuntu is what it means to 
be human - when one suffers 
we all suffer and when one 
rejoices we all rejoice.

Ubuntu is a description of 
the kingdom of God in 
practice. The cost of being a 
disciple of Jesus has always 
been and will always remain 
living as Ubuntu people 
within the whole family of 
humanity, sharing and 
protecting one another as 
well as Creation itself. 

And to live this way we need 
to be constantly giving of our 
time and resources to the 
hungry, the thirsty, the 
homeless, the stranger, the 
one in need of protection, 
the sick and the prisoner. It is
in giving ourselves to the 
likes of these that we are 
giving to Jesus. 

17



    

Why does the church remain important for you, and if not, why has the church 
ceased to be important? Give reasons for your conclusions.

THIS SESSION HAS HELPED ME TO:

Suggested reading:

Marcus  Borg,  'Meeting  Jesus  Again  for  the  First  Time',  Publisher:  Harper SanFrancisco;
[Reprinted edition] (1 April 1995) 

John Shelby Spong, 'A New Christianity for a New Age', [Paperback] Publisher: HarperCollins
[New edition] (May 2001) 

Bruxy Cavey, 'The End of  Religion', [Paperback] Publisher: NavPress Publishing Group (22
Aug 2007)
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Week Four:   Jesus the healer, wisdom teacher and
sage

OUTCOMES:

To  evaluate  the  religious  importance  of   the  concepts  of
repentance and judgement.

To consider or determine which is of greater relevance in our part of the world today, repent
and believe or lost and found celebration?

We continue to look at this journey of faith 
within the context of the 'lost and found' 
theme. What have I lost since leaving behind 
the certainties of my evangelical 
interpretation of the Jesus story? I have lost 
the need to erect boundaries to show who is 
'in/saved' and who is 'out/lost'. I have also 
lost any sense of a "Super Interventionist 
Being / God Out There".

But what have I found as a result of my 
developing journey of faith? First, I have 
come to realise that the unconditional love 
and grace of God that are so important to the 
traditional Christian understanding are, in 
fact, conditional in the sense that you are 
saved by praying the Christian prayer of 
repentance and asking for God's salvation. 
Conversely you are lost if cannot or do not 
pray that prayer. So the unconditional love 
and grace of God turns out to be conditional 
after all.

Second, I have found the joy of provisionality 
- that is, of no longer needing to be certain 
about the claims of the traditional Christian 
faith especially about what happens after 
death in the imagined realms of life eternal in
heaven or life eternal in hell. What matters to
me now is not the end of the journey but the 
opportunities of today as I walk this journey. 
It is the journey that matters - not the end of 
the road that counts. There is too much hell 
and too little heaven on earth that need to be 

addressed today to worry about what might 
or might not happen at the end of the 
journey.

Pastorally I have had to listen often to and 
comfort those older folk who spent their early
formative years in Church Sunday schools 
who then, in adulthood, gave up on the 
worship community but could never quite let 
go of a notion of the carrot and stick kind of 
punishing God of their youth. Often they had
a fear of the unknown - the "will God love me
/ can God forgive me for all that I have done 
wrong?" kind of response to the closing of 
life. In my post-evangelical years I have tried 
to reassure them that there is nothing to be 
afraid of in death.  Death is a natural part of 
life.  Death is the cost of living!

As Gretta Vosper reminds us, life is a gift and 
we are its celebration. Although the manner 
of death may be a worry, death is the price we
pay for having received the gift of life.  If at 
the end of my life I have not lived life to the 
full then it is my fault. As far as I am 
concerned there is no judgement by some 
supernatural power or being.  The only 
judgement that any of us will face will be by 
those who have known us in life.   The 
judgement of others will be based upon how 
we have lived and how we have treated and 
impacted upon them.  
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To what extent do you agree that the comment, "The only judgement that any of us 
will face will be by those who have known us in life" ? Give reasons for your 

conclusions.

And with that I continue my 'lost and found' 
theme starting with Yogiism. Lawrence Peter 
Berra is a member of the elite US Baseball 
Hall of Fame and named as one of the best 
players and managers of all time. But what is 
the connection between Berra and the 
television cartoon character Yogi Bear? I 
assume that it has something to do with the 
similarity of name - Berra and Bear, and then 
something about Berra that associates him 
with the cartoon character, Yogi Bear.  If you 
remember him, Yogi Bear relied on his quick 
wit to outdo and to outrun those whom he 
irritated beyond measure.

It may not surprise you therefore that Berra's 
witticisms became known as Yogiisms! Berra 
was able to find words to fit most situations! 
His ‘Yogiisms’ include the following - but you
may have to think about them for a second or 
two!

Always go to other people's funerals; 
otherwise they won't go to yours.

Half the lies they tell about me aren't true.

It's so crowded, nobody goes there any more.

I'd give my right arm to be ambidextrous.

What I like about Yogiism is that I hear a 
statement and smile at the words, and then 
moments later I have to step back and think a
little more about what has been said. That is 
how a sage talks.  Often a sage demonstrates a
sympathetic understanding of, and 
penetrating insight into situations that 
impact upon others. As a result a sage offers 
wisdom arrived at from personal reflection 
based upon his or her own experience. A sage 
has an extraordinary ability to take the 
ordinary events of life and turn them  upside 

down or inside out so that those who are 
listening begin to hear and to perceive these 
events with new meanings and fresh 
opportunities. 

Jesus was not only an itinerant wisdom 
teacher but also a sage who told stories that 
were particularly concerned with the plight of
those who were pushed to the margins of 
society, and especially those who suffered at 
the hands of the social, political and religious
establishments of his day. Why? Because 
Jesus himself was a marginalised social, 
political and religious outsider. 

I take Luke 15:1-10 as an example for this 
study. It starts with some of the political and 
religious elite attacking Jesus because he not 
only welcomed the unimportant and the 
marginalised such as shepherds, tax 
collectors and women, but he also shared 
meals with those considered by the ‘religious’
folk to be beyond the love and concern of 
their particular interpretation of God. 

In the previous study we read of Jesus 
renouncing his own family [Mark chapter 3]. 
But having left home and 'blood' family Jesus 
wandered around sharing his wisdom and 
accepting hospitality wherever it was given. 
However, at the end of those days when there 
was no hospitality on offer Jesus withdrew 
into the hills where he slept ["foxes have 
holes but the son of man has nowhere to lay 
his head" comes readily to mind]. Do not 
miss the significance of this - only the lowest 
of the low,  Galilean shepherds for example, 
slept upon the hillsides!
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At the time of Jesus many of the poor of 
Galilee became the dispossessed, losing their 
little smallholdings and income to the 
economic exploitation by both the Roman 
oppressors and their local puppet political 
and religious elites. And apart from the 
working fishermen, Peter, James and John, I 
think that the growing band of itinerant 
followers of Jesus were drawn from the 
marginalised and the dispossessed of Galilee.
These people had lost everything and 
therefore were of no social insignificance. 

Jesus offered them a new 'family' of those 
who lived the Kingdom of God as Jesus 
understood it. The growing Jesus movement 
gave respect back to those who had lost all 
respect both from others and for themselves. 

The Jesus movement lived as 'ubuntu' people 
sharing what little they had with one another 
so that if one suffered they all suffered 
together and if one rejoiced they all rejoiced 
together. 

The bread and wine of our Holy Communion 
liturgies go right back to the sharing of their 
meagre food rations together. These were 
proper meals when the food was available,  
shared equally between all who were present. 
There was no hint of the theology of the body
and blood of Jesus - at least not until the 5th 
decade Paul and the 7th to 10th decade 
Gospel writers built such a theology into 
their shared meal experiences and corporate 
memories trying to make sense of the 
execution of Jesus

How different is this study's approach to the marginalised Jesus and his followers to 
your understanding of the Jesus movement? Give reasons for your conclusions.

Notice that shepherds were 
without homes or land so 
they were unimportant, and 
that women were the 
possession of either their 
father or their husband or 
they were widows. Whatever, 
they were socially 
unimportant. In the great 
scheme of life a single sheep 
or a single small coin are 
unimportant - unless you are 
poor in which case a single 
sheep or a small coin will be 
immensely important to you. 

None of  the Hebrew and 
Christian Bible writers wrote 
in chapter and verse - they 
used continuous text. Luke's 
lost sheep and lost coin 
stories are preceded 
immediately by the claim of 
Jesus that to follow him 

required people to give up 
even the little that they had 
for the common good. 
Following  immediately after 
the lost sheep and the lost 
coin is the story of the 
Prodigal Son.  These are all 
lost and found stories 
concerning people who ended
up with nothing but had 
found a new identity in the 
itinerant and marginalised 
family of Jesus. But read again
these Luke 15:1-10 lost and 
found stories. "Now all the tax
collectors and sinners were 
coming near to listen to him. 
And the Pharisees and the 
scribes were grumbling and 
saying, “This fellow welcomes
sinners and eats with them.”  
[Notice that there is 
condemnation of the 
marginalised and the 

outsiders.] So he told them 
this parable:  “Which one of 
you, having a hundred sheep 
and losing one of them, does 
not leave the ninety-nine in 
the wilderness and go after 
the one that is lost until he 
finds it? When he has found 
it, he lays it on his shoulders 
and rejoices. And when he 
comes home, he calls 
together his friends and 
neighbors, saying to them, 
‘Rejoice with me, for I have 
found my sheep that was lost.’
[Notice that the emphasis is 
upon risk taking, seeking, 
finding, rejoicing and 
celebrating!] Just so, I tell you,
there will be more joy in 
heaven over one sinner who 
repents than over ninety-nine
righteous persons who need 
no repentance. [Notice that 
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the element of repentance is 
an add on to the lost and 
found story aimed directly at 
the judgemental religious 
elites]. “Or what woman 
having ten silver coins, if she 
loses one of them, does not 
light a lamp, sweep the house,
and search carefully until she 

finds it? When she has found 
it, she calls together her 
friends and neighbors, saying,
‘Rejoice with me, for I have 
found the coin that I had lost.’
[Notice again - the emphasis 
is seeking, finding, rejoicing 
and celebrating!] Just so, I tell 
you, there is joy in the 

presence of the angels of God 
over one sinner who repents.” 
[Notice that the element of 
repentance is another add on 
to the lost and found story 
aimed directly at the 
judgemental religious elites].

These stories are primarily concerned with 
marginalised people rejoicing and celebrating
together.  The element of repentance is an 
add on to the lost and found stories and were 
aimed directly at the small number of 
members of the political and religious elites 
who were criticising Jesus and condemning 
those people they considered to be 
unimportant and the outsider. Some of the 
Pharisees and Sadducees divided the world 
into those who were like them and then there
was all the rest. 

Jesus countered this by accepting all as they 
were for no other reason than because they 
were human beings. Jesus accepted the poor, 
despised, marginalised and rejected outsiders
without making any requirements such as 
repentance and religious belief. But most 
importantly, Jesus opened their eyes to the 
possibilities of what life could really be like 
for all people, with or without the Roman 
occupation. 
 

These lost and found stories attributed to 
Jesus emphasise for me the importance of 
celebration amidst the ordinariness of every 
day life. Jesus did not spend his time with 
‘sinners’ in the hope that they would repent 
and become like him before he fully accepted 
them. He accepted them without conditions. 
Now there’s a message for many churches and
Christians today!

For me, the beauty of these stories is not in 
repentance but in the way in which Jesus 
accepted the dispossessed and marginalised 
as his equal, just as they were. The beauty is 
that Jesus valued them and afforded them the
dignity that the religious folk denied them. 
And the relevance of these stories for today is 
not in preaching repentance as the core 
message of Jesus but in living the acceptance 
of difference. Its relevance is in affirming life 
for all, not in defending one kind of religion 
or another against the ‘outsider’. After all, 
God is not a Christian, or a Jew or a Muslim or
a Hindu or a Sikh! 

How different is this study's approach to the repent and believe interpretations of the
traditional approach to these 'lost and found' stories?  Give reasons for your 
conclusions.

Which approach [repent and believe or lost and found celebration] is of greater relevance in 
our part of the world today? Give reasons for your conclusions.

In the next study we will consider the 
question, "Is there any purpose to life once 
the concept of the 'Super Interventionist 
Being / God Out There' is abandoned?" But 
we finish today as we started with two 

Yogiisms that point with the wisdom of a sage
to the corrupted history and theology of the 
Church down the ages:
The future ain't what it used to be. 
We made too many wrong mistakes.
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The Jesus message continues to be relevant to
all people and to all times – even if parts of 
the Church that bear his name still require 
repentance and people to ‘become like us’ 
before we fully accept them. Surely it is time 
for a new reformation. For the sake of the 

Kingdom of God and for the future of the 
Church in our post-modern age, Christians 
need to go back and rethink the core message
of what we say we believe. It is time to start 
our theological thinking all over again. 

THIS SESSION HAS HELPED ME TO:

Suggested reading:

David Flusser & R. Steven Notley, 'The Sage from Galilee: Rediscovering Jesus' Genius',  
[Paperback], Publisher: William B Eerdmans Publishing Co [4th Revised edition] (21 Sep 
2007)  

Ben Sitherington, 'Jesus the Sage' [Paperback] Publisher: Augsburg Fortress (January 2000). 

Gretta Vosper, 'With or Without God: Why the Way We Live Is More Important Than What
We Believe [Paperback] Publisher: Harpercollins Canada (9 Feb 2009) 
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Week Five:    Does life have any purpose when 
I dispose of the 'Super Interventionist God 
Out There'?

OUTCOMES:

To  evaluate the sacred stories within which we have 
grown up and developed our religious and social attitudes.

To determine the extent to which human language invented 'God' to explain and to enable
tribes to survive in an evolving and hostile environment.

To decide upon the relevance or otherwise of the Charter for Compassion to the future of
religion and humanity.

What have I lost by no longer believing in the 'Super Interventionist God Out There'? Does 
life have any purpose when I dispose of that kind of God 'Out There' who holds the past, 
present and future in the 'hollow of his [sic] hand' thus 'working his purpose out' for all and 
sundry. Notice how often that such a God has a special interest in his select few! Such a God 
certainly gives his chosen followers purpose in life. So does the loss of any understanding or 
experience of the 'Super Interventionist God Out There' leave life purposeless? The answer is 
a resounding 'No'!

The purpose of life has nothing to do with the explanatory fiction of the human created 
interventionist 'God out there'. However, it has everything to do with that which impacts 
upon all living things, including plants, animals and we humans. It is called 'evolutionary 
survival'. It is the basic instinct that is built into the DNA of everything that has life.

What makes the human animal different to all the other living things is the evolutionary 
ability that has enabled it to develop a unique language system - a capability that enables the 
human to remember and to learn from the past, to interpret and to improve the present, and 
to anticipate and plan for the future. Such a development added both hope and fear to the 
previous developmental level of the survival instinct's 'fight or flight' along side the need to 
procreate. Language developed within the tribe enabling it to develop its own unique 
conceptual thinking and tribal stories that were used to come to terms with the growing 
realisation that there was more to life than simply a stimulus / response mechanism. 
Although life and survival had always been problematic, the development of language and 
conceptual thinking presented new challenges and questions. 

Nomadic tribes doubtless continued to follow the source of food and they needed to 
understand the rhythm of life in the changing seasons. And when the nomadic tribes began 
to settle in their own claimed tribal area, there was a new rhythm of life, for example, 
predicting and preparing for the season when the bison herds or the great whales passed by 
the tribal settlements. Stories began to emerge that tried to make sense of a dangerous world 
and to bring protection upon themselves. There had to be something greater than themselves
that could be harnessed to bless their tribe more than the other tribe  along the valley or 
across the plain. 
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Stories and rituals developed as a direct result of the developing language abilities, 
identifying 'gods out there' [e.g. the sun god; the rain god; the thunder god; etc.]. These gods 
obviously had great powers because they could destroy homes, settlements, crops and people:
the sun god could scorch the earth; the rain god brought storms and floods; the thunder god 
demonstrated displeasure with the tribe by throwing lightning bolts and thunderous noise 
across the earth. The great need was to find ways of harnessing these god powers by 
appeasing and by encouraging them to side with 'my' tribe against the 'other' tribe. 

The fact that no such gods existed then nor exist today was immaterial. Language had 
enabled the tribal people to create explanatory fictions to help them come to terms with the 
fearful powers of the unknown. Sacrifice became one of the tools by which certain tribal gods 
could be encouraged to either withdraw their displeasure or to respond favourably to the 
tribal offerings. For example, the offering of virgin daughters or the first fruits of the harvest 
and so on were proffered to the relevant tribal gods. Where the Hebrew tribes evolved was 
their enlightened thinking that there was One God rather than many gods. We should not 
forget the evolutionary importance of ancient tribal stories such as Abraham offering to 
sacrifice his son Isaac [if you are a Christian or a Jew] or Ishmael [if you are a Muslim] to the 
newly created One God. The apostle Paul also explained to his listeners in Athens [Acts 17:16-
34] that the Unknown God to whom they offered their sacrifices and worship was, in fact, the 
God of the Jews met in Jesus of Nazareth. Jewish Sukkot and Christian Harvest festivals are 
the continuation of these ancient attempts to thank, to encourage and even to appease our 
tribal versions of God. 

It is always difficult to unlearn the sacred stories with which we have grown up, 
especially the basic traditional religious explanatory fictions that  'God created us in 
his image'. How do you respond to this study's approach that human language 

invented 'God' to explain and to enable tribes to survive in a hostile environment? Give 
reasons for your conclusions.

Which approach, ancient languages created 'God' or 'God created us', is of greater relevance 
in our part of the post-modern 'mix and match' world today? Give reasons for your 
conclusions.

However, within the 
evolutionary process, along 
side the advent of the 'gods' 
there also developed specific 
tribal social norms and laws. 
Tribes increasingly focussed 
upon their created 'god' 
believing in some unique 
'god/tribe' relationship . 
Often these socio / religious 
communities became 
exclusive and so different 
tribal gods were brought into 

conflict. The Hebrew Bible is 
full of such 'godly' conflicts 
between the God of the 
Hebrews and the gods of the 
gentile tribes. With the 
evolving exclusiveness of 
religion, barriers were erected 
to define who was 'in' or who 
was 'out' of that particular 
tribe. As such, religion is a 
human created tribal survival 
mechanism. It is a social 
phenomenon.

Having said all that, religion 
has had and continues to 
have very useful survival and  
comforting purposes in the 
process of human evolution. 
[NB: Study Week 2 has said 
more on this when looking at 
the 'spirituality' work of Carl 
Jung, and you may wish to go 
back and re-read that study?]
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The challenge for organised religion today in 
our part of the post-modern world is to live 
the core values without the ancient boundary 
creating exclusive language of the past. As a 
follower of Jesus I see the challenge for me as 
living orthopraxis [i.e. decisions and actions 
based upon my understanding and 
experience of Jesus of Nazareth] rather than 
living within an orthodoxy of belief [i.e. 
decisions and actions based upon the 
explanatory fictions, understandings and 
experiences of the Church and of what it says 
about Jesus the Christ].

For religions to survive in this increasingly 
post-modern secular world they will have to 
evolve on from what makes one religion 
different to the others into a search for the 
commonality of religions. This could be by 
emphasising the 'Golden Rule that, in one 
form or other, underpins most religions 
across the world. This does not mean that we 
need to abandon our individual tribal 
explanations of that which we each call 'God'.
However, it will require us to see our 
explanations of these experiences for what 
they are, 'our' unique explanatory fictions 
that none the less point us to the highest 
level of what it means to be human. In other 
words, all religions will need to live the 
commonality of compassion and respect for 
difference.

The best explanation that I can offer in the 
present time is the Charter for Compassion 
whose leaders include Desmond Tutu and 
Karen Armstrong. It was unveiled to the 
world on November 12, 2009. Compassion is 
at the heart of all religious and ethical 
systems. What follows is a paraphrase of the 
Charter's own rationale. 

The Charter is a document that brings 
together and then goes beyond ideological, 
national and religious differences. The 
principle of compassion lies at the heart of all
religious, ethical and spiritual traditions. It is 
a growing movement that is supported by 

leading thinkers from many religions and 
traditions. It is based upon the Golden Rule: 
doing to others that which you would like 
them to do to you, or, with a slightly different 
emphasis, do not do to others that which you 
do not wish them to do to you. The bottom 
line of compassion is putting ourselves into 
the shoes of the other. 

The Charter  is concerned with both 
compassionate thinking and compassionate 
action as the centre of religious, moral and 
political life. Compassion propels us to work 
tirelessly to relieve the suffering of others; to 
see ourselves as ubuntu people rather than 
ourselves as the most important at the centre 
of the world; to honour the sacredness of 
every unique person; to deal with all people 
with equality, fairness, justice and respect; to 
cease from causing harm or inflicting pain 
upon ourselves or others.

It is also necessary for individuals, 
communities and nation states to refrain 
from acting or speaking violently out of spite,
chauvinism, or self-interest, to impoverish, 
exploit or deny basic rights to anybody. The 
Charter explicitly states that to incite hatred 
by denigrating others - even our enemies - is 
a denial of our common humanity. The 
Charter also acknowledges that we [you and 
I] have failed to live compassionately and that
some have even increased the sum of human 
misery in the name of their own god of their 
religion.

The Charter also states: "We therefore call 
upon all men and women to restore 
compassion to the centre of morality and 
religion; to return to the ancient principle 
that any interpretation of scripture that 
breeds violence, hatred or disdain is 
illegitimate; to ensure that youth are given 
accurate and respectful information about 
other traditions, religions and cultures; to 
encourage a positive appreciation of cultural 
and religious diversity; to cultivate an 
informed empathy with the suffering of all 
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human beings - even those regarded as 
enemies.
 

We  urgently need to make compassion a 
clear, luminous and dynamic force in our 
polarized world. Rooted in a principled 
determination to transcend selfishness, 
compassion can break down political, 

dogmatic, ideological and religious 
boundaries. Born of our deep 
interdependence, compassion is essential to 
human relationships and to a fulfilled 
humanity. It is the path to enlightenment, 
and indispensable to the creation of a just 
economy and a peaceful global community."

As far as I am concerned the Charter for Compassion is part of the continuous 
evolving nature of society and religion. It is the height of what I consider to be 
Christian Humanism. There is no other way.

To what extent do you agree with the rationale of the Charter for Compassion and 
the concluding comment "It is the height of what I consider to be Christian 

Humanism. There is no other way"? Give reasons for your conclusions.

So where does all this put the 
Trinity - as Three Persons in 
One or as the pinnacle of 
what it means to be human, 
living together in a world 
wide community? 

And where does this put 
Jesus, as the only begotten 
Son of God, both fully human
and fully divine, or as the 
most complete human being 
who has ever lived, our 
pattern for life abundant for 
all people? 

And what about the Spirit of 
God? Is this the Third Person 
of the Trinity or the sacred 
presence of life indwelling all 
people, the Namaste Spirit 
explained by Hindus as 'may 
the God in me welcome and 
respect the God in you'?

How do you understand and experience the theology of the Trinity? Is the 
traditional Christian understanding the most helpful way of breaking down barriers 

that exist between people? 

To what extent do you think that it is time to rethink Christian theology in general and the 
Trinity in particular? Give reasons for your conclusions.

THIS SESSION HAS HELPED ME TO:
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Suggested reading:

Karen Armstrong, 'Twelve Steps to a Compassionate Life', [Paperback] Publisher: Bodley Head
[Reprint edition]  (6 Jan 2011) 

The Charter for Compassion web site: www.charterforcompassion.org

John Hick, 'The Metaphor of God Incarnate', [Paperback] Publisher: Westminster John Knox 
Press [Second edition] (16 Feb 2006) 

John Shelby Spong, 'Eternal Life: A New Vision: Beyond Religion, Beyond Theism, Beyond 
Heaven and Hell' [Paperback] Publisher: HarperOne [Reprint edition] (1 Oct 2010) 

THIS COURSE HAS HELPED ME TO:

AS A RESULT OF THIS COURSE I INTEND TO:

WHERE DO I GO FROM HERE?

A FURTHER COURSE OF STUDY MIGHT EXPLORE.....?
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