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WHAT DO I MEAN BY ‘G-O-D’?
John Bodycomb

Introduction: ‘The Cetacean Problem’

‘The cetacean problem’ is a metaphor for the foolishness of godtalk.  Try to
imagine a whale spotting tour (whales are cetaceans), with a motley boatload of
‘shutterbugs’ as they might once have been called.  Today they would be
equipped mostly with digitals of different quality and versatility.  Their quarry is
the blue whale – at 125 tons or more the largest creature ever in sea or on land.
The blue whale is a swift and graceful swimmer.

When one is spotted seventy or eighty metres off, the spectacle is breathtaking.
Some swarm to the rail, others climb where they can, and click-click-click as
this magnificent creature breeches and turns and dives.  As it moves away they
go below to compare results, and do a spot of boasting.  Of course, nobody has
captured the blue whale.  For a start, it is huge, living, multi-dimensional and
never still.  Not even the best equipment can capture it, nor the most skilful
photographer.  All the images are tiny, static, two dimensional – and in no sense
can be said to capture the blue whale.

Sometimes it seems to me that doing godtalk is like whale photography, but
immeasurably more problematic.   All of which means I think today’s exercise
could be a monumental piece of pretentiousness if not foolish in the extreme.
When we engage in godtalk, all we have is perceptions.   The reality we call ‘G-
O-D’ is beyond our capturing.

All I can offer today is one man’s perception – and that perception is
predetermined by 75 years of relatively privileged life: white, male, western,
good education, professionally trained – and (you might say) a vested interest in
keeping the rumour of God alive.  After all, it can be wretchedly difficult to say
after fifty years in religious leadership “I think I backed the wrong horse!”

Mine can never be a view ‘from below’; I can talk with the poor and the
downtrodden and the marginalised of this world, but I’ve not been there myself.
Who I am and where I’ve been determine where I stand with my little camera,
what I see and how I interpret it.   So, daring to talk about “What I think I mean
by G-O-D” is both pretentious and foolish.  This is my set of snaps, and mine
alone, and I doubt they can be exactly congruent with anyone else’s.     
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1. The problematic big ‘G’ word

My daughter Helen is a mosaic artist.  She and her husband, also a graduate in
fine arts, count among friends a wide mix of artists and writers, ‘creative’
people. On one occasion when I was visiting, and due to meet more of these
people, Helen saw fit to counsel me.   “Dad, try not to use the big ‘G’ word.”
“Why?” “It comes trailing so much bleep from their childhood!”   In talking
with people like this, one commonly finds that they once had ideas about a
ginormous being who inhabits space somewhere, tinkers in the world to work
the odd miracle, has his favourite people and looks like an old man with a beard.
Jack Spong says, “This is not a credible concept to me.  But since this is the only
concept of God that many people can imagine, they see atheism as the only
viable alternative.”

Strictly speaking, ‘God’ is not a name; it is a noun spelled with a capital.  For
that matter, neither is ‘Allah’ a name; it is a contraction of al ilah,  ‘the god’.
Sometimes I wonder if G-O-D it is better regarded as a formula, rather like H2O
or CO2.  We know what the latter two signify; the question today is what we
think G-O-D signifies. It has become shockingly debased.  It is debased when
used smugly, self-justifyingly, as an expletive or as an unthinking cipher. It has
become the pet name of pietists’ personal deity.  It has become a warrant for
warmongers. It’s the cop-out for insurance companies and state premiers.  It has
become a common expletive, even among primary school kids.  “Oh my gahd!”
For an increasing number, of course, it’s just plain empty of content.  To all
intents and purposes they are atheists,  at least functionally if not confessionally!
“People once knew what they meant when they spoke of God”, said John
Macquarrie, “and they spoke of him often.  Now in the course of the day’s
business we may not mention him at all.”  Macquarrie said that in his Gifford
Lectures more than twenty years ago.   

Twenty-five years ago, when Jesus research was re-gathering momentum, I said
to a colleague, “Believe me, churches will blow apart before long over the
christological question.”  “Oh, nonsense, John,” he said.  “The real issue is
whatever we think we mean by ‘God’.”    Who Jesus thought he was, who the
churches say he was (and is) and how we should regard him today, are highly
interesting – but I think ultimately are less significant than the God question.

2.  Is godtalk doomed, then?

Is godtalk doomed, then?  Richard Dawkins would hope so, and has spent a lot
of effort on trying to rid us of The God Delusion.  I find his latest work (so
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titled) a whimsical and entertaining hatchet job on the notion of ‘God’, but much
of it the demolition of a straw man, of course. So, is godtalk doomed?   It
certainly is if we leave the monopoly on it to fanatics and fundamentalists,
literalists and loonies, of whatever religion. If there were no other reason for
tussling with this question “What do I mean by ‘G-O-D’?” we must do it to try
to rescue God from the crazies.

Some years back, at the launch of another Paul Davies book, I had a chance to
chat with him over lunch.  I referred to his oft-quoted claim that science offers a
surer path to God than religion.  I asked if he still believed that, and if the big
‘G’ word had any cash value for him.  “Oh, indeed,” he said, “but not in the way
churches use the word.”  Some years prior to that, I had a similar conversation
with Sir Mark Oliphant, the great nuclear physicist and irritant to the pious.  He
knew who I was and where I was coming from.   I asked if he thought what I
talked about was nonsense.  He looked quite hurt.  “O dear, no” he said.  “When
I lie in my bed at night and contemplate the mystery of the universe I get to
thinking there just has to be something we can call God, but whatever it is, it’s
so much bigger than the way churches talk about it.”

Paul Davies continues to be active in conversation between godtalk and science.
He says that he finds most scientists are atheist or agnostic. Yet William
Phillips, recipient of a 1997 Nobel Prize in physics, says most of the physicists
among his friends are religious.  So maybe it depends a bit on who our friends
are!   Davies himself is not ready to consign all godtalk to the shredder; some,
yes.  He says that in ‘sunday school christianity’ (his term) God is a sort of
cosmic magician, conjuring the world into being from nothing and from time to
time working miracles to fix problems. He says this is in flagrant contradiction
to the scientific view. But wait. “The God of scholarly theology, by contrast, is
cast in the role of a wise Cosmic Architect whose existence is manifested
through the rational order of the cosmos, an order that is in fact revealed by
science.  That sort of God is largely immune from scientific attack.”   I hope he
is right – but where does this get us?  I want to develop my case in stages.   So to

3.  My nine criteria for doing godtalk

a) Whatever we say of God, however artfully and elegantly we put it, can be
said only, and exclusively, in metaphor. Nothing we say can be taken
literally.

b) Any statements about God must address without prevarication the issue of
theodicy; that is, how we vindicate God in respect of the existence of evil.

c) Godtalk must take full account of modern cosmology; that is, what we know
at this stage about the workings of the universe.
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d) A worthy godtalk must be cognisant of the arguments for atheism.   Since
taking part forty years ago in a seminar on atheism with Boston University’s
Paul Schilling, I have said that atheists are God’s gifts to the believer!

e) A godtalk for the 21st century must be allowed to learn from our relationships
with other faiths and the traditions within them; yet not bound by them any
more than we are bound to our own past.

f) A sustainable and sustaining godtalk will need to take proper account of both
left and right hemispheres; that is, of both the logical/rational/analytic and
the non-rational/affective/aesthetic.

g) The cost of credibility with some people will be alienation  and ‘punishment’
of one sort or another (like excommunication)

h) Central to any new godtalk must be the meaning and practice of spirituality.
How do we pray to an evolutionary God?

i) Insofar as it is possible to speak of God at all, this must be with much more
humility – recognising that there is much, much more we do not know and
cannot know.

4.  So, what do I believe?

I am a believer and for me the formula ‘G-O-D’ denotes something that is
eminently real.  I have a personal preference for ‘The Mystery’ (with a capital
‘M’).  I find this more theologically accurate; that is, taking the word to mean
something beyond human knowledge and comprehension. To me God is not a
being among other beings, even if that word is used metaphorically.  In common
usage a ‘being’ is a definable entity of some sort, thought to be located
somewhere.  Aside from the fact that we cannot define God, I find the notion of
a supernatural being – even a squillion gazillion times bigger and stronger and
more fearsome than we – to be an absurdity.  God is the Sacred Presence (or
Presence of the Sacred) in whom and by whom everything has being; in
Tillich’s words, ‘the Ground of Being’.  Everything that is lives in this Sacred
Presence and the Sacred Presence indwells everything that is.

The ancient bard of Israel sang that there was no place where God was not!
“Even before a word is on my tongue, O Lord, you know it completely . . .
Where can I go from your spirit?  Or where can I flee from your presence?  If I
ascend to heaven you are there; if I make my bed in Sheol you are there.  If I
take the wings of the morning and settle at the farthest limits of the sea, even
there your hand shall lead me . . .  (Psalm 139:4, 7-10a)

The pre-scientific composer of those lyrics knew nothing of the nature and
extent of the cosmos as we do today.  He could not conceive that we are seven
million miles away from where we were this time last week – such is the rate at
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which the cosmos is expanding.  But that is beside the point.  He was declaring
that God was not in any sense ‘local’; that is, to be associated with a particular
place or particular places.  God was everywhere – or nowhere.

One of the problems we make for ourselves in godtalk is the ‘locating’ of God.
This arises from the repeated use of spatial terms in scripture, hymns and
prayers.  We seem unable to get away from them; they are our habitual way of
talking about God.  Religious discourse is replete with words like come, go, up,
down, behind, before, beside, beneath, toward, away from &c.  They all seem to
imply that God is located somewhere in space.  Not only this – but God comes
and goes, joins us some times and deserts us at other times.

This way of thinking about God, along with heaven being ‘up there’ and hell
being ‘down there’, Jesus coming down from heaven and ascending to rejoin the
Father, is still treasured by many faithful and good people.  Even the not-so-
faithful and the not-so-good will refer to ‘the man upstairs’ – which variously
means God or Jesus.  I am not scornful of this thinking; many who cling to it are
on the side of the angels.  My concern is for those who look for another way of
thinking about God.

A welcome contributor is former Catholic priest Michael Morwood, who has
given us the term ‘elsewhere God’ – as reflecting much of this discourse in
Christianity.  But in Praying a New Story, Michael says, “We are beginning to
understand that God is not a person limited to a place and only vaguely present
in the universe.  We are beginning to appreciate a God alive in every particle in
the billions of galaxies beyond us and in the grass of the pavement beneath our
feet.”  Praying a New Story suggests what might happen when we begin to think
about an ‘everywhere God’: what Michael calls a sustaining presence in all,
through all, never absent, never distant, not in one place more than any other
place, a presence “in whom we live and move and have our being.”  (Acts 17:28)

I have long felt that we need to shed the old language that suggests a ‘being’
located somewhere and find a way to speak of God as the surrounding,
saturating, sacred Presence; a way to think about God as both encompassing all
that is and permeating all that is.  Introducing prayer (especially outside the
constraints of formal worship) I often say, “We remind ourselves that God is in
all and all is in God.” . . .  and to allow a moment for that to sink in.

This means, of course, that notions like being filled with the Holy Spirit or
having God come into one’s being fall down; they make no sense unless God is
elsewhere up to that point.  It means that ‘searching for God’ is similarly an
inappropriate way to think of spirituality.  If prayer has something to do with
‘connecting’, then it surely means getting in touch with what is already within
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us, as well as around us.  Perhaps it also introduces a more ‘relaxed’ concept of
prayer.  It is to be understood not as pursuing, persuading, pleading with a
reluctant divinity, but embracing the Presence already within oneself.

I am not about to skate away from the conceptual problem and the linguistic
problem.  Once we say the old man with the beard on cloud nine is a nonsense,
with what do we replace that?  There is quite a challenge here for those of us
who talk with children about the Mystery!  Well, this is where the best
metaphors we can find become crucial.  The linguistic problem has to do with
what words, if any, can be considered up to the task of describing God.    I’ll
come back to this when we look at my four preferred metaphors.

5. Why do I believe?

If you should ask me why I believe, I suspect my answer could be, “It’s the line
of least resistance!  I find it much easier to affirm belief than to affirm atheism
as a faith position.”  But why does ‘G-O-D’ for me denote something that is
real? Basically, when I ask myself this question, I think I would say there are
three main reasons; actually one is a cluster of reasons.  These are what I call the
hieroglyphs of the heart, the witness of cosmology, and the final question.  (I’ll
come to what that is!)

First, the Hieroglyphs of the Heart. Hieroglyphs point us to the existence of
that which inspired them; that is the sense in which I use this word.  There are at
least three hieroglyphs of the heart.    This is very subjective stuff, but subjective
does not make them unreal.  It is very non-rational, but that does not make it
irrational.

First is the sense of wonder/awe/reverence.  Some years ago I met Chet Raymo
at a symposium on science and godtalk, at Andover Newton Seminary. He was
then professor of astrophysics at Stonehill College and science writer with the
Boston Globe.  He talked of his background in a conservative Catholicism.
‘French piety, pebble in the shoe stuff’, he said – plus a divinity who tinkered
whimsically in the affairs of earth.  Raymo did his undergrad’ work at Notre
Dame and then went to UCLA where he met a Panamanian atheist Jew – who he
said delivered him from all this.  He spoke that night of the awe, wonder,
reverence, constantly nourished by atrophysics.  For many years Chet Raymo
has never failed to make a pilgrimage to Ireland’s Mount Brandon, one of the
ancient holy places.

Beside me as I write are The Hand of God and Inside the Mind of God.  The first
is a volume of photographs of galaxies and nebulae taken through the Hubble
telescope, depicting the enormity and grandeur of the cosmos.  The Mind of God
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is a journey to inner space, depicting the tiniest components of human life.  The
former (astronomy) has always excited awe in me; the latter (microbiology) had
the same effect on my late wife.  Whereas I exclaimed 'wow’ at the enormous,
she said ‘wow’ at the tiniest.

I want to say something about reverence.  In 1989 I spent some great times with
Professor Manfred Clynes – one-time piano prodigy who became a professor of
neurophysiology.  His speciality was the study of ‘sentic’ states (from the Latin
sentire, to feel).  Manfred believed that a range of these sentic states had become
innate during evolution.  One was the capacity for Reverence, to which I’ll
return further down.  My point in mentioning it here is this.  He said, “I think the
Creator would have been very surprised had this just developed by accident; he
meant it to be there.”  I said, “So you think there is a God?”  “That’s a silly
question!”  “Why is it a silly question?”  “You should know that!”  I think he
was saying that for two ageing chaps, sitting on the floor in the Queens College
tower discussing whether or not God existed was rather like two Beethoven
concertos arguing whether Beethoven existed.   Just a bit presumptuous!

My second hieroglyph of the heart is the sense of lure – something that draws
me irresistably toward self-transcendence; makes me long to be a better person
and to leave a better mark on the world.  Charles Birch, the distinguished
Australian philosopher and biologist – and no mean theologian, consultant to the
Vatican in the science-godtalk dialogue, speaks of God as ‘the great persuader’
enticing everything to higher and richer levels of self-fulfilment; I guess we
could say that is a theological way of saying that God is intimately involved in
the process of evolution.

My third hieroglyph of the heart is the sense of empowerment that sometimes
comes through worship, prayer, meditation – and sometimes seemingly out of
nowhere.  These are what I call ‘hieroglyphs of the heart’ – sacred inscriptions
in one’s being from which it seems right to infer someone put them there.

Second reason I am a believer is the Witness of Cosmology.  It is over twenty
years since I read Paul Davies’ pronouncement that science offers a surer path to
God than religion.  Fred Hoyle had already said in Religion and the Scientists, “I
do not believe that any scientist who examines the evidence would fail to draw
the inference that the laws of nuclear physics have been deliberately designed
with regard to the consequences they produce inside stars.”

I am aware that in this regard you pays your money and you takes your choice.
At a 2005 conference in Cambridge Richard Dawkins took on mathematician
and cosmologist John Barrow, Templeton Prize winner in 2006.  Like a number
of others Barrow stresses how curiously ‘fine-tuned’ the universe is for
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intelligent life (human life).  Dawkins asked why Barrow should not just accept
that fine tuning was a fact of nature.  “Why do you want to explain it with
God?”  “For the same reason you don’t want to”, said Barrow.  Everyone
laughed but Dawkins, who barked “That’s not an answer!”  The fact is that two
renowned scientists can look (ostensibly) at the same or very similar data and
come to different conclusions.  Barrow finds what he sees reinforcing belief;
Dawkins finds it reinforcing non-belief. I hasten to say I am not a believer in
‘intelligent design’ nor is Barrow, of course.  I am in sympathy with Paul Davies
when he calls I.D. “an odious movement that is a danger to people’s welfare . . .
a sinister attempt to cloak crackpot creationism in the guise of science.”  But I
am enthralled by modern cosmology.

Paul Davies’ latest, The Goldilocks Enigma, reiterates the case he presented in
The Mind of God; viz., “we are truly meant to be here.”    He says that had the
Big Bang been bigger, matter would never have formed.  Had it been smaller,
gravity would have crushed the universe back on itself.  Like Goldilocks and the
third bowl of porridge, the universe seems ‘just right’ for life.  Davies leans
toward a universe in which the evolution of intelligent consciousness is hard-
wired into the laws of nature. As in The Mind of God,  he says it’s a matter of
personal preference whether or not one wishes to infer the existence of God
from this.  In any case, that’s not a scientific issue; it’s philosophy and theology.

My third reason to believe is the Final Question; viz., “Why is there something
and not nothing?” Richard Dawkins rests his critique of godtalk (The God
Delusion) on the assumption that the existence or non-existence of God is a
scientific matter, and must in the end be either verified or falsified by science.  I
have to disagree.  It is a philosophical question, outside the limits of science.
William D Phillips, co-recipient of the 1997 Nobel Prize in physics, says, “Just
as science cannot prove the existence of God, I insist just as firmly that science
cannot disprove the existence of God because it’s not a scientific issue.”

Even if we could subject the existence of God to empirical testing, John Barrow
argues in Impossibility: The Limits of Science and the Science of Limits, that
there are some things that are ultimately unknowable, undoable or unreachable.
He says that one hallmark of the progress of a mature science is that it
eventually begins to appreciate its own boundaries.  In the 20th century, he says,
we have seen many examples of this, and then he lists them.   Barrow is a regular
worshipper at Emmanuel United Reformed Church in Cambridge.

G-O-D is my answer to the question that cannot be answered by science; viz,
why there should be something and not nothing.  I don’t see this as a ‘god of the
gaps’ argument; explaining pro tem what will one day be scientifically clear.   It
goes much deeper than that.  The fact is that this is the great unanswerable
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question, to which the only answer accessible comes from outside science.  God
is to me the reason for all that is.  God is also the explanation for its fine-tuning,
for its elegance, its stunning beauty and indeed the ‘intelligibility’ to which
science testifies.  God is the intelligence, the cosmic mind in which all was
conceived before it ever was, in which it was brought to birth and which holds it
in being.  I’ll return to this.

The data yielded by my hieroglyphs of the heart, the witness of cosmology and
the final question are not proofs for the existence of God – for no such exist; nor
do proofs for the non-existence of God.  Much less do they allow me to set
down a definition of God.  At the very best, all we have to go on are ‘footprints
in the sand’, but as to whoever or whatever left those prints, we must be content
to remain ignorant.  We know God by God’s works, or by our experience of
God’s works.  As Paul says to the Romans, “Ever since the creation of the world
his eternal power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been
understood and seen through the things he has made.” (Rom.1:20).

The late Arthur Peacocke, who died last October, was moved to the depth of his
being by the rationality, order, elegance and intelligibility of the universe.  He
felt that these features seemed to reflect some Ultimate Reality of which they
were characteristic.  It is impossible to imagine an Ultimate Reality that does not
epitomise the most sublime features we know about from reflecting on human
life.  It that were the case we would be faced with the paradox of a river that had
risen higher than its source.

But absolute certainty?  I am reminded of Jack Spong, who says,  “I believe God
is real, but my human mind and human language can never penetrate that reality.
So I cannot describe God, I can only describe my presumed God experience and
honesty compels me to state that I might be delusional.’  So might I!

6. The Limits of Language and the Use of Metaphor

In The Infinite Book: A Short Guide to the Boundless, Timeless and Endless,
John Barrow considers all aspects of the infinite, while stressing that infinity is a
quality that is unimaginable!  However, that should not stop us talking about it
and writing books about it – as he has done.  I would say that G-O-D is
unimaginable except in metaphor, but that this should not stop us talking about
the matter!  Neither should the chronic lameness of language itself.  I have
challenged people to put in words the feel of a baby’s skin, the taste of a ripe
strawberry, the sunrise at Ayer’s Rock – or any number of other wonders like
these.  It simply cannot be done, except in the clumsiest way. This is how it is
when we try to put into words what we mean by ‘G-O-D’.  But one cannot say



10

nothing simply because the words at his disposal sound deficient!  Nor can we
say nothing because the only language at our disposal for speaking of God is
metaphorical.  We can speak of God only in metaphors:  terms and expressions
taken from some other aspect of our life but which in a kind of ‘figurative’ way
sound apt enough!  For instance, if we say that God conceived and gave birth to
the universe, some will be comfortable with the metaphor of ‘cosmic mother’!
But this is only a metaphor, not a definition!

So, nothing we say about God can be taken literally – that is, as the words might
mean in their normal usage.  Obvious example: the metaphor of the good
shepherd does not mean heaven is a huge pastoral estate ruled by a celestial
squattocracy.  All words about God are used metaphorically.  You might even
say that the word god itself, as commonly used, should be employed with
caution.  That is because as a noun it refers to a lot of entities we wouldn’t want
confused with the ultimate mystery.  The fact is that it does come with a range
of possible interpretations.

Because God is the ultimate mystery, no individual metaphors or even volumes
of metaphors are adequate.  All we can do in our quest for understanding and
our desire to say something sensible about God is to select metaphors that are
congruent with what we believe and want to say.  The beliefs we hold are
arrived at from looking at the best available data and drawing inferences from
the data.  But to claim that any two or twenty-two metaphors encapsulate the
mystery is arrogant – maybe even idolatrous!  So to my preferred metaphors.
My first two are biblical; second two are not.  I think all can he helpful, but I
lean more toward the two non-biblical.

a) The Restless Wind
Ruach (variously translated as wind, spirit or breath) conveys the uncapturable
nature of divinity.  We know not whence it comes nor where it goes.  We know
it from the disturbed leaves, by our hair being disarrayed, by an eerie howl
through the trees.  But we can never take hold of it.  We can shut our hand on
something, but all we have is a little stale air – not the restless wind.  We can
‘set our sails’ correctly and be empowered by the wind!

b) The Trusting Parent
The metaphor of parent is apparently a favourite of Jesus.  The parent provides
the young, immature and vulnerable with protection, direction and correction –
but only in infancy.  He/she steadily reduces these, encouraging the offspring to
become increasingly autonomous, resourceful and moral.  The relationship starts
out marked by authority and control for one, obedience and submission for the
other. When offspring mature, the operative words are mutuality, reciprocity and
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interdependence.   We need to do a lot of work on what I distinguish as play-pen
godtalk and voting age godtalk.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer spoke of ‘man come of
age’ and of God as the one who wants us to learn how to live without him.  We
live our lives both before God, he said, and yet without God. Ian Barbour, one of
the founding fathers of dialogue between godtalk and science, favours the
metaphor of cosmic parent, but subject to it being reworked in the way I suggest.

c) The Ocean of Being
Some years ago I had adults do paintings to depict their relationship with God.
One older lady portrayed herself in water; the explanation she gave set me on
the path of imagining God as the Ocean of Being.  Then I discovered Marcus
Borg was saying that we are in God as fish are in the sea, and felt encouraged to
pursue this metaphor further.  I have used it in talking with adults, many of
whom seem to find it quite helpful – ‘the Ocean of Being’.

The ocean is also in the fish, of course.  The fish derive their being and end their
days (most of them) in the ocean.  The ocean provides them with their habitat
and their nutriment.  But within the ocean, they are free agents, able to go here
and there, to explore and to discover and to find the fulfilment of their fishiness!
This is panentheism, I hasten to say, and without apology.

d) The Cosmic Mind

The metaphor I find most exciting is ‘mind of the cosmos’, in Greek _______
______.  (dianoia kosmou) This Greek word for mind is very expressive.  It can
include the ideas of thinking and intending, and by implication making
something happen – and keeping it happening.  For now I suggest it as a
metaphor, but I personally take it as more than a metaphor.  In The Mind of the
Universe Mariano Artigas, the Spanish priest and professor of science at the
University of Navarra, says “the contemporary scientific worldview suggests
that the universe is permeated in its innermost being by a rationality whose
explanation requires the authorship of a personal mind.”

Around the time I was first working seriously with this metaphor I found a
stunning piece by Keith Ward in God, Chance & Necessity.  It speaks for itself.

“The cosmic mind is beyond speech and utterance, beyond duality and
description, beyond being as we can understand it, without beginning or end,
without limitation or boundary.  There is nothing that can be compared with it,
and whatever is spoken of it fails to describe it as it is.  It is wrapped in light so
bright and blinding that we cannot penetrate it.  The ultimately unknown and the
ultimately powerful, it is the source of all beings.
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That mind gives birth to the universe without being diminished in any way.  In
its nameless infinity, it always stands beyond, and yet embraces and enfolds all
the finite worlds of time and change.  It is infinitely far, and yet no distance
separates it from whatever has being.  It is the being of all things that have
being, which receive it and may think they possess it, until it is taken back to its
source.

That mind, from its infinite potency, selects the fundamental laws and limits of
this universe, and sets it on its emergent course towards the creation of the
galaxies.  Yet it upholds every new moment by its constant presence, and without
it each moment would fall into nothingness.  The One, without name or form, is
the infinite depth, the unlimited ocean of being (there’s that metaphor again!)  On its
surface all beings come to be and pass away, like foam on a wave, leaving the
deep serene and untroubled by their passing.  Yet they are parts of it, flung from
its infinity.  Their power is given but never owned, and they must eventually
return to the One who gives it.   

7.  How then does God ‘act’?

Perhaps I should begin by saying how I do not believe God acts!  I do not
believe in a divinity rewarding good character and conduct and punishing bad
character and conduct – in this life or a next life.  Sometimes good character and
conduct yield good and pleasing outcomes, and sometimes not.  Similarly with
bad character and conduct.  Jesus summed it up when he said “(God) makes his
sun rise on evil people as well as good, and he sends his rain on honest and
dishonest alike.” (Matt 5:45).  The genius of that aphorism is that both sun and
rain are ambiguous!   One delivers crops and cancers, the other slakes thirst and
brings catastrophic floods.  In a word, good things and bad fall indiscriminately
on all of us, irrespective of deservedness. I do not believe God prefers or favours
some people ahead of others on account of their doctrines, their doings or their
supposed ‘deservedness’.

I do not believe in a divinity who tinkers in the affairs of earth, sending rain here
and sun there in response to our pestering.  Neither do I believe that God acts in
answer to prayer to deliver protection, direction and correction.  We are of all
people the most to be pitied if we have parents, or if we had parents, who never
withdrew the PDC – and so we came to expect that God would be for us what
our parents were when we were toddlers. I do not believe God answers prayer in
the sense of juggling things to comply with the insistence of those who besiege
heaven’s gate.  This goes for protecting Lulu while she is away at camp, healing
Grandma of her cancer, finding a parking space or a job for Junior.   The notion
of a divinity who can be manipulated in this way is pagan, and is abhorrent to
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me. I repeat: God does not answer prayers; God hears them, but the answers lie
within us.  I will come back to this shortly.

I do not believe that God is in any sense ‘interventionist’; that God changes
weather, health or wealth in response to impassioned pleading, cajoling or
harassment from the pious.   I am not persuaded by accounts of so-called
‘miracle healing’.  I have yet to meet the amputee or paraplegic miraculously
healed.  And if I did, I would wonder why God meddled in that person’s life and
ignored all the other amputees and paraplegics.

II Corinthians throws some light on this. It is apparent that Paul had to deal with
some that he considered phony evangelists, shysters!  In defence of himself
against them, he reminds his readers of what he has undergone.  “I have worked
harder than any of them,” he says.  “I have served more prison sentences.  I have
been beaten up innumerable times.  I have faced death again and again.  I’ve
been thrashed with canes three times and five times had severe floggings.  I have
been stoned.  I have been shipwrecked three times.  I have been twenty-four
hours in the open sea.  In my travels I have been in constant danger from rivers
and floods, from bandits, from my own countrymen and from pagans.  I have
faced danger in city streets, in the desert, on the high seas, among false
Christians.  I have known exhaustion, pain, long vigils, hunger and thirst, going
without meals, cold and lack of clothing.  Apart from these external trials I have
the daily burden of responsibility for all the churches.” (II Cor 11:24-28)   The
point here is that God saved Paul from none of this adversity!  Heaven knows he
couldn’t have enjoyed being flogged, shipwrecked, mocked and beaten.

Nor did he enjoy the unnamed physical condition to which he refers in the next
chapter.  There have been various theories about that one. Maybe epilepsy or
recurrent malaria contracted in one of the lower lying areas.  Whatever it was,
Paul says, “Three times I begged the Lord for it to leave me.” (That could mean
‘many times’) “But his reply has been, ‘my grace is enough for you: for where
there is weakness, my power is shown the more completely.’ Therefore, I have
made up my mind to be proud of my weaknesses, because they mean a deeper
experience of the power of Christ.  I can even enjoy weaknesses, suffering,
privations, persecutions and difficulties for Christ’s sake.  For my very
weakness makes me strong in him.”  (II Cor 12:7-10)

So, is God with us or against us – or largely indifferent?  To this I would say
three things.
• First, God is with us as one who lets go.  This is the spin on cosmic parent I

want us to pursue.  As John Polkinghorne says, “God allows the world to
make itself with all the necessary raggedness and blind alleys which will
inescapably come with that.”
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• Second, God is with us as one who limits godself.  I recall the distinguished
American Rabbi Gunther Plaut debunking omnipotence; no reputable Jewish
scholar subscribed to it.  Once God made a self-creating universe, that was
the end of omnipotence.   Charles Birch says there are some things a God of
love cannot do – like changing the decision of the rich young man to whom
Jesus spoke.  When persuasion failed, coercion did not take over.

• And third, God is with us in a ‘reciprocal’ relationship – as in my reworking
of the cosmic parent metaphor.

8. What is the point to Prayer?

We need to revise some cherished ideas about this.  Prayer is not changing the
mind of the Eternal – besieging the gates of heaven until they fall down and the
reluctant resident accedes to our wishes.  I have for years now thought of prayer
as at one level a very passive exercise – one in which the operative words are
openness, listening, receptivity.  I have described myself as a kind of ‘closet
Quaker’ – both doctrinally and spiritually.  As you know, Quakers are low on
dogma and big on listening prayer.  I have sometimes described prayer as
listening for the holy whispers – for the word that comes in the demamah or
‘silent stillness’, as in the experience of  Elijah.

I was once asked by another minister (at the time seriously unsettled by John A
T Robinson’s Honest to God) what I thought was the difference between prayer
and honest thinking.  I came to the conclusion then, and have not changed my
position, that whatever the difference might be, it is probably semantic.  Prayer
is God-conscious honest thinking.  These days prayer has for me essentially
the same meaning as worship.  Both have to do with three things.

• First ingredient in both is focussing (or ‘centering’) of the self on the Sacred
Presence or Presence of the Sacred.  The great Afro-American preacher
Howard Thurman used to speak of the ‘centering moment’.  The fliers for my
lunch-hour services at Melbourne University were always headed ‘Centering
in the Sacred’.  Then followed: “Worship is both the highest and the
healthiest activity in which human beings can engage.  To get one’s mind off
oneself, and focussed upon the sacred, opens the way for dramatic changes in
one’s life.”

•  Second ingredient is listening: listening for what I have called ‘the holy
whispers’; attending to the inner voice.  That is, not telling God what we
want, much less telling God what God may not otherwise know!  Listening is
the heart of the matter, as Quakers have been trying to teach us.

•  Third ingredient in prayer/worship is response.  That may mean an inner
change or an outward action or both.  Elijah hears the voice in the silent
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stillness (demamah) and gathers himself together to resume his prophetic
activities.

I do not see prayer as asking for anything, as though God must be somehow
persuaded or cajoled.  Least of all is prayer asking for the Sacred Presence (or
‘Spirit’ if you wish) to come and dwell within us.  The so-called gift of the Holy
Spirit, a key tenet of the pentecostal/charismatic movement, and understood as
some sort of ‘infusion’ like injecting jam into a doughnut (even regarded purely
as metaphor) is misleading.

As I have already indicated, the Sacred Presence (or presence of the sacred) is
around us and within.  The distinguished paediatrician Durham Smith says in
Search for Understanding that all humankind is filled with the gift of the Holy
Spirit (what I call the Sacred Presence) – as was Jesus, and the challenge is to
respond to this as did Jesus.  Some know this and some do not.  Some are highly
responsive to the Sacred Presence within, Jesus being a case in point.  The late
Arthur Peacocke called him ‘the God-informed person par excellence’.  To
recapitulate, for me prayer and worship (in essence the same) begin with
centering ourselves in the Sacred, function as listening for the holy whispers and
issue in attitudes and actions.

I have already pointed out the flaws and limits in metaphor, at the same time
acknowledging that this is all we have.  But among the range at our disposal,
none to my mind are more problematic than those involving some dimension of
space.  What I call spatial language for God is seriously misleading – up, down,
behind, before, below, above, coming, going, filling, entering and so on.  All
these words and many others imply an ‘elsewhere’ God – a term I owe Michael
Morwood.   They go with the notion of a ‘being’ – somewhere out there.

My own belief is not that God’s good endowments, energies or equipment for
the battle are infused from the outside.  Neither are they given or bestowed in
response to pleading.  They are already within us and accessible, as the Sacred
Presence is already within us – indeed within all of us, Protestant, Catholic,
Christian, Muslim, believer and unbeliever.  This is not something injected into
us at some point in response to our pleading or cajoling, or because we
satisfactorily perform some magic, ritual or penance.  When I ‘focus’ or center
myself in the Sacred, these good things already within me and latent are
reclaimed and let loose.

In this connection I found it significant some years ago when Albert Nolan (in
Jesus Before Christianity) suggested that Jesus did not heal the sick.  Nolan said
we are often told that Jesus said to the person cured, “Your faith has healed
you.”   “(Jesus) is saying in effect that it is not he who has healed the sick
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person, it is not by means of some psychic power that he has or by some special
relationship with God.  Nor is it to be attributed to the effectiveness of some
magical formula, not even to the simple medicinal properties of saliva.  He is not
even saying, at least not explicitly, that the person was healed by God.  Your
faith has healed you.”

This means (at least to me) that it doesn’t greatly matter whether one’s
‘centering’ is Christian prayer, Buddhist or Hindu meditation, Sufi mysticism or
Jewish kabbalah.  The one Sacred Presence is in all, and all live and move and
have their being in the one Sacred Presence.  I can pray with anyone whose
spiritual exercises are understood fundamentally as focussing, listening and
responding.

The radical inclusiveness of this may not sit comfortably with you.  All I can say
is that if we knew the real Jesus we could not be exclusivists.  Who is the real
Jesus?  I must treat this question carefully, although for me it is no longer the
most important issue.  Jesus is not for me the God of the universe attired in
human flesh – as incarnation means.  Jesus is not for me a divine being who has
visited planet earth for a season.  Jesus is not for me the one whose death
somehow miraculously eliminates sin from the world.  He is a radical Jewish
holy man from the Galilee.

9. Problems with traditional ‘worship’

Needless to say, I have problems with traditional worship in most of its
expressions.  I find it commonly unimaginative, stilted and bordering on the
banal in the ways it seems (to me!) to trivialise the Mystery.  It neither feeds my
hunger nor facilitates my desire to respond suitably to this Mystery around me
and within.  I find neither the left hemisphere of my brain not the right
hemisphere particularly helped by most liturgy – which ostensibly is to bring me
closer to sensing the Mystery.

On the contrary, it seems to get in the way.  The logical/rational/analytic part of
me is offended by much of the nonsensical godtalk explicit in sermons and
implicit in prayers and hymns.  The non-rational, affective, aesthetic part of me
is offended by the ‘classroom’ spatial arrangement in religious buildings, by the
barbaric music (nothing worse than Christian rock!) and the forced heartiness
that passes for fellowship of believers.

I long for a group of fellow pilgrims who could sit down with me, share from
the heart what they seek in celebrative ritual and with me try to contrive
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materials which would be expressive of that.  The obstacles are legion.  For one
thing, most church people (including clergy) find it very difficult to think
‘outside the square’ as we say; they are locked inside conceptual and linguistic
boundaries.

But not all!  On a visit to the US my wife and I had the pleasure of staying in
Burlington, Vermont, with Bill Cleary and his wife.  Bill Cleary is a former
Jesuit priest, a filmmaker and a composer.  With Diarmuid O’Murchu he has
written Prayers to an Evolutionary God.  In the Introduction he says, “An
evolutionary God is the one whose fingerprints and embraces and music we find
in the evolutionary patterns in the unfinished world around us, the elusive
mother and inventor of this ever-changing milieu.  It is a God who pretends –
for some purpose we do comprehend – not even to exist, but whom we can reach
out for and give thanks to, if we wish – as most of our race has done throughout
its history.”     

The following prayer is called ‘No Real Name – Privileged to Exist’.

                 I have no real name for you, Holy Mystery,
                 Spirit-Force at work in my life and all around me,
                 Holy Energy at the heart of evolution,
                         active in every cell and atom within me,
                         and co-creating with me the world I live in,
                         from the center of my consciousness
                         out to the very ends of the unfinished cosmos.
                 But do you have a name for me?
                         There is no need for one:
                          you know me perfectly
                          in every detail of my DNA, through all my past,
                          and especially in all my potential for the future.
                 It is a privilege to express simple gratitude
                          for this relationship with you,
                          for this large existence,
                          to feel myself unfolding within your mystery,
                          and a joy to be part of it.
                Amen.       (150)

I rest my case . . . for the time being.

UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES MAY THIS DOCUMENT, OR ANY PART OF IT,
BE REPRODUCED WITHOUT PERMISSION OF THE WRITER,

John Bodycomb, 64 Dunvegan Crescent, Macleod, VIC 30
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