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Richard Holloway in his article on The End of Religion quotes the Russian writer VV 

Rozanov who said 

 

"all religions will pass, but this will remain: simply sitting in a chair and looking 

into the distance" 

 

I think he is saying that when the forms we call religion are gone, there will still be what 

you might call contemplation. 

 

For me ideas of progressive Christian faith and our interaction with the contemporary 

world, particularly in the recent expressions of atheism are inextricably tied to 

contemplation. While I don't quite mean what Thomas Merton meant by contemplation in 

his book Seeds of Contemplation, what I mean is that when we talk of God or use the 

word God the best vehicle to explore the meaning of God is through contemplation. It 

seems to me that contemplation as an activity is superior to religion when it comes to 

notions of God, the divine and the sacred. Contemplation is simply, being in the 

presence of and being present to. Simply sitting in a chair and gazing into the distance. 

 

Why I find contemplation an important vehicle for a progressive understanding of God is 

that it is not shackled to or by the mind and the intellect. If God is anything, God is 

ultimately experienced rather than just known. And if there is a knowing of God, it is 

more akin to the way I know that I am loved by my wife, and that I love my wife, rather 

than, being able to prove her or my existence. 

 

I suspect that this is not a satisfying approach for the atheist or the nonreligious. But 1 

think that contemplation as a discipline, rescues us from the never-ending intellectual 

maze of trying to discover and understand whether or not God exists and what God is 

like. Sadly, history has shown us and the new atheists reminds us of this, that when we 

believe we know God and believe we understand the very nature of God, we build a 

religion - a true and absolute religion around our knowledge and then we stop sitting in a 

chair and gazing into the distance. 

 

Contemplation and what we might call deep listening will often lead us to an open and 

progressive approach to our faith and I think that is because it leas us to see that 

everything belongs. Now while contemplation is most often understood as a resting in 

God, the contemplative comes to discover the image of God with which they first began, 

shifts and changes and that everything contributes to the experience of God. There is no 

place, no experience, no activity, no person, nor event, that is not connected to everything 

else. The Bible, essential to experience the Christ event and to understand the life and 

teachings of Jesus, becomes one text among many on the journey of Christian faith 

toward human wholeness. My life, your life, our lives and even the lives of strangers 

become texts where we can read the truth of human existence. When everything belongs 
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the natural world as interpreted by science reveals deep truths about our nature and our 

relationship to all things. 

 

John Muir the American naturalist who was responsible for having Yosemite in 

California designated a National Park said: 

 

"When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else 

in the Universe." 

 

But remember if contemplation leads us to an open and progressive experience of what 

we may call God, then we must be more in line with the spirit of science that is never be 

satisfied with one image of that which is imageless. Richard Dawkins and his colleagues 

are right to be critical of religions that have a static and revealed sense of truth. Life is 

dynamic, therefore our view of God must be an open, changeable and dynamic presence 

in the universe. 

 

Now while Father God may have served past generation as an almost exclusive 

designation for the divine, in our era, since the cosmic egg has cracked open, we have 

been liberated to experience a rich plethora of images for God and the sacred. God is for 

us the ground of our being; the Spirit of Life; the presence of love; the core of meaning; 

the resting place on my journey; the homecoming; the cradle of purpose and while 

personal images will continue to serve many, today transpersonal images seem to fit 

more authentically within the present emerging consciousness of the world where 

everything belongs. 

 

If one criticism from the new atheism is that we have not been willing to recognise that 

the knowledge of the universe should critic our religious woridview, then a second 

criticism is that we have held what we believe to be true too tightly. We need to learn to 

hold the truths we arrive at lightly. Now while we may find some comfort criticizing the 

vitriolic approach of our atheistic protagonists and accuse them of being no better than 

fundamentalists, they may in fact, be showing us an important truth. 

 

An example of how we can hold our truths both lightly and with integrity comes from the 

German writer and poet Rainer Maria Rilke in his Letters to a Young Poet, he wrote: 

 

"...have patience with everything unresolved in your heart and try to love the 

questions themselves.. .Don 't search for answers, which could not be given to 

you now, because you would not be able to live them. The point is to live 

everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps then, someday in the far future, you 

will gradually without even noticing it, live your way into the answer. 

 

Rilke encourages us to tell the truth, to be honest and not pretend we know, what we do 

not know. It was Ludwig Wittgenstein who said some 70 years ago, "Whereof one cannot 

speak, thereof one must be silent." Live into the questions.  Was it Michael Leunig who 

encouraged us to hold our views and opinions the way we would hold a small bird in our 

hand? 
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I think that we can be quite clear that Jesus did not say, "I have come that you may have 

religion, religion in all its fullness." In fact he said, "I have come that you may have life, 

life in all its fullness." And the atheist has every right to challenge and criticize us when 

they observe us not serving life but instead bowing the knee to death, duty and 

dishonesty.  Surely it is life that the Christian faith celebrates and whatever God is, God 

is a God of life. And particularly of new life. The Resurrection is about transformed life. 

The Holy Spirit is the animation of all things through the Spirit of Life. 

 

Our greatest achievement as Christians is to be life-givers. And progressive faith 

demands that if your religion is not life giving, if it is not giving you and those around 

you life than find something that is. Yes religion is about commitment, service and 

discipleship, but it must always be committed to the truth that is found in life.  So there is 

nothing to be fearful of in the new atheism. Richard Dawkins in his book The God 

Delusion made this statement. Let me say it came after he had given religious people of 

all kinds a good beating - he said something like this: 

 

"We live in a life friendly universe. This universe, or this multiverse of galaxies, 

planets, stars, atoms and gases is always creating life" 

 

What an extraordinary statement. What a beautiful way of looking at the cosmos. It is life 

friendly. 

 

It is at this point that we find common ground with secularists, atheists and materialists. I 

don't mean that we are all saying the same thing - we are not. But we are all 

contemplating the same reality. Whether we are religious or nonreligious; theist or 

atheist; Christian or Muslim, Australian or Iranian what we have in common is the earth, 

the cosmos and life. While it may irritate the atheist that I call this spirit of life God, and 

while the materialist will say that the word spirit is meaningless, and the secularist is 

uncomfortable with the way I ascribe faith to this God of life, people of good intention 

and generous heart can live with such diverse perspectives and continue in conversation. 

 

Strangely for some, I don't object to atheists having their day in the sun. Richard 

Dawkins, Michel Onfray, Sam Harris, Christopher Hitchens and our own Phillip Adams 

(By the way Adams has a revised edition of his book Adams verses God in the 

bookstores. On Radio 774 he said recently, "but this time I'm going to win") these writers 

say much with which we from a progressive faith approach can agree. Religion and the 

religious mindset have caused a bloody mess - with the emphasis on bloody. I think these 

books and writings from atheist authors are a reaction to the frustration we all feel that we 

don't seem able to move beyond human barbarism, religious fundamentalism and chronic 

injustice. 

 

Yes religion is part of the problem and perhaps it could be said that religion in its myriad 

of forms is the problem. And one day, religion may end, as we know it. But what will 

never end is sitting in a chair and gazing into the distance. 

 


