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I was about sixteen when I first had what I would describe as an 
experience of God. Prior to that, well, until I was about 10, I had just 
had an arrangement with God whereby if I was good enough, he 
would give me Superman powers. That this had never happened to 
anyone else was no discouragement; it simply showed that no one had 
been quite good enough. 
 
So there I was as a teenager lying in bed one night. It wasn’t anything 
remotely earth-shattering, not an epiphany of any sort, not even 
particularly emotional. It was just a quiet sense of peace, of rightness, 
of being connected with something that was good. It was like being in 
alignment. It also wasn’t a sudden realisation, more the culmination of 
something that had been developing. It was a moment of “Heh, I think 
this is worth exploring.” 
 
Atheists are particularly disparaging of the “personal experience” card 
that we play. They claim it is the only one left when all evidence of 
God has evaporated. While I regard it as a significant moment with 
lasting meaning to this day, I’m fully aware that an atheist could well 
categorise my experience as a sixteen year old as pure, chemically-
induced emotion. I’m aware of the power of the human mind, 
especially the emotionally-heightened adolescent mind, to generate 
these sorts of experiences. But it begs the question, is it possible to 
have an experience that we know is real? 
 
Some of you will know of my interest in films, and one of my 
favourites is the science-fiction adventure “The Matrix”. For those 
who haven’t seen it the film’s central premise is that our brains are all 
plugged into a massive computer that stimulates our neurones, 
trapping us in an illusory, simulated world. I think the film’s 
popularity hinged on that central philosophical conundrum. 
 
In his book “A New Earth”, Eckhart Tolle outlines a fascinating 
proposition. He describes the seventeenth century philosopher 
Descartes who asked himself the same question: “Is there anything we 
can know with absolute certainty?” to which he answered famously, “I 
think, therefore I am.” Reflecting on this centuries later, the 
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philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre disagreed, concluding that - listening 
carefully? - “The consciousness that says ‘I am’ is not the 
consciousness that thinks”. I’ll give it to you again: “The 
consciousness that says ‘I am’ is not the consciousness that thinks”. 
Tolle concludes that, because we can observe our own thoughts, there 
is a deeper consciousness within us that does the observing. He 
highlights a distinction between mind (which thinks) and 
consciousness (which is), what he calls Being, the I Am. 
 
It’s great food for reflection. That said, we’ve all heard of the “God of 
the gaps”, the God that shrinks as science expands. An atheist might 
well complain: “Fine, whatever, let God retreat further, into the 
confines of human consciousness, “the final frontier” if you like. One 
day we’ll have that mapped out too and this God idea will finally be 
buried.” 
 
Psychiatrists can already banish the voices that torment those with a 
mental illness. Perhaps in 1000, maybe even 50 years time, with the 
mapping of the human genome and advances in quantum physics, we 
will discover that ingredient in the human psyche that generates a God 
experience. Maybe we’ll even be able to buy a God Pill: “Want an 
experience of God? Buy a pack of 6 for $11.95. Just be wary of the 
side effect - a delusional tendency towards acts of sacrificial love.” 
 
But I doubt it. In his book “Quantum Theology”, Diarmuid O’Murchu 
explores some of the spiritual implications of modern physics. There’s 
a great quote from quantum physicists: “If you think you understand 
quantum theory … you don’t understand quantum theory.” 
 
O’Murchu outlines a growing sense among theologians that modern 
physics and ancient mysticism appear to converge on the same point. 
Quantum Theory overturns all of our understandings of what is real, 
suggesting that nothing is real aside from its relationship with 
something else. While atheism asserts that the universe is real and 
God is not, maybe quite the opposite is true. 
  
Science has looked everywhere else and God has proven elusive. 
Perhaps humanity had to come full circle before recognising what the 
mystics have always known: the intimate God within. 
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Of course there are absurdities about having a spiritual life, which 
leaves us wide open to ridicule from atheists. I am reminded though of 
the renowned quantum physicist Werner Heisenberg. In despair he 
would wander the streets pondering the question, “Can nature possibly 
be as absurd as it appears to us in these experiments?” 
 
I was quite surprised by my reaction to reading Richard Dawkins’ 
book “The God Delusion”; surprised, because I connected with the 
vast majority of it: the magnificence of creation, the emotional and 
intellectual dullness of creationism, the abundant evils of religion 
gone wrong, and the dangers and mental contortions involved in a 
literal interpretation of scripture. I’d highly recommend the book as a 
fascinating trip through history and philosophy, science and evolution. 
 
I don’t intend to critique the book – not that it isn’t flawed but simply 
that there are plenty in the church lining up to do that. Instead I want 
to grab hold of what it has to offer us as theologians. 
 
In recent years I have found myself influenced by some ideas from 
Eastern mysticism. Their connections with Jewish and Christian 
teachings are fascinating. Many will know the Buddhist saying: “If 
you meet the Buddha, kill him”. It’s a statement that says, “Be wary 
of your most heightened experiences, because more than likely they 
are your own construct, and a distraction at best from the real truth.” 
It’s a call to recognise our virtually limitless capacity for idolatry, and 
that our idols can take the form not only of worldly wealth and power 
but also of spiritual insight. Scripture, our sacred truths, even the 
desire for spiritual growth can become an exercise in egotism and 
come between us and the divine spirit. 
 
There’s value in observing our motives for feeling affronted by attacks 
on the reality of God. Whether verbalised or internal, when it comes 
down to it, what are we defending – God, or simply our own image of 
God? To use another Buddhist saying, “Don’t seek the truth. Just 
cease to cherish opinions.” 
 
To the extent that we are clinging to an image of God for our personal 
comfort we need to let go, because that’s simple idolatry. And to the 
extent that atheists shine the light on our own hypocrisies and 
delusions we should be grateful. We should be grateful that they force 
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us to confront our idols, challenge our assumptions, and ironically, 
push us into deeper contemplation of the divine. They also prod us to 
reconsider our language. For example, what does it mean to worship? 
Is worship even a legitimate concept? When I explore its meaning I’m 
left with a sense that the desire to be worshipped is infantile at best, 
neurotic at worst, and more applicable to insecure movie stars than the 
mind and soul of the universe. 
 
This leads to about the only fundamental that I am prepared to pin 
down: we must acknowledge on an ongoing basis that we are wrong 
about God. Whatever we say, whatever language we conjure can only 
ever convey at best a vague approximation, at worst the complete 
antithesis of what God represents. 
 
I think this is what Jesus was getting at with so many of his parables. 
“God is not what you think!” he seems to be saying over and over, and 
we should embrace this truth today more than ever, given our general 
arrogance about knowledge. It seems almost a universal law, 
applicable to atheists as well as ourselves: “Whatever you think about 
God, whatever it is, is wrong.” God is today, as ever, the ultimate 
subversive, constantly calling us to undermine all of what we believe, 
including all that we understand about God. It has been said that God 
is what remains when we let go of everything, including God. 
 
Perhaps this is common knowledge but I was fascinated to discover 
recently the origins of the Tetragram, the four letters YHWH. In 
ancient Judaism these four Hebrew consonants were deliberately 
unpronounceable. Out of reverence, the Jewish scriptures exhort 
humanity never to utter the name of God. The letters later became 
Jehovah (which is, ironically, an easily pronounceable identity) but 
their original expression, Yahweh, is a beautifully evocative taste of 
Jewish mysticism, being the closest approximation to the sound of a 
breath. Try it. Yah-weh. 
 
This also highlights the letters’ evolution into the more convenient 
Jehovah as another example of the constant human need to capture 
God. 
 
The words “God is Love” has become almost a throwaway line for its 
ubiquity, but perhaps this, one of the oldest and simplest metaphors, 
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needs revisiting and renewing, because love is both simple and 
paradoxically complex, indefinable, and can only be experienced, 
encountered, never explained. That love is both a noun and a verb is 
also reminiscent of God’s role as presence, as relationship. God is 
often described as emptiness, as spaciousness, as the in-between. Does 
a relationship exist? Clearly it does, but our attention is always drawn 
to the participants in a relationship, to what we can define. Even the 
simple suggestion of being in relationship with God is to pin God into 
position, to define God as other, as “over there” or “in here”. 
 
Spiritual teachers throughout the ages have all proposed the 
paradoxical nature of this great mystery. Dawkins claims that we just 
love mystery for mystery’s sake, but there’s a difference between 
nurturing mystery by avoiding investigation and simply being 
prepared to live with mystery. Atheism to me represents a refusal to 
wrestle with paradox, to sit in contemplation of what one does not 
understand. As Tolle might say, atheism is so completely identified 
with thinking that it is blind to the consciousness that underpins it. 
 
It has been said that it is difficult to distinguish a wise person from a 
complete fool, because they are superficially the same. The difference 
lies deeper within, and needs reflection and some awareness to sort 
one from the other. 
 
To finish up, we can draw much that is valuable from an atheist 
perspective without relinquishing any sense of faith. We should 
recognise that, just as Jesus’s disciples argued over who would be his 
right hand man in heaven, we too need help to disentangle ourselves 
from the egotistical endeavours that we carry into our spiritual life. To 
steal from Dawkins’s own manifesto: question everything, always 
strive for honesty, always be prepared to discard cherished beliefs.  


