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DURHAM SMITH: WHAT DO WE MEAN BY G-O-D? 
 
I am going to say three things:    

1. God is the life-force in all biological life, as a Divine Presence in all life, and it has 
the intention towards the wholeness of life. 

2. Next, the physical, inanimate world. Science supports the notion that the physical 
inanimate world is autonomous, running by its own physical laws, perhaps even its 
creation, but the Mind of God uses the physical processes of creation in the 
intention, the direction, to begin life. 

3. Thirdly, we return to life. The Divine Presence in the human personality brings 
humanity to its wholeness  and fullness , empowering the capacity for love, 
compassion and justice, but we have the freedom of choice to accept the gift or not.  

 
First, an introductory comment.  Many speakers here have re-iterated the theme 

that descriptions we use for G-O-D are human constructions; we have no adequate words 
to describe God in His totality.  As humans we are confined to human terms, and so our 
human descriptions of God will only be images or aspects of G-O-D – Creator, Father, 
Judge, Shepard, and dare I say, Trinity, images trying to conceive God, but none of these , 
even collectively, come even close to expressing the totality of God.  In a sense, God is 
incomprehensible.  

 
Of course, to use human terms is all we can do, as long as we do not worship 

our images believing them to be God, for that is idolatry. 
 
So, what we mean by G-O-D can only be expressed as human images, and this 

should be remembered in what follows. 
 

God is indwelling in biological life 
Let me paint a simple medical scenario. We receive a nasty laceration in the 

leg. We clean it up, maybe stitch it up, dress it, and it heals.  Why does it heal?  Well, we 
can describe every step –toxins from any bacteria stimulate antibodies and the immune 
system is mobilised; the damaged cells and dead bacteria chemically attract a group of 
white blood cells, leucocytes, which rush to the area to mop up the debri; the bone marrow 
starts producing more leucocytes; new capillaries bring increased blood to the area  
bringing nutrients, oxygen and cells called fibroblasts – cells which lay down scar tissue -  
and the neighbouring skin cells multiply and the edges heal across. Everything can be 
explained in physical terms, as a series of steps, one process influencing the next process, 
and my medical training says that’s why it heals.  Well, they are certainly the mechanisms, 
and we work with them, but there is one extraordinary thing. Why is the direction always 
towards healing? It does’nt have to be, there is no physiological reason why it should be; 
yet, unless overwhelmed by factors we cannot control, the direction of biological processes 
is always to healing, to growth, to repair, in other words, to wholeness. 

 
 We see this miracle at the beginning of life.  The fertilised egg implants in the 

uterus about 7 – 10 days after conception, and is embraced by the mother’s cells. The 
cells of the embryo – the so-called stem cells, undifferentiated at this stage – magically 
begin to differentiate into about 200 different types of tissues, under the instructions from 
DNA, all in perfect harmony and timing; and so begins the beauty of a new life.    Why?  
Why the direction to near-perfect coordination of hundreds of processes? 

 
We see it in a forest after a fire when dormant seeds spring into life. We see it 

at Lake Eyre when, after 5 years of drought, the rains come and dormant eggs of fish, 
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hibernating for all those dry years, burst into life by the millions, and millions of birds 
suddenly appear to reap the harvest. In 1940 the Natural History Museum was bombed, 
letting in light and moisture. Seeds from 1793 suddenly burst into life, 150 years later!  

 
And so it continues throughout life, at every age and every circumstance. 

Unless the damage is overwhelming the direction is always to healing and new growth. 
There are forces here beyond physics and chemistry. There is a “life-force” built in to the 
very nature of biological life.  We can describe the mechanisms through which the force 
works but we cannot turn life on or create it.   

 
What shall we call this life-force? We can call it G-O-D, the Divine Presence.  I 

believe that life itself is the manifestation of the Divine Presence, present in every 
biological living organism, including humanity. We call it the Immanence of God, the Divine 
Presence within. Our humanity itself is Divine in its very biological essence, and it works 
through the mechanisms of our physical and mental structures. The life-force can be 
extinguished if we do not supply the right conditions, because the laws of physics and 
chemistry are inexorable, but it sets the intent, the direction to fullness of life and 
wholeness.  (Analogies are always approximations but our physical and mental structures 
might be likened to the Intel chip in a computer, a mechanism also capable of many 
functions, like the storage and analysis of data, but it has no power on its own – it requires 
an electrical power through it and a programmer to set its direction in order to function.  In 
human life the Divine Presence is the power of life, and is the programmer to set its 
direction, the direction to fullness, wholeness, abundant life).. The Divine Presence is, 
indeed, a gift, not determined by us, one we do not control.  Our human task is to unravel 
and refine the mechanisms in every field of human endeavour and in the natural world, so 
this gives meaning and purpose to science, philosophy, education, learning, and creative 
art. It’s a cliché but the old adage that “we dress the wound, and God heals it” is literally 
and profoundly true.  

 
The Bible, of course, gives us evidence of the gift of life. In the ancient text of 

the second chapter of Genesis there is a remarkably accurate statement, as we will see, 
that “God formed man out of dust from the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath 
of life; and man became a living being”. And in the New Testament, I wonder if this is what 
St John could have meant in the first chapter of his Gospel. The traditional interpretation is 
that “the Word was God …in him was life….And the Word became flesh and dwelt among 
us”, referring to Jesus of Nazareth.  Could it be that when the Word became flesh and 
dwelt among us, it is not referring to Jesus but to the Divine Presence entering all of 
biological life (flesh) and dwells in all life, and is, indeed, the very basis of life.  That truly is 
an Incarnation of wondrous proportions. 

 
Let us just establish first, then, that the Divine Presence, God, is the source of 

life and the very essence of our humanity and of all life, whose purpose is the direction to 
wholeness. In a moment we will come back to see just what wholeness means.   

                      
God and the inanimate world 

We have been talking about life.  What about the inanimate world, the world 
with no life?  Life on earth started about 3 ½ billion years ago, but there were another 10 
billion years of the universe before this without life, at least on earth, in the production of 
galaxies, stars and planets. So, did the entity of G-O-D play any part during this pre-life 
period, in creation of the physically inanimate universe over billions of years? The vast 
bulk of scientists would answer “No”. 
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Now, I am not going into the scientific origins of the universe, the Big Bang, the 
Higgs boson, and the controversies of what happened immediately before and after the 
Bang, as fascinating though they are. I have written about that elsewhere. Suffice to say 
that, all the phenomena of the physical world are built upon five “forces”; three of them are 
inside the atom - electromagnetic force, strong and weak nuclear forces – and two 
describe the relation between objects – gravity and the speed of light. One of the effects of 
these forces is that they control the construction of the elements by the process of nuclear 
fusion.  Nuclear fusion produced all the elements we know about - first, the simplest, 
hydrogen, is converted into helium, then lithium, and all the others, 109 of them at last 
count, but particularly carbon. Carbon is integral to the formation of life, and carbon 
complexes, found in amino acids which form proteins, and in DNA - the very stuff of living 
organisms. So, for whatever the reason, the universe seemed destined to be set up for life 
to emerge. 

 
 (A number of asteroids, chondrites and meterorites dated 4 ½ billion years old 

have been found containing amino acids, and the nuclear bases of RNA adenine and 
guanine, just a smidgin away from life – from where?, our galaxy, some other galaxy/ - 
there is almost certainly life elsewhere!).   

 
These five forces are not vague entities, they have specific values, they can be 

measured, eg. the speed of light travels at 186,000 miles per second; they are referred to 
as the universal constants. Now, the remarkable thing is that the particular universe we 
know only exists on these values (the so-called Anthropic Principle”).  – if they had been 
different by only a fraction a different universe would have developed and we could not 
imagine what that universe would be – perhaps one without life. So our particular universe 
has values which set the conditions for the precursors of life itself; it seems destined for 
life. Why?  Was it just chance that the universal constants happen to be the ones we 
have?  As Paul Davies points out the chances of this occurring just by chance is in the 
quadrillion to one against, an absurd probability. Perhaps, after all, there is a direction, the 
universal constants are not chance but steer creation in a direction for life.  Is this the Mind 
of God?  A Divine Presence in the creative process now becomes a possibility.  As 
Professor Polkinghorne (previously a Professor of Mathematical Physics at Oxford, of 
impeccable reputation in science, now an Anglican priest) expresses it beautifully, “the 
finely-tuned fruitfulness of the universe is an expression of Divine purpose”. His point is not 
that this offers proof of that Divine purpose, but that, speaking as a physicist, it is as likely 
a possibility as any other explanations. 

 
 So, just as we found in talking about biological life, we saw that the 

physiological mechanisms proceed under physical laws, yet there is an ultimate life-force, 
G-O-D, setting the direction or intention towards wholeness in every individual, so, in the 
physical, inanimate world the universe proceeds inexorably by its own natural rules, but 
there is an intention in its mechanisms towards life. The entity of G-O-D is seen in the 
creative process towards life. Theologically we express this as the “Transcendent God”, 
the Mind of God, an entity quite divorced from time and place. The Mind of God intends the 
universe to produce life. 

 
The Divine Presence empowers love and wholeness 

Now we return to the area of life. We have seen how Creation of the physical 
universe has the intention for life, and life is the manifestation of the Divine Presence in 
living things, including our humanity, with the intention of wholeness. 
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What does wholeness of life mean, and how does it relate to our daily lives? 
Wholeness means the peace and joy of living abundantly in the engagement with life, and 
the capacity for love, compassion, justice, respect for life in relationship with others. These 
values are the potential of all humanity, made possible by the gift of the indwelling Divine 
Presence. 

 
All of humanity has the potential, the capacity for love, compassion and justice 

through the Divine gift of life. The presence of the Holy Spirit in every living being  
enlightens, inspires, motivates and empowers us to love, show compassion, justice and 
respect for life. This is the uniqueness of Jesus, who responded fully to the gift of the 
Spirit, but the gift is for all people. With the greatest humility and wonder, the Divine 
Presence is within all people The fullness of humanity is when we respond to the 
indwelling Divine Spirit, and it does not just depend on religious belief. The world is full of 
people who love deeply – think of Tutu with religious belief, but Fred Hollows or Nelson 
Mandela without it, and many of our “secular” personal friends. The initiative has always 
started with God – as John’s first letter puts it “ We love because God first loved us” and 
that is a gift enabling anyone to love, even if the source is not acknowledged. 

 
 In human life it does not mean perfection in every parameter of physical form 

and mental ability, perfect health – we are still subject to the constraints of human biology, 
our genetic history, environmental hazards, the process of aging, and our ignorance, as 
yet, of all the factors which impede health – but whatever our physical and mental state, 
with or without disability, wholeness is still to engage with life in peace and joy within those 
human constraints, and still be empowered to love and receive love.   

 
Although  the ultimate aim of God may be perfection, God  never imposes it, 

does’nt manipulate it or surreptitiously place it upon us..  To do so would be to destroy our 
freedom and dignity, and this is the higher priority of his love. We are truly free, free to 
mess up – either wilfully or in ignorance – and suffering and tragedy can still occur. But 
God’s extraordinary love is in honouring us by trusting in the potential of human life; he 
sets the objective of the intent of perfection, but he waits and waits for us to choose to 
align ourselves with his Divine Presence and purpose.  That is the depth of His love that 
He waits and waits, even though the fulfilment of His own desire for a perfect world, His 
Kingdom, is at stake.  Moltmann’s phrase of the “waiting God” is so very profound. 

 
How does this affect daily life?  We are called to live with a consciousness 

of the real and living Presence of the Holy Spirit. We have to feel that Presence every 
day, bring ourselves into affinity with it, and trust it. We do not need to ask for its power. It 
is already there. When we need to love, the power to love is there.  When we need 
comfort, the Comforter is there.  When we need strength, our resources are fortified. 
When we need guidance, enlightenment is there.  The gifts and the power are given to us 
and are already within us by the indwelling Spirit.  It takes nothing away from the need or 
responsibility for us to mobilize our own resources and employ them to the full; but our 
job is to turn our direction to trust God’s Presence, to really believe it, and then using our 
talents, such as they are, within our human capacity and limitations to engage fully with 
the world in our work, in our home, in our play, and in our community.   

 
The Holy Spirit is present equally in all of humankind, irrespective of race 

and colour and gender, and of those with different beliefs or no belief, and so we 
constantly have to recognise that the same Divine Spirit is in others, especially with those 
whom we find difficult or whom we don’t particularly like! This sense of the divine within 
us is beautifully represented in India and in other South East Asian countries by their 
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mode of greeting with clasped hands beneath the chin, with bowed head, as in a child’s 
prayer – it actually means “I recognise the Divine Spirit within you”. It is a beautiful image.  

  
What about the place of intercessional prayer? If God is within,  can we pray in 

a personal way, address God in personal terms? Absolutely! I have no feeling for praying 
to a vague force like gravity, or some ethereal Spirit floating around in space.  For me, God 
is a Being whom I address with personal pronouns. Of course, the words I use, like 
“Being”, are human constructions, but this is the human device we use to be in affinity with 
the Divine Presence.  And can we pray to something within ourselves? Certainly!  We do it 
all the time outside the realm of religion.  We constantly talk to ourselves – “I must keep 
my head down  as I swing the golf club”, “I must try to do better next time”, “why did I do 
that?”, etc..  So yes, prayer is very personal and is the way we as humans communicate 
with the God within. 

 
Prayer is to align ourselves with the Spirit, and the Divine Presence has all the 

power and love already available to us within ourselves and others, to be executed through 
our physical bodies and minds to the degree possible within our capacity.  The gifts of 
comfort or guidance or strength or healing or whatever, are within us if only we open our 
hearts and minds to it in trust. In praying for ourselves it may require a call to humility, and 
perhaps repentance, to let the gifts of the Spirit flow. It may be a call to a new direction The 
Anglican Liturgy has a meaningful phrase - “Strengthen us to love and obey in newness of 
life”.   

 
When the prayer is specifically for others, just as God is communicating with us, 

the same universal Spirit in all people will communicate with those for whom we pray.  
Trusting in the Spirit we become part of the spiritual ambience which embraces the one we 
pray for.  Our prayer is not for God to come to them from outside, but for God, in his grace, 
to open their hearts and minds to align themselves with the Divine Presence within them, 
to be open to be led by the Spirit for their needs and his purposes, for help for them to 
receive and respond to the gifts of comfort or strength or healing within them. This does 
not involve changing the rules of nature or asking God to manipulate change beyond what 
he already establishes in the human personality. I see no credibility in any prayers for God 
to manipulate changes in the laws of the physical universe or in our physical bodies: but in 
aligning with the Spirit wholeness is possible within our biological capacity.  

 
So to sum up: 

Can we tie the two images together – the Mind of God entering the creative process in the 
intent, the direction, for life, and the Divine Presence in the human personality and 
immanent in all biological life?  We can, and the answer seems at first to contradict 
everything I have said.  It is not just God entering creation and into biological life – rather 
the opposite – the universe and us are in God.  It is a difficult concept, and perhaps two 
analogies might help. We breathe in air, essential to our life, but we live in an atmosphere 
of air: again, with two people in love, the love of a partner enters into our very being, but 
that is possible because the phenomenon of love is out there: we live in the possibility of 
love, we live in love. We live in God.  St Paul perhaps used the same thought as to live in 
Christ. God is the entity within us as the Divine Presence enlightening, inspiring, and 
empowering us to love, to show compassion and justice, but we have the freedom to 
choose to respond or not. But God is also beyond us, and we live in his world of 
encompassing love and grace. Our human task and our honour is to so engage with life in 
setting the optimal conditions for growth and wholeness, and G-O-D is the entity which 
empowers it. 
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LORNA HENRY: WHAT IS MY EXPERIENCE OF GOD? 
My wonderings?  Tentative conclusions? 

 
My first thought was, ‘You know, everyone should do this.’  What an interesting exercise! 
And then, ‘I can’t believe I am doing this!’  This is like putting my well-used furniture out 
onto the nature strip. 
 
My brief here is to tell you of my experiences of G-O-D, my wonderings, and then 
my tentative conclusions of what I mean when I talk of God.  
There will be a lot of narrative and one or two questions and tentative conclusions – 
personal! 
 
First, I must tell you my important early experiences of God, because they have formed my 
continuing concept.  Experiences and learning since then have added vitally to, but not 
essentially altered, this early understanding of God. 
 
As a child, my experiences of God took place in a beautiful little bluestone Anglican church 
built in 1863, every window of stained glass; there was a brass lectern, a carved white 
stone pulpit and an ornate, high-Gothic style wooden altar up at the front.  The Anglican 
liturgy at the time came to my ears through the poetry of the 1549 Book of Common 
Prayer, with its magnificent use of the English language. I was overwhelmed by a God of 
awesomeness, goodness and beauty. 
 
We didn’t talk about God at home or anywhere else.  My family got on with quietly living 
out the great commandments; no boasting or blowing one’s own trumpet, and no 
questions.  We knew that all around us was a loving God, a helper and sustainer. 
 
My view of God fitted into a hierarchy:  that’s how the world was for me in country Victoria.  
Children obeyed parents, parents deferred to the church hierarchy and admired Henry 
Bolte our local member.  Bob Menzies was Prime Minister of Australia, over him the happy 
and glorious royal family with the lovely young princesses, then the young Queen, and 
over them and all of us, God. 
 
The Bible entered my consciousness when at university I was introduced to the 
Evangelical Union, not necessarily out of conviction, but because of a friendly contact. 
Issues of personal salvation, a sound theology and doctrinal basis, and a much more 
prescriptive God encroached on my life.  I don’t remember being too upset about it; finding 
sins to confess was sometimes hard, but that bit I didn’t take seriously.  In general, 
however, religion, faith and God were serious matters. 
 
After university, I got back to church, but left aside any extensive thinking about God. I did 
have lots of questions about church teachings, but I didn’t know where to turn to find 
answers, and clearly they were not desperate questions, or I would have pursued 
answers!  
 
Marriage and motherhood brought a powerful dose of chaos into my life, something which I 
hadn’t experienced before.  It included a necessary change of denomination to 
Presbyterian and some losses and hard times.  Having put aside the demanding God of 
the Evangelicals, I was now living again with my God of beauty and goodness, of song and 
poetry. Was this God up to the task of sustaining me through the rough times? 
 
If God was active in my life, as I truly hoped, He/She had made an interesting move.  I was 
now teaching Religion, not something I had planned, at a highly respected girls’ school, 
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and intelligent teenage girls ask a lot of intelligent questions. I was now being forced to 
think about and justify my faith in God.  Fortunately help was at hand in a wonderful 
colleague, Joy Merritt.  I wrestled with understanding what ‘The Will of God’ means, 
whether God is all-powerful, all-knowing, everywhere present?  Is God an intervening 
God? What can I pray for?   
 
A turning point in my understanding of God came in something Joy lent me to read.  The 
author was the Rev. William Sloane Coffin, a peace activist in the US in the 1960s, and 
later Senior Minister of the Riverside Church, New York.  He had suffered the loss of his 
young adult son, who had been killed in a road accident.  Appalled by some of the 
meaningless condolences offered to him, such as ‘It was God’s will’, the father wrote that 
he never believed it was God’s will; the night of the accident was dark and the road 
slippery; his son was probably travelling too fast for these conditions.  And when his son 
died, the Rev. Coffin wrote, ‘I believe God’s heart was the first to break.’  That introduced 
me to a God deeply involved in our lives, full of sympathy, emotionally and mentally 
present, but not able to physically change what we set in motion or what happens to us. 
 
I have held firm to this notion of God, and it was put to the test over the next few years, the 
period of the losses and the hard times. In 1989, my husband became desperately ill about 
a month before his death. Needing to be strong to support the children with their own fear, 
I was dependent on God for that strength.  An amazing thing happened.  I had never 
before had any experience of meditation, nor had I wanted it.  However, I was several 
times led to go and sit perfectly symmetrically in a quiet place, hands on knees, eyes 
closed, and not think of anything.  The position was quite specific. (This leading might 
have come from the tooth fairy, Santa Claus, or an angel.  I choose think of it coming from 
God – but who knows?) There was no praying, nothing.  But many times I reached a depth 
of peace in that place; I was enveloped by a surrounding sense of beauty and calm and – 
did I imagine this? – a sympathetic understanding.  Not that all would be well; it wasn’t.  
But things were ‘all right’ in a larger sense.  I sensed that there is something good, 
powerful and active which is much bigger than our pain and suffering.  I had cause later to 
be very grateful for that teaching and gift.  I remember thinking I had seen the difference 
between joy and happiness. 
 
Some two years after my husband’s death came another of the hard times when I was 
diagnosed with leukaemia and hospitalized immediately.  What I didn’t realize at that 
moment as I entered the hospital, was that I would be there, unsure of my chances of 
survival, for most of the next 12 months.  Here I learned to deal with uncertainty.   
 
I wasn’t angry with God – such things and worse happen to people every day; I didn’t 
bargain with God. And I surely wasn’t in denial about what was happening!  It was all too 
real.  What I discovered was that I had the ability to see a bigger picture, which enabled 
me to get through each day, so long as I took it ‘one day at a time’.  ‘I can do today’ was 
an important statement.  I think it was another gift.  I knew God at that time as the 
‘something bigger’, a sustaining strength, an energy for the mind (not for the body, 
unfortunately), and a warm presence.  I don’t remember praying much.  When the body is 
very ill, the mind is compromised and doesn’t function very well.  So thinking is limited, and 
offering a thought-filled prayer is not possible.  I just knew God was on my side, that is, on 
the side of healing, and I relied on that.  
 
During this illness I had an image of God. I leaned back into the good, the powerful 
sustaining ‘arms’, when no other arms were available.  Yes, ‘arms’.  I needed to give God, 
this something bigger, a physical form.  It was a need.  For a long time then, my mantra 
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was ‘Underneath are the everlasting arms’. That really helped – and it isn’t important 
whether that is an objective reality.  Anyone who has lain in a hospital bed for a long time, 
or waited with dreadful uncertainty for news of a loved one, will know the power of those 
imagined but real arms, a sustaining presence. 
 
In the years since that time, I have had the opportunity to pursue the underlying questions 
about Jesus and the nature of God, the ones that had lain dormant for a long time! I am 
grateful to biblical scholarship, opportunities to read, listen and talk in discussion groups 
and lectures, sharing these questions with others in our congregation who were willing to 
join the search, and with many here today.   Through these  
I have an understanding of God  - 

the cosmic force,  
God with a passion for justice and healing,  
protesting against the ‘sin’ and suffering of the world,  

and needing human hands, feet and voices to do the protesting, the work for justice.  
 
My thanks to the scholars and writers who have opened up this God who demands justice! 
God who, as in the example of Jesus, seeks justice for the little people through non-violent 
means.  This is God on the community level, in addition to God known on the personal 
level.    
 
I wonder: 
     How and where do people find God? 
     Why was I so lucky in my childhood, surrounded by love and beauty, so that I learned 

to connect so easily with an idea of God?  
     What would I be like if I hadn’t had that childhood? 
     Is faith a product of our environment? 
     What happens to a society which has no awareness of the larger view? Of something 

bigger? 
     How can I represent God as an energy for good?  For hope?  For peace and justice? 
 
The word ‘energy’ brings my tentative conclusions: 
that God is experienced as MENTAL ENERGY;  an awesome, good, productive, healing, 
active force.  In my experience, when called on, this God interacts, intervenes in the non-
material realm.  
 
Here, a word about prayer is relevant:   
when I pray, I open myself to receive that mental energy, or inspiration;  
when I pray for someone else or for a situation, I mentally send energy, or I envisage that 
person surrounded by God, by that energy or whatever image suits.  Mental imagery is 
simply a tool for activating the energy. ) 
 
God is the creative force – in us and in all nature- 
  growing, nurturing and healing, 
  the spirit of justice, love, compassion,  
  inspiration and the urge to act. 
 
God is  life, all that gives life,  

and we live in an interactive relationship with this life force. 
 

John 10:10   ‘I have come that you might have life, and have it more fully’. 
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JOHN BODYCOMB: WHAT DO WE MEAN BY ‘G-O-D’? 
 
Since I have used it for many years now,  I may be responsible for the assembly of letters 
‘GdashOdashD’ coming into our discourse.  I do this because ‘God’ is better understood 
not as a name but as a formula – like H2O or CO2.  We know what those formulae mean.  
Do we know what we mean by ‘GdashOdashD’?  It has been given to Durham, Lorna and 
me to say what it means to us, which is very different from saying what it should mean to 
you.  We’re not into that. 
 
Frankly, I’ve always been sceptical about those who bluster, bellow and bully with super-
confidence, anyway.  I go quickly into suspicious, self-protective, lock-down mode.  Why 
are they so?  Are they deluded into believing they have cracked the mysteries of the 
universe?  Are they doubt-ridden and pretending under a veneer of assurance, hoping 
they’ll not be found out?  Worse, are they dealers – in some snake oil for which they have 
sensed there’s a market?  You find them often in religion, and the cockier they are, the 
more alert I am! 
 
In fact, I find myself downright cynical these days about some of the latest in religion, 
which (it seems to me) offers a veritable paradise for showmen, shysters and shaggy, self-
styled gurus.  And a gentle warning here – to ourselves.  So-called progressive, emerging 
or evolving Christianity cannot consider itself safe and secure from egotism, self-display 
and opportunism.  You are right to ask today, “By what authority do these people dare to 
speak of the ineffable?  Sincere they might be – but one can be sincerely mistaken!” 
 
Partly because of the elusiveness of the subject and the steady flux in my own thought 
(which you’ll know about if you’re read my book No Fixed Address) what I say is offered 
with caution.  With the media hype over the Higgs Boson, I have yet to hear one scientist 
of note say, “Now our work is done.”  More likely, just beginning – for the mood of science 
will ever be humility, and scepticism.  The late Sir John Templeton, US investor and 
philanthropist, founder of the annual award for contributions to religion (The Templeton 
Prize), and long-time trustee of Princeton Theological Seminary wrote, 
 
“Many devoutly religious people are not devoutly humble.  They do not admit their 
worldview is limited.  They are not open to suggestions that their personal theology might 
be incomplete.”  (The Humble Approach, p.2) 
 
So, let me begin by saying . . .    
I do not believe in God . . .   (pause) 
 
 . . . in the way I did at nine, or nineteen, or forty-nine, or even seventy-nine.  Nor do I 
argue for the existence of God as I once did.  The truth is that I can neither prove nor 
disprove whether there is something that merits this formulaic term.   Nor can I claim to 
know anything about God as once might have been the case.  Truth to tell, I know very 
little about God if I know anything. I hasten to say that this worries me not greatly at all.   
And I would encourage you not to worry too much about it – except perhaps when 
challenged by your grandchildren (as I have been).   
 
Two little stories – true stories.   First.  When my eldest grandson, now rising twenty-four, 
was seven, he said, “Pop?”  “Yes, Jonathan.”  “Why did God make pit bull terriers?”   That 
week an elderly Perth lady had been fatally mauled by two pit bulls who had hopped her 
back fence when she was hanging out the washing.  Encapsulated in Jonathan’s question 
were some of the most awkward issues for godtalk – and which churches try to duck if 
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they can.   Second.  Five years or so ago my youngest granddaughter, also aged seven at 
the time, said, “Pop?”  “Yes, Juliet.”  “What is God?”  She was asking the single most 
difficult question. In both cases I tried to respond as honestly as I knew how, endeavouring 
to ensure I did not lodge in their heads something they would later have to un-learn. 
 
One of our problems in the PCNV, it seems to me, is not only delivering new perspectives 
on the transcendent, on faith, on spirituality, but liberating people from old rubbish that 
often clings tenaciously.  Just take the ‘fear’ of God.  Some have never learned to think of 
God as a presence of love within and around them.  God is the heavenly policeman, 
watching every move and waiting to pounce at the end as judge and executioner.  Belief 
like that can be deliberately inculcated by tyrannical teacher or parent.  It may even be 
unintended in a throwaway line.  Consider this. 
 
At the Sunday School picnic there was a groaning trestle table, loaded with all the favourite 
goodies.  At one end was a bucket of strawberry ice cream, with cones and scoop, and a 
big sign that said, ‘Please take one scoop only.  God is watching.’  At the other end of the 
table was a tin of chocolate biscuits.  One of the kids had scrawled a sign that said, ‘You 
can take as many as you want.  God is watching the ice cream!’ 
 
I have had to un-learn quite a lot that I embraced in childhood and youth, but equally to lay 
aside  much of the nonsense that went into education for ministry in the 1950s – and even 
beyond the 1950s!  I think it would be true to say that I have repudiated virtually the entire 
corpus of doctrine and dogma that I thought I was supposed to embrace.  I have 
repudiated it because it fails the test of my ten criteria.   
 
It is these that I want to share with you before saying what does encapsulate what I mean 
by ‘G-O-D’.   I submit that we cannot make statements about this unutterable mystery we 
dare to name unless the following ten ‘commandments’ are honoured.  So, what are they?  
Most can be reduced to one key word, and will be pretty obvious to most of you when you 
think about them. 
 

1. Metaphor.  Whatever we say of God, however artfully and elegantly this is 
expressed, can be said only and exclusively in metaphor.  Nothing we say can be 
taken literally – as though we were talking about human beings, or about the human 
scale of things.  In this regard David Tacey did us a great service at the May 
meeting. 
 

2. Theodicy.  Any statements about God must address without prevarication the issue 
of theodicy; that is, how we ‘vindicate’ God (if we can ever do that) with regard to 
the  mad, the bad and the sad things that happen.    How does one speak truth 
about God in the face of disaster, disease and defeat by the powers of evil? 

 
3. Cosmology.  Godtalk must take full account of modern cosmology; that is, what we 

know at this stage about the workings of the universe.  I am looking for more and 
better evidence that some of our hero figures in the progressive movement have 
engaged with cosmologists.  The language of liturgy seems not to have caught up 
with the fact that we’re seven million miles away in space from where we were this 
time last week! 

 
4. Atheism.  A worthy godtalk must be cognisant of the arguments for atheism.  Since 

taking part forty-three years ago in a post-graduate seminar on the subject with 
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Boston University’s Professor Paul Schilling, I have said consistently that atheists 
are God’s gift to the believers, to keep the so-and-so’s honest.  I stand by that. 

 
5. Pluralism.  A godtalk for the 21st century must be allowed to learn from our 

relationships with other faiths and the assorted traditions within them; yet not bound 
by them any more than we are bound to our own past. 

 
6. Hemispheres (that is, of the brain!)  A sustainable and sustaining godtalk will need 

to take proper account of both left and right hemispheres of the brain; that is, those 
parts that serve logical/rational/analytic functions and those that serve non-
rational/affective/aesthetic functions.   If you like, it’s the distinction between the 
cerebral and the visceral.  Gary Bouma says that in his judgement progressives are 
apt to be a bit too cerebral! 

 
7. Risk. One must accept the possibility that being true to oneself could be costly – 

bringing alienation and even punishment of one sort or another (like 
excommunication).  There will always be some risk-taking when one enters new 
territory with godtalk. 

 
8. Spirituality.  Central to any new godtalk must be the meaning and practice of 

spirituality.  How do we pray to an evolutionary God?  What is prayer?  What is 
worship? 

 
9. Humility.  Insofar as it is possible to speak of God at all, this must be with more 

humility – recognising that there is much, much more we do not know and cannot 
know. 

 
10.  Consequences.  And finally, no statement should be made about God that has not 

been carefully assessed for its socio- ethical consequences.  It has taken us two 
thousand years to face what is probably the grimmest single illustration of unethical 
godtalk.  I refer to the church’s decision to turn Jesus into a god.  The late Langdon 
Gilkey, one time professor of theology at Chicago Divinity School, said in my 
hearing, “The worst thing the church ever did was to turn Jesus into a god!”  The 
arguments went like this.  1.  Jesus is God.  2. The Jews killed Jesus.  3. Therefore 
the Jews killed God.  The charge of deicide underlies the worst case of racial and 
religious vilification in human history.  Lorraine and I believe that had Nicaea not 
made Jesus into a god, the holocaust probably would not have taken place.  That is 
what I mean by assessing any theological proposition for its socio-ethical 
consequences. 

 
So there are my ten commandments.  It is because we have violated one or more, perhaps 
all ten, that the churches have promulgated such a mountain of sanctified balderdash, 
piffle and poppycock as (quote) ‘divinely-revealed truth’. Grumpy old man?   Sure! 
 
So, having imposed on myself this ‘decalogue’, am I able to say anything with conviction 
about this mystery we dare to name?  Remember, conviction is not the same as certainty.  
I have said, and I will continue to say this: that in a general sense God is the surrounding, 
saturating sacred presence in whom dwells everything and everyone, who indwells 
everything and everyone.  God is apart from nobody and nothing.  God is in everything that 
is, and everything that is, is in God.   If this makes me a ‘panentheist’, I’m happy to wear 
the tag.  I am accustomed to be labelled; indeed libelled! 
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In a more particular sense, God is for me the mind of the cosmos, in Greek dianoia 
kosmou.    As such,  God imagines,  intends,  initiates (in the Big Bang),  informs and 
influences everything that is.  This way of thinking has come about from years of listening 
to philosophers and cosmologists. I find it consistent with some of the most sublime ideas 
in scripture, but less so with standard theological talk.  For me much of the latter is empty 
of meaning.     
 
In this way of thinking about God, who is Jesus?  In the late Professor Arthur Peacocke’s 
phrase, he is “the God-informed person par excellence.”  I want to be a God-informed 
person, and that is why my spirituality is described in No Fixed Address as “listening for 
the holy whispers” – as I believe Jesus listened for the holy whispers.    I plan to keep on 
doing that, always with the possibility of being astonished. 
 
An address given to PCNV at Glen Iris Uniting Church on Sunday, July 22, 2012 by the Rev Dr 
John Bodycomb.  This is the intellectual property of John Bodycomb, but may be reproduced with 
proper acknowledgement of source. 
 
 
 

What do we mean by G-O-D? 
Summary notes by Lorraine Parkinsom 

 
PCNV Committee member Lorraine Parkinson provided these notes to give an overview of 

the presentations by the panel.   
 

The three contributors (Durham Smith, Lorna Henry and John Bodycomb) approached the 
topic from their own personal and professional viewpoints, each adding their own insights 
to the observations of the others.  Each of them acknowledged that what they were saying 
were their own observations, and that the G-O-D they were talking about will always 
remain, ultimately, mystery.  Their contributions were followed by a panel discussion with 
members of the audience. 
 
Durham Smith, an Anglican layman, brought his medical knowledge (from a distinguished 
surgical background) about the direction taken when the body is healing from wounds.  He 
sees God as the life force behind the biological world, empowering it toward its potential 
for wholeness.  There is something beyond physics and chemistry which cannot be turned 
‘on’ by humanity.  He cited the dormant life force in seeds bursting into life after fire and 
drought, or seeds lying dormant for hundreds of years whose life burst forth when the right 
conditions were present.  Durham described life itself as “the manifestation of the Divine 
Presence”.  In the inanimate world, he says there are five ‘forces’ upon which the 
phenomena of the physical world are built.  These five were the precursors for life to 
emerge.   If one of them had been even fractionally different, a different universe would 
have developed.  “Is this the Mind of God?”   Durham says the entity of G-O-D is seen in 
the creative physics which propel the process towards life.   In personal life, he sees God 
as the universal Spirit present equally in all of humankind.  Intercessional prayer is not 
directed to a God ‘beyond’, but to a God ‘within’.  The prayer is that the person in need will 
open themselves to the God within, to the life force which will help them to healing and 
wholeness.  Human beings are free to respond to the source of that wholeness, or not. 
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Lorna Henry brought to her insights about G-O-D her life experience as an Anglican and 
then Presbyterian church member, teacher, musician, leader of biblical discussion groups, 
wife and mother.  As a child in the Anglican church, she saw God as awesome, goodness 
and beauty.  God was always both loving and present.  At University in the Evangelical 
Union, she came across a ‘prescriptive God’ – defined by doctrinal statements.  This she 
saw as ‘serious religion’.  On marriage she became Presbyterian, and found God again as 
awesome, goodness and beauty.  The questions about where God is in tragedy were 
focussed in her teaching about God at a girls’ school.  She quoted William Sloan Coffin, 
whose son was killed in a road accident.  Was it God’s will?  No!  It was an accident – at 
least partly the young man’s fault.  Coffin said he believed that God’s heart was the first to 
break.   Lorna endorses that view of where God is in tragedies.  In her own grieving on her 
husband’s passing, through quiet meditation Lorna found a sympathetic, understanding 
spirit within her.   In her experience of a medical crisis, she found that meditation would 
deliver energy for the mind.  Lorna’s thinking about God, the Bible and Jesus are very 
much focussed on them as inspiration for pursuing justice and healing, and for protesting 
about wrong-doing in the world.  She wonders what happens to a society with no view of 
God. Lorna is convinced that God does not intervene unless called on by individuals, but 
then does intervene, to provide mental energy and imagery as tools for activity on behalf of 
others. 
 
John Bodycomb brought his extensive reading in cosmology, his theological explorations 
and writing, plus his impatience with people who think they have ‘captured’ God in various 
kinds of formula.  He points out that no one can prove or disprove whether there actually 
exists something called G-O-D.   John says one of PCNV’s biggest challenges is how to 
liberate people from old ideas about the transcendent that cling tenaciously.  John has 
repudiated almost all of what he learned in theological school about G-O-D.  The reason is 
that it fails to align with his ten criteria for thinking about the divine: 
 
Metaphor: whatever we say about God can be said only in metaphor. 
Theodicy: how do we ‘vindicate’ God in the mad, bad and sad things? 
Cosmology: God-talk must take full account of modern cosmology. 
Atheism: talk about God must consult the arguments for atheism. 
Pluralism: we must be allowed to learn from other faiths. 
Hemispheres (of the brain): both right and left hemispheres of the brain ought to be taken 
into account when thinking about G-O-D. 
Risk: being true to oneself might mean becoming alienated from traditional thought and 
those who espouse it. 
Spirituality: how do we pray to the ‘evolutionary’ God of the 21st century? 
Humility: there is much more that we do not know and cannot know, about God. 
Consequences: being aware of the social-ethical consequences of talk about God.  For 
example, the idea that Jesus was God, which led to the charge that the Jews killed Jesus, 
so therefore they killed God.  This led to the worst racial and religious vilification in history. 
In essence John says, “God is the surrounding, saturating sacred presence in whom 
dwells everything and everyone, who indwells everything and everyone.” John gives one 
name to the mystery – ‘the mind of the cosmos’, meaning God who imagines, intends, 
initiates (in the Big Bang), informs and influences everything that is.   His spirituality is 
‘listening for the holy whispers’, as he believes Jesus listened for the ‘holy whispers’. 
 
In summary, we were extremely well served and stimulated by the contributions of these 
three distinguished members of our network. 
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DAVID MILLER: RELIGIOUS  ATHEISM?. 
 
David Miller, Secretary of the Atheist Society, and a member of PCNV, offered this article 
as a response to: “What do we mean by G-O-D?”  
 
I have been making an attempt to think through the ways in which humanity has used the 
concepts of ‘religion’, ‘spirituality’, 'God' and 'the gods'.  The terminology with which I will 
be describing this attempt is labelled as Non-Theistic.  Personally, I prefer to label it 'non-
supernaturalist' or, more simply, 'naturalistic'. 
 
There has often been discussion on whether we Atheists are secular people rather than 
religious people.  The problem, it seems to me, is that we tend to conflate ‘religion’ with the 
‘supernatural’.  Such confusion is normal within our everyday language.  The two words, 
‘religion’ and ‘supernatural’, have almost become synonymous.  I suggest that we begin to 
try to be more precise.  Even if our efforts lead us in different directions, it will at least be 
illuminating. 
 
Admittedly, historically, the gods have been portrayed as possessing supernatural powers. 
Yet God and the gods are merely symbols for the higher aspects of our human nature.  
These symbols are represented in the form of metaphorical personifications with 
supernatural powers added on.  However, if we remove those powers, there need then be 
nothing supernatural in this usage.   Does that surprise you?  Let us take an example.  
Both theists and atheists occasionally refer to ‘Mother Nature’ as a symbol for nature.  
Mother Nature is a metaphorical personification of nature.  There is no supernaturalism 
implied in this.  She is not treated as a god.  Personification is not necessarily deification. 
 
How would we go about turning Mother Nature into a god?  We would have to give her 
supernatural powers.  For example, we could say that she created nature.  That would be 
sufficient to deify her.  However, that would immediately be seen as somewhat erroneous.  
Mother Nature is merely a symbol for nature.  Nature is the reality, Mother Nature the 
symbol.  How can the symbol create the very reality that the symbol represents?  It is a 
category mistake.  Yet when we use the generalized symbol ‘God’, our cultural 
conditioning blinds us to such errors of category confusion as are contained in the 
commonly heard claim that, “God created everything”. 
 
Religions have been contaminated by this association with the supernatural for thousands 
of years.  Hence the common usage we usually find in our dictionaries.  That is, unless you 
find one, like the Macquarie, that includes within its list of definitions of religion – “the quest 
for the values of the ideal life”. 
 
Religion and Human Nature 
Let me remind you that, in supernaturalist terms, we do not worship a religion.  We 
worship the gods.  Religion is our means of worshipping our gods.  Religion is our tool, our 
method of worship.  However, I wish to contend that religions need not necessarily be 
supernatural, and that supernaturalism does not have to be the basis of religion. 
 
I am claiming that religion is, at base, the worship of the higher aspects of our human 
nature.  In an attempt to remove the supernaturalist baggage we could, instead, say that 
religion is the ‘revering’ or ‘veneration’ of these higher aspects.  Or, to use words with even 
less supernaturalist baggage, religion is the means we utilize to ‘honour’ or ‘uphold’ these 
aspects.  Put the other way round: if we wish to uphold the higher aspects of our human 
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nature, we find (or invent) an appropriate religion with which to do so.  Science, for 
example, is utilized by many people as their means of upholding and questing for truth. 
 
What ought to constitute a naturalistic religion?  Let us begin to look at some of the 
requirements:   
First, as already mentioned, is the reverence, veneration, honouring, upholding, 
celebrating and questing for the higher aspects of our human nature. 
Second is the apprehension and realization of these aspects; in simpler words, getting to 
know and understand them.   
Third is the manifestation and actualization of these aspects; in simpler words, bringing 
them into being in our world, both in ourselves as well as in others. 
 
So, if the higher aspects of our human nature involve no supernatural elements, then our 
means of upholding them, our religions, need no supernatural methods either.  “But what 
are these aspects?” I hear you asking.  I will respond by attempting to list the wide-ranging 
variety of answers humankind has given to that question: 
 
1. Our highest values - Goodness, truth, beauty. 
2. Our loftiest ideals – e.g. Love, compassion, mercy, perfection, justice, freedom, 
creativity, certainty, power, etc. 
3. Our peak experiences – e.g.  Wonder, awe, mystery, gratitude, uniqueness, oneness, 
interconnectedness, security, risk-taking, etc.  
4. Our areas of ultimate concern – e.g.  Self, family, community, nation, humanity, nature, 
planet, universe, etc. 
 
As you can see, all of the four categories are completely natural.  There is nothing 
supernatural about any of them. 
 
Some people prefer to symbolize their particular set of higher aspects in the form of a 
metaphorical personification.  Or, in other words, a fictional representation.  Unfortunately, 
most people throughout history have given supernatural powers to these symbols.  
Nevertheless, it is possible to uphold your higher aspects without personifying them, as 
well as holding personifications without deifying them. 
 
So I hope that I have begun to show that there is a sense in which I can refute the claim 
that we non-believers are secular rather than religious.  In my terms, we are both secular 
and religious.  We all find the means with which to revere, venerate, honour and uphold 
the higher aspects of our human nature. 
                                   
Abrahamic Religions 
The Gods of the ‘Abrahamic’ religions (Judaism, Christianity and Islam) are merely 
symbols for the higher aspects of our human nature.  Each religion’s God symbolizes a 
slightly different constellation of values, ideals, experiences and concerns.  The same 
applies to the denominations within each of the religions. 
 
If, however, we were to deal with the issue from a polytheistic perspective rather than 
monotheistic, then each particular aspect could be symbolized by its own god.  It might 
then be necessary to construct models (pantheons) within which to explain the 
relationships between these gods. 
 
In non-supernaturalist terms, ‘spirituality’ is merely another name for human nature.  And 
the ‘human spirit’ is yet another name for human nature.  The positive side of this 
spirituality is, for many people, represented by fictional characters known as gods. 
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However, we must take into account all our values, all our ideals, all our experiences and 
all our concerns.  Even low values, mundane ideals, devastating experiences and base 
concerns, as well as vile impulses and crass desires, etc.  Within the Abrahamic religions, 
most of the latter are labelled as ‘Demonic’.  These religions use the Demonic as a 
metaphorical personification of humanity’s lower aspects.  Eastern religions, on the other 
hand, often stress the interconnectedness, rather than the opposition, between humanity’s 
positive and negative sides. 
 
Naturalistic Religion 
Let me now introduce you to an extreme version of this explanatory model, one in which I 
have labelled the higher aspects of human nature themselves as the 'gods'.  In this model 
the 'gods' do not need to be symbolized.  Nor do they have supernatural powers.  They are 
natural.  They are simply there. 
 
So let me explain, within this latter model, how I define a 'god'.  For example, how can a 
value be a 'god'?  How can an abstract entity be a 'god'?  How can truth, humanity, justice 
or freedom, be a ‘god’? 
  
My answer: It is when you place the value above and beyond yourself.  It is 'out there'.  
You give it allegiance.  You serve it.  You are subservient to it.  It is your lord and master.  
You are its slave.  If necessary, you are prepared to die for it.  You will even kill for it. 
  
In return it gives you meaning and purpose.  It gives you something with which to identify.  
It takes you 'out of yourself', 'beyond yourself', to a 'greater purpose'.  And, in this 
naturalistic non-supernaturalist sense, it is your ‘god’. 
  
(I like this extreme version.  It allows me to say such things as, "You are in the grip of the 
‘gods’.  They've got you in their grasp.  You've got 'gods', whether you like it or not”.  And 
this applies to non-believers in the supernatural, just as much as it does to believers.) 
 
Secular Religion 
The most notorious examples of secular religion are Nationalism, Fascism and 
Communism.  These three give an imagined assurance of superiority to the in-group, be it 
based on nationality, race or class.  And they often express intense blind hatred towards 
the out-groups.   
 
I have come to the conclusion that if humans are not adherents of a supernatural religion, 
then they are quite likely to be adherents of a secular religion.   
 
I find that many of my fellow Humanists do not like this concept of ‘secular religion’.  They 
claim that secular religion is a contradiction in terms.  They want to reserve the use of the 
word ‘religion’ for supernatural belief-systems only. 
 

★★★★★★ 


