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INTRODUCTION

 

Much of today’s religion and spirituality is built on the
religious and spiritual traditions of old. Indeed, those believers
with a conservative leaning seek to maintain the purity of ideas
handed down to us by religious founders and ‘fathers’. Some hold to
their spiritual traditions so strongly that they are prepared to
die for the faith – to become martyrs, and in the process to kill,
maim and terrorise those who oppose them and their beliefs. Thirty
or forty years ago in the west, it was though that religion was
dead, or at least in its death throes in the light of the advance
of science, rationality, secularism and humanism. That view has
proved woefully incorrect and spirituality and religion is back to
the fore again, with secular humanism creating its own breed of
fanatical advocates.

 

However, it is true to say that many of the old religious and
spiritual ideas are proving inadequate or inappropriate for the
21st century. The rise of global communication and
travel in itself means that to hold to one cultural religious
expression as though it is infallibly superior to all others around
the world is frankly, untenable. Yet at the same time we do not
want to throw out the baby with the bathwater as it were. Because
old ideas and positions are being questioned and challenged, it
does not mean that we have to reject the very notion of God or the
Divine, or throw out all religion as useless. But it does mean hard
and searching questions into the foundation of spirituality and
religion, and particularly orthodox religion and spirituality which
declare themselves as the one true path to the Divine. A
contemporary approach is needed which can accommodate our modern
world and its discoveries. Paradoxically, such an approach reaches
back to some very old ideas indeed.

 

What is set out below is a set of articles dealing with the
foundations, the ground, the base, of spirituality, stripping away
inadequate ideas and theologies that are no longer tenable in an
attempt to get to a more sure foundation for contemporary
spirituality.

 

It should be noted that the articles refer to a document called
the ‘Song of Simon’. This is a spiritual journal of the author’s
encounters with the Divine and is freely available on the web at:
http://songofsimon.blogspot.com/
and at 
http://www.scribd.com/doc/13342045/The-Song-of-Simon-A-spiritual-Journal,
and at www.feedbooks.com. It is not necessary to be familiar with
this document and the reasons for referring to it should be clear
when you have finished reading this study.

 

 

UNCERTAINTY – THE FOUNDATION OF SPIRITUALITY

 

What is the basis on which we can build a spirituality? Can we
have assurance and certainty about the Divine? Can we prove God? If
not, on what foundation can any spirituality be constructed? This
article takes a challenging look at these issues.





TRYING TO GRASP THE UNKNOWABLE



The Song, like the accounts of many other mystics, declares that
God-as-Spirit; the Absolute, is Unknowable. The Absolute is so
Transcendent that the human mind cannot encompass the Divine. Now
if the Absolute Spirit cannot be known with certainty, if the
Absolute Spirit is Formless, Attributeless, Beyond Concept and
Ineffable, then we are by definition operating from a principle of
uncertainty when it comes to spirituality. The base, the foundation
of spirituality must be uncertain, even if we accept that the
Divine exists and is the Essence of all things. If we cannot know
the Divine Essence, then any formulations of the Divine, any
conceptual forms of the Absolute Spirit are going to have paradox
and contradiction, because not only is the Absolute Unknowable, but
finite form cannot grasp or encompass the Infinite. Therefore, any
theology, any religious philosophy or set of doctrines that act as
a basis or foundation of and for spirituality is also, by
definition, uncertain and prone to paradox and contradiction. The
Song of Simon as a mystical journal, and even this scheme that I am
now writing is uncertain with regard to its foundation. Accepting
the existence of Ineffable Essence means that any resolution of
contradiction and paradox, together with Unity can only be found in
the Unknowable Absolute Spirit.





CONTRADICTION AND PARADOX



This contradiction and paradox of forms of the Divine by no means
nullifies spirituality nor does it mean that spirituality or the
Divine have to be dismissed. The co existence of the apparently
contradictory phenomenon of fire and water does not mean that
creation or existence is void: they both exist separately – and
when together, fire may consume water or water may extinguish fire,
but both fire and water are existents. Fire and water exist quite
well in their respective suitable circumstances. But fire and water
together do not co-exist easily. So it is with spiritual concepts
and forms; with different forms of the Divine; with different
religions and different religious systems. It may be that they
arise from the same Essence, but in their expression, they may not
co-exist easily together. Syncretism, that is, the drawing out of
shared religious ideas from different religions to make one
unified, or uniform religion will never work…it merely creates
another religious framework, another set of religious forms, which
for some, will be incongruent: an unacceptable compromise of forms
of the Divine.





UNCERTAINTY AND FAITH



The uncertainty, which is at the very base and foundation of
spirituality, means that spirituality demands faith: the typical
foundation of religion and spirituality. By religion I mean the
extrinsic institutions, cultural forms, traditions, rituals and
ceremonies concerning particular expressions of and orientations to
the Absolute Spirit. This includes derivations of perceptions of
the Absolute Spirit from the leaders and founders of the religion.
By spirituality I mean the realm of the individual’s beliefs and
experiences in relation to the Absolute Spirit. Spirituality is
intrinsic and takes the form of a journey. Spirituality is always
defined in relationship to the individual’s perception and
experience of the Absolute and not, as is common today, in relation
to uplifting or liberating emotional experience. However faith is a
near universal quality – it does not demand high intellect, or
education, both the educated and uneducated may have faith, neither
does it demand wealth and privilege but rather, faith is open to
rich and poor alike.





THE MATERIAL UNIVERSE



Working on the assumption that the Divine Absolute Spirit exists,
(which as we have seen is Unknowable and cannot be verified), if we
want to say anything about the Divine Spirit in material or
physical terms, then many religious/spiritual traditions encourage
us to look at the universe. Most spiritual traditions refer to the
universe as displaying the Divine Absolute Spirit in some way. But
the universe is not and cannot be a ‘proof’ of the existence of the
Divine which cannot be demonstrated by appeals to the material. If
there was such a demonstrable, replicable proof of the Divine
Absolute Spirit by using the physical, the material or the
universe, you can be sure that we would all know about it. The best
that the person of faith can say is that when we consider the
qualities and characteristics of the universe, then the universe
may seem (to them) to be a witness to or seem to point to the
existence of the Divine. But it is uncertain; it is indirect. Those
who have adopted a way of thinking that accepts the existence of
the Divine may see in the universe metaphorical and analogous forms
that indirectly point to That which is Unknowable. Thus, for one
already accepting the existence of the Divine:



a) Taken as a whole, the expression of the universe reveals the
invisible Spirit to the full capacity of, and within the limits of
the material.



b) Any individual or particular existent within the universe:

1) In it’s expression is seen by the person of faith as declaring
and revealing the Unknowable Absolute Spirit according to it’s
aspect and capacity.

2) In itself as it’s Essence, the person of faith may consider it
to be the full, undiluted, undivided, unfragmented Absolute.





CONCEPTUAL FORMS OF THE FORMLESS



Because the Divine Absolute Spirit is Ineffable, beyond being able
to be encompassed by the mind, Transcendent of form, then any
statements about the Divine Absolute Spirit are going to be
metaphorical and analogous. Any statement about the Divine Absolute
Spirit is artificially delimiting of the Divine. Form, by its
nature, places boundaries on something: form says an object is
this, not that. Form, whether it is physical or conceptual, by its
nature, has boundaries. Thus, when we give form to the Divine
Absolute Spirit, we are placing illusionary finite boundaries on
the Infinitely Formless or Boundless. Such forms help us to
conceptualize and relate to the Unknowable Divine Absolute Spirit,
but they also veil or obscure the Unknowable Divine even more by
projecting onto the Essence illusionary boundaries. The
construction of such delimited perspectives of the Absolute lead in
turn to delimited perspectives of how the Absolute Spirit interacts
with the world and very soon a framework of theology is created.
This may be systematic and consciously thought out by us, or it may
be a more sub conscious process. However it is arrived at, such a
framework can only accommodate a limited number of congruent,
related, finite forms together with their related conclusions.
Insistence on maintaining such a set of finite forms of the Divine
Formless Spirit results in further limitations as to how the Divine
may be perceived. Religious and spiritual orthodoxy is just such a
limited set of finite forms of the Infinite.





SUBJECTIVE RELATIVITY



Uncertainty at the base or foundation of spirituality means that a
principle of relativity operates in spiritual matters: All forms
and concepts of the Absolute are only relatively true with regard
to the Absolute. If the Divine Absolute Spirit exists, then there
is no one form that is able to define Ineffable God, yet all forms
have a relative truth. What we have is subjective relativism: where
we make the statement ‘This is true for….’ For example, ‘This is
true for me’, or ‘This is true for me at this time’, or ‘This was
true for him as he saw it’. (Incidentally, even subjective
relativism is subjectively relative). The result of this is that
there are an infinite number of paths to God, because all
approaches and forms of the Infinite Divine Absolute Spirit are
delimited and relatively true in an infinite and absolute sense.
The illusionary delimiting forms of the Absolute Divine Spirit, the
metaphors and allegories held by an individual as pointers to the
Unknowable Essence, make up that individual’s Personal Lord. The
individual’s Personal Lord then, is made up of that individual’s
own delimited metaphorical and allegorical forms of the Formless
and Unknowable. There are as many Personal Lords as there are
people. It is correct what Ibn al-Arabi says – when a person
worships their Personal Lord, they are worshipping their own forms
of belief. But such forms enable us to relate to the Formless. As
creatures of form in a universe of form, we tend to need a Form to
relate to. It is difficult for us in most circumstances to worship
Silent Attributeless Emptiness. The emphasis then of ‘Personal
Lord’ is on congruent, personally meaningful forms of the Divine,
which resonate with the individual concerned. Gnosticism is a
tradition that encouraged such diversity of form and which
encouraged creative and novel use of metaphor and analogy. Ibn
al-Arabi, an Islamic Sufi, talked of Theomorphism: of a God Who
continually and infinitely changed Form. Such a position is of
course the very antithesis both of traditional religious orthodoxy
where a unified form is insisted upon, as well as the literalism
that is associated with religious and spiritual
fundamentalism.





SACRED WRITING AND SCRIPTURE



Religions tend to appeal to Scripture: to holy or sacred writings:
the writings of prophets and seers within their tradition, as a
basis for their faith and theology. Some Scriptures, such as the
collection of writings that make up the Bible are a mixture of
historical narratives, hymns and poems, setting out of laws,
rituals and ceremonies, and encounters with the Divine. Other
traditions may have less historical narrative and more in the way
of Divine encounters. With regard to the Bible, modern textual
criticism and analysis has shown that some books have more than
their one claimed author, that some texts are not written by their
claimed author, that historical accounts are often those versions
written down by the predominant, ruling, victorious priestly class
who had their own agenda, that there are some errors and
contradictions in and between writings and so on. Textual criticism
at least shows that the Bible cannot be taken literally, at face
value and that it is not inerrant or infallible in its accounts and
teaching. There are also problems with the selection criteria used
to decide which writings were included in the Bible and which were
excluded. Those who want to explore these issues in greater depth
will find more articles at http://leavingchristianfundamentalism.blogspot.com/
.





IMMEDIATE AND MEDIATED



One common element in religious writing is that of the mystical
encounter: the direct experience of the Divine, which I will look
at in a moment. The writings of these seers, mystics, Gnostics,
prophets and visionaries form the basis of much sacred writing and
therefore ways of thinking about the Unknowable Absolute Spirit.
For those who have not had a mystical experience of the Divine
Spirit, the writings of those who have had such an experience often
form the only tangible base on which to build their faith. It is
rather like a desert nomad who travels off to some far away land
and ends up in a polar region of ice and snow. He sends back a
report describing what he has experienced. His friends back in the
desert, who have never even heard of snow or ice, marvel at what
they hear. Some of them may believe the account, some of them may
not believe. Those who do believe take on board these descriptions
of cold, ice and blizzards, but they do so from a position of
second hand knowledge: through the medium of their companions
descriptions. But this knowledge and acceptance by these desert
nomads of the descriptions of this other, ice-world is quite
different from actually standing there in a blizzard. The means of
knowing is different: one is mediated via reports, via language,
the other is not mediated, but immediate. If you really want to
know what snow is like, you have to go out and walk in it, hold it
in your hand, feel it on your skin e.t.c. Many, in fact probably
most spiritual and religious minded people are like the desert
nomads – they have little or no direct mystical experience of the
Divine, but rather, they take by faith the report given in their
sacred literature as given by those who have had such Divine
encounters.






ORTHODOXY AND AUTHORITY



From these experiences and this sacred literature, forms and
concepts of the Unknowable Divine become established, certain ideas
come to the fore and also become established and eventually meshed
into a theological framework. Such a framework of concepts and
ideas of the Divine form a religious tradition and dogma: a set of
religious or spiritual ideas that may reach a point of rarely being
questioned. It may be that to question these ideas is seen as
doubting God, or to doubt or even challenge the institution and
it’s leaders. Entire religious institutions are built and
maintained on such dogmatic traditions. This dogma and tradition
may soon creates a false certainty, (it is rarely questioned, and
there may be penalties if you do question: the authorities accept
it, they always have….), it creates authority, (or perhaps
authoritarianism and power), uniformity of belief and practice,
(orthodoxy, orthopraxy, conformity), and discipline, often out of a
fear of perceived chaos and disorder, either ideological or moral
or both.





MYSTICISM: DEPTH, CERTAINTY, TRUTH, REALITY AND ASSURANCE



Mystical experience carries with it a strong sense of assurance or
certainty. However, when we look at the content of mystical
encounters: the forms and concepts used to describe the Divine, or
the afterlife, or the means of being accepted by God, then we find
contradiction and paradox. Mystical experience is not limited to
any one religion; it is to be found in Islam, Judaism,
Christianity, Buddhism, Hinduism, native religions and so on. Thus
one mystic declares that salvation is obtained through knowledge,
another declares it is through faith in Jesus Christ; one mystic
declares that there will be a Final Judgement and a heaven and
hell, another declares that there will be cycle of births, deaths
and rebirths until attainment of perfection, while yet another says
there is neither resurrection nor reincarnation, only a return to
what one already is in Essence– the Divine Absolute Spirit. Some
declare that there is only God, others declare a panoply of spirit
beings while yet others talk of many deities. The content of
mystical experiences are full of paradox and contradiction. I can
testify myself to having mystical experiences within Christianity,
where forms of Christianity (Calvinistic), appeared sure and
certain, but yet I have also had mystical experiences outside of
Christianity, where the content and form, which appeared equally
certain and true is not compatible with the earlier Christian
forms. (The account of the non Christian mystical experience is set
down in the Song of Simon at http://songofsimon.blogspot.com/
.). Yet these experiences appear powerfully Certain, True and Real.
How can this be? I suggest that the certainty arises not from the
expression of forms, but from the Essence of the unmediated
experience. Mysticism is a non-usual mode of awareness, a
passive-receptive mode of knowing involving a more holistic
perception which is usually experienced as boundless even formless
and timeless, and quite uplifting. I suggest that the forms and
concepts are something that the mystic projects onto the experience
and that this may happen almost instantaneously, even
unconsciously, or from deep within the subconscious, or such
formulations may take some time cohere. Such forms appear deep,
meaningful, real and authentic. They may even appear to be
received, as if not arising in one’s self. But it is also not
unusual for mystics to struggle to conceptualize their experience,
any concepts or even language itself appearing inadequate to convey
what has been sensed. Having perhaps written down the form of their
experience, they may then find that they take some time: weeks,
months or years to understand what they have written. This of
course does not offer proof of the existence of the Unknowable
Absolute Spirit. Though Deep, Meaningful and Real, such experiences
can say nothing about that which is Absolutely Unknowable. They may
say nothing about any objective ‘Being-out-there’.





SUBJECTIVE PERSPECTIVISM



In addition to what we have seen about form being relative to the
Absolute and subjective relativism, most spiritual traditions agree
that there are levels of spiritual growth and development. What
this means for this discussion is that perspectives change as one
moves up to different levels of Enlightenment or Realization –
different views or perspectives are obtained by going higher up the
mountain. In other words, the views of the Divine, and therefore
the forms of the Divine used by the spiritually ignorant or
immature are different from those who attain maturity. This seems
unfashionably elitist in these days of ‘equality’, but as far as I
can tell, all spiritual traditions use this idea. It is also of
course a natural idea: An adult is not just a baby grown to be six
feet tall; an adult does not generally think and act like a one
year old. The perspective and abilities that people have varies
from level to level of development. Those at the lower levels
cannot accept the forms used by those at higher levels. (This is
one of the reasons why Jesus used spiritual discrimination in using
parables with those who could not receive higher perspectives…he
taught higher levels of form in a way that prevented lower level
listeners from understanding.). What we have then is subjective
perspectivism. If subjective relativism is ‘True for…’, then
subjective perspectivism is ‘True from….’, for example, ‘This is
true from where I am standing’ or ‘It may be true for you over
there, but not for me here’.



What cannot be denied is that the forms and concepts which mystics
use have both contradictions and similarities, but the forms cannot
be reconciled. Even one mystic may use contradictory forms in a
number of experiences over time, therefore, though the nature of
the experience may be the same, or be part of a closely related
group of experiences, the forms that mystics use reflect the
perspective of the person at that place and time. I am trying to
draw out a difference between the Essence of the experience, and
the expression of the experience. It may or may not be that mystics
experience the Divine Unknowable Spirit directly, but their
expression of the experience is conceptually delimited and bounded.
Many mystics describe the inadequacy of language to describe their
experience: they struggle to put their experience into words and
concepts that adequately describe the sensation. In effect, it may
be that they are trying to bound the Boundless, formulate the
Formless and conceptualize the Ineffable. In the end, mystics
propose delimited forms within the capacity of their language,
knowledge and culture. The forms are bounded within the mystic’s
subjective relativism and subjective perspectivism. In other words,
the forms are uncertain, but the Essence of the experience may be
an encounter with the Divine. Thus, with regard to mystical
experience and its apparent Certainty, Reality and Truth we may say
that:



a) Taken as a whole, mystical experiences may be an encounter with
the Divine to the full capacity of, and within the limits of the
material and the human ability to conceptualize.




b) Any particular mystical experience:



a. In its expression may be a declaration and revelation the
Absolute according to the mystics aspect, perspective and capacity
to formulate and conceptualize the Divine.

b. In itself as it’s Essence, it may be union with the full,
undiluted, undivided, unfragmented Absolute.








FORM, REVELATION AND PROOF



Even if we accept an assumption that the Ineffable Divine Spirit
chooses to be revealed to us in our imagination and experience via
allegorical forms, via analogies and metaphors, this makes no
difference with regards to proof of the existence of the Ineffable
Spirit-Essence, because the Spirit-Essence by its very nature
cannot be known. Therefore, as in the case of the universe being
declared to be a revelation/manifestation of God, we cannot
validate any such claim, because half of the equation as it were,
cannot be known. We cannot check or test any claimed relationship
or correspondence between form and the Unknowable Formless. If
Formless Absolute delimits to form, be it material form or
metaphorical conceptual form impressed upon our minds and
imagination, the best we can say is:

a) There is relative knowledge: we know something of the forms, be
they material or conceptual.

b) There is relative lack of knowledge: we know nothing of the
Essence per se, to which these known forms are claimed to
point.





PERSONAL SPIRITUAL GROWTH, ENLIGHTENMENT AND REALIZATION



Personal growth in spirituality includes Realization of what one’s
true nature really is and Enlightenment concerning the Divine. We
can now see that this is always a partial and relative perspective.
This is partly because the Absolute is Unknowable and partly
because, even in the highest mystical experience, the mystic or
Gnostic does not abandon his or her body to become pure Absolute
Spirit: they stay in the body no matter how elevated their mind (or
spirit). Because the mystic/Gnostic does not attain pure Spirit;
because the Spirit is unknowable; because form and concept are
always partial and delimiting of the Limitless Absolute,
Realization and Enlightenment and the insights of mystical
experience are always uncertain and partial. Despite the Certainty,
Assurance, sense of Reality and Truth that arise from these
experiences, their expression in concept and form remain as
allegory and metaphor, indirectly pointing to something Unseen and
Unknowable. The forms of Scripture and Mysticism provide an
uncertain foundation of metaphorical form and concept of the
Divine.





YES AND NO, REAL AND NOT-REAL



The Unknowabilty of the Absolute Spirit with its necessary
uncertainty, the Immanence of the Essence, together with subjective
relativism and subjective perspectivism, means that the answer to
spiritual questions is often ‘yes and no’ or ‘Real and not-Real’.
Even accepting an assumption that the Unknowable Absolute Spirit
exists and is expressed in all-that-is, there is no question that
can be answered with certainty. ‘Is this stone God?’ ‘Yes and no’
‘Is this stone real?’ ‘Yes and no’. ‘What is the material
universe?’ ‘It is Real and not-real.’. For the spiritually minded,
sometimes it is the difference between expression and Essence.
Theology deals with the unknown using illusionary bounded forms of
the Unknowable: who am I, where do I come from, where am I going,
is there life after death, is there a judgement, does the universe
have meaning? Ultimately, theology answers from a position of
uncertainty and illusionary delimitation of the Absolute. It gives
relatively true answers. It gives answers from a particular
perspective. The answer may be ‘yes and no’, ‘real and not-real’.
The answer in relation to the Ineffable Formless Absolute is ‘I
don’t know’. The answer is ‘These forms, these ideas and
illustrations may point indirectly to that which we do not know –
then again they may not’. In the end, theological debate is a
debate about metaphorical forms; how metaphorical forms cohere into
a system; what metaphorical forms mean and imply, which
metaphorical forms are congruent with other metaphorical
forms.





LITERALISM, METAPHOR AND REIFICATION IN SPIRITUALITY



What about the literal approach which religious and spiritual
fundamentalists are so often fond of? Can we interpret spirituality
and scriptures literally? It may be useful to identify what any
statement under consideration is referring to. Is it:



a) Referring to the material or physical.

b) Referring to the Spiritual or Divine

And also to identify the means of reference:

a) Is it a metaphorical or allegorical statement concerning one of
the above.

b) Is it a literal or concrete statement concerning one of the
above.



Lets briefly consider these statements as examples of what I
mean:

a) ‘Jesus Christ lived and preached in Galilee’

b) ‘Zeus and the gods live on Mount Olympus’

c) ‘Zeus exists as the father of the gods’.

d) ‘Jesus Christ is the God-man’



What we have here are a series of statements ranging from
statements about material reality and historical events, to
statements about divinity and spirituality:



Statement a) is a literal material statement referring to the
material: we can try to verify this statement using corresponding
material evidence. Are there public records of such a person at
this time? Are these records trustworthy and reliable? Are there
many or a few statements? How independent are they? And so
on.



Statement b) needs further clarification. It could be a
metaphorical statement referring to the spiritual. It could be that
Zeus is seen as a metaphor and that tales of his activity on Mount
Olympus are seen as allegories that point indirectly to an
Unknowable Essence. Zeus, as such, does not exist, except as an
imaginary or conceptual form which may (or may not) point to the
Ineffable Divine. The material, physical Mount Olympus is drawn
into the allegory.



But others may argue that Zeus is a spiritual being that actually
exists, who cannot be perceived with our physical eyes. Such a
statement then becomes a reified spiritual statement. The process
of reification is the turning of an abstract or metaphorical
concept into a concrete object. In this case turning the metaphor
of Zeus into an objective, externally existing God or deity, a
spirit-being which is then seen as being capable of acting on the
subject. The existence and activity of this reified spirit-being
Zeus, is now seen as literally true. Thus, if this process of
reification occurs, statement b) becomes a literal statement
referring to the spiritual. However, even if Zeus is a spirit-being
that cannot be seen, Zeus must be able to make himself known to our
senses, otherwise a declaration of his existence and activity on
Mount Olympus cannot be made with certainty. If Zeus cannot be
detected, proved or evidenced, the literalness of this statement
enters into uncertainty – at best it is neither proved nor unproved
– it cannot be verified. Religion and spirituality at this point
usually fall back on seers, prophets, visionaries, mystics,
Gnostics and their writings – i.e. those who, it is claimed, are
able to see – the spiritual elite who we have already looked at
earlier.



Statement c) is just such a reified spiritual statement declared in
more overt terms. This is not a metaphorical or allegorical
statement: it is a literal statement referring to the spiritual:
the literal objective existence of a spirit-being called Zeus –
father of other spirit-being-gods. Such a statement is based on
uncertainty because ultimately, the spiritual cannot be proved in
material terms.



Statement d) is a literal statement partly referring to the
spiritual. We need to tease out the elements of this statement: We
may accept that there is reasonable evidence that a person named
Jesus existed: we may say that there is enough evidence to show
that a physical person named Jesus was literally alive. (Material,
literal). But in addition, a spiritual statement is made about him:
that he is or was the full expression of God in material human
form. Once again, this cannot be demonstrated since God (spiritual)
is ultimately Unknowable and therefore unverifiable and
uncertain.





GENESIS – AN ACCOUNT OF THE MATERIAL WITH REFERENCE TO THE
SPIRITUAL



How does this kind of analysis relate to say, the creation story?
How do we understand the Genesis account as a so-called revelation
in the light of modern discovery and knowledge? The Genesis account
refers to both material, physical domain, but does so in reference
to the spiritual – to God. If taken as a literal statement
referring to the origin of the material, physical universe and
particularly the way and stages in which the world was created,
this story is open to being checked; it is subject to verification
using material, physical evidence, and as such, it is in doubt. It
appears to conflict with the evidence that physics, astrophysics,
archaeology and other specialist sciences are able to analyze and
present. I think we can say quite safely that it is not a literal
account of creation as it literally took place. Relative
perspectivism also comes into play: people who had quite a
different perspective and understanding than we do wrote this
account. But the creation story in Genesis is not just or even a
literal account of material events. It is at least in part, if not
totally, a spiritual narrative. It is an account of creation told
from a spiritual perspective. As such a spiritual account, it is
uncertain, because Absolute Spirit is Unknowable, and unverifiable
in material terms. It is possible to understand this narrative in
metaphorical and allegorical terms - as giving us symbols and
pictures that may (or may not) point to aspects of the Unknowable
in relation to origins. But the story does seem to have a definite
literal leaning, as if it is talking about real perceived events.
One option of course is that it is describing a perception of
events as seen by primitive humans who are only just developing
language and emerging into self-consciousness. This is a position
described by Julian Jaynes in his book ‘The origin of consciousness
in the breakdown of the bicameral mind’. The bicameral mind, the
pre self-conscious mind, perceives God walking in the garden, is
not aware or ashamed of nakedness, sees and hears talking serpents
and so on. Because this is in part a spiritual statement, and
because it is a very old portion of writing, set down by those with
quite a different perspective, we are find ourselves in the world
of probabilities.






VERIFYING SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCE



We should not be surprised at this lack of ability to provide proof
of the spiritual in material terms: at this lack of ability to
verify the spiritual. If I have a dream of Marilyn Monroe and
remember it on awaking, I am aware of the experience. The
experience is real – it happened in my head as an experience, but
yet it is not-real – it did not happen in a material way (except as
chemical reactions in my brain) – I did not physically meet Marilyn
Monroe. Furthermore, I cannot prove the content of my dream to you.
I could have been wired up to a machine measuring my brain waves
e.t.c., and there may be evidence that I have been dreaming. But I
cannot prove or verify the content of my dream: I cannot
demonstrate to you that I met Marilyn Monroe in my head. I can only
give you anecdotal evidence – I can only tell you about it and you
can only weigh up what I say based on my tendency to be truthful,
or otherwise. You might wire me up to a lie detector and so on, but
I cannot demonstrate the content of my dream. If this cannot be
done on a mental level, on the level of internal subjectivity, then
how much less can it be done on the subtle spiritual level?



For these reasons, the foundation of spirituality is uncertain.
Those who declare that God cannot be proved have not won any
victory: they are stating the truth. Those who declare that because
God cannot be verified He therefore does not exist press their
argument too far. The lack of ability to verify spirituality does
not prove anything other than uncertainty. Spiritual existence is
neither proved nor unproved.

 

 

GOD AS ARTIST AND CRAFTSMAN

 

ABSTRACT: Does creation tell us anything about God? Does it
prove the existence of God? Do the works of God reveal God to us?
Is the universe a witness to God's existence? These questions are
discussed in this article which continues a series on the
foundations of spirituality.



Christian puritan minister John Owen considered some of the issues
that we have been thinking about. As a Christian living in England
in the 17th century, he was what we would call today a
Fundamentalist. He believed in a literal God/man Jesus Christ, who
was crucified, died, rose again from the dead and ascended to
heaven. He believed in heaven as an eternal paradise and in hell as
a place of eternal punishment. The point I want to make is that for
Owen and many others like him both then and now, decisions and
opinions made by us about God in this life have eternal
consequences in the resurrected life: to reject God and Jesus
Christ is to be bound for an eternity of some degree of punishment.
I am not saying that I agree or disagree with this viewpoint, but I
am saying that Owen rightly recognised that if such a situation is
actually the case, then God has to give some indication of His
existence – God cannot justly condemn people for not accepting
God’s existence if they do not have reasonable grounds for such
acceptance. In other words, it is incumbent upon God to give
reasonable indications to everyone that He exists if He is to
justly condemn people for rejecting Him. If there are not
sufficient grounds for accepting the existence of God, grounds that
are open to all, regardless of wealth, nationality or education,
then a person cannot be condemned for not accepting that God
exists. (Of course here I am using the Christian terms and
conventions of referring to Absolute Spirit as ‘God’ and referring
to God as ‘He’ or ‘Him’. The Christian view is actually a
contracted, bounded, limited, conceptual form of the Formless,
Genderless Absolute Spirit). So what does Owen, and thinkers like
him from both Christianity and other faiths point to as such
grounds and reasons?



Metaphors of craftsperson, artist and orator and their works and
speeches are used. If an artist creates a series of landscape
paintings, or if a potter makes a series of vases and pots, then we
can see marks of the author on the works themselves. If we hear the
words of an orator making a speech, we can hear the voice and
intonation of the speaker in the sounds made. Thus if we see a
painting by Turner, we recognize its authorship by the style of the
painting itself. Similarly, if a potter makes a series of pots, we
recognise the authorship of the pots from certain characteristics,
marks or qualities of the pots or vases themselves. If a speaker
makes a series of speeches, we recognise the sounds of the voice.
The works themselves point to the artist/craftsperson/speaker in an
indirect and limited way. The works of Turner tell us something, or
point to something about the artist himself, but this is limited in
scope. If we see one Turner landscape and are then shown another
painting, we can in the usual scheme of things, probably soon tell
whether it is by Turner of not. If the second painting is by van
Gogh, or Salvador Dali, we would probably tell pretty quickly that
these works were not by the same person. The fact that we make such
a decision means that the works of each artist have in themselves,
marks, qualities and characteristics that identify them as being
painted by one artist or another. In the same way, the pottery
declares the author, the sound of the speaker’s voice declares the
speaker.



In spiritual matters, we are not presented with the works of a
series of artists, but rather the work of one Artist, Craftworker
and Speaker. We are not in an exhibition of different artists and
their works, or listening to a series of speakers, but in a display
of one artist and listening to one speaker only: the Divine.



However, to return to our metaphor, a series of landscapes by
Turner do not tell us everything about the artist. They would not
tell us the nationality of the painter, or whether the painter was
male or female, or whether they were tall or short, blonde or dark,
thin or fat, extrovert or introvert and so on. They may reveal a
passion, or lack of it, a delicacy, or lack of it, a spontaneity,
or lack of it and so on, but they do not reveal all. The same is
true of the pots and vases, and of the voice that delivers the
speech: they tell us a limited amount about the author.



What if the artist gave us a self-portrait? What if the painter
painted themselves, or the potter sculptured themselves, or the
speaker described his or her self? Well, obviously, that would
reveal considerably more about the artist/craftsperson/speaker, but
still not all. This is because the painting or sculpture or speech
is not the artist/craftsperson/speaker themselves, but rather an
indicator, a pointer, a representation, an illustration – a
metaphor.





Owen holds a view that the works of the Divine are self-evidencing
by reason of the marks and characteristics left upon the works by
and of the Author. Owen uses the example of a light. If a lighted
candle is placed in a dark room, it is obvious to all who can see
it that it is light: it needs no further proof for its existence:
the light is self-evidencing. Owen argues that the Universe
contains the Light of the Divine, and that this is self-evidencing.
Yet not everyone agrees: some people do not see it. Why is this?
For Owen, the Puritan Christian, the reason is the blindness of
sin. Let’s not use the emotive term sin. Let’s use the term
blindness of Ignorance. Many spiritual traditions talk in terms of
the uninitiated being Ignorant of the Divine. The Song itself uses
these terms Ignorance and Blindness. In the Song, Ignorance and
Blindness is not an ethical issue: they are not the result of moral
failure or disobedience, but are a necessary by-product of
contraction. The Formless Divine Spirit contracts; delimits to form
without fragmentation, division or dilution. In expression, the
Divine becomes a bounded form: a stone, a tree, a person, an ocean.
In Essence, the form remains wholly and fully Absolute. But this
contraction into separateness of forms gives rise to Ignorance.
Material form is misperceived as Final Reality, whereas it is
actually an Illusion. Thus a person thinks of themselves as a
body-mind, whereas in Essence, they are Spirit. This misperception
means that they regard the material as Real, but are blind and
Ignorant of True Reality: Spirit-Essence. Another effect of
contraction is veiling: the Formless Divine is veiled by form. Form
both reveals the invisible, but also veils and hides
Spirit-Essence. This is why some mystical writers describe the
universe as Real/not real. It is the Essence, the Real, but veiled
by the illusion of form, and that form is temporary, secondary,
derived and bounded. Thus, to return to Owen’s illustration, the
lighted candle may shine, self evidently being light, requiring no
further proof of its existence for those who perceive it, but if
there is a blind man in the room, no matter how bright the candle
flame – he cannot see it. This is not the fault of the light, or of
its self-evidencing nature – the problem is in the blindness, the
Ignorance. Of course the candle has another self-evidencing quality
– the power and heat of the flame. Touch the flame and it is
self-evidently hot – the person who puts their hand in the flame
requires no further proof that it is hot. These two qualities:
Light and Power are what Owen refers to as self-evidencing.



Owen then argues that God is Light and Power and that God’s works
must also contain Light and Power, self-evidently pointing to their
Maker. Thus for Owen, Scripture is God’s Word, and therefore must
contain Light and Power which self-evidently declare it to be the
Word of God. It is Light because it reveals God and His character,
and it is powerful because it is a means of converting the sinner
and saving souls. But this whole argument really begins to break
down at this point. The canon of Scripture, (decided on by early
Christian leaders) is really quite different from a candle flame.
As we get into details and ask what particular parts of Scripture
are Light, what characteristics of Scripture makes it Light, the
whole analogy begins to break down. What is it about the statement:
‘Then Joshua and all Israel with him turned round and attacked
Debir.’ (Joshua 10.38) that makes it self-evidently the Word of
God? What is it in these words that contain Light or Power? What is
it about a piece of moondust or a leaf on a tree that contains
Light and Power such that they are self-evidently the work of God?
When we talk about God being Light, as indeed the Song of Simon
does, this is in fact a metaphor which may point to a number of
things such as Inaccessibility, Purity, Unapproachableness,
Undifferentiation and so on. Whilst it may be that Ineffable
Essence is in all things, yet it cannot be known, in the sense that
it cannot be verified or proved. These things do not contain light
radiating out like a sun – Owen is using mixed metaphors – the
abstract metaphor/indicator/signifier of Light with material
reality – the universe or words of Scripture.

 

 

KNOWING GOD

ABSTRACT: If God cannot be verified and is Unknowable in
Essence, how can we know anything about God? How is an invisible
God perceived?




Proof or verifiability of the Absolute Formless Spirit is
impossible because the Divine per se is Ineffable and Unknowable.
Trying to prove Subtle Spirit using the methods of Gross material
scientific inquiry is inappropriate: therefore on the basis of
scientific and rational inquiry, the existence of Spirit is
uncertain – it is neither proved nor disproved.



Many spiritual approaches describe the Divine as Unknowable. When I
say that the Absolute Spirit per se is Unknowable, what do I mean?
Firstly I am talking about the Absolute Spirit, as opposed to any
manifestation or form of Spirit. I am not talking for example about
Jesus Christ, who may claim Divinity, but who is also a man. As a
man, I can begin to know something about him: records of his
existence, accounts of his life and so on. Rather I am talking
about Absolute Spirit, Formless Essence, as being Unknowable. By
unknowable, I mean that that this Essence cannot be encompassed by
the mind: this Essence is too transcendent to be encapsulated. This
Essence cannot be bounded, conceptualized or understood in a final,
complete or total sense. Does this then mean that we cannot know
anything about Essence? Is Absolute Spirit Unmanifest: not
apprehensible, not able to be grasped? Is the Divine hidden and
obscure? As Absolute Spirit, yes. The Formless Divine is
Unknowable, Unmanifest, not apprehensible, hidden, obscure, and
cannot be grasped materially or conceptually.



However, many spiritual traditions, including the Song of Simon,
suggest that the Divine does manifest Itself. In the terms of the
Song, the Formless Divine Spirit manifests in all form in a process
of contraction or delimitation. As a result, existents are
expressed in knowable, delimited, bounded form, yet the Essence
remains, undiluted and unfragmented in all forms. Thus:





The One becomes many

The Formless assumes form

The Hidden becomes revealed

The Unity becomes diverse

The Unbounded is bounded

The Essence is expressed.






To put it another way, the Unbounded, Hidden, Formless, One
Unity, Essence of all is expressed and revealed in many bounded
diverse forms. But this cannot be proved or verified, because the
Unbounded, Hidden, Formless, One Unity, Essence of all is
Unknowable. Therefore the Divine can only be understood in
contracted terms, be they material or conceptual, but cannot be
verified.



But how can we make this statement that the Unbounded, Hidden,
Formless, One Unity, Essence of all is expressed and revealed in
many bounded diverse forms if the Essence is Unknowable and
unverifiable? How can it we know that the universe is a contracted
expression of the Divine?



As we have seen, this cannot be known by scientific inquiry or
method. The gross material cannot demonstrate and verify the subtle
Spirit. Neither can it be demonstrated by rational argument,
philosophical inquiry, the use of reason and logic, or by deduction
and analysis. As we have suggested, the mind cannot encompass the
Divine. But this lack of verifiability does not mean that knowledge
is impossible. Knowledge and verification are not the same thing.
The unknowablility of Absolute Spirit per se does not mean the
impossibility of relative knowledge of the contracted, manifest
Divine. Many spiritual traditions suggest that the Unknowable
Spirit is manifest or revealed in form. The question remains
though: how is this known? Revelation is the basis of this
knowing.



What is revelation? Primarily it is an unveiling of the veiled, a
disclosure of the hidden. Its means is a non-usual mode of
perception. Our usual mode of perception is an active, analytical,
deductive, reasoning mode, however subtle that process may be.
Revelation involves a less usual, passive, holistic, intuitive mode
of perception. It is an immediate and direct form of knowing, of
experiencing. In it, it is claimed, the Absolute Spirit per se is
not perceived: it cannot be, but higher, hidden, veiled, realities
are apprehended and perceived: aspects and facets of reality not
apprehended by our usual mode of perception.



Such immediate and direct experiences, modes of perception and
consciousness do not offer validation of the Divine, for the
reasons that we have already seen. If a person has such an
experience, whereby they apprehend something of the Divine, the
skeptical inquirer may ask whether the experience is what the
person thinks it is. The person declares that they have encountered
God, the skeptic asks whether they are deceived or mistaken,
whether there is proof. Well there is no proof. If I dream about
meeting Elvis, I cannot prove the content of my dream to you. There
is anecdotal evidence: I can tell you about it, and there is
secondary evidence: my character and truthfulness, how I have been
affected by the experience and so on. But that is all, and it is
the same with such non-usual modes of consciousness and perception.
I may begin to talk much about Divine things, I may begin to attend
religious services, I may begin spiritual practices such as prayer
and meditation. I may appear earnest and enthusiastic, my life may
change such that I abstain from immorality, I may have great
confidence and assurance and spend a great deal of time praising
God, but all this may arise from a mistake, an error, a delusion,
and offers no verification as to the existence of Absolute
Spirit.



The best that one can do in terms of verification, is to follow the
practice of those who have learned to cultivate such non-usual
modes of perception and consciousness, so that one gains this
perception, this consciousness, this apprehension, this revelation
for oneself. What one experiences can then be compared with what
others have found when they attained a similar experience. But of
course, this may simply mean that you are entering into the same
delusion…or not. It remains uncertain because the Essence per se is
unknowable and subtle Spirit is not susceptible to rational and
material inquiry. It offers you insight, but not verification. The
fact that brain states can be measured, and that it can be
demonstrated that such non-usual states produce a predictable
change in brain waves and patterns means nothing in terms of
verification. Similarly, the fact that imbibing certain substances,
certain drugs like Mescalin, may result in initiating such
non-usual modes of perception means nothing. Materialists love to
think that they have explained away this ‘revelation’ in purely
biological terms: it is not revelation they say, it is a change of
brain activity. But this proves nothing one way or the other in
terms of the existence of Absolute Spirit: it merely demonstrates a
change of brain activity.



Revelation then is a non-usual passive mode of perception and
consciousness whereby aspects of reality that are veiled and hidden
to the usual mode of consciousness become revealed or unveiled.
This is an immediate and direct experience the contents of which
cannot usually be verified. I say usually, because it depends upon
what is revealed. The contents of the revelation may refer to
material events: If it is revealed that a meteor will hit the earth
tomorrow, then because it refers to a material event, this
statement is highly verifiable. We will know after tomorrow whether
it was correct or not. If the content is spiritual: ‘The Spirit is
Immanent in all things’, then this is not verifiable, because the
Spirit is Unknowable. This experience contains elements and aspects
which cannot be verified to others, just like the contents of a
dream. Ultimately, such immediate experiences are personal and
individual. They offer an individual assurance and persuasion
concerning the Divine. The recipient may say ‘If this is not God, I
cannot imagine what is, I cannot imagine anything beyond it’.
Others, on hearing the account and knowing the person e.t.c. may
choose to believe in and subscribe to the forms revealed and
related. But this would be a faith based upon secondary events: on
anecdotal evidence.



For many spiritual traditions, personal revelation forms the
connection of one’s True Self - one’s Essence, one’s Immanent,
Formless Divine within to either/or

a) The Immanent Essence of other existents in the universe – thus
producing a sense of oneness, connectedness and unity with the
universe

b) The Transcendent Essence – the Formless Silent Desert, the
Attributeless Formless Spirit Transcendent of all.



Revelation, or non usual modes of perception, overcome the
Ignorance that arises through the process of contraction, overcomes
the veiling of Essence that arises in form, and sees through the
illusion that the surface material universe is the final and only
reality.



These revelations are personal. The Divine meets us where we are,
in our time, place and culture, according to our personality,
experience, history and situation. What is revealed to one may
contradict what is revealed to another. This is part of the
Infinity of the Divine, the Paradox of the Transcendent, the
Theomorphism and unrepeatability of God. Thus when we talk about
revelation, we are talking about an individual’s Personal Lord and
it is probably better that we use terms like:

 



‘It was revealed to [Moses]’

[Simon] had it revealed to him that…’

[Mohammed] had a revelation that…’

[Andrew] received a spiritual insight that…’

 

Because they are spiritual, unverifiable insights, the contents
or forms of revelation tend to be simply declared: ‘God is in all
things!’. The statement is made without recourse to means of
verification. What is received, what is seen, what is heard is
faithfully declared. It is like stepping out into the rain and
declaring ‘I am wet!’. Revelation does not depend or fall back on
rational deductive logic to support it claims. It does not fall
back on scientific verification – it cannot. It simply declares
what is received.

 

 

REVELATION AND CHRISTIAN FUNDAMENTALISM

A brief critique of the fundamentalist position of revelation
and inerrancy.



Revelation and inspiration are very important issues for Christian
fundamentalists. The basis of fundamentalist faith is the Word of
God – the canon of Scripture. Scripture forms the only tangible
base of spirituality for fundamentalist Christians and their
watchword is often ‘Sola Scriptura’ – ‘Scripture alone’. Jesus
Christ, for them, has ascended: he is no longer physically present
and though he has given the Holy Spirit, the Holy Spirit is a less
tangible aspect of the faith. But there, in black and white, is the
Word of God, set down by men as they were inspired by God and as
God revealed spiritual truth to them. This forms the basis of their
faith, the rule of their faith: it is Scripture that is appealed to
in matters of faith, doctrine and conduct. Any appeal to tradition,
to church history, to leaders past or present is secondary to the
Word. Thus their watchword is also: ‘To the Law and testimony!’ by
which they mean the Word of God: Scripture. In fact, charismatic
fundamentalist churches seem unaware, in the main, of the tension
between the established inspired revelation of Scripture, and any
personal inspired revelations that may be given to individuals in
worship meetings and so on. In practice, any conflict seems to be
reduced by maintaining the supremacy of Scripture in all matters,
and by most personal revelations being of a more general nature
such as exhortations to holiness, or declarations of God’s
willingness to show mercy and so on. Other fundamentalists deal
with any potential conflict between established revelation and
personal revelation by declaring that revelatory and inspired
influences and gifts such as tongue speaking, prophecy and healing
ceased at about the time of the death of the Apostles. They were
needed in order to establish the church, but once the church was
established, there was no need for such revelatory and inspired
gifts: Jesus Christ was the full revelation of God, recorded in the
Word of God, Scripture, which was now established and readily
available.



Fundamentalists also emphasise that ‘not one jot or tittle’ will
pass away from the Law – the I’s are dotted and t’s are crossed and
not even these dots and crosses will be lost. Thus Scripture is not
to be added to or taken away from, even though it was a human
council of bishops that established the inclusion and exclusion of
books with regard to the canon in council meetings in the early
centuries of Christendom. This kind of inspiration and revelation,
by whatever means fundamentalists consider to have been used,
demands a form of dictation: there is no room for human error, or
as they put it, for the effects of sin. Fundamentalists basically
argue their case using this formula:



Scripture is the Word of God

God is perfect and infallible

Therefore the Word of God, Scripture, is perfect, infallible and
without error.

God by His Spirit withheld any effects of sin on the Scripture
writers.




I consider that that view is completely wrong. I think that it
is demonstrably wrong in that for example the Genesis account is
not an accurate historical account of the origin of the universe
and the earth. There are a number of articles and books out there
which point out some of the contradictions and errors in the Bible.
More than this, I think that this picture of inspiration and
revelation is incorrect. As I have already indicated, such a view
demands a form of dictation from God as to what to write down.
Whatever arguments fundamentalists use, such a view of inspired
revelation demand a dictated/mechanical view of the process.



What is then is revelation? Primarily it is an unveiling of the
veiled, a disclosure of the hidden. Its means is a non-usual mode
of perception. Our usual mode of perception is an active,
analytical, deductive, reasoning mode, however subtle that process
may be. Revelation involves a less usual, passive, holistic,
intuitive mode of perception. It is an immediate and direct form of
knowing, of experiencing the Divine. Higher, hidden, veiled,
realities are apprehended and perceived: aspects and facets of
reality not apprehended by our usual mode of perception. This is an
immediate and direct experience the contents of which cannot
usually be verified. Ultimately, such immediate experiences are
personal and individual. They offer an individual assurance and
persuasion concerning the Divine. The recipient may say ‘If this is
not God, I cannot imagine what is, I cannot imagine anything beyond
it’.



The Divine meets us where we are, in our time, place and culture,
according to our personality, experience, history and situation.
Instead of using a dictation model of revelation and inspiration, I
want to use two models, two metaphors that make a similar point:
the idea of pouring water into a container, or the idea of
breathing into a container. These in fact are also Biblical
metaphors but they are by no means limited to the Christian
religion. The Bible will talk about being ‘filled with the Spirit’
for example. In these illustrations, the water is the Divine
Essence, or God, and the container is the person receiving the
revelatory insights and perceptions. What I want to point out is
that the water takes on the shape and colour of the vessel into
which it is poured. Similarly, the idea of breath as being a
picture of inspiration is a Biblical one. The word inspiration
means ‘God-breathed’. It is like God breathing into a person. If we
breathe into a container, the same thing happens as with the water:
the breath takes the shape of the container. This I suggest is a
better metaphor of revelation and inspiration: the water does not
change in Essence, it is still water, but it takes on the colour
and shape of the container. So too, when God inspires and reveals,
God-as-Essence is not changed, but takes on the shape and colour of
the container. To use an old cliché, it is a heavenly treasure in
an earthen vessel. The water itself is formless and colourless, but
it is contained and bounded by the container. In the same way, the
perception and experience of the Divine in this non usual state of
awareness, becomes bounded, limited and coloured by the container,
by the person, their context, education, culture, conceptual
frameworks and so on.



Using this metaphor, the Bible may retain its inspired revelatory
status, or it maybe seen to contain passages of inspired
revelation, but such a metaphor no longer demands the infallibility
or inerrancy that is demanded of it by the fundamentalist approach.
It also means that what is revealed to one may contradict what is
revealed to another. This is part of the Infinity of the Divine,
the Paradox of the Transcendent, the Theomorphism and
unrepeatability of God. Thus when we talk about revelation, we are
talking about an individual’s Personal Lord and it is probably
better that we use terms like:

 

‘It was revealed to [Moses]’

[Simon] had it revealed to him that…’

[Mohammed] had a revelation that…’

[Andrew] received a spiritual insight that…’




Because inspired revelation is a spiritual, unverifiable
insight, the contents or forms of revelation tend to be simply
declared: ‘God is in all things!’. The statement is made without
recourse to means of verification. It is the responsibility of the
recipient to faithfully and accurately declare what they have
received, what they have seen, what they have heard, without
addition or embellishment. Inspired revelation is like stepping out
into the rain and declaring ‘It is wet! I am wet!’. Revelation does
not depend or fall back on rational deductive logic to support it
claims. It does not fall back on scientific verification – it
cannot. It simply declares what is revealed, what is perceived by
this material vessel.



The erroneous belief that revelation and inspiration demands
inerrancy and infallibility is the chief mistake of Fundamentalism.
Only when this position is effectively refuted and disengaged from
can the grip of fundamentalist ideology be overcome.

 

 

THE IMMEDIATE EXPERIENCE OF THE DIVINE

 

ABSTRACT: What is the basis of spirituality? Is it the
Scriptures? Is it reason and logic? Is it personal experience of
the Divine? How do we know that we are experiencing the Divine? Are
there any criteria that we can use?



The Song, like some other spiritual traditions and movements
advocates an Immediate experience of the Divine as a basis of
spirituality. In contrast, some other spiritual traditions
emphasise a reliance on and appeal to reason. There remains a
tension between these two aspects of spirituality. The former, with
its emphasis on experience, is favoured by Gnostic approaches, by
Mysticism, and by various Enthusiastic movements such as the
Charismatic movement. The emphasis on reason is favoured by
orthodox traditional conservative movements within religion, and by
science and rationalist thinkers outside religion. One thing to
note however, is that orthodox traditional religious movements base
their appeal to reason at least in part on their revered
Scriptures, such as the Bible, and even among the orthodox these
Scriptures are considered to be, in part, if not the whole, the
product of inspired revelation: of the writer’s immediate
experience of the Divine. So when it comes down to foundations,
religious or spiritual faith is based one way or the other on the
experience of revelation, on someone’s claimed, immediate
experience of the Divine. Therefore, in exploring a person’s
immediate spiritual experience of the Divine, we are also looking
at the nature of the Scriptures which the orthodox believers appeal
to as a base and rule of faith.



One of the problems with this reliance upon immediate experience is
that although it has a great capacity to accept many novel and new
insights and forms of the Divine, it is considered, at least by the
orthodox and the rational minded to have too large a capacity to
include what is false, deceitful or heretical. What is false,
heretical or deceitful for the orthodox is determined by the narrow
collection of documents considered to be inspired revelation and
which they adhere to as canonical: as an acceptable rule and
authority of faith and practice. In the case of the Bible for
example, this set of documents was itself assembled by orthodox
thinkers and leaders who wanted to prevent schism and division
being caused by the wide range of gospels and other literature
which presented contradictory ideas concerning the Divine and means
of salvation.



The reliance upon the immediate experience of the Divine is
incapable of discerning or distinguishing between contradictory
beliefs because it is justified by internal conviction, by
assurance, by certainty. In other words, there is something about
the experience which makes the recipient say that they are certain
that it is from God, a certainty that is disproportionate to any
available external evidence that can be brought to support and
justify it to others. Therefore it is detached, at least to some
degree, though not totally, from external criticism.



I have been suggesting in earlier foundations of faith articles
that the Divine is Formless, Unknowable, Ineffable. I have
suggested that this means that the Essence, as Essence, cannot be
proved using scientific means, or demonstrated by rational
arguments, or logic. I suggested that the Divine is relatively
known because the Essence contracts to form, both material and
conceptual. Thus, with regard to the material universe,

a) Taken as a whole, the expression of the universe reveals the
invisible Spirit to the full capacity of, and within the limits of
the material.

b) Any individual or particular existent within the universe:

1) In it’s expression is seen by the person of faith as declaring
and revealing the Unknowable Absolute Spirit according to it’s
aspect and capacity.

2) In itself as it’s Essence, the person of faith may consider it
to be the full, undiluted, undivided, unfragmented Absolute.



We can notice that this is a way of perceiving the universe from
the standpoint of the person of faith, because the objective
evidence or demonstrable proof for such a perception is ultimately
uncertain.

Similarly, when it came to conceptual forms of the Divine formed
in mystical experience,

a) Taken as a whole, mystical experiences may be an encounter with
the Divine to the full capacity of, and within the limits of the
material and the human ability to conceptualize.

b) Any particular mystical experience:


	In its expression may be a declaration and revelation the
Absolute according to the mystics aspect, perspective and capacity
to formulate and conceptualize the Divine.





b. In itself as it’s Essence, it may be union with the full,
undiluted, undivided, unfragmented Absolute.

Once again we use the word ‘may’ because the objective evidence
or demonstrable proof for such a perception is ultimately
uncertain. If Formless Absolute delimits to form, be it material
form or metaphorical conceptual form impressed upon our minds and
imagination, the best we can say is:



a) There is relative knowledge: we know something of the forms, be
they material or conceptual.

b) There is relative lack of knowledge: we know nothing of the
Essence per se, to which these known forms are claimed to
point.

We can also point out that experiences are interpreted. From a
raw, uninterpreted, subjective, emotional/physical sensation a set
of interpretations and forms arise. These forms and interpretations
arise from deep within the psyche and I have already suggested that
this depth and immediacy is the origin and foundation of the
mystic’s certainty. Furthermore, any statement about the Divine
Absolute Spirit is artificially delimiting of the Divine. Form,
whether it is physical or conceptual, by its nature, has boundaries
and thus when we give form to the Divine Absolute Spirit, we are
placing illusionary finite boundaries on the Infinitely Formless or
Boundless. Such forms help us to conceptualize and relate to the
Unknowable Divine Absolute Spirit, but they also veil or obscure
the Unknowable Divine even more by projecting onto the Essence
these illusionary boundaries. The construction of such delimited
perspectives of the Absolute lead in turn to delimited perspectives
of how the Absolute Spirit interacts with the world and very soon a
framework of theology is created. This may be systematic and
consciously thought out by us, or it may be a more sub conscious
process. However it is arrived at, such a framework can only
accommodate a limited number of congruent, related, finite forms
together with their related conclusions. Insistence on maintaining
a limited set of finite forms of the Divine Formless Spirit, (as
orthodox thinkers do) results in further limitations as to how the
Divine may be perceived, and in concepts of heresy, apostacy,
blasphemy and error when presented with ideas contrary to this
limited set of forms .

SUBJECTIVE RELATIVITY – ‘THIS IS TRUE FOR…’

Uncertainty at the base or foundation of spirituality means that
a principle of relativity operates in spiritual matters: All forms
and concepts of the Absolute are only relatively true with regard
to the Absolute. If the Divine Absolute Spirit exists, then there
is no one form that is able to define Ineffable God, yet all forms
have a relative truth. What we have is subjective relativism: where
we make the statement ‘This is true for….’ For example, ‘This is
true for me’, or ‘This is true for me at this time’, or ‘This was
true for him as he saw it’. (Incidentally, even subjective
relativism is subjectively relative). The result of this is that
there are an infinite number of paths to God, because all
approaches and forms of the Infinite Divine Absolute Spirit are
delimited and relatively true in an infinite and absolute sense.
The illusionary delimiting forms of the Absolute Divine Spirit, the
metaphors and allegories held by an individual as pointers to the
Unknowable Essence, make up that individual’s Personal Lord. The
individual’s Personal Lord then, is made up of that individual’s
own delimited metaphorical and allegorical forms of the Formless
and Unknowable. There are as many Personal Lords as there are
people. It is correct what Ibn al-Arabi says – when a person
worships their Personal Lord, they are worshipping their own forms
of belief which are projected onto the Formless, Unknowable Divine.
But such forms enable us to relate to the Formless. As creatures of
form in a universe of form, we tend to need a Form to relate to. It
is difficult for us in most circumstances to worship Silent
Attributeless Emptiness. The emphasis then of ‘Personal Lord’ is on
congruent, personally meaningful but ultimately illusionary forms
of the Divine, which resonate with the individual concerned.
Gnosticism is a tradition that encouraged such diversity of form
and which encouraged creative and novel use of metaphor and
analogy. Similarly, Ibn al-Arabi, an Islamic Sufi, talked of
Theomorphism: of a God Who continually and infinitely changed Form.
Such a position is of course the very antithesis both of
traditional religious orthodoxy where a static unified form is
insisted upon, as well as the literalism that is associated with
religious and spiritual fundamentalism, which itself is ultra
orthodox.



SUBJECTIVE PERSPECTIVISM – ‘THIS IS TRUE FROM…’

In addition to what we have seen about form being relative to
the Absolute and subjective relativism, most spiritual traditions
agree that there are levels of spiritual growth and development.
What this means for this discussion is that perspectives change as
one moves up to different levels of Enlightenment or Realization –
different views or perspectives are obtained by going higher up the
mountain. In other words, the views of the Divine, and therefore
the forms of the Divine used by the spiritually ignorant or
immature are different from those who attain maturity. This seems
unfashionably elitist in these days of ‘equality’, but as far as I
can tell, all spiritual traditions use this idea. It is also of
course a natural idea: An adult is not just a baby grown to be six
feet tall; an adult does not generally think and act like a one
year old. The perspective and abilities that people have varies
from level to level of development. Those at the lower levels
cannot accept the forms used by those at higher levels. (This is
one of the reasons why Jesus used spiritual discrimination in using
parables with those who could not receive higher perspectives…he
taught higher levels of form in a way that prevented lower level
listeners from understanding.). What we have then is subjective
perspectivism. If subjective relativism is ‘True for…’, then
subjective perspectivism is ‘True from….’, for example, ‘This is
true from where I am standing’ or ‘It may be true for you over
there, but not for me here’.

ASSESSING CLAIMS OF INSPIRATION AND REVELATION



The qualities listed below are commonly used in literature that
attempts to assess or criticize the Charismatic movement, a
movement that takes immediate Divine encounters or experiences as
its base, but none of the factors on their own either validate or
invalidate an experience as being of Divine origin or
Authorship.



a) Healing – The fact that healing takes place in a healing meeting
or rally, or accompanies an experience neither validates nor
invalidates a spiritual experience. This is because healing is
difficult to assess and may happen for many reasons. Many spiritual
traditions indicate that God may cause illness and well as heal, so
no assumption can be made that it is God’s desire for spiritually
minded people to have good physical health.



b) The attainment of peace/joy/happiness – In the same way, these
states may happen for reasons other than God – certain medications
or biological balances may cause these states for example. Many
spiritual traditions indicate that God does not always want us to
be happy right now, or even in this life in general – the
Lamentations of Jeremiah is an example. Feelings and moods are not
a guide or indicator of Divine approval or presence – The
self-righteous Pharisee was happy, but condemned, whereas the tax
collector was unhappy but justified. The attainment of
peace/joy/happiness neither validates nor invalidates a spiritual
experience.




c) The possession of wealth or poverty – neither providence,
wealth or poverty are a guide or indicator of the Divine origin of
an experience. Spiritually minded people are drawn from all
circumstances. The situation or wealth or poverty neither validates
nor invalidates a spiritual experience.



d) The peculiarity or unusualness of an experience neither
validates nor invalidates it as a spiritual experience. By this we
mean uncontrolled shaking, laughing, crying, howling, falling on
the floor, strange utterances, sweating, tension e.t.c. We would
expect unpredictability from a Transcendent God, but not all
peculiar events or experiences are Divine – they may be the result
of hypnosis, psychological processes, even insanity. Because
unusual experiences are ambiguous they neither validate nor
invalidate a spiritual experience.



e) The success of a particular experience and practice does not
tell us one way or the other whether its origin is Divine. The
attraction of large congregations, people falling down when they
are prayed over being coupled with the attitude ‘I can’t explain
the theology but it works!’, is not sufficient. The questions to be
asked are: Does it work? How does it work? (Explanation), Is it
morally justified or not? Jeremiah did not have success. The
warnings of the prophet Jonah did not come to pass. Success is not
an indicator of the presence of the Divine.



f) Parallel occurrences, or the fact that similar
techniques/approaches/effects/experiences happen in other religions
and spiritual disciplines tell us nothing in terms of assessment of
the experience. They may indicate that similar people are attracted
to religion, or similar processes are at work.



g) Subjective states of mind neither validate nor invalidate a
spiritual experience. A person may have great enthusiasm, be full
of sincerity, be very emotional and have absolute certainty,
assurance and be fully persuaded that God is speaking to them, but
it may all be a delusion, a mistake, or it may indeed be correct,
that God is speaking to them. The state of mind is ambiguous as to
its cause.



h) False or ‘correct’ theology tells us nothing about a particular
experience. The fact that the person concerned is ultra orthodox or
a heretic, tells us nothing about the nature of the experience
itself. Judas healed and cast out demons like the rest of the
disciples.




i) The reasonableness or unreasonableness of an experience tells
us nothing in terms of assessment of its authorship and origin.



j) The fact that the experience may lead to a variety of dangers
tells us nothing in terms of verifiability with regard to its
Divine origin or otherwise. Jonah was swallowed by a large fish,
Stephen was stoned, Paul was in danger every day and Jesus was
crucified.



k) That an experience divides or that it unites in love neither
validates nor invalidates a spiritual experience. The teachings of
Christ both divided and united for example.




l) Manifestations of spiritual gifts neither validate nor
invalidate a spiritual experience or a theology.



m) Outward expressions of godliness neither validate nor invalidate
a spiritual experience, a person’s inner life or theology.



n) Ad Hoc theories: theories put in place in the light of
inconsistencies and failures with regard to the original
theology/practice/prophecy/experience should be given their proper
status – they are a guess which may or may not be right.



o) We must be wary of the ‘ghost in the machine’. We must not add
on unnecessary layers of explanation when ordinary mechanistic,
material ones will do. For example, a group in the church go out to
evangelise after a time of prayer. While in their mini bus, their
front tyre is punctured and then they find they have no spare. Then
they come across a garage that has one remaining tyre in stock,
enabling them to continue. If this is interpreted as Satan
hindering their mission by giving them a puncture and then God
intervening by providing the tyre that they need, then this is an
example of the ghost in the machine. In reality, they ran over a
sharp object which punctured their tyre. They got to a garage which
sells tyres and he had one in stock for them.



p) We should be wary of arguments that use mathematical
probability. The question to ask is ‘How was this figure of
probability arrived at?’.



q) We should be wary of unjustified certainty: those who say ‘Thus
saith the Lord’, or ‘I know God has spoken to me just as sure as I
have being’. Epistemology or the philosophy of the justification of
belief has no known grounds for absolute truth. Such certainty is
disproportionate to the evidence.



r) The lack of any available alternative explanation for an
experience or event may simply be a failure of understanding or an
inability to find a coherent explanation. Such a situation does not
justify a supernatural understanding of the event/experience. Where
there is no coherent explanation for an event, the onus is NOT on
the skeptic to find an alternative theory. It IS up to the person
making assertions about the experience/event to justify their own
theory.



s) Psychological arguments. A person may believe a set of
propositions because they were ingrained during their upbringing or
because they give a feeling of peace, security and comfort and
meaning. These are psychological reasons, but the question remains:
‘Is the belief true or not?’ Psychological reasons are explanations
of mechanism, not assessments of veracity. A fine example of this
distinction can be seen in William Sargant’s book ‘Battle for the
mind’. Sargant is not concerned about whether religious conversion
as a spiritual event is true or not, whether the Divine exists or
not; he is interested in the mechanisms, the processes of such
changes in a person’s paradigm or set of beliefs, and as such looks
at issues such as techniques of persuasion, ‘brainwashing’ and so
on.






SOME CRITERIA FOR ASSESSING IMMEDIATE SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE



It is sometimes said that this reliance on Immediate experience in
anti-rational. This is not so. There may be a suspension of the
rationality of the mystic during the experience, in order to allow
another mode of seeing, a different mode of perception or
consciousness, but this is not anti rational, it is an allowance of
a non rational perception for a moment, a suspension of critical
and analytical faculties for a moment. If we left it there, this
would be anti-rational, but rather, afterwards, rationality is
brought to bear on the analysis of the experience and its contents.
What we are doing here, in this article, is a rational inquiry into
the nature of experience and justification of belief. This article
is certainly not anti-rational. Someone said that ‘beliefs are
accountable to experience’, and so we are rationally trying to
understand the nature and content of a non-rational experience.



There is no one single criteria that we can use to assess such
experience, rather we use a compound argument. Because of the
Essential unknowability of the Divine, the epistemology or
justification of such immediate spiritual experience and its
contents is not possible. It is difficult enough to justify many
ordinary every day beliefs never mind the more complex and ethereal
ones concerning the Divine. We can look at a few extra
considerations however. Jonathan Edwards pointed to marks of
Balance, Symmetry, and Proportion, to which we might add Simplicity
and Elegance. So for example an increase of love to God should also
have an increase of love to fellow humans, and the environment.
Internal consistency remains a problem however. As we have seen,
Pilgrim Simon has experienced mystical encounters and framed them
within at least two different, and moderately mutually exclusive
paradigms: that of Calvinism and that of a more Perennial
Philosophy approach. What cannot be denied is that the forms and
concepts which mystics use have both contradictions and
similarities, but the forms cannot be fully reconciled. Relativism,
Perspectivism and Theomorphism mean that consistency is not totally
present and our partial views of the infinite result in
contradiction and paradox. Even so, we would expect the form of
theology that arises from the content of these experiences to fit
the facts that we know: we would expect coherence with available
evidence. So if we are presenting the idea that God is Love and
that God is in control of the world, then we have to reconcile this
with suffering, not just our own suffering, but the principle of
suffering in the world. The theology must make sense of facts or
else it must be rejected. Relativism, Perspectivism and
Theomorphism mean that forms of theology tend to be constrained to
our present understanding and terminology however: the medieval
mystic does not talk about computers, atom bombs, or DVD recorders.
If the theology or content of the experience makes a prediction,
then does it come about? If not, what does that mean in terms of
the nature of the experience and the theology, and our
interpretation of it? Are any modifications to our
theology/interpretation of content just ad hoc guesses? We may also
look at the fruitfulness of the experience and theology. How
productive are the implications of this experience and the paradigm
that arises from it? What kind of results does it yield? Does it
lead to Unity, Peace, Love or Separation, Division and Isolation?
What do these qualities point to, if anything, about the
Divine?

 

Those who are interested in this area of thought might find the
book 'Interpreting Charismatic Experience' by David Middlemiss SCM
Press London 1996 to be of interest. It explores epistemology, or
the justification of belief in the area of immediate spiritual
experience as found in the Christian Charismatic movement, and
therefore is relevant to this article. It gives overviews of
classical thinkers such as Hume, Locke, Rousseau, Popper,
Kierkegaard, Kuhn, Descartes, Bultmann, Barth, and others.

 



RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL AUTHORITY

 

A: Scripture and sacred literature.

 

How do we know what God is like? Who says? On what basis do we
construct our understanding? This first article critically examines
sacred literature or Scripture



Most religions and spiritualities draw their authority from the
Absolute: from God, or from a panoply of gods and goddesses. In
other words, it is the Divine, the Absolute that is the Ground of
action, belief and faith; that forms the Authority for spiritual
knowledge and practice. This series of articles is going to explore
the Authority for spirituality. By what authority do we make
pronouncements on spiritual issues? How do we know? What this means
is that we are going to explore the means, or the channels of
communication from this Authority, because the means themselves
help to define our understanding of the Absolute, of the Divine, of
the Authority. For example, one branch of Christianity has Mary
playing a considerable role in the faith, whereas another branch of
Christianity plays down the role of Mary and indeed, virtually
extinguishes it and her from the faith. How can this be? One of the
main reasons is that the two branches of Christianity appeal to
different means, different channels and different lines of
communication as being authoritative.



In this series of articles then, I am going to explore nine aspects
or facets of orthodox religious authority and in each case, compare
these means of authority with what is declared in the Song of
Simon, to see if there are similarities or differences. The nine
aspects that I am going look at are:



1) Scripture and sacred writing

2) Tradition

3) Ritual and ceremony

4) Rules, Laws, and Moral Codes

5) Teachers, Leaders, Founders of movements, Gurus e.t.c.

6) Ideology, Theology, Philosophy, Rationality.

7) Community and Fellowship

8) Angels, Spiritual messengers

9) Personal revelation




The articles will conclude with a summary of the position of the
Song of Simon.



1) Scripture and sacred writing



Many religions appeal to sacred writings or Scriptures such as the
Vedas, Upanishads, Koran, Bible and so on. There are different
views about if and how such Scriptures and their writers were
inspired or God-breathed and how much, if at all, this causes such
writing to overcome errors and mistakes. For some, such as
Fundamentalists, these Scriptures form THE Authority for faith and
conduct. The writers are seen as inspired by God’s Spirit, and
since God is seen as perfect, then God’s Word is also seen as
perfect, as inerrant. The Scriptures are God speaking directly to
us through his enlightened people, and therefore authoritative.



Looking at the Bible as an example, we find it contains a mixture
of biography, accounts of history, portions of teaching, portions
of revelation and sections consisting of codes and laws. These
accounts were often written by the ruling priestly class, and
subsequently edited and modified by subsequent generations of this
class. The historical and biographical accounts are written often
by the victorious nation and class, and serve to act as means of
propaganda. The Bible is made up of books, letters, gospels and
revelations that were selected from a much wider range of
literature in circulation at the time. Those who selected these
particular writings to the exclusion of others were leaders of an
orthodox or proto-orthodox movement within this wider range of
beliefs and practices in the early church. They were seeking a
unity of practice and belief, but this unity, this orthodoxy and
orthopraxy is actually false. It is divisive: condemning
alternative ideas and practices as heretical and the practitioners
as apostates and heretics. Orthodoxy and orthopraxy has seen many a
pilgrim burned at the stake or tortured in Inquisition. It is
oppressive: suppressing and repressing those ideas and people which
it sees as heretical. Thus books and people are condemned to be
burned or otherwise destroyed in the name of unity.



To maintain orthodoxy, it is usually claimed that the body of
Scripture is complete: no more letters, books, revelations or
anything else is to be added to this finished set of writings. In
this way, new, novel or alternative ideas and theologies are
consigned as being heresies that are flawed and erroneous and their
proponents are declared to be heretics, schismatics and deluded.
The watchword is ‘To the Law and testimony!’ or ‘To the Law and
Prophets!’. As James Barr points out in his book ‘Fundamentalism’
(SCM Press) this leads to a frozen, fossilized and stagnant
theology; a set of ideas that at the time were relevant and vital
to the society to which they were presented but which are
increasingly out of date. It leads to a restricted and limited set
of forms and ideas concerning the Divine. Yet despite these
limitations, the Scriptures are capable of a wide range of
interpretations and a wide range of meanings as different emphasis
and weight is given to different passages. This is why
Protestantism, despite a common base of the Bible as Word of God,
soon fragmented into so many different movements and factions.



I have illustrated some problems with Scripture using the Bible as
an example, because Christianity is the religion that I know best.
A more detailed treatment of these issues for the Bible can be
found at: http://leavingchristianfundamentalism.blogspot.com/
I am sure that similar questions can be asked of the Scriptures
from other traditions.



But we may ask deeper questions of Scripture: How for example did
the Apostle Paul know what he did about God? His writings may form
part of Scripture, but where did he get his authoritative
knowledge? This is a question that we can ask of wider Scriptures
too: How did Mohammed obtain authoritative spiritual knowledge? How
did the writers of Upanishads know what they did about God? Laying
aside biographies, historical accounts, poems and psalms and some
laws and codes, how did these writers know about the hidden,
invisible things of God? What gave them authority to speak on these
spiritual matters? Did they sit down and rationally think through
some issues and come to these conclusions? Did they come up with
ideas of their own that seemed reasonable and logical? Did they
learn these ideas and theologies from others? Returning to the
Bible again, the Apostle Paul tells us the source of this authority
himself: ‘the gospel I preached is not something I made up. I did
not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I
received it by revelation.’ (Galatians 1 v 11,12). Similarly John,
author of Revelation: ‘[God] made it known by sending his angel to
his servant John who testifies to everything he saw…..on the Lord’s
Day I was in the Spirit and I heard behind me a loud voice….’
(Revelation 1 v 1,2, 10).



The basis of some of the Bible and of much of the worlds Scriptures
is personal revelation – a direct and immediate communication from
the Divine. The Bible is not all the revelation that God has given,
as some fundamentalists claim. The Corinthian church for example
had people speaking in tongues and prophesying, but we are not told
what they said. Neither are we told directly what God revealed to
the Apostle Paul…we only receive some of the content indirectly
through his teaching in his letters. I also note that many
revelations recorded in various collections of documents like the
Apocrypha and Gnostic gospels, have been excluded by orthodox
leaders who used at least in part, spurious reasons for this
exclusion. I am just noting for now that the teaching contained in
much of the New Testament of the Bible and other Scriptures arises
from immediate revelation, and I will return to this theme of
direct revelation later.



What does the Song of Simon have to say with regard to Scripture?
It suggests that each Pilgrim has their own unique individual path
and that Scriptures may or may not be profitable, according to
whether or not the path of that Scripture is close to the
individual Pilgrim’s or not, whether it runs parallel to their own
path or not. It cautions that reliance on Scripture is a move to
extrinsic spirituality – a dependence upon external means – with
its risk of imposition of codes and disciplines and the resulting
burden and oppression of this. (Song of Simon 6.75-77). The Song
does single out any particular set of Scriptures, but treats them
all the same: Koran, Bible, Upanishads, Gnostic gospels and so on.
It is critical of those who follow Scripture in a fundamentalist
sense, (Song of Simon 1.02, 1.05) recognizing how different
interpretations cause schism, debate and division. It does not
reject Scripture, nor does it demand allegiance to a set of
Scriptures, but says that some Scriptures may be helpful.

 

RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL AUTHORITY B: Tradition

Most religions and spiritualities draw their authority from the
Absolute: from God, or from a panoply of gods and goddesses. This
series of articles is going to explore the Authority for
spirituality. By what authority do we make pronouncements on
spiritual issues? How do we know? We are going to explore the
means, or the channels of communication from this Authority,
because the means themselves help to define our understanding of
the Absolute, of the Divine, of the Authority. For example, one
branch of Christianity has Mary playing a considerable role in the
faith, whereas another branch of Christianity plays down the role
of Mary and indeed, virtually extinguishes it and her from the
faith. How can this be? One of the main reasons is that the two
branches of Christianity appeal to different means, different
channels and different lines of communication as being
authoritative.



This is the second of nine aspects or facets of orthodox religious
authority compared with what is declared in the Song of Simon, to
see if there are similarities or differences. The first was:
Scripture and sacred writing. This second is:



Tradition



In addition to the Scriptures, religion often looks to tradition as
a source of authority. For example, the Roman Catholic Church does
this more overtly than the Protestant church, though each branch
has its own traditions. Catholics may look to historic church
practices, to saints, scenes of past miracles and visions and so
on. Protestantism too may look to its heritage of martyrs who died
for the faith as a means of encouraging a continuance of a
religious doctrine or practice. The characteristic images of the
Amish people with their horse drawn buggies and so on reveals a
particular interpretation of Scripture and tradition. In Islam, the
Hadith: sayings that are attributed to the prophet but not in the
Koran, are used by some groups as authoritative supplements to
Scripture. The use of tradition helps to settle issues not covered
directly by the Scriptures and also gives a sense of continuity and
authority. To go against the tradition may be seen as to go against
the wisdom and authority of the religious institution, to be in
danger of heresy, apostasy, or rebellion. In other words, it can be
a form of orthodoxy by another name, and once again, it is likely
that this tradition has been encouraged, interpreted and
established by the ruling priestly class, who may or may not be
right in their interpretations.





What does the Song of Simon say about tradition? It largely
dismisses tradition as the ideas of another generation, which were
correct for them, but which are not correct for us now. It adopts
in other words, the use of Relativism and Perspectivism discussed
in earlier foundation articles. It suggests that these ideas, which
are in the culture that surrounds us and which we have been brought
up in, have been maintained by an ideology for hundreds of years
and are hard to shake off. Sometimes, aspects of religion are
treated as traditions. Thus the Christian idea in Genesis of a fall
from grace in the Garden of Eden is treated by the Song as a
tradition. (Song of Simon 5.11). 'Thus', declares the Song, 'in
times past, there were other doctrines, other theologies and gods,
and people follow the gods of their generation, but in all
generations, some find the Golden Path.'. (Song of Simon 3.53-54).
Once again we see a hint of the division between the extrinsic
[traditions] and the intrinsic [Golden Path] with superiority being
assigned to the intrinsic path. It is these traditions that give
rise to many festivals, religious feast days and celebrations.
(Song of Simon 5.10). Once again, it is suggested that sometimes
these traditions are valuable and helpful to the individual
Pilgrim. They often contain truth, or point to truth, at least in
part, and so they should not be thrown out, dismissed or discarded.
Neither should they be adhered to or clung to as infallible, or
God-given, because ultimately, in approaching the Divine, they have
to be transcended. (Song of Simon 5.45). For the Song of Simon
then, tradition does have a prime or important place in terms of
being a means or channel of spiritual authority.

 

 

RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL AUTHORITY C: Ritual and ceremony



Closely connected with tradition as we have already seen, is ritual
and ceremony. In strict Christian fundamentalist churches, ritual
and ceremony is noticeable by its near absence. As we have seen,
the focus of authority for them is the Bible which they see as the
inerrant Word of God. Thus anything which distracts from this is
removed: stained glass windows, candles, decorations, tapestries,
statues, priestly garments and robes, feast days, saints days and
so on are all seen as distractions from the Word of God: the one
source of authority, the Bible. At the opposite end of the scale is
the pomp and circumstance of the Roman Catholic Church, which makes
use of elaborate rituals and ceremonies. For Catholics these are
seen as an aid and help to worship, and they also convey the
authority of the church with all their splendour and finery. Such
ceremonies can be quite awe inspiring. Such rituals and ceremonies
are paralleled in other world religions too.

However, though many rituals, ceremonies and institutional
practices purport to lead to God, happiness and truth, they are to
a great degree empty shadows of a deeper reality. The shadows hold
out promise, but they only satisfy the blind. Even so, ceremonies
and rituals should not be totally dismissed or thrown out. Many who
find themselves on the spiritual path wish to have feast days,
celebrations and festivities; special days that mark their journey
or aspects of God that they have come to love or understand, or
days when they can re-focus on dedicating themselves to the Way.
But God gives none of these ceremonies and rituals. God does not
even need to be worshipped. Rather, these ceremonies arise from
different cultures and traditions from within those cultures. Again
we can see this difference between the intrinsic and the extrinsic.
If a ritual or ceremony is imposed from without [extrinsic] as
necessary for providing some sort of merit or salvation, or as
ordained by God, then this should be dismissed. If the desire to
celebrate arises from within [Intrinsic] as part of a natural
expression of the heart as one walks the spiritual path, then this
is fine. The danger is that institutional religious codes and
disciplines may be imposed on the Pilgrim, with the entire burden
that this may imply. Religious leaders may exploit the Pilgrim’s
need for belonging and fellowship by imposing heavy burdens of
obedience to codes and rules. This is the danger of religious
groups, who, one way or another codify and
institutionalize…intrinsic spirituality. Thus, if a Pilgrim
delights in some aspect of God, then it may be good for them to
celebrate that aspect in some personal ceremony or act of
remembrance. Or if a Pilgrim wishes to re-focus their attention on
meditation and insights of God, then this too is fitting and
appropriate. But such days and ceremonies should not be an
imposition, but rather an aid, assistance and joy in our journey.
Each Pilgrim’s path is the individual path and though we may learn
from the insights of others, if such ceremonies are imposed upon
us, they lose their immediacy and meaning, and become a burden.
Though a ceremony may be relevant to those who institute them, they
lose their relevance for those on a different path. Therefore,
ceremonies and feast days are not set in stone. Rather it is for
the Pilgrim to choose that which is appropriate to them and to
enjoy God. With regards to ceremonies and festivals then, the
emphasis is the intrinsic path together with Relativism and
Perspectivism: Subjective Relativism is ‘True for…’: for example,
‘This is true for me’. Subjective Perspectivism is ‘True from….’,
for example, ‘This is true from where I am standing’ or ‘It may be
true for you over there, but not for me here’.

 

RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL AUTHORITY D: Rules, Laws and
Commandments.



Many religions make use of laws and moral codes. Sometimes these
are embedded in the Scriptures that are being used by the religion,
such as the Ten Commandments that are embedded in the Bible. In
this case, such codes may be given the authority of being the Word
of God. Sometimes these codes are external to this authority, but
draw from it, forming a set of rules that make up a particular
order or discipline, such as say those of the Benedictine or
Dominican Friars.

Obedience to God’s supposed dictates is a practice found in the
Field of Illusions: “And I looked and saw a man climbing five or
six steps, then he stumbled and fell of the side to the ground. He
quickly got up and, smiling, rushed to the bottom step to begin
climbing again. The steps were just in the middle of the Field but
went nowhere. After he had climbed about five steps, the stone
beneath his feet crumbled and he fell to the earth again. This
time, his face showed anxiety as he rushed to the bottom step and
began climbing again. Once more, the step crumbled and the man fell
down. With smiling acceptance and measured certainty, he began to
climb the steps again, only to fall once more. He had continued
this for many years, and seemed destined to continue for many more.
I knew that this man was walking in obedience, seeking God through
what he perceived as God’s dictates. “Are the steps the
commandments of God?”, I asked Michael, perplexed, “because it
seems strange that they crumble beneath his feet.”. “No,” said
Michael, “the steps are the steps of a persons obedience. He obeys
for a short time, but his obedience soon crumbles and falls away.
Those who seek God by this means are doomed to repeat the cycle of
events that you have just seen for the rest of their lives, their
human nature preventing them from achieving anything.”. (Song of
Simon 2.24-31).

Every person follows their own path and for some, this is their
path to God – the path of right living, of living by laws and codes
and codes which they believe contains the moral authority of God.
But the path of obedience is futile, because it is never achieved.
Yet for some, this is indeed the path to God: they know that they
will never achieve perfection, but the very act of starting again,
and again, with good grace IS their path. But they never or rarely
achieve Immediacy with God through this path. They never achieve
full obedience – it is an illusion: effort, sacrifice and service
do not find God.

We should be very clear about morality. We can divide morality
into the extrinsic – written laws, codes, rules and procedures, -
and the intrinsic – the Virtuous Path springing from the Self and
the Transcendent. These two forms of morality should not be
confused: they are quite different, but the intrinsic path is
vastly superior to the extrinsic. Concerning the extrinsic, in the
old days these codes were set in stone; and today they are set in
books and legislature. They are imposed by authorities and leaders
who fail to keep the codes themselves, though they judge others and
the codes themselves are often flawed or mistaken. Yet they are a
necessary evil to promote a just society. However, they can be
misused to ostracize, outcast, condemn or burden people unfairly.
‘The letter of the law kills but the Spirit gives life’. So indeed
it is. But we should understand that God does not issue commands
and laws to be obeyed. These are external burdens that kill a
person’s joy and promote judgement, condemnation and punishment,
all of which issue forth from a false righteousness. God stands
above morals and all distinctions, encompassing all. Therefore,
when the Pilgrim hears of people invoking God’s Name to issue forth
dire penalties in an afterlife, the Pilgrim must realise that these
people have not fully overcome Ignorance and are afraid that
society will descend into moral chaos. Unable to see or accept that
God transcends morals, they invoke God’s Name for the codes that
they institute. God does not give external Laws and Commandments.
The Divine Law is written on the hearts of people: that is, since
each person is God, then each person has at their heart the uniting
Virtues of God, that come into being in the first moments of
creation. Written codes and commandments are externalisations of
these Virtues and stand in opposition to the Negative Virtues that
also arise at creation. Thus external laws, (when they properly
reflect God) serve a twofold function: They lead in the direction
of the Unity of the Formless and they expose our shortcoming
through Ignorance: they reveal the distance between what we are as
we express ourselves, and what we should be; what we are in
Ignorance and Illusion as opposed to what we are in Truth and
Essence. The Law, then, as an externalized code, touches the Still
Small Voice within. But there is Law and law and all religious laws
and codes are formed in some degree of Ignorance and thus continue
in Ignorance and Illusion. But Pilgrims are able to discern the
Laws that reveal Formless Spirit.

The general principle is to follow the [intrinsic] Virtuous Way and
to use societies laws against those who trespass its codes. The
Virtuous Way is the superior way, but those who do not follow it
are bound by the codes of society. And where may the best laws be
found? They may be found in the writings of those who have tasted
the Immediacy of God through different ages and cultures. Once
again then, the emphasis is on the intrinsic path in association
with Relativism and Perspectivism. Subjective Relativism is ‘True
for…’: for example, ‘This is true for me’. Subjective Perspectivism
is ‘True from….’, for example, ‘This is true from where I am
standing’ or ‘It may be true for you over there, but not for me
here’.

RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL AUTHORITY E: Teachers, leaders Gurus and
founders



Most spiritual minded people end up following a teacher or leader
of some kind. This leader may be a founder of a new movement, such
as Jesus Christ, Mohammed, Buddha, or it may be one of their
disciples or immediate successors such as the Apostle Paul. Or they
may admire subsequent leaders who establish new movements and
currents in spirituality, or who lead a movement back to pure
roots, leaders like John Calvin, or Martin Luther. Often,
spiritually minded people admire a current leader or teacher, like
Ken Wilber, who is not the head of some religious movement, group,
cult, or sect, but who, as a modern thinker, disseminates his
thoughts and theories through books. Usually these teachers and
leaders resonate with us and speak to us in some way; they may seem
very relevant to our situation or predicament, or may help us
orientate ourselves or deal with some issue that we have difficulty
with. We may admire their character, their charisma, their
teaching, even their success. It seems quite natural for us to be
drawn to particular leaders and teachers, especially those who help
us on our spiritual quest. Some religious traditions do not allow
women to teach because men are seen as having the responsibility of
the role of authority and women are encouraged to be submissive.
Leaders may take on a considerable air of authority and influence,
sometimes with tragic consequences, such as David Koresh and the
Branch Davidians in Waco, Texas.

 

Both men and women may teach and interpret God, though they often
do so in different ways and in different domains. However, leaders
and authorities are sometimes seen as hypocritical, imposing
burdens on their followers which they do not adhere to themselves.
Once again, the emphasis should be on the Intrinsic Path and its
uniqueness for each individual: You must remember that each person
comes to the Golden City along his or her own path. Some of those
paths will be close to yours, others not. Some will run parallel to
yours, others not. To move to adopting the insights gained by
others may or may not be profitable, but it is definitely a move to
extrinsic morality and spirituality. The danger is that their codes
and disciplines may be imposed on you, with the entire burden that
this may imply. They may exploit your need for belonging and
fellowship by imposing heavy burdens of obedience to codes and
rules. This is the danger of religious groups, who, one way or the
other codify and institutionalise the intrinsic spirituality and
morality of their leaders and founders into extrinsic forms that
are imposed on followers. Rather, your path to God is unique. The
relationship with leaders is a cautious one because

a) one may be diverted away from one’s own unique path,

b) it is a move to extrinsic spirituality,

c) burdens of obedience may be imposed on the Pilgrim,

d) the need to belong may be exploited.

In some spiritual literature, leaders are parodied: the
autocratic orthodox leader stands high in the pulpit at the front
of the church, with a whip in his hand, which he uses viciously if
anyone steps out of line, or if they appear to lose interest, or if
anyone dares to express a view different to the one he expresses.
He tells his group how to worship God, and how to serve and obey
God. He tells them all to have nothing to do with other groups. The
liberal leader does not know what to do concerning teaching about
God. “What shall we do? What shall we do?”, he says, constantly
seeking a democratic vote on every issue. No wonder that after a
time, the various congregations get into a huge fight, with
everyone shouting and hitting out with their fists and people
tumbling over the pews such that no one could calm the
congregations. Religious leaders can be described as being like
Captains of ships which form parts of large fleets which course the
ocean. The fleets represent the different religions, such as
Christianity, Islam and so on, and each ship represents a
particular congregation or gathering with its own captain or
leader. Each fleet seeks to monopolise its own routes, guarding
them jealously and even attacking ships from other fleets. Leaders
or captains then are sometimes at war with those of rival fleets.
These are quite different agendas and concerns from those of
walking the Golden Path.

 

RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL AUTHORITY F: Ideology, theology,
rationality and philosophy.

Closely related to the authority of leaders and teachers is the
authority of ideas: an ideology, a theology, a philosophy or
rationale for spirituality. Leaders often express a set of ideas in
a potent and/or effective way. For example Calvinism is a potent
and for some seductive set of ideas about Christianity. It is a
particular interpretation, selection and balance of ideas, which in
this case, are drawn from the Bible, ideas which succinctly and
powerfully present a coherent overview and foundation for a
particular kind of Christian faith. Whether we are conscious of it
or not, we have a web of ideas, values and beliefs concerning the
Divine through which we see the world and the universe and which
also inform our behaviour. Theology is just a systematically set
out arrangement of ideas about the Divine. If it is very systematic
and formally set out, we might call it a religious or spiritual
philosophy. These ideas, ideologies, theologies, doctrines and
philosophies are actually cognitive forms that help to orientate us
with respect to our perception of the Divine. Very often, this is
what is meant by ‘faith’, in modern usage: faith is interpreted as
a set of beliefs, or intellectual assent, about the Divine.

What does the Song say about these ideologies and theologies?
One of the first places the Song raises these issues in the context
of martyrs, about whom it is quite scathing: ‘You should understand
that the martyrs died for the faith, for their beliefs, for their
system of doctrine and ideology, but not for God. They died to
maintain the integrity of their beliefs, choosing integrity and
ideology over their own life. Such ideologies are of human
construction and ultimately become just one partial, flawed
perspective, often set against other flawed perspectives in violent
warfare – you saw the congregations in the Field of Illusions.
Integrity is indeed a noble Virtue, part of the Virtue of Truth,
and it is an honourable thing to die to maintain one’s integrity.
But the ‘truth’ to which we hold is always only partially seen from
a particular perspective. We may have integrity, but we may be
holding to an illusion. There are many martyrs in the different
congregations in the Field of Illusions, and each congregation
holds up their own martyrs as demi-gods whilst ignoring or
despising those of the other congregations.’. (Song of Simon
3.45-48). Here again we see a reference to Perspectivism and to the
Relativity of knowledge concerning the Divine. There is also a
danger of us resting in our ideas, concepts and reasoning: ‘If we
rest satisfied in…our mind and intellect, then we are blind and
cannot find God. We have to transcend our….logic, concepts,
understanding and theories, yet in transcending, these are
included…in the Immediacy of God, our concepts and understanding
are deepened, yet they are transcended’. (Song of Simon 5.41-43).
Simon himself faces scathing criticism by the Queen of Darkness for
resting in his theology:. “You are still entrenched in the ideas of
right and wrong and light and dark. God confounds you. You expect
to see one thing and God easily confounds you by presenting
another. I laugh at your perplexity and stupidity. If you could see
yourself!´”. She laughed again. “You stand there like some dumb
idiot. You think you know and understand so much. You have studied
your theology which permeates your thoughts and predisposes you to
think in certain ways.”. She laughed again. “You know so little but
you like to go about like some expert that thinks he is superior to
others.”. Her voice rose in volume and she laughed contemptuously
at me again. “It is like there is a vast plain, a huge expanse of
flat land, and there is just a little ant hill on its surface, or
some worm has burrowed up out of the ground, the ant or worm think
that they are high above everyone else. But right next to them is
Mount Everest. Your arrogance is beyond belief! But because I am
dark, do not think that I am evil. I am here to help you, to
shatter your illusions and make you aware of your arrogance. I am
here to show you that you know nothing…..You lay so much store by
the things that you have discovered, by your experiences of God,
your study and your theology. These are the things that you rest
on, but they are as empty and futile as grasping after material
wealth. The blind rest on material possessions and you often rest
on your mind, insight and intellect. This journey has to take you
out of that mind-satisfaction, because you can only see God by
transcending the mind. This will be a hard journey for you, for to
see God you must let go of your mind.”. She laughed again. “No, not
in terms of becoming insane, rather, I mean surrender all that
logical thought and organised structure in your mind by which you
understand the world. It serves you well in orientating yourself
and your behaviour, but there has to be a point when you let go of
it and surrender to the transcendence of God. All your logic and
ordering of concepts cannot encompass God’s Immediacy.”. (Song of
Simon 6.14-17, 20-25). Theology and philosophy are seen as
inadequate and futile: ‘God is transcendent and cannot be grasped
by the mind. Can a stone understand a human being? No more can a
person grasp God by inquiry, logic or human concepts. God
transcends concepts and language, though the only way we can
communicate God to each other is through language and concepts.’.
(Song of Simon 5.31). The Path to transcendence is not through
conceptual knowledge: ‘For you are God, and you must identify with
God in all things. You must begin to stand above your physical
body, to detach your identity from your physical body, because you
are not your body, you are not your mind, you are not your
thoughts. You are God expressed and contracted into these things,
therefore, to realise God, you must expand beyond these limitations
and identify with God-as-Spirit, not with you-as-body.’ (Song of
Simon 10.25,26). Theology then is presented as a web of delimited
conceptual forms which predispose our thoughts: it causes us to
always tend to consider the Formless Divine in certain ways to the
exclusion of other ways, but ultimately, such concepts cannot
encompass God and are empty. The danger with theology is that it
can lead to an arrogant form of satisfaction in the mind and
intellect. Beliefs, or ‘faith’ as it is defined as intellectual
assent in a set of statements about the Divine, is not seen as so
important as many modern day ‘faiths’ imply. In the end, the Divine
is Formless and beyond comprehension, and forms of the Divine are
Absolutely Relative, adopted and perceived as they are from a
particular perspective. The Divine manifests in an infinite number
of forms, some of them paradoxical and contradictory. When
experienced in a personal revelation (See: Authority: I) such forms
are highly personal and relevant. But what seems to matter more
than faith and belief in the Song is walking the Virtuous Way: the
Unified Path of intrinsic morals, (See Authority: D), and the
Golden Path: the Path of Immediate experience of the Divine.

 

 

RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL AUTHORITY: Authority G: Community and
fellowship



A great deal of emphasis may be placed on the sense of community
and fellowship that a particular religious or spiritual group may
have. A great sense of bonding, friendship and camaraderie may
develop in spiritual groups. Sometimes, these spiritual communities
may be a world within the world: they may exist in the secular
world yet be almost withdrawn from it, having their own agendas,
literature and values. Many fundamentalist groups and religious
cults are like this, even to the point of living in their own
compounds as the Branch Davidians mentioned earlier. Sometimes the
spiritual community may seek a more complete isolation, living in
remote monasteries and so on. The members and leaders of religious
and spiritual communities can exert a great deal of peer pressure:
significant members and leaders become social referents, approving
or disapproving of the attitudes of fellow members. This may become
more acute if the group encourages a withdrawal from the ‘world’,
from friends and family and other social referents. It may be that
in the end, it is the group who is deciding what an individual may
read, listen to on the radio, watch on T.V. and so on, disapproving
of questions and non conformity. Groups then are a double edged
sword: they may provide cohesion, direction, a sense of belonging
and companionship, support and help; or they may be dysfunctional,
manipulating and controlling the individual for the sake of group
cohesion and obedience to leaders. Furthermore, different spiritual
or religious groups often end up fighting each other, as the
congregations in the Field of Illusions. (Song of Simon
2.35,36).



What does the Song of Simon say about community, fellowship and
groups on the spiritual path? Once again however, all that we have
considered is extrinsic, and the Song of Simon is more concerned
with an intrinsic spirituality. ‘The True Path is in your Self’.
(Song of Simon 6.73). The Song again and again reminds us that each
person’s spiritual path is unique and requires its own particular
courage and effort. No one else comes along my path, and no one
else comes along your path, though paths may cross each other and
run parallel for a while. (Song of Simon 3.08, 5.20, 6.75, 10.13).
Men and women follow broadly different paths (Song of Simon 4.18).
The Song does not criticize those Pilgrims who choose to work and
live in the secular world and neither does it criticize those who
seek to remove themselves from worldly and material influences by
retreating to monasteries and sanctuaries: ‘There are those who
seek to come out of the world: they retreat to monasteries and
sanctuaries, to minimize these contracted ideas and values of the
world and to fellowship with like-minded pilgrims. But you are of
the world, in that you are a physical, emotional, thinking being,
and you choose to remain in worldly society. It is quite legitimate
to be in the world, to work, play, marry e.t.c.. But on this path,
the differences between the two paths are always more acute and
immediate, and such a Pilgrim will always be drawn into contracted
ways of being. (Song of Simon 9.24-26). The Song does suggest that
when choosing to engage in and live in the secular world, then it
is more difficult to walk the expansive, spiritual path, because
the Pilgrim is constantly pulled back to more contracted
materialistic and egoistic thinking by their environment. The Song
in many ways advocates the solitary path, a path much admired and
respected by Gnostics. The solitary path is, to quote the title of
a book by Henry Corbin on Ibn al-Arabi, to be ‘Alone with the
Alone’. But this aloneness with the Divine, the solitary path, does
not mean that one is isolated. The Song of Simon declares that each
Pilgrim, each person who is seriously setting out on the spiritual
quest, has a faithful Companion, (3.68) who is there to prepare
Pilgrims in their approach to the Divine. There is not one Pilgrim
who is alone, that is, without guidance, assistance and preparation
from the Absolute. Every Pilgrim is able to have discourse and
fellowship with their Faithful Companion (3.19). This faithful
Companion only disappears after death, when God-as-Pilgrim returns
to God-as-Spirit. (3.57). ‘Here! I give you a principle that is
cardinal. It is for the Pilgrim to seek…to listen to the Still
Small Voice, to contemplate the Universe, to seek out those who
reflect where they are and who are able to allow them to step
further along the Golden Way…for God-as-Spirit meets us where we
are and each pilgrim has their own Path and Faithful Companion.’
(Song of Simon 12.32). What is the Faithful Brother or Faithful
Companion? According to the Song, the Faithful Companion is a
manifestation of God. (Song of Simon 3.12). The word manifestation
means to appear, be revealed, come into form; to make evident to
the senses. In the Song, it is used:



i) to refer to all things, the Universe, for all things are a
manifestation of God-as-Spirit or Energy - the Absolute.

ii) to refer to the many forms or manifestations of aspects of
God.

 

The Song constantly refers to manifestations of God. The
Faithful Companion, Etheria and the Queen of Darkness are all
declared to be manifestations of God – the Absolute and Formless
contracted and revealed in a form that declares aspects and
qualities of the Formless. These many and varied forms are
appropriate to the individuals they are revealed to, and sensitive
to their culture, location and time. Such forms may be reified into
Deities, Gods and Goddesses, Spirits and Devils. Each manifestation
has its own domain. These uses are not the same as materialization,
a term not used in the Song. Materialization means to assume
physical or material form. In materialisation, a non-material
spirit-being becomes physical material. The Song argues that all
the material that exists is God or Absolute Formless Spirit
contracted to material form such that there is nothing that exists
that is not contracted God and there is nowhere in time and space
where God is not. Contracted or physical form follows the laws of
physics as discovered by empirical science and is in a process of
evolution back to spirit, though at some point, in a moment of
time, all material will expand back to Absolute Spirit again. Both
Absolute Spirit and contracted spirit co-exist. In contracting to
form, the Absolute Spirit does not cease to exist, but lies beneath
all that is as the ground of all existence. Beyond this, the Song
does not seem to allow for materialisations. This leads us on to
our next category of authority, Angels and spirits.

 

 

RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL AUTHORITY H: Angels and spiritual;
guides.



It is quite common today for spiritually minded people to talk
about and seek guidance from spirit beings. These may take the form
of Angels: spiritual messengers, and guardian angels, or the
spirits of the dead: the souls of the departed, or even demons,
unclean spirits and devils. Closely related to this is the idea of
the inner wise guide, or inner spiritual guide. Methods of
communication may vary, from the use of spells and incantations,
trances and séances, prayer and mediumship, channeling, or invoking
guidance in the use of external means such as Tarot cards. Modern
spirituality is full of these methods.



 Unlike most religious, occult and spiritual traditions, I
emphatically denies the existence of spirit beings. There are no
spirits, there is only God, manifest in many ways, each appropriate
to different people at different times, locations and cultures.
There is no such being as Satan, nor is there a realm of evil
spirits arrayed in principalities and powers. There are only light
and dark Virtues. The fears and terrors of the human heart create
devils and demons. Similarly, the spirits of dead people do not
continue to exist after death: You are judging things by material
and worldly standards. How much pain people cause! Death is not
what you think! You are thinking that when someone dies, they
continue to exist in some spiritual form after death, caught up
into some sort of spiritual society, mingling with the spirits of
other people that they met on earth, as though this is some kind of
extension of the material world. This is not what death is like. In
death all things are become new. You have heard it said that in
heaven there is no giving of people in marriage, and this is true.
All these earthly ways cease. Heaven is not a spiritual earth, with
its law courts and judgments and other institutions. It is not an
extension of earth but a completely different realm. But it is true
that the Spirit returns to God because the Spirit is God. God is in
us all and is Imperishable, Indestructible and cannot die.
Therefore, when a person dies, God returns to God.



The danger is that these manifestations of God in the imagination,
these fears and terrors of the human heart, this judging of things
by material and worldly standards may be reified: that is, an
abstract concept or emergent quality may be turned into a concrete
object, considered as actually existing ‘out there’. For example a
manifestation of God may be turned into an external God or Deity,
which is then seen as being capable of acting on the subject. Or it
may be turned into a Guardian Angel, a demon, a ghost, the spirit
of a dead person and so on. I do not advocate such an idea. Rather
I emphasise the imagination as a peninsula between the material and
the spiritual, as a realm where God meets us where we are.

 

 

RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL AUTHORITY I: Personal Revelation



The Song of Simon emphasizes individual personal revelation,
mysticism, Gnosticism, Immediate Experience or tasting of the
Divine as the source of spiritual authority. It stresses an
intrinsic experience rather than an extrinsic one. All the sources
of authority that we have considered: Scripture and sacred writing,
Tradition, Ritual and ceremony, Rules, Laws, and Moral Codes,
Teachers, Leaders, Founders of movements, Gurus e.t.c., Ideology,
Theology, Philosophy, Rationality, Community and Fellowship,
Angels, Spiritual messengers are extrinsic forms of spirituality.
Intrinsic spirituality offers individual and personal resonance and
relevance: God meets us where we are. This intrinsic, personal
revelation takes primacy and precedence over the extrinsic means we
have listed. The extrinsic means are not necessarily rejected, but
they are seen as inferior, shadows, Illusionary, and potentially
restricting, burdensome and a hindrance in the spiritual walk, even
dangerous.



The Song stresses that these intrinsic manifestations and forms of
the Divine are partial: they are relative views from a particular
perspective. More than this they are symbols and allegories of That
which cannot be understood or encompassed. Such symbols should not
be reified, or turned into a concrete existing object-out-there
which is capable of exerting an influence over us.



The Song stresses knowledge: immediate knowledge, tasting or
experience over and against faith. The world’s religions are often
talked about in terms of world faiths, but the Song does not use
the word ‘faith’ except in critical reference to martyrdom and
ideology. The Song does not talk about faith and belief, but about
knowing, tasting and experience of the Divine: ‘I asked what the
Dark Hills and Valley were. “It is the darkness of Ignorance.” said
the Faithful Brother. “Those who do not come through the Valley
remain in ignorance, they have never seen, they do not know, they
have never tasted and rest satisfied in empty things.” (Song of
Simon 3.05). “You must understand this,”, he said, “God is in all
things, living or not. God is as much in those people in the Field
of Illusions, or in Fool’s Gold, as in you, or as in the most
spiritual person. God does not live in people by measure, in some
more than in others. God is in all equally. But your eyes have
seen, and your ears heard. You have tasted the Immediacy of God.”.
(Song of Simon 3.20). ‘In being enlightened by this teaching you
find yourself in two worlds. You have seen and tasted that you are
God. You have experienced the Immediacy of God and your perspective
and vision has been correspondingly widened.’ (Song of Simon 9.20).
‘I am here to show you that you know nothing. I know that you have
sat at the Footstool of God. But such experiences are like the worm
on the plain that has risen just a few grains of soil, whilst God
is the Everest that sits by the plain. (Song of Simon 6.17). ‘But I
began to wonder if any of this was real. Perhaps absolutely
everything in the Field was an illusion. Perhaps, Atonement and
Purity and even the Hand of God were an illusion. I asked Michael
if this was so. “You have sat at the Footstool of God haven’t you?”
said Michael, in partial disbelief and partial rebuke. “And you
know that this experience required no further proof or test, for
you were self evidently in the Presence of God. And you know that
others have met God in similar ways and reported similar
experiences. You know that God is real. This was the most clear and
perceptive experience that you ever had.’ (Song of Simon 2.20-22).
“In the Immediacy of God, our concepts and understanding are
deepened, yet they are transcended.”. (Song of Simon 5.43).



This kind of thought places the Song in the tradition of enthusiasm
with regard to religious and spiritual movements. The word
‘enthusiasm’ was originally a critical and negative term and has
been applied to a wide diversity of movements such as religious
revivals, Quakers, the Charismatic movement, Mysticism, Gnosticism
and so on and is usually used by those who place emphasis on
rationalism and orthodoxy. Orthodoxy and rationalism will never sit
easily with enthusiasm. The reliance on personal revelation and
experience is non rational or irrational to the rationalist, and is
a rival authority to the orthodox, who want to confine their
spirituality to certain sets of sacred literature and tradition
which they have selected. Thus such ideas of personal revelation
are dismissed by the orthodox and rationalist as vain belief,
feverish imagination and exaltation of fancy, or even the work of
the devil. However, to take Christianity as an example, the Apostle
Paul put his revelation of Christ at the Damascus road on an equal
footing to encounters with Jesus by the other disciples: he needed
no further authority or any sanction from the other apostles. He
did not try top justify his experience. (See Armstrong, K (1983)
The first Christian. St. Paul’s impact on Christianty. Pan London
p.55). Othodoxy itself is based upon such claims to revelation and
the contents of such revelations. If orthodoxy is to dismiss
subsequent revelations then it has to show:



a) That such revelation has indeed ceased, or,

b) That later revelations, if they do exist, are somehow inferior
to Biblical ones, and how and why they are inferior.

c) That their revelation is right and that other claimed
revelations are wrong, together with principles of
assessment.




Remember, orthodoxy only seems united because it effectively
stifled alternative revelations such as the Gnostic gospels, by
banning and outlawing such literature and punishing those who
advocated them as heretics and blasphemers.



In his book ‘Interpreting charismatic experience’ (SCM Press) David
Middlemiss looks at some of the qualities of groups that are
accused of enthusiasm. Some of these qualities are positive, some
of them are negative. He suggests that:



a) They claim to restore primitive or pure spirituality.

b) They are denounced and opposed by mainstream (orthodox)
groups.

c) They often become schismatic and divided. (Contradictory reified
forms)

d) The supernatural is an expected part of life.

e) A transformation of the personality is expected.

f) There is a separation from the material or worldly and a desire
for purity.

g) Spirituality is an affair of the heart (intrinsic) as opposed to
outward (extrinsic) traditional form.

h) There is an impatience for grace, for heaven on earth now.

i) Direct insight and experience of God (Immediacy) may be
accompanied by a degrading of human reason.

j) The enthusiast has a new status and authority

k) The enthusiast always hankers after theocracy. (God ruling
society)

l) Such a group may retreat into the wilderness to set up its own
society and sub culture.

m) There may be a conviction that the end of the world, and thus
the new age, is shortly to be expected.

n) There may be a host of unusual phenomena (tingling of hands,
weeping, laughing, falling over, changes in breathing
e.t.c.).



Some, but not all these qualities are shared by the outlook of the
Song of Simon and by Pilgrim Simon.




The Song of Simon then gives primary importance to experience,
to the immediate experience of the Divine. Its perspective, its
philosophy, is justified mainly on these terms which are presented
as relative perspectives on the Formless. Middlemiss suggests that
any belief can be justified on these grounds, that in fact, in some
groups, there is the idea that the less ground there is for faith,
the better the faith is, which he suggests is insane. The Song does
not talk about faith but about knowing through experience. It
argues that the Ground of knowledge about the Divine is through
experience and that the beliefs, philosophy, doctrine and theology
that is declared is accountable to this experience. That is why
there is sometimes quite a bit of talk about faithfully recording
what was seen, or heard, or experienced. It agrees with Ibn
al-Arabi, that ultimately, people worship their own beliefs, their
own forms of the Divine which arise from such experience and which
are in fact projections of form onto the Formless Unknowable
Absolute. It argues that these forms are metaphors and that it is a
mistake to reify them: to turn these forms into concrete,
independently existing realities and objects. This experience
cannot be verified, any more than I can verify to you that I got
wet in the rain yesterday. But I know I got wet – I experienced
it.



Middlemiss, in looking at justification for belief, declares that
this branch of philosophy, called epistemology, is in crisis. He
eventually argues, after a critical survey of different approaches,
that to rely on just one criteria is problematic and that though
none of them, by themselves, are fully waterproof as it were, the
more criteria that are taken together, the better the support. It
is like taking three cups each with a hole in them. Put them inside
one another and they will hold water better.



After the Song of Simon was written, a year was taken to study and
comment on it by Pilgrim Simon. Before the Song was written, he was
familiar with the writings of Roberto Assagioli and
Psychosynthesis, and with a few of the early writings of Ken
Wilber. Later explorations revealed that at it’s base, the
philosophy of the Song is very consistent with core ideas
exemplified by the Islamic Sufi Ibn al-Arabi, the Sheik of Sheiks,
and the Sufi poet Rumi. In the same way, core values were shared
with Samkara, or Shankara and the Hindu system of Advaita Vedanta.
These are leading and respected thinkers in their own areas and so
the Song is not unique or entirely novel, but shares thoughts and
ideas with these Masters. It also shares some similarities with
Christian Mystic Meister Eckhart, and with Neoplatonism. Not
surprisingly, Ken Wilber’s influence is also seen.



After seven years of consideration, I do think that the Song has
both internal consistency and fits external facts. I do not think
that Pilgrim Simon is anti-rational. This whole blog is dedicated
to discussion and evaluation of the Song. This article itself is an
attempt at rational discussion and evaluation. It is also a general
philosophy: it has an expansive explanation, yet retains a certain
simplicity and elegance in its philosophy. It sits alongside
mechanistic claims and explanations, such as evolution. It argues
against theological monopolies and orthodoxy and is tolerant of
multiple theologies, even contradiction and paradox. It does not
advocate syncretism, but allows for cultural and temporal
differences with its view of relativism and perspectivism. With
regard to spirituality and issues such as healing, wealth/poverty,
peace/joy/happiness, success, unusualness, the safety/danger of its
ideas and experience, it is ambivalent or silent. It advocates
balance, proportion, symmetry, simplicity, elegance and the fruit
of love, peace and unity - the positive virtues, although in fact,
it inevitably makes divisions and distinctions. It is related to
fideism, which bases faith in experience, but as already indicated,
the Song does not talk about faith, but rather knowledge.

 

The philosophy of the Song finds a strong parallel in the Hindu
Shankara's Advaita Vedanta, and a very good modern outline of this
philosophy, expanding on some of the issues discussed above, can be
found in 'Advaita Vedanta - A philosophical reconstruction' (1973)
Eliot Deutsch University of Hawaii Press.

However there are two more elements to religion, which though
not related directly to authority, are worth considering at this
point: Worship and the Final Judgement. These will be considered in
the next and final article on authority.

 

RELIGIOUS AND SPIRITUAL AUTHORITY J: THEOLOGY



We can define theology in a number of ways, but for the purpose of
this study, I am going to define theology as ‘an ordering of
delimiting concepts of the Divine, which in turn produces both
doctrine and orthodoxy which lead to practice and orthopraxy with
regard to the Divine’.



THE NATURE OF THEOLOGY



Lets just take that apart for a moment to explain it more fully.
Theology is about ideas and concepts of God in terms of conceptual
forms of what God is like, how God deals with us, what God expects
of us and so on. But since God is Infinite, God actually transcends
these ideas and concepts, so much so in fact that we never really
understand or know God at all, because God is so far above our
ideas, our concepts, even above language itself. These ideas, these
concepts, in fact language itself, is inadequate to explain the
Divine. So when we use concepts, ideas and language in describing
God, we are putting false boundaries and limits on what God is
like: we are delimiting God. Nevertheless, we have to use ideas,
concepts and language both in order to able to describe our
experiences of the Divine and to be able to communicate our
understanding of the Divine, poor and limited as it is, to others.
Theology takes these various ideas and concepts and puts them into
some sort of order, some sort of system that appears to us to be
organised, interrelated and logical – it presents an ordered view
of God and the universe. These ordered ideas become summarized as
doctrines – as basic ideas and principles that underlie our
thoughts about the Divine. Very often, people in religious
authority accept certain ideas and doctrines as ‘correct’, as
‘right and true’: in other words, they become orthodox. In this
situation, if we hold to ideas and concepts about the Divine which
fall outside of these accepted doctrines, or which even oppose
them, then these religious authorities and leaders may charge us
with heresy, with being gravely mistaken or deceived in matters to
do with God, with an implication that we are not holding to truth
and even that we are ungodly. Similarly, the ideas and concepts
that we have about the Divine tend to lead us to certain types of
attitude and behaviour. If I believe that there is a Final
Judgment, then I may behave differently than I would if I believe
that there is no such judgment. So theology and doctrine lead to
practice, or certain types of behaviour: going to worship, praying,
meditating, e.t.c.. ‘Right’ doctrine or orthodoxy, leads to ‘right’
practice or behaviour: orthopraxy. A whole raft of behaviour may be
encouraged or discouraged by religious authorities, based on their
theology. Failure to conform to them may also result in charges of
heresy. The sanctions or punishments for heresy: for not conforming
to ‘right’ behaviour and beliefs with regard to the Divine, may be
severe. Many are the people who have been tortured at religious
inquisitions or who have been burned at the stake for not
conforming to the ‘right’ theology and practice. So, theology is
‘an ordering of delimiting concepts of the Divine, which in turn
produces both doctrine and orthodoxy which in turn leads to
practice and orthopraxy with regard to the Divine’.



But lets examine the nature of these conceptual forms of the Divine
a little more closely, and let’s do so with regard to the Mystic or
Gnostic. I am using these words interchangeably to mean the same
thing. For the purpose of this study, I am defining a mystic or
Gnostic as a person who has an immediate experience of the Divine:
a direct encounter with God. A mystic or Gnostic is taken to the
transcendent realms. As such, they often struggle to put their
experience into words, because language is inadequate to convey the
richness and depth of their experience of God. Nevertheless, they
often manage, however poorly in their own eyes, to put their
experience into words, ideas and concepts.



When it comes to conceptual forms of the Divine formed in and from
mystical experience:

a) Taken as whole, mystical experiences may be an encounter with
the Divine to the full capacity of, and within the limits of the
material and the human ability to conceptualize.




b) Any particular mystical experience:

a.       In its expression may be
a declaration and revelation God according to the mystic’s aspect,
perspective and capacity to formulate and conceptualize the
Divine.

b. In itself as it’s Essence, it may be union with the full,
undiluted, undivided, unfragmented Divine.

 

There is a difference between what it is in Essence, and what it
is in expression. In Essence it is Unbounded, Infinite and
Transcendent, but in its expression it is bounded by perspective,
aspect and form.



Similarly, when it comes to religious worship of the Divine:



a) Taken as a whole, all the different systems and approaches of
religious worship in different cultures and times may be an
approach to the Divine to the full capacity of, and within the
limits of the material and the human ability to conceptualize
within religious frameworks.



b) Any particular religious worship:



a. In its expression may be a declaration of God according to the
believer’s religious aspect and perspective and the capacity of the
particular religion to formulate and conceptualize the Divine.



b. In itself as its Essence, it is an approach to and may lead to
union with the full, undiluted, undivided, unfragmented Divine.



God is in all beliefs: all beliefs are relevant and relative
because God is in all things and there is nowhere where God is not.
Furthermore, God meets us where we are, in the spiritual forms that
we embrace and in the culture and context that we find ourselves.
Christianity is an approach to the Divine through concepts of
righteousness; Islam an approach to the Divine through submission
and obedience; Hinduism is an approach to the Divine through God in
all things





ANALOGIES OF THEOLOGY AND THE DIVINE



Let me try and use some illustrations. By definition, such
illustrations are partial and cannot be pressed too far, but I hope
that their main thrust will help to clarify the point that I am
trying to make. Imagine, if you will, an Infinite Distance – a
distance that has no end. We might impose or project onto that
distance certain measurements – inches, centimetres, miles,
furlongs, kilometres, light years and so on. These measurements do
not exist in reality: they are projections by us onto the Infinite
Distance. These measurements may prove very useful, even though
different systems may be used. Miles do not fit easily into
furlongs, though we can convert one system to the other. Also we
find that the further we go in this Infinite Distance, then the
less useful the small measurements become – they are rendered
useless. (We do not measure the breadth of the Milky Way galaxy in
inches for example). This is how theology is: the Infinite Distance
is the Divine, and the measurements are different systems of
theology used to formulate and measure the Divine in an organized
way. As we begin to embrace the Formless Infinity of the Divine, so
these concepts are rendered useless.



Or again, we can think of theology as container - it is like a jar
with water is poured into it: the water takes on shape and color of
the jar. Pour the water out again and it takes on a different shape
and colour. In other words, theology is like the container and the
Divine is like the water. The Divine takes of the shape and colour
of whatever container it is poured into. Or again, theology is like
a room containing air, where the air takes shape of room. Inside
the room there is different furniture that can be rearranged to
provide the best functional use of the room. If we move the
furniture or build partitions in the room, the air takes on the new
shapes. Yet the room cannot contain the air – if we open a door or
window we find that the air is outside as well. Theology is like
the room and its doctrines and practices are like the pieces of
furniture being re arranged to provide the best overall function
and fit. The Divine is like the air that is inside and outside the
room. Theology cannot contain the Divine.






MYSTICISM AND THEOLOGY



Mysticism and Gnosticism then are rather like opening the door in
the room illustrated above, and stepping outside. Mysticism and
Gnosticism recognises the shortcomings of the artificial bounds of
theology and seeks to step outside into the Infinite to directly
experience the air outside. Note however in this illustration, that
it is not that there is no air inside the room. The Divine is found
both inside and outside the room. The mystic does not say that God
cannot be found in this or that theological system, but that God is
in all things, in all theological systems. What the Mystic does say
is that the Essence of the Divine cannot be restricted to this or
that room alone: to this or that container, to this or that
conceptual system of measurement. The Divine cannot be delimited or
restricted or encompassed to any one system of theological
concepts. Thus it is that the famous Christian Mystic, Meister
Eckhart struggles to express his concepts and experience of Divine
Essence in Christian theological terms. Christian theology cannot
contain it – it becomes like a square peg in round hole.
Nevertheless, he had to try and put his experience into Christian
terms as a Dominican Friar who would be in danger of facing charges
of heresy. But Christians reading his sermons will find daring
imagery and ideas, ones that do not fit with conventional
post-reformation ideas for example and ones that did, despite his
best efforts, lead him to be charged with heresy by orthodox
leaders.



Mysticism and Gnosticism then, constitute a focus on the Essence of
the Divine as Essence and either seeks a letting go of
delimitation: of contracted personal and religious concepts and
theology in order to move to an expansive experience of Essence, or
finds that such systems cannot contain the experience. Mysticism
then is either a deliberate stripping away of conventional,
orthodox theological forms, or is an approach that leads to
experiences that cannot be contained by such forms. Yet often, the
mystic finds that they have to return to some form or other in
order to communicate through form, concept and language, what it is
that they have experienced. In other words, as creature of form, we
are invariable bound by form. Any new forms that a mystic may
embrace in order to communicate their experience are themselves in
danger of becoming a new orthodoxy.



FORM, ORTHODOXY AND CULTURE



These forms, those that we are born into: our culture and heritage,
and any new forms that we adopt as a result of experiencing the
Divine, also form baggage that we have to let go of in order to
transcend them. For example the Apostle Paul was a Jewish Pharisee
and this perspective informs the gospel that he presents. Though he
leaves the Pharisees’ concern with the Law and transcends it, yet
he is still ultimately concerned about righteousness before God. If
I have an experience of the Divine and describe it in new and novel
terms, creating a new conceptual system of theology, the same
problem emerges. No one theology is right, adequate or sufficient –
these forms and concepts, these ideas, theologies and philosophies
are aspects, particular perspectives or views, from various levels.
All these ideas, these theologies, fall short: they cannot embrace
and encompass a God that is so transcendent as to be Ultimately
Unknowable. God cannot be contained by our theological formulas, be
they traditional or new – nevertheless, as creatures of form, we
almost inevitably embrace one theology or another. God transcends
form, but as creatures of form we embrace form and in embracing
theological forms, we delimit and bound the Boundless, we describe
the Indescribable. This means that we worship our own beliefs –
what we are worshipping and serving, submitting to and obeying are
our constructed forms and delimitations of the Unknowable Infinite
Essence. Some mystics have suggested that at death, at the
Compulsory Return, we meet the God that we have constructed. Now
these are different beliefs, and because they are delimited and
bounded, they cannot be reconciled. The Apostle Paul says what
fellowship has light and dark, yet, as we look at the earth: it has
both light and dark, and the brighter the light, the darker the
shadow.



SUMMARY



Because the Essence of the Divine is so Transcendent and infinite,
it cannot be encapsulated by beliefs, by forms and concepts of
theology and doctrine. The mind and its concepts cannot encompass
God – theology is delimitation in conceptual form of Formless
Divine. These forms are ultimately transcended and rendered
useless, and irrelevant: they do not matter ultimately. It may be
that there are some core realities that remain true – for example
the idea that God in all things, God is Real, the material not
ultimately real, but this is debatable. Beliefs and forms of
concepts then are useful for our orientation and sense of direction
at lower levels, where we are functioning in a world of form. They
may provide a personally useful and meaningful level of engagement
with the Divine initially, and act as stepping-stones on the upward
path, but as one rises above concept, beliefs fall away – swallowed
up in transcendence. Thus it is that each Mystic has their own
delimited theology to begin with, as they function and communicate
with each other at the lower levels of encounter with the Divine.
Theology is like an anchor – providing a grounding and a base, but
the sands are constantly shifting and the Mystic is seeking
fathomless depths where there is little or no anchorage to be
found. Theology then is relatively true, it is true as far or high
as it goes – but it is rendered useless and incapable of containing
Essence.




THEOLOGY, REALITY AND LITERALISM



It is very important to realize that the concepts, ideas and forms
of the Divine that any theology portrays are not Finally Real.
There is a danger of turning these projections of forms of the
Divine into concrete reality: for example of thinking of God as a
literal Big-Man-In-The-Sky-Looking-Down-On-Us. This mistake of the
concretization of these imaginal forms and projections of the
Divine in theology is called reification. Rather, theology points
to an intermediate imaginal world, to projections and
superimpositions of known forms onto the Unknown Formless Divine.
Theology is a peninsula of imagination between Absolute Divine and
material form.



There is a tendency in modern thought to avoid literalism in
theology and to equate such literalism with fundamentalism. But let
us also remember this caution: The Infinite Divine is delimited and
contracted to a leaf, without fragmentation, dilution or division:
The entire Essence is present in the leaf. The leaf also literally,
physically exists, though it is not Real because it is dependent
for its expression as a leaf upon Essence. It is transient, yet
Essence fully undivided, unfragmented, and undiluted. Yet
paradoxically, the leaf is not Essence – it is a mistake to worship
a leaf, or a tree, or a moon, or nature as Essence, for it is
Essence contracted and delimited to form. So also with theology:
the essence is fully present in any theology but cannot be
contained by it. But theology, unlike the literally existing leaf,
mixes literal and metaphorical elements.



So then, theological forms are like conceptual containers. All
theological forms and systems contain the undiluted, unfragmented,
undivided Essence. Therefore: the Essence can be found in any
theology, because it is a delimited form or expression of Divine
Essence. All theology leads to God, but all theology is partial and
limiting. A Mystic accepts that theology which is resonant and
meaningful but often has to step outside the constraints of these
theological forms to describe their expansive experience of the
Divine. But even any new and original conceptual forms and
theologies arising from such experiences bring us back to delimited
forms.



THEOLOGY AS A VEIL



Creation both reveals and hides the Divine. The various forms of
creation reveal delimited aspects of the Infinite, but because they
are delimited, bounded forms, they also veil, hide and obscure the
Infinite Divine. Exactly the same effect happens with theology. The
forms of theology reveal aspects and understandings about the
Divine, but because they are delimited, bounded ideas, they also
veil, hide and obscure the Infinite. This is why the Divine is
found in all theology yet the forms of theology are transcended and
rendered useless when a person encounters proximity to the Divine
in experience. Mysticism or Gnosticism then is about piercing or
opening the veil. The veil of the forms of theology has to be
pierced or opened to reveal the Essence Itself. To be continually
occupied in thinking about theological forms is to be like a man in
the room mentioned earlier who is constantly rearranging and
aligning the furniture in the room to find the best fit and
function. It is not the furniture that matters, but the air in the
room – it is not conceptual forms and how they interrelate and fit
together to make a coherent system of thought – it is about
experiencing the air in the room, about breathing in the Spirit,
even about being able to step outside the room altogether. It is
about seeing and experiencing what lies beneath the forms,
concepts, ideas and beliefs: the Absolute Essence.



THEOMORPHISM



Ultimately, some mystics have seen the value of Theomorphism: from
the words ‘Theo’ – God, and ‘morph’ – changing form. Mystics such
as Ibn al-Arabi came to see that is a mistake to rest in any one
set of forms of God, in any one theology, or even to try and find
anchorage as it were, because God is Infinite and infinitely
changes into non-repeatable shapes and forms, such that in many
senses, the idea of a fixed theology is useless. The air and water
took on the shape of the containers and existed outside the
containers. Theology fixes and establishes forms of the Divine –
putting the Divine into a certain fixed shape of container. But God
is like the water and the air, continually changing and shifting in
shape and form. This theomorphic kind of thinking really is the
very opposite of the concept of orthodoxy – of one ‘right’
belief.



THE DIRECTION IN WHICH THEOLOGY LEADS



Even within these changing forms of the Divine and therefore
changing shapes of theology, there remains a direction at the core
of all theology or of all forms and conceptualizations of the
Divine. Theology leads to practice as we saw at the start and the
direction of such concepts of the Divine should always be towards
Oneness and Unity with the Formless Divine. This in turn leads to
the secondary effect of a moral or virtuous life: one who seeks God
also seeks to copy or emulate the Divine, leading to behaviour that
tends towards Unity, Peace, Love, Balance, Respect and so on. Any
theology which leads to these kinds of practices is leading a
person to Essence. The opposite is contraction to exclusive narrow
form, division, fragmentation, isolation and separation. These
approaches lead away from a sense of Unity with Essence.

Foundations of spirituality 6: Authority. Postscript



I have explored nine aspects or facets of orthodox religious
authority and in each case, compared these means of authority with
what is declared in the Song of Simon, to see if there are
similarities or differences. The nine aspects that I have looked at
are:



A) Scripture and sacred writing

B) Tradition

C) Ritual and ceremony

D) Rules, Laws, and Moral Codes

E) Teachers, Leaders, Founders of movements, Gurus e.t.c.

F) Ideology, Theology, Philosophy, Rationality.

G) Community and Fellowship

H) Angels, Spiritual messengers

I) Personal Revelation

J) Theology



This leaves me with a couple of postscripts:

Postscript: A: Worship, Praise and adoration



All the previous elements that I have considered have been
concerned with authority, or more properly, channels of spiritual
authority: the means and ways which spiritual minded people use as
methods of reliable information about the Divine. The Divine Itself
is the Authority, and the means and channels that we have looked at
are methods of receiving reliable information about and from that
Authority. As a postscript, there is one obvious dimension to
religion that I have not mentioned: that of worship, praise and
adoration of the Divine. All the religions that I can think of have
this element or aspect to them, indeed, it may even be one of their
primary functions. As the Westminster Confession of Faith says in
its first paragraph: ‘The chief end of man is to glorify God….’.
All the major religions emphasise worship and praise: it is almost
assumed that this takes place. Only Buddhism serves as an example
to the contrary. Buddhists do not accept the Absolute Divine
Consciousness, or Being, but rather emphasise Emptiness or
Nothingness. This is why Buddhism is sometimes not regarded as a
religion.



What does the Song of Simon say about praise, Worship and Adoration
of the Divine?



Firstly it is critical of the worship of objects. This is typified
in the Field of Illusions and the woman nature worshipper: ‘A woman
bowed to the ground, praising and worshipping a small tree sapling,
whilst others clapped as the moon waxed and waned overhead. “These
people worship the sun, moon, stars and earth.” said Michael, “But
God is not a tree, or a sun, or moon. God is in all these things
but is not any of them.”. (Song of Simon 2.33). What is criticized
here is the idea that any object, or form can encapsulate the
Divine. In essence, all objects are undiluted, unfragmented
Absolute, but in expression as form, they are partial delimited
aspects of the Divine. Therefore to worship an object or form as
Divine is to worship a delimited and partial aspect of the
Absolute.



Worship and its forms may also be something that is defined by
humans, and especially by orthodox thinkers, who are portrayed as
isolationist, separatist and authocratic. This is parodied in the
Field of illusions by the picture of the preachers, and one of them
in particular: ‘One preacher stood high in the pulpit at the front
of the church, with a whip in his hand, which he used viciously if
anyone stepped out of line, or if they appeared to lose interest,
or if anyone dared to express a view different to the one he
expressed. He told his group how to worship God, and how to serve
and obey God. He told them all to have nothing to do with the other
groups in the church. (Song of Simon 2.36)



Elsewhere, the whole concept of service and worship is dismissed:
‘Effort, sacrifice and service do not find God. These are the ideas
of another generation: the whole concept of serving God, of God
demanding worship and adoration, of the need to obey commands, of
service and obedience, are all mistaken ideas.’. (Song of Simon
3.51,52). And again: “Many of those who find themselves on the
Golden Way wish to have feast days, celebrations and festivities;
special days that mark their journey or aspects of God that they
have come to love and understand, or days when they can re-focus on
dedicating themselves to the Way. But God gives none of these. God
does not need to be worshipped. Rather, they arise from different
cultures and traditions within those cultures.” (Song of Simon
5.9,10).



The idea of worship then is relegated to more primitive concepts
and ideas arising from cultures and societies. But ceremonies and
festivals of worship have not been ordained, appointed or fixed by
the Divine. They do not carry that weight of Authority. In fact,
the Song states plainly, that God does not need to be worshipped.
In this respect, it has more in common with Buddhism, but unlike
Buddhism, it does not accept Emptiness and Nothingness as a
negation of Divine Being or Consciousness. The Song’s view of the
Absolute is more like Shankara’s in the Advaita Vedanta system of
Hinduism, or like Arabi’s view of the Essence or Absolute in
Sufism.





Postscript B: Final Judgement, Karma and Samsara



Many religions also share an idea of some sort of Final Judgement
or need to be morally right before one is accepted by the Divine or
achieves union with the Divine, such as the idea of karma and
samsara: where moral acts have positive or negative aspects which
accrue over a number of lifetimes until all negative aspects are
removed and one attains release. The Song rejects such ideas and
declares that they are used to justify moral codes in the material
world. ‘Some religions hold to the idea of Karma, the idea that a
person almost endlessly recycles through death and reincarnation
until at last they achieve release. But this is a mistake. I have
already indicated to you that at death, God returns to God.’ (Song
of Simon 10.5). Then the Song goes on to say: ‘Look at the dispute
in some religions concerning creation and evolution. Some cling
tenaciously to creation ideas, because, in their eyes, to argue for
evolution is to argue for chance, randomness and lack of moral
authority. This lack of moral authority is the hub of their
argument. They argue that God has created mature human beings,
because the alternative to them is no God, mere chance and above
all, no moral or spiritual authority. But they need moral
authority. This need for moral authority and high moral standards
also informs the practice of Karma.’ (Song of Simon 10.6-8).



So it is also with the idea of a Final Judgement: ‘There is no
Final Judgement, no standing before God’s Great Throne to be cast
into everlasting punishment or bliss. The idea of everlasting
punishment, or of needing to live a moral life in order to merge
with or enter into the presence of God is born out of a need for
moral authority.’. (Song of Simon 10.10). In other words, ideas
like Karma, Samsara and Final Judgement by God arise out of a fear
of moral breakdown in society: ‘When some human beings sense that
there is no moral authority, they fear that society may plunge into
moral chaos and seek to impose sanctions on undesirable behaviour.
To give their sanctions authority they look to God: If you are not
good, God will punish you, or you will not achieve unity with God,
but come back again and again and again until you achieve purity.
Furthermore, if you are not good, you may come back as a worm or
snake. These are all attempts by humans in ignorance to induce and
instill an authoritative moral code, and what higher moral
authority than God? So they claim God’s authority for their
statements and ideas.’ (Song of Simon 10.11,12).



In a number of areas the Song varies with some of the Eastern
traditions that it otherwise finds unity with.



a) Like Gnosticism, and the Indian Sant tradition, it does not
restrict itself to any Scriptures, though it may draw from them;
unlike Sufism and Advaita Vedanta, which are constrained by
Scriptures such as the Upanishads or Koran. Shankara’s ideas arise
out of commentaries on the Scriptures for example. Rather the Song
emphasizes personal immediate revelatory experience of the Divine
as its prime source of authority. Like Gnosticism, it stresses
novel or new forms of the Divine, which should be understood
metaphorically or allegorically. As such it is not orthodox.




b) Like Shankara’s Advaita Vedanta, Meister Eckhart’s Christian
mysticism, and to a great degree Ibn al-Arabi’s Sufism, as well as
Buddhism, the Song emphasizes the Unknowability and Emptiness of
the Divine. Like all these, except Buddhism, it stresses the Divine
as a Conscious Entity-Being, as opposed to Nothingness or
Non-Existence.




c) Unlike any of the above traditions, the Song regards ideas of
Karma, Samsara, and Final Judgement as mistakes. Buddhism and
Advaita Vedanta both subscribe to Karma and Samsara: the cycles of
birth and rebirth until free from the negative bias of one’s
actions. Eckhart, as a Christian would accept the Final Judgement.
In the same way, Ibn al-Arabi accepted resurrection and Final
Judgement, in a form of what Christians may understand as a
covenant of works. In other words, at the end of the age, all
humanity faces God and receives rewards and punishments according
to what they have done. For Arabi, the Mercy of God (with
attributes) was superior to all other attributes, and thus
eventually, after what may be a very long time, the punishment
would be met and all will find Mercy in God. Interestingly, Eliot
Deutsch’s philosophical reconstruction of Advaita Vedanta also
rejects Karma and Samsara. Therefore unlike most religious systems,
morality in the Song is placed not at the heart of the system, but
on the periphery. Much of the debate that goes on between Simon and
various manifestations of God are concerned with this issue.




d) Like Advaita Vedanta, the Song stresses that Atman and
Brahman, that Self and Absolute are one, that the whole universe is
in fact a manifestation of the Divine. Similar thoughts can be
found in Meister Eckhart’s writings. Ibn al-Arabi it seems wavers
between this idea and the idea of some duality, with creation as
God’s Word, perhaps, like Eckhart, under pressure to appear
orthodox. (Eckhart was eventually charged with heresy).

 

Obviously there are many more comparisons that could be made,
but these emerged from the areas mentioned in the postscripts. This
concludes this series of articles on spiritual authority.
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	THE SPIRITUAL
LIFE OF A MANIC DEPRESSIVE (2011)
This is the spiritual biography of Pilgrim Simon with special
consideration and relation to his mystical experiences and bipolar
(manic-depressive)disorder. Pilgrim Simon presents his spiritual
life story as a sufferer from manic depression and as a person who
has had a number of mystical encounters with the Divine. This story
charts his entrance into and eventual leaving of Christian
Fundamentalism and his quest to find a deep-rooted, stable and
relevant spiritual orientation in the light of his mood changes.
This document covers a forty year period of Pilgrim Simon's
spiritual quest for the Divine.



	


GROUPS,
CULTS, SECTS AND MIND CONTROL (2011)
A set of outline notes highlighting the techniques and processes
used in dysfunctional groups in order to dishonestly persuade their
members to adopt the group philosophy and remain as members. Though
the main references here are to religious groups, these methods are
also used by any dysfunctional group - be it religious, political
or whatever.

Using these notes, readers should be able to quickly detect the
degree of dysfunctionality in any group to which they belong.



	


CHRISTIANS
SEEKING GUIDANCE FROM GOD (2011)
Even for Bible-believing Christians, seeking God's guidance in
every day circumstances can sometimes seem to be a difficult task.
On some issues, the Bible is plain but in other areas, Christians
seem to be on less certain ground and may resort to methods and
approaches that lead them into error and difficulty, or they may
sub-consciously interpret their own desires and preferences as
God's will for them with equally disastrous results. Sometimes,
these mistakes can cost the believer emotionally, financially and
in terms of personal relationships and faith cause many
difficulties. This study seeks to cut through some of the potential
pitfalls to offer a more considered Biblical view of seeking God's
guidance and will for the Christian.



	


MYSTICISM,
MADNESS AND MANIA (2011)
Drawing from his own personal experience as a sufferer from
bi-polar mood disorder and as a person who has had a number of
mystical, spiritual experiences, Pilgrim Simon explores the themes
of religious mania, so-called 'mental illness' amd immediate or
mystical experiences of the Divine. In so doing he seeks to draw
out distinguishing features that differentiate mystical experience
from manic mood phases and from schizophrenic displays of religious
delusion. He draws from the Transpersonal model of Ken Wilber and
also from the approach of Personal Constuct theory and the research
of Julian Jaynes on the Bicameral mind. This study leads to
questions about the very foundations of psychology and psychiatry
and the forms of analysis and diagnosis that they may make
concerning mystical or transcendent spiritual experience.

Pilgrim Simon has studied spirituality and religion for over
forty years. He has an Honours degree majoring in Psychology and
Post graduate qualifications in counselling.



	


CHRISTIAN
REVELATION (2011)
This study is concerned with that area of Christianity known as
'spiritual gifts', or 'charismata' and particularly the gifts of
revelation and inspiration - and God's guidance.

Initially, these gifts are explored and defined in Biblical
terms with a Calvinist interpretation, but as the study progresses
it becomes more and more evident that tests are needed to be
applied witrh regard to claims of experiences of spiritual gifts in
order to prevent the Christian believer from being decieved,
mistaken or deluded by false gifts and influences.

Where better to look then than to THE outstanding example of
Christian God-inspired revelation - the Bible itself. In taking
this course we are led to a critical exploration of the very
foundations not only of Christian Fundamentalism and the Bible, but
to the foundations of Christianity itself.



	


SPIRIT, SELF
AND EGO (2011)
Who are we? What is our 'self'? What do we mean when we talk
about 'ego'? Are 'ego' and 'self' the same thing? Exactly what is
human nature? Do we have a spiritual dimension to our nature?

Do we have a soul? Or are we just material, physical bodies? The
answers that we give to these questions affect our assumptions and
understanding in practical disciplines of social science such as
psychology and psychiatry as well as affecting our approach to
spirituality.

In this study, Pilgrim Simon seeks to answer these questions and
provide a foundation for theories of understanding ourselves.



	


THE
CHARACTER AND NAMES OF GOD (2011)
What is God like? What sort of characteristics, qualities or
attributes does the Divine have? Many spiritually-minded people
picture God using the Names ascribed to the Divine: God is Love,
Mercy, Father, Judge and so on. Some tend to think of God as
'Big-Person-in-the-sky' looking down on us, ordering events around
us and keeping a record of all that we do and say ready for us to
give an account of our lives.

In this study, Pilgrim Simon gets beneath these ideas to find
something far more transcendent and intimate, resulting in a view
of God that challenges many religious and orthodox ideas about what
God is like, and suggests a way through religious division,
conflict and dogma.



	


THE
SONG OF SIMON - A SPIRITUAL JOURNAL (2011)
The 'Song of Simon' is a spiritual journal that faithfully
records the content of a series of mystical encounters experienced
by Pilgrim Simon over the course of a few months at the turn of the
millennium. Though allegorical and mythical in its symbolism, the
philosophical and theological content is at times quite profound.
In general, it resonates with the approach of non-dualists and core
views of spiritual thinkers such as Ibn al-Arabi, Shankara and
Meister Eckhart - though at the time of writing this journal, these
authors were unknown to Pilgrim Simon.

The text provides a rich reservoir of spiritual philosophy and
provides the springboard for the spiritual studies written by
Pilgrim Simon over the last decade.



	


LEAVING
CHRISTIAN FUNDAMENTALISM - THE BIBLE AND AUTHORITY
(2011)
The rallying call of the Protestant Reformers was 'sola
sciptura' - Scripture alone. For modern Christian Fundamentalists,
The Bible forms THE tangible spiritual authority as God's inerrant
Word and therefore it forms the ONLY rule of faith and conduct. All
beliefs and conduct are brought under its searching light.

But is Christian Fundamentalism correct in taking this position?
In this study, ex Christian Fundamentalist and Calvinist Pilgrim
Simon considers over sixty questions concerning the foundation and
ground of authority for the Christian's faith and conduct and in
doing so lays the axe to the root of Fundamentalism and begins to
question the very basis of orthodox Christianity itself.



	


Essays on
spirituality - Volume 1 (2011)
'Essays on spirituality' consists of over a dozen short and
medium length articles on spiritual themes. They were written as
the author was coming to an understanding of his own mystical
experiences and the theological and philosophical content that they
displayed. References are made to the Journal of these experiences
- 'The Song of Simon' - also available on Feedbooks.

The themes covered in this volume include:

ABANDONING MATERIALISM

CHARACTERISTICS OF MYSTICAL EXPERIENCE

CHRISTIANITY AND MODERN SPIRITUALITY

DEATH AND THE AFTERLIFE

DEGREES OF IGNORANCE

EVIL – ITS ORIGIN AND PERSISTENCE

THE EXPERIENCE MEETING

THE SPIRITUAL WISDOM OF THE CHILD?

GOD, TRUTH AND PERPETUAL TRANSFORMATION

GOD’S WILL AND PLEASURE…IN THE BEGINNING

HARMONISING RELIGIONS

THE HEART

THE INTRINSIC PATH

KNOWING ME, KNOWING GOD – AHA!



	


SPIRITUAL
FELLOWSHIP (2011)
Should spiritually minded people gather together for devotion,
worship and praise of God? Should they gather together for
teaching? Who is it exactly who teaches? What do they teach? What
is it exactly that they worship? What happens when individual
understandings of what God is like different from or even
contradict the views of other spiritual travellers? How should any
such meeting be structured and organised? Given that there are
different levels of transcendence in spirituality, which is the
most appropriate spiritual path to follow?

In this study, Pilgrim Simon addresses these issues of practical
spirituality.



	


THE
MEANING OF PERSONAL REVELATION (2011)
In the course of engaging in spiritual exercises such as
contemplation, prayer, mindfulness and meditation some people may
experience an immediate encounter with the Divine - a mystical
experience in which they may receive teaching and guidance in
spiritual matters.For some in Christianity, the whole Bible is
declared to be inspired revelation.

What principles shouls we use in seeking to understand the
meaning of such literature and experiences? What is the meaning of
a spiritual dream? If the Absolute makes a representation to us in
metaphor, allegory or symbol, how then do we understand this
content? What is the sense or significance of mystical literature?
What is the purpose underlying or intended by such accounts? What
is the true interpretation, value, or message that such and
experience and literature seeks to convey?

In this study, Pilgrim Simon seeks to address such
questions.



	


COVENANT
HISTORY AND THE HOLY SPIRIT (2011)
This study began with the question: 'Did the Holy Spirit indwell
believers in Old Testament times?' Many modern Christians place an
emphasis on the regeneration and indwelling of the Holy Spirit as
an essential part of salvation. If this is the case, in what sense
was the Holy Spirit given at Pentecost? In seeking to answer these
kinds of questions, the author, Pilgrim Simon, found himself
exploring the history of just how God dealt with his people via a
series of 'covenants' or relationships leading up to the New
Covenant in Christ. The progression through these covenants reveals
changes in relationships with and discoveries about the Divine as
the plan of redemption is unfolded. It also questions some of the
assumptions made by some Christians today.



	


WHO
DO MEN SAY THAT I AM? (2011)
Who is Jesus? The answer may seem obvious to those in the west
brought up in Sunday Schools and thus reasonably familiar with the
Bible tales of Jesus. But in fact, things are more complex than
that because the Bible documents are not quite what they appear to
be at first sight or face value. Yet we have little knowledge of
Jesus outside of these Biblical texts. To make things worse, we
have centuries of church tradition which in some cases masks and
hides a more accurate picture of what Jesus was like.

In this study, Pilgrim Simon, an ex Christian Fundamentalist,
explores the very foundation of Christianity itself in seeking to
get to the roots of just who Jesus was.



	


A
CRITIQUE OF CHRISTIAN FUNDAMENTALISM (2011)
Many of us are familiar with the term 'Christian
fundamentalism'. It is a term that that through constant use in the
media often creates in our minds a stereotypical image of a naive
literalistic faith coupled with a somewhat dogmatic and intolerant
attitude - especially with regard to modern science.

In this short study, ex Christian fundamentalist Pilgrim Simon
gives an outline critique of the Christian fundamentalist system
and believer.



	


LAYNTON
LAINTON FAMILY HISTORY (2011)
An outline one-name study and history of the Laynton/Lainton
family originally from the Staffordshire/Shropshire borders in
England.

The history of the family is traced back to the 1500's and
reveals a typical working class story from the beginning of the
reign of Elizabeth the first, through the English Civil Wars, the
industrial revolution and two world wars, with family members
spreading all over the world. This study would be of interest to
anyone with the Laynton/Lainton name as their own name or in their
familiy history and also to students of social history, since a
great percentage of the Laynton/Lainton's in the world are included
in this one name study.

The appendix contains wills and census records, apprenticeship
records and a full chronological index of births, marriages and
deaths from the 1500's up to 1995.

You should note that some parts of he appendix are intended for
computer display and may not be spaced correctly on mobile
devices.



	


TOWARDS A
21ST CENTURY CHRISTIANITY (2011)
In the light of textual, historical and scientific criticism and
resulting re-evaluation of the Bible, can we actually begin to form
any sort of view about what Christianity is and who Jesus was? Is
there anything left after these radical deconstructions?

Ex Christian fundamentalist Pilgrim Simon makes a personal
evaluation of Christianity today, cutting through fundamentalist
thought and years of orthodox theology and practice to try and
arrive at what the essence of Christianity really was and is and
what theology it would embrace in the light of these modern
criticisms.



	


The
Visions of St. Paul and the Judeo/Christian orthodox tradition
(2011)
The visions of the resurrected Jesus experienced by the Apostles
and the Apostle Paul in particular form the basis of new Testament
and earcly Christian orthodoxy. On the basis of his Damascus Road
experience and other, similar spiritual experiences that followed
it, Paul received a theology that formed the basis of his message
to the non-Jewish community or Gentiles. Paul's writngs and the
writings of his associates or followers make up most of the New
Testament. This essay explores the context and content of these
visions and draws out implications for any contemporary Christian
faith.



	


Do
mystics become God? (2011)
Some mystics, following their transcendent spiritual
experiences, claim unity or oneness with God - to the point of
declaring that they themselves are Divine or an Incarnation of God.
This short essay explores this theme of Deification and asks if
such mystics and gurus are correvt in their assertions.



	


The
Spiritual Matrix - Questionnaire and results analysis
(2012)
How spiritual and transcendent is your thinking and behaviour?
Where would you place yourself on the spiritual landscape? This
questionnaire lists 72 statements about spirituality and asks you
to rate them in terms of how much you agree or disagree with them.
It then gives you guidance on how to analyse your ratings and gives
you a personal spiritual profile and indicates your degree of
transendence. It also places your position on a spiritual map. The
questionnaire takes about 20 - 30 minutes to complete and ful
details of how to understand your ratings are given.



	


The
Spiritual Matrix - Mapping spiritual transcendence - Full study
(2012)
The spiritual landscape can sometimes be daunting and confusing
such that approaches to spirituality that seem on the surface to
promote personal growth and insight may in the end turn out to be
regressive and a hindrance. It can be useful to have some sort of
‘map’ to help us to orientate ourselves in this sometimes
bewildering scene.

In exploring commonly accepted categories of spiritual ideas and
spiritual pathways, the author builds up a spiritual matrix in
which various points of view and practices with regard to
spirituality can be rated to provide us with our own personal
spiritual code. This matrix reveals the depth and scope of our
reactions to spiritual ideas and practices, whether we support or
oppose them as well as indicating the degree of transcendence of
our spiritual philosophy and practice.

This study is divided into three parts – Part one: A
questionnaire to rate your own spiritual views and practices, Part
two: A discussion of the theoretical approach, Part three: An
analysis of your questionnaire results.

Along the way, the author discusses proto-science,
pseudo-science, souls, ancestor veneration, spirits, fairy folk,
deities, magic, alchemy, materialism, mysticism, Astrology,
Mediums, religion and non-dualism.



	


A
Critique of Christian Fundamentalism (2012)
The articles and essays in this collection deal with the
fundamentalist idea of absolute truth, the Christian Fundamentalist
system and the people that subscribe to it. The foundation of
Christian Fundamentalism is looked at – the idea that the Bible is
a closed revelatory book which is without major error or
contradiction. A whole series of questions relating to spiritual
and moral authority in the church are explored The founding figure
in Christianity, Jesus Christ is looked at in order to explore what
Jesus really seemed to teach and how orthodox ideas were developed
and established around him as the central figure of the faith.
Since the thought of the Apostle Paul makes up most of the New
Testament, we explore where he obtained his ideas. There are also
brief articles on the nature of belief, why leaving fundamentalism
can be so hard and a look at groups sects and cults. There is also
an exploration on what a 21st century might look like and the
testimony/spiritual biography of the author.
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