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THE VISIONS
OF THE APOSTLE PAUL AND THE JUDEO/CHRISTIAN
TRADITION  

 

REFICIATION

 

Reification refers to the projecting of
the contents of a subjective experience to some sort of external
existence, such that these contents are considered to have an
objective, independent existence ‘out there’. It is to transfer
something subjectively perceived and imagined into something that
has an independent, concrete, objective existence. In spirituality
it is a danger that we have to be constantly aware of. With the
reification of an experience there arises a whole raft of burden of
proof: If we say something like, for example, an angel, exists ‘out
there’ then it is quite right that people ask should ask for proof,
for evidence of it’s objective existence and it is reasonable for
people to want to observe, measure and have such proof or evidence
for the existence of this angel. However, not all mystics or those
who have spiritual experiences claim such objectivity to their
perceptions and experiences – they do not all insist that their
experiences have an objective, independent existence ‘out there’.
The Hindu teacher Shankara, for example, argued that such notions
of objectivity are a mere projection on our part and that the
contents of these experiences have no substance.

 

 

REIFICATION AND THE JUDEO/CHRISTIAN
TRADITION

 

However, reification is the
tradition within early Judaic/Christian thought. Thus, if a person
had some sort of unusual, subjective experience whereby they had an
unusual, transcendent experience whereby they saw, let us say, an
angel, then this experience became interpreted as being an
objective occurrence – it was considered that an angel literally
appeared to them in objectively real, physical space ‘out there’
and communicated to them - as opposed to any idea of the person
concerned having an internal, subjective image and sound arising in
their minds. When Jewish people in the Old and New Testaments had
unusual dreams or had visions or heard voices, the tradition was
that they were often understood as objective visitations. The
Judaic tradition did not merely say ‘I had an unusual dream’ or ‘I
had an ecstatic experience whereby I went into a trance and heard a
voice or saw certain images’. On the contrary, their traditional
interpretation of such experiences was to reify the contents of
these experiences to concrete objective reality. Thus, they would
say: ‘God appeared and spoke to me in a dream’, or ‘When I was
praying the Temple, an Angel appeared to me and gave me a command
from God’ and so on.

 

 

REFICIATION AND TRANSCENDENT
EXPERIENCE

 

Indeed, it must be said that some
mystical or transcendent spiritual experiences do appear very Real.
This is because when we experience them, we operate in a different
and non-usual mode of awareness. Normally, we are active in the way
that we interpret our experiences and perceptions of the world – we
actively categorise, conceptualise, label, systematise, synthesise
and place values on our experiences in order to make sense of our
world so that we can make effective predictions concerning outcomes
and thus function and survive in the world. This means that to a
great degree our experiences and perceptions are mediated through
our conceptual, linguistic and value categories that we have
created throughout our life – we assimilate experiences through a
hierarchical web of meaning and value. Mystical experiences however
are often described as Immediate or Non-meditated, and we are often
Passive rather than active such that we feel that they are Received
rather than actively created by us. Transcendent spiritual
experiences, whether arising spontaneously, or through the practice
of meditation or through the taking of drugs, tend to various
degrees, to by-pass our usual, active-rational mode of being and
functioning. Indeed, the taking of drugs or the practice of
meditation or contemplative prayer serves to quieten and subdue our
active-rational mind. It is this temporary bypassing of the
active/rational mode that gives the sense of Directness, Immediacy
and Transcendence and thus the contents of such experiences appear
very Real and True.

 

 

REIFICATION AND ASSURANCE

 

The cultural tradition that the contents
of such unusual experiences have an objective existence ‘out
there’, when taken together with the Immediacy, Directness and
sense of Truth and Reality of this non-usual mode of being, can
produce a very great certainty, assurance and confidence and may on
later reflection lead to deep theological insights. It is common
with mystical experience that afterwards, the powers and functions
of the rational mind are brought to bear on it in order to evaluate
and understand it. Such an insightful doctrinal scheme together
with the confidence with which it is held may well carry on in
those that become followers or advocates of the person who had the
original experience and indeed, a new form of religious orthodoxy
may well be established as a result.

 

 

PAUL AND THE DAMASCUS ROAD
EXPERIENCE

 

I suggest that this exactly what
happened with the disciples and the Apostle Paul after the death of
Jesus. Their culture and tradition did not incline them to say: ‘I
had a vision, dream or subjective experience where it seemed to me
that I saw Jesus risen from the dead’. Rather, their tradition and
culture inclined them to say: ‘The risen Jesus appeared to me in a
dream or vision – therefore, he is literally alive and risen from
the dead! I know that that this is true because Jesus has appeared
not only to me but to others as well!’ Paul, after his Damascus
Road experience, went into effectual retreat for a number of years
during which time he had more immediate experiences, the contents
of which informed and shaped the theology which he established and
formulated in the light of his experiences, background and culture.
He avoided communicating with the disciples of Jesus for quite some
time, eventually meeting with them to verify his understanding and
become an associate with them. It is this theology that dominates
the New Testament literature and also makes up its oldest texts,
written about 18 – 20 years after the death of Jesus. Three of the
gospels, though seemingly based on an older narrative of the life
of Jesus, were not to be written for another thirty or forty years.
The fourth Gospel attributed to John is written last of all and
takes a more mystical strand.

 

Returning to the Apostle Paul, the
writer of the Gospel attributed to Luke, potentially an associate
of Paul, gives three accounts of Paul’s Damascus Road experience in
the book of Acts in Chapters 9, 22 and 26. They stand together
reasonably well in agreement:

 

Saul as he was then known, was a strict
traditional Jew – a Pharisee, one skilled in Judaic law, and he was
ardently and obsessively opposed to this disruptive and upstart
sect of Christianity that had emerged within Judaism. Saul went
around issuing murderous threats and persecuting Christians,
arresting them and having them put to death, approving for example
of the stoning of Stephen. He went from synagogue to synagogue
preaching against them, having them punished and forcing them to
blaspheme. He obtained letters of authority from the High Priest to
give authority for his actions and he even went to foreign cities
to hunt Christians down.

 

It was on one such journey, to Damascus,
that about noon, a bright light in the sky blazed around Saul and
his companions and they fell down. Saul heard a voice in Aramaic
saying:

“Saul, Saul, why do you persecute
me?”

Saul asked: Who are you,
Lord?”  

“I am Jesus, whom you are persecuting,”
the voice replied. “Now get up and go into the city and you will be
told what you must do.”

 

The men travelling with Saul were
speechless; they saw the light and they heard the sound but did not
see anyone and they did not understand the sound.

 

Saul got up from the ground, but when he
opened his eyes he could see nothing. So Saul’s companions led him
by the hand into Damascus, because the brilliance of the light had
blinded him. He was blind for three days and did not eat or drink
anything. Eventually Saul’s sight was restored by Ananias. Saul
spent several days with the disciples in Damascus. At once he began
to preach in the synagogues that Jesus is the Son of God. All those
who heard him were astonished and asked, “Isn’t he the man who
raised havoc in Jerusalem among the Christians there?” Yet Saul
grew more and more powerful and baffled the Jews living in Damascus
by showing from Scripture that Jesus is the Messiah.

 

Saul then seems to return to Jerusalem
and while praying in the temple there fell into a trance and saw
the Lord speaking:

‘Quick! Leave Jerusalem immediately,
because the people here will not accept your testimony about
me.’

“‘Lord,’ he replied, ‘these people know
that I went from one synagogue to another to imprison and beat
those who believe in you. And when the blood of your martyr Stephen
was shed, I stood there giving my approval and guarding the clothes
of those who were killing him.’

Then the Lord said, ‘Go; I will send you
far away to the Gentiles.’ ”

 

 

In his letter to the Galatians, Paul
gives us his own account of what followed:

 

‘The gospel I preached is not of human
origin. I did not receive it from any man, nor was I taught it;
rather, I received it by revelation from Jesus Christ. You have
heard of my previous way of life in Judaism, how intensely I
persecuted the church of God and tried to destroy it. I was
advancing in Judaism beyond many of my own age among my people and
was extremely zealous for the traditions of my fathers. But when
God, was pleased to reveal his Son in me so that I might preach him
among the Gentiles, my immediate response was not to consult any
human being. I did not go up to Jerusalem to see those who were
apostles before I was, but I went into Arabia. Later I returned to
Damascus. Then after three years, I went up to Jerusalem to get
acquainted with Peter and stayed with him fifteen days. I saw none
of the other apostles—only James, the Lord’s brother. I assure you
before God that what I am writing you is no lie. Then I went to
Syria and Cilicia. I was personally unknown to the churches of
Judea that are in Christ. They only heard the report: “The man who
formerly persecuted us is now preaching the faith he once tried to
destroy.” And they praised God because of me. Then after fourteen
years, I went up again to Jerusalem, this time with Barnabas. I
took Titus along also. I went in response to a revelation and,
meeting privately with those esteemed as leaders, I presented to
them the gospel that I preach among the Gentiles. I wanted to be
sure I was not running and had not been running my race in vain. As
for those who were held in high esteem—whatever they were makes no
difference to me; God does not show favouritism—they added nothing
to my message. On the contrary, they recognized that I had been
entrusted with the task of preaching the gospel to the Gentiles,
just as Peter had been to the Jews. For God, who was at work in
Peter as an apostle to the Jews, was also at work in me as an
apostle to the Gentiles. James, Peter and John, those esteemed as
pillars, gave Barnabas and me the right hand of fellowship when
they recognized the grace given to me. They agreed that we should
go to the Gentiles, and they to the Jews.

 

 

Now I am not qualified to comment on
Saul’s state of mind as he persecuted the early Christians and
indeed after all these centuries, any such assessment can only be
speculative. Luke seems to quote Saul himself in the strong
descriptions of his obsessive opposition to Christianity.
Certainly, on the Damascus Road, something external
happened – a flash of very bright light from the sky that one way
or another seemed to blind Saul for three days – they all seemed to
see this light and they all heard a sound – but only Saul made
sense of this sound in terms of a voice speaking to him. This puts
some considerable doubt on the external objectivity of this voice –
though perhaps not on the fact that there was a sound – because
only Saul heard it in this way. Typically and consistent with his
Jewish tradition, this whole episode was reified into an external
appearance and communication from Jesus. That Saul was the one most
affected may say more about his mental and emotional state at this
time than about the nature of any of these external events. Saul
certainly seemed to have a predisposition to trances and ecstatic
experiences, because on his return to Jerusalem, he has another
trance experience, reified again as God speaking to him and telling
him to leave Jerusalem. According to his letter to the Galatians,
he relied on further visions and trances, because he says quite
plainly – ‘…the gospel I preached is not of human origin. I did not
receive it from any man, nor was I taught it; rather, I received it
by revelation from Jesus Christ’…that is, in and through a set of
reified experiences. It was quite a few years before he actually
met the disciples in order to verify his message. The gospel that
he preached was approved of by the Jewish disciples in Jerusalem
and he was regarded as one sent to the Gentiles or non-Jews, just
as Peter had been sent to the Jews – both of them declaring Jesus
as the Messiah.

 

This reified view is how these events
are presented to us in the narratives – as though some external
event occurred – as though Jesus literally appeared in the
objective external space ‘out there’- in front of the disciples or
Saul, just as if you or I might stand in front of someone. Thus we
read that Jesus appeared to hundreds of followers following his
death. It does not read that hundreds of followers had subjective
impressions in their minds concerning Jesus. This second
interpretation also sounds far less impressive in terms of any
miraculous event. This way of presenting these events in the New
Testament narrative – that Jesus actually and objectively appeared
– often gives further weight and bias in our own interpretation of
these events, a bias towards an objective event occurring instead
of a subjective one, thus reinforcing and continuing the more
miraculous-sounding reified view. I am not suggesting in any way
that the disciples or the Apostle Paul for example were in any way
duplicitous or dishonest in this. I consider that this is the
traditional, cultural way of interpreting these kinds of events for
those within Judaism. I think that Paul firmly believed that he had
met with Jesus on the Damascus Road, not in terms of a subjective
experience, but in terms of an objective encounter. In the light of
this understanding of the experience and in the light of Paul’s
cultural background and learning in Judaism, he applied his
Pharisaic Judaic theology and extended it to accommodate this new
situation and the Pauline theology of Justification by Faith
emerged as a result. What Paul considered to be the objective
appearance of Jesus after his death on the cross was accommodated
and assimilated within Paul’s Judaic understanding as a Pharisee,
which in turn, was extended and developed to what we know as the
predominant New Testament theology, since the bulk of the New
Testament is either written by the Apostle Paul or by his close
followers or assistants – though there still remain in some
writings – in the Gospel of John in particular – a more mystical
interpretation.

 

By the time that what we now know as New
Testament accounts were put in writing, anything between twenty to
seventy years had passed since the death of Jesus – and more and
more fantastic stories and claims about him were being made. The
view of Jesus changed from him being an influential itinerant
preacher and healer to being the Word of God Incarnate, born of a
virgin, resurrected from the dead and ascended to heaven,
surrounded in his earthly life with miracles and extraordinary
powers. This was becoming the new orthodoxy and soon, those holding
alternative interpretations and views, such as the Gnostics, would
be classed as heretics and systematic attempts to burn and destroy
their writings and silence their teachers and advocates would
follow. In the end, only a few documents would make it into the
canon, or rule of faith known as the New Testament and these would
those documents thought have been written by first-hand witnesses
of the resurrection – namely some of the disciples and Paul.
Through this sort of process, the reified view held by Paul and the
disciples, gained almost total supremacy as the orthodox Christian
view.

 

If we consider that Paul and the
disciples were mistaken in taking a reified view of these
experiences, then we end up with a much more subjective
spirituality – a spirituality of it’s time in the sense that we
could say that God met Saul just where he was – full of anger and
venom concerning Christianity – and led him to deeper insights
using the forms, symbols, types and figures that he was trained and
educated in. Instead of opposing Jesus, he embraced Jesus – but
still accommodated Jesus within his Judaic tradition. Paul did not
stop being a Jew – he came to see that to be a Christian was to be
a True Jew – not to be one circumcised outwardly only, but rather,
inwardly, in the heart. He did not leave his Jewish heritage but
extended and applied it to accommodate Jesus as the Promised
Messiah.

 

 

THE ASSIMILATION OF TRANSCENDENT
EXPERIENCE

 

This is true for all of us – God meets
us where we are – and though there may be some radical change in
our understanding and insight as a result of a mystical or
transcendent spiritual experience - there usually also remains a
continuum and extension of what we have learned. We absorb the
insights gained according to our capacity. Sometimes our existing
system of faith may become more established, more firmly held, with
a deeper conviction. Sometimes we may appear to take on novel and
new interpretations that make those of an orthodox persuasion feel
uncomfortable – or make them feel that in some way we are becoming
unorthodox or heretical. Nevertheless, sometimes, we may even
change our belief system, say by moving from Christianity to
Islamic Sufism or to Hinduism. In this present age of
trans-cultural global knowledge via the Internet and so on, such
outcomes as these may be more common. But whatever theological
scheme seems best suited to our experience our cognitive scheme is
nevertheless a delimited and bounded form that ultimately cannot
embrace the Formless Infinite.

 

But the worst thing that we can do with
regard to transcendent, mystical experience is to reify the
contents of the experience as Paul and the disciples did, because
then the contents are presented to others as objective facts. I
have already said that this then results in a burden of proof being
laid upon those who follow such reified ideas. A fine example is
the six-day creation story in Genesis. This is not necessarily an
example of reification, but it is a passage that can be read
metaphorically or literally – as though it were a series of
objective facts. When this passage is read literally, as though it
were an objective series of facts, then people naturally look for
evidence to substantiate the narrative. Thus we have had more than
one archaeologist claiming to find evidence for a worldwide flood
in Noah’s time, only to be subsequently proved wrong. In the same
way we have the Creation Research groups who constantly seek to
show scientific evidence for a young earth and a literal six-day
creation. Arguments and debates like these can soon become
burdensome and distracting to true spirituality. A similar process
and similar set of problems arise when we reify the content of a
transcendent experience. But in addition to this, reification also
brings in the danger of ultra-orthodoxy. Since the contents of the
transcendent experience are portrayed as actually happening
‘out-there’ then these events become enshrined as THE objective
truth. Paul in particular constantly refers to the fact that he and
others were witnesses of the resurrection (via his reified
understanding of the Damascus Road experience and others like it)
and that he had received teaching from God and in turn had
faithfully declared to others what he had received. These followers
in turn, must remain faithful to this teaching, received it is
believed through a literal, concrete, objective appearance of
Jesus. Thus to deviate from this teaching and tradition is to fall
into error, or worse still, to hold to ideas that are false and
deceitful. Those who persistently hold on to such erroneous ideas
may be classed as guilty slanderers who hold forth a lie – as
heretics who deserve to be cast out in case their deceit and lies
corrupt the true disciples and lead them astray. Before long the
leaders of the church itself persecute them, with bishops ordering
that their studies and written works should be burned. The end
result of this imposition of orthodoxy – of one belief and practice
– are of course organisations such as the Spanish Inquisition, or
events like the Crusades and witch hunts. There is little room in
theologies arising from reified experiences for tolerance, the use
of metaphor, or for mutually existing but different theologies. At
stake, in Christian terms at least, is an eternity in a literal
heaven or hell.

 

 

IMPLICATIONS FOR CHRISTIANITY

 

If we acknowledge that these experiences
are subjective rather than a perception of objective phenomena,
then the whole view changes. For a start, in the example we have
been considering, we see this very much as Saul’s personal
spirituality – an individual having a transcendent experience that
is interpreted within his own personal world-view. When we compare
the Apostle’s teaching with that of Jesus and the Disciples – Paul
adds to and enriches their theology with his own insights that he
has gained through this subjective experience. But it is
nevertheless a very powerful theology – as attested to by its
prominence and survival down to this very day. It speaks to
people’s needs and desires in many ways. But it is also a theology
that is less and less tenable in the light of the scientific
discoveries that have been made in the last century or so. Part of
its power has been in the fact that many of the statements in
Paul’s writings and in the Bible as a whole, could not be disproved
or seriously questioned. But these days, in the light of our
scientific discoveries, it is difficult to hold to the six-day
creation story in Genesis for example. The reified, supposed
‘facts’ of Genesis contradict and oppose discoveries made in
geology, archaeology, astronomy and physics – and this has a knock
on effect in Paul’s theology, as we shall see in a
moment.

 

The Gnostics sought a more metaphorical
view of ideas such as the resurrection – they thought in terms of
Jesus being spiritually resurrected or raised from the dead and
indeed, had a whole range of different metaphors referring for
example to the creation. But early Christian teachers like the
Apostle Paul criticised these teachings as phantasms and as mere
empty imagination in contrast to the basis of his faith and
practice which was based on what was for him a literal physical,
objective occurrence – the bodily resurrection of Jesus, of which
he, through his reified mystical experiences, was a witness. For
Paul, his theology was not based in metaphors, symbols, figures,
types and empty imagination, but in real, concrete, objective
facts. But this theology of Paul’s integrates within it the entire
Judaic system. Paul refers to characters such as Abraham and Moses
to show how their lives and teaching foreshadowed the message that
Paul is preaching. In his explanation of the Headship of Christ,
Jesus is referred to as the Second Adam and Paul makes comparisons
between the first Adam as the head of all humanity and Jesus as the
Second Adam as the Head of all who have faith. Paul’s exposition
seems to demand a literal view of the Genesis account: ‘Therefore,
just as sin entered the world through one man, and death
through sin…if the many died by the trespass of the one
man, how much more did God’s grace and the gift that came by
the grace of the one man, Jesus Christ, overflow to the
many!.’ [Romans 5 v 12, 15. My italics]. If we embrace Paul’s
theology properly, then we are obliged to embrace his view of a
literal Genesis account and much more of the Old Testament in a
similarly literal fashion too.

 

But I have already said that the Judaic
culture had a tradition of reifying transcendent experiences and
indeed, the whole of the Old Testament mixes the reified content of
such experiences with literal events such as battles, the reign of
kings and the general history of Israel. This is why it is so
difficult to take a metaphorical view when using the Bible as a
spiritual guide: the writings of the Bible constantly bring us to
what seem to be concrete, historical events, (however they are
debated and interpreted by historians) – we have biographies,
journeys, rivalries, love affairs, battles and wars, temples being
built, people being taken into slavery and captivity and so on –
all mixed in with the reified contents of transcendent experiences
– so that amongst these events and narratives, we have the world
created in six days, God appearing, Angels appearing, the devil
deceiving, commandments written in stone by the finger of God,
bushes burning without being consumed, the waters of a sea being
parted, people wrestling with God and so on – all described as
actual, objective events. And this is before we consider how these
writings may have been written in such a way that myths and magic
stories became added and infused into them for one reason or
another. As soon as we try to adopt a metaphorical view of these
Judeo/Christian narratives, we seem to be brought back down to the
objective, everyday events within which these magical and
metaphorical images are reified and embedded, making it difficult
to take a purely symbolic and metaphorical interpretation as the
early Gnostics sought to do.

 

The embracing of these Judeo/Christian
ideas and concepts is no longer a tenable option for me. Even as
symbols and metaphors they just no longer work for me and I find
that the Bible constantly draws me back into a more literal view
which in turn generates a reified view of God – usually as
‘Big-Stern-Old-Man-in-the-sky’. But modern discoveries have also
rendered many of these narratives as questionable in content and
historical accuracy. Of course, this is not the case for many
believers, who still sincerely hold to beliefs and loyalty with
regard to their view of Jesus.

 

Where then can we go with this? Is there
any way that we can find a spiritual path through these varying,
conflicting, contradictory spiritual beliefs and loyalties without
finding ourselves either intolerantly dismissing or condemning a
whole swathe of sincere, spiritually minded people to the dustbin
of heresy and hellfire? Can we make any sense of all this or do we
have to consign all spirituality to the drawer marked ‘Irrelevant
nonsense’?

 

 

FORMS OF THE FORMLESS

 

Some mystical traditions refer to the
Divine Absolute as being Formless – no form, concept or object can
adequately encapsulate Divine Spirit. But, we are creatures of form
– we have a bounded form ourselves by having a physical body, and
we live in a material universe that is made up of different bounded
forms. To try and relate to an Absolute Spirit that is Unmanifest
and Formless is therefore actually quite difficult for us and
though it is a spiritual path that is sometimes followed by a few,
the formless, iconoclastic nature of such a path makes it seem very
arid and dry indeed. We are creatures of form and used to relating
to forms and concepts. Even within Christianity, there is a large
section of the Christian community that makes use of altar pieces,
paintings and statues of Jesus, angels, the virgin Mary and so on
as objects and forms that assist worship by giving us some
thing or form to focus on. In other Christian circles, the
use of such statues and paintings is regarded as idolatry. Indeed,
in the Old Testament, carved images of the Divine are forbidden
because such forms cannot encapsulate the Divine and may even be
seen as demeaning of the Divine Spirit. Of course, similarly in
Islam, there is a prohibition on depicting Allah and even the
prophet, for similar reasons. The Apostle Paul contrasts his own
faith with that of idol worship, which on occasion greatly
distressed him. He felt that such worshippers were giving adoration
to lifeless blocks of wood and stone whereas in contrast, he served
an objectively existing, living, resurrected Son of God as opposed
to these lifeless carvings or mere figments of the imagination.
Whatever our approach to such paintings and carvings, it is clear
that we all tend to have some form or image before us when
we worship. With the more austere Calvinist Christians, they may
well strip away all these church ornaments such as stained glass
windows, altar pieces, statues, candles and crosses in order to not
be distracted and to have a minimalist environment, but
nevertheless, you can be sure that they will have an image of Jesus
at the forefront of their minds and imaginations.

 

In all of this, to whatever degree
images and concepts of God are used, whether our worship
environment be very minimalist or very ornate, whatever the object
or image, however different, diverse and even contradictory these
various forms of the Divine may be, the intention of the
worshipper/believer/disciple is Transcendent Absolute. The forms of
the Divine may vary and contradict, the systems and organisations
may vary, but the intention of all is the same – Transcendent,
Formless, Absolute. The Christian, the Jew, the Muslim, the Hindu
and so on all vary and differ in their approaches to and forms of
the Absolute. These different schools of thought cannot be
harmonised without losing some of the essential qualities that
distinguish each approach. In places they contradict one another.
But the intention of all sincere disciples is Absolute Formless
Spirit – That which has no form – which Transcends the limitations
and boundaries of all forms. Problems arise when we fail to
recognise this Divine Transcendence and try to limit the Divine
exclusively to one set of forms, concepts, systems or images.
Rather, at all times, the transience and limitations of all forms
of the Divine should be borne in mind – such forms can only point
to but never encapsulate Absolute Spirit. Indeed, some thinkers
argue that Absolute Spirit is always presenting or manifesting to
us in different and new forms that reveal or point to different
aspects of the Infinite Spirit – a position known as Perpetual
Transformation. Whether this is so or not, different, even
contradictory religious or spiritual forms of the Divine, point to
different aspects and perspectives of Absolute Spirit, but all such
forms and conceptual systems ultimately fall far short of
describing what they point to.

 

This therefore should lead us to
humility at the paucity of our understanding of Absolute Spirit and
a tolerance for others who seek Absolute Spirit but come from a
different pathway – a different culture and background, a different
context and perspective.

 

It may well be that Christian forms of
understanding are suitable and acceptable to you. You may find them
very useful and helpful in your spiritual journey. But we have seen
that Christian ideas and theology are by no means infallible – one
of its foundations – the Bible – is increasingly open to question
with regard to its historical accuracy – even though it continually
draws us back to what appear to be objective historical events.
Even the core foundation of an objective, physical resurrection of
Jesus is open to doubt because of the tendency of the Judaic
culture to reify subjective experiences into objective
reality.

 

 

BUILDING A CONTEMPORARY CHRISTIAN
FAITH

 

In many ways I have been deconstructing
the influence of the Apostle Paul in this essay. Over the
centuries, a Christian theological edifice has been created – much
of it based of the Apostle Paul’s thinking - but now this building
is very much under threat and this threat is right at the very
foundations of the construction, with the Apostle Paul and the
other Apostles. I have indicated some of the potential fault-lines
running through these foundations and some of it may make
uncomfortable reading for sincere Christians. But this has to be
done – we cannot paper over the cracks any more. In order to make
the building sound, we have to make sure that the foundation is
sound. But it is not my intention to demolish the Christian faith –
the word ‘demolish’ implies random destruction. Rather, I have
deliberately used the word ‘deconstruction’ – we are examining the
building carefully, doing a structural survey if you like – and our
attention has been drawn to the foundations that urgently need
attention. I am trying to be systematic rather than random and I am
seeing if we can remedy the situation before the building
collapses. In other words, I am trying to remove those aspects of
the building that are causing it to be unsafe or in danger of
collapse. Only when the foundations are right can we begin to build
a new structure.

 

In order to build a twentieth century
Christian faith we have to try and get back to who Jesus really was
and what he taught. To be a Christian means to follow the teaching
of Jesus - but getting to the essence of who Jesus was and what he
taught means getting not only beyond the Apostle Paul and prior to
the Apostle Paul’s experiences and theological interpretations and
applications, but also getting to grips with exactly what sort of
documents the gospels are, when they were written and who actually
wrote them rather than who they were attributed to. It means trying
to get to their core content before the more magical and miraculous
embellishments were added and gained orthodox
acceptance.
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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.



	


FOUNDATION
FOR CONTEMPORARY SPIRITUALITY (2011)
Older, traditional religious ideas are being questioned and
challenged, but this 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 in this study 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.



	


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.



	


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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