
      
         
            
         
      

   


‘If you think a “manifesto” about Christianity must be something stern, abstract and doctrinaire, think again. Dave Tomlinson’s heartfelt storytelling shows how Christian life unfolds in response to a God “as pervasive as the air about us, as universal as breathing.” This is a generous and faithful book.’

Sara Miles, author of Take This Bread and City of God

 

‘Like Jesus, Dave Tomlinson tells compelling stories from everyday life which re-frame both our idea of God and of what it means to be human. Be warned, these stories could change your life. Be reassured, it will be for the better . . . If this is what it means to be a bad Christian, sign me up.’

The Right Revd Clive Gregory, Bishop of Wolverhampton

 

‘I confess: there are days when religion and its discontents get me down. But then Dave Tomlinson comes along and articulates a way of being faithful that puts a smile on my face, a song in my heart, a dance in my step, and hope in my heart. I’m grateful for The Bad Christian’s Manifesto, and for the sagely and winsome insight of Dave Tomlinson.’

 Brian D. McLaren, author of We Make the Road by Walking 

 

‘For all those bruised by life and demonised by the church, here is an oasis of sanity – a way of finding the bigger picture despite the sneering of small minds. This is the Honest to God for the twenty-first century.’

Mike Riddell, author of The Insatiable Moon

 

‘Wherever you are on the scale of believer to non-believer, Dave has that rare ability to be able to communicate with you. This book has something that we can all take away, regardless of our religious perspective. Dave speaks to our core and reassures us in this often confusing world that “perfection is not required of us, we are accepted. And that is all.”’

Pippa Evans, comedian and co-creator of the Sunday Assembly
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1. A tired old man upstairs

can I still believe in God?

 

Against some images of God the revolt of atheism is an act of pure religion.

 Walter Wink

 

No one could forget Jim’s funeral – the one where the Sex Pistols showed up instead of Frank Sinatra.

Despite a rainstorm of near biblical proportions, more than three hundred people arrived at the crematorium. Those who couldn’t squeeze into the chapel peered through the open door from the entrance hall, some even stood outside in the rain listening to the service relayed from speakers.

Grief strikes hard when a person dies young, and at just thirty-five years, it felt like Jim’s life had barely begun. When six of his friends carried his coffin into the chapel, the sobs and moans were so loud I could scarcely make myself heard. But little by little, the tears and groans morphed into smiles and laughter when one speaker after another related funny and moving accounts of Jim’s short but eventful life.

The stories and tributes over, I invited the congregation to join me in commending Jim to God’s loving care.

Nothing now remained but for me to hit the button to send Jim on his way. Glancing towards the chapel attendant, I nodded for the final track to commence.

That’s when it happened. Bellowing through the speakers: the debauched, warbling sneer of Sid Vicious:

[image: ]

And n-o-o-o-w the end is n-e-e-e-e-ar,

And so I fa-a-a-ce the final curt-ain.

. . . Ha Ha Ha, . . .

 

The entire gathering stood stock-still as the contemptuous obscenity in the next line of the song reverberated around the chapel. There was a pause; an intake of breath. Then, in one gloriously anarchic moment, every single soul erupted into rapturous applause and laughter. ‘Jim, you crazy bugger!’ one man shouted above the tumult, ‘We love you!’

‘WE LOVE YOU!’ the congregation hollered back in unison, as if rehearsed.

Everybody laughed . . . and cried . . . and laughed . . . all the way to the pub.

Frank Sinatra’s ‘My way’ is probably the nation’s favourite funeral song but no one had requested the Sex Pistols’ version – until Jim. I swear I heard him giggling in the background as the congregation stood open-mouthed.

Jim was HIV-positive and died of an AIDS-related illness. We met in the hospital where he spent his final months and where I served as the chaplain. Our many conversations on the ward focused mostly on music and football. Jim was allergic to religion. Which is why it surprised me when he asked if I would take his funeral.

I find it strange and slightly disconcerting to plan someone’s funeral with the person sitting there in front of me, large as life. I never get used to that. But Jim eased the process with his dark humour and reassuring, down-to-earth manner.

When it came to discussing the final song he stuck to his guns despite a barrage of protests from his partner, Mario. ‘It’ll be a blast,’ Jim said, grinning from ear to ear. ‘I only wish I could be there to see their faces.’

‘Yeah. That’s the problem,’ Mario piped up. ‘I will be there!’

We laughed, like three mates sharing a joke in the bar after work.

Just before leaving, I reached across the bed to give Jim a hug. He recoiled sharply, exclaiming: ‘No, Dave! Don’t touch me. Don’t touch me. I’m unclean.’

‘Unclean?’ I said. ‘What on earth are you talking about, unclean?’

It turned out that in his early teens Jim attended a church with tub-thumping sermons about the ‘abomination’ of homosexuality. He knew he was gay from a young age but never told anyone until he confessed to the vicar. After that he became engulfed in weeks of so-called ‘counselling’ which was actually nothing short of emotional abuse. Week-in, week-out, the vicar attempted to ‘deliver’ Jim from a ‘spirit of homosexuality’. A confused teenager, he went along with it, trying his best to change, to become ‘normal’.

But surprise, surprise, it all came to nothing – Jim still fancied boys, not girls! So he ditched church and religion, came out to his friends and family, and got on with his life as a young gay man. Years later, after contracting the HIV virus, he met Mario. They fell madly in love and lived happily together for ten years prior to his death.

Yet despite turning his back on religion, Jim never quite managed to root out the shame embedded in his teenage psyche. And when I went to hug him, it all burst forth. ‘The last time a man of the cloth put his arm around me,’ he said, ‘it was to tell me “lovingly” that I would go to hell if I didn’t stop looking at boys.’

Jim paused. Winced. Then said, ‘But what if he was right, Dave? What if the “man upstairs” really doesn’t like gays . . . people like me? What if—’

‘Okay. Stop right there, Jim,’ I interrupted. ‘Let’s get this clear: being gay is not a sin. It’s in the same category as being left-handed, or having red hair, or being a boy instead of a girl. You can’t help it. It’s normal. No one chooses to be gay, it’s just who you are – right?’

‘Right,’ he echoed.

‘Trust me, Jim, you were misled. God loves you just as you are: a beautiful gay man. You have your flaws like the rest of us, but being gay isn’t one of them.’

We hugged – and wept. Actually, Jim turned out to be one of the best huggers I have known. We embraced many times in the weeks that followed. And yes, I did manage to convince him that ‘God likes fags’, as he cheekily enjoyed putting it; that God liked him!

I have a basically sunny disposition. I don’t rile easily. But what truly gets my goat is misery inflicted in the name of God. On the way home I pulled the car over, too angry to cry, though I wanted to. Sitting there at the side of the road in silent indignation I contemplated what sort of God makes a man feel unclean for loving another man with all the passion, tenderness and commitment I feel towards my wife? No God that I can recognise, or want anything to do with. That’s for sure!

There and then, I resolved to be an atheist in the face of any God or religion that torments the likes of Jim, or that increases rather than diminishes the sum of human misery. If God exists, she or he has to be better than this.

In my earlier days as a Christian it all seemed so straightforward. When someone asked if I believed in God, I could respond confidently. Yes, of course I believed in God. But now it feels more complicated. It really depends on which God you have in mind.

I don’t believe in an old white man with a beard, sitting in the heavens.

I don’t believe in a God who treats gay people as deviants or as unclean.

I don’t believe in a God who inspires vengeance and war, or incites bigotry and sectarianism.

I don’t believe in a God who consigns people to everlasting torment for not ‘accepting’ Jesus.

I don’t believe in a God who presides over the world like some ‘fat controller’ deciding where and when to intervene in human affairs.

I don’t believe in a God who has some absolute ‘plan’ or ‘design’ for our lives and for the world to which we are supposed to conform, or else.

So what sort of God do I believe in? This is what I hope to reveal in the rest of this book: not with philosophical and theological arguments (though there will be plenty of them tucked away in the background), or by simply quoting creeds and Christian dogma, but mostly by looking at how we experience God in our lives and in the world. And trust me, we do all experience God in some way or other, by whatever name.

Naturally, most people associate God with religion, but I have to say that if I were in charge of God’s public relations, I would definitely see this as a mixed blessing. I might even be tempted to tell the press, ‘God doesn’t do religion!’ A religious God is too small, too narrow, too sectarian. God is either the God of the entire world, of all people – religious and non-religious – or not at all. And, in fact, the experience of God is the most democratic phenomenon imaginable: as pervasive as the air about us, as universal as breathing. Yet like the air about us, like the act of breathing, we are mostly unaware of it.

What I am proposing in this book is that God is not alien to any one of us, religious or not; that there are things identifiable in the experience of all of us to which the name ‘God’ might refer.

Yet the fact remains that for some people the very word ‘God’ is so contaminated by bad experiences and negative perceptions of religion that it is no longer usable. I have a close friend who describes himself as an atheist. I’m not sure that he is, but he certainly has no stomach for religion or for the God it portrays. He is not alone. Millions of people feel alienated by religious beliefs and practices or by their experiences of churches and church people. And sadly, God gets lumped together with this.

In her intriguing song ‘Him’, the pop singer Lily Allen ponders how God may feel about the cruelty and abuse carried out in his name. Teasingly, she wonders if he’s skint or financially secure, and when it comes to election time, who he’d vote for. He certainly wouldn’t ever feel suicidal – his favourite band is Creedence Clearwater Revival. But despite her typical playfulness, the singer poignantly laments that ever since he can remember people have died in his good name.

I grew up thinking that blaspheming, ‘taking God’s name in vain’, meant shouting profanities such as ‘God almighty!’ or ‘Jesus Christ!’ I now think that many so-called profanities are in fact unintentional prayers, and that the real blasphemy is the pain we inflict on people in the name of God, or when we write off whole swathes of humanity because they don’t believe what we believe about God, or use the same religious jargon.

The great Jewish philosopher Martin Buber once proposed a freeze on the use of the word ‘God’. Not because he didn’t believe in God, but because he thought the word was often used in meaningless and even dangerous ways. A ban on ‘God’ isn’t possible, of course, but it is worth pondering the prospect. After all, ‘God’ is just a word – a word that sometimes maligns or slanders the reality to which it seeks to refer. Who knows, perhaps an abstention from God-talk could even lead to a new and better understanding of who or what God is.

Blaise Pascal famously spoke of a God-shaped hole in the human heart – a sense of longing and incompleteness that only God can fill. If that void still exists (and I am sure it does), I fear that the God of organised religion may no longer be adequate to the task. We need a different God, a different vision of God that grips the hearts and minds of people in the twenty-first century.

In a fascinating conversation following a recent wedding, a marketing executive told me bluntly, ‘the God “brand” needs reinventing. The world has changed, religion is out of fashion, and God feels irrelevant.’ I think he has a point.

Last year I went on a radio show just before Christmas to discuss why it is that lots of people suddenly turn up at church for Midnight Mass or Christmas morning. ‘Doesn’t it annoy you that they stay away all year, then just roll up when it suits them?’ the presenter asked me.

‘Maybe that’s the only time that we have something on offer which they really want,’ I replied. ‘If I opened a shop on the high street and nobody came in to buy my products, it would be a bit rich to blame the customers for not turning up. I’m not saying that religion is a product to market and sell, but if the church isn’t in some way meeting a demand or a perceived need, there is no point in moaning when people don’t turn up.’

There is an old religious joke about a man who fell off the edge of a cliff but managed to grab the branch of a tree growing out of the side of the rock. Hanging on for dear life, the man yelled ‘Help! Is there anybody up there?’ A voice came back, ‘Yes, this is God, and I can help you. But you must trust me. Just let go of the branch and I will save you. All will be well.’ There was a short pause. The man wriggled his hands to get a better grip, and then shouted, ‘Is there anybody else up there?’

Most people today are not greatly antagonistic towards the notion of God; militant atheism remains a small minority interest. But many have lost confidence that the voice of God in religion has much useful to say. God has become like a tired old man in the background, to be ignored.

Yet there is plenty of spiritual hunger about. Lots of people are hanging on to branches, desperately hoping for a helping hand. It’s a matter of credibility. In ancient times it seemed reasonable for a ‘man upstairs’ type of God to rule the world from the top floor in a triple-decker universe, but this God no longer translates in a post-Newtonian, a post-Darwinian, and a post-feminist world. The idea of a male God, a kingly figure ‘out there’ ruling the universe, randomly intervening from time to time, now appears silly and untenable to most people. If religion is to continue to make sense we need some different notion of divinity that engages with the circumstances, needs and sensibilities of the twenty-first century.

But the truth is, we have always reinvented God in the light of social, cultural and intellectual developments. ‘God’ evolves with time, or at least, the image and notion of God we hold in our psyche evolves, and it is this process of evolution that enables us to experience God in fresh ways, appropriate to changing circumstances and shifting sensibilities.

At a pastoral level, I help people to reinvent God all the time: to ditch internalised images of God that cause suffering and self-recrimination, and to discover a God of unconditional love, who enables them to flourish and be the people they deep down wish to be.

Jim is a wonderful example of someone whose notion and experience of God was reinvented. Sadly, it occurred just months before he died. Yet the pleasure of knowing that he could finally look deep into his own soul and know that the person he saw was loved and accepted by God will live with me forever.

This book is a manifesto for change – not in the sense of offering a programme or master plan, more like notes on the back of a (quite large) envelope. If you are content with your notion of God and of religion (as a believer or a sceptic), or if you feel you have the meaning of life sorted, this book may not be for you.

I write for the discontented, for fellow strugglers – bad Christians/Muslims/Jews/Buddhists/Hindus/pagans/agnostics/atheists – who sense that, perhaps, beyond their doubts and questions, beyond their discontent, stands a mystery worth exploring, which some of us call God.
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2. Bad Christian meets good atheist

arguments about religion are boring

 

Only an atheist can be a good Christian; only a Christian can be a good atheist.

 Ernst Bloch

 

It’s Sunday morning, 11am.

The once grand but now dilapidated Victorian church in North London is packed to the rafters: every seat taken, every inch of standing room occupied. Volunteers bunch the chairs closer together, adding benches and children’s seats wherever possible to squeeze a few more bodies in. But that’s it. No space left. The doors are closed. Dozens of latecomers are turned away.

It’s a vicar’s dream!

But there is no vicar.

This is no ordinary church service.

The background music from the live band dies down; a hush descends on the congregation. Then a lanky, bearded figure with long gingery hair, a huge grin and booming voice bounds onto the stage and grabs the microphone:

 

‘WOW!

HELLO EVERYONE!

WELCOME TO THE SUNDAY ASSEMBLY!’

 

If Sanderson Jones looks and sounds more like a stand-up comic than a priest, it’s because that is what he is – a stand-up comic. And together with his co-conspirator and fellow comedian, Pippa Evans, he created the Sunday Assembly, a ‘godless congregation’, described as ‘part atheist church, part foot-stomping show, and one hundred per cent celebration of life’.

Godless, the Sunday Assembly may be, but any regular churchgoer who stumbles in by mistake will find much that is familiar. The service follows the time-honoured hymn-sandwich format – but without the hymns, which are replaced with pop songs like ‘Don’t stop me now’ by Queen, and Bonnie Tyler’s ‘I’m holding out for a hero’. Pippa Evans and the band lead the singing, with the enthusiastic congregation following the lyrics on a large screen.

The service also features a reading, a sermon of sorts, some reflective silence that looks remarkably like prayer, and the obligatory collection to cover costs, during which people are encouraged to greet those sitting around them. Afterwards, people stay for a nice cup of tea and a biscuit.

The idea for the Sunday Assembly emerged from Jones’s comedy gigs, where he encouraged his audiences to get to know one another, and they in turn pressed him for ways to stay in touch and even build small groups. There was clearly a hunger for community, he decided, and perhaps others would feel, as he did, that words like ‘awe’ and ‘transcendence’ should not be the preserve only of religion. ‘So why not a church for the godless? After all, atheists have got just as much right to meet up, sing a few songs, and have a cup of tea with a stranger,’ Sanderson reflects.

The idea struck a chord. Within months of its launch the Sunday Assembly grew to 600 regular attenders, with hundreds of requests pouring in for congregations to be rolled out in cities across the world. Not everyone who attends is ‘godless’. Being atheist is not obligatory. Many are simply not religious; some are even churchgoers who prefer this to regular church.

Not long after the Assembly was launched, I met Sanderson for coffee, introduced by a mutual friend. We instantly hit it off. I loved his big personality, his infectious laughter which made the whole coffee shop turn around to see what was going on, and the twinkle in his eye which said he didn’t take himself too seriously.

I also quickly sensed that Sanderson was no ideologue. His brand of ‘not God’, as he likes to call it, has little in common with the dogmatic, evangelical atheism of a Richard Dawkins. After reading my book How to be a Bad Christian . . . and a Better Human Being, Sanderson commented that my approach to Christianity was similar to his towards atheism. By which, I think he meant that neither of us is a fundamentalist – someone who deals in black and white certainties, with no shades of grey. Sanderson actually says that he thinks atheism is boring – ‘Why are we defining ourselves by something we don’t believe in?’

With a rapidly burgeoning congregation, and a shed-load of previously unthought-of questions to grapple with, Sanderson was eager to pick my brains, to learn some tricks of the ‘trade’. We laughed at the irony of it all, especially when he recommended my book to an inquisitive waiter who browsed the copy sitting in front of us: ‘You should read it. It’s very good,’ the waiter was told.

A couple of months later, I was invited to give a ‘sermon’ at the Sunday Assembly’s Easter service. Easter and atheist are words most of us would not normally place in the same sentence, but Sanderson and Pippa thrive on intriguing contradictions.

I felt honoured to give a talk at the Sunday Assembly. Not many vicars get asked to speak at an atheist ‘church’. I also relished the topic I was given: ‘The power of stories, myths and metaphors as ways of seeing the world – and why Easter remains a compelling story.’1

Philip Pullman states that after nourishment, shelter and companionship, stories are the thing we need most in the world. I think he is right. Stories nourish the imagination. They enrich life on so many levels. They also play a massive part in the way we make sense of the world – religious stories, in particular.

But do our stories have to be true in order to give a true picture of things? Is fact and literal truth the only kind of truth that counts? This was the question I addressed in my talk.

Very often, when people suspect that I’m a woolly liberal instead of a proper Christian they test my orthodoxy with questions about the virgin birth and the bodily resurrection of Christ. Don’t get me wrong, I love a good argument; I can happily debate the finer points of theology until the cows come home (and often do, my wife tells me!). But these questions are mostly predicated on the assumption that we have to be one kind of literalist or another: either a religious literalist who equates truth with fact, or a scientific literalist who also equates truth with fact but from the reverse standpoint.

The religious literalist assumes that a story cannot be true unless it is factual; the scientific literalist argues that because religious stories are not factual, they obviously cannot be true. I am not a literalist of either variety. I dislike all kinds of fundamentalism – religious and secular. But I do believe in truth, which is ultimately greater than facts and literal explanations. Anybody who loves art and music, or appreciates poetry and literature, knows that truth and fact do not necessarily add up to the same thing. I heard about a Native American Indian storyteller who prefaced his account of his tribe’s creation myth with, ‘I don’t know if it really happened this way, but I know that this story is true.’

I have preached in many churches, addressed many Christian events around the world, but I don’t believe I have experienced a more receptive audience than the Sunday Assembly, which convinces me that a far more constructive engagement can occur between atheists and people of faith than we have witnessed in recent times. Perhaps the Sunday Assembly represents a shift towards post-New Atheism,2 a more mellow, less dogmatic position, which, as Sanderson says, feels less driven to define itself by what it doesn’t believe. The motto of the Sunday Assembly is ‘Live better, help often, wonder more.’ Who cannot subscribe to that?

The starting point for a more positive engagement is the assumption that we are fundamentally looking for the same things, though pursuing them in different ways, under different headings. So far as I can tell, Pippa, Sanderson and their atheist friends in the Sunday Assembly are looking for truth and meaning with similar fervour and openness to me and my Christian friends. They too hope for a more just and compassionate world; they too try to make good choices in life; they too feel grateful to be alive in a wondrous universe; they too are looking for ways to enrich their lives and those of others; they too value honesty and integrity. But for whatever reasons they find the word ‘God’ just doesn’t work for them.

Arguing about God and religion can become very tedious. However, looking for common ground, for ways to collude in the cause of love, peace and justice in the world – that gets very exciting.

When Sanderson and I met in the coffee shop, there were no labels, no ‘Christian’ and ‘atheist’, just two people who soon discovered that they liked each other and became friends. Equally, when I stood to address the Sunday Assembly I didn’t look out at an ‘atheist’ congregation needing to be converted, but at a gathering of human beings – friends and fellow travellers – meeting to deepen their experience of life, and to become better citizens of the world.

The problem with words like ‘Christian’ and ‘atheist’ is that they become categories to slot people into without discovering anything about the people themselves. Personally, I don’t really care what label a person wears, I want to know about that person: what motivates them and why, what are their passions and longings, where have they come from on their journey, and where would they like to be?

After my talk at the Sunday Assembly, I joined the throng of ‘godless’ who piled into a nearby pub – debating God and ‘not-God’ is thirsty business! Before long a group huddled around me, asking questions about my talk.

‘I was surprised – and a little disturbed – at how much I liked what you said,’ Jonny confessed, sipping on his beer. ‘It tempted me to check out church again. Trouble is, when I hear Christians talk about God I mostly cringe. It’s like God is their mate, or something. I find it really embarrassing.’

I agreed. I too find religious God-talk awkward and uncomfortable at times.

‘But do you really think God exists?’ Michelle asked.

‘What is God?’ someone else piped up.

‘I think God is a security blanket for people who can’t cope,’ another person chipped in.
OEBPS/OPF/embim1.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo.zoom4.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





OEBPS/OPF/embim3.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/embim2.jpg





OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
The

bad

Christian’s
manifesto

Dave Tomlinson





