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The Mystical Depth of Religion - Talk
David Tacey

The mystical depth of religion is discovered in its metaphorical and symbolic content. In my book Religion as Metaphor
 I did not wish to imply that all religion is metaphorical, because it is a complex reality that operates at different levels. I have no doubt it is historical in part, nor do I wish to suggest that religion has to be either metaphor or history. It is a combination of both, but there are some aspects of it that are primarily metaphorical, and it is these that interest me. The alarming habit of Western culture has been to read all of Christianity as pure history. If we do this, it remains external to our lives, and much of it remains unintelligible. I would argue it is the absence of the metaphorical understanding of religion that has precipitated its demise in our culture, because it has remained at the literal level for too long. It is the metaphorical dimension that opens up its spiritual depth, and transforms dogma into spirituality. The metaphors of religion are not merely decorative or fictional, but point beyond themselves to metaphysical realities. 
Sacred metaphors are far from fantasies or illusions as rationalists believe; they participate in the realities to which they point. They are not empty; they are metaphors of something. They are the means by which we travel to make contact with the transcendent. We need to see that the metaphysical cannot be described in any other way, but can only be approached through symbols and metaphors which are the best possible expressions of an unknowable divine mystery. If we subscribe to the view that these metaphors are illusions, we cut ourselves off from the means by which we connect to the transcendental. We live in a prosaic age in which symbolic language is not valued, and some think that the sacred ought to be known through reason. However, the finite mind cannot grasp the infinite. Only when we see that symbols and metaphors are the means by which we ascend to spirit, we begin to understand their true value. Once we glimpse the metaphorical dimension of religion, we see it as a set of images which guides the soul toward the spirit. Then religion speaks to us from a deeper level; it is a symbolic system which can direct and illuminate our social and personal transformation. 

Metaphor, myth and symbol are particularly evident in the miraculous dimension of religion. If we miss the metaphorical dimension of the miracles we miss their meaning. It is reading the miracles literally that has put many off religion, causing them to read it as supernatural fantasy. Many say, ‘You can’t believe half or it, so why believe any of it?’ Questioning adults say that religion is a fairytale they have outgrown. It might have meant something to them once, as children, but as adults it is impossible to believe. St Paul wrote to the Corinthians: ‘When I was a child, I spoke like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child; when I became an adult, I put an end to childish ways’.
 So should Christians put an end to childish ways, including reading the Bible as if it were a record of real-life historical incidents. It is astonishing how persistent this has been; it has lasted for hundreds of years, despite scholars and philosophers advising against it over the same period of time. 
When I talk to believers who insist that every word of the Holy Bible is fact, I wonder if the child in them does not want to grow up. Here another scriptural reference suggests itself: Jesus said we must change and become like little children if we want to enter the kingdom of heaven.
 It is the becoming part which is important, because it presupposes that one leaves childhood behind, and becomes an adult, and hopefully a second childhood allows us to enter into the imagination of the spirit. Jesus did not say we should remain as children, but strive for a new innocence. In our life of faith, we should stop thinking like children about miracles, and awaken to the reality that scripture is not the fairytale that children imagine it to be. We must return to the stories with a second innocence, so we can experience their true meaning. The question at the third stage is not did the miracles happen, but what do they mean? 
People of faith face a double task today, and this is demanding and precarious. They need to outgrow childhood naiveté and its reading of scripture, and also outgrow the reductive rationality that often comes with adulthood. The adult in us typically says: this stuff is for children and I am not going to be taken for a fool who believes in tall stories. The typical adult is identified with reason, and this faculty of the mind cannot grasp the meaning of symbol, myth or metaphor. Only facts are important to reason, but the Bible is not about fact, it is about truth. So we are entitled to speak about stages of faith: there is the child stage where everything is treated literally, as if the Bible is narrating magical events and supernatural happenings. Then there is the stage of reason, which tends to dismiss everything as fantasy. O. Reason leads naturally to disbelief and atheism. Many ‘enlightened’ atheists and ‘progressive’ Christians are stuck in this phase; they realise that much of the Bible is metaphorical, but do not move beyond this to the new innocence that Jesus calls for. It is this innocence that allows us to intuit to what the metaphors refer. The metaphors are not empty; they point to realities. O.
The kingdom of spirit does not open to us automatically. The third stage is more difficult than the second; the second occurs naturally, as part of the developmental process. This is why primary school students happily accept Bible stories, but secondary students do not. They rebel against the naiveté of childhood, and religious schools don’t know what to do with them, except to call for continued belief along the lines of conventional faith. But conventional faith needs to transform into deep faith by moving beyond literalism. We should be trying to show young adults how to move from supernaturalism to mysticism, because only mysticism can point the way to the new faith that is asked of us today. This third stage involves effort and insight; it is far more demanding than the first or second. It involves self-exploration, the development of a new consciousness and digging deep into the scriptures for their true meaning. It is possible that the third stage involves activating a dormant and inactive hemisphere of the brain, one that was vibrant and alive in earlier times, but which became shut down by the scientific revolutions of modern times. 
So religion itself is perhaps not to blame for the misrepresentation of scripture; it is part of something larger, a progressive loss of the symbolic consciousness that was active at the time the scriptures were written. Scholars argue that historical reportage was never the intention of the miracle stories, as they were written as poetic narratives, using symbols to explore our relationship with the divine. If this is the case, not ‘believing’ in them as history is not fatal, but the beginning of a return to their original purpose. Ironic as it seems, the collapse of the conventional view that miracles record historical events may be the beginning of our rediscovery of faith, not the end of faith. Faith is not belief in impossible events. It is often misconstrued this way, but faith is the belief that the metaphors of religion point to spiritual realities. ‘Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen’;
 miracles are attempts to make the unseen seen. They are the forms of things unknown. There is a profound mysticism hidden behind the literal reading of scripture by its conventional readers. ‘Christianity is in the first place an Oriental religion, and it is a mystical religion’, said Jean-Claude Barreau,
 and as the accretions of Christianity are stripped away, the mystical dimension of the tradition will become more apparent. 
The West turned a Middle Eastern tradition into something more to its liking, and it did this by reading all the narratives as historical facts. It is imperative that we try to understand how, when and why this took place. We need to translate the stories into terms that make sense, and without such ‘saving translations’
 religion will remain inaccessible and continue to be dismissed as fantasy. Reading religious stories as symbols and metaphors restores their dignity as carriers of wisdom. Some believers find this approach distressing and see it as undermining religion. But my intention is the reverse; it is the literal reading of scripture that undermines its meaning. Scholars are not thanked for their endeavours and rarely understood as engaging in a redemptive task in which religion is saved from a literalism that is destroying it. 
I do not approach religion as a theologian but as a literary scholar who has spent a lifetime exploring metaphor and symbol, using psychoanalysis as an allied discipline to help deepen my appreciation of symbolic forms. Jung was my early inspiration in this work, and I have been encouraged by anthropologists, literary critics and historians such as Northrop Frye, Karen Armstrong and Joseph Campbell. As the research developed, I found many thinkers who ventured along this way, most of whom were ignored or vilified by institutional churches. One of the most insightful explorers of this terrain, who was banned by his Catholic church, is the theologian Eugen Drewermann, who wrote:

The scriptural myths never speak about anything alien or distant from us: ultimately they always deal with our own existence, insofar as it opens itself to the divine.
 
Religion is indeed about us, or more precisely, the mystery of the spirit in which we all participate. It is not just about a few people in the past who were subject to supernatural forces and an interventionist God. Religion is about the potential for holiness within ourselves and our experience, if we can find the key to unlock the symbolic code and enter into the kingdom of spirit. 
The real problem is that ‘myth’ has become heavily discounted in our time, because spirit uses myth to draw us into the metaphysical world. Believers tend to view myths as lies or untruths, and deny that they play a part in scripture, while non-believers see scripture as ‘myth’ in the negative sense of mystification. Despite these points of view, in its original sense, ‘myth’ derives from the Greek mythos, meaning sacred story. But when scholars speak of myths in religion, many assume they are referring to empty fictions. In the past, spiritual truths were always expressed in mythical form. Myths were valued more than historical facts, as it was felt that only this kind of discourse could disclose the deeper truths of existence, and the inner meanings of the lives of holy persons. History was understood as a legitimate discourse, but sacred history could only be conveyed in symbolic forms that drew on time-honoured stories. What myths denote is often figurative, but what they connote is true in that they point to realities. An insight of a school boy sums this up nicely: ‘A myth is something that is true on the inside, but not true on the outside’.

The virgin birth would suffice to make this point. What the virgin birth denotes is an impossibility, in biological and real terms. It never happened as fact, but what it connotes happens all the time and therefore it is true. The virgin birth demonstrates that the Christ child, the Christos, does not require human agency in order to be born in the world. If attentive to the divine imperative, the human soul gives birth to spirit and provides a vessel to hold the spirit in our lives. In the language of myth, this is made a specific event that happened to Mary in the birth of her son, who at the same time is the Son of God, since spirit has a transcendent source and its parentage is elsewhere. But if we look at the inside of this myth, it tells the story of what can happen to each and every one of us, if we attend to the call of spirit in our lives. If we listen to God and his angelic emissary, each of us is Mary who is astonished at the birth of something divine but also human in the soul. Thus the virgin birth is both true and not true at the same time, but its spiritual connotation far outweighs its historical denotation. O.
What makes all the miracles of the New Testament, including the virgin birth, easily misread as history is that they are what David Strauss called in 1835 ‘historicised myths’.
 They are written with the intention of describing what really happens on the inside, not what happened on the temporal surface. So as we read the gospels, the transition between history and myth and back to history is seamless, as that is what the writers were aiming at. They wanted to show that mystical depth and historical surface were related, but we are beguiled into reading the narrative as pure history. Or as professor of medieval history, Lynn White put it, ‘Biblical myths are firmly anchored to the world of everyday happenings because they dramatize the universals discoverable behind temporal events’.
 

Historical events are discerned by the senses, myths by intuition, which is a spiritual perception. Myths are not random exaggerations, but carefully manicured stories that use the iconography of tradition. Myths emerge from the depths of events, rising up as representations of their inner meaning. The writers of myth do not let their imaginations run wild; scripture is a disciplined art of allowing the tradition to speak through them. The sensibility behind myths is visionary and assumes that humans live in two worlds, a world of transitory events and universal truths that run alongside them. We live in time and see things through that perspective; we are grounded in eternity and view things from that perspective. It is a double vision that sees facts and truths simultaneously. Hence in the language of scripture and dogma, the Christos is both fully human and fully divine, but this makes no sense unless we rediscover the consciousness of biblical times. 
We have lost this consciousness, and not only humanists and atheists but countless priests and clergy announce that they do not ‘believe’ in the virgin birth. The point is not to believe in it but to understand and participate in its mystery. It is not a thing of cognition, but a revelation of mystical depth. If we turn to the language of neuroscience, we could say that the right hemisphere of the brain, which uses myth and symbol to convey meaning, has atrophied in our time but was more developed and utilised in the past.
 Poetic discourse is still found in dreams, which are residual expressions of the consciousness that been eclipsed. Because of our dominant, patriarchal, left hemisphere we no longer understand myths or symbols, but I am hoping that the rise of the feminine consciousness in our time will restore value to the intuitive right brain. This revival is urgent, as without it we will remain bereft of the symbolic and religious system that sustained culture and individuals in the past. Reason cannot supply us with meaning, and the crisis of meaning in our time is due to the dominance of rationalism. The unconscious still speaks in the lost language, which is why Freud and Jung found it necessary to educate themselves in comparative mythology and religions, as otherwise they would never have understood the language of dreams, fantasies and symptoms. 
Because the traditional Christian tradition offers such concrete stories and images as conventionally taught, it is difficult for people to make the transition to a more abstract underlying framework, which is spiritual, archetypal and mystical. The archetypal and mystical is precisely what the right hemisphere intuits, expresses and understands. We all have this capacity to access the depth of religion, but social conditioning has stolen it from us. We need to win it back, and this means moving against the spirit of the times, which moves toward ever-more rational explanations of truth. The left brain has a cramped notion of truth and confuses it with fact. It is also this brain that is able to teach us that the divine is not only something outside ourselves, in the heavens or the past, but something within the potentials of every individual. Without this capacity to understand the inward dimension of religion, we remain bereft of meaning and alienate ourselves from the sources which have sustained humanity for centuries. No wonder our age is full of anxiety, because we have uprooted ourselves from the ground of spiritual nourishment and being. What we have gained in scientific knowledge we have lost in spiritual wisdom. 
We face a shocking situation in which the secular and the religious share the same prejudice. To the secular, the stories of religion are far-fetched and to accept them is to forego common-sense. On the other hand, for some religious they are facts that happened to people in real time. But neither the secular nor the religious do justice to religion. Both are pushing it away, one into fantasy, the other into history. Religion, from the Latin religio, means to bind back to the sacred. But the humanistic secular and conventional religious approaches do not bind us back but distance religion in different ways. There is a general failure to understand the purpose of mythos. Religion has ended up in a giant muddle, put clearly by Joseph Campbell: 

Half the people in the world think that the metaphors of their religious traditions are facts. And the other half contends that they are not facts at all. As a result we have people who consider themselves believers because they accept metaphors as facts, and we have others who classify themselves as atheists because they think religious metaphors are lies.
 

This confusion need not have happened had the tradition admitted that religion is a tapestry in which myth and history combine. The next phase in religion is to unravel the ideology and restore scripture to its symbolic luminosity. This involves stripping it of its language of conquest and superiority. It involves overcoming its arrogance and placing it as a revelation alongside other traditions. 
The word ‘metaphor’ comes from the Greek, metaphorein, meaning to ‘pass over’ from one state to another. Religious metaphor carries us from the literal to the symbolic. If we fail to understand this, there is no ‘passing over’ from vapid literalism to the mystical depth of religion. Metaphor is designed to transform our awareness so that the spiritual is made more real, tangible. Sometimes it seems too much to ask, but we have an obligation to the past to build bridges of understanding to this ancient meaning system. As soon as religion starts speaking to us, in our own language, we know that the effort has paid off and there are real rewards. What religious tradition forgets is that metaphor was Jesus’ preferred mode of instruction, and most of his teaching was conducted in extended metaphors, or parables. Shouldn’t this tell us something about the importance of metaphor in religion? Jesus taught in metaphors, and in turn, his ministry was recorded in metaphors. Why has this been overlooked and suppressed at risk of punishment and death. In recovering the metaphorical dimension we are, I would contend, going back to the beginnings. Jesus would say, ‘The kingdom of heaven is like …’ because only metaphor and simile would suffice; it could not be described in any other way. There are no descriptions of the metaphysical, only interpretations, which is why every religion in the world is an approximation only of an unfathomable mystery.
Western civilisation lost the metaphorical dimension once this religious was uprooted from the East and lost its original mode of consciousness. But in making the claim that religion was entirely historical, Christianity set itself up for inevitable collapse, once the masses became educated and saw through the pretence. But religion need not collapse once alleged history is restored to mystery. In fact, religion might then be understood for the first time, in accordance with how it was intended. Scripture requires a symbolic attitude before it can be apprehended. Today we hardly know what this means, and that is why so many read the Bible so badly.

After centuries of complicit silence, in which church authorities maintained the attitude of full historical fact, some clergy are finding the courage to speak out. Richard Holloway, former Bishop of Edinburgh, wrote in How to Read the Bible:

Unimaginative literalists have destroyed the reputation of the Bible by insisting on its factual truth rather than encouraging us to read it metaphorically.
 

It is sad to think that it has taken centuries for church leaders to make this kind of statement. It is even sadder to think that Holloway only made these statements after he had stepped down from office and declared himself to be a ‘non-believer’. That is a real problem. Is literal belief the only kind of belief that is recognised? Have we strayed so far from the mystical imagination that only literal belief is recognised as religious? It is a tragedy of enormous proportions that as soon as someone comprehends the presence of metaphor, they are said to be, and see themselves as, non-believers. 
Alvin Kuhn once described Western Christianity as a gentile heresy, in that it denied and denounced the metaphorical consciousness from which it arose in the East. Has the gentile heresy grown so arrogant and monolithic that all other forms of understanding religion are no longer seen as ‘religious’? Am I, for instance, religious? I would say yes to this question, but my approach is often regarded as a form of atheism or disbelief by believers and non-believers. As the mystical approach to religion rises in postmodern consciousness, it is going to face enormous obstacles in its path. We can only hope that tolerance will arise for a diversity of religious expressions, and just as I respect literal readings of scripture even though I do not subscribe to them, I would hope that others would extend the same respect to me. 
The religious crisis of our time is succinctly summed up by Lynn White, Professor of History at Stanford University: ‘For the believer, myth and history are one’.
 This explains why believers are dismayed when their stories are dealt with as mysteries that may not have happened in real time. But in my view, religion – and I am speaking here about the miracles – needs to be demoted as history so it can be promoted as truth. 
To view miracles as symbolic mysteries in medieval times would have resulted in being burnt at the stake. Lynn White said the stake has been the greatest deterrent against recovering the metaphorical basis of miracles. No longer the death penalty deters clergy, but job security, conformity and fear of being declared heretical prevent many from speaking out. 
Christians are often keen to point to the presence of myth in the Hebrew Bible, because they see their revelation as superior. For this reason, they have been blind to the presence of myth in their own testament. The historical basis of Christian claims has been promoted as its key feature, and the reason for its superiority. Other religions are said to be merely mythological, with fabricated gods. But in Christianity the Word was made Flesh. This was how Christianity was presented to indigenous cultures, as the West swept through the world and destroyed ancient cosmologies. The historical claim was the foundation of Christendom and we have to ask ourselves what is left now that these foundations have crumbled? In 1880 Matthew Arnold wrote: ‘Our religion has materialized itself in the fact, in the supposed fact, and now the fact is failing it’.
 
Statistics indicate that a staggering 49 percent of Americans believe in the factual truth of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. 61 percent believe that the virgin birth is a fact. I doubt more than 5 percent in my country would be in this position. Can a text that begins with a talking snake be regarded as history? Myths exert a hypnotic effect on the mind, and the fact that some regard these as facts is not surprising. Because they are compelling, and because we have a left brain conception of truth, they are read literally. But scholars argue that the Eden story was never intended as history. It was, and is, a story of origins, of our closeness to and falling away from the Creator. How else, but in this picture-language based on symbols, could we tell the story of our proximity to God and how this was lost? 
According to scripture scholars and philosophers, about two thirds of what we read in the gospels is symbol and myth. Hegel argued this, as did Schelling, Feuerbach and Strauss. Some like Higgins and Harpur go as far as to claim that scripture is complete myth and Jesus did not exist. These scholars are part of the ‘mythicist’ tradition, but I have never counted myself among their ranks. I do not agree with this position; it goes too far. Jesus existed, but his life was engulfed in myth. Without the historical figure, the Christos story would not have been formulated in such a powerful way. Most great mythic tales have roots in lived reality. The mystery of being is best apprehended when there are people who embody it in their actual experience. As I said at the beginning, myth and history are combined in the Jesus story. 
It is only recently that scholarship has discerned that the gospels are midrashic retellings of the Old Testament, with the Christ as the new Moses who performs acts similar to his predecessor. In some ways, he is made to outdo his predecessor according to the demands of the new mythos. But this aspect of scripture has only become clear as Christianity’s indebtedness to Jewish culture has been discerned. In the past it was seen as a radical departure, but today scholars are seeing Christianity as a development within the Jewish tradition. 

What we need to appreciate is that two thousand years ago, if something was holy, it could only be narrated in myth and symbol, as history was considered disrespectful of the spiritual dimension, which had to be ‘added’. A sacred life had to be told in myth, which was the time-honoured way of recording it. In Palestine, accounts of a sacred life had to include angels and demons, gods and devils, and miraculous events, because these carried the significance of what happened. It was not enough to say that Jesus was tempted to use his powers to his own advantage, and had to wrestle with his evil desires. This is how we might narrate events. But two millennia ago, it was conventional to say he was led into the wilderness by a Spirit where he met Satan, who tempted him with dreams of power. Sacred discourse has always favoured symbol and hyperbole to make its point. 

People sometimes ask me: so don’t you believe in miracles then? But this is not the right question. There is another, more complex question which is rarely asked: in what literary genre is scripture written? Related to this is the question: what is the nature of God, and can we believe in a supernatural, miracle-working interventionist God? Such a God has become more difficult for modern people to believe. There are other ways in which God works in the world, and these are not understood by simple faith. Miracles may or may not occur, but if the ‘miracles’ were written as metaphors for metaphysical transformations, ought we not reconsider our understanding? There are a variety of views on what scripture writers thought they were doing. My view is that they were consciously aware of using a mythopoetic mode. Dominic Crossan puts this well when he said: 

My point is not that those ancient people told literal stories and we are now smart enough to take them symbolically, but that they told them symbolically and we are now dumb enough to take them literally. They knew what they were doing; we don’t.
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