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The Mystical Depth of Religion - Chapter
Faith is not something that we acquire once and for all. Faith is an insight that must be acquired at every single moment. 
 – Abraham Heschel

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. 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 is 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 first stage where everything is treated literally, as if the Bible is narrating magical events and supernatural happenings. Too many believers are caught at this level. Then there is the adult, educated stage, which tends to dismiss everything as fantasy. This leads naturally to disbelief and atheism. Too many ‘enlightened’ atheists and ‘progressive’ Christians are stuck in this phase; they understand 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 what the metaphors refer to. 
The kingdom of spirit does not open its doors 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 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 as this, but faith is the belief that the metaphors of religion point to spiritual realities, and this is the level at which their truth is tested. 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 church, is the German 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 in our own experience, if we can find the key to unlock the symbolic code and enter into the kingdom of spirit. 
It is a real problem that ‘myth’ has become heavily discounted in our time, because the spirit uses myths to draw us into the metaphysical world. Believers 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 assumed 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 truth far outweighs its historical denotation. 
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 developed in the ancient 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 both 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 the religious they are facts that happened to holy people in real time. But neither the secular nor the religious do justice to religion. Both are pushing it away, one into remote fantasy, the other into ancient 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. That is its intention. It 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 was succinctly summed up by Lynn White of 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. With the advent of universal higher education in the West, the supernaturalism of a literally interpreted scripture became a burden, as Manly Hall put it:
At one time an asset, the ‘miracles’ of Christianity have become its greatest liability. Supernatural phenomena, in a credulous age interpolated to impress the ignorant, in this century have only achieved the alienation of the intelligent.

My sense is that many of the clergy must have known in their hearts that they were perpetuating a misrepresentation, and presenting myth and symbol as history to enthral the masses and increase the social power of religion. They were ‘telling lies for God’, as one of my colleagues put it.
 But this has backfired, and religion is in jeopardy in all educated nations of the world. What hope has the tradition of finding integrity when it is dismissed by the intelligentsia and educated as a form of social ideology and manipulation?

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 a non-literal approach. No longer the death penalty, it is job security, conformity and fear of being declared heretical that prevent a great many clergy from speaking out. Research has shown this to be the case. It is rather like coming out as homosexual in a rabidly homosexual and homophobic world. For centuries, the churches have promoted a literalist approach as a form of sincere devotion. Christians have mistaken metaphors for interventions of a divine power. God is at work in the world, but not as naïve sentiment imagines. Consequently, the understanding of the nature of God is ill-conceived and in need of radical reconstruction. This must be done immediately otherwise atheism will continue to present itself as common sense. We need to reflect on God from a non-supernatural, non-archaic point of view. God remains a mystery about which we know very little, almost nothing.

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 distinctive feature, and the reason for its superiority. Other religions have been 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 throughout the world and colonised countries. 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 literal truth of the Garden of Eden story. I doubt whether more than 5 percent of people in my own 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 stories as facts is not surprising. People find them compelling, and since we have a narrow 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.
Over the decades I have been interested in this topic I have been astonished by the absence of material from the churches. The majority of writings are by those outside or rejected by churches. Theologians, church men and women tend not to touch the subject. If one approaches them, they go silent and vague, or protest that they are dealing with facts, because, they say, ‘the Word was made Flesh’. The idea of the incarnation is misused as a pretext for literalism. If one is looking to the churches to provide leadership in this question, one can forget it, because all one gets is the party line. Instead, we find the best writing on this subject by poets such as Matthew Arnold or W. H. Auden, philosophers such as David Strauss and Karl Jaspers. Theologians appear to be under a spell, and so convinced by the literal approach that they dare not contradict it. The situation is worse in the Catholic church, which seems wedded to the supernaturalism that arises from literalism. The Protestant tradition has spawned engaging theologians such as Rudolf Bultmann and Paul Tillich, but in recent times, under the influence of neo-conservatism, theology seems to have gone backwards. Some theologians see metaphor playing a role, but when it comes to the miracles, such as the virgin birth and the physical resurrection, these are read as facts.
Even where progressive Catholics try to address the crisis, they do so in circuitous ways, saying that we no longer have a cosmology that would make sense of the worldview of the Bible. Raimon Panikkar does not say that the wonders and miracles of religion are symbolic. Instead, he says ‘Words such as heaven, hell, resurrection, and most other Christian symbols become undermined and lose their meaning when the cosmology is missing that undergirds these symbols’.
 The intellectualism of this obscures the point, and no feathers are ruffled. He makes the plea: ‘Christian consciousness must become sufficiently aware of this cosmological dilemma’, and leaves it at that.
 

I have found that a number of Catholic priests are aware that religious statements are metaphorical, but not prepared to take the risk of going public with their views. They are hypocritical for the sake of keeping their jobs. The Vatican has repeatedly denounced mythical thinking as heresy, and Catholics who are prepared to take the plunge, like Karen Armstrong and Dominic Crossan, have had to leave their orders before going down this path. Drewermann was removed from his clerical office for writing on the birth and resurrection narratives as mythological stories.
Social research in Australia has shown that many priests do not adopt a literal reading, and yet feel unable to express their views due to the attitude of the church. McGillion and O’Carroll found that many understand that the central elements of Christology are mythical rather than factual:  

For those priests who question the virgin birth, as well as the larger number who see no need for a Catholic to believe in a strict bodily resurrection, New Testament accounts would seem to have a guiding, mythic quality. This does not mean those priests question the truth of the gospels. On the contrary, they view them as expressing truth, but one that has to be interpreted rather than taken literally in order to discern what they tell us about God – and about ourselves.

They do not preach what they believe, leading to an anomalous situation. What hope has the tradition of finding integrity when such discrepancies are found between belief and practice? While millions defect from the tradition because the system is no longer plausible, clergy are still trying to pretend there is no problem. 
 Sometimes I look to Judaism for leadership, but there too we find a divided tradition. I have met Reform rabbis who recognise that scripture is metaphorical, and Orthodox rabbis who read every word as literally true. Even the creation story of Genesis, regarded as myth even by the Catholic church, is seen as factual by some Orthodox Jews. But the Jewish scholars who interest me are those who explore the role of midrash in the Bible. Midrashic traditions recognise that scriptures are written in a mythopoetic style that does not set out to record history. In midrash, the aim is not to give factual reports, but tell the significance of what happened, using myths and metaphors. Spong has studied the midrashic principles and applied these to Christian texts.
 He insists that we should re-examine Christian writings through midrashic eyes.
The point of myth is to express in symbolic language a view of the world that positions humanity under the aspect of eternity (or as Spinoza put it, sub specie aeternitatis). Such stories continue to resonate in the soul and hold it in thrall. Even if our minds reject them, these stories maintain their attraction because they express what no rational concepts could articulate, the fate of the soul and why we are the way we are. Of course, they lose their power if the mind decides they are dross, that is, if we read the products of mythos through the lens of logos. But those who throw myths out because they could not be factual are as mistaken as those who insist they are literally true. The modern world has subjected these stories to rational judgement and found them wanting. That way, we win ground for the intellect but lose ground for the soul. 
One might even say that the Eden story has enduring value only after the historical thesis has been abandoned. After all, it was our naiveté which framed it as history. We did this because we did not understand how important the mythic mode is to religious imagination. Jung is a tireless defender of the mythic against those who attack it; he said: ‘What we are to our inward vision, and what man appears to be sub specie aeternitatis, can only be expressed by way of myth’.
 He is astute in his awareness that intellectuals can destroy the nourishment that our souls require: 
The really dangerous people are not the great heretics and unbelievers, but the swarm of petty thinkers, the rationalizing intellectuals, who suddenly discover how irrational all religious dogmas are. Anything not understood is given short shrift, and the highest values of symbolic truth are irretrievably lost. What can a rationalist do with the dogma of the Virgin Birth or with Christ’s sacrificial death, or the Trinity?

The problem is that these elements are trashed by the critical mind as soon as they are seen as ‘myths’. The left hemisphere of the brain, the analytical and critical function, can bully the products of mythos out of the picture, and replace them with a desolate logic. There are two acts to perform as we approach religion: one is to deconstruct the historical claims and expose their mythic nature; the second is to affirm the value of myth and appreciate the way it reveals spiritual reality. The first cannot be performed without the second; otherwise we end up with nothing and our critical function has destroyed the mystery. 
Critical scholarship of recent centuries has argued that Christians are closer to their Jewish cousins than they have realised. Both share a book which is replete with mythic content. The question now is to figure out what parts are history, and what myth. The Jesus Seminar in the United States has attempted this for decades, but perhaps it has been too influenced by the mythicist tradition that sees myth everywhere.
 As mentioned, I am happy to concede a historical dimension to the text, but for me the supernatural content is myth and metaphor. The virgin birth, physical resurrection, healing the sick, turning water into wine, bringing the dead back to life, can all be read as metaphors of spirit and its ability to transform life.
Most of the ideas at the heart of Christology are mythic, including the claim that Jesus is the Son of God, and God sacrificed his Son to redeem the world of its sins. Historical elements include a real-life figure named Jesus, his prophetic teachings and sayings, and his proclamation that the Kingdom is at hand. There are seemingly two ‘figures’ in the gospels, a Jesus and a Christ, with the latter overlaid upon the former, to the point where the historical Jesus gets submerged. Most interest has been in the Christ, but this figure is a product of myth and midrash. The Jesus of the creeds is only tangentially related to the Jesus of history. 
I would mention in this context the work of a member of the Jesus Seminar, Lorraine Parkinson, who has been trying to discern what is historical and what mythical in scripture. In Made on Earth: How Scripture Writers Created the Christ,
 she argues that writers imposed upon Jesus the image of Messiah, Christos or Anointed One, and turned him into something other than he was. My only difference from her view is that I don’t think the Christ was wholly imposed from outside. It would seem to me that Jesus was being ‘lived’ by the archetype of Christ, the Anointed One, which shone through his life and ministry. The Christ predated and post-dated him, as the fourth gospel makes clear,
 but he was assimilated to it by his followers. 
It was not just a matter of projection. The gospel writers were seeing what was already there, but they and the churches were forgetting that the person and the archetype are not synonymous. An archetype is an eternal image, found in dreams, myths and religions. The Christos is the eternal image of the divine in the human. Christos is not limited to Jesus; he was its carrier in his time and place. This fact was ignored, as there is something in human nature that wants the carrier of an archetype to be identical with it. We want the person we idealise to be the exclusive carrier of the archetype. 
Scripture writers and churches turned Jesus into God, because they did not realise that Christ is a universal archetype found potentially everywhere and in everyone. When it gets focused on one person, we ignore the ubiquity of the archetype. This means that religion becomes not a vehicle of revelation but a political weapon, which can lead to catastrophe. Other religions are deprived of their Christos, and all people of the world are devalued as sinners and transgressors who must look to the one Christ to be redeemed. The history of Christianity is the history of a culture that did not understand the nature of the archetype that occupied it. A projection is by definition an unconscious activity that prevents us from seeing the difference between archetype and person. 
We have known for three hundred years that not a word of the New Testament was written by anyone who knew Jesus. Despite this, Christians often espouse the opposite view. The gospels were written decades after Jesus’ crucifixion, and although the books were called ‘Matthew’, ‘Mark’ and so on, these were names adopted by communities who identified with one or another of the disciples. Paul’s letters came first (52-54 CE), then Mark (75),
 Matthew (85), Luke (92) and John (100). But there is a trend: the further we get from the time of Jesus, the more we leave behind the Jesus of history and move toward the Christ of symbolism. Over time, history becomes obscure, mythology apparent. Moreover, the texts were not written in Jesus’ language, Aramaic, but in Greek. They are known to have been embellished and redacted by church authorities and councils.
The gospel of Mark ends with the empty tomb, with no sightings of the resurrected Jesus. The church councils found this unsatisfactory, and added extra verses to boost the morale of Christians. But it took scholarship at least three centuries, from the 18th to the 20th century, to establish the dating of the gospels, and distinguish some mythological from historical elements. The major figures in this labour were Reimarus, Wilke, Weisse, Wrede and Schweitzer, all German Protestants.
 We are indebted to these Protestants, as otherwise we might still be back in the Dark Ages. The problem with Islam, as I understand it, is that it has not experienced the traumatic disruption of a Reformation, and thus has not been subjected to critique. 
Most of the scholars I have mentioned were devout believers, who were shocked by their own discoveries, given that they departed from tradition. They were brought up with the assumption that the gospels were eye-witness accounts and were disturbed by their scholarship. Some went on the attack and lashed out irrationally. Hermann Reimarus (1694-1768) accused the gospel writers of fraud, fanaticism and propaganda. But this was a temporary glitch, as scholars began to understand the role of myth in the making of religion, they showed greater respect for myth and did not associate it with deception. Just as the scholars had to learn this lesson, so do we today.
TO HERE

Scholars informed their shocked audiences that each of the gospels draws on legends and anecdotes that had been orally transmitted after the death of Jesus. The earliest of these, Mark, drew on teachings about Jesus that had been circulating during the intervening decades. The writers of Mark took a selection of oral stories and arranged them sequentially. They did not have any knowledge of the order of events; they were inventing as they proceeded. Matthew and Luke followed suit, adding symbolic themes and mythological images. Finally, with the fourth gospel, John, scholars have shown that hardly any of this text is historical; it is midrashic reflection on the Jewish-Christian traditions of revelation and proclamation. As Oscar Wilde put it, the gospels are ‘four prose-poems about Christ’.

Even the synoptic gospels are barely interested in the Jesus of history, but focus on the Christos. It was David Strauss, another German Protestant, who first put this thesis in The Life of Jesus, Critically Examined. He said the Testament was not concerned primarily with the Jesus of history but with the Christ of theology. He said the figure of Christ was so enthralling that people who came under its spell were convinced it must be historical. Strauss was condemned and had his position in theology at the University of Zürich revoked due to cries of heresy. Even today, while scholars value the work of Strauss in making this distinction between history and myth, the churches turn a blind eye and pretend his work never existed.
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, demons, gods, 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 hyperbole to make its point. 

In the first century, it wasn’t enough to say that Jesus was a holy man, with a vision of the intimacy of God in our lives. Sacred discourse said he was the ‘Son of God’, the only begotten Son, the embodiment of God. It wasn’t enough to say he was prophetic or devout; sacred discourse insisted that he had a virgin birth and God was his father. In front of every metaphysical statement, we need to add a metaphorical ‘as if’, to remind us that although we are reaching toward the infinite it is not ultimately apprehended. In the past, it wasn’t enough to say Jesus opened our eyes and ears to the sacred; discourse said he made the blind see and the deaf hear. It wasn’t enough to say his spirit lives on because he represents the undying life within us; discourse said he triumphed over death and experienced a bodily resurrection. Sacred discourse is close to the language of dreams, but our dreams, like scriptures, need to be decoded before they can be understood.
Scripture writers weave fact and truth into a tapestry. There are no flags in scripture saying: beware, you are about to enter mythic territory. The myths are presented almost as if they were everyday facts. So in the gospel of Luke we read that the angel Gabriel came to Mary and announced that she was about to give birth to a divine child.
 With our sensibility, we imagine that this must have happened as fact, but that was never the intention of the writer. When William Blake prayed that we should be kept ‘from single vision and Newton’s sleep’, he was hoping that we would not only see the surface of things, but be aware of the depths.
 These depths, he claimed, were accessible through imagination, which he saw as the divine faculty in humanity. 

Luke’s narrative tracks back and forth between history and myth in an attempt to show that fact and meaning are related, but those of us who have no understanding of his double vision read the sequence as history. One could say that without instruction or literary training, to read scriptures as if they were delivering a surface narration is to misread them. Christian ministers speak of the ‘clear message’ of the gospels, as if it were straight forward. The gospels are not as democratic as they want to believe. They are esoteric documents requiring specialist knowledge of context and genre. The ‘good news’ is meant for all, but not all can decipher it without effort and translation. 
Ordinary 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. 

People sometimes ask: so don’t you believe in miracles then? But this is not the primary question. There is another question which believers rarely think to ask: in what 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. Miracles may or may not occur, but if the ‘miracles’ were originally metaphors, ought we not reconsider our understanding? There are a variety of views on what scripture writers thought they were doing. Some say they were aware of the mythic 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.

Others say they were not as aware of the mythic mode. They say it was second nature to them, and functioned subliminally as their modus operandi. Mixing myth and fact was typical of sacred writing, and especially of oral narration, in that narrators had a fluid sense of reality. We can never, of course, put ourselves in the minds of these writers, but what we can say is that they were never aiming for historical accuracy.

The mythic dimension was lost as history progressed. The early Church Fathers, such as Origin and Clement of Alexandria (2nd and 3rd centuries), knew that they were dealing with a revelation couched in symbolism. Origin referred to bible stories as ‘outward images of divine things’. His work was later censured and declared heretical. The symbolic got lost as believers ‘willed’ the story to be historical. 
From the fourth century, as Christianity became the official religion of empire, it declined into literalism. The Councils Nicaea (325 CE), Constantinople (381), and Ephesus (431) did not listen to those who wanted to respond symbolically to the faith. Such people were berated as gnostics and outlawed. Symbolism was suppressed, due to the empire’s lust for power. Power craves solidity and sees symbolism as weak. Christianity became an instrument of power and its ministry replicated the structures of empire, which are still preserved in the Catholic church. In the Middle East, symbolic discourse made sense, but once the religion was transported to Rome, it was adopted by a people who knew little about this dimension. One could say that it won the world and lost its soul, thus fulfilling the prophecy of scripture.
 To some extent what we call ‘religion’ today is a gentile heresy, not true religion.  
The impulse toward literalism escalated during the Enlightenment, when the spirit of the age determined that there was only one kind of truth, and that was fact. Other forms of truth were berated as fantasy, and this occurred in the wake of the scientific revolution with its call for empirical, evidence-based information. In The Battle for God, Karen Armstrong argues that the churches took fright at this, and the impulse toward fundamentalism increased rapidly, lest religious truth be relegated to fiction. 
The church has been fighting against the symbolic reading of its mysteries for a long time. It has been an epic struggle over at least fourteen hundred years. In response to the modernist scholarship which was finding myth in scripture, Pope Pius X issued a defensive decree entitled ‘A Lamentable Departure Indeed’, which condemned scholars as relativists who were trying to destroy civilisation. The decree, with its ‘Syllabus Condemning the Errors of the Modernists’, was followed by the encyclical ‘Feeding the Lord’s Flock’, which characterised biblical criticism and myth theory as ‘the synthesis of all heresies’. The consequences of the church’s rear-guard reaction against myth is that believers are confused the world over, and those using their critical intellect have become ‘atheists’ as a response to the obtuse literalism of the churches. 

Religion has ended up in a gigantic 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 the life of this 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 question is: will our understanding of myth be able to change so that this new – or original – vision of Christianity might become possible? Once stripped of its supernatural cloak and magical wand, will the church survive? Or will believers – those left in Western societies – decide that it has been a charade, and they have been deceived? I often reflect that church leaders have kept the pretence of historicity for so long as they fear that people would dismiss it all as illusion – as indeed would they.
What is religion without its literal ideology? Iris Murdoch put the situation this way:

If we do not want to dismiss all religion as childish fiction, we have to decide, as people in the past did not, what exactly religion is and where in the mass of religiosity and religious stuff it ‘really resides’.

The answer is that religion ‘really resides’ in the spiritual realities to which the symbols point. The purported historicity of the stories is not what faith is about; this is a diversion. Faith resides in the hope that the stories reveal universal truths behind appearances. It is these truths that warrant awe and respect, and as such, a new kind of faith is required. No longer a simple faith in what the symbols denote, but a more complex faith in what they connote. Christianity is a mystery religion from the East, and its truths are esoteric. 
I sometimes meet ‘progressive’ Christians who have accepted the metaphorical content of their religion, but who have not been able to achieve the new faith that is required. To manage this shift requires that something change within the believer him- or herself: a shift from conventional belief to mysticism. Instead, progressive Christians are often disenchanted rationalists who have lost their inherited magic. They feel flat, have commonsense, but are not inspired. If belief dies, it may not be replaced by anything, in which case the mysteries become dead symbols. But the metaphors are not hollow, they point to something beyond themselves, and what they point to has to be excavated. If this does not occur, Jesus is reduced to a social worker without transcendence, a secular preacher for a secular age. If faith cannot be recovered through mystical endeavour, the religious show is over.  
This is the conclusion reached by Lynn White: 

We stand amid the shattered debris of our inherited religious system [in which] Christian history would seem to lie irreparably ruined.

He continues: 

To many devout and intelligent Christians, the present crisis marks the end of Christianity: if the nexus of myth with historical fact is broken, then, they maintain, the myth loses its conviction. The Western mind is so steeped in respect for concrete fact that it instinctively rejects the myth or symbol which strays too far from history.

White was a practising Christian, and it does not please him to present this mournful view. But he says Christianity can blame itself if the majority feel impelled to turn away once the foundations are eroded. It has sealed its own fate: ‘Christianity above all other religions has rashly insisted that its myth really happened in time’. So it is receiving its just deserts. He then delivers the final blow: ‘It is asking too much to expect believers to have faith in a tradition that has failed its own criterion of truth’.

Iris Murdoch arrived at a similar view, but couched as a question rather than a conclusion: ‘Can western religion survive, and retain its continuity, without the old dogmatic literalistic myths?’
 I would like to believe that Christianity has a future, especially if it is able to ground itself in the mystical experience of its origins. But reinforcing White’s view is this typical response from an outraged Christian minister, who said to me: ‘You are trying to take away the ground upon which my faith is standing’. ‘Metaphors are not enough for me; unless this happened in reality it is not true’. This puts the crisis succinctly, if tragically. With this attitude there is no future, apart from denial and fundamentalism.
So the success of shifting from the literal mode depends on the subjective state of the person in whom this process is taking place. The philosopher Karl Jaspers was aware of this when he said: ‘Only he or she has the right to demythologise who retains the truth contained in the symbolic expression’.
 In a different context, the Italian philosopher Antonio Gramsci wrote: ‘The challenge of modernity is to live without illusions and without becoming disillusioned’.
 Eugen Drewermann has reflected long and hard on this crisis: 
Whenever we suppose to take the scriptures ‘literally’ we misunderstand them. And whenever we try to read them ‘symbolically’, we risk deflating the seriousness of their claims on us and flattening their validity into something arbitrary and aesthetic.
 

Numerous thinkers are aware of the perilous nature of the present moment. As we make the shift to mythic understanding, this does not guarantee that the spiritual flame will be kept alight. If rationalism takes over, we are stuck in a wilderness of our making. Demythologisation, as Rudolph Bultmann called it, must not lead to the collapse of meaning. 
What Bultmann advocated is similar to my project. To ‘demythologise’ is not to de-mythicise. He retains the myths, but interprets them in a philosophical way, not to eradicate them, but to allow us to understand their original meaning. He translates into Heidegger’s terms the meaning that myth always had. He argues that the New Testament demythologises itself and he is simply completing the process. Far from destroying religion he is revealing its essence. Like Crossan and others after him, he argues that the New Testament has always been intended metaphorically. He is trying to make the Testament palatable to moderns, but not at the expense its eternal message.
 Bultmann was critical of liberal Christians who wanted to water down the message of scripture by turning it into something mundane by reading the myths as merely decorative elaborations. They are not decorative but carry the deeper truths that each age has to discover for itself, through a process of interpretation.
 Again, it is midrash which saves religion from becoming irrelevant in a scientific era. Our forebears understood the text literally because they assumed its pre-scientific world view – its ‘mythology’ in the negative sense of the term. If we don’t find the metaphorical meaning, religion collapses and becomes incoherent. 
The existential theologian Paul Tillich predicted this disaster back in the 1940s. He said when people stop reading the Bible as fact, it will most likely go dead on us and stop speaking to our world. Why is this the case? He answered: because the spiritual power of the symbols does not leap out and knock us over the head with their power. The symbols now require a response from human persons, they require us to open our souls in response to them. But for the sacred to ‘open up ultimate reality for us’, he said, ‘something else must be opened up – namely, levels of the soul, levels of our interior reality. And they must correspond to the levels which are opened up by the symbols’.
 Faith requires an inner life to survive this deconstruction. 
Traditionally, believers are drawn into religion by the fantastic claims being made, viewed as records of God’s intervention. They are persuaded by these feats, or not, as the case may be. But today, the gospels demand interiority and self-examination from the believer, who must find in him or herself an answering image to what is found in the stories. Reading the Bible literally is easy, as long as we put our minds to one side. But once the supernaturalism stops, the truly spiritual response has to come from within us. That is hard work, and this is the future challenge. Here, again, is the challenge of mysticism to do the work that traditional religion can no longer do. Conventional faith will disappear, but mystical faith based on experience will begin in earnest.
There has been no attempt within the churches to show people a way through this crisis. There has been no leadership, no official response to help people think differently about faith once its mythic moorings have been exposed. There have been fringy, progressive voices who have tried to show a way forward, but the leaders of the major traditions have baulked at the issues. Meanwhile, millions in the educated world have abandoned this faith because they can no longer believe it. With the props gone, with signs and wonders dissolved, with traditional certainties now uncertain, we must dig deeper to find the sources of spiritual life. This deconstruction enables us to rediscover Christianity as the mystery religion as it began. 
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