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Preface 
 
“My Lord and my God,” cried Thomas the Twin. You all know 
the familiar story, and we shall look at it again later. Just two 
aspects of it form the basis of this book. The first is that this cry of 
worship and faith followed the most sensuous religious 
experience of the risen Christ: see my hands, feel my physical 
wounds. In this experience St Thomas was happy and blessed; 
the fact that those who find faith without such experience are 
more blessed still is very important, but it is not the point of this 
book. In his compassion Jesus pandered to the weakness in 
Thomas, or it is so frequently explained. I believe that he 
continues so to pander to our weakness, and this is my first point: 
that to claim and accept normal religious experience is an act of 
humility rather than of pride, for it is an admission that our 
frailty needs it. Jesus’ concluding statement brooks no argument, 
but it is of immense subtlety and can be easily perverted. To 
claim firmness of faith while disclaiming any religious experience 
whatever strikes me as a little arrogant: look how much more 
blessed I am than the Apostle Thomas! And the others, whose 
apostleship was sealed by seeing the Lord. In fine, ordinary, 
normal religious experience needs to be looked at again. 
 Secondly, St Thomas’ spontaneous reaction was towards, not 
God, or the God, or our God, but my God. The revelation and 
interaction between corporate and individual sides of 
Christianity is another huge subject. In this book I side with 
Thomas the Twin and choose the personal; but choose is hardly 
the word, for I have no option. You can write straight theology 
as a cypher; the submissive little suburban septuagenarian can 
write a novel of lustful adventure without giving a clue to his own 
identity. But if a study of religious experience is to be meaningful 
it cannot be vicarious; so this book must include my experience 
of God. This fits in well enough with contemporary theology, 



 

 

with its emphasis on the personal-existential, and yet theological 
writers seem reluctant to adopt this line. I think it is time 
somebody took the risk. 
 Ordinary, everyday religious experience remains a tabu 
subject. We have become like a group of professors all of whom 
enjoy popcorn in private, but who dare not admit it to one 
another; that would be undignified. I believe that all Christians 
enjoy the simpler manifestations of the presence and leading of 
their God, but this is no subject for polite conversation, let alone 
for the printed word. Today I think it is of much importance to 
the Church. 
 This is a “layman’s book.” The quotes are significant because 
the phrase needs explanation. I believe that it is the layman, 
rather than the professional theologian, who is most subject to 
ordinary religious experience. But for reasons to be discussed 
later—and some very good reasons—he is so afraid of this 
experience that it often goes unrecognized. At certain theological 
diagnosis of this pastoral situation is necessary, because to 
diagnose a fear is to expel it. So a layman’s book does not mean 
one devoid of all theology: the modern layman is not a moron! 
But it attempts to be practical theology, more of a pastoral 
discussion than an academic treatise. If it does not sound too 
arrogant this is a book written without reference to literary or 
theological reputation. 
 Whether the book breaks new ground or not I do not know, 
but at least my concluding paragraph of this preface might claim 
some originality. Apart from the formal acknowledgments on the 
appropriate page, and the general support of Christian friends, I 
offer no specific thanks to anyone. I have collaborated with 
nobody and discussed it with nobody. Nobody has even read the 
proofs and offered valuable suggestions. It is my book, written, as 
I shall explain later, from the wilderness. In other words it is a 
layman’s book.  
 
 



 

 

ONE 
 

The swing of the pendulum 
 
Generations of the faithful have been warned against the 
fickleness of feeling. Christian living is centred on faith, discipline 
and duty; never mind about sensible experience, beware of the 
emotions. Prayer and worship are primarily matters of giving not 
getting, of objective response, so never mind “results,” or 
“success,” or consoling uplift. Do not worry about aridity—long 
periods of spiritual dryness—for this is a normal, healthy part of 
the game. Divorced from reason, that is from theology, reliance 
upon feeling is disastrous; even conscience has no supremacy 
unless it is trained, informed and subjected to doctrinal guidance. 
 All that has been said often enough, and rightly. I have 
repeated it myself over and over again, and I do not recant. Sane 
pastoral guidance must continue to warn against emotionalism, 
against the quest for quasi-mystical experience, against putting 
undue emphasis on affective consolation. But, inevitably, there is 
another side, and the central theme of this book is to explore that 
other side; to ask, calmly and critically, whether this stress against 
feeling has not perhaps been carried too far? Has not the Church 
in fact developed something akin to a pathological fear of 
religious experience? Granting the pastoral dangers involved, is it 
not time boldly to confront them instead of running away? 
Contemporary Christian thought suggests that it is, for there is 
also danger on the other side. 
 “Without the ‘felt presence of God,’” said Tillich, “religion 
becomes a system of moral and doctrinal rules which are not 
religious, even if they are derived from originally revelatory 
source.” But what is the “felt presence of God”? How do we feel 
this presence? The Church has been far too prone to take the 
easy way out: we do not feel at all, or if we do then it is of no 
importance; concentrate on faith, duty and discipline, keep the 
precepts of the gospel and never mind religious experience. 
Feelings are dangerous and misleading, so let us not have any. 
 This will no longer do, for contemporary thought is ground 
upon experience. I. T. Ramsey wrote a great deal about the 
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“divine disclosure” as the heart of practical religion. John 
Macquarrie writes that the beginning of true faith is an 
“awareness of the divine.” Quotations could be piled up to 
support this contemporary viewpoint, complete with the familiar 
and pertinent jargon: Christianity is not so much a creed or code 
but total commitment to the person of Jesus Christ; it is a 
relationship with the living God rather than a philosophy about 
him; it implies not only duty but discernment. And so on. 
Norman Pittenger caps the matter by saying “the description of 
man as a rational and intellectual animal, familiar in the Middle 
Ages, is dangerous unless full recognition is also given to the 
feeling-tones which are as much a part of human existence as is 
human rationality.” 
 Such a viewpoint is incompatible with the rejection of feeling. 
If Christian discipleship is total commitment to the person of 
Jesus, then is not some experience of him implied? Can you 
speak of a total and continuous relationship—which is the 
meaning of prayer—without sensible experience? Faith begins 
with “conversion” of some kind, but has anyone been converted 
by cognition alone? Has anyone ever studied the bible and the 
creeds and concluded with a logical Q.E.D., very well, I entrust 
my life to this bit of theory? On the contrary, many intelligent 
people have made such has intellectual study only to divide 
themselves into two opposing camps: some find faith and other 
do not, so there must be something more—disclosure, awareness, 
feeling-tones. The Church ever honors her martyrs, but who has 
died in ecstatic joy for a philosophical ideal? 
 Responsible churchmen today answer all these questions in the 
negative, while granting a modicum of wisdom to the Church’s 
traditional fear. Reliance on feeling remains disastrous, but if 
faith is to be deep and true then some supra-rational element has 
to come in somewhere. Contemporary theology is enlightening 
on the question but it remains weighted on the academic or 
theoretical side. This is not criticism of academics or reason. It 
rather inspires us with the pastoral task of interpreting it in 
practical terms, of bringing it down to earth. How do we 
recognize a divine disclosure? How do we experience an 
awareness of the divine? What exactly does Pittenger mean by 
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feeling-tones? God is active in the world, inspiring his disciples 
and sustaining his creation, but is this more than a reassuring 
theory? And if it is more, then how does it impinge upon our 
being and existence? There can be no true religion, said Tillich, 
without the felt presence of God: yes, but how, when, where does 
this occur? What, to ordinary Christian people like you and me, 
does the felt presence of God actually feel like? 
 It is with these down-to-earth questions that I intend to 
grapple, and this introduces the second main theme of the book. 
This second theme takes the form of an assumption that I must 
try to substantiate and also of a possible approach that I reject. I 
shall not move in the direction of a new quest for religious 
experience, I shall not suggest methods for stirring up the 
emotions in affective prayer, there will be no question of 
conjuring up the presence of God by artificial stimulation of 
psychological trickery. No, my contention is rather that religious 
experience, the true impingement of God on daily life, his 
disclosure, presence, manifestation and all the rest, is much more 
common, more ordinary, than is generally supposed. It goes 
unrecognized because, tacitly or by a kind of contagious fear, the 
Church frowns upon its recognition. It shall not offer to lead, by 
devious routs and curious methods of ascetical transportation, to 
a garden where God walks. I shall suggest that you are in the 
garden already, but blindfolded by false tradition: open your eyes 
and look, get down on your knees and smell the flowers! 
 We are caught up on that notorious pendulum which has 
swung to and fro throughout Christian history, and which 
continues so to swing. The development of orthodox theology is 
the story of the synthesis of conflicting ideas; heresy is always the 
half-truth, the undue stress on one side to the omission of the 
other. So practical Christian life consists in the resolution of a 
series of paradoxes. God is transcendent, all-holy, wholly-other, 
unknowable, unapproachable; yet God is also immanent, 
indwelling, close, the Comforter. God is revealed in Christ, who 
is God in all his majesty to be adored in abject awe; but who is 
also man to be freely embraced in love and friendship. Christian 
life is social, centred upon the corporate liturgy and expressed in 
love for the neighbor; it is also intensely personal, a relationship 
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between God and unique individuality. Active and 
contemplative; law and gospel; code and conscience; reason and 
revelation; authority and freedom; scripture and tradition; and so 
on and so on. The pendulum swings from one side to the other, 
stress and counter-stress, stability and reaction, because in our 
finitude and frailty we cannot get the balance just right. 
 So it is with faith and feeling, reason and intuition, duty and 
experience. There have been periods when reason reigned with 
undisputed authority, when faith and belief meant the same 
thing: intellectual assent to creedal propositions. And periods of 
reaction when affective devotion to the crucified Lord, 
concentrated upon the sufferings of the sacred humanity, held 
the pastoral stage. There have always been churches that stress 
the dutiful grind of an established discipline; and there are 
evangelists who sum up everything in the acceptance of Jesus 
Christ as personal savior. But by and large the Church has been 
suspicious of personal religious experience on a pastoral level. 
The pendulum has swung way over to the opposite side, and not 
infrequently it has got firmly stuck there. 
 This issues in a double dilemma, for the Church finds herself 
confronted, not only with the basic paradoxes but also with a 
contradiction between theology and pastoral practice. God is 
omnipresent. Tell little Jenny not to fear the dark because Jesus 
watches over her cot; say with John Macquarrie that Holy Being 
lets-be and participates in beings; call it panentheism; pray to 
him “unto whom all hearts be open, all desires known, and from 
whom no secrets are hid. . . .” It makes no odds, wrap the thing 
up how you wish, in plain fact God is everywhere. This you must 
believe, it is an unqualified dogma, but if is moves from theology 
to experience, if it becomes too obvious, if you see it or feel it or 
hear it, then beware! It is dangerous and unhealthy; it can 
mislead! 
 Jesus said, “Where two or three are gathered together in my 
name, there am I in the midst . . . lo, I am with you always, even 
unto the end.” Interpret this in terms of a safe ecclesiology—the 
Church is the Body of Christ in which a cold Christological 
formula is embodied—accept it with the mind, take it to heart: 
but for goodness sake do not be foolhardy enough to let it 
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impinge upon the senses. Let us recollect the presence of our 
Blessed Lord in the midst: and get over it quickly because first on 
the agenda is finance. 
 Men have been martyred for their faith in the Real eucharistic 
Presence (and I still doubt if they have died in joyous agony for a 
theological interpretation) while generations of confirmation 
candidates have been warned off any eucharistic experience: 
faith not feeling. But remember that the pendulum can get stuck 
in subtle positions and its pastoral function is to swing. I have 
seen two nineteenth-century confirmation manuals. The first 
insists that the efficacy of sacramental grace is independent of 
devotional fervour, grace works in mysterious ways, sometimes in 
an inspirational flash, more often imperceptibly through the 
years, so never rely on subjective experience. I entirely agree. 
The second little manual says much the same except for one 
significant word: never rely becomes never expect, which I reject as 
near blasphemy. When the pendulum adopts its proper position 
we should all approach the altar with unreliant expectancy. I put 
my faith in the Real Presence, in the efficacy of eucharistic grace, 
because christology, biblical scholarship and sacramental 
theology lead in that logical direction. Very good reasons too, 
what a sound little priest am I. I put my faith in the Real 
Presence because this morning there was Christ: Good God! 
Father what are you saying! 
 The Church is still inclined to look on prayer—that is our total 
relationship with God—as a kind of medicine: take a dose three 
times a day and it will do you good. Never mind the taste, do not 
look for any immediate reaction. It is not bad advice, it is good 
pastoral counsel. I have offered it myself many times and still I 
do not recant. The forgotten factor is that some medicine tastes 
very nice, the feel of the stuff can be exciting, its effects may be 
immediate and stimulating. But the Church insists, more 
correctly than it realizes, that these experiences are of secondary 
importance. They are, but we may be misled by the subtleties of 
colloquial English. To call something second-rate is to discount 
it, whereas to be second in the race is a considerable feat. Were I 
vice-president of the United States I should rightly regard my 
position as secondary, but hardly insignificant. Faith above 
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feeling, volition rather than emotion, doctrine not experience. 
Yes, but this does not eliminate all value from feeling, emotion 
and experience. 
 Remember again that the purpose of the pendulum is balance. 
Without the vice-president, the President will find himself in 
constitutional difficulties; without the felt presence of God, 
theology is way out on a frozen limb: we look for co-operation 
not opposition. 
 A revered professor of what used to be called dogmatics, and 
incidentally one to whom I owe an incalculable debt, once found 
himself in retreat. As a sound and convinced evangelical this was 
an exercise with which he was unfamiliar, and his parting 
comment was that the retreat conductor had let his heart run 
away with his head, that his devotion had slipped its theological 
moorings. I take the point; retreat addresses should contain a lot 
of head-work, theology should guide devotion and not supplant 
it. On the other hand total experience of the living Christ is 
hardly the occasion for christological niceties: head minus heart 
is a pretty poor thing. 
 I still believe that the daily round of dutiful and disciplined 
prayer, the trinitarian Regula, is indispensable, because it aids 
personal integration and opens the way to recognition of the 
divine disclosure. But the pendulum is stuck on the side of the 
rule; experience is at a discount, distrusted and played down. 
And this will not do. 
 As the Church Militant continues to diminish in numbers, 
there is no reason why it should not increase in power, for that is 
the equation history would lead us to expect. But Christian 
influence on the contemporary world is unlikely to be exerted 
through intellectual proposition, neither by moral considerations, 
nor by overt missionary endeavour. I doubt if it will make much 
headway through self-conscious pressure groups campaigning for 
doctrinaire ethical or theological principles. 
 I may be wrong and in a sense I hope I am, but I back the 
prior need of a present-day Church that can look at the world 
through experienced Christian eyes, that is through the eyes of 
Christ vividly apprehended. We need to know God by 
experience as well as by faith, to recognise his manifestation in 
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things and persons, and to discern his activity in events. Not 
seeking but accepting, not searching for signs but being open to 
their impingement upon us, not conjuring up quasi-mystical 
visions but accepting the divine omnipresence as fact as well as 
theory, with awe before glory but without fear artificially 
induced. Only the living God of experience clothes the creed 
with flesh and blood, exuding redemptive power upon the world.  



 

 

TWO 
 

The Schools and the Wilderness 
 

To trace all the facets of the pendulum's swing would be a long 
and complicated story. Happily this is unnecessary because the 
two poles may be broadly examined and compared in a simpler 
way which is especially pertinent to the job in hand. 
 There are two traditional sources of religious understanding, 
two arenas in which the Word of God may be sought and heard, 
two environments conducive to the divine disclosure, two 
seedbeds of prayer and wisdom. I shall call them the Schools and 
the Wilderness. 
 Under the first heading are the corporate, collegiate, 
institutional, liturgical and intellectual aspects of the Church's life 
and organisation. Central to its ethos is regulation, discipline, 
method, dialogue and learning; here the Word of God is studied, 
responded to, discussed and proclaimed, and it includes the 
monastery, seminary, college and sometimes the parish 
organism. 
 The Wilderness is the biblical type for symbol for solitude, 
silence and contemplation; it is where God is not argued about 
but yielded to, where you watch out for Jesus instead of studying 
christology. Priests tend to congregate, whereas the wilderness 
nurtures the lone prophet, and it is here that reason gives way to 
intuition, intellection to feeling. 
 This is an over-simplification, and allowance must be made for 
overlapping, but for present purposes the fundamental 
distinction is clear enough. It should be equally obvious that we 
are still dealing with the swing of the pendulum, the purpose of 
which is to maintain balance. Both poles have their strengths and 
dangers. To live and work within the Schools—in the seminary 
or vigorous parish structure—is a strengthening privilege. It 
inspires, supports and stimulates, but it is not always so 
conducive to the divine disclosure, to intuition and prophecy. It 
is easy to become deaf to God because of all the talk about him; 
to fail to recognize his presence through over-sophistication. 
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With the best will in the world the institutional school can 
become hardened into a cold and stereotyped regimen. 
Theology, which should be a joyous and exciting search for 
God’s Word—for that is what it means—can turn into an 
academic game, a professional grind or worse still into a rat-race. 
The parish, too, however faithful initially, may succumb to 
deadening custom and convention, absorbed with its own 
trivialities. 
 The dangers of the wilderness are plain enough: eccentricity 
and schism, sentimentality and irresponsibility, error and 
emotionalism of the sillier sort. We search for balance: faith and 
feeling, learning and prayer, corporate and individual, theology 
and religion, are ultimately indissociable. The researches of the 
theologian are incomplete until they have been contemplated in 
silence, and only fools dare enter the wilderness unarmed with a 
theology. 
 We reach the all-important question: where is this composite 
pendulum now? I believe it to be firmly stuck on the side of the 
schools. Despite the decline of institutionalism—organised 
religion as it is sometimes miscalled—we are ruled by 
ecclesiastics who are not prophets and scholars with more 
learning than vision, not to mention parish priests who talk too 
much and listen too little.  
 The pendulum points towards the schools, while more and 
more people—the vast majority of lay people and a considerable 
proportion of the clergy—find themselves in the wilderness. For 
the wilderness is type and symbol of solitude, of faith 
unsupported by community, so the business man, housewife, 
farmer, artisan—the common Western person—as well as the 
American mission priest and the English country parson, are all 
in the wilderness. They are not in the supportive schools, yet it is 
the ethos and pattern of the schools that presides over them and 
which vainly attempt to control them. I am not taking sides but 
pointing to a dichotomy, I am not taking sides because I have 
tasted both with satisfaction. 
 There are an infinite number of ways in which the Christian 
life can be lived, and there are no circumstances which preclude 
it. There is one gospel which needs constantly to be 
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reinterpreted—not watered down or adapted—in order that it 
may be fully expressed within a multitude of changing cultures. 
 When I was a seminarian—admittedly a long time ago—I 
recall some juvenescent debate about what would happen to a 
group of Christians shipwrecked on a desert island without a 
priest, bible, prayerbook, bread, wine, chalice, pattern and all the 
rest of the institutional paraphernalia. I do not think we got 
beyond some legalistic theories revolving around “validity,” 
“regularity” and “intention,” plus the anticlimactic sop that God 
would somehow or other understand. So far as I can remember 
two possibilities never arose. First, that the disciplined liturgical 
framework of the schools, however valuable it was, might 
nevertheless be dispensable; that there might be another way 
altogether, not merely a modification of the known way. The 
second possibility that nobody ever thought of was that the God 
of the philosophers, and of the schools, might give place to the 
living God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, and of you, me, Harry 
and Judy. In other words that God might not merely understand 
but appear, disclose his purposes, command and lead. That 
would be religious experience which the schools intrinsically 
distrust. 
 This attitude lingers on. Housewife and banker cannot live the 
life of the schools, so they are charitably exhorted to do their best 
and God will understand: despite the tiny minority concerned, 
the schools constitute the norm. It is still modification not 
adaptation, and if the supportive and protective schools can get 
along without experience then it can be neither possible nor 
necessary to anyone else. But the reverse is the case, for it is in 
the wilderness—office, bank, street and kitchen—that the 
disclosure, the felt presence, is to be most expected. So the 
layman, and the mission priest thrust out of the seminary into the 
wilderness, in other words nine-tenths of the Church, is left 
without hope: the majority are excluded both from the support of 
the schools and the experience of the wilderness. We are close to 
the notorious “double-standard,” of which more in a moment. 
 Now all this is very personal, and to some extent 
autobiographical, because through no choice of my own, and for 
reasons I must accept in faith as providential, I find myself very 
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much in the wilderness. I am temporarily cut off from the 
supportive structure of the schools which I revere, I am away 
from the stimulation of theological dialogue. The wilderness is a 
challenge, and even a cross. 
 Conversely, the schools can be too comfortable and the 
wilderness can be refreshing. If there is less intellectual stimulus 
there is more of the felt presence of God, and one must face the 
question as to which is ultimately the more important. If I am a 
little behind in the latest academic thought I am also liberated 
from the silliness of theological fashion. If I am lacking in the 
discipline of dialogue I am also well out of the rat-race. 
 The importance of this bit of autobiography is that it dictates a 
literary approach. I write from the wilderness not from the 
schools, and this is what I mean by writing a layman’s book—
although I abhor the distinction—because most of the laity are in 
the wilderness. And so am I, it is not condescending pretence. I 
am happily freed from the eagle eye of professor, reviewer and 
examiner, and joyfully, if fearfully, concerned with the felt 
presence of God. Theology is fun. 
 But solitude and silence carry tremendous responsibility, and 
fool that I am, I am not quite foolish enough to enter the 
wilderness unarmed with a theology. And in a double sense I 
adopt the contemporary theological stance. First, my theology is 
contemporary, existentially grounded, beginning—but not 
ending—with empirical experience. Secondly, my approach is 
contemporary in that it is unashamedly personal. John 
Macquarrie has well pointed out that the old idolatry of the 
objective, the impeccably impersonal treatise growing out of a 
logical examination of texts and sources, should more properly 
be called philosophy of religion. Theology—the quest for the 
living Word of God—is faith speaking to faith, personal witness 
subjected to the test of disciplined dialogue. It is friend seeking to 
stimulate friend rather than expert addressing an audience. 
 After due examination—in the next chapter—we shall throw 
off the shackles of the Church’s pathological terror of ordinary 
religious experience; we shall break away from the tyranny of the 
schools and revel in the wilderness. Then I shall describe 
religious experience, the felt presence of God, and in the nature 
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of the case it must be mostly my own experience, or sometimes 
the experience of those with whom I have been in close pastoral 
relationship (permission and anonymity having been duly 
observed). 
 What reaction am I to expect? Some, probably the more 
entrenched habitué of the institutional schools, will dismiss the 
book as dangerous nonsense. I can only submit and re-examine. 
More frightening is the thought of a reader who concludes that 
the author—me—must be a holy, charismatic, unusual and 
profound mystical genius. That would bring me to near despair, 
for it is not only ludicrous but it completely misses the point. The 
reaction I hope and pray for is that some of my brothers and 
sisters in the wilderness—banker, secretary and housewife—will 
be able to trust that this experience really is a divine disclosure; 
that that experience was really of God. I want them to say: of 
course, these feelings, intuitions and manifestations are common 
enough, but I have never had the courage to accept them as the 
felt presence of God, the terrible warnings of the schools have 
frightened me off; now my life is religious, not merely doctrinal 
and moralistic. 
 To put the same thing more respectably I should like to 
convince the ordinary Christian that the centre of contemporary 
theology—awareness of the divine disclosure, God’s activity in 
the world of events, Christ’s real presence in Church and world, 
God’s genuine participation in his creation—is true. I should like 
to be able to demonstrate that all this is theology, not religious 
philosophy; that it is experiential fact and not just theory. Still 
from the wilderness and not from the schools, I should like to try 
to show that contemporary theology, existentially based, is 
pastoral theology par excellence. It brings the creed not only up-to-
date but to life. 
 There is a useful analogy here between the literature of 
religious experience and the literature of human sexuality. Not so 
long ago—a century perhaps—both subjects were tabu. The 
Church was terrified of both, they were equally dangerous, 
“enthusiasm” was as dirty a word as “orgasm.” Of course these 
things happened, in both cases there were unpleasant deviations, 
but it was best not to talk about them. 
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 Then came a parallel development, and a certain liberation. 
Freud and company brought sex into the open as an important 
and reputable scientific study, openly discussible without shame. 
And William James wrote The Varieties of Religious Experience. The 
Church relented a little, again in both directions: with the 
Oxford Movement affective prayer, and especially affective 
penitence, became not entirely beyond the pale, and sexuality 
become a little more than a matter of brutish procreation. Even 
its pleasures were permissible—if you were very very careful! 
 Since then, and despite William James, the religious experience 
side of the analogy has lagged behind. We remain in the 
Freudian stage; it is a reputable study and subject for discussion. 
Contemporary theology makes much of it—awareness, 
disclosure, the felt presence as so on—but there is little about 
what these things mean in practice, still less about how they arise 
and what they feel like. There is a great deal of inspiring theology 
insisting that God is active in the world: yes, but how is this 
activity recognized by you and me? How is the disclosure 
experienced? 
 The sex side has forged ahead because by analogy it faces up to 
this sort of question. There are most respectable books by most 
reputable authors, not on the sexual values, psychological 
implications, and fulfilling pleasures, but on how to do it, in 
down to earth, full-blooded practice. There is a sense—if my 
analogy has any plain meaning—in which this book is an 
attempt to catch up, to carry contemporary thought that stage 
further, to its pastoral grass roots. And so combine the schools 
with a refreshing wilderness. 
 Dare I conclude with an analogical parallel, albeit a little 
strained and remote, between the unhealthy quest for quasi-
mysticism and pornography? For do they not both arise from the 
frustrated seeking of illicit pleasure by proxy? And the Church’s 
reticence is to blame: if normal, healthy sex is tabu then the 
floodgates of deviation open; if normal religious experience is 
tabu then spiritual frustration results in quack-mysticism. 
 Let me hasten to add, as I have hastened to add so often, that 
the true mystical tradition of the Church and the writings arising 
therefrom, are among the greater glories of our heritage. Read 
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them for their inspiration and aim high. But most of us are not 
mystics, which need not mean that all true experience of God is 
denied us. My constant criticism is that with religious experience, 
as with prayer generally, the Church will not start low enough, or 
take the lowly seriously enough. 
 To revert to the analogy, the ordinary, normal, happily 
married and sexually fulfilled man has no great concern with the 
exploits of Casanova, still less with the Marquis de Sade. If 
ordinary religious experience has its dangers, so too has its 
suppression. 
 But we must not be foolhardy, no one dare enter the 
wilderness without a theological shield, part of which is the 
attempt to get things in historical perspective. So we must now 
examine the tradition to find out why and how this fear of 
experience has arisen. This should aid the expulsion of that fear. 
Then we must look at the theology of it all, comparing ancient 
with modern emphases. Then we will be in a position to get 
down to brass tacks with sanity and responsibility.



 

 

THREE 
 

The Church’s dilemma 
 
Christian history is studded with men and movements easily 
classified under one or other of our headings: the schools and the 
wilderness. 
 Rabbinic schools taught the Law, while the prophets emerged 
from the desert. Jesus taught the disciples after retirement to the 
wilderness. The Twelve presumably studied and discussed his 
message, while Paul was out in the wilderness, on his solitary way 
to Damascus. The first centuries of our era were characterized by 
a joyous and spontaneous acceptance of the presence of the risen 
Lord. This gave way to an austere ecclesiasticism; personal 
devotion was all but smothered by the liturgical cult of a 
monarchical Church. Solitaries fled to the desert, and then 
combined into monastic schools. Saint Bernard and Saint 
Francis came along: the first of the Jesus kids. Scholastic theology 
and medieval piety were frequently at war, and so it goes on. 
Schleiermacher plugged feeling against the rationalists, Wesley 
preached a religion of personal warmth against deistic moralism. 
More recently Rudolf Otto’s quest for the experience of the Holy 
was countered by the transcendentalism of Karl Barth. Now 
there is a new charismatic movement, a neo-Pentecostalism, 
confronting a suspicious ecclesiastical structure. 
 There is still no question of right or wrong but of balance, 
which resolves itself into a single straightforward question: Why 
the Church’s fear? Fear of experience which was once joyfully 
taken for granted? If we can answer this question the fear is 
dissipated; we have our mandate to go ahead. And the fear is 
dispelled by the examination of four aspects of the situation. 
 The first is the advent, between the third and fifth centuries, of 
the via negativa mystical school. As the articulation of the primal 
revelation, theology may be constructed upon any philosophical 
framework, and it must continually be reconstructed to express 
the cultural patterns of succeeding ages and societies. For good 
or ill these early centuries look to neo-Platonism, which—for our 
purposes—culminated in the mystical theology of the Pseudo-
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Dionysius around A.D. 500. It is a complicated story which may 
be more thoroughly investigated by consulting Louis Bouyer’s 
History of Christian Spirituality (Burns and Oates, 1960). We need 
only be concerned with those salient features of the movement 
which continue to exert pastoral influence. 
 The overwhelming concern is with the ultimate mystical union: 
in Platonic terms, the deification of the divine and enduring soul 
which is sharply contrasted with the mutable human body, by 
union with, or absorption in, the divine essence. The method is 
by abstraction, that is by a denunciation of everything that is not 
God; in other words by negation, hence the name. The system 
has had an enduring influence through the ages, and it has 
undoubtedly produced its saints. But it has had its opponents as 
well: Saint Bernard, Saint Francis, The School of Saint Victor, 
the Austin Canons, even Saint John of the Cross and Saint 
Ignatius, came under its influence without being entirely happy 
about it. 
 Its weak points are obvious enough: Platonic dualism is 
incompatible with the biblical, and existential, doctrine of 
integrated man; it is also incompatible with the doctrine of the 
resurrection of the body. It is difficult to renounce a creation 
which the Creator clearly pronounced to be very good, and more 
serious is the opposition between rejection of the physical body 
and its senses and faith in the incarnation of God in Christ. 
 This system finds little support today, and more than one 
irreproachable authority has hinted that the Pseudo-Dionysius 
might be pseudo in more than name. But its pastoral influence 
remains, first and obviously in distrust of religious experience on 
any level but the highest. By all means aim high, for it is a 
dominical duty: “be ye therefore perfect.” Christian life depends 
on keeping your eye on the ultimate ball, on the vision of God in 
heaven, but this does not nullify the reality of our experience of 
God in everyday life. 
 The senses remain suspect, especially as vehicles for the felt 
presence of God. The popular approach to prayer is still eyes 
closed, think only of God in a vacuum, and resist distractions. 
But there is an equally valid tradition which says open your eyes 
and look for God in his world, distractions might be his leading. 
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And there is still much confusion as to what the word “world” 
really means. Everyone knows about the New Testament 
ambiguity: the creation, which includes the human body and its 
senses, is very good, yet the “world” is evil, anti-Christ, and to be 
resisted. In the pejorative sense, the “world” leads into 
Pelagianism: the reliance on self to save itself, by the 
accumulation of wealth, possessions, honours, position and 
power, instead of reliance on grace. But this is not the equation 
of creatures, let alone the human senses, with the evil “world.” 
The happy family man, enjoying his home, his food and drink, 
his cigar, social circle and recreation, is inevitably dubbed 
worldly. The austere celibate, hardworking, joyless and 
misanthropic, must be other-worldly, ascetic. But not necessarily: 
the one might be motivated to see God in his environment, with 
dependent thanksgiving; the other could be absorbed with 
possessions, self-aggrandisement and personal power. In a 
passage to which we must later return, Schubert Ogden writes 
“either we are so to believe in God that we finally place our trust 
in him alone; or else we are so to believe in him that we divide our 
ultimate trust by placing it in part in some idol alongside him.” 
But an idol is a substitute for God wholly or in part, not just any 
creature. Ironically, all the religious paraphernalia of the 
schools—the ancient English cathedral or parish church are 
frightening examples—so readily become idols. The bishop’s 
Cadillac need not even be worldly: legend has it that Saint 
Bernard had the finest and fleetest horse in all France. 
 Not to labour the point the via negativa tradition gives rise to an 
emotive distrust of creatures as such, and of the human senses, 
and from thence of any claim to religious experience other than 
that which depends upon their suppression. All I wish to insist 
upon is that this is not the only legitimate, or traditional, school 
of thought. 
 The second factor flows from the first: it is what history knows 
as the theory of the Two Lives, or the Double Standard. This, too, is 
a complicated story and the more serious reader can do no better 
than to follow it up in Lecture 5, ii, of K. E. Kirk's The Vision of 
God (Longmans, Green, 1931). For our restricted purpose the 
point may be simply put. The Christian life is one of progress 
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towards an ultimate end, the Vision of God, frequently treated 
by the analogy of the journey, or scale, or ladder. People are in 
different stages of the journey; they are, to use traditional if un-
ideal language, more or less “advanced.” One significant aspect 
of this analogy is that, although a journey is nonsense without a 
final destination in view, the actual journeying has value in its 
own right. Neglect of this fact is the error of the via negativa 
school, which puts all emphasis upon the Beatific Vision, the 
mystical union, and discounts anything less as genuine religious 
experience. However absurd is a journey without a destination, it 
is just as silly to speak of a destination with the journeying. 
 Spiritual “advancement,” therefore, varies infinitely in degree, 
and so, I believe, does religious experience. This is what Kirk 
means by the “valid theory” of the Double (or strictly multiple) 
Standard. The invalid theory makes distinctions of a hard and 
fast sort in kind; as between monk and secular, priest and layman, 
celibate and husband, active and contemplative. That there are 
significant vocational distinctions here, the gospel bears witness, 
but the gospel is equally clear that there is no question of cut and 
dried “higher” and “lower” states: the married layman is in no 
way inferior, in kind, to the celibate monk or priest. Here is the 
origin of the battle between the schools and the wilderness, and it 
should be needless to add that there should not be any battle. 
 Monasticism grew up with the via negativa mysticism, and it 
received much initial impetus from it, but the two are not 
inseparable. There is little of this emphasis in the Rule of Saint 
Benedict, and developed monasticism is too big to be tied to any 
one mystical theology, or any one conception of prayer. But the 
centrality of monasticism, without which the Christian Church is 
inconceivable, tends towards the schools and away from the 
wilderness; it stresses the corporate and liturgical rather than the 
personal and solitary. In the formative centuries there was, 
indeed, a happy little battle between the hermit and the monk, 
the solitary life and the life in common. And although hermit and 
anchorite retained a significant place in medieval Church life, 
especially in England and Germany, there is no doubt who won 
the contest. 
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 Like via negativa mysticism, the invalid double standard is now 
everywhere abandoned, yet its influence on pastoral practice is 
still in evidence. I have noted already how those in the 
contemporary wilderness—banker, housewife and so on—are 
made to feel inferior to those whose good fortune places them 
under the protective support of the schools’ apparatus. This is the 
norm, and if circumstances preclude it we start to think of 
“modification,” not adaption. But, if the invalid double standard 
is invalid, the fullness of the life of faith, including genuine 
experience o the presence of God, cannot depend on 
circumstances. “The Word of God is not bound,” wrote Paul to 
Timothy. The felt presence of the Risen Christ cannot be 
excluded from any situation. 
 More serious still, and a rider to the double standard error, is 
the invalid distinction between the “counsels” and “precepts” of 
the gospel. There is, of course, a proper and important 
distinction. The trouble starts when the counsels—poverty, 
chastity and obedience—cease to be evangelical and Christian 
and become specifically monastic, while the precepts form a 
moral code, suitable as guidance for those on the lower plane. If 
you want serious prayer, a living relationship with God, which 
will inevitably include some sort of experience, then embrace the 
counsels and enter the schools. Otherwise obey the rules laid 
down by an absent God and, with luck, all will be well in the 
end: you will get to heaven, but never past the second grade. 
Nobody believes this, you cannot divorce prayer from morals, yet 
the error persists: me? know God? Do not be silly I am only a 
layman! This is the pernicious and persistent heresy of moralism, 
or the substitution of religion by ethics, and it is what Tillich 
meant when he said that “without the felt-presence of God, 
religion becomes a system of moral and doctrinal rules which are 
not religious.” But to feel the presence of God? Who me? Don’t 
be silly, with all these children, and the washing and cooking and 
cleaning to do? I’m no mystic! 
 Which is the non-sequitur I am concerned with: No she is not a 
mystic, neither am I, but does this preclude all experience of Our 
Lord and Saviour? Of course God is everywhere, in the kitchen 
and the bank as well as in the sanctuary; but by conventional 
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agreement, backed by the Church’s morbid fear, nobody really 
believes it. Religion is prayer, which is relation to God. But is 
there any such thing as an unexperienced relationship? Is there 
even a purely intellectual relationship? Pertinently: is there any 
such thing as a Platonic relationship? If this means a personal 
relationship confined to mind and spirit but excluding the 
physical sense, then biblical and existential doctrine, both 
interpreting an incarnational religion, must answer No. 
 The two lives—active and contemplative—is the same error in 
another dress. It is another false dichotomy for contemplation is 
the end and consummation of activity not its alternative or 
opposite. But pastoral practice still gets things the wrong way 
round. Contemplation may indeed prove a spur to action, but in 
essence it is the end of the process, not the beginning. Marth’s 
active service was not wrong but incomplete, for to know God is 
the end; even if it proves inspiring to future activity, and of moral 
support, these are subsidiary matters. We must be warned by C. 
S. Lewis’s bishop who was bored with heaven because it offered 
little scope for evangelism. 
 Contemplative prayer covers a wide range of types and levels, 
but it implies some sort of known relation with God, also 
reducible to a range of types and levels. Despite a contemporary 
new look at this concept of prayer, and of much revived interest, 
pastoral guidance is still inclined to stop short of it: 
contemplation invites feeling, so it is very dangerous to the grade-
two laity! The double standard, abandoned in theory, will not 
die. 
 The third factor in our examination of the Church’s fear of 
experience can be explained more briefly. It is that personal 
religious experience has been too often employed for purposes of 
proof and apologetic, which is not its present, or only, function. 
Dr William Barclay makes the important, but frequently missed 
distinction, between the purposes of the resurrection appearances 
described in the New Testament and our experience of the risen 
Christ today. He writes: “What, if any, is the difference between 
the risen Christ and the ever-living Christ? I do not think that in 
kind there is any difference, although I think that there is a 
difference in purpose. The first appearances of Jesus to his own 
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were evidential. They were utterly necessary to convince his 
disciples that the Cross was not the end but the beginning, that 
he was still victoriously alive. Ever since, the appearances of the 
risen and ever-living Christ have been sustaining, strengthening, 
renewing; but the Christ who appears is the same.” (Crucified and 
Crowned, p. 164, SCM Press, 1961). 
 In any context, the argument from personal experience is 
unconvincing. If the records show that the November mean 
temperature in Florida is 80 degrees, and I claim that I was in 
Florida last November shivering with the cold, then nobody is 
going to believe me: there is something odd about me, not about 
the records. If, after rational debate on the creed, I confront the 
sceptic with my personal experience of Jesus, it will only confirm 
him in his scepticism. Mystical experience—let me repeat—is 
one of the great glories of the Church’s tradition; the mystical 
saints remain our contemporaries in the Body of Christ, and our 
fellowship with them is a privilege without price. But I doubt if 
this experience can be made to prove anything to the agnostic. 
This kind of evangelistic-apologetic approach has been too 
prevalent, and the Church has the wisdom to see its dangers. But 
a pastoral non-sequitur follows: faith does not depend on 
experience, the argument from experience is weak, so let us insist 
that ordinary Christians do not have any experience, they get 
along well enough without it. This confuses the issue. A better 
approach is to insist that Christians do experience the presence 
of God, frequently and on a wide range of levels, but this does 
not prove anything: it is no longer evidential but sustaining, 
strengthening and renewing. 
 An institutional Church, inclined to autocracy, is even more 
fearful when personal experience is claimed as guide to action, 
especially of an unconventional kind. A priest might claim that 
God is leading him, through providential disclosure, to an 
experimental ministry outside the ecclesiastical norm. An 
influential layman might withhold his support for some parochial 
or diocesan project because spiritual experience warns him 
against it. Any institution—and institution there must be—is 
unhappy about these sort of spanners thrown into its well-oiled 
works; so the claim to experience is distrusted, things go more 
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smoothly when nobody has any, so nobody has any: except the 
mystic safely shut away from it all. 
 There is inevitable tension between responsibility and loyalty. 
Personal experience of this type needs testing, but the answer is 
to test not reject. Something like it is common to all the great 
reformers: Saint Paul, Saint Bernard, Saint Francis, Luther, 
Wesley, Kierkegaard, Schweitzer, Bonhoeffer, Teilhard, to reel 
off a few who come immediately to mind. But here I am not 
interested in the unusual but in the normal, or what I claim to be 
normal. The religious experience I claim to be common, if 
unrecognised through the Church’s fear, has the different 
purpose of Barclay’s second group: it is sustaining, strengthening, 
renewing. What the Church needs more than anything is 
sustenance, strength and renewal. 
 The fourth, last and possibly most important factor is that 
religious experience is not encouraged by substantive as against 
existential theology. The creeds, the Christian’s blueprints for 
action, are expressed in substantive, or metaphysical, or coldly 
static terms. They constist in bald statements of fact: God is 
omnipresent—everywhere—Jesus is God and Man, crucified for 
our redemption, risen, glorified and ever-present. God is a 
Trinity of Persons in unity, immanent and transcendent, and so 
on. The immediate reaction to this kind of statement is similar to 
our reaction to the proposition that 7 times 7 equals 49: so what? 
The intellect grasps the truth of the matter, it is only when seven 
hens each lay seven eggs, or when you work seven days for seven 
dollars a day, that 49 has practical meaning; that is can be not 
only believed in but experienced. 
 Contemporary theology translates the creeds into this type of 
language, the language not of brute fact but of experience and 
activity. The doctrine of creation, for example, used to be 
concerned with how and when God made the world out of 
nothing, which to say the least is a pretty idle speculation. Now 
we are more interested in exactly how God is related to his world 
and is active within it. There are tomes of theology concerned 
with the definition, categories, divisions and sub-divisions of 
“grace”; the existential question is what does it do to you, how is 
it experienced and appropriated? 
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 This translation from substance to existence in no way alters 
the content of the Christian revelation, any more than a 
translation from Greek into English changes the meaning of a 
statement. But it changes the approach from passive acceptance 
to active embrace, from intellectual assent to living commitment. 
In the old language, following Christ could mean obedience to a 
set of precepts attributable to him, given once and for all a long 
time ago. In the new language it means commitment to his living 
presence; a docility to his constant leading, guidance and 
demand. Here the key words are introduced—disclosure, 
awareness, impingement, feeling—which presuppose acceptance 
of experience. 
 So with morality. The established codes, laws and categories 
retain their background value and use, but morality is linked 
more closely than ever with ascetics, with prayer seen as living 
relationship. Morality demands bold decision, not mere 
obedience, and this depends upon Christ as present, so again 
upon experience—the felt presence—in some form. 
 The Church faces a dilemma: it must either reject the whole 
corpus of contemporary theology, or it must revise its attitude to 
religious experience. The former alternative it can hardly adopt, 
and it appears disinclined to try. So we are forced into the latter 
option, and contemporary theology not only demands this but 
helps with the new assessment. 
 To this theological examination we must now turn, as the final 
exercise in ground-clearing. Then we can get down to more 
practical things in the comfortable knowledge that our—my—
most subjective feelings of the presence of God have some 
foundation and support in bible and creed.



 

 

FOUR 
 

God is everywhere 
 
Omnipresence: what does this mean? God is everywhere, and 
God is Trinity. So God the Father—Primordial Being, if you 
prefer that sort of language—has a continuous relationship with 
his creation; he is no absentee landlord, no constructor of a 
clockwork universe which once wound up runs along under its 
own power. And the Father is manifested through the 
incarnation of his Son, Jesus Christ, eternally God and man. 
From Father and Son the Holy Ghost proceeds, so God is 
immanent in the world, the Lord and Giver of life, indwelling all 
things. God, in fact, is everywhere, so it is not unreasonable to 
believe that he can be apparent, felt, disclosed, experienced. But 
how may be conceive such experience? 
 As might be expected from our discussion the Church’s 
pastoral teaching consists largely in negative warnings; 
experience is suspect. So we are not to think of God as indwelling 
the world as a sort of holy fog, or as the air we breathe, or as 
extended through space. Certainly these images are a little naïve, 
and intellectually unsatisfactory to sophisticated modern people, 
but I fail to understand the Church’s fear of them, any more than 
I can see what is wrong with talking of the Father as “above,” so 
long as we realise we are using images and symbols. Moreover, 
this fear seems to put contemporary theology is something of a 
dilemma; we are back to the evasive negatives. “Omnipresence,” 
writes Tillich, “means that God is neither endlessly extended in 
space nor limited to a definite space; nor is he spaceless . . . God’s 
omnipresence is his creative participation in the spatial existence 
of his creature.” (Systematic Theology, I. pp. 307-8.) Or Macquarrie: 
“‘Omnipresence’ is not to be taken objectively to mean that God 
is diffused through space like some all-pervading ether, but again 
that he is not tied to the factical situation that is a basic 
characteristic of our human ‘being-there.’” (Principles of Christian 
Theology, IX.35.vi.) I can see all that, and so, I suspect, can most 
modern laymen of the sort who can be bothered with a book like 
this, but is it not too sophisticated by half? Have not the schools 
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run too far away from the wilderness? How do you conceive of 
omnipresence alone in the contemplative desert? 
 Nobody is going to confuse the air we breathe with the third 
person of the Trinity, any more than we are likely to see the 
Father as sitting on a cloud thrusting his benevolent “presence” 
into “everywhere.” But if God “participates in the spatial 
existence of his creatures” why should not his presence be 
disclosed through the air, or the fog, or anything else? I am not 
for a moment suggesting that this is a very good way of looking at 
the question, in fact I am about to attempt some considerable 
improvements upon it, but if a simply Christian believes in 
omnipresence—and the Church insists that he must—and he 
interprets this by the images and symbols of ether, fog, sunshine 
or what you will, then I fail to see why the Church should throw 
up its hands in horror. 
 Or perhaps I can see why. For if the Church has developed a 
pathological fear of religious experience it could be partly 
because of its very proper fear of heresy. And the heresy in 
question is pantheism: the idea that God and the world are 
identical, or in Spinoza’s infamous saying that God is nature. 
Deism is the opposite error, wherein God and the world are 
separated by an unbridgeable gulf. Confronted by a diabolical 
choice of evils we would be forced towards the deistic side for 
here God at least remains God, and yet this wholly precludes any 
religious experience. It is assumed that pantheism encourages it, 
since if God and nature are the same then the experience of 
nature is the experience of God. But this is another bit of logical 
intellection which is questionable when carried over into pastoral 
terms. 
 Only a fool dare enter the wilderness unarmed with a theology, 
but so armed my immediate reaction to the wilderness of nature, 
whether the Allegheny mountains or the English countryside, is 
one of God’s overwhelming transcendence. Perhaps it is because I 
have rural roots and a farming background that the world of 
nature, including Niagara Falls and the Grand Canyon, appears 
so delightfully tiny compared with the stupendous Trinity. I 
cannot see how anyone gazing at flowers and trees, ducks and 
geese, even a few million square miles of desert of a herd of wild 
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elephants, could possibly mistake all this for God Almighty. But 
any of it might manifest and disclose him. 
 The contemporary answer to this immanence-transcendence 
paradox is a theory called panentheism: the Being of God 
includes and penetrates the universe, so that everything exists 
only in him, who still transcends everything. The older 
“substance” theology grappled with the pastoral question of how 
the transcendent God impinges upon the world, and it came up 
with a series of devotional analogies. All things were kept in 
being by the love of God which “pours down” upon creation, as 
the rays pour down from the sun. Or God is the divine artist who 
paints, or carves, creation; a picture or statue that somehow 
contains the spirit or character of the creator. Or we see through 
a glass darkly; creation reflects the divine mind, giving a hint or 
token or symbol of God. Speculum, a mirror, is a favourite word 
frequently appearing in the titles of medieval devotional writings. 
 But inspiring as all this has been to the faithful it is 
unsatisfactory, and ironically it tends to discourage real religious 
experience. For in the last resort the love of God is not quite the 
same as God, especially when it “pours down.” I cannot have a 
relation with a divine characteristic but only with God himself, 
any more than I can have a relation with a friend’s friendship, 
but only with the friend himself. Ultimately, the rays are not the 
sun, the picture is not the artist, the reflected image is not that 
which is reflected. The put it bluntly, despite hints, signs, tokens 
and notions, God is not everywhere according to this type of 
thought; he only intrudes, or intervenes now and again, which is 
veiled deism. 
 In the contemporary scheme of things—panentheism—“God 
really does in a manner put himself into what he creates” 
(Macquarrie, Principles, XII.50.x.) Or God is Being, and all beings 
(things) participate in Being; creation is God’s self-giving, self-
outpouring. God is “present and manifest” in creation and in all 
creatures. “It would be absurd to speak of his ‘intruding’ or 
‘intervening’ in his world. He is always there, or else the world 
could not and would not be there either.” (Norman Pittenger, 
Process Thought and Christian Faith, p. 41.) Again quotations could 
be piled up, but the point at issue is that we now have God 
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precisely where the Church has always insisted that he is: 
everywhere, including, of course, the transcendent. 
 If, through fear of pantheism and fear of experience, the older 
tradition never quite reached this point, the important question 
now arises: how is this omnipresence perceived? We reject 
pantheism, which says that experience of nature is the same as 
experience of God, and finally—though I would wish to allow a 
loophole for the simple—we must reject as unsatisfactory the 
diffused through space idea of omnipresence. How is it then 
perceived in experience? My answer is by the divine self-
disclosure, but how is this to be interpreted? 
 In Introduction to Religious Philosophy, Dr Geddes Macgregor asks 
the interesting question: what is the architect’s relation to, or 
experience of, space? In one sense he is entirely wrapped up in it, 
his life and work depend upon it, space is the foundation and raw 
material of architecture. Yet it another sense space cannot be 
experienced, for you cannot see it, feel, smell, hear or taste it. Yet 
it is somehow there, somehow it is everywhere. Can God be said 
to be everywhere in this sense? This is not the diffused ether 
image, for that would not be pristine space, and it seems to be 
something akin to what the older theology was aiming at: God is 
everywhere in a vague, and finally non-experiential sense, a 
matter of faith and not feeling, of doctrine not experience. But to 
combine Macgregor with Macquarrie, and other contemporary 
theologians, space everywhere becomes present and manifest—
or disclosed, or we are aware of it, or it impinges—just so soon as 
the architect gets down to work and puts something into it. Being 
(God) is only manifested in the beings (things), or “Being gives 
itself in and through its appearances, and nowhere else.” So it is 
through things that we experience space, through things that we 
experience Being, or God. 
 So the sensible experience of material things, rather than being 
suppressed by via negativa techniques, becomes the gateway to the 
genuine experience of omnipresence. Yet we firmly reject 
pantheism which equates God with nature: if God really 
indwells, participates in, all creation, why is it that sometimes his 
presence is disclosed to us and sometimes it is not? Perhaps a 
further analogy helps to explain. May we say that music, or 
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“musicality,” continuously “indwells” Jascha Heifetz, that it is 
immanent in him? Contemporary theology and psychology say 
that we may since a human being is a flux of potentiality rather 
than a static soul-substance to which qualities may be added or 
subtracted at will. Now suppose we meet Mr Heifetz at a party—
one of those nondescript noisy things where introductions are 
vague and inaudible—without quite knowing who he is. We 
talk—above the general din—about politics, sport, the theatre 
and so on; and we go home with the impression that we have 
met a pleasant, thoughtful, charming acquaintance. Next day we 
attend a concert in which Heifetz is performing—not in a din but 
in a concentrated and dedicated atmosphere. Now in both cases 
the “musicality” is there, in the man, but at the party it was not 
disclosed, we remain unaware of it, we did not even know to 
whom we were talking. But from the concert platform we are 
enthralled by this musicality made clearly manifest. And there 
are degrees of disclosure between these two extremes, dependent 
upon both Heifetz’s self-disclosure and our receptivity to it. If we 
knew to whom we were talking at the party, and if music because 
a topic of conversation, then Heifetz’s musicality would become 
partially disclosed, but only if we had some interest in, and 
knowledge of, music. 
 I do not wish to labour this analogy or stretch it too far but the 
fundamental point needs stressing. On the one hand musicality is 
part of Heifetz, not just an added accomplishment; music is in 
Heifetz. On the other hand it transcends him, for on his death, 
or deafness, or senility, it continues to be. So God is really in the 
world of things, he really participates in creatures, sometimes 
disclosing himself through them and sometimes not, yet all the 
while God transcends the world of material things. 
 William Temple said the religious experience was the total 
experience of a religious man, which, on the surface, is an 
obvious tautology: to a religious man religious experience is 
religious experience. To make sense this famous aphorism needs 
to be qualified by degrees of religiousness in various experiences. 
We must resort to the principle that all experience is subject to 
selectivity and interpretation (in a different kind of book quotations 
and references could again be piled up; for a succinct statement 
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see Geddes Macgregor, op. cit., pp. 38-41). What is meant is that 
in any experience the subject chooses those aspects which interest 
him and discounts those which do not. On meeting Heifetz most 
of us would think of his music; Mrs Heifetz (if there is one) could 
be much more concerned with his qualities as a husband, with 
his amiability, kindness, consideration and so on. To the urban 
aesthete on vacation a wheat field full of poppies is a charming 
sight, the poppies are flowers; to the farmer this same sight is 
horrific, the poppies are weeds. Now Whitehead in particular 
uses this principle in criticism of the scientific worldview. The 
scientist, he argues, abstracts or chooses only those qualities of 
something in which he is interested, and omits the rest. A 
botanist describes a rose with no reference to its beauty, or to its 
aesthetic effect in combination with other flowers in a complete 
garden. But, argues Whitehead, the beauty of a rose is just as 
much part of its reality as its botanical structure. 
 C. E. M. Joad explains as well as anyone: “Science, Whitehead 
declares in another famous phrase, ‘bifurcates the universe,’ that 
is to say, it draws an arbitrary line between what it is prepared to 
take account of as important and what it proposes to ignore. 
Thus it accepts some activities as relevant to its interpretation, 
such as, for example, those which are denoted by the concepts of 
energy, electricity, and force and rejects as irrelevant all that is 
implied by the creative activity of the artist and the religious 
experience of the mystic.” (Guide to Philosophy, p. 570.) Again: “to 
separate a thing from its environment and its context, and then 
to give an account of it so separated, is to give an account of it as 
it is not.” 
 A rose, then, is by selection and interpretation, something 
different to different people. To the botanist it is rosaceae arvensis, 
to the gardener it is an Ena Harkness, to the aesthete a beautiful 
sight, and to the blind man it is a wonderful small. None of these 
have experienced the rose in its totality, but when Temple’s 
religious man says that it is a creature of God which may disclose 
his presence, his interpretation is no less valid. Indeed it could be 
argued that this interpretation is nearer to the truth than all the 
others because it embraces the others; botany, gardening and 
aesthetics can come under the heading of theology, whereas 
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aesthetics cannot come under the head of science. It could 
further be argued that to see the rose in its fullest reality, 
synthetically rather than analytically, as concentration of its 
environment rather than as abstracted from it, is to contemplate it. 
Of course the agnostic will dismiss all this as subjectivism at best 
and hallucination at worst, and it is impossible to argue with him: 
the argument from experience remains weak. My one point—
speaking not in apologetic but from faith to faith—is that the 
religious interpretation is as valid as any other, and that any 
religious experience issuing from this interpretation is nothing to 
be frightened about. 
 But such religious experience is not automatic, except in the 
lowest degree of Temple’s sense. Even to the religious man, the 
divine disclosure is not always experienced. Because God is 
always self-disclosed, it is God who chooses the things and 
occasions of disclosure. Not the most spectacular, or the most 
perfect of creatures, but this one and that one suddenly become 
media for the experience of the presence of God. Our job is to 
adopt the theistic stance, to adopt the religious interpretation of 
life, and to respond to the experience of God when this is 
manifested. My point remains that these manifestations, on 
various levels, are not uncommon. 
 This leads to an important point and a warning, and the 
completion of the quotation from Schubert Ogden previously 
made (p. xx). The latter brief quotation is preceded by: “It is easy 
to suppose that idolatry means the diversion of faith wholly away 
from God himself to some merely nondivine thing falsely 
identified as divine. Actually, however, it is less than the idolater 
simply identifies nondivine thing as God than that he regards it 
as having a unique significance as a symbol or sacrament of 
God’s presence. His idol is for him the indispensable evidence of 
God’s power and favour, and so, while his trust is indeed in God, 
it is not whole, but is finally divided between God himself and 
the idol.” 
 Is my rose an idol? I think not, because in the first place God 
selected it as medium for his self-disclosure; the choice was not 
mine. It is also dispensable—it will soon wither away—but were 
it something more permanent, like a tree, it would still be 
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dispensable, for I have no interest in whether God will disclose 
himself through it again or whether he will choose another 
vehicle. As I hinted before, it is the English parish church and 
cathedral that more easily come into this infamous category. 
Over the centuries, thousands of people may have felt the 
presence of God in association with their ancient parish church, 
but the parish church is either dispensable or it is an idol. A 
better example, perhaps, is that famous picture of Saint Paul’s 
standing firm and grim amidst the holocaust of the London blitz. 
This, said London, was the symbol of God’s protective presence: 
and why not? But Wren’s cathedral is dispensable, or an idol, for 
the divine disclosure comes just as well through the Hilton hotel 
or the ducks in St Jame’s Park: it is God’s choice not ours. 
 The arguments in this chapter, and with a certain relief the 
theological part of the book, may now be concluded by a 
eucharistic summing-up. There is a sense in which the 
scholastics—the original men of the schools—led by Saint 
Thomas Aquinas, were thoroughly existentialist, in so far as they 
were concerned with the concept of being. But they never quite 
managed to throw off the older concept of substance, hence all 
the eucharistic theories which embrace that word 
(transubstantiation, consubstantiation, etc.). It is idle to speculate 
as to what might have happened if they had, but I think the story 
would have been a good deal simpler. More in context is that the 
fear of religious experience on an everyday pastoral level also 
had its say in the complication of the issue. The seven 
Sacraments of the Church (always with the initial capital) had to 
be interpreted as something very special, with their own 
supranatural rules and regulations, and therefore divorced from 
any other sort of experience. Nature was ordained by God, so 
was the sacramental system, but they were distinct. There is truth 
here, for the ordained sacraments are special channels of the 
divine disclosure, and we must consider why and how, but the 
dichotomy is false. To claim experience of Christ in the Mass was 
still a little suspect, but it was legitimate, nobody could deny the 
claim. But to experience God in the fields or at home was 
thoroughly suspect, to be refuted as pastorally dangerous. 
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 By whatever theory, substantive or existential, we have to 
acknowledge that Christ is “in” the consecrated elements, yet if 
we accept panentheism God is “in” everything: what is the 
difference? The first and fundamental difference is that to the 
medievals the eucharistic presence was an “intrusion” or 
“intervention” of God into an alien world. To contemporary 
theology it is a concentration of a universal principle: that God is 
everywhere. “The sacramental presence of God,” writes Tillich,” 
is a consequence of his omnipresence. It is an actual 
manifestation of his omnipresence, dependent of course on the 
history of revelation and the concrete symbols which have been 
created by it. His sacramental presence is not the appearance of 
somebody who is ordinarily absent and occasionally comes.” 
(Systematic Theology, I. p. 309.) 
 How, then, does the sacramental presence differ from the 
divine disclosure through any other creature? I think in three 
important ways: certainty, availability and corporate vision. The 
eucharistic presence is certain in that it does not depend upon a 
perceived disclosure; the efficacy of the sacrament does not 
depend on feeling, discernment, experience or any other 
subjective mood. By faith we know that we are, or have been, in 
the presence. Here faith truly comes before feeling, but it does 
not follow—as pastoral practice used to suggest—that this 
invalidates the divine disclosure in roses, trees, Saint Paul’s, the 
Empire State Building or anything else. To live “eucharistically” 
used to mean that you looked back in recollection, from time to 
time, to your last act of Holy Communion. I think it ought to 
mean that you look forward to eucharistic worship as the 
concentration and consummation of all experience of God in 
creation.  
 Participation in the eucharist is an efficacious channel of grace, 
again irrespective of feelings, devotion or experience. Grace is 
here “available” in the agriculture sense, whereas reliance upon 
the divine disclosure in ordinary experience is uncertain. My 
agricultural analogy is as follows: plants need nitrogen, as we 
need grace; coal contains nitrogen, but it is useless to spread 
lumps of coal on the fields because although the nitrogen is there 
it is not “available.” The plant cannot assimilate it except in the 
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form of soluble nitrates. God is everywhere, but his grace is not 
always “available,” and the divine disclosure which render grace 
assimilable is not always at hand: except in the eucharist. But 
again this does not invalidate the strengthening, sustaining, 
renewing values of ordinary religious experience. 
 We can never eliminate the corporate aspects, and therefore 
the cultic aspects, of the Christian faith. Eucharistic worship 
supplies this and therefore marries the schools with the 
wilderness. Through the eucharist, the personal disclosure 
becomes part of the corporate vision. It is the Church, not only 
the individuals who make it up, that so badly needs strength, 
sustenance and renewal. 
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