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Who is your God?

(Written for i to i Magazine, 1994)

Ten minutes from here, when the traffic is clear, lies the Gateshead Metro-Centre. It is claimed to be the largest shopping mall in Europe. It was built above the mud and factory waste of what used to be part of industrial Tyneside. The Church commissioners have put very large amounts of cash into it. They over-extended themselves in property development and have lost massively in the current recession. With declining congregations and donations, they hoped they could maintain clergy salaries by investing in our contemporary deity - retailing. The ironies in this are too obvious to mention.

I'm not keen on the polystyrene Georgian styling in Metro-land, nor its absence of ventilation. But the new carriageway built for it is already over-full; shoppers travel in from a wide area. Perhaps they are happy with what they find? 

"IKEA  therefore I exist..."

The inner teaching of the gospel according to retailing is perhaps to be found in the new selling 'concept' to be found at IKEA. There, you must progress reverentially round and look at everything. There is no alternative: the floor plan is a maze offering no branches; no alternative routes. You must follow it and, thereby, you must visit every part of the entire store rather than going directly to whatever you plan to buy. This, indeed, appears to be a form of worship. The shop is offering an entire world and lifestyle within which you can examine, explore (in the prescribed sequence) and wonder. 

"A Hunger to be more serious..."

The Metro-centre is constructed over the bones of northern industry. Other churches, too, sit among human bones. Each, therefore, can give us cause to wonder. Philip Larkin points us to this in his poem 'Church Going' in which he meditates on the power churches can have  on non-believers.. 

...someone will forever be surprising 

A hunger in himself to be more serious,

And gravitating with it to this ground,

Which, he once heard, was proper to grow wise in,

If only that so many dead lie around. 

Deadness leads us to wonder. Dead bodies, dead industry (that once produced warships, field guns, tanks), dead theology, dead consumerism, dead politics and policies, deadly bored young people seeking life, jobs, distraction, 'life-style' packages that they can ill afford.

From dead ashes arises the 'phoenix' of ... what? ...'Back to basics'? How far back, and to what basically? Child labour? Slavery? Full employment policies? A hunger to be more serious? 

"Get a life.."

'Get a life' say the Americans, but what would a life be that was more than a life-style? What do we want to get serious about? ..Not po-faced-solemn-serious; but alive, committed, zesty, sappy serious. What do we value and worship? Who is our God? 

For centuries, the local parish church provided a vital function...

A serious house on serious earth it is,

In whose blent air all our compulsions meet, 

Are recognised, and robed as destinies.





(Philip Larkin)

Like Larkin, I have spent years hovering by these places. How can we ignore the fact that, for so many centuries, so many people have come to them with their hopes, fears, insights and illusions, and have tried to make sense of themselves and their lives, alone and in the mass? The love and longing, the tears, the pain, the faith, the fear, the strength, the superstition. They are all there, in the air, seeping out of the walls, lying in the ground. Yet as soon as the priest of vicar opens his mouth the spell, for me as for others, is broken. I have to leave. I can't take this medieval dogma seriously, and I don't believe that it does any justice to my own wish to be serious. 

It pleases me to stand in silence here,   said Larkin. It pleases many; though 'pleasure' is but one small surface of the experience ...and the need. As ever, we crave spiritual renewal; we yearn to feel a sense of: connection with a larger purpose; identity; belonging. We see the spring, the bounce, the bright eyes, the curiosity, the awe and wonder, the exuberantly lived life of young children. How can we teach them without knocking the life out of them? How can they lose their innocence and ignorance without forfeiting their sense of awe and wonder? How can we regain our own reverence and wonder?  

"I may not come from Tibet, but why shouldn't I be a Tibetan Buddhist? Then, perhaps, I'll a Sufi disciple?"

'Get a life'.   In the USA there is no end to the meaning systems on sale. You don't like the old churches? Well there is every kind of designer spirituality, New Age, fundamentalist, guilt-ridden and masochistic, or jammed with joy. You can have a DIY version, assembling parts from whatever culture you like; or you can follow a home grown guru, of whatever shape and size;  or you can adhere (as strictly as you can) to whatever more ancient sect, and teaching, appeals to you. Now here is something really new. Not so long ago, each village had one, at best two, churches to chose from. There was no choice. Now the choice is the world. I may not come from Tibet, but why shouldn't I be a Tibetan Buddhist? Then, perhaps, I'll a Sufi disciple?

Part of our identity can only be found in feeling that we belong to something larger than ourselves. Joining a long queue of traffic for the shopping mall is an easy way to achieve this. Or enlisting in the army and going off to war. Or we can belong to a single issue pressure group. The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds is now bigger than the Conservative Party. Greenpeace is larger than the Labour Party. Is this is a sign of spiritual and political renewal or are we witnessing degeneration? Politically, at least, it seems like decay. We lobby the political machine for changes on our single issue, but we won't join to become more generally active within that political process.    

Joining a long queue of traffic for the shopping mall is an easy (though limiting?) way to achieve a sense of belonging.
Spiritual, political, personal renewal; which of these does this article wish to focus on? Well, all of them, actually, since it seems to me that they are all part of the same process. Any healthy spiritual renewal will signal personal and political regeneration as well, just as it has in the past, here and elsewhere. So where can it come from? Can we import it from abroad? Or haul it back from our own past? Or can we each construct it for ourselves?  

Get a life.  Seemingly, we can get it from anywhere, or can we? Can we pretend, as Zen Buddhists, that we belong to some medieval oriental community? or that we are North American Indians? or that we can re inhabit some nostalgic fantasy we may have constructed about the 'good old days gone by' (1955? 1855?). 

To get a life is to engage with what is here and now, seen in its proper context of space and time. Here and now is a lot of searching; a lot of individual insight and folly; a fragmentation of shared perspectives; a faltering of collective vision and collective will. Here, now, is  a sense of rootlessness and uncertainty because the ideas and institutions that previously provided secure roots and routes to meaning and commitment are in decay. 

A multitude of voices...
Here, now, therefore, is a multitude of voices offering every variety of foolishness, wisdom and bland mediocrity. Each of us hopes to assemble the best as best we can. Each of us hopes that we could sing with others a little more often. Yet so many voices sound mute, or out of tune or are singing the wrong song altogether. So we keep on searching; I for I; for you; for us. 

Get a life.  I do my thing, you do your thing..

...And if by chance we find each other, it's beautiful.

If not, it can't be helped.

That was guru Fritz Perls back in the (dewy? decadent?) Nineteen Sixties. Was he right that, if we can't find each other it can't be helped? No, that won't do at the moment. If we can't find each other, then perhaps we ought to try a little bit harder baby. (That was Janis Joplin!)  

P.S.     I was recently in conversation with a schools inspector and friend. She was explaining that, although the inspection process has become more formalised and mechanised around tick boxes and rating scales, they do have a tick box for "awe and wonder"; so schools will get extra marks if they can be seen to be promoting or preserving awe and wonder among the children. I was delighted. The inspectors are on the look out for awe and wonder. Maybe it will jump right out of the tick box. Here endeth the article and I'm afraid that I haven't provided you with the spiritual/personal/political renewal you, and I, may have been looking for. But, where there is Awe and Wonder, there is Life and Hope. So, let's end on a note of Faith ...and attentive Silence.

