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Suppose you went shopping, and everything you saw in every shop was drab, fusty, 
old-fashioned, tired, formulaic and joyless. How could you bring yourself to make 
a choice from such an unattractive range? The most likely option would be to put 
your money back in your pocket and go home, unfulfilled. Now imagine we are 
talking about religion instead of consumer goods. By the time we are old enough 
to understand that we have spiritual options, we have also been made aware that 
nearly all religions in the west are strangely passive, archaic, deeply conservative and 
struggling to emerge from either well-earned notoriety or terrible tragedy. It is hardly 
surprising that the majority of young people do not, of choice, find faith in their 
lives. The major religions are, after all, extraordinarily old fashioned. What strength is 
there to be gained from a religious service conducted in a dead language, the rituals 
performed in slow motion? What kind of piety do you demonstrate by keeping 
men and women separated at religious services, the women relegated to second-class 
status in the house of their god? What has any of this to do with beliefs in the new 
millennium? What has it got to do with us, the techno-hip, world-wired, globally 
positioned, watch-the-war-as-it-happens-on-TV generation?

After all, while the Judeo-Christian bibles are basically a series of generic dramas 
about a very extended family or two, unfortunately they stopped writing new 
episodes around 33AD and we’ve been watching repeats ever since. Eventually, even 
the most slothful of us get fed up with the endless re-runs. It is true that there are 
only a limited number of basic plots, and that they are all in the Old Testament. 
However, drama relies on re-telling the stories with novel and contemporary elements 
added to appeal to the public; in that way, the stories are perpetually renewed. 
Otherwise, they are perpetually archaic. The religions of the west have been so 
complacent; they simply haven’t bothered to keep their message contemporaneous. 
Few can now be bothered to listen. I also think that people want a religion that 
vibrates with life, rather than one entirely dulled and stiffened by its relentless 
sobriety. Worship does not have to be solemn to be reverent.

Actually, that’s quite a claim for me to make: “…people want a religion…” Do 
they indeed? Surely, in this day and age it could be argued that believing in God, 
the Devil, Heaven and Hell and so forth, might be a bit childish? Are beliefs and 
superstitions not one and the same? What with nuclear weapons, men on the 
moon and genetics, are we not a bit too grown up to need religion? A bit too old to 
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enjoy fairy stories and parables, no matter how well meaning? A bit too wise to be 
instructed like children when we’re patently adult? Well, apparently not. While we 
westerners are rejecting institutionalised religion, we do not seem to find strength in 
our agnosticism. Instead, we are turning back to the old ways, strange mixtures of 
superstition, folk-wisdom, parapsychology, faith-healers and occultists mixed in with 
the hi-tech tools of the Internet age.

Perhaps God is simply old-fashioned in the digital age. And yet, it seems obvious 
that people do need to believe in something. Sure, it’s a sweeping generalisation, but 
one that I think is unusually accurate. There is some part in all of us that longs for 
order, strength and consistency in our spiritual life, however we might define such a 
thing, and following a system of beliefs is a recognised way of achieving these goals. 
Equally, communal acts of faith like praying together also reinforce our sense of 
social community, and it doesn’t seem to matter who or what we pray to – a séance 
is a prayer meeting by any other name, in the same way a tarot or astrology reading 
incorporates aspects of the confessional. 

When religious expressions of faith become devalued; when the practice of 
religion seems irrelevant to the society in which it exists, we shop elsewhere like 
the conditioned consumers we are. The trouble is this: if we turn away from the 
conventional religious institutions, what is there to choose between the cranks, fakes, 
charlatans, psychics and con artists, the madmen and murderers? 

Only the vacuum of consumerism or the razor-blade of science.

2
There are good reasons to believe in something monumental, greater than oneself. We 
can hardly measure our humility against something that fits in the fridge. We are not 
going to find the transcendent in tenets we neglect, any more than we will be moved 
or comforted by things we take for granted. Like consumerism, for example; this is 
what many are trying to believe in now – work, reward and damn the hereafter. It 
is the state-sponsored doctrine, and the official religion of the global economy. You 
will be all too familiar with the tenets of this faith; be a pious worker, and take your 
reward as a consumer. The more and better you work, the more you can consume. 
(That’s the reward part; consumer heaven.) Then there is the earthbound duty: 
acquire the education needed to articulate your faith through work; work as hard, 
as long and as well as you can, with appropriate piety and dedication. The more you 
succeed in these things, the greater your reward. 
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This is a belief system founded on trade; we are asked to barter the greater proportion 
of our lives for money, with which we are to purchase happiness. And we understand 
this new theology, for it is fitted to the meanest understanding; where our beliefs 
come from (the boss), who etched the tablets (his secretary), how our new beliefs are 
organised (company rules), how we worship (work), when we worship (9 to 5 with 
a half-hour for lunch), what our reward is (wages), how much (never enough), and 
when (end of month rather than end of life). A tidy, shrink-wrapped system. Not 
only that, but speaking generally and in terms of the industrialised nations, it works 
with a consistency and relevancy not demonstrated by some other religions I could 
name.

There are, unfortunately, some drawbacks. One of the key characteristics of 
meaningful beliefs is the tension between life and death, mystery and the everyday, 
the knowable and the unknowable. Spiritual ecstasy is the greatest expression of our 
capacity to celebrate this paradox. All people seek to embrace the mystery of their 
awareness, experience those small epiphanies in all the diverse ways that individuals 
are capable of. I regret that so many of us are mistakenly led by their new faith 
to search for these experiences in the arid deserts of consumerism; the seekers of 
enlightenment would do well to hunt in a place that offered plenty of trails through 
the undergrowth, signposts in the jungle, not in the wind-blown desolation of the 
shopping mall. There is no mystery in shopping.

Another flaw in the consumer doctrine can be deduced from a simple observation: 
we can all be poor but we can’t all be rich. If this is true, then there is no possibility 
whatever of creating an egalitarian world society based on consumption. There 
isn’t enough money, space or resources for us all to be millionaires, live on great 
estates in large houses, own several cars, a yacht and so on – especially if the fantasy 
incorporates the paradox of having servants to do the dirty work. Rich people over-
consume as a symbol of status, but in global terms, the planet Earth simply could 
not sustain such profligate indulgence if everyone was doing it. Consumerism has 
a clever trick to stop too many people from gaining entrance to heaven; the cost of 
everything you want is always a little more than you can afford, and goes up slightly 
ahead of what you earn. Only a clever or devious minority can solve this puzzle, but 
I’m afraid they usually do so at the expense of those less perceptive than themselves. 
The less perceptive are, of course, those for whom the tenets of the consumer faith are 
meaningless; in the extreme it is those living in poverty and disease, the exploited and 
the defenceless for whom the only promise made by materialism is more of the same.

We are also called on to make a terrible compromise. In claiming the reward we are 
promised for our work, we must accept our part in the Faustian bargain, of having 
the pleasure in our consumption undermined by our certain knowledge that the 
things we consume are either unfairly distributed, inhumanely exclusive, made from 
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materials for which the real value has been subverted to the benefit of the rich, taken 
in part from poverty-stricken nations whose lot never seems to improve, and often 
made by workers living at subsistence levels – so little are they paid – but which 
generate such huge profits for multinational companies. We know this; many of 
us in the western world know this, but we want our reward more than we want 
the egalitarian society that we could promote by relinquishing our right to unjust 
benefits; that is, by consumers going on strike. We are a long way from taking such 
moral industrial action. We’ve earned our thirty pieces of silver, and we struggle to 
live with our shame. Perhaps our voluminous contributions to charity are a way of 
ameliorating our more discomforting introspections? 

I don’t know; what’s a believer to do? Answer: look after number one. These issues 
become less and less problematic the more we concentrate on thinking about 
ourselves, what we want or think we deserve, to the exclusion of all, and everyone, 
else. We become isolated by our self-centred beliefs and our concomitant self-serving 
lives; we feel little towards those who don’t (or can’t) work as hard as we do, since 
they are plainly less meritorious. Our acquisitions are used to insulate ourselves from 
others, except where it is necessary to display our prosperity in order to highlight the 
disparity between what we have and others do not. By flaunting our relative wealth, 
we become targets to those who would part us from it by fair means or foul, requiring 
another protective, and separating, layer of insulation from the society in which we 
live. We pay a terrible price to gain and maintain our status, our right to be selfish, 
even though this is the logical, and implicitly meritorious, outcome of applying the 
tenets of the consumer’s faith.

We must also note that the doctrine of greed cannot be satiated. While there is no 
measure of the spiritual experience, there is of course a suitable measure of success 
within the hierarchies of consumption. It is wealth, and as we can plainly see, there 
is no cut-off point at which people say enough is enough. In fact, quite the opposite 
appears to be true, in that most rich people work hard to get even richer. They also 
claim it requires more effort to remain rich than it took to get that way. Rarely is early 
retirement seen as an attractive option, any more than giving it all away and starting 
again for the fun or challenge of it. Mainly, rich people never can get enough, so I 
guess you or I would feel the same were we thus tempted. (Test me, O Lord; test me.)

�
Organised religion – that is, where someone else has done the thinking for us and all 
we have to do is buy the manual and pay our dues – has not so far provided a suitable 
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framework out of which a just society has emerged. This charge cannot be laid at the 
door of the religions themselves, but those who lead and those who follow. Many 
religions contain so much political or social doctrine, and have done for so long, 
we hardly notice any more. Some religions have even thought it necessary to rule in 
minute detail on every possible thought and action. Perhaps at the benevolent heart 
of organised religions lies the belief they are supplying guidance to a community 
that has no moral resources of its own, but this historical view is no longer valid, and 
probably never was. We are not ignorant peasants who travel no further than the next 
village. We no longer live in fear of the dark, in terror of the wind while praying for 
rain; no longer do we make sacrifices to favour the seasons, or depend solely on the 
few who can read to spread the word to a majority that can’t. Equally, we do not need 
fifteen volumes of politicised doctrine when we are capable of developing guidelines 
of our own from ten simple commandments.  

I introduce the commandments of the Judaic Old Testament because they are a 
perfect example of the power of simple thinking, the kind we can all grasp without 
spending time in a seminary. Good, simple and common themes lie at the heart of 
nearly all belief systems. It would be a perverse, and possibly ill-attended, religion 
that did not have piety, humility, generosity, tolerance, self-discipline, respect and 
honesty at its core. People all over the world, in many different cultures, share a 
sense of what is decent and what is right. Their religions reflect this by recording the 
most deeply held and clearly expressed moral values in the ancient texts. The biblical 
infusions of wisdom in these records are also among the most widely printed and 
distributed documents in the world, so we can hardly claim to be excluded from 
their appreciation. The messages are, at heart, simple; they need no interpretation or 
elaboration.  Thou shalt not kill; sounds simple enough to me. Unfortunately, later 
editions tacked on a whole monastery full of caveats, exemptions, exigencies and 
excuses to justify political and personal ends, all embellished with a lush theological 
veneer: Thomas Aquinas has a lot to answer for. It is also strange to me that so much 
good advice should be buried in such arcane, archaic and obscure writing, although 
the cynical writer might admire a scheme in which he rewrites an important tract 
in a code that only he understands, thus creating a hereditary job deciphering it for 
the masses every weekend. This archaic detachment has been the undoing of western 
religion.

But the information is valid, even if it takes a bit of effort to separate the wheat 
from the chaff. I suggest that each person should determine for themselves what is 
appropriate to believe, and what is not, because while the works of a religion are said 
to be made by God, the records of the religion are clearly kept by man, a creature 
prone to error. I believe we all have a duty to create our own paths, rather than accept 
the course we are given without question. On the evidence of history, we certainly 
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shouldn’t believe everything we are told, and by rejecting the need for mass spiritual-
conformity, we also create an opportunity to disengage ourselves from the iniquities 
of its institutions. If your beliefs work, and in following them you improve the world 
for all men and women in some modest way – and you are absolutely certain of this 
– then keep it up; if not, work out why, cut off the part that offends and replace it 
with something better. Out of a movement like this, one might hope we would not 
kill in the name of our Gods, we wouldn’t persecute those with different beliefs, be 
intolerant of discussion and dissent and attempt to rule the spiritual society with a 
depleted uranium fist in an ecumenical velvet glove. 

It’s not as if I’m suggesting anything new (as usual). I can’t think of a major religion 
that hasn’t shattered into many schisms. It is impossible to join an institutional 
religion which practices a pure and unadulterated version of the faith. The best you 
can manage is to choose which faction suits you. These divisions are made for a 
bewildering array of reasons, ranging from dress through demands for arcane acts 
of piety, to matters of geography or affluence, careers or trades. Sectarianism is an 
affirmation of my own argument that it is valid for people to interpret the tenets 
of faith for themselves. Sectarians by their actions demand the freedom to decide 
what is important – selectively important – in their traditions and scriptures, and 
what is not. They can’t all be right; no one sect can claim to be superior, exclusively 
correct, although many try. They can all be equally valid if they are based on suitably 
well-interpreted theologies and practised with vigour. Sectarian faiths offer so many 
interpretations already that adding one more to the list – by forming a sect of one, for 
example – would hardly be of import, except to the founder. A nation whose people 
follow self-determined and individually validated beliefs, respecting the spiritual 
choices of others, collectively pursuing the worthy goals that spring from them, and 
expecting only proper and modest rewards, is a hard thing to subvert, a difficult 
target for ridicule or disparagement, embodies a collective will hard to deflect and a 
flexibility that will allow it to defend itself without belligerence or deceit. Worship 
global, pray local, you might say.

If you might be prepared to consider yourself temporarily dispossessed of your 
spiritual home – and I put the suggestion tactfully because it’s a hard thing to admit 
to; that we believe in nothing or nothing of much merit – my best suggestion is to 
employ a skill we already have in abundance: go shopping. Organised religions may 
be suspect, but the tenets on which they are founded are not. Pick and mix, and 
take anything that is of use to you. Just don’t join the club, or feel obliged to form a 
new one. Be properly selective, and if you find something of use, then apply it with 
rigour and conviction. But do not construct a personal Tower of Babel from which to 
commit suicide, the worst kind of pyrrhic victory. 

I know this is not as easy as buying a ready-made kit and following the assembly 
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instructions, but home-made is always more satisfying than something out of a box, 
even when it doesn’t quite fit together with factory precision. And do not remain in 
the darkness, the place of no beliefs at all; not of your own volition. In the vacuum of 
space, it is said, no-one can hear you scream, and therefore no-one will come to your 
aid – in which case a flashlight might come in handy. 

Another thing we might find useful is to stop acting like adolescents, forever asserting 
our independence while demanding support at every turn. As adults, we could 
dispense with the need for guides and interpreters; the priesthood as surrogate parents 
of our souls. As responsible adults we could indeed stand on our own two feet, 
examine the issues, make our own minds up, decide for ourselves, take responsibility 
for those decisions and not be subjects of, and submissive to, those who would 
otherwise guide us. They have led us into this dark place: it is up to us to find our 
own way out.

If we do not fill the void in our souls that consumerism promotes with something 
proper and meaningful, our society will collapse under the stress of self-pity, fear and 
recrimination. We feel sorry for ourselves, and claim to be victims of the treachery 
of our spiritual leaders. Our consuming habits don’t stop us feeling afraid, alone and 
unfulfilled, so we seek to blame someone or something for our plight rather than 
be honest and admit the responsibility is ours because we chose what we wanted to 
believe in, and chose badly. We revile those who should be our spiritual companions, 
making them instead our enemy because they practice something different or have 
more faith than we do; we vilify them in every way imaginable and discriminate 
against them whenever possible. We divide but clearly never conquer. We engage in 
hate when we are too fearful to love; in evil where we cannot bring ourselves to see 
good; in war against others when we can find no peace of our own. 

�
The difference between a religion and a philosophy can be seen in what religion adds 
to its counterpart. Up to a certain point, they share the same characteristics; analysis 
and commentary on the human condition. But religion goes further, because the 
efficacy of a religion is based on groups of people explicitly sharing the same ideology, 
where philosophy does not. In the same way, philosophy is built on logic and the 
construction of arguments that conform to it, where religions by their very nature 
are illogical; they cannot be proved or disproved through discourse. Since a theology 
cannot be tested, and therefore no consensus can be reached through reason and 
debate, it is only the collective faith of its followers that give it potency and power. 
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Unfortunately, the unsatisfying aspect of religion – that the tenets can never be 
proved – lead inevitably to totalitarianism within its institutions. It is in our nature 
to ask questions, and expect through reason to come by good answers. Where the 
only answers religion can supply are less than satisfying to the logical mind – that we 
must depend on faith – religious leaders have always sought an extra advantage by 
employing a bit of fear, coercion and violence to suppress our natural dissent; if you 
don’t do what we say, you’ll be damned for eternity – that kind of thing.

The concepts religion adds to philosophy are these: faith; worship, deities (that 
is, something to worship), mysteries, devotion and conformity. Philosophies may 
encompass the same issues, but do not demand obeisance to them.  Some religions, 
but not all, confer exclusive rights to the rewards on offer. Others demand obedience, 
and sanction punishment for failure, in this world or the next. Philosophies share 
few of these traits, offering far less cheap comfort or quick succour for the fearful. 
Religion, on the other hand, is more egalitarian. You may not fully understand the 
tenets of a religion, but piety is an attribute of the quality of faith, not the depth of 
understanding. Crudely, you can be thick as shit and still touch God, but no matter 
how many times you read his works, you may get sod all out of Sartre. 

Philosophies offer conclusions, but not absolutes, and in general seek to de-mystify 
our lives and actions rather than enshrine those mysteries as a fundamental – indeed 
necessary – part of the human condition. Philosophy is an exploration of man created 
by man; religion is an exploration of man made by God, but analysed by man. As 
a result, God suffers as all authors do when read in translation, which makes one 
wonder why he didn’t do the job Himself (or Herself – I make little attempt to keep 
up with the PC issues, and since God is said to have made me in His image, it seems 
only fair that I do the same to Him, and God help me indeed if I’m wrong, for hell 
hath no fury…:) Actually, a re-reading of theological history with less levity might 
even suggest that all monotheistic religions were instilled in this way; the all-powerful 
force disseminating its presence to each nationality in turn, and fitted to the variety of 
cultures of man accordingly. If that were so, it would be unfortunate to discover that 
we chose to diminish and bring into disrepute the beliefs of others in order to assert 
the exclusiveness of our compact with God, as if He or She had spoken to us alone. If 
God has a telephone, it is unlikely he only has one number to dial.

Philosophy does not, in my opinion, have any kind of ascendancy over religion, any 
more than the scientific method does over beliefs; the former is no greater expression 
of intelligence, insight or wisdom than a properly considered act of faith. Rather 
the opposite, perhaps; for an intelligent, insightful person, an act of faith, of belief, 
requires courage not only in the face of the unknown, but also the willingness to 
enter a thought-paradox of one’s own creation. If you admire logic and reason, how 
can you also abandon them in favour of faith, a property that logic and reason cannot 
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fruitfully debate? Are the two not mutually exclusive in the same head and soul? 
This is, coincidentally, the paradox that afflicts the scientific community, leading to 
scientists and followers of religions expressing lofty contempt for each other and to 
attempt – unbelievably – to prove each other wrong. 

Philosophy is too often an academic pursuit that finds faith akin to superstition, 
in much the same way as some scientists. For example, many think that faith must 
always be allied with ignorance and superstition. While we should all be suspicious of 
blind faith, the act itself should not be considered irrational. In fact, blind faith, like 
superstition, is faith misdirected by fear, a terror so great we embrace the irrational, 
denying even our own logic. We are better off without superstition, because the 
investment of faith can only be properly made when we are free of compulsion. 
Only then can we offer our devotions voluntarily and in good heart. Theologies 
should provide suitable tools in order to achieve this, but some just seek to frighten 
us by playing on the very superstitions that keep us manageable. We are rather less 
controllable when we think clearly, which is much easier to do when we are not 
paralysed with irrationality or burning with zealotry. 

Nor should we hide behind our faith, so as to convince ourselves that what we fear 
has gone away. This is the core problem of organised religions today; they are used 
badly, as a blindfold with pretty, mythical pictures of the past stapled inside them, 
not as a telescope to see into the distance and the future. My main issue with George 
W. Bush and his stance is that, as a self-professed Christian, he can advocate killing 
people. I do not recall the Old Testament saying “Thou shalt not kill, except when 
it is expedient to do so”, or the Lord reported as saying “Vengeance is mine, but if 
you can cut down on my workload, go ahead”. Bush uses the blindfold of his faith, 
badly interpreted, to obscure the facts and sanctify his actions, rather than use the 
compassion of his faith to guide him towards benign solutions in a peaceful future. 
If all the Christians in the world actually did what Christ proposed, rather than what 
the followers of Christ proposed, this world would be quite nice and Christianity 
wouldn’t be in such decline. Our religions are only as good, as valid, as our practice 
of them. If you slaughter people and oppress others in the name of your religion, 
I suggest you need a better one. On the other hand, it may be simply a matter of 
translation; as I said previously, most religions I’m aware of have the same, proper 
values at their heart. Has this core been corrupted? This is what each individual 
should decide for themselves. If they reach that conclusion, they should act on it with 
conviction and continuity, for there is nothing more utterly worthless than half a 
belief.
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There is nothing more dangerous than the misdirection of actions based on strongly 
held beliefs, whether secular or religious. The worst excesses recorded in history are 
attributed to people who either believed, or claimed to believe, that what they were 
doing was Right. In this respect, beliefs were, and still are, used to validate the most 
horrific acts; genocide, barbarity, torture, religious persecution, bigotry, race-hatred, 
war, oppression and destruction, none of which can be supported by reason. (I for 
one can never forgive the barbarians who destroyed the Great Library of Alexandria. 
In my whimsical opinion as an amateur historian, this is the single greatest, or 
perhaps most concentrated, loss to culture in all recorded history – the only collection 
in existence of so much accumulated knowledge, set to the torch and forever beyond 
recall. Who knows what wisdom was lost that day or how much our civilisation was 
set back? I feel quite sad every time I think about it.)

We are, of course, talking about a phenomenon we know today as fundamentalism, 
which I regard as religion corrupted by superstitious fear, and observed compulsively. 
Historically, fundamentalists have always wreaked their havoc; the Inquisition of 
the Catholic Church in its heyday was every bit as irrational as today’s Christian 
fundamentalists, equally dedicated to developing a skewed interpretation of their 
doctrines in order to justify their awful acts. This wilful misinterpretation of 
good ideas, turning them into bad ones, is common to all fundamental religious 
movements. It is also offensive to the moderate majority, which is one reason 
fundamental religious regimes seek to institutionalise themselves in the secular world 
as quickly as possible, using violence and repression quite ardently in order to do so, 
for they become far less vulnerable and better equipped to silence dissent as a result. 
Achieving secular establishment results in acts like the state-sanctioned stoning of 
women to death by the public for sexual transgressions, or zealots driving women 
back into a burning building to their deaths because they were not wearing their 
veils, as happened just recently in the Middle East. Funny how they keep picking on 
women, too. Or is it?

Why do people become so extreme? Well, I never met a fundamentalist who wasn’t 
scared witless of something or other, so I conclude they are simply overpowered by 
fear and irrationality, but can find no help in the conventions of their faith. (I make 
no case against those who seek power and wealth using religion as a tool, for this kind 
of fundamentalism is more easily identified and debunked, and therefore somewhat 
less dangerous on any scale). In such circumstances, some people evidently find solace 
in superstitious beliefs that assuage their apprehensions as cheaply as possible. One of 
the cheapest ways to do this is to believe the blame lies with someone, or something 
else. Ironically, I think it takes more effort to maintain an irrational position than a 
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sane one; think of how much time and effort the Christian Fundamentalists in the 
US are spending on combating the evils of evolution, when they could be praying? 
Their efforts to suppress the teaching of Darwinian Theory recognise no extremes; in 
their fervour, they would have the government ban the teaching of scientific theory 
in favour of creationism as fact, even today. Nor are they content unless dissenting 
voices are eliminated – teaching both theories, as theories, does not appear acceptable 
– so little faith do they really have, so inflexible is their practice of that faith, and so 
fearful are they of discovery. 

Fundamentalists are also irresponsible in the worst possible way. Because they have 
no will of their own but are simply the faithful servant of their God – predestination, 
in other words – they award themselves absolution for their acts, in advance. It’s 
all in God’s hands; you know the arguments, like “…if God hadn’t wanted us to 
have nukes, why would he have given us the ability to make them?”. (You will 
note that this sophistry will not accede to the existence of Darwinism on the same 
basis; evolutionary theory was, of course, invented by the Devil, as was this very 
argument!). We have choices, and the ability to exercise them. It doesn’t matter if it 
is a secular or spiritual gift; the fact is that we choose in everything we do, including 
what we believe. We have this ability to decide, and are solely responsibly for the 
consequences of the choices we make, a burden which fundamentalists are keen to 
excuse themselves from carrying.

They also need enemies. Clearly defined and suitably demonised, anything will do; 
creed, colour, religion, dress, music, a preference for red wine over white, or that you 
drink wine at all. Every distinguishing characteristic of human beings can, it seems, 
be used as a weapon against us by the forces of bigotry. Our endeavours too: art, 
sculpture, film, science (or selective branches of it), are frequent targets; so are writers 
and their damned books, burned at the stake in advance of the heretics themselves. 
People are still burning books. This is one of those things that stops me dead in my 
tracks. My God! In the USA, they are still burning books, here in the 21st century. 
The most urbanised, powerful, richest, heavily armed and technologically advanced 
nation in the world has citizens who burn books! And there’s me, writing one about 
creating a utopia; when I think of people burning books, the utter stupidity of 
thinking that somehow you can incinerate knowledge, the sheer barbarity of the 
attempt, I do have to wonder if my optimism is misplaced. 

But not for long. I do spend time considering how important it is to make sure 
this book is not mistaken for a fundamentalist text. I advocate a return to simpler 
values, less materialism, proper faiths observed with piety; these too are unmistakable 
hallmarks of nicely-worded fundamentalism. However, I also advocate more 
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involvement by individuals, personal responsibility over institutional, considerably 
less pre-destination in all our affairs through more spontaneous growth, controlled 
only by setting initial conditions properly. I also believe in chaos and change, am 
fascinated by science and infatuated with technology, and expect men to know 
woman as their equal in all things. I hope readers will assign appropriate significance 
to all these strands.

�
Faith is the force that makes our beliefs productive. No matter what we believe, 
without faith our conviction will be found lacking and the benefits of investing that 
faith equally compromised. We are asked to put our faith in religious institutions in 
the same way we do the consumer society, even though both organisations seem to 
short-change their constituents. Consumerism is undermined when, for example, 
the wealthy continue to make money even when everyone else does not, as a result of 
exploiting their privilege. Faith is deeply undermined when ideological promises are 
broken, even capitalist ones; the failure of pension funds is an example of a breach 
of trust that does terrible violence to the pensioner’s faith in the system he or she 
invested in all their lives. 

Equally, religions that become powerful institutions in their own right never seem to 
tire of involvement in very base concerns, frequently associated with the acquisition 
of wealth and the exercise of political influence. This is bound to lead to war from 
time to time, since religions are trans-national, and their sphere of influence therefore 
greater than any single nation-state. One of the key reasons the west is so nervous 
about Islam is that we have no comparable parallel spiritual force or motivation with 
which to balance its growth against the doctrinal differences between lives based on 
consumer values as opposed to spiritual ones. (Muslims don’t make ideal materialists, 
so the forces of consumption seek to contain the threat to consumerist culture that 
Islam is mounting, whilst trying hard to suppress the notion that they are attacking 
Muslims on the basis of their faith, which of course they are.) Accordingly, it is 
the belief of the technocratic powers that this vacuum in the spiritual defences of 
materialism should be shored up with suitably industrial reinforcements – weapons 
of mass destruction, the only force for change of equivalent magnitude that the 
industrial powers control. Everything in the west is available at a price, apparently, 
including the kind of salvation that will burn a hole in the eye of any witnesses, 
believer or not. 



��
Hard to Believe

There is not enough money in the entire world to buy our faith, however; when 
faith is betrayed we feel it most keenly, and we are deeply reluctant to re-invest it in 
more of the same. This makes sense when you think of the decline in voter numbers, 
which we might also characterise as a decline of our faith in the fairness, probity and 
morality of material democracy. Betrayed over and over again, and now routinely 
informed of it by a pervasive and gleeful media, we watch our leaders, governments 
and businesses fall by some wayside or other, and neither our faith, nor our money, 
can be confidently invested in them any longer. Instead of re-investing in the might 
of the dollar, the euro, the yen and the pound, we could abandon the gigantic leaky 
ark in which we are trapped, and put our faith in ourselves, in our intelligence and 
ability to learn, in the affirmative spiritual action we all could take if we could just 
turn the TV off for a moment. 

Our religions and their allies in the secular world have all too often regarded their 
flock as proverbial sheep, not as an expression of their duty of care, so much as their 
right to fleece us one way or another. And they are beyond redemption: we can no 
more reclaim our religious institutions now than we can their secular counterpart, 
which is not to say our religions cannot be recovered from their hands, however. In 
the secular world of organised religion, we are a powerless mass. In the spiritual realm 
of the individual, we are giants and worship alone. We just have to believe it.

 


