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Most theology, like most fiction, is essentially auto-
biographical. Aquinas, Calvin, Barth, Tillich, worked

out their systems in their own ways and lived them in
their lives. And if you press them far enough, even at
their most cerebral and forbidding, you will find an
experience of flesh and blood, a human face smiling or
frowning or weeping or covering its eyes before something -
that happened once - maybe no more than a child falling
sick, a thunderstorm, a dream, and yet it made a

difference which no theology can ever convey or entlrely
conceal. (1)

This work arises from an event in my own personal
history. It is a part of an ongoing process in which I
am attempting to understand that event, to set it into
its context not only within my own life but also within
our wider, collective human experience. Because this
personal experience lies behind all that follows, and
because it is important for the reader to bear in mind
that I write out of the context of experience and not
from the vacuum of scientific detachment, I feel it

essential to present a summary account of what happened
to me.

Eight years ago, when I was in my mid-thirties,
a profound disaster occurred in my personal life, a
- disaster which had repercussions in every area of my
life. At first I responded frantically, striving to put
things right, to overcome the bad'consequences, to restore
equiiibrium. Gradually, as it became clearer that I was
helpless to mend the situation, a deepening depression
overcame me. As weeks turned into months I became more
and more ill - if this kind of state can properly be
described as an illness. I was having what is rather
vaguely called a "nervous breakdown". I isolated myself
from all but a few very close friends. I developed the
Physical and functional symptoms of acute depression -
sleeplessness, loss of appetite and weight, haggard
appearance, inability to concentrate or even think
coherently. Alongside all the inner feelings and self-

1 "The Alphabet of Grace" Frederick Buechner.
Seaburg Press NY 1970



remorse, etc. My doctor offered me medication, which
for reasons I still am not clear about I refused.
Some six months aftervits iﬁitiation this process

came to a kind of climax. By this time I felt myself
' to be reduced to virtually nothing. I was doing nothing
and thinking nothing, existing day by day with an awful
sense of emptiness and utter worthlessness. One day the
inner pain became acute, unbearable, and I physically
collapsed. It was while I lay in a state of crumpled,
total dejection that there came suddenly, spontaneously
and seemingly from nowhere a complete transformation.
Perhaps I might quote from an article I wrote a few
months later: .

¢ses.0as I lay on the floor, utterly limp, inert and
broken, it happened. I felt as though a great, warm,
dark, gentle and oh-so-tender hand was softly gathering
my broken body into its loving grasp which warmed and
soothed and brought life again. I was being thawed
into being again by a caress which I cannot begin to
describe. For the first time in my life I knew love.
And I knew it when I knew that I didn't deserve it.

I was so broken as not to deserve it. For love is
simply given. And there on the floor of my study, I
knew love.

Don't ask me where it came from. Certainly not
from me. And certainly not from any other human being.
It came from within me and yet was all around me. I

~went to bed and slept for almost twenty-four hours.
When I awoke I was still me but I felt utterly
different.ceev.. (2) '

Unfortunately we do not have a single word to
describe the new condition in which I found myself, as
words such as "depression" or "breakdown" or "despair"
serve for the previous state. It was a condition
compounded partly of feelings and partly of knowledge,
though this latter was not in terms of any new informa-
tion as such, but rather of new understandings and
interpretations of what had long been known. Things
- suddenly made sense, or if they did not make sense, I
was no longer concerned about my inability to understand.

2 Journal of the Unitarian Ministry Vol 1 No 9 1979
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a relaxed sense of trust; a heightened perception of the
beauty and worth of things; a loss of striving after self-
' imposed ideals and standards; and, above all, the sense
of being loved, valued, of worth, though by or to whom
remained shadowy.

Some will doubtless wish to criticise such language
as being woolly, sentimental, unobjective. It is not;
it is a by-no-means-inaccurate attempt to describe the
inner states accompanying the experience, to say
subjectively what went on. In those few hours I realised
that I was "better" in the sense of being cured of the
breakdown and depression. This "cure" may fruitfully be
compared with the normal processes of "cure" of such
conditions. But there was a wider and deeper aspect to
the "cure". Not only was I better than I had been in the
depression; Iwas also better than I had been before the
depression, before the event which set the described events
into action. I knew with complete certainty that I had
been deeply and irrevocably changed for the better.

- Since those months in 1976 I have been engaged in
~a long task of trying to understand what had happened,
and as mentioned earlier this present work is a part of
that task. My primary datum was the experience;
secondary data the undoubted changes which had occurred
to me. I say "undoubted", but in fact for some time I
wondered whether it had all been a dream or hallucination.
Then I would recall that the despair and pain had been
real enough, and their sudden ending a fact. Also, my
sense of being deeply altered was confirmed by close
friends of many years standing who detected a profound
though subtle change in me.

But whence had come the cure, the sudden and
dramatic healing, restoration and even improvement?
I had used no medication, so the use or ceasing to use
drugs could not be responsible. There had been no change
whatsoever in my circumstances. There had been no
alleviatiqn of my depressed feeling state, no change
within myself of attitude or of exterior circumstance.



despair had been trahsformed into a sort of bliss.

Having accepted that the experience was real enough,
I then wondered whether I was highly unusual, maybe
unique. This was resolved when in the course of the
following eighteen months, two members of the congrega-
tion to which I minister underwent similar experiences
of acute anxiety and depressions which were suddenly and
spontaneously relieved. In neither case was the despair
as acute as in my case; in neither case was the. reversal
quite so sudden, nor did it have the same measure of
dramatic effect. But I believe that a similar kind of
process was happening, enough +to reassure me that this
kind of experience is by no means unique to myself.

I was intrigued to know more about the experience.
What are its dynamics? What is the source of the sudden
reversal? There is undoubtedly a large store of
"received wisdom" circulating which maintains that
suffering is in some way ultimately for our benefit;
that he who endures suffering will eventually be
enhanced in stature, maturity, wisdom; and that suffering
is a pathway to revelation. Such opinions find many
expressions:

"Knowledge by suffering entereth;" (3)
or
If God is anything, he is understanding ..... Understanding

is acquired by means of suffering or distress or
experience. Will, desire, love, pain, envy, etc., are
all natural. But understanaing is acquired. (%)

Yet there must be acknowledged a strain of sentimentalism
in such opinions. Suffering in whatever form can be and

often - perhaps usually - is destructive, and I feel that
the two previous quotations must be offset by a third:

For instance, there is a widespread idea that suffering
is in some way a remedial experience. Yet I do not
believe that suffering necessarily makes a man more

3 Elizabeth Barrett Browning "A Vision of Poets"
L William Blake "Proverbs of Hell"
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interesting. Many travellers are first-class bores! (5)

However, even when as in my case the suffering
was ultimately enhancing, the "received wisdom" is
curiously vague on how the process works. I was left

with questions about its nature, its frequency, its
' significance in people's lives. How is it to be
interpreted and understood? What are the religious
and psychological causes and effects involved? These
and other questions cluster around the singular nature
of the experience; the attempt to answer them requires
an assessment of just what kind of experience this is.
For our assumptions about the nature and category of
the experience will determine the area in which we seek
our answers. In particular, are we here dealing with
the worlds of psychology or religion? Or perhaps - if
possible - both? ,

Obviously the experienc e such as I have described
comes within the purview of the psychological disciplines.
But we must beware of simply accepting conventional
appropiations. Nowadays depression is widely regarded
as a psychological complaint, an illness, with symptoms
both mental and affective. Its relief is regarded as
a cure. To some extent its resolution, even sudden
resolution as in my case, is amenable to psychological
interpretation.

But is the psychological interpretation the only
one? And is it adequate to cover all the features of
an experience such as mine? Does not the experience
have featyures which are more readily'to be associated
with the world of religion? For a number of reasons,
one of which is the straightforward one that I am a
minister of religion and therefore seek religious
interpretations of all manner of events, I believe that
such experiences do have religious aspects of great

significance. The actual content of the experience and

5 John Allen "The Problem of Suffering" P. 17
BBC Publications 1962
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religious experience and language. There is, too, the
sense of "otherness"; of being at the recéiving end, able
oniy to receive, and being thereby subject to an
inexorable process. That I, a minister, should have
such categories of interpretation and the appropriatef
vocabulary available is understandable. But what if 4
others with no vested religious commitment or even
interest were to have similar experiences and feel
compelled to describe and interpret them in religious
terms? This would indicate a religious dimension to the
experience which demands to be recognised.

A feature which theology and psychology have in
common is a lack of specificity in the disciplines.

Each has "elastic" boundaries which can be stretched

to incorporate all manner of data. Theologians recognise
that all experienée, all reality, can be interpreted ‘

as issuing from the Divine. Similarly, in-as-much-as

all experience is experienced by the psyche, so all

can come within the scope of psychological interpretation.
There is, perhaps, a tendency today to reduce religious
experience to the psychological; to stretch the boundaries
of psychology until they engulf all religious experience,
leaving only the realm of metaphysics to the theologian.
Perhaps to reduce either to the other is a mistake.
Perhaps the psychological and religious worlds are
complementary, each able to enhance the understanding
offered by the other. It is within terms of such
complementarity that I seek to work.

To summarises because of such an experience
happening to me, I wish to examine the phenomenon of
conditions of despair Being resolved seemingly
spontaneously and resulting in a'change in the
experiencer for the better, a change which is long-term
if not permenant. I wish to approach the matter from
a variety of angles. Firstly, to determine whether the
experience'happens with any significant frequency.
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as a religious experience of significance. Thirdly, to
consider some psychological interpretations of the
phenomenon. And, lastly, to view it from the religious

angle, particularly in terms of our consciousness of
sin and being forgiven.

3 303 6 0330



The Phenomena of Religious Experience

In this chapter I wish to review some contemporary
research on religious experience; to consider some of
the features of religious experience revealed by that
research; to reflect upon how we should approach and
interpret such data; and to determine whether or not
distress plays a significant part in association.

In 1965 two American soclologists with a special
interest in the sociology of religion distributed a
questionnaire to a sample of nearly 3,000 people. One
of the questions asked whether the respondents had ever
had "a feeling you were somehow in the presence of God?"
The researchers, Glock and Stark, were more than a little
surprised at the response to this question. Remember
that the mid-sixties was the era of the Death of God, of
Secular Theology, of theologians asserting that man had
come of age and had no further need of religious faith.
Yet to this question 45% of those claiming to be
Protestants and 43% of those ctaiming to be Roman Catholics
were sure that they had felt the presence of God. In
addition, a further 28% of the Protestants and 23% of
the Roman Catholics thought that they had, but were not
sure. Glock and Stark felt that this was a significantly

high proportion, and was quite unexpected by them. They
comment: :

There are few cues in the culture which would lead an
observer to predict so high a rate of supernaturalism in

what seems to be an increasingly modern, scientific
and secularised society. (6)

r.
6CYGlock and/Stark "Religion and Society in Tension"
Rand McNally: Chicago 1965



the first authenticated recognition of a significant
amount of religious experience in modern Western society.
It is important in showing the scale of that experience.
It also serves a cautionary function in that it alerts

us to the precariousness of some of our assumptions

about what is currently the case in peoplé's lives.

Glock and Stark, and I suspect many others, were and still
are tempted to assume that religious experiénce hardly
exists today because they likewise assume the widely-
projected image of our age as being scientifically
rational and secular. It should also alert us to be on
our guard against the temptation to refuse people their
own experiences. Because of scientific (or quasi-scientific)
assumptions and dogmas we assume that such few religious
experiences as may happen can be reduced to and understood
in terms of, eg. brain chemistry or shifts in hormone
balance. By so assuming we abrogate the persoﬁ's
experience, unjustifiably so. We need to listen more and
assume less. There is a gulf of difference between a
religious experience and the experience of a person

having a religious experience. If we would learn more
of the former we need to be able to accept what people

are able to tell us. Of prime importance are:

«+ss..the accounts which by introspection each individual
can give us of the patterntaking shape within himself. (7)

In the late 1960's in Great Britain, Sir Alister
Hardy, eminent marine biologist and theorist of evolution,

was becoming increasingly interested in the phenomena in
peoples lives which they interpreted as carrying religious
significance. His initial concern wés to wonder whether
éuch phenomena carry any evolutionary function. Although

he was familiar with much of the work done on the physiology
of trance and meditational states, the analysis of their

7 Robinson, E "Tolerating the Paradoxical"
‘Religious Experience Research Unit Oxford 1978



that such work missed out the essential sense for the
individual of what the experience felt like and what
regulative significance it had for him. With financial
backing from a number of trusts and in accommodation
supplied by Manchester College, Oxford, he set up a unit
(the Religious Experience Research Unit,‘hereafter>referred
to as RERU) to study the phenomena of claimed religious
experience. The inception was 1969. |
Because he felt that it was the subjective accouts
and interpretations which were of the highest importance,

Sir Alister simply asked people to send him accounts in
their own words of experiences which they deemed to be

"religious". The delineation of the experiences he
deliberately left rather vague. His first requests were

publicised through theological periodicals and the

response was disappointingly small. However, the national
press showed interest in his scheme and published his
request, together with some interviews and information
about the aims of the project. In response to the
publicity in the Guardian, The Observer, The Times and

the Daily Mail there came a much greater response. By

1984 the RERU had on its files some L,000 accounts of
experiences which the correspondents felt to be religiously
significant for them. Of these, some 3,000 came within
months of the initial press appeals, the remainder trickling
in during the intervening years in response to further
publicity, books and papers published by the Unit,
lectures, etc.

- In addition, the RERU has co-sponsored a more
carefully monitored research sample of people's religious
experiences conducted during the 1970'5 by David Hay and
Amm Morrisey from Nottingham University. Their work is
based partly on a student questionnaire, partly on "bought
space" in a National Opinion Poll survey and partly on
personally-conducted interviews of a cross section of
Midlands people. Their findings confirm and augment the
RERU observations, but provide a more authentically
random sample as a data base and a more precise
statistical profile.



is of prime importance; I certainly believe that it is
very useful, although there are areas of the investigation
to which statistical precision is irrelevant. (See
below) It is useful, for instance, in indicating how
widespread is the conviction among contemporary folk that
they do have religious experience. For example, in the
interview sample (which Hay and Morrisey believe to be
more representative as the personal element involved
enabled people to overcome a seemingly-widespread
reluctance to talk about such things) 62% of those
interviewed believed that they had, had an experience or
experiences which were religious in content. This figure
compares strikingly with the finding from Glock and
Stark's work in America some fifteen years earlier.

These two pieces of research would indicate that in an
age widely assumed to be irreligious, among a population
widely assumed to have no place for God in their lives,

a high proportion of that population believe in a

supernatural dimension to their lives on the basis of
personal experience.

The RERU accounts do not have this statistical
precision. They were volunteered by people who happened
to read Sir Alister's requests and felt moved to respond.
Of those who did respond, the majority are women and there
is a preponderance of people in the 50-60 age range.
However, the age of the correspondents is no indication
of the age at which the experiences happened, as often
they explain that the events they describe happened some
time ago. There is some evidence to suggest that the
conventional kinds of religious conversion (8) and also
"nature mysticism" experiences tend to happen most
frequently to those in their adolescent or immediately
post adolescent years. (9) Therefore the distribution
of age and sex in the RERU correspondents may not
accurately reflect the actual occurrence of the experiences

8 vide: Spinks GS “"Psychology and Religion" Methuen 1963
Allport G "The Individuzl and His Religion" Constable 19!
Thouless, Robert H "An Introduction to the
Psychology of Religion" Cambridge UP 1971
9 Paffard Michael "Inglorious Wordsworths"
Hodder and Staughton 1973



although women tend to have such experiences more than
men, the disproportion between the sexes of the RERU
correspondents may be exaggerated. In the interviews
conduéted by Hay and Morrisey the proportion of those
acknowledging religious experiences was 41% women and
31% men from the total sample. ' '

Sir Alister Hardy has come under criticism for the
"casual" way in which he collected his data. Certainly,
not enough accurate sampling has been done in this area
to satisfy those who believe that such accurate sampling
is important. Sociologists and psycholcgists in
particular are accustomed to collecting data in such
accurate ways, believing that a crisply-defined profile
is important, and that without this no conclusions can
be considered "scientific". But this is to confuse
objects of study. There is the quite valid aim of -
studying the people who have religious experiences;
for this statistical data is important. However, in
the attempt to study the nature of the experience itself,
statistics are perhaps useful, but not necessary. We
must be careful to distinguish the experience from the
experiencer as the objects of our attention, even though
they cannot be separated within the operation of
experiencing. Of the two, the experience, is far more
elusive. David Bakan pinpoints this elusiveness when
speaking of the experience of pain;

The problem jnheres in the fact that pain is *private!
If one insists that the data of psychology shall be

'public! then pain has to be ruled out as being beyond
the enclosing limit. (10)

I am not at all sure that the assumptions which
lie behind the disciplines of statistical psychology
and sociology can be or need to be imported into our
attempts to study religious experience per se. Such

10 Békan, D. "Disease, Pain and Sacrifice" U of Chicago
1968 P. 60 _



beings as experiencers to be quantified and measured,

the essentially conscious and self-conscious dimensions

of the experience disappeér.' We are thus'examining

the experiencer, rather than attempting to stand alongside

him and share and thus understand his experience.

(10a)
It is possible that a concentration on gathering

precise and quantifiable gtatistical data will lead us
to miss the greater challenge of seeking to understand -
the nature of the experience itself. As Karl Jaspers

has observed, what matters in the researching of human
experiences is

..+, the extent of the inner exploration, ité depth,
rather than the number of cases consulted. In
phenomenological method, the analysis aims at uncovering
comprehens1ble, ratlonal relationships between the

elements in a patient's account of his experience.

(11)

That the techniques of precise statistical analysis may
be not only inappropriate but positively harmful in that
they detract from the main thrust of inquiry is suggested
by Edward Robinson:

However hard it may be to persuade the academic world
that a study of mankind that is not supported by a
battery of figures and statistics can claim to be
scientific, it may well be positively unscientific to
bring to the study of man a method or a technique that
may be enlightening when applied to a quite different
object, but when used on human beings achieves clarity
and precision only at the expense of something else:

the 'total living situation®

(12)

The collection of numbers of examples may be

reassuring for the people who have the experience; it
indicates that they are not alone. Religious experience
can be both frightening and disturbing in itself, and
also in its present-day implications that the experiencer
may be going mad. But the reassurance that he is not
alone does not provide him with any real clue or insight
into the meaning of what has happened to him, and this

is the heart of the matter. Statistics may draw our

10a See also: Smail, David "Illusien and Realitys the

11
12

meaning of anxiety" JM Dent & Sons London p. 127-128
Jaspers, Karl. "General Psychopathology" Collins 1961
Roblnson, E. "Tolerating the Paradoxical" RERU Oxford 1978



may be salient, but they cannot offer interpretation or
understanding.

For these reasons, together with the practical
matter of the time available, I did not concern myself
to study all 4,000 autographs during my visit to the
Religious Experience Research Unit. Fortunately, a
massive reclassification of the original material is
being undertaken, with data being selected for publication,
so it was possible for me to be guided toward certain
groups of material which were representative.

Although each account bore the stamp of the
contributor's individuality, and no two therefore were
alike, none the less broad patterns of similarity were
apparent. However, one cannot but be struck by the wide
diversity of experiences which people have reported and
which they felt carried religious significance. There
are accounts of being dissociated from one's body; of
prayer having been answered; of striking changes of’
feeling or mood; of sudden feelings of being aware of
deeper levels of reality, akin to alterations of
perception; of being in harmony or at one with the world;
of breathtaking beauty in ordinary things; of the sense
of a benevolent purpose or power underlying all things-
The task of classifying the contents of the reports goes
on, although interim reports have been published. (13)
However, certain features of "approach" to the experiences
are noteworthy because they recur time and again. I will
mention four which are of impontance for my purposes and
which are widespread and frequent in the accounts.

Firstly, significant religious experiences of this
type almost always happen when one is alone. This feature
itself suggests that the attempt to understand the experience
sympathetically will be very different from attempts to
analyse induced states of trance, group meditation, con-

version, etc., all of which have a group context. The

13 Hardy, A. "The Spiritual Nature of Man" London Press 1979
Beardsworth,T. "A sense of Presence" RERU 1977
Robinson, E. "Living the Questions" RERU 1978



in such situations cannot, therefore, be simply transferred
to the solitary, spontaneous religious experience. The
place where the experience occurs varies enormously - in
open countryside, in church, in the bath, in the

sitting room,‘and so on. It seems that there is no place
which cannot provide the setting for a religious experience,
and that the "holiness" of the surroq@ings is virtually .
irrelevant. But the solitariness is striking and important
as a recurring feature. When a person is not physically
alone, he is usually . in the situation of being
emotionally "alone in acrowd", wrapped in his own
subjective feelings - for example, at a symphony concert.
(14) There are exceptions to this rule, though they are
comparatively few. Some accounts describe religious
experiences happening on communal occasions, eg. in church,
or with one other person, eg. makinglove. But on the

whole, religious experience can be considered a solitary
happening, an interesting contemporary confirmation of

the ancient recognition of the need of the holy person

to be alone from time to time.

Secondly, such experiences are very difficult to
describe. Time after time peohle comment on how difficult
if not impossible it is adequately to convey in words the
quality, power and content of the experience. In the
ultimate analysis all personal experience is private,
incommunicable; but we can identify common areas of
shared feeling and perception and we can communicate from
one to another these shared areas with a measure of
confidence that we make ourselves understood. However,
there seems to be an awareness that religious experiences
do not come into this category. Partly this is because
it is often assumed that such experiences, far from being
shared as common knowledge, are in fact very rare, and
that to speak of them will strike no corresponding chord
in the listener from the latter's own experience. But

14 See also: Allen,W. "The Timeless Moment"
Faber & Faber



is considered to be very odd, requiring for its descriptions
combinations of words which are unusual, perhaps
paradoxical. In addition, the religious experience is

often an extreme experience with extreme powers of

feeling, such as will make a word like "happy" seem

entirely inadequate. There is a disparity between the
feelings conventionally described by such words and the
feelings pertaining to the religious experience. It is

as though the words "run out", thelr meanings have to be
stretched to and beyond breaking point.

Many times, even after quite long, intricate and
articulate attempts at description, a RERU correspondent
will add apologetically, "But that is so inadequate to
convey the feeling" or words to that intent. It is as
though the content of the experience was "in that direction"
but much further, much fuller. Hereagain, of course,
there are striking similarities between these contemporary
accounts and the classical accounts of religious
experience. An emphasis on the ultimate ineffability
of religious experience, is a universal feature of the
world's religious literature. Indeed, one Oriental
classic, the "Tao Te Ching", begins by declaring the
hopelessness of the task it is setting out to achieve -
"The way that can be spoken of is not the true Way."

Thirdly, religious experiences carry a high level
of self-authentication. They are powerfully"arresting"
events in people's lives. One of the more puzzling and
thought-provoking features of such experiences is the
way in which the single and highly unusual experience
becomes the touchstone of all else. The experience is
not understood in terms of conventional experience and
understanding, but vice versa. Conventional experience
is interpreted, or - perhaps better - re-interpreted,
in the light of the religious experience. If it is
possible to speak of a scale of credibility or authority
covering different kinds of experience and knowledge,
then religious experience comes very high on that scale.



into two broad types. One is the interpretation in a
new way of everyday data of experience. For instance,
many folk in distress will turn to prayer with some

kind of desperate hope to impel them. The RERU accounts
contain a number which describe the moment when it is
realised that such prayer has been effective, even though
that which is being prayed for has not been acheived.
This seemingly-parodoxical situation occurs when the
praying person becomes able to accept the circumstances
which have precipitated the crisis; what alters in many
cases 1s the person‘'s attitude toward the circumstances.
This moment of change has a profound heuristic quality,
binding together into a harmonious whole a disparate
gallery of circumstances. It provides an experience of
deep understanding and acceptance which affords relief,
joy, tears of happiness, etc. The prayer is answered,
though not in the childish way originally hoped for.
Such an assertion as "My prayer was answered" is, of
course, impossible to check because there are no poss-
ibilities of any control process. It can be argued that
the change in attitude would have arrived anyway. Some
of the RERU correspondents are quite aware of this, and
on occasions are moved to apologise for what they
recognise as the logical or scientific weakness of their
position. Nonetheless, they assert that the practice of
prayer was an important element of the change.

_ The second kind of self-authentication is that
offered by the nature of the experience itself. 1In

the previous variety just described the experience is
the understanding, a completely new kind of understanding
which is of itself, in its newness; impressive. In this
second variety the experience may bring the very opposite
of understanding; it may in itself constitute a profound
and disturbing puzzle.

For instance, a number of correspondents report
occasions when they felt their conscious, perceiving
selves to be detached from their bodies, able to look
down upon and observe their physical selves and watch




different perspective. Usually such dissociations

occur in times of great stress or danger, and the
alteration in self-perception is accompanied by a
corresponding alteration in feeling state, eg. from fear
and distress to calmness, acceptance, resignation. All
this is simply a datum of experience. It may be - indeed,
it most certainly is' - a very peculiar and unusual datum
requiring investigation, but this does not invalidate its
claim upon the experiencer. The experiencer knows it
happens or happened because he is/was involved subject-
ively in the event. He may be as puzzled as anyone

else about how to understand it, but its occurrence is
authentic for him.

We who hear or read his report have to decide upon
the extent to which we deem him a trustworthy witness to
his own perceptions. We may ask whether he is lying, or
hallucinating, or whatever. But it is the very oddness
of the experience which usually leads the experiencer into
a long spell of asking himself the same questions. Was
I dreaming? Was I i1i11? These are questions which arise
in the wake of such experiences. The experiencer casts
large doubt upon his own credibility to witness to
himself. Ultimately it is the very strangeness and
incomprehensibility of the experience which éndows it
with exceptional authenticity. It is very impertant for
the experiencer, for the sake of his own peace of mind,
to establish whether the event happened, and usually
much mental effort is expended in distinguishing between
religious experiences and ordinary sleeping dreams, for
example, a number of RERU correspondents mention an initial
urge to classify the experience as a dream, but eventually
conclude that it could not have been. It is salutary
that they prefer to live with the awkwardness of the
experience and all its disturbing after-effects, rather
than feel an element of self-deception by consigning it
to the world of more conventional experience.




such exﬁeriehoes in authenticétingﬁtﬁemselves is the
fact revealed by repeated assertion that although the
event may have been fleeting, and unique in a person's
life, it carries great significance for him and is never
forgotten. Sometimes it sets off a lifelong process of
reflection upon its significance.

A person who begins to feel something never experienced
before will try to interpret the feeling, and the
interpretation my be fantastic. But the cause of the
experience will, in due course, proclaim its true meanin§15)

The experience can also initiate profound changes
within the experiencer. An example is No. 3122 from the
RERU files. After a sudden reversal of feeling which
ended a long period of deep and serious depression with
an overwhelming experience of love, the correspondent
adds, "This was the end of the depression; and such
depression has never returned, even in the face of dire
adversity." He adds that other people close to him
detected in him a new "lightness, cheeriness, a kind of.
radiance".

It is as though the experiences bring reassurance
of a different kind of reality which exists alongside
the humdrum and everyday, a reality which the experiencers
have been priveleged to catch some glimpse of. Several
acknowledge the support and encouragement this knowledge
gave to them when their lives were beset by grief and
difficulties. It is as though they have a fundamentally
more optimistic and constructive attitude toward life
because they have seen through to a more real or abiding
®mality.

Following on from this last point is the fourth
feature of religious experience which I wish to mentiong
namely, that the tone, content or implication of the
experience is almost invariably benevolent. The experience
makes the person feel good and aware of goodness. It is

15 Telfer, W. "The Forgiveness of Sins" SCM 1959 p.20



iments, but the figure was less than 4.5% in the first
3,000 accounts analysed. (This may be because the request
was for religious experiences, and this may have implied
that such experiences must only be good.) The smallness
of the proportion reporting evil as the main character-
istic of their experience is reflected in the work of

Hay and Morrisey, although they do not offer statistics.
Suffice it to say that, within the limi$s of the sampling
techniques, the great majority report that the experience
acquainted them with a power or means for good, and that
the feeling tone following the experience was itself
highly optimistic.

Thus analysis of the RERU accounts, with supportive
data from the Nottingham research, indicate these four
salient characteristics of contemporary religious _
experiences. They happen when the person is alone; they
are difficult to describe; they carry a high degree of
authority and authenticity; they are benevolent.

Just as there seems little specific with regard to
the place in whih the experiences occur, so there seems
to be no particular set of circumstances which can
trigger them off. This is in contradiction to the
suggestions of Marghanita Laski, who believed that there
are certain kinds of "triggers" for such experiences.

(16) It is worth noting that she was particularly
concerned with group experiences and with self-induced
states of trance and ecstasy. I believe that there are
important differences between such events and the
exﬁeriences reported by the RERU correspondents, not the
least being the matter of volition. A shaman, for instance,
will deliberately set out to induce a trance state within
hirself in order to acheive a specific ritual process.

He uses techniques which he has learned and adapted

during a long apprenticeship, Such techniques may include
physical activity to the point of exhaustion - particularly
frantic dancing - or the alteration of balance by steady

16 Laski, M. "Ecstasy" Cresset Press 1961



a8 whole range of different types of drugs. This contrasts
with the great majority of the RERU accounts in which
the experience came unbidden, spontaneously, catching the
experiencer unawares. It should also be noted that more
recent work among Siberian shamans suggests that their
methods and techniques do not always succeed in triggering
off the desired effect; in such circumstances the shamans
sham!® (17)

Sir Alister Hardy points out that there seems to
be no area of human activity which cannot give rise to
or trigger off an experience with religious significance
for the experiencer. (18) However, analysis of the
accounts indicates certain clusters of events or
circumstances which occur with particular frequency as
precursors to such experiences. They include the
contemplation of the natural word; prayer and meditation;
music; visual arts and architecture. The first of these,
the contemplation of nature, is a source of religious
inspiration at least as old as our sacred literature.
Paffard notes that within this catégory "nature"
(unspecified), music hills and mountains, sunsets and
sunrise are the most commonly—mentiohed associates of
nature-mysticism experiences. The inclusion of music in
this list is somewhat thought-provoking' (19)

0f particular concern to me was to discover whether
distress, depression, despair and kindred feeling-states
played any significant role in association with religious

experiences. I found that they did. Hardy acknowledges
that '

«+e+ the number of people who have come to find a greater
spiritual awareness through states of depression forms
indeed a relatively large proportion. (20)

17 Holm, Nils G. "Religious Ecstasy" Almquist & Wiksell
International Paper 6 by Anna-Leena Siikala.

18 Hardy, A. "The Spiritual Nature of Man" Clarendon
Press 1979
19 Paffard, M. "Inglorious Wordsworths" Hodder &

Staughton 1973
20 Hardy, A. Ibid



despair can (the word "can" needs to be noted; it does

not always follow) be important in widening and deepening
our religious insight seems to be borne out by observations
based on the RERU material.

In the Nottingham work Hay refines the link between
distress and religious experience. He is unhappy about
calling distress a "trigger" in the sense that it sets
off the experience. When asked specifically what if
anything had seemed to cause their experience, very few
of his interviewees mentioned any particular ﬁenomendn.

A few mentioned prayer, or a particular situation, or

some sort of stress. But the majority (73%) could think
of nothing with which they would link their experience
casually. However, when the question was revised so that .
the interviewees were‘requested merely to describe their
state of mind at the time, without making causal inference,
distress proved to be a very significant feature. To

the question, "What was your state of mind before you

had the experience?" the response wass

Distressed or ill at ease 50%
Confused : ‘ 6%
Curious or Searching 5%
Praying or Concentrating 5%
Nothing Special 34%

When one reflects that prayer, searching for solutions,
concentrated preoccupation, etc., are all associated |
features of states of distress and depression, the
above becomes highly significant.

Although there is no attempt on the part of either
Hardy or Hay to suggest any possible mechanisms to account
for the link between distress and religious experience,
they do emphasise the associative link between the two
as a phenomenological fact of striking frequency. A
person in distress is potentially the recipient of an
experience which will widen his religious sensibility.
What kind of proportion of distressed people do in fact
receive such experiences is unknown. Therefore, it is
impossible to estimate the extent to which the potential
for religious experience is increased by distress.



in full a fairly typical report from the RERU material:

No. 271

My experience was of a typical mystical kind, yet I think
stronger and more lasting than is usually reported. All
of a sudden, when I was walking in the country near my
home (not taking a walk, just going to the mail-box)
everything came alive around about me, and seemed to glow
and breathe with animation - even the sticks and stones
at my feet, and the mountains across the valleyj the trees
particularly I remember. It was a very beautiful and
profoundly dlsturblng and frlghtenlng experience. I know
now that this is the kind of vision people have after
taking mescalin. The effect did not fade for a long time;
at night the stars came alive, and for a week or two,

day and night, I saw things this way. I did not tell
anyone about it, and gradually the effect faded, though
for many weeks I could reproduce it at will. I was filled
at the same time with a feeling of one-ness with the
world, and of the unity of all things. I was filled also
with many other strange feelings which I could not under-
stand or expess; later I formulated these as the union

of opposites, the transcendence of good and evil and
things of that kind. I was frightened and puzzled and

I was under great strain, particularly as I had to keep
my feelings to myself. I was afraid for my sanity. I
lad never heard of anything like this before and I began
to read avidly, trying to understand what had happened

to me. I really had not the faintest idea where to begin,
and it took a long, long time - months, I think - before
I found Freda Fordham's "Jung" and I cried when I read

it, because I knew that Jung understood what it meant for
people to have experiences like mine. I was deeply
grateful and felt I could safely say I was not insane.

It took several years of battle within myself, however,
before I felt I could say I was really sane - a battle
between my consciousness and unconsciousness went on all
that time; I could see there was value in both, and I

- was determlned not to lose either, though I felt all the
time as though I was being torn apart. All that time I
was trying, and I am still trying, to explain the experience.
I think I understand it now, but it is very hard to put
into words.

I had been under great emotional strain for many
years before the event, and this had become extreme in
the immediately preceding months. I believe I had been
forced back and back into myself until I reached the
very depths of my nature and could go no farther; when
this happened I think there was an equally extreme
reaction; I think the vision I had was a projection of
what was in myself. Perhaps thepotentlallty for such a
vision lies deep in the impersonal unconscious of everyone,
way below the places of the personal unconscious
emphasised by Freud, in places much better understood
by Jung.



learliy Twenty years., 1 1iave never 1o0suV uile geeliciadl
effect of the experience. Since then I have been a
religious person, because, it seems to me, I have a
religious nature. I belong to no church. I do not
believe in a personal God, I have no knowledge of
everlasting life. If I have to describe myself I can
only say I am a pantheist.

This experience comes into the category of religious
experience which Ninian Smart classifies as "nature
mysticism", ie. a modified, enhanced and in some way
unifying and harmonious perception of the natural world,
sometimes with the sense also of a power arranging that
world inorder. The quoted experience is unusual in that
it seems to have lasted longer than is usually the case,
and the author inhis first sentence indicates his
awareness of this. He is obviously familiar with the
literéture on the subject, but this familiarity seems to
have come after the event. L

The quoted account is useful in exemplifying many
features found in other accounts, including the four .
salient characteristics which I have expanded upon. The
experience comes spontaneously, unbidden, while he is
alone. It is ineffable, "very hard to put into words".
It carried great authority, as he has spent many years
reflecting upon it. Although one does not get an
immediate sense of the experience as being benevolent,
he does describe it as being "beautiful" and it is
obviously very precious to him. |

At the same time, it has a threatening or dangerous
aspect. In the same sentence in which he calls it
"beautiful" he also says it was a "profoundly disturbing
and frightening experience". Later he adds that it
left him "puzzled" as well as frightened, and placed him
under strain because he felt unable to share the experience.
He wondered whether or not he might be going mad.

He describes well his attempts to interpret and
understand the experience. It is clear that, before it
happened, he had no knowledge of mystical or psychodynamic




consiueraple casting around berore he was able to begin
to make sense of it. Eventually, he comes to use Carl
Jung's psychodynamic theories to provide some kind of
model to aid his understanding. But perhaps more important,
in Jung he found the reassurance that someone understood,
that he was not alone, that others had experienced similar
things and explored similar paths. TlHs use of Jung's |
theories is by no means unique among those who have such
experiences. And Jung himself is unusual in being a major
Psychological theorist who takes very seriously the things
of religion, and their importance for the development of
the whole person. (21)

The correspondent specifically describes his state
of mind at the time of the experience, and his later concern
for his sanity. He tells us that he had been "under great
emotional strain for many years before the event, and this
had become extreme in the immediately preceding months".
He also mentions his sense of there having-been a struggle
between different parts of himself, parts which seem to
have had an almost independent self and anxious toﬁireserved.

In this case there is more than simply an observed
association between the experience and his state qf mind.
He endeavoursltp work out a causal connection between his
distressed state and the inner processes which resulted
in the experience. This he does, by blending some of the
assumptions of depth psychology with what seems to be a
fairly straight-forward model from Newtonian physics, one
of action and reaction. It is as though "he" - presumably
that part of himself defined by self-conscious boundaries -
is some kind of solid and elastic body falling through
space until he hits the bottom and bounces back up again.
His visionary experience is then understood as a projection
of what was going on within himself. I must confess that
I find it difficult to accept this; I can see no reason
why thig projection should occur. In addition, I do not
think he is accurate in calling his experience a "vision";
it was a state of heightened perception of what was around

21 See WS Stewart "The Divided Self"(George Allen & Unwinil1964)
for an extended account of religious experiences as a
threat to sanity and the help obtained from Jung's
theories. ~



v unuersvana or make sense of the disturbing event, and
find important his emphasis on the direct link between
his state of distress and the occurrence.

It is not easy to estimate what proportion of the

W dbknssﬁtmtal RERU material associates religious experienc%é not
;;2:;}“ its precursors. Also, many correspondents do not mention
:i?ﬁféﬁzthié factor in their accounts. But in some categories
senence ONne can hazard some guess. For instance, in the experiences
featuring dissociated consciousness (that is, feelings
of being quite conscious and yet detached from one's body)
28% of the experiences were specifically mentioned as
being associated with times of difficulty and stress.
For example, Correspondent No. 3190 describes herself as
extremely depressed: "deep, gnawing, crumbling despair....
so disruptive that I finally gave up my classwork." She
describes how she lay in her room, sobbing and callingv
to God. Suddenly she felt herself floating near the
ceiling®! She felt ".... very warm, very calm, and very
expansive....I felt no fear at all, only warmth, ecstatic
joy and at-one-ness with something so powerful that I
could not then, and cannot now, describe it. The entire
experience could not have lasted more than a few seconds.
But in those few seconds I became whole in a way I had
never been whole before." .

In the category of prayer being answered, we may
assume virtually a 100% distress factor, presuming that
supplicatory or petitioning prayer is usually associated
with some form of distess, In fact, of the experiences
which centre around a belief that prayer has been
answered, some 64% specifically mention that they were
in a domestic crisis of some kind, 40 % acknowledge their
brayer as arising from severe unhappiness, agony of mind,
fear or a sense of meaninglessness, and 3% describe a
crisis of guilt or consciousness of sin. Again, what are
we to make of experiences which bring a sense of relief
to those in terminal illness, or whét was thought to be

terminal illness? Here again is a sample in which one



of the circumstances.

For the reasons set out earlier, I confess that 1
am not too concerned about the precise proportions. It
is enough for me that both the RERU andthe Nottingham
samples would seem to indicate that between a third and
a half of those who report having had experiences of a
religious significance should also report that the
experience was associated with a period of depression
or distress. ,

Before drawing this chapter to a close by considering
the general implications of the foregoing, I think it
- would be useful to set out some guidelines on what I
believe to be the correct approach to such accounts and
such experiences. I suggest that fundamental to our
attitude should be the qualities of humility and respect;
we are in the presence of something which carries the most
profound importance for the folk who have such experiences.
And we must always remember that the best authority on
what and how a person feels and thinks is that person
himself. It is both a mistake and an affront to tell
another person what he is "really feeling", to tell him
that he "doesn't really think that". '

It is a considerable presumption to claim to interpret
another person's experience better than he can himself. (22)

Alas, such consilderable presumption is not uncommon?

We must bear in mind that the experience is the
subject's datum, not ours. We only come to it through
him; his often struggling attempt to describe it and reveal
its significance for him is our datum. These two data
are very different, and we as observers have only a limited
access to the first via the second. Because of this
inherent limit we do well to err on the side of caution

in our assertions.

22 Robinson, E. "Tolerating the Paradoxical"
RERU Oxford 1978



is done with sensitivity, any attempt to offer an
explanation is usually gratefully received. Folk who
suddenly have a very different kind of experience
bursting into their conventional consciousness find it
disturbing, alien and anxiety-making. If we can enable
such folk to realise that they are not alone, it can be
a source of much reassurance and comfort. The task of
understanding the experience, no matter how inadequatély,
is one way of taking control of an event which initially
seemed to take control of us, of familiarising ouselves
with it and gradually absorbing it into the more
conventional categories of understanding. If we can
assista person in his task of understanding by offering
words, concepts, models to try out and see which, if
any, fit, then again such an offer is gratefully received.

We must, though, be very careful to avoid any
tendency to "explain away". This belittles the experience
and insults the experiencer. There is, alas, a tendency
to reduce the experience to a number of component -
factors and then limit the understanding to a selected
one or two such factors. An anecdote may illustrate what
I mean. An acquaintance underwent a somewhat similar
kind of experience to those under consideration , and
discussed the matter with a friend who was a doctor. The
doctor, probably only half-seriously, suggested thatit
wasprobably to do with his body chemistry. To which my
acquaintance commented that if his experience was the
consequence of bad digestion, there was an awful lot
wrong with good digestion! The "chemical reduction" is
common, though. Because certain trance and ecstatic
states are accompanied by changes in human physiology and
body chemistry, this does not necessarily mean that such
- changes cause religious experience, and most certainly
does not mean that religious experiences are of the nature
of changes in body chemistry.

The assessment of religious experiences is, perhaps,
as much an aesthetic as a scientific matter. ‘The struggle



sensations and perceptions, is akin to the artist's task
perhaps more than any other. We who observe must be
alert to the patferns of events, to the relationships and
significances of nuances, as well as searching out the
quantifiable data which can be compared and statistically
evaluated. This is why the RERU material makes good its
def /iciencies in terms of statistical profiles by having
people describe their experiences in ther own way,

- reflecting their own emphases, recalling what was important
and what was not according to their own evaluation of
what has happened to them. As already stressed, we must
be cauti ous to resist the temptation to stress that an
event we consider is important is in fact important if

it is not registered as such by the experiencer. That,

I submit, is not for us to say.

With these provisos in mind, I believe that we can
confidently assert that such mental/emotional states
variously described as depression, distress, anxiety,
stress, etc., have a statistically significant association
with religious experiences of various kinds, and that
from the subiective viewpoint of the experiencer such
states appear to be important within the total breadth of
the experience; they are recognised as being, insome way
usually not defined, significant as precursors, At the
moment we can only say that they are "associated" with
religious experiences; 1t is a mistake to think of theém
as "triggers" in the way that Laski uses the term.

We cannot say that depressive states trigger off
religious experienées for two reasons. Firstly, because
we have insufficient knowledge of what is going on in the
total experience to point out chains of connection, saying
that such-and-such causes or triggers off such-and-such,
Secondly, because even the speculation about such causal
chains brings us up against a logical hiatus which is
quitéhstriking. The sudden development of a state of
bliss from a state of depression involves a gross incon-
gruity. In our usual analysis of states of being we do



the contary. But in these special experiences, they do
seem closely associated, and it is this incongruity which
often lends an additional claim for attention to the
experience.

To summarise the conclusions of this chapter:
1. Contrary to what might-be the general expectation,
many people have experiences which they interpret as
being in some way "religious".
2. The experiences vary greatly but have certain common
elements, particularly: solitariness, ineffability, '
authority and authenticity, benevolence, enduring impact
in memory and /or in lifestie.
3. In a significant proportion of cases a bad or negative
state of mind and/or emotion - expessed as despair, anxiety,
depression, etc. - is associated with the experience as
it s precursor or ambience.
4. We who observe such experiences through the
descriptions of those who have the experiences must

respect the subjective integrity of the experience for
the experiencer.

I am grateful to the staff of the Religious Experience
Research Unit for their help, and for permission to use
and quote from their material.



Some Biblical Considerations: Part 1 - Jacob

The Bible's acceptance as canon is evidence that it has
been judged as not being unique to its authors. (1)

The large-scale collection of examples of human experience
and behaviour, together with the statistical evaluation of
such information, is a 20th Century phenomenon. Work such
as that undertaken by the Religious Experience Research
Unit in Oxford, by Hay and-Mbrisy in Nottingham, together
with the innumerable sociological, psychological, ethno-.
graphic, etc. etc., surveys conducted nowadays, is regarded
as part of the scientific establishment. Such work rests
on two foundations; our contemporary ability to collect,
store and retrieve vast amounts of information, and the
theoretical development of probability and statistidal
analysis as the tool for evaluating it all. Modern man
seeks both the confirmation of his experience (ie. that
it is acceptable) and its significance (ie. what it means)
by comparing it with that of his fellows on a large scale.
Attention and thought can then be directed at what is
statistically probable and widespread and what rare and
unusual, and each examined as such. Such highly-sophisti-
cated abstracts are then often claimed to be "6bjective".
Until comparatively recently these methods were
unobtainable. We had different ways of evaluating our
experience. Of these the most ancient is that of the
hero/exampler - the man or woman whose life story is
known and retold, orally or literally, and who becomes
a paradigm for certain kinds of human life and experience.
As a method it is almost diametrically opposite to
contemporary techniquos. Whereas today we collect
thousands of examples of ordinary foks' experiences and
actions, aggregate the salient features and reassemble
them as the "typical person", in the past one "typical

1. Bakan, David "Disease, Pain and Sacrifice" U. of
Chicago 1968 p.98
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of ordinary folk. They would "recognise" features of
themselves in the hero, just as today we recognise features
of ourselves in the abstracts from opinion polls. I

would dare to suggest, however, that the hero figure
remains a far more powerful and illuminating source of
self-understanding than do opinion poll abstracts?

The stories of humankind's heros and examplers have
certain qualities in common, regardless of their provénance.
They have to be memorable and attention-demanding, and
therefore are invariably interesting and often exciting.
They have to be Pausible, no matter how much certain features
or episodes are exaggerated; such stories are never fantasy.
Above all, they have to be "true"; that is, they must
reflect in an undistorted even though magnified way, the
experiences shared by humanity, and must offer coherent
and acceptable interpretations of those experiences. Such
stories are thus always presented in the guise of history,
usually the history of an individual within the wider
history of his community. Thus the story‘offers to its
hearers an interpretation and understanding of both

i;'\clléq_(;'llgy\. .. . .

cher individual and collective experiences. The fact that such
o Ckr.y are

ssa it

stomical

stories are required to appear in the guise of historﬂsr
that they are fiction. _ -
If the story of a particular hero/examplar is
particularly fitted for its task, it becomes paradigmatic.
Because it offers some true and insightful observations
about being a human, it is accorded authority as a means
of revelation and understanding. The deeper, truer and

- more widely applicable its observations, the more accurately

and effectively it says them, the higher will be its
value *to the community and the higher the corresponding
respect in which it is held. This is one of the ways
(note: one of the ways) in which a story or a tradition
acquires canonical status.

No story can say all things to all ﬁebple. But
within a collection of such stories it is possible that



of authorjtative and illuminating interpretation for his

own life. In some such way are accumulated the collections
of stories, legends, traditions, etc., which form the

basis of any collective and coherent culturally-bounded
community. A trustworthy means for diagnosing the

culture to which any given community belongs is to look

at the stories told within that community, for that will
show which wider cultural heritage it shares. (2)

The repository of a culture's legend-base can take
different forms; it may be the gathering of elders or a
priestly caste, who know the stories by rote; it may be
a unique collection of paintings or documents; it may be
a book. Whatever it may be, it will be regarded as -
having peculiar authority and be accorded marked respect.

In time, because of the authority and respect in
which it is held, the legend-base will acquire a
reciprocal relationship with its community. Not only
will it be regarded as a resource for helping people to
understand their lives; it will come to be regarded as a
source of paradigms for how life ought to be lived. Thus
it will mould peoples lives intb'the patterns of inter-
pretations it offers, and each then offers an enhanced
confirmation of the other; that is, because it offers
such an accurate understanding it has authority, because
it is so authoritativepeople live lives according to its
precepts, which it then interprets ever more accurately.

I believe that the hero-sagas of the 0ld Testament
conform roughly to this pattern. They fulfil the dual
- function of both conforming and confirming human experience.
In the lives of the heroes are found the materials which
enable us tgtunderstand what it is to be human and also .
the chosen[?od, and which encourage us in our understandings
. to go on and be these things. This is so whether the
materials are in the form of sagas which have been shaped
by retelling over generations, such as the hero-stories
of the Pentateuch, Judges, Samuel and Kings, or whether

2 See, for an example of this method, the four volumes
of Claude Levi-Strauss' "Introduction to a Science
of Mythology" Jonathan Cape 1970-81



formed with this end in view, eg. Job, Jonah, Daniel.

If the foregoing assumptions are correct, we should
expect to find in the 01ld Testament (as in any other
collected and sacred tradition) stories of individuals
which reflect human experience as it is widely shared,
and which offer religious understanding of such experience.
A close and accurate study of the hero/examplar will )
illumine our contemporary experience. The fact that such
stories have been regarded as authoritoktivefor so many
generations is an indication of their ability to offer
meaningful and trustworthy interpretations. A story
which failed to do this would not be useful and, no matter
how temporarily interesting or entertaining, would drop -
out of use. In stories such as these, accuracy of insight
is the prime survival factor. ,

I therefore approached the 01ld Testament to see
whether there are in it stories which in any way seem to
reflect, in their narrative details, the kind of experiences
which are my concern. Are there stories in which are
developed the hero's sense of despair, anxiety, depression,
etc., and which state is terminated suddenly in a highly
significant and revelatory way? 1In fact, there are a
number of such stories which fit the mould well, in addition
to the recurrence of this theme in the Psalter. Perhaps
the clearest example is that of Elijah. I have chosen,
hoWever, to consider two stories where the parallels are
not quite so well-drawn. One is the story of Jacob, from
the collectively-created saga-opus of the Book of Genesis.
The second is the literary creation of the Book of Job.

Jacob

During the past century, Pentateuchal criticism has been
dominated by the scholarship of source analysis. It is now
widely accepted that the Pentateuch comprises at least four
major literary traditions which have been combined and
edited into one more-or-less smooth and coherent whole.

The criterig for disentangling the various strands of



here. -

In the past couple of decades or so, a reaction has
set in against the more extreme forms of source analysis.
Some scholars, while accepting as proven the broad outlines
of source criticism's conclusions, are concerning them-
selves with the fact that from seemingly-disparate sources
a narrative of sophisticated integrity and skill has
resulted. It is as though, after many years of concern
with the parts there is a reawakened interest in the whole.
Such scholars include Nahum Sarna and JP Fokkelman, and I
find myself broadly in sympathy with their approach and
many of their conclusions. The more I consider the Jacob
saga, the more I am impressed by its integrity as an
account of a person's life and also by its curiously
contemporary quality. With certain circumstantial details
brought up-to-date, it could read very much like a case
history presented as a court report by a modern social
worker or psychiatrist. True, the references to God would
have to be deleted from a court report, as He plays very
1little part in the world-view of the modern caring
professional. But - as has been pointed out by more than
one commentator - God is very much in the background in
the Jacob story, anyway.

This curious, contemporary quality is evidence of the
true stature of the saga. It has a timeless and universal
quality, being able to transcend its historical milieu.

I shall therefore treat the story of the life of
Jacob as an integrated account of the life of an historical
or pseudo-historical character, an account which has
heuristic and exemplary qualities for the reader in both
his individual and communal perspectives. I shall begin by
considering the observations of Sarna and Fokkelman.

Sarna (1) lays emphasis on the moral dimension in
Jacob's life. This is a well-chosen theme. Later in this
work I shall consider the role of conscience and awareness
of the self as sinning as being powerful movers in the

1 Sarna, Nahum M "Understanding Genesis" Schocken ?ooks
: 970



commentators other than Sarna have called attention to it -
that throughout the Jacob story there runs a thread of
behaviour which is, to .say the least, ethically dubious

It is certainly dubious from a twentieth-century
perspective; though much of Jacob's activity has to do

with "business" - property, wealth, status,‘etc. - and
there is much in contemporary business practice which is
equally dubious, evidence of the narrative's uncannily
contemporary quality. Sarna maintains that even by the
standards of some 4,000 years ago it was dubious. He finds
in this a crucial feature of Jacob's pre-Jabbok character,
anticipated even by the rivalry in the womb between Jacob
and Esau and finding its first expess1on in the coerced
sale of the birthright.

Sarna maintains that the moral aspect "is of vital
importance to understand the unfolding narrative." ' He
shows that running alongside Jacob's dubious behaviour is
the paradoxical perception that this unscrupulous character
is simultaneously the chosen of God, and that his election
should be disengaged from his improper conduct. For my
part I am not too sure about the disengagement. There is
a sense in which Jacob's weakness and lack of insight is
revealed by his striving to achieve what, in some senses,
he already is. The wickedness of his behaviour throws
into relief his tuer nature, and adds a somewhat pathetic
aspect to an otherwise unsympathetic character.

Be that as it may, Sarna rightly points out the
contradictory nature of Jacob as unscrupulous and yet
divinely ordained. He believes that this is established
even before birth (as is also Jacob's contending, striving
Personality) by the oracle which reveals that "the older
shall serve the younger." (Gen. 25123) Thus the narrative
rather calmly observes Jacob's trickery but, though the
oracle and other hints, makes clear that Jacob'’s clalms and
achievements depend not on Jacob's efforts but God'
decision. There is thus both a nice irony and a profound
psychologlcal insight - we strive to attain what we already
are, to gain what we already have.



of Ezsau out of niz vicrthrignt and blesging is revealed
through comparison with the Nuzi texts. These indicate a
strong likelihood that such endowments were not, as has
usually been though, sacrosanct to the older son. They
possibly were transferrable at the will of the father. It
is possible that Jacob resorted to trickery not in order
to outmanoeuvre the conventions but to outwit Isaac's
pronounced favouritism. '

Sarna develops the motif of moral interplay by
drawing out certain parallels between Jacoﬁ's actioné vis-
a-vis Esau and what later befalls him. Just as he plays a
trick on his father by reason of the latter's blindness and
80 obtains the blessing, so Laban plays a trick on Jacob,
taking advantage of his effective blindness at night, by
substituting Leah. And the hand of God is indicated in
this, as it is Leah who bears Levi and David, the forebears
of the Mosaic/priestly and the Davidic/Messianic'lines
respectively.

A similar parallel to Jacob's relationship with
Esau is suggested by the later dissensions which arose
between Jacob and Labah's family. Sarna suggests that
initially Laban had only daughters, and that as his son-in-
law Jacob would stand to inherit. The sons mentioned in
31:1 were born later and caused the tension between Laban
and Jacob over the matter of inheritance, a tension’pre—
figured in Jacob's earlier rivalry with Esau for the
.inheritance from Isaac. If Sarné's observations are correct,
they would indicate a high level of narrative sophistication,
far removed from the "just growed" theories of the origin
of the saga. | ‘

For Sarna, the human character of Jacob is resolved
by the eventual integration within his personality of the
~elements of human will and divine destiny, elements which
- for much of his early life were separate and in contention.
Eventually his own moral direction is reconciled to the
moral imperatives of God. Sarna believes that this final
integration of personality, the merging of what Jacob wants
of himself and what God demands of him, is achieved in the



A new era was about to open in the career of Jacob ....
.. T™wo incidents, each mysterious, mark the transition. (2)

The first such incident is the very truncated one of
32:1-2,'when Jacob meets the angels. Sarna tentatively
suggests that this second reference to angels - the first
being the ladder dream - may mark the closing of a frame-
work opened by the dream. In other words, an indication
within the narrative structure that the whole Laban episode
occurs within the context of divine control, as symbolised
by the presenc: of the angels which begin and end it.

As for the Jabbok incident, Sarna considers it
"thoroughly bewildering" and "unparalleled in Biblical
literature". He regards it as comprising two elements;

a tale of a river crossing and a tale of an encounter with
a supernatural agency or demon. He reckons that a tale
perhaps current in folk-lore has been applied to Jacob,
and that the change of name - as was the case with Abraham
and Sarah - betokens a change of intent, a break with the
past and a fresh desstiny. In Jacob's case it is perhaps
more accurate to see it as betokening not so much a fresh
destiny, but a new understanding and self-realisation of a
destiny which has been hinted at from the womb. At the
Jabbok, Jacob became reconciled to himself and to God.

The struggle with the angel may therefore imply the final
purging of those unsavoury qualities of character that
marked his past career. (3)

I find Sarna's analysis helpful as it highlights the
moral factors in the story of Jacob, and brings out - without
attempt.ing to ekplain - that element in the character of
Jacob which led him initially to strive with God/destiny
and to attain of himself that which was his already as the
elect of God. His willfulness leads to a'split, a

2 Sarna; op cit p.202
3 Sarna; op cit p.204



necessary for him and what, unbeknown, he already is.

This struggle within his nature "peaks" at the incident by !
Jabbok, when his striving nature is accepted, overcome and
yet, somewhat paradoxically, blessed. Sarna recognises

the great potency of this episode, even though bewildered
by it. ‘

Fokkelman also is one of the comparatively few
commentators who pay particular attention to the Jabbok
incident and regard it as having a high significance.

He considers it '

is indeed an interlude, but one in which a new protagonist

brings a decisive depth to the narrative ...... It)is by no
means a breathing space, by no means an uncommitied
dissociation from the current situation, but . ... very opposite.

The Jacob narrative seems to abound in parailels and
internal echoings. I have already mentioned two to which
Sarna draws attention. Fokkelman draws parallels between
the Jabbok incident and the events which led up to Jacob's
obtaining the birthright in Gen. 25:29-34. Each is "a
Perfectly rounded kernel" and they share an underlying
structure:s preliminaries, conflict, conversation, Jacob's
evaluation and departure. The striking difference, though,
is that the second resolves the split between Jacob and his
destiny which has been inaugurated by the first. Fokkelman
interprets the Jabbok incident in terms of Jacob's
increasing displacement in his world and the perceived
failure of his plans. '

Fokkelman argues that not untjl

...we can give. an"objective outline of the'exterior’ are
we Justified in and capable of gauging the“interior” (5)
By this he means that a sensitive understanding of the
narrative action of an episode will offer us clues to the
immer state of the actors involved. Accordingly, he spends

Ik  Fokkelman, J.P. "“Narrative Art in Genesis" Van Gorcum,
Assen 1975 p. 208

5 TFokkelman, J. P. "Narrative Art in Genesis" Van Gorcum,
Assen 1975 ©p. 209



He draws attention to Jacob's inability to sleep, and to

his increasingly feverish attempts to defuse the potentially
explosive encounter with Esau by means of presents and
envoys, attempts which seem to bring no peace of mind and
which, on the next day, he recognises as being futile. He
also makes the observation that God only reveals himself

to Jacob when the latter is alone, and at night. But in
such encounters prior to the Jabbok incident

(Jacob) does not see himself yet, does not recognise his
new identity which can save him, the renewed integrity

which is born in the recognition and confession of one's
guilt. (6)

At the Jabbok we find according to Fokkelman a re-
presentation and encapsulation of the major theme of Jacob's
‘career to that point. His life had been a striving after
blessing and birthright, first with Esau, then with Isaac,
then with Laban. At the Jabbok we again have the strife,
followed by the wresting of the blessing from his opponent.
Fokkelman observes that it is typical of what we have by
this time come to expect of the man that he is too self-
willed and proud to let the blessing simply be given to
him; he has to feel that he has obtained it by his own
efforts. It is this same life-long, grim, proud determina-
tion to define his own destiny (and which therefore requires
resistance to God's destiny for him) which culminates:at
the Jabbok. There it is paradoxically both countenanced
and destroyed. | ‘

An interesting word in this context, countenanced!
Fokkelman questions the extent to which other commentators
have read into this incident the sense of taboo at seeing
the face of God which is explicit in the Mosaic narratives
in Exodus. He observes, I believe correctly, that the
narrative in Genesis contains no sense of there being
anything dangerous or forbidden in seeing God's face.
Perhaps the interpretation of 32:30b is expressed not by

6 Fokkelman  op cit  p. 213



life is preserved" but "I have seen the face of God and
therefore my life (threatened by Esau) is preserved". In
other words, this is the moment when he realises that his
Prayer in 32111 has been ansWered, he has been delivered.

Even from such a cursory review as I have offered
here, it is apparent that there are major differences between
the approach of scholars such as Martin Noth (7) and those
such as Sarna and Fokkelman. Such differences arise at
least in part from their differing concerns with what they
believé the text is about. For Noth, it represents these
communal and cultic concerns from which it grew and which
it authenticates. Such scholarship seems to miss what is
immediately apparent, namely that the Jacob saga is unself-
consciously a human narrative of outstanding depth and
accuracy of perception into some of the ways in which people
can relate © God, and vice versa. It is the meaning of the
story as it unfolds the development of Jacob's spiritual
nature which is the concern of such as Sarna and Fokkelman.
And it is in this way that the story is of concern to me.

However, it is necessary to be cautious. Jacob is
not some preliterary equivalent of mediaeval, Christian
Everyman. Yet even while acknowledging this, I believe
one can discern beneath the details and circumstances
which derive from his 'sitz in leben' a number of the
powerful and mysterious themes which are perennial and
universal. Dissociation and re-integration; alienation and
reconcil iation; guilt, repentance and rédemption; wilful
pride and humbke acceptance. Just as there are parallels
within the narrative between the seemingly-different episodes,
pointing to an underlying unity which has been developed
with skill, so these different thematic lie as parallel
strands within the ongoing flow of the story.

It is my contention that when the narrative is
approached in this way - as a highly perceptive and
illuminating document on some fundamental aspects of what

7 vide Noth's comments on the Jacob narratives in his
"A History of Pentateuchal Traditions" Prentice-Hall 1948



an awkward embarrassment, bewildering in its seeming lack
of sense or meaning. Instead it is seen as an account of
one of the mysterious, ineffable crux occasions when there
is a prodigious upheaval and re-arrangement within the total
personality of a man. It is the point where the disparate
and ultimately self-defeating impulses in Jacob's character,
impelled by guilt, conscience and futility, reach a _
cathartic climax and resolution. Let me consider one or
two of these major motifs in more detail. A

Fundamental to the Jacob saga is the matter of what
today would be called "sibling rivalry"; that is, a
relationship between siblings based on jealousy, envy, a
need to assert oneself above the other, etc. Such sibling
rivalry is a very important theme in Israelite history,
Particularly the early history. It runs from Cain and Abel,
through Jacob and Joseph, to the tribal rivalries alluded
to in Judges and the eventual division of the Kingdom into
Israel and Judah. In the case of Jacob andEsau such
rivalry has an immediate and practical justification;
inheritance and property depend on the brothers' phces in
the family. But a wealth of modern research on the
relationship between siblings in our society, in which
Property is not so immediately tied to one's place in a
family, shows that rivalry is widespread and powerful.
Brothers and sisters compete for parental love, for
affection, for status, for approval and so on. If
favouritism is shown by either or both parents, this gives
added intensity to the feelings siblings have toward each
other, v |

If such rivalry within the family is markedly strong,
it has a lasting effect on the children. As we grow we
interpret, understand and approabh the world as we have
learned to within our family. We respond to the significant
other people in our lives as we learned to relate to members
of our family as children. If what we have learned as
children is 8 sense of rivalry, contention, mistrust, we
shall become to a greater or lesser extent adults who are
contentious, mistrusting, etoc. Consititution probably plays
some part in this; a person may be naturally contentious



be emphasised by the conditioning it both produces and
receives during upbringing.

Although modern casework and research may serve to
give some objective, scientific status to observations
. on the rivalry between siblings, such rivalry is nothing
new, nor is knowledge about it new. Its recurrence as a
theme in the oldest parts of the 0ld Testament is sufficient
to confirm this. And the rivalry between Jacob and his
brother Esau is crucial both to the narrative and to the
development of an understanding of the character of Jacob.

So deep-seated is the rivalry that we are told it
begins even in trle womb. And although Jacob is born second,
there is divine authority for the reversal of the usual
order of sibling precedence; in this case it is divinely
decreed that "the elder shall serve the younger". The
etiological implications of this are spelled out in
253233 the interpersonal implications of it form the
underlying substance of the whole Jacob Narrative.

The tensions within the family are even further
heightened by the fact that the parents openly take sides,
thus doubling the intensity of the rivalry between the
brothers. One wonders whether parents are using the twins
in order to enact elements of their own relationship.
Indeed, one wonders about all manner of features to do with
the family interrelationships and the psychological
implications thereof which are hinted at by the text, but
such speculation is probably neither justifiable nor, in
the long run, fruitful. Sufficient to accept +the fact
that Jacob's early years and development are integral to
the character of the man; that the tensions within his
family confirm a basic disposition toward contention and
striving. ‘ .

It is within the context of family tensions and
rivalries that the matter of the birthright and blessing
becomes symptomatic. They are the signs, the symbols of
approval, status, and superiority. Although the text with
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wirsavuury LiClLaent set up by Rebekah and willingly connived

ir v on by Jacob. The result is an open breach between the brothers

a situation which Jacob resolves by flight. (Here again
the text is not straightforward; the journey of Jacob to
Laban seems to have been authorised by Isaac. One can_
suggest that Isaac, despite his favouritism for Esau,
would draw the line at fratricide among his sons.)

Thus the story of Jacob's career begins within a
context[intense rivalry. Contention is basic to his
disposition, and is augmented by parental attitudes.-
During his sojourn East of the Jordan the rivalry fades
into the background, but is reinvoked by the rivalry which
develops between Jacob and Laban's sons, and as the direct
consequence of the rivalry his original relationship with
his brother is resurrected as he is forced to return home
for the confrontation. It is his overriding consideration
as he approaches the Jabbok after quitting Laban's
territory.

The split between Jacob and his brother is reflected
in a more intimate disociation within Jacob himself. His
aim to supplant, that is, to establish himself as a
successful man over and above all others and in particular
his brother, seems to be achkved. He is what today
would be called a "high achiever".

Jacob's contrivances to rob Esau are described in almost
paradigmatic form as a shrewdly successful program for
getting on and getting ahead. Swindling and cleverness

of this sort was admired by our moral ancestors. The name

. of the game was - get ahead if you can but avoid theft.

Match thy wits against thy fellow-creatures and gain as
much advantage over them as thou canst...... (8)

By cunning, guile and hard work Jacob acheives and obtains
what he wants. He obtains the birthright; he obtains the
blessing; he becomes a man of wealth and property; he

8 Menninger, Karl "Whatever became of Sin?"
Hawthorne Books Inc. N.Y. 1973 p.146




each success is obtained only at the cost of family and
social implications of destructive force, and also at the
cost of his own conscience.

Although there seems to be no immediate consequence
in terms of wrath or retribution to the coerced sale of
the birthright, may its effect on Esau have been cumulative?
So that, when also tricked out of the blessing, he responds
murderously to this younger brother who is always outWitting
him. The cost to Jacob of obtaining these two symbolic
family benefits is paid in family dissociations - a total
breach with his brother and exile from his home. In this,
Jacob is responding in the accepted way of the 01ld Testament.
In the 61d Testament, one of the most frequently-mentioned
ways of coping with danger or pain is to run away! There
are few hero stories which depict their characters delib-
erately confronting danger; examples would be Samson or
the boy David. But there are many examples of heroes who
have their times as refugees, eg. Moses, David, Elijah,
Jotham, Jonah, and of course, Jacob.

In the 01ld