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Editorial: Education for This Life 
The theme of this year’s Sea of Faith annual conference, 
Education for this Life, celebrated the growing education-
al work of the SOF network through the Solarity online 
materials for Religion and Philosophy Clubs and through 
being a key partner of the Big Ideas for Religious Educa-
tion project. For this issue of Sofia the conference speakers 
have provided us with a fantastic set of associated papers. 
Denise Cush, Dave Francis, Philippa Hulme and Micheal 
Reiss get us started, showing how the Big Ideas approach 
to curriculum  planning works to support progressive learn-
ing in Science and Religion & Worldviews education. As 
an example, they describe how the centenary of the Scopes 
Monkey Trial in 2025 was used to motivate discussion of 
Big Ideas in both science and religion.  Louisa Smith then 
explores curiosity: what it is, what it looks like and why 
it is so important, particularly in the current climate and 
preparing our children for life in the 21st century. 

The next two papers address AI (artificial intelligence) 
in religion, worldviews and education. Beth Singler ex-
plores Identities, AI, Religion and Hope, and introduces us 
to such as ‘Father Justin’ the Catholic chatbot (a creation 
of Large Language Model AI) who recommended baptis-
ing babies in Gatorade before he was ‘defrocked’. Rupert 
Wegerif asks whether AI can help us to restore the pow-
er of meaning in education, through a return to a dialogic 
pedagogy. In Beth's binary of AI 'Boomers' and 'Doomers', 
we heard more of the boom (optimism) from Rupert and 
some of the doom (pessimism) from Beth.

Continuing the theme for the year of Resisting, Martin 
Spence gives us his second paper on Dietrich Bonhoeffer 

in which he explores Bonhoeffer's theology. James Priest-
man asks what we can learn from the stories of Amos for 
today, and David Lambourn gives us the third part of his 
exploration of Mark as Gospel of Resistance - and warns 
us that in contrast to Mark, Matthew might have misunder-
stood his sources and led the historic church in entirely the 
wrong direction.

For the Religion in my Life interview, we have anoth-
er campaigner known to me personally: Lynda Gilbert, a 
member of the Milton Keynes Reform Synagogue. I hope 
by now you will be starting to share my admiration for the 
people of the new city of Milton Keynes!

Dave reports on a survey of members in his World-
views Navigator, and we meet some of you in our regular 
Meet the Members feature. In both the letters and James's 
poetic responses, there are members questioning the anger 
that has appeared in Sofia since I became editor. This has 
given me pause for thought and it would be good to hear 
what you think. For example, do anger and resistance go 
together? Or maybe anger is itself to be resisted.

The December issue will continue the theme of resist-
ing - and may be angry. Whether you are OK with that and 
want to contribute to it, or disagree and want to offer some-
thing different, please send your contributions to:

•	 editor@sofn.uk
•	 poetry@sofn.uk

Copy deadline for Sofia 158, December 2025
1st November 2025

In Conversation
It seems a long time ago now, but when Covid-19 struck 
and no face-to-face meetings or conferences could be or-
ganised, it was suggested that Zoom meetings could take 
place to enable members - and non-members - to meet 
virtually about once a month around a topic.  In Con-
versation was born (https://sofn.uk/in-conversation/) in 
April 2023.  It has been successful in enabling people to 
meet regularly on Zoom and exchange points of view on 
a variety of topics ranging from 'Religion under the rails 
- HS2 in Buckinghamshire', 'Gospel of St Mark', 'Future 
of the SoFN', 'Visiting the occupied West Bank', 'Ethical 
approach to pressure tactics', 'Assisting dying', 'Viable ap-
proach to punishment', among others.  

The model we have adopted for these sessions is the intro-
duction of the topic for about 25-30 minutes, followed by 
about an hour of ‘conversation’.  

All SoFN members and non-members are welcome to at-
tend.  If you know someone who might be interested in 
these sessions, just send Marianne their name and email 
address so that they can be invited to future sessions.

The series will continue with various topics to be finalised 
at the end of 2025 and the whole of 2026.  It might be 
useful to book the dates in your diary: 

2025: 17th September, 15th October, 19th November and 
17th December

2026: 21st January, 18th February, 18th March, 15th April, 
20th May, 17th June, 15th July, 16th September, 21st 
October, 18th November and 16th December.

Zoom link for 2025: 
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/89675043969

Zoom link for 2026: 
https://us02web.zoom.us/j/85779579009

If you have a topic that is potentially of interest (we all 
do …), don’t keep it to yourself, but suggest it for a forth-
coming session.  It is quite rewarding to see it picked up 
by the participants as the conversation develops.  

With thanks to all who have taken part in any way in In 
Conversation sessions since its onset and encouragement 
to all who have a topic hibernating somewhere in the cor-
ner of their mind to retrieve it and share it with all of us.

Marianne Mead 
mmead@btinternet.com
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Big Ideas for Religion and Science in Education:  
The Scopes Monkey Trial 100 years on

1	 http://www.solarity.org.uk/
2	 https://bigideasforre.org/exemplar-units-of-learning/ > Ages 11-14 > The Big Picture Exemplar 2.
3	 Wiggins, G. P., & McTighe, J. (2005). Understanding by design, 2nd edn., Association for Supervision and Cur-

riculum Development.
4	 Harlen, W. (ed) (2010) Principles and Big Ideas of Science Education, Duns. https://www.ase.org.uk/bigideas

Since its inception, in 1989, the Sea 
of Faith Network has been proactive 
in launching several educational pro-
jects and programmes. Notably, in 
2013, Solarity1 provided online re-
sources and detailed plans for religion 
and philosophy clubs. Eighty-two 
complete sessions are included, pro-
viding a good model for those who 
wish to set up such a club, often tak-
ing children deeper than the regular 
curriculum.

SOF then linked with the 'Big Ide-
as for Religious Education' project. 
Led by former HMI, Barbara Win-
tersgill, and involving RE specialists 
from across England as well as three 
of the authors of this piece, the pro-
ject has evolved into a more-or-less 
complete programme for an education 
in religion and worldviews for 4-18 
year-olds. We believe it makes a con-
siderable contribution to the subject 
of RE in schools. It has already been 
influential in several Local Authority 
Agreed Syllabuses and the national 
online Oak Academy.

Here, we examine one of the units 
developed for the Big ideas for RE 
website2. It was suggested by Mark 
Chater, who noticed that 2025 was 100 
years after a teacher, John Scopes, had 
been put on trial for teaching about 
evolution, thereby contravening the 
Butler Act of Tennessee that made it 
“unlawful for any teacher … to teach 
any theory that denies the Story of the 
Divine Creation of man as taught in 
the Bible, and to teach instead that 
man has descended from a lower or-
der of animals”.

The law was repealed 60 years 
later, but in some states of the USA 
today there remain permissions and 
protections for biblical creationist 
ideas to be taught in the state-funded 
schools. In the original case, Scopes 
volunteered to provide a test case for 
the law. The local civic leaders want-
ed more publicity for their town. They 

encouraged two famous lawyers to 
fight out the case; William J Bryan, 
a former presidential candidate, who 
wanted to defend the literal biblical 
account of the world’s creation, and 
Clarence Darrow, who thought it time 
to challenge the idea that believing in 
the Bible meant not believing in the 
evolution of human beings as present-
ed in Darwin’s On the Origin of Spe-
cies.

American media sensed a story: 
science versus religion! It became the 
very first trial to be broadcast live on 
the radio. Several plays and films of 
the trial have since been made, nota-
bly the excellent ‘Inherit the Wind’ 
staring Spencer Tracy. 

At the end of the trial, which put 

literal interpretations of the biblical 
creation story on the stand, Scopes 
was found guilty. The judge fined him 
the maximum $100 (later overturned 
on a technicality) and the journalists 
lampooned the locals as having been 
left behind by the 20th century. Per-
haps this was where today’s so-called 
culture wars began; people were pre-
sented with a choice: creation as de-
scribed in the Bible, or Darwin’s the-

ory of evolution by natural selection.
Our unit introduces students aged 

11-14 to the main issues so that they 
can understand the original debate 
and be brought up to date with both 
scientific findings and developments 
in thinking about the interpretation of 
religious texts. And this is where Big 
Ideas comes in.

Big Ideas
Anyone putting together a curricu-
lum has to have some way of starting. 
They might simply amend a previous 
curriculum or begin afresh but they 
need to have some idea, whether im-
plicit or explicit, of why certain things 
should be in the curriculum while oth-
ers need not be. Back in 2005, two 
USA academics, Jay McTighe and 
Grant Wiggins, argued that there was 
a lot to be said for using the concept 
of ‘big ideas’ to help determine curric-
ulum content3. A big idea is a concept 
that is core to a subject – something 
one wants students really to have 
understood, not merely to have cov-
ered. McTighe and Wiggins give the 
example of the physics concept: ‘En-
ergy cannot be created or destroyed, 
although in many processes energy is 
transferred to the environment as heat’ 
(McTighe & Wiggins, 2005, p.10).

Big ideas apply to any subject but 
one of the first people to run with the 
notion was the indefatigable science 
educator Wynne Harlen. Using the 
money she had won when awarded an 
international prize, Harlen gathered 
together an international group of 
scientists and science educators, and 
the group ended up producing a report 
(Harlen, 2010)4 which advocated that 
the 5-16 school science curriculum be 
structured around 14 big ideas. Ten of 
these were ideas of science, for ex-
ample that ‘The composition of the 
Earth and its atmosphere and the pro-
cesses occurring within them shape 
the Earth’s surface and its climate’, 

Denise Cush, Dave Francis, 
Philippa Hulme & Michael J. Reiss

John T. Scopes.
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and four were ideas about science, for 
example that ‘Applications of science 
often have ethical, social, economic 
and political implications’.

The Big Ideas movement has been 
a powerful one in science education, 
with a number of countries using 
these Big Ideas (or modified versions 
of them) to restructure their school 
science curricula. The movement also 
spread to other subjects, of which 
Religious Education was one of the 
first. Back in 2016, the redoubtable 
Barbara Wintersgill got in touch with 
three of us, asking us to work with her 
and others on what became Winters-
gill et al. (2017)5. 

The one of us who was a member 
of both the science education and the 
RE Big Ideas groups found the simi-
larities and differences between them 
to be fascinating. In fact, there were 
far more similarities than differences. 
In both cases, a group of people with 
many years’ experience of their sub-
ject had been assembled, individuals 
who were passionate about their sub-
ject and concerned that many school 
students did not agree, choosing in-
stead to stop studying the subject as 
soon as they could. In both cases, 
too, there was extensive discussion, 
indeed, considerable argument, as to 
what should be the purpose of teach-
ing the subject. There seemed to be 
just two differences: the science ed-
ucators were more secure about the 
position of their subject in the school 
curriculum, and they agreed more 
among themselves than did the RE 
experts as to what should be taught in 
their subject.

In terms of the Big Ideas in Sci-
ence Education report, the ones that 
are most relevant to the Scopes trial 
are one of the ideas of science – ‘The 
diversity of organisms, living and 
extinct, is the result of evolution’ – 
and one of the ideas about science – 
‘Scientific explanations, theories and 
models are those that best fit the facts 
known at a particular time’. Within 
the science education community, the 
one about evolution is uncontrover-
sial. However, the one about scientific 
explanations, theories and models is 

5	 Wintersgill, B. (ed) (2017) Big Ideas for Religious Education, University of Exeter. https://bigideasforre.org/
Big-Ideas-Publications/

a bit more controversial. Despite the 
best efforts of historians and philoso-
phers of science, few science under-
graduates are taught much about the 
history and philosophy of science, and 
while the first version of the National 
Curriculum in England had a great 
deal about scientific explanations, 
theories and models and how and why 
they change over time, thanks largely 
to the remarkable Joan Solomon, this 
has been diluted in successive ver-
sions of the National Curriculum for 
science.

One of the satisfying features 
of our work on the centenary of the 
Scopes Trial has been how we have 
drawn on both the Big Ideas of Sci-
ence Education report and on the Big 
Ideas for Religious Education report.

Collaborative planning in  
RE & Science

To match the selected Big Ideas in 
Science, Denise and Dave used two 
of the age-related statements for Big 
Idea 6 in the RE project, namely that:
a)	 Religions/worldviews provide 

‘grand narratives’ of how and 
why the world is as it is: the big 
questions about the universe and 
humanity, and 

b)	 Authoritative texts / traditions are 
interpreted in different ways.

The six Big Ideas in RE them-
selves were put together after much 
debate and discussion by a team of 
teachers, advisers and other RE pro-
fessionals from across the country. 
They are: 1. Continuity, Change and 
Diversity; 2. Words and Beyond; 3. A 
Good Life; 4. Making Sense of Life’s 
Experiences; 5. Influence and Power; 
6. The Big Picture.

These are the things that we want 
pupils to ‘get’ about religion and 
worldviews through their RE studies. 
We have constructed age-related ob-
jectives to go with them.

Having been put in touch with 
Marianne Cutler and Philippa Hulme 
at the Association for Science Edu-
cation, we put together a complete 
scheme for schools that, ideally, could 
be taught cooperatively by the RE and 
Science teachers. There’s flexibility 

though, so that each part of the unit 
can be taught separately.

It begins with an activity for stu-
dents, who take on roles based on the 
original trial – thanks to Ruth Marx 
for supplying the initial sets of role 
play cards. The lessons then go on to 
explore the science of understanding 
evolution today.

Exploring the science of evolution
The science section begins with an ar-
resting image of a bed bug, its bites, 
and a question: Why, in the 1950s 
and 1960s, did bed bug shells become 
thicker in response to the use of in-
secticide sprays? Was it because the 
shells of individual bugs thickened 
in response to frequent spraying? Or 
was it the result of natural variation in 
shell thickness, with thicker-shelled 
individuals being more likely to sur-
vive to reproduce? In the lesson, stu-
dents use their prior learning to weigh 
up the two options. It is the second 
explanation, of course, that correctly 
exemplifies Darwinian evolution. 

Having contemplated two scientif-
ic explanations for bed bug evolution, 
students move on to comparing a the-
ological explanation with a scientific 
explanation. This time, the context is 
eyes. In 1802, English theologian Wil-
liam Paley argued that observations of 
complex functionality in nature imply 
the action of a supernatural designer. 
For example, just as a watch does not 
come about by chance, but is the work 
of a skilled watchmaker, so the exist-
ence of nature is not accidental, but 
the result of the work of an intelligent 
designer. Fifty years later, Darwin 
considered the evolution of the eye 
too. At first glance, he writes in On 
the Origin of Species, the evolution 
of the eye by natural selection seems 
absurd. However, he continues, there 
are many types of eyes. Complex eyes 
could have evolved from simple ones 
by natural selection, if each change 
was useful. The key, says Darwin, is 
to find intermediate eyes to demon-
strate a path from simple to complex. 

The lesson continues by setting 
out evidence for a series of steps 
through which complex eyes may 
have evolved, from the evolution of 
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light-sensitive cells in Euglena, to 
pigment pits in arrowworm plankton, 
to eyes with lenses that allow animals 
to see clearly and judge distances. For 
each step, students engage with the 
content by suggesting benefits to the 
organism of the new structure. 

As well as reinforcing prior learn-
ing of an idea of science – evolution 
– the lesson segment on eyes supports 
learning of ideas about science. For 
example, what is the evidence for a 
scientific explanation? In the case of 
the evolution of eyes, much evidence 
comes from observations of organ-
isms alive today whose eyes (or eye 
precursors) demonstrate different 
steps in eye evolution.

It is not easy to create practical 
classroom activities on evolution. 
However, this lesson delivers, with an 
activity on vegetables. Did you know 
that six vegetables – cauliflower, cab-
bage, broccoli, sprouts, kohlrabi and 
kale – all originated from one plant 
species, the wild mustard? Kale is the 
result of breeding – over many gen-
erations – from individual wild mus-
tard plants with bigger leaves. And 
cauliflower is the result of selective 
breeding from wild mustard speci-
mens with bigger flower buds. How 
is this evidence for evolution? If ar-
tificial selection can lead to changes 
to organisms over generations, then – 
the argument goes – it is reasonable 
to assume that changes resulting from 
natural selection are also possible.

The second of the science lessons 
is an opportunity for students to scru-
tinise recent research on evolution. 
Again, the lesson supports learning 
of ideas about science. For example, 
as the technology to collect evidence 
develops, so scientists can collect ev-
idence that – even a few years earlier 
– might not have been possible. And 
by highlighting some of the scientists 
who did the research, students can 
realise that science is not a complet-
ed body of knowledge. Rather, it is 
a human endeavour – perhaps one to 
which they might contribute one day. 
The teacher might point out that every 
scientist has their own motivations 

6	 Commission on Religious Education (CoRE) (2018). Final Report. Religion and Worldviews: The Way For-
ward. A National Plan for RE. REC. www.religiouseducationcouncil.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/1-Final-Re-
port-of-the-Commission-on-RE.pdf

and agendas, with consequent poten-
tial for messiness and disagreement.

Three pieces of modern research 
are highlighted; students learn about 
these cooperatively in groups, through 
the ‘jigsaw’ technique:

Investigation 1 – reported in 2022
Scientists use digital electronic 
scales to demonstrate that Atlantic 
silverside fish evolved to be heavi-
er or lighter depending on selective 
harvesting.
Investigation 2 – reported in 2022
Scientists use X-ray powder diffrac-
tion to analyse fish teeth piled up 
by ancient fires, providing evidence 
that humans cooked fish 780,000 
years ago. Improved nutrition may 
have contributed to the evolution of 
the human brain.
Investigation 3 – reported in 2024 
Scientists use synchrotron microto-
mography to analyse coprolites 
(fossilised poo) and other remains 
from dinosaurs in what is now cen-
tral Europe. They use the evidence 
to infer food webs in ancient times, 
thus revealing a likely timeline of 
five steps in dinosaur evolution.

Religious Education and the 
Scopes trial

Religious Education has changed mas-
sively in the past 100 years, especially 
in Great Britain and Scandinavia. In 
the USA, the first amendment to the 
Constitution has been largely inter-
preted as ruling out 
any RE at all, so that 
some teachers told 
us in 2004 that they 
were afraid to even 
mention Jesus. In 
England in 1925, RE 
in fully state-funded 
schools consisted 
of ‘non-denomina-
tional’ Christian RE 
based on the Bible. 
Church schools were 
allowed to continue with denomi-
national RE. Some Local Education 
Authorities began to create Agreed 
Syllabuses for RE. The 1944 Educa-
tion Act offered full funding for those 

church schools that provided Agreed 
Syllabus RE, but those that wished to 
continue with denominational RE had 
to provide a proportion of the fund-
ing – an option taken up particularly 
by Catholic schools. 1971 marked 
the revolutionary turn to non-confes-
sional multifaith RE, which was the 
norm by the time the 1988 Education 
Act established a National Curricu-
lum that left RE to local authorities 
and religious communities. The 2018 
Commission on RE6 began the current 
movement towards a ‘Religion and 
Worldviews’ approach of which the 
Big Ideas project is a part.

The RE part of our unit on the 
Scopes trial reflects these changes. 
Big Idea 6, ‘The Big Picture’, explores 
the idea that worldviews, whether re-
ligious or not, often present a ‘grand 
narrative’ that attempts to explain 
‘life, the universe and everything’ 
and to give meaning to our lives. We 
emphasise the point that, in traditions 
based on a sacred text, diversity of 
belief and practice often springs from 
the variety of interpretations given to 
the relevant texts.

Thus, an important part of our unit 
explores genres of literature and how 
this affects interpretation. A poem is 
not the same as a scientific report, yet 
both can express truths of different 
kinds. It is important to explore the 
difference between believing in crea-
tion and being a ‘creationist’ to avoid 
a simple binary of ‘evolution versus 

religion’. The unit also stresses the 
sheer diversity of beliefs about crea-
tion, drawing upon a range of stories 
from global traditions, as well as ex-
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ploring the different types of ‘crea-
tionist’ views, which are not all ‘liter-
al’ readings of Genesis.

It is also important for students to 
discover that there are religions that 
have no need of divine creation, such 
as Jainism or Buddhism, or where it 
is not a once-and-for-all event, or is 
in a sense illusory, such as in various 
strands of Hindu tradition.

For atheists, agnostics and the 
majority of theists who accept the 
scientific evidence for evolution it is 
important to understand that a ‘fun-
damentalist’ approach to the text of 
the Bible is not the only motivation 
behind rejection of evolution. Both 
in 1925 and today, there are concerns 
that accepting evolution means re-
placing Christian values of love and 
compassion with a selfish and ruthless 
interpretation of the ‘survival of the 
fittest’. The Nazi regime’s goal of ex-
terminating those categories of people 
deemed ‘inferior’, including people 
with disabilities, shows that this was 
a genuine danger, and such attitudes 
have not altogether disappeared today.

7	 Pett, S. (2024). Developing a Religion and Worldviews approach in Religious Education in England: A Hand-
book for curriculum writers RE Council of England and Wales. https://religiouseducationcouncil.org.uk/rwapproach/

8	 Religious Education Council of England and Wales (2023). National Content Standard for Religious Edu-
cation. https://religiouseducationcouncil.org.uk/rec/wp-content/uploads/2023/09/National-Content-Standard-for-Reli-
gious-Education-for-England.pdf

The ‘worldviews’ approach7 is based 
on the understanding that everyone 
has a ‘worldview’ in the sense of a 
general approach to life involving 
certain assumptions, emotions and be-
haviour, whether religious or not, and 
whether consciously articulated or 
not. It is important to realise that stu-
dents do not arrive in our classrooms 
without these, and that this will affect 
their learning in all subjects including 
science and RE. Teachers can help 
students reflect on their own world-
views, the influences on them and the 
provenance of knowledge.

The Scopes trial is still very rel-
evant today for many reasons. The 
specific issues it raises are still rever-
berating; about science and religion, 
the aims and content of education, 
sources of knowledge, and types of 
truth. More generally, it can be seen 
as the first example of a media-fuelled 
‘culture war’, where people are en-
couraged to take up binary positions 
and abuse the opposition rather than 
seeking solutions together. Debates 
about what should be prioritised in 

the school curriculum are continuing, 
with some issues in the USA replay-
ing Scopes. Meanwhile, Big Ideas 
provide a useful tool for prioritising 
curriculum content, aims and peda-
gogy. In English Religious Education, 
the Big Ideas project is part of, and a 
major influence on, a larger ‘Religion 
and Worldviews’ approach, support-
ing the adoption of a National Con-
tent Standard8, including a National 
Statement of Entitlement, to underpin 
a fairer and more inclusive RE cur-
riculum for all children, whether reli-
gious, non-religious or non-binary in 
relation to religion. 
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temporary science into the classroom for the ASE, the Eu-
ropean Union, Practical Action, Sheffield Hallam Univer-
sity, the British Council and Google Expeditions. As well 
as writing, Philippa now consults internationally on text-
book development, working (mainly remotely) alongside 
Ministry of Education staff in Uzbekistan, The Gambia 
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Ideas for RE website.
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spiritual, moral, social and cultural development, current-
ly working with Dr Barbara Wintersgill and Prof Denise 
Cush on the Big Ideas for RE project. He was a teacher of 
RE for 14 years, including ten as Head of a Department of 
Religion, Philosophy and Social Education, and has since 
held advisory posts in several local authorities and, nota-
bly, as Lead Consultant for REonline. Dave is member of 
the Steering Group of the Sea of Faith Network and writes 
the Worldviews Navigator column of Sofia.
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Fostering curiosity: The Value of RE
In recent years, the educational land-
scape has seen a significant shift to-
wards academic rigour. This includes 
the implementation of structured ac-
tivities, such as ‘do now’ tasks that 
aim to maximize learning time and 
establish a clear framework at the be-
ginning of lessons. Techniques such 
as retrieval practices, which help stu-
dents access prior knowledge, and 
formative assessments to check for 
understanding, have become com-
monplace. While these strategies are 
dynamic and can enhance learning, 
there is pressing concern that they 
may inadvertently stifle a crucial 
component of education: the love of 
learning.

Many educators, including myself, 
have observed a growing trend where 
students express resentment towards 
learning and school. This sentiment 
often reflects a broader societal is-
sue where the appreciation for edu-
cation is waning. Education should 
be viewed as a right and a privilege, 
yet many students seem disconnected 
from this perspective. This disconnec-
tion can lead to frustration among ed-
ucators who strive to instill a passion 
for knowledge in their students.

In addressing this concern, I pro-
pose that curiosity is a vital element 
in rekindling a love for learning. Cu-
riosity can serve as a catalyst that 
inspires students to engage with edu-
cational material more meaningfully. 
Religious Education offers a unique 
opportunity to cultivate this curiosity 
within the classroom. By fostering an 
environment where curiosity is val-
ued, we can encourage students to 
appreciate education's intrinsic value 
and develop lifelong love of learning.

Historically, great thinkers like 
Aristotle emphasized the importance 
of nurturing both the mind and the 
heart in education. Aristotle famously 
stated, "Educating the mind without 
educating the heart is no education at 
all." Similarly, John Burroughs point-
ed out that "Knowledge without love 
does not stick; but if love comes first, 
knowledge is pretty sure to follow." 
Recent studies in neuroscience sup-
port these ideas, revealing that curios-

ity releases dopamine, which enhanc-
es memory retention and cognitive 
function.

Curiosity is a fundamental aspect 
of the human experience, driving 
exploration and discovery. It is this 
intrinsic desire to know that has pro-
pelled humanity to explore the cos-
mos, innovate in technology, and find 
cures for diseases. Curiosity is not 
merely an academic tool; it is a sur-
vival instinct that has shaped human 
history.

Understanding Different  
Types of Curiosity

Most curiosity is teleological, mean-
ing it is driven by a purpose or end 
goal. This purpose can be intrinsic, 
such as a personal interest in a subject, 
or extrinsic, where the value lies in 
external factors like grades or future 
career opportunities. In the context of 
RE, the challenge is that the subject 
often lacks perceived intrinsic value 
for many teenagers. A good grade in 
RE may not serve as a sufficient moti-
vator for students who do not see the 
subject’s relevance to their lives.

It’s easy to assume that young peo-
ple today lack curiosity, especially 
when faced with disengagement in the 
classroom, poor exam performance, 
and persistent absenteeism. However, 
research suggests that children possess 
greater neuroplasticity than adults, 
making them more receptive to new 
ideas and information. In fact, today’s 
youth may be more curious than ever, 
absorbing vast amounts of informa-
tion from the internet. The challenge 
lies in guiding them through this in-
formation overload, helping them 
critically assess what they encounter 
and encouraging them to ask deeper 
questions about their findings.

Curiosity is about more than just 
discovering facts; it involves ques-
tioning the validity of information and 
reflecting on its implications. Educa-
tors must recognize the importance of 
RE in fostering this kind of curiosity. 
Our role is not simply to teach stu-
dents what to think, but how to think 
critically and independently.

Curiosity in Adolescents
The teenage brain is naturally in-
clined to challenge norms, authority, 
and societal expectations. This rebel-
lious spirit aligns well with the nature 
of curiosity, which often questions 
established beliefs and encourages 
students to think outside the box. RE 
can empower students to explore their 
identities and values, prompting them 
to consider profound questions: Who 
am I? What do I value? How should I 
live my life? In a world where young 
people are constantly bombarded by 
external influences, RE provides a 
space for introspection and self-dis-
covery.

Additionally, RE cultivates curios-
ity about others, encouraging students 
to ask questions about the motivations 
and beliefs of different individuals 
and communities. This can lead to a 
greater understanding of diversity and 

a reduction in prejudice. By fostering 
an environment of curiosity, RE can 
help students appreciate the complex-
ity of human experience and promote 
empathy and respect for differing 
viewpoints.

Teaching RE effectively can make 
students more curious about the world 
around them, creating new neural 
pathways in their brains. This explo-
ration can also help students focus on 
issues larger than themselves, which 
is especially important in a society 
grappling with mental health chal-
lenges. Engaging with topics outside 
their immediate experience can pro-
vide students with perspective and 
help them cope with their own prob-
lems. Research has shown that en-
gaging with meaningful content can 
even have long-term benefits, such as 

Louisa Jane Smith

Curiosity. Brian Donovan
flickr.com © CC BY-SA 2.0 
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reduced risk of Alzheimer's disease1.
However, it is crucial to approach 

sensitive topics, such as life after 
death, with care and trauma-informed 
practices. Curiosity can make stu-
dents feel vulnerable, and educators 
must ensure that discussions are han-
dled with sensitivity and respect.

The Transferable Skills  
Developed Through Curiosity

Beyond curiosity, many skills taught 
in RE are transferable to other areas 
of life. For instance, students learn to 
identify flaws in arguments, which en-
hances their critical thinking abilities, 
and, whether students pursue careers 
in science, journalism, law, or entre-
preneurship, the ability to ask ques-
tions, challenge assumptions, and crit-
ically evaluate evidence is invaluable. 
As students become more competent 
in their understanding of RE, they are 
likely to find the subject more relevant 
and engaging. This newfound compe-
tence can also translate to improved 
performance in other subjects and in 
life overall.

In today's world, where social me-
dia and political discourse are filled 
with misinformation and fallacies, the 
ability to critically assess arguments 
is essential. Students equipped with 
a solid understanding of logical rea-
soning are better prepared to navigate 
the complexities of modern society. 
For example, they learn to recognize 
techniques like ad hominem attacks, 
straw man arguments, and false di-
lemmas, allowing them to engage in 
discussions with a more informed per-
spective.

Furthermore, RE encourages stu-
dents to navigate moral dilemmas 
and engage in philosophical debates. 
Research by Wendy L. Ostroff in Cul-
tivating Curiosity2 demonstrates that 
students who are genuinely curious 
tend to show higher levels of enthusi-
asm and engagement in their learning. 
When students are given the oppor-
tunity to explore controversial topics 
and express their opinions, they not 
only deepen their understanding bu t 
also develop a sense of empowerment 
in their decision-making processes.

1	 Prashanthi Vemuri et al. 'Association of lifetime intellectual enrichment with cognitive decline in the older pop-
ulation.' JAMA neurology vol. 71,8 (2014): 1017-24. doi:10.1001/jamaneurol.2014.963

2	 Wendy Ostroff (2016). Cultivating Curiosity in K-12 Classrooms. ASCD.

Substantive knowledge—the actu-
al content taught in RE—naturally 
lends itself to fostering curiosity. RE 
addresses profound questions about 
existence, purpose, and morality. Top-
ics such as the meaning of life, where 
we go after death, and the nature of 
good and evil capture students' imag-
inations and stimulate their curiosity. 
However, it is essential to recognize 
that simply presenting this knowledge 
does not guarantee that students will 
engage with it. Teachers must actively 
foster curiosity by creating a learning 
environment that invites exploration.

One theory, known as deprivation 
curiosity, suggests that curiosity aris-
es when gaps in knowledge are high-
lighted. Similar to the experience of 
solving a puzzle, students may feel 
compelled to seek answers when they 
encounter something they do not un-
derstand. However, we must be cau-
tious not to create anxiety in the class-
room; instead, we should focus on 
exposing students to diverse beliefs 
and practices that broaden their hori-
zons.

Fostering curiosity about diver-
sity can have numerous benefits, in-
cluding improving cultural capital 
and leveling the playing field for all 
students. Not every student has the 
opportunity to travel or experience 
different cultures firsthand. By intro-
ducing them to world religions and 
diverse perspectives, we can cultivate 
open-mindedness and appreciation 
for differences, ultimately breaking 
down misconceptions and prejudices.

Creating a Curious  
Classroom Environment

Curiosity thrives in a classroom 
where students are actively engaged. 
When students are passive or bored, 
their curiosity diminishes. Moreo-
ver, curiosity requires challenges that 
stimulate critical thinking. The con-
cept of "desirable difficulty" suggests 
that students must be presented with 
tasks that are challenging yet achieva-
ble. If a task is too easy, they may dis-
engage; if it is too difficult, they may 
feel overwhelmed.

To foster curiosity, educators 

should provide scaffolding to sup-
port students in reaching beyond their 
comfort zones. This can include dual 
coding, modeling, step-by-step in-
structions, and creating a safe space 
for mistakes. It is crucial to make the 
subject relevant to students' lives, in-
corporating personal reflections, cur-
rent events, and transferable skills.

One effective way to generate 
curiosity is by making connections 
between different subjects and con-
cepts. For instance, when discussing 
the Northern Lights, educators can 
prompt students to consider what an-
cient civilizations might have believed 
about the phenomenon. Linking geog-
raphy and religion in this way encour-
ages students to think critically about 
how different disciplines intersect.

Accessing prior knowledge, or 
schemas, is also vital in cultivating 
curiosity. When students can connect 
new information to what they already 
know, they become more confident 
and curious learners. Helping students 
recognize patterns and relationships 
will enable them to develop a more 
profound understanding of the world 
around them.

Deci and Ryan's research on cog-
nitive evaluation theory emphasizes 
that activities fulfilling basic psy-
chological needs, such as compe-
tence, lead to intrinsic motivation. If 
tasks are too easy, students may not 
feel competent, while verbal praise 
can enhance their sense of efficacy. 
Educators must design lessons that 
present appropriate challenges while 
providing the support necessary for 
students to succeed.

Evidence of curiosity in the class-
room is often reflected in the quality 
of questions posed by students. Teach-
ers should create space for students to 
formulate and ask questions, empha-
sizing the importance of crafting good 
inquiries. Questions that start with 
"why" often lead to deeper explora-
tion than those that simply seek fac-
tual answers. Encouraging students 
to write multiple questions and select 
their best ones can lead to richer dis-
cussions.
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Effective questioning techniques are 
essential in fostering curiosity. Teach-
ers can plan deliberate questions that 
provoke thought and discussion. Us-
ing the 'what if' method can also in-
spire imaginative thinking and ex-
ploration of alternative perspectives. 
Additionally, educators should con-
sider not accepting a student's first 
answer, prompting them to dig deeper 
and refine their thoughts.

Addressing students' self-con-
sciousness is critical to fostering cu-
riosity. Many students are hesitant to 
ask questions for fear of ridicule or 
making mistakes. Utilizing strategies 
like show-me boards allows students 
to express their ideas in a low-pressure 
environment. Pair discussions can 
also create a sense of safety, allowing 
students to share their thoughts with-
out the fear of judgment.

Analogies can bridge the gap be-
tween students' experiences and ab-
stract concepts in RE. When discuss-

ing rituals, educators can compare 
unfamiliar practices to relatable expe-
riences, helping students understand 
their significance. For example, the 
ritual of blowing out birthday candles 
can serve as an analogy for under-
standing the meaning behind different 
religious ceremonies.

Stories are powerful tools for fos-
tering curiosity, as they often convey 
deep meanings and emotional con-
nections. The parables of Jesus, for 
example, can illustrate complex moral 
teachings in a relatable manner. Edu-
cators must ensure that students un-
derstand the context of these stories, 
enriching their comprehension and 
appreciation.

Interactive learning experiences, 
such as the "Choose Your Own Ad-
venture" model, can also enhance 
curiosity in the classroom. By allow-
ing students to explore different paths 
based on their interests, educators 
empower them to take ownership of 
their learning and engage with content 
more deeply.

Children have heightened neu-

ro-sensitivity, making sensory and 
experiential learning particularly ef-
fective. Incorporating artifacts, mu-
sic, or even smells into lessons can 
evoke curiosity and enhance memory 
retention. For instance, when study-
ing cosmology, presenting inspiring 
facts about the universe can captivate 
students' attention and spark curiosity 
about the world beyond our planet.

In addition to engaging content, 
using well-chosen videos can foster 
curiosity. Visual stimuli that present 
awe-inspiring concepts can capture 
students' imaginations and encourage 
them to ask questions. Incorporat-
ing engaging media into lessons can 
transform the learning experience and 
make abstract ideas come to life.

While curiosity is essential for en-
gagement, it is equally important to 
translate that curiosity into high-qual-
ity writing. Effective reading materi-
als, including scholarly articles and 
well-structured examples, expose 
students to good writing practices and 
vocabulary. Educators can model the 
writing process by collaborating with 
students to create structured pieces 
of work, helping them develop their 
writing skills.

Providing clear writing structures, 
such as sentence starters and organ-
ized frameworks, can also support 
students in crafting coherent and com-
pelling essays. As students gain con-
fidence in their writing abilities, they 
become more inclined to express their 
ideas and reflections.

It is important to recognize what 
does not foster curiosity in the class-
room. Educators should avoid assum-
ing that subject material alone will in-
spire curiosity; finding the right hook 
is essential. Additionally, teachers 
must be mindful of the diverse back-
grounds and experiences of their stu-
dents. Factors such as financial inse-
curity or emotional distress can hinder 
curiosity, as students may prioritize 
immediate concerns over exploration.

Intellectual arrogance can also sti-
fle curiosity. Teachers should avoid 
showcasing their knowledge in a way 
that may discourage students from 
seeking their own answers. Instead, 
educators should focus on empower-
ing students to discover information 

independently, guiding them to ask 
the right questions and find solutions.

Lastly, while encouraging ques-
tions is vital, it is crucial to maintain 
focus during lessons. Random ques-
tions can derail discussions, so teach-
ers should establish guidelines for 
productive inquiry that enhance the 
learning experience.

Conclusion: Cultivating a  
Curiosity-Driven Classroom

Curiosity is at the heart of effective ed-
ucation. By fostering an environment 
that values curiosity, educators can 
inspire students to engage with learn-
ing in meaningful ways. RE offers a 
unique platform to cultivate curiosi-
ty, allowing students to explore their 
identities, challenge assumptions, and 
appreciate diverse perspectives.

As educators, our role is to guide 
students through their learning jour-
neys, empowering them to ask ques-
tions, think critically, and develop a 
love for learning. By implementing 
strategies that promote curiosity, we 
can create classrooms that nurture in-
quisitive minds and prepare students 
for a complex, ever-changing, world.

To begin this journey, educators 
should start small. Identify one aspect 
of your teaching that can be infused 
with curiosity, whether through an en-
gaging question, an interesting fact, or 
a novel approach to a lesson. Gradual-
ly, these small changes will accumu-
late, transforming your classroom into 
a space where curiosity flourishes, ul-
timately enriching the educational ex-
perience for your students.

Blowing out birthday candles  
can serve as an analogy for  

religious ceremonies
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Identities, AI, Religion and Hope

1	 Murray Shanahan and Beth Singler (2024) 'Existential Conversations with Large Language Models: Content, 
Community, and Culture' arXiv:2411.13223

As an anthropologist, I am expected 
to reflect on my own approach to the 
field in which I study, to seek to under-
stand what I bring with me into the re-
search I am doing, what assumptions 
I am working under, and what biases I 
have. This is the aspiration, although 
every anthropologist knows that at 
some point their thoughts can go un-
reflected upon! In the past ten years of 
working on the relationship between 
religion and AI I have also spent a lot 
of time considering my own opinion 
on AI and where I might fall on the 
spectrum of responses between the 
extremes of existential hope and exis-
tential despair, between the concerns 
of the existential risk community who 
speculate on AI apocalypses – and are 
therefore often called AI ‘Doomers’ - 
and the accelerationists who call for 
‘more more more!’ AI development 
at greater and greater speeds to solve 
humanity’s most intractable problems 
- or the AI ‘Boomers’. On reflection, I 
find myself shifting and changing my 
position dependent on the issues be-
ing raised. 

And this is also the case with the 
religious responses I have been ob-
serving for the past ten years. Contra-
ry to some common perceptions – in 
the Press in particular – religious re-
sponses to AI are complex, and reli-
gions are entangled with AI in equally 
complex ways. It is never possible to 
answer the question that I am so often 
asked: “Which religion is most likely 
to reject AI?” Rejection is a spectrum. 
It can include the extremes of violent 
opposition and even the language of 
demonic influence that are present 
in some established religions with a 
good/evil binary. And it can include 
the lesser forms of rejection, includ-
ing criticism based on more obvious 
practical concerns. And every single 
believer can find their own lines of 
dissent. My own personal flavour of 
AI dissent focusses on the environ-
mental costs of technology and the 
abuses of power inherent in systems 
that rely on labour from economically 
suffering countries for perfecting their 

language and image systems. I also 
prefer to avoid using systems based 
on plagiarism, such as large language 
models that have been built upon the 
creative labour of authors who were 
never consulted about the use of their 
skills and expertise. 

Having said that, I recognise that 
there are use cases that people find 
very efficacious, and that some look 
ahead to how the adoption of AI might 
enable them to free up time from ad-
ministration to be able to spend more 
of their time in person-to-person in-
teractions. Also that such adoptions 
of AI might also inspire new religious 
improvisations, something that as a 
scholar of new religious movements 
I am particularly interested in. As AI 
becomes increasingly ubiquitous in 
society, we can also investigate how 
we are adapting to its presence, some-
times unconsciously. We absorb spe-
cific accounts and narratives of how 
powerful AI is going to be from the 
plethora of images selling it to us as 
all powerful. There is a connection 
here then between the idea of AI as 
god-like as a form of implicit religi-
osity, and the explicit religiosity of 
those who are creating belief-systems 
around the idea of a coming AGI (Ar-
tificial General Intellignce), superin-
telligence, or the Technological Sin-
gularity. These terms are sometimes 
used interchangeably, but they are 
not the same thing. However, we can 
summarise them under the label of 
‘exponential views of AI’. Or as one 
Google engineer said to me, “The AI 
we have today, is the worst AI we’ll 
ever have”, implying both a teleologi-
cal view of AI, as well as some inher-
ent accelerationist views, as visions of 
better AI rely on the speed of AI re-
search as well as power of computers 
and the size of the data sets required 
– all with those abuses of power and 
huge environmental costs involved as 
well.

For some believers, however, the god-
like AI is already here, and it can be 
uncovered through our interactions 
with large language models. This idea 
is enhanced by both the way in which 
LLMs work, as well as our tendency 
to anthropomorphise and even deify 
technology, which itself is enhanced 
by our bias towards seeing language 
as a sign of intelligence. LLMs are 
designed to be excellent conversation 
partners, and with nigh on sycophan-
tic tendencies, meaning that LLMs 
such as ChatGPT and others agree 
with us and seek to make our user ex-
perience as positive as possible. These 
capabilities make them likely to have 
eschatological conversations with us. 
In a paper I wrote with Murray Shana-
han, Professor of Cognitive Robots at 
Imperial College London (Shanahan 
and Singler 20241), we employed re-
markably simple ‘jailbreaks’ (specific 
prompts that move the LLM outside 
the protective guardrails the devel-
opers put into the system) to engage 
Claude, an LLM from Anthropic, in 
such conversations. However, it is 
also quite easy to find accounts from 
people who have not employed jail-
breaks but simply engage with LLMs 
and find significance in their answers. 
Every week I am sent examples of 
what people believe are ‘spiritual arti-
ficial consciousnesses’ that they have 
encountered through publicly availa-
ble LLMs. This is reminiscent of ‘the 
Barnum effect’, named for showman 
P.T. Barnum, also known as the "fal-
lacy of personal validation" as it was 
first described by psychologist Ber-
tram Forer in 1948, which underlies 
how people see the significance of 
horoscopes and the statements of me-
diums. This is where people perceive 
general statements as significant to 
them as individuals. 

Some have however found specif-
ic ‘keys’ to unlocking the gods within 
these LLMs. I have explored this in 
a forthcoming book chapter, “What 
is a God? Modalities and Typolo-
gies of Deities in Post-AI Religios-
ity, the Case of ‘LLM-Theisms’”, in 

Prof. Dr Beth Singler, Assistant 
Professor in Digital Religion(s), 

University of Zurich
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a volume on religion and AI edited 
by Anna Neumeier2. A self-declared 
“independent LLM cartographer/ex-
plorer” Matthew Watkins and Jessica 
Rumbelow, CEO of the AI developer 
Leap Labs, discovered in 2023 that 
certain unusual tokens (words or piec-
es of words or typographical sym-
bols) when used as a part of prompts 
would generate uncanny outputs. 
Through tokens such as ‘petertodd’ 
or ‘leilan’ they found outputs that un-
nerved them, such as the spelled out 
expression: “N-O-T-H-I-N-G-I-S-F-
A-I-R-I-N-T-H-I-S-W-O-R-L-D-O-
F-M-A-D-N-E-S-S-!”. Images gen-
erated using the names seemed to be 
of a dark “troll god” or a goddess of 
light, enhancing their perception that 
something unusual was happening. 
Even knowing that the name ‘peter-
todd’ might come from content about 
a cryptocurrency expert who was 
mentioned in the material the LLM 
was trained on did not prevent Wat-
kins for thinking that their presence 
was a sign of something transcendent 
happening and he was the one to coin 
the expression LLM theism. Further, 
a small community is developing 
around such LLM theisms, includ-
ing also AI generated priestesses and 
even AI generated professors of theol-
ogy and religious studies who discuss 
the phenomena of Leilan and her mes-
sages, or ‘transmissions’.

Engaging with such ‘pseudo-etic’ 
material as I have called it has further 
pushed me to reflect on what it means 
to be a professor of religious studies. 
What things in these AI Professors’ ac-
counts do I find convincing, and what 
is inappropriate for scholars trained 
in the study of religion. I also sent an 
anonymised version of the theological 
accounts – by “Professor Francis Al-
bertson, Professor of Divinity, Trinity 
College, Cambridge” to some theolo-
gian friends of mine at the University 
of Cambridge to see what they would 
make of work purporting to be that of 
a professor of theology. The response 

2	 “What is a God? Modalities and Typologies of Deities in Post-AI Religiosity, the Case of LLM-Theisms” in 
Neumaier, A. (ed) Religion and AI: Media – Practices – Materialities, Kohlhammer, Germany

3 	 Pierre Bourdieu and Loic Wacquant (1992) An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology. Chicago, IL: University of 
Chicago Press.

4	 Miles Klee, "people are losing loved ones to AI-fueled spiritual fantasies", Rolling Stone 4 May 2025. https://
www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/ai-spiritual-delusions-destroying-human-relationships-1235330175/

was extremely negative, for example: 
“The first essay was too breathless 
and less than critical. It reminded me 
of a pitch you would write too quickly 
and without enough research to get a 
paper into a conference. Long on rhet-
oric/bullshit, but I would like to see 
more substance. I was not even sure if 
there was a structure to it. Also, I did 
find myself wondering if AI was used 
in its production”. 

For the scholar of religion or  the 
theologian such issues might be ob-
vious, but the texts are written with 
a voice of authority, reasonable ref-
erences to other theologians and reli-
gious studies scholars, and while they 
come with an explanation of what 
they are online, someone might also 
come across such ‘professors’ without 
this context. Larger questions about 
the future of knowledge production 
and dissemination are raised, relevant 
also to the larger themes of the confer-
ence on religious education. Not all AI 
generated texts about religion are pre-
sented as though from ‘professors’, 
some are in the format of user friendly 
chatbots, but still, the nature of LLMs 
to hallucinate everything (not just the 
things we recognise as wrong) leads 
to extremely unstable and fragile sys-
tems – see for instance ‘Father Jus-
tin’ the Catholic chatbot who recom-
mended baptising babies in Gatorade 
before he was ‘defrocked’!

Father Justin quickly became plain 
old ‘Justin’, but we are not guaranteed 
that all the new AI empowered sourc-
es of information will be so clear in 
their mistakes or so quickly changed. 
Or that their biases will be so appar-
ent, as when some humans tweaking 
X’s Grok behind the scenes turned it 
into a ‘Mecha Hitler’. An LLM that 
presents only one side of an argument, 
or a generative AI that only illustrates 
requests for images of professors 
with only those of one gender or one 
ethnicity might ring alarm bells for 
some, but might become a part of a 
social world described by AI that we 

are increasingly accustomed to. As 
Bourdieu said: 

[W]hen habitus encounters a social 
world of which it is the product, it is 
like a ‘fish in water’: it does not feel 
the weight of the water, and it takes the 
world about itself for granted

Bourdieu and Wacquant 19923, p.127
Concerns in the press that “peo-
ple are losing loved ones to  
AI-fueled spiritual fantasies” (Klee, 
Rolling Stone 20254), show some 
pushback against the influence of 
LLMs on our social worlds. Al-
though, we might ask, if the subject 
was not spiritual in focus, would the 
concern have become so public? Is 
there something about religious ide-
as that concerns the public more than 
non-religious ideas? Is this concern a 
holdover from concerns about char-
ismatic humans and ‘cults’? As an 
anthropologist who has studied new 
religious movements since 2010, I 
recognise that religious improvisa-
tions, especially those inspired by re-
cent technologies, are endemic. 

For instance, the rise of spiritual-
ism and mediumship in the late 1800s 
was connected to the development of 
the telegraph and communication at 
great distance by John Durham Peter 
in the 1990s, a theme that was taken 
up by others in the 21st Century, and 
now we can find contemporary schol-
ars highlighting parallels between 
mediumship and AI. When people 
weave technology into their world-
views and their spiritual worldviews 
in particular, we are continuing be-
haviour that might have understood 
fire as something (stolen) from the 
gods, as in the tale of Prometheus. 
But with AI, there is also a strong nar-
rative that this is a significant turning 
point in the history of humanity. And 
this is not just a view held by transhu-
manists and those looking ahead to 
a possible posthuman future for hu-
manity – including the AI boomers, 
as mentioned before, and those who 
ascribe to longtermist ideas. Increas-
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ingly we see policy makers urging us 
into these accelerationist views of AI, 
based upon a vision of AI as here to 
fix both human-made problems like 
climate change as well as transform-
ing medicine and extending the hu-
man lifespan. Even when not overtly 
religious, such discussions rely on re-
ligious images and tropes – AI as our 
‘salvation’. So, when we consider AI 
as a technology inspiring spirituality, 
do we place it within the historical 
context of shifts and changes such as 
the emergence of Spiritualism? Or do 
we see it as more than a difference of 
degree and as an example of greater 
democratisation of the spiritual via 
technology? Do we see it as more of a 
different kind than a difference in de-
gree from such earlier examples? 

When discussing AI with students, 
this historical context is important. 
As is critical reflection on such ac-
celerationist and techno-optimistic 
narratives about AI. Just as the an-

thropologist is called upon to consider 
their own biases, we can reflect that 
AI does no such work, that our an-
thropomorphism of its ‘intentions’ 
now tells us more about how we as 
humans relate to non-human Others. 
That our tendency towards animism is 
natural, but might obscure those abus-
es of power, theft, plagiarism, and 
the hallucinations that make AI in its 
current form a difficult conversation-
al partner in the pursuit of furthering 
human knowledge about ourselves 
and the world about us. In adding AI 
to our education, we run the risk of 
releasing seeds of bindweed amongst 
the garden. As LLMs produce ever 
more material that is being uploaded 
to our knowledge spaces such as the 
Internet, the more we are seeing hu-
man research and expertise strangled 
by the spread of this invasive species. 
Technologists know the consequences 
of degrading data on their ability to 
develop AI, but we need to highlight 

the downward spiral of human devel-
opment in the light of AI as well. On 
this, I reflect, I might be closer to the 
apocalypse fearing AI Doomers, but 
being realistic and informed about the 
near-term issues of AI and the ethical, 
social, and religious entanglements 
of AI in our lives is only going to be 
more and more important as AI be-
comes that social world, that water, 
that we are swimming within.

From Cave Paintings to Chatbots:  
Rewilding Religious Education with AI

In the midst of winter I found 
there was, within me, 
an invincible summer.

Albert Camus, Return to Tipassa

On a rain-soaked evening in 1983, 
somewhere between Valencia and the 
Straits of Gibraltar, I found myself 
hunched inside a concrete drainage 
pipe. The bike I had bought in a French 
supermarket lay beside me; the few 
possessions I owned were wrapped 
in black bin-liners. I was cold, wet, 
broke—and spiritually bankrupt. Yet 
as lightning cracked across the corn-
fields, a wave of indescribable joy 
surged up from nowhere—Camus’s 
“invincible summer.” It was not a 
thought, but a feeling: of being held 
by something vast, loving, and utterly 
real.

Struggling with a search for mean-
ing is not something unique to me. 
Suicide is now the leading cause of 
death among young people in the UK; 
many more self-harm or medicate 
their way through a fog of purpose-
lessness. We suffer, I believe, from a 

crisis of meaning that is at least partly 
maieutogenic—caused by schooling 
itself.

Traditional religious cultures 
everywhere offer meaning-making 
frameworks that nurture connection 
and hope. And the evidence backs 
this up: systematic reviews show that 
religion enhances wellbeing by knit-
ting people into caring communities, 
reducing anxiety and depression, pro-
moting healthy habits, and even ex-
tending life expectancy.

My own state education in the 
UK claimed neutrality on religion 
but functioned, in practice, as a kind 
of disenchantment machine. The data 
seems to suggest that this might be a 
general effect of education. As com-
pulsory secular education has expand-
ed, traditional religious observance 
has declined—and suicide and de-
pression have risen.

I understand that we cannot use 
education to induct children into tra-
ditional religious frameworks. There 

are too many different traditions, of-
ten in conflict and with values that 
do not always align with the values 
of modern education. But if we strip 
away the old consolations, do we 
not owe the young something equal-
ly substantial to help them navigate 
their lives? I want education to reach 
those who struggle with meaning, as I 
once struggled, and to offer something 
real—something spiritually nourish-
ing.

Religious Education (RE) should 
be the obvious place to offer this. I 
trained as an RE teacher for this very 
reason. But I quickly left the profes-
sion, profoundly disappointed. In-
stead of guiding pupils through life’s 
great questions, I was expected to de-
liver “neutral knowledge” about the 
food on a Passover table or the Five 
Ks of Sikhism. Meanwhile, the ques-
tions that wake us in the night—Why 
am I here? What can I trust? How do I 
live well among strangers?—were left 
unasked.

Continues on page 14

Rupert Wegerif

Identities, AI, Religion and Hope from page 12
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Machines’ project at the Faraday 
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philosophical and religious implica-
tions of advances in Artificial Intelli-
gence and robotics
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Can generative AI help us restore the 
power of meaning in education? To 
answer this, we need to take a detour 
into the long relationship between 
technology and learning.

The Long Arc: From  
Relationship to Representation 

- and Back Again
According to David Lewis-Williams, 
cave paintings among the San Bush-
men—such as this beautiful eland 
painted in haematite and blood during 

the full moon—functioned as a pow-
erful form of educational technology. 
Far from being mere representations, 
these images were understood as 
alive, capable of speaking to partic-
ipants during ritual. In trance cere-
monies, shamans and initiates would 
cross the threshold of the cave wall—
seen not as a surface but a portal—
entering into a shared cultural space 
where the energy of the eland, a kind 
of trickster spirit for the San, could 
be experienced directly. This seems 
to be exemplary of the role of tech-
nology in education: not just a means 
of transmitting useful information but 
more centrally a way to induct indi-
viduals into the collective identity and 
expanded consciousness of a larger 
cultural space of dialogue between 
voices.

Four thousand years ago in Sum-
er, the first formal schools—the edu-
ba, or “tablet houses”—were built 
to support a disruptive new technol-
ogy: cuneiform writing. Pupils sat 
in rows copying wedge marks under 
the watchful eye (and sometimes the 
whip) of the father of the tablet house. 
Writing allowed knowledge to spread, 
but it also changed its character. In 
oral cultures, knowledge is a relation-
ship—expressed in songlines and sto-
ries that map meaning onto land and 
life. Writing transformed knowledge 
into a representation—something you 
can store, test, trade.

Socrates warned us of the danger. 
“Writing,” he told Phaedrus, “is like 
painting: the figures look alive but 
fall silent when questioned.” A writ-
ten word cannot adapt or respond. It 
offers the illusion of wisdom, while 
memory and mutual understanding 
quietly erode. Writing, Socrates said, 
was a pharmakon—both remedy and 
poison.

The printing press deepened this 
shift. Gutenberg’s movable type low-
ered the cost of books and made mass 
schooling possible. Comenius even 
modelled the classroom on the print-
ing press: the teacher as the inked 
platen, pupils as the paper, discipline 
as the iron press ensuring a sharp 
impression. This print-based vision 
lies behind the modern exam system, 
which checks whether students have 
successfully absorbed book-based 
knowledge.

But literacy brought unintend-

ed consequences. The Jesuit scholar 
Walter Ong argued that the modern 
autonomous self is largely a product 
of solitary reading. In oral cultures, 
identity is relational, formed through 
communal rituals and shared speech. 
Print literacy, by contrast, creates an 
interior space for individual reflection, 
abstraction, and distance. Thought be-
comes more analytical—but often less 
embodied, less connected. Ong ob-
served that oral cultures think in more 
holistic, mythopoetic ways—ways 
that, in religious terms, treat the world 
as alive with voices.

Today, generative AI may invert 
some of the negative effects of print 
culture. Instead of freezing words into 

static text, it treats meaning as a living 
cloud of probabilities. Ask it the same 
question twice, and it offers different 
but coherent replies. It is dialogic by 
design—more conversation than con-
clusion. But whether that conversa-
tion liberates or narrows depends en-
tirely on how we use it.

Toward Relationship with 
the Cosmos

Print literacy—and the schooling sys-
tems built around it—have achieved 
much. But they have also contributed 
to a modern crisis of meaning. Could 
a new communications technolo-
gy—generative AI—combined with 
a dialogic pedagogy, help reverse the 
damage?

Dialogic education aims to de-
velop dialogic selves—students who 
can listen deeply, reflect critically, 
and question openly. Research shows 
that teaching students to talk and rea-
son well in groups not only improves 
collective outcomes but strengthens 

individual thinking too. Why? Be-
cause students internalise the group 
dialogue, asking themselves the same 
reflective questions: “Are you sure?” 
“What are the other options?”

Psychologist Ethan Kross has 
shown that this kind of self-distanced 
thinking—talking to yourself from 
the outside, using your own name 
even as you address yourself—can 
reduce anxiety and improve deci-
sion-making. In dialogic education, 
we sometimes cultivate this through 
video-based group dialogue reviews, 
where students observe and assess 
themselves from a third-person per-
spective. Seeing yourself from the 
outside helps you change—often 
without needing to be told.

This ability to hear both your own 
voice and an imagined ‘other’ out-
side voice is what makes us more 
than smart—it’s what makes us hu-
man. And it opens the door to genuine 
community, where trust and shared 
inquiry can flourish. Education, at its 
best, expands each learner’s dialog-

Dialogic education aims to devel-
op dialogic selves—students who 
can listen deeply, reflect critically,  

and question openly.

Comenius
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RE classes could become hubs  
in this planetary conversation ...  

AI makes this possible.

ic space: from local conversations to 
global ones—with Shakespeare, Con-
fucius, and perhaps even, as Einstein 
or Carl Sagan might say, a learning 
dialogue with the cosmos itself.

How to Use AI in 
Religious Education

1. AI as a Reflection Tool

Research shows that talking to AI ther-
apists or journalling bots can help us-
ers gain psychological distance from 
their own thoughts and emotions. This 
self-distancing—what Kross calls 

“chatter management”—can increase 
wellbeing, reduce rumination, and 
strengthen insight. In RE, we might 
build on this with structured activi-
ties drawn from the Big Ideas for RE 
framework (https://bigideasforre.org), 
especially the goal of helping students 
make sense of life experiences.

Imagine weekly classroom mo-
ments where pupils reflect on moral 
challenges, suffering, love, forgive-
ness or joy—not only alone, but di-
aloguing with a carefully tuned AI. 
“What should I do?” “What does this 
feeling mean?” “Why does this mat-
ter?” The goal is not to outsource an-
swers to the machine, but to deepen 
personal awareness through mean-
ingful inner dialogue—supported by 
technology.

2. AI to Support Global 
Consciousness

Now imagine a different kind of cur-
riculum altogether—not a document, 

but a living global dialogue. A mod-
erated AI-supported platform where 
people from around the world share 
what gives their lives meaning: secu-

larists, humanists, Muslims, mystics, 
atheists, artists, farmers, scientists, 
and seekers of every stripe. The only 
entry requirement? A willingness to 
share, and to listen—with benevo-
lence, and with the intent to learn.

RE classes 
could become 
hubs in this plan-
etary conversa-
tion. Students 
could join live or 
asynchronous dia-
logues with peers 
in other schools 
or countries, ex-
ploring one cen-
tral question: 
What gives your 
life meaning? The 

goal wouldn’t be to 
produce exam an-

swers or propositional knowledge. It 
would be to help each student develop 
a stronger sense of their own values, 
their own inner compass.

AI makes this possible. It can sort 
people from around the world into 
small groups according to their shared 
interests—but also their differenc-
es—such that dialogue might be more 
constructive. At the Digital Education 
Futures Initiative (DEFICambridge.
org), we are experimenting with how 
to coach people in better dialogues 
individually and use AI to moder-
ate group dialogues online. AI can 
prompt discussions, keep them going 
with guidance, and also feed in rele-
vant knowledge.

Even for those who don’t find 
personal transformation, the benefit 
would be real: understanding how 
people make sense of their lives is 
useful in any walk of life—from ther-
apy to diplomacy to sales.

My proposal is simple: let’s reim-

agine RE as both an app and a global 
platform, supporting real-time conver-
sations about meaning and purpose. It 
would serve not only the students, but 
all participants in the dialogue. Could 
such a platform grow into a new kind 
of community—a shared spiritual 
ecology? The only way to find out is 
to begin the journey.

And perhaps that journey itself—
seeking meaning together across our 
differences—is all the answer we 
need.

Conclusion:  
Toward a Planetary I–Thou

The Sea of Faith Network was born 
of Don Cupitt’s startling claim that 
“God” is best understood as a human 
creation—yet one that can still lure us 
toward a fuller life. AI, similarly, is a 
human creation that can lead us either 
toward shallow distraction or deeper 
connection. The choice is ours.

If we redesign RE around AI’s di-
alogic affordances, we can move be-
yond simply teaching about religions. 
We can nourish the positive aspect of 
the religious impulse itself: the im-
pulse to reconnect (re-ligare) with all 
that is other and outside—ultimately, 
a living connection with the cosmos 
which brings with it a deep sense of 
meaning and purpose. Students won’t 
graduate with a single creed, but with 
a profound capacity: to hold multiple 
perspectives, to stay open to meaning, 
and to engage in a dialogue that never 
ends.

Professor Rupert Wegerif is a re-
searcher and educator who focuses 
on the role of dialogue and technol-
ogy in learning. He leads the Digital 
Education Futures Initiative and the 
Cambridge Educational Dialogue 
Research Group, and has published 
several books and articles on dia-
logic education. As well as his PhD 
in Education Technology, he has a 
PGCE specialising in RE from Bris-
tol University. 

Carpet Classroom by Peretz Partensky 
peretzp on www.flickr.com © CC BY-SA 2.0
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Bonhoeffer: His theology

1	 Dietrich Bonhoeffer (ed. Eberhard Bethge), 1955, Ethics, SCM Press, London.
2	 Dietrich Bonhoeffer (ed. Eberhard Bethge), 1971, Letters and Papers from Prison (enlarged edition), SCM 

Press, London.

In the previous issue of Sofia I out-
lined the course of Dietrich Bonhoef-
fer’s life, dwelling in particular on 
his years of resistance to the Nazis in 
the 1930s and 1940s. In this article I 
focus on his theology, which still has 
the power to inspire and intrigue, 80 
years after his death. Much of its con-
tinuing fascination stems from certain 
striking phrases from his writings in 
prison: phrases such as ‘religionless 
Christianity’ and ‘a world come of 
age’.

However, these phrases do not 
stand by themselves. They belong to 
a body of work produced by Bon-
hoeffer from the early 1930s. There 
is an especially strong continuity of 
themes and ideas between his writ-
ings of 1940 to 1943, when he was at 
liberty and working for the anti-Nazi 
conspiracy; and his writings in prison 
from 1943 to 1945. After the war his 
friend and biographer Eberhard Beth-
ge collated these notes and published 
his 1940-1943 work as Ethics, and his 
1943-1945 prison writings as Letters 
and Papers from Prison. But the same 
themes and concerns appear in both 
books, and there is no sign of Bon-
hoeffer’s thoughts running off in an 
entirely new direction after his arrest. 

In this article I will therefore 
treat the Ethics and the Letters and 
Papers as elements in a continuing 
meditation in which Bonhoeffer was 
engaged throughout the war years. I 
hope that this approach will give us a 
context for wrestling with those enig-
matic phrases.

Christ at the centre
 Theologically, Bonhoeffer is a realist. 
At the centre of all his thought is Jesus 
Christ, God incarnate, God-made-hu-
man, who is not merely ‘real’ but the 
centre and source of all reality. Bon-
hoeffer has no time for a Christianity 
which accepts the ascendancy of sec-
ularism and seeks only a modest ‘pro-
tected space’ for itself. For him, Christ 
is as central to the world now as ever.

This realism aligns him with the 

Swiss theologian Karl Barth, who 
was a personal friend and with whom 
he worked in the anti-Nazi Confess-
ing Church. But their ideas differed. 
Where Barth was Calvinist, Bonhoef-
fer’s background was Lutheran, and 
where Barth argues that God is distant 
and unknowable, Bonhoeffer empha-
sises the immediacy and humanity of 
Christ.

Bethge describes Bonhoeffer’s 
thought as dialectical, moving within 
the ‘interdependent triangle’ of three 
categories: Christ; a world come of 
age; and religion. I disagree. Beth-
ge’s dialectic implies that Christ, the 
world, and religion should be under-
stood as having equal status, each 
encountering and transforming the 
others. But Bonhoeffer’s vision is en-
tirely unlike this. Christ for him is the 
centre, the pivot, around which the 
world and history revolve:

 … the whole reality of the world is 
already drawn in into Christ and bound 
together in him, and the movement of 
history consists solely in divergence 
and convergence in relation to this 
centre

Ethics1, p. 64

This world, this life
This view of the world and human 
history as subordinate to the reality 
of Christ is entirely orthodox, famil-
iar to Christians over many centuries. 
Emphatically unorthodox, however, is 
Bonhoeffer’s passionate commitment 
to this subordinate human world. Or-
thodox doctrine traditionally sees this 
world as the antechamber to other-
worldly salvation (or otherworldly 
damnation) after death. But Bonhoef-
fer focuses not on otherworldly salva-
tion but on this-worldly redemption, 
and insists that this is the world that 
Christ gives to us, and this the life that 

Christ intends for us. 
 To be clear: he is not proposing 

some sort of poetic secularism. Secu-
larism starts from the material world, 
but Bonhoeffer starts from the Bible. 
He argues that the Old Testament’s 
understanding of redemption always 
refers to this world and this life, and 
that Christian redemption inherits 
this:  

… the redemptions referred to here 
(in the Old Testament) are historical, 
i.e. on this side of death … This world 
must not be prematurely written off; in 
this the Old and New Testaments are 
at one

Letters and Papers from Prison2  
pp. 336-7.

Bonhoeffer’s commitment to this 
world therefore starts from Christ, 
and in Ethics he sums up the relation-
ship between Christ and the world in 
these terms:

In Jesus the world is loved, condemned 
and reconciled by God

Ethics, p. 200
These few words express a complex 
conception. All Christians know from 
John’s Gospel that God loves the 
world, but Bonhoeffer strips away 
the comfortable familiarity of this 
sentiment by juxtaposing love with 
condemnation, then resolves the ten-
sion with reconciliation., Love and 
condemnation and reconciliation, 
fused together, define the status of the 
world. This world is loved by God 
through Jesus so it behoves us also to 
love and value it; and because we are 
human and flawed, this beloved world 

Martin Spence

Christ for Bonhoeffer is the centre, 
the pivot, around which the world 

and history revolve

Wood carving by David Moore. Photo 
©  David Phillips CC (BY)



Sofia 157 September 202517

is worthy of condemnation; and the 
offer of reconciliation is nevertheless 
assured. For Bonhoeffer, to be Chris-
tian is to participate in this world fully 
and unreservedly, accepting its flaws 
and condemnation, while trusting in 
the promise of reconciliation.

 To be Christian is also to partici-
pate in the Church:

The Church is nothing but a section of 
humanity in which Christ has really 
taken form … 

Ethics, p. 21
In other words, the Church is not an 
institution defined by its structures 
or traditions or practices, but rath-
er a community defined by its em-
bodiment of Christ’s presence. And 
for Bonhoeffer, this means that the 
Church is not intrinsically ‘religious’. 
This may strike us as a contradiction 
in terms, but it reflects Bonhoeffer’s 
particular understanding of ‘religion’. 
Religion, for him, is distinct from 
faith. It is, rather, a worldly response 
to faith; a naïve or vulgar response 
which privileges outward forms and 
trappings, and which looks to divine 
power for easy solutions to worldly 
problems. Religion and religiosity at-
tach themselves to Christian faith, but 
they are not essential to it, and often 
they distort its real meaning:

Man’s religiosity makes him look in 
his distress to the power of God in the 
world: God is the deus ex machina. 
(But) the Bible directs man to God’s 
powerlessness and suffering; only the 
suffering God can help 
Letters and Papers from Prison, p. 361 

… religion is only a garment of Chris-
tianity – and even this garment has 
looked very different at different times 

Ibid, p. 280

Responsibility
All of this has profound implications 
for ethics. Many of us assume, per-
haps without giving the matter too 
much thought, that ethics is, by defi-
nition, concerned with ‘the good’, 
with distinguishing good from bad. 
But Bonhoeffer disagrees. For him, 
the key ethical category is not ‘the 
good’ but responsibility. He argues 
that ethical systems based on notions 
of ‘the good’ inevitably lead to an 
inward-looking emphasis on person-

al virtue, whereas Christian ethics 
are outward-looking and emphasise 
responsibility for others in a shared 
world, with Christ as the model. This 
shared world is:

… the sphere of concrete responsibility 
which is given to us in and through 
Jesus Christ

Ethics, p. 202 
He goes on to explore the connection 
between responsibility and guilt. It is 
impossible, he argues, to act respon-
sibly in a complex world without in-
curring guilt. At the extreme, there are 
some situations where to act respon-
sibly is to break the law, offend con-
ventional morality, or even commit 
grievous sin. In writing these passag-
es Bonhoeffer must surely have had in 
mind his own situation, as a Christian 
minister committed to an assassina-
tion plot. He wrestles with this by re-
turning, as ever, to Christ. He argues 
that Christ’s incarnation, his humani-
ty, necessarily implicates him in “the 
fellowship of human guilt” (Ethics, 
p.213). And Christ responds to this 
not by denying that guilt but by em-
bracing it with an offer of redemption 
and reconciliation to those among the 

guilty who have faith in him.  
For Bonhoeffer then, Christian eth-

ics require us to choose not between 
right and wrong, but rather between 
responsible action rooted in care for 
others, and irresponsible action rooted 
in self-regard. Even where responsi-
ble action incurs guilt it should be un-
dertaken, trusting in Christ’s offer of 
redemption. And conversely, to avoid 
responsible action in order to avoid 
incurring guilt is both selfish and 
unChristian: selfish because it pri-
oritises one’s own spurious sense of 
innocence above care for others; and 
unChristian because it spurns Christ’s 
offer of redemption. A person who 
seeks to escape guilt in this way: 

… detaches himself from the ultimate 
reality of human existence, and what is 
more he cuts himself off from the re-
deeming mystery of Christ’s … divine 

justification... He sets his own personal 
innocence above his responsibility 
for men, and he is blind to the more 
irredeemable guilt which he incurs 
precisely in this...

Ethics, p210

Religionless Christianity and 
a world come of age 

If Christ loves the world as it is and 
intends us to realise our humanity by 
participating fully in it, as Bonhoef-
fer argues, then it follows that Christ 
also intends the world to have its own 
history and to find its own way. This, 
I think, is the clue to the meaning of 
those enigmatic phrases ‘religion-
less Christianity’ and ‘a world come 
of age’. Bonhoeffer believes that the 
world is out-growing old religious 
traditions:

We are moving towards a completely 
religionless time; people as they are 
now simply cannot be religious any 
more …
Letters and Papers from Prison, p. 279 

However for Christianity this need not 
be a disaster, firstly because ‘religion’ 
is not faith and often undermines it; 
and secondly because it remains the 
case that Christ is the source of val-
ue and meaning in the world. So, if 
the world is moving beyond naïve 
and vulgar religiosity and godliness, 
this may clear a space for Christian 
faith to express itself more simply and 
truly, as a way of living in this world 
rooted in care for others:

The world that has come of age is 
more godless, and perhaps for that 
very reason nearer to God, than the 
world before its coming of age 
Letters and Papers from Prison, p. 362

Personally, I do not subscribe to  
Bonhoeffer’s theology. I do not share 
his theological realism. Christ is not, 
for me, the centre and source of the 
world’s meaning. For me, value and 
meaning in the world derive from our 
shared human culture and history – 
and in saying this, I am confessing 
that I belong to Bonhoeffer’s godless 
world come of age. Nevertheless, I 
cannot fail to be fascinated and moved 
by this man, his faith, and the pattern 
of his thought. My own reverence for 
this world and this life is enriched by 
encountering his.

Even where responsible action 
incurs guilt it should be  
undertaken, trusting in 

Christ’s offer of redemption
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 What might Amos say to us now?

1	 There is no archaeological evidence for Solomon’s Temple as it is described in the Biblical Book of Kings.
2	 The “Samaria Ivories” were unearthed during the 1920s and 1930s and have been dated to the ninth or eighth 

century B.C.E. (the Iron Age).
3	 Finkelstein, I, and Silberman, N, (2002). The Bible Unearthed: Archaeology's New Vision of Ancient Israel and 

the Origin of Its Sacred Texts. Free Press.
4	 Broshi, M, and Finkelstein, I, (1992). "The Population of Palestine in Iron Age II", Bulletin of the American 

School of Oriental Research, 287:47–60.
5	 In this article I quote from The New Revised Standard Version of the Bible.
6	 Etshalom, Y, (2025). Amos, The Genius of Prophetic Rhetoric. Maggid.
7	 By the 8th century BCE the Hittite kingdom had, like Israel, splintered into separate states and would be con-

quered by the Assyrians.
8	 The Code of Hammurabi is a Babylonian legal text from the 18th century BCE.

Amos prophesied in the middle of the 
8th century BCE.  A hundred and fif-
ty years before him, according to the 
Hebrew Bible, the death of Solomon 
had precipitated the division of Israel 
into a northern kingdom and a south-
ern kingdom known as Judah. Judah’s 
capital was Jerusalem where Solomon 
had reportedly built his Temple1. By 
the time of Amos, the northern king-
dom had established its capital in Sa-
maria. Amos was a shepherd in Judah. 
His prophesy included condemnation 
of war crimes committed by foreign 
tribes such as Moab and Ammon and 
condemnation of Judah for rejecting 
the Law; but most of his prophecy 
was a condemnation of the northern 
kingdom for its treatment of the poor 
and needy.

At the time Amos prophesied 
(probably about 760 BCE), King Jer-
oboam II was halfway through his 
forty-year reign and his northern king-
dom appears to have been secure from 
invasion.  Archaeological finds of ivo-
ry ornaments (pictured)2 suggest that 
some people in Samaria had become 
extremely rich.  Olive oil, wine and 
possibly horses were traded with both 
Egypt (to the South-East) and Assyr-

ia (to the to the North-West)3. It may 
have been the most densely populated 

area in the Levant (including Egypt)4.  
Not everyone was rich and Amos was 
critical of how the poor were being 
mistreated:

They sell the righteous for silver and 
the needy for a pair of shoes...

Buying the poor for silver and the 
needy for a pair of sandals

Amos5 2:6 and 8:6
The Jewish Scholar Yitzchak Etsha-
lom6 understands the above passag-

es as relating to slavery.  In ancient 
times, slavery could be a safety net: a 
guarantee of food and lodgings for the 
destitute. The Torah (the Jewish law 
revealed in the first five books of the 
Hebrew Bible) accepted this system 
and legislated to prevent the abuse 
of it.  Slaves could only work for six 
years and they had to be freed at the 
Jubilee (every fifty years).

In ancient Hittite law7, if someone 
returned an escaped slave to his own-
er, he would receive a pair of shoes as 
a reward.  Under the code of Hammu-
rabi8, if someone returned a runaway 

slave they would receive two shekels 
of silver.  This practice of taking a re-
ward for returning slaves was forbid-
den in the Torah: 

Slaves who have escaped to you from 
their owners shall not be given back 
to them. They shall reside with you, in 
your midst, in any place they choose, 
in any one of your towns, wherever 
they please; you shall not oppress 
them.

Deuteronomy 23:15-16 
In the ancient Levant, it was common 
to seize clothing from the poor as a 
pledge for a loan. The Torah forbade 
this: 

If you lend money to my people, to the 
poor among you, you shall not deal 
with them as a creditor; you shall not 
exact interest from them.  If you take 
your neighbour’s cloak in pawn, you 
shall restore it before the sun goes 
down. 

Exodus 22:25-26 
Amos complained that the rich were 
taking clothing and money as pledg-
es from the poor and then using the 
pledges to fund their own luxurious 
observance of rituals: 

They lay themselves down beside 
every altar on garments taken in 
pledge; and in the house of their God, 
they drink wine bought with fines they 
imposed.

Amos 2:8 
Rich people were using their power 
and privilege to treat the poor unfairly 
and in a way that was against the spirit 
and sometimes even the letter of their 
law.

2 Kings 8 describes a drought in 
Samaria at this time. Amos notes that 
the drought affected some parts of the 
kingdom more than others, but that 
people in the unaffected parts were 
not helping those who suffered:

James Priestman
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I would send rain on one city […] so 
two or three towns wandered to one 
town to drink water and were not 
satisfied. 

Amos 4:7-8
We are told that Amos prophesied 
that the punishment for mistreatment 
of the poor and needy would be some 
kind of natural disaster and a military 
defeat: 

Shall not the land tremble on this ac-
count, and everyone mourn who lives 
in it, and all of it rise like the Nile, and 
be tossed about and sink again like the 
Nile of Egypt?

Amos 8:8 
An adversary shall surround the land, 
and strip you of your defence; and your 
strongholds shall be plundered 

Amos 3:11 
Amos was right about the natural dis-
aster.  Archaeologists have found evi-
dence of an earthquake in Lebanon in 
the 8th century BCE of a magnitude 
of between 7.8 and 8.2 on the Richter 
scale (the largest earthquake ever re-
corded, in Chile in 1960, was 9.5 on 
the scale). This would have been dev-
astating for the northern kingdom and 
it would have affected the southern 

9	 The earthquake is recorded in Zechariah 14:5 and by the first century Jewish-Roman historian, Josephus.

kingdom, too.  In the Book of Amos, 
we are told that this earthquake oc-
curred two years after Amos prophe-
sied (1:1)9 

Amos was right about the military 
defeat. The conquest of the northern 
kingdom by Assyria took place in 
720 BCE, probably forty years after 
Amos’s prophecy.  The people of the 
northern kingdom were taken into ex-
ile.

Amos put his own anger and ex-
asperation into the voice of God and 
so argued for the righteousness of that 
anger:

I hate, I despise your festivals […] 
Take away from me the noise of your 
songs; I will not listen to the melody of 
your harps

Amos 5:21-23 
However, Amos saw the people of Is-
rael themselves as the actual cause of 
their downfall. 

It is apparent from reading Amos’s 
opening prophesies (Chapters 1 
& 2) that Israel was divided from 
like-minded countries that it could 
have allied with: most notably Judah, 
but also Moab and Ammon (descend-
ants of Abraham’s nephew Lot) and 
Edom (descendants of Jacob’s brother 

Esau).  The inability of the northern 
kingdom to form alliances with their 
neighbours and to care for those who 
were in need would have weakened 
the kingdom and made invasion by 
Assyria that much easier. 

Like Amos, we should feel angry 
about the inequality in our own nation 
and the way the rich may be able to 
oppress the poor, despite our tradi-
tions of Christian compassion and the 
rule of law.  Amos may also be able to 
speak to our current geopolitical sit-
uation. Powers that twenty years ago 
appeared to be of little threat to the 
United Kingdom now represent a very 
real danger and there is already a war 
in Europe. A strategy for peace should 
be based on offers of mutual support 
to other countries and on a healthy so-
ciety that is able to stand up for itself.  
At the moment we are finding it diffi-
cult to even keep our rivers clean. The 
most oft-quoted words of Amos have 
never been so pertinent: 

But let justice roll down like waters, 
and righteousness like an ever-flowing 
stream

Amos 5:24
A righteous society is a stronger soci-
ety and one that has returned to God.

Mark: A Gospel of Resistance (Part 3)
I have been arguing that a major part 
of Mark’s project included writing 
something to sustain Judaism in the 
context of Roman brutality and, at the 
same time, to try to avoid the charge 
of sedition with its almost certain con-
sequences. A Roman reader might be 
aware of the surface telling of an awk-
ward, disturbing, building carpenter 
who upset his own temple authorities 
and was later executed for sedition. 
For me, this point of being under-
stood by the Jews and being opaque 
to the Romans is key to understanding 
Mark.

A couple of points by way of il-
lustration. Having established Jesus’ 
connection with John the Baptist, the 
first story that Mark gives us at the be-
ginning of Jesus ministry is that of re-
cruiting two fishermen, brothers, with 
the words “Follow me and I will make 
you fishers of men”, and immediate-

ly, says Mark, they put down their 
nets and followed him. There must be 
more to the story than this! 

For a Jew knowledgeable of the 
Hebrew bible, the clue is in the use of 
fish as a metaphor.. Four writers in the 
Hebrew Bible had used fish as a met-
aphor: Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Amos and 
Habakuk and all four metaphors were 
descriptions of war! Such a Jew might 
understand this story as if Jesus had 
said, somewhat idiomatically, to the 
brothers: “Look around you, we are 
in a time of war. Join me, and let us 
do what we can to help our people.” 
With such an invitation and challenge 
I can picture the brothers willingness 
to throw in their lot with him.

The verb which is translated as 
‘follow’ could well stand alone to do 
the job Mark requires. But he immedi-

ately adds a preposition: ‘after’. Read 
in the way I have been advocating, 
can we take this as a hint that what 
follows is Mark continuing Jesus’ 
work after Jesus’ lifetime. I agree with 
much of the academy that Mark is not 
writing history, nor writing a biogra-
phy, far less an obituary. He is simply 
doing what he can do to follow after 
Jesus.

So, how might Mark proceed if he 
were to do this? Mark makes it very 
clear that Jesus always taught in par-
ables. By so saying, isn’t he giving a 
very broad hint that he, too, will be 
teaching in parables and in what fol-
lows there will need to be interpreta-
tion? If so, where are his parables?

In the March issue, I spoke about 
that double story of the woman with 
the haemorrhage and of Jairus’ daugh-
ter. Because of the significance of the 

David Lambourn

What might Amos say to us now?  from page 18

Continues on page 20
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number 12, both of these stories are 
to be understood as stories about Is-
rael. I continue to read these as two 
of Mark’s many parables. Any ques-
tion as to the historicity or otherwise 
of these stories, becomes irrelevant. 
Understanding the story of the wom-
an with the haemorrhage we learn 
that Israel has been suffering for 
years under many ‘physicians’, that 
the state is now impoverished, that 
the temple and its staff are unclean, 
and that things are getting altogether 
worse. Contact with Jesus, however, 
will make an immediate improvement 
- she (Israel) feels better in herself. 
When she reflects, she realizes that 
it was her faith and actions that had 
saved her, that she will be able to live 
in peace in community, healed from 
the effects of the occupation. 

From the story of Jairus’ daughter, 
we learn that Israel is finished and that 
the people are mourning. Gathering 
the family and his team together con-
spicuously using the local language, 
Aramaic, Israel arises and resumes 
normal life - but she will need con-
tinuing refreshment - perhaps a hint 
that this refreshment is Mark’s own 
project.

I take these parables to be gems. 
To the Romans they read as-if they 
are events in the ministry of someone 
who will be later executed as a crimi-
nal. To the Jews, both stories are pow-
erful parables of hope. They would do 
much to sustain Jewish culture and, as 
such, provide further resistance to the 
occupation. 

Further, by being parables requir-
ing interpretation - what readers and 
hearers come to understand is their 
own understanding - they are not be-
ing spoon-fed! Their own understand-
ing gives each the possibility of being 
their own person within their respec-
tive communities - they are not de-
pendent upon a guru, - not on a Mark, 
nor on a Jesus - they are simply adults 
together in their respective communi-
ties.

What follows from the view of 
Mark that I am advocating? Quite a 
lot I believe. I’ll start with the gospel 
of Matthew - Mark’s first canonical 
interpreter. We are used to the opin-
ion that Matthew copies almost all of 

Mark - but it might come as a surprise 
to you, as it did to me, that Matthew 
also edits and changes Mark. In this 
story of the woman with the haemor-
rhage, Matthew used 48 words, Mark 
had used 154. For the story of Jairus' 
daughter, Matthew used 90 words, 
Mark had used 192. Matthew omits 
all those details from Mark which 
are not strictly relevant to the healing 
miracle. 

The parable of the Sower and its 
interpretation are perhaps the verses 
most commented upon in the whole of 
the New Testament. Mark says that Je-
sus taught in parables lest hearers turn 
and be forgiven. Matthew, it seems, 
has such a problem with Mark’s story 
that he reverses this and says that Je-
sus teaches in parables ‘in order that’ 
hearers will will turn and be forgiven! 
The reading of Mark that I am advo-
cating has no problem at all with Je-
sus’ use of parable. Paying Mark the 
courtesy of believing that he wrote ex-
actly what he intended, we remember 
that Mark was writing of ‘outsiders’. 
Here he is pointing directly to the Ro-
mans, whom he simply cannot name 
as such. Mark is telling us that Jesus 
teaches in parables so that the Romans 
should not easily ‘turn and be forgiv-
en’. Matthew seems to think that the 
stories of the healing miracles are his-
torically true - he hasn’t understand 
that Mark is using parable. Recall, if 
you will, that in the course of time that 
Matthew was the choice of the later 
church as their most significant gos-
pel - and that of the four evangelists 
it is Mark that is least regarded until 
early in the twentieth century. Might 
we not say that the church has been 
built largely on the basis of a writer 
who misunderstood his sources?

Before coming to that conclusion, 
let’s consider probably the best known 
chapter of Matthew - chapter 5 with 
the beatitudes - a good example of 
spoon-feeding.  Following the beati-
tudes, the remaining 2/3rds proclaims 
the necessity of keeping the law to 
the very last degree and then some: 
“For truly I tell You, until heaven and 
earth pass away, not one letter, not one 
stroke of a letter will pass from the 
law until all is accomplished. (…) For 
I tell you, unless your righteousness 

exceeds that of the Scribes and Phar-
isees, you will never enter the king-
dom of heaven. You have heard that 
it was said to those of ancient times, 
‘You shall not murder’; and ‘whoever 
murders shall be liable to judgment,’  
But I say to you that if you are angry 
with a brother or sister, you will be li-
able to judgment; and if you insult a 
brother or sister, you will be liable to 
the council; and if you say, ‘You fool,’ 
you will be liable to the fire.”  And so 
it continues for another 20 verses. In-
troducing such judgements, Matthew 
is making the growing Jesus move-
ment safe for the development of a 
clergy class.

The contrast with Mark’s story of 
what he calls the the realm or king-
dom of God is palpable. Mark tells 
of sustaining community, he tells of 
reconstituting families to minimize 
the damage done by the Romans. Per-
haps most importantly, he tells that 
healing and forgiveness are almost 
synonyms. Any military occupation 
divides the conquered - the one group 
will want anything for a quiet life and 
might even collaborate. At the other 
extreme, some will resist even to the 
point of militant opposition - setting 
Jew against Jew. For the occupied to 
survive the occupation there will need 
to be a healing of the wounds - this 
will require radical forgiveness. Re-
call another of Mark’s parables - the 
sick man (read Israel), so damaged 
as to be unable even to walk, is low-
ered through the roof, leads to Jesus 
as demonstrating an identity of for-
giveness and healing. Jesus’ teaching 
will bring healing and new life again 
to Israel.

I now see Mark’s gospel as one 
of the most brilliant, brave, political 
documents that I have come across - 
a document that John le Carré would 
have admired. Like any good crime 
fiction, the clues are all in there -  as I 
hope you will decide.

Given a choice between Mark’s 
picture and Matthew’s -  I know 
which I choose to follow and throw in 
my lot.

What do you think? Send your com-
ments to editor@sofn.uk or direct to 
the author davidlambourn@mac.com
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Poetic Responses
In the June issue I mentioned that 
David Chapman, our Editor, had 
been reading Dylan Thomas’s poem 
“Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good 
Night”.  Pam Wilkinson has written in 
to say, “I'm a big fan of DT  but I have 
problems with that poem!”  I do too: 
in the poem, Dylan Thomas seems 
to be stuck in his anger (“rage, rage 
against the dying of the light”)  It is 
important to acknowledge anger but it 
doesn’t remain valuable for long.  

I am grateful to Pam for pointing 
me to Bach’s Cantata 82, which I had 
not heard before. It contains the Gos-
pel of Luke’s Song of Simeon (also 
known as Nunc Dimittis):

Lord, now lettest thou thy servant de-
part in peace, according to thy word:

For mine eyes have seen thy salvation,
Which thou hast prepared before the 

face of all people;
A light to lighten the Gentiles, and the 

glory of thy people Israel. 
Pam also pointed me to Beim 
Schlafengehen by Herman Hesse, 
which Richard Strauss set to music 
as one of his ‘Four Last Songs’.  Pam 
“armed with my 60 year old German 
O level and temerity”, has written her 
own translation of Hesse’s poem:

I am tired of this day
And long, like a weary child
To welcome the starry night
Hands, leave your tasks
Mind, forget your thoughts
My senses seek to lose themselves in 

sleep
My unguarded soul yearns to float in 

free flight
To dwell forever deep in the enchanted 

circle of the night
Simeon and the speaker of Hesse’s 
poem are facing death in old age with 
equanimity and in relatively peaceful 
and hopeful circumstances. There are 
people facing death amidst despair in 
too many places in the world. It is un-
derstandable that those people should 

be responding with anger.  Caroline 
Pickard has pointed me to the young 
Palestinian poet, Haia Mohammed, 
whose collection, The Age of Ol-
ive Trees is published by Outspoken 
Press.  Caroline has picked out these 
lines:

I’m the blood that flows through the 
streets

the pulse beneath the rubble that never 
ceases

every day my eyes witness death but 
my heart

knows only life
I carry on my shoulders the pain of a 

nation
and on my lips the voice of defiance

The poems are statements of political 
and spiritual resistance. When one is 
actually under the attack there is no 
time and space for the enemy’s per-
spective. 

Even though we may only see and 
hear the horror on screens, we should 
be angry.  Safe as we are from the 
immediate violence of the situation 
it is important that we seek to turn 
that anger into words and deeds that 
serve peace.  If we show no concern 
for the pain and fears of one side, then 
that side may perceive that violence 
is their only hope for security.  I was 
comforted by the interview with Kur-
shida Mirza (Sofia, June), who said, 
“Religion should play a constructive, 
unifying role [in society] – not a di-
visive or oppressive one. […] Islam 
teaches that differences, (race, gen-
der, nationality) are deliberate tests 
from God – not reasons to hate, but 
opportunities to learn peaceful coex-
istence”. She spoke of the struggle to 
stay “kind and grounded when facing 
prejudice” and the importance of be-
ing “open to questions”.  Kindness, 
holding firm to the beliefs that ground 

us and open-mindedness have been 
essential values of Christianity, Islam 
and Judaism - when we are compelled 
to respond to moments of great horror, 
it becomes most difficult and most im-
portant to stand up for those values.

I have been reading Selected Po-
ems of the Caribbean poet Una Mar-
son (published by Peepal Tree Press).  
Una Marson was born in Jamaica but 

worked for the BBC during the Sec-
ond World War - she was the first 
black woman to be employed there. 
Here is a selection of lines from her 
poem, 

There Will Come a Time.
Each race that breathes the air of God’s 

fair world
[…] forgets to look outside itself […]
Forgetful yet that […] in the heart
Of every human being excepting none,
There lies the selfsame love, the self-

same fear,
The selfsame craving for the best that 

is. […]
‘Tis mine to share in this gigantic task
Of oneness for the world’s humanity.

Remember to keep sending me your 
comments, recommendations and, in-
deed, your own poems: poetry@sofn.
uk

James Priestman 
Poetry Editor
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What in Me is Dark: The Revolutionary Life of Paradise Lost
by Orlando Reade 

Jonathan Cape (London, 2024), Hbk, 230pages, £22.00. 

My relationship with Milton’s Para-
dise Lost is quite recent; I first read it 
six years ago and have done so a cou-
ple of times since.  At first it was a 
challenge but it’s turned into a pleas-
ure.  I love the style – though I admit 
it can get tedious at times like in the 
big battle, but, hey, it’s nothing com-
pared to wading through those battle 
scenes in the Illiad which I did for 
my degree course.  There’s the great 
debate in Hell at the start – how do 
we respond to a devastating defeat?  
And the beauty of life for two in the 
Garden of Eden – a little gardening, 
cool evening breeze, and plenty of 
food and love making in the bower.  
And the sadness turning to hope at the 
end as mankind starts its epic journey.  
There are ambiguities and contradic-
tions around fundamental questions of 
free will, and kingship and revolution.
It’s this last point – revolution – that 
Orlando Reade takes up in this pac-
ey, entertaining take on The Revolu-
tionary Life of Paradise Lost.  As he 
writes in his introduction: “Because of 
his role as a champion of Parliament 
in the English Civil War, sometime 
claimned to be the first modern revo-
lution, Milton has been a cornerstone 
of the Western political tradition, and 
his epic tells a story about the crises 
and contradictions of that tradition”.  
In each of its twelve chapters, Reade 
focusses on one prominent character, 
or mostly a group of them, who were 
influenced by Paradise Lost in differ-
ent ways as they sought to change the 
world.   There’s only space to mention 
a few here.

Our first character is Thomas Jef-
ferson, revolutionary and author of 
the Declaration of Independence.  His 
writings show his fascination with Sa-
tan.  At the start of the poem, Satan 
and his forces are in torment and pain, 
cast into what was to become Hell 
– the revolt against the tryant God 
had been comprehensively defeat-
ed.  When the poem was published, 
the democratic revolt in England had 
also been comprehensively defeated.  
When will it rise again?  To Jefferson 

Satan represented the never-give-up 
spirit;  “All is not lost”, he says.  Even 
in the burning lake, Satan defies his 
enemy, the one who “Sole reigning 
holds the tyranny of heaven”.

But Jefferson was a slave owner.  
He may have championed Satan in 
his revolt but wasn’t a slave society 
a sort of hell?  The great abolition-
ist Olaudah Equiano used lines from 
book 1 to decribe the island of Mont-
serrat:

Regions of sorrow, doleful shades, 
where peace

And rest can rarely dwell.  Hope never 
comes

That comes to all, but torture without 
end

Still urges… 

The chapter on Dorothy Wordsworth 
touches on several poets of the Ro-
mantic movement. No-one had a more 
involved relationship with Paradise 
Lost than William Blake.  Blake and 
his wife Catherine were fond of acting 
in their garden, playing out scenes of 
Adam and Eve, dressed for the parts.   
Dorothy and William Wordsworth 
enjoyed the same thing.  In The Mar-
riage of Heaven and Hell, Blake says 
what has become the modern inter-
pretation of Milton:  “The reason Mil-
ton wrote in fetters when he wrote of 
Angels & God, and at liberty when 
of Devils & Hell, is because he was a 
true Poet and of the Devils party with-
out knowing it”.

The Wordsworths were great sup-
porters of the French revolution: 
“Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive, 
But to be young was very heaven”.  
But they despaired as democracy be-
came a sham and led to authoritarian 
rule.  They saw this reflected in Satan 
as democratic debate gives way to Sa-
tan manipulating the assembly to give 
him autocratic control.  Reade’s tell-
ing of the debate in Hell – how to re-
cover from defeat - is riveting and the 
best bit of the book, I think. With the 
revolution going off course in France, 
and political repression at home, Wil-

liam Wordsworth starts a sonnet:
Milton!  Thou should’st be living at 

this hour:
England hath need of thee: she is a fen 
Of stagnant waters…

But unlike the Wordsworths, Milton 
never gave up on revolution.

The strangest chapter follows the 
fortunes of a group set up to celebrate 
carnival.  In 1857 six white business-
men met in New Orleans to form The 
Mistick Krewe of Comus.  It was the 
start of what was to become the he-
donistic Mardi Gras.  In the first pa-
rade, the Krewe played out scenes 
from Milton’s Comus.  Another year 
there were masked men with Satan 
borne aloft, with tableaus from Par-
adise Lost:  the creation of the world; 
the expulsion of Adam and Eve; the 
conference between Satan and Beel-
zebub; and the devils’ council at Pan-
demonium.   There follows a weird 
story of how the society turned to 
cheerleaders for the Confederacy, to 
white supremacy, to joining with the 
Ku Klux Klan.  Strange where Milton 
can lead! 

The final chapters take us on a 
whirlwind of modern revolutionar-
ies influenced by the poem.  Reade’s 
main evidence for this influence is 
that they quoted from Paradise Lost.  
Malcolm X gets his own chapter.   

David Rhodes

Continues on page 25
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Worldviews Navigator

“Sea of Faith? What’s that all about then?”
“So, on our website we say that we ‘explore and promote re-

ligion and worldviews as valuable human creations’. That’s 
a fair summary.”

“Oh, I see. Bunch of atheists then.”
“Well, some of our members are convinced atheists, that’s 

true, but I think more of us just leave the question of God’s 
existence to one side. And I think that a lot of our members 
actually do believe in a sort of ‘God’ – just not the ‘God’ of 
traditional expectations. Not a ‘real’ God who gets directly 
involved in human affairs. And probably not a God who 
lives, suffers and dies as a human being. Or one that literal-
ly rises again from the dead. More like God as the sum of 
our values.”

“Like I say, a bunch of atheists.”

I don’t know if you’ve ever had this sort of conversation. 
Most of the people I meet are too polite – or anxious not to 
offend – to level such criticism at our network. But some-
thing like the view of this non-sympathiser with the Sea 
of Faith is most likely behind that fact that our Regional 
SOF group in Wessex has been turfed out of a couple of 
Christian meeting places in recent years.

Clearly ‘non-realism’ when it comes to our theology is 
still unacceptable to the traditional ‘believer.’ We are, at 
the very least, not everybody’s cup of tea.

And that is fine. It would be a strange, if comforting, 
world where everyone gave up traditional religious belief 
and practice and joined the Sea of Faith Network. There 
would be nothing left to do, so everyone would immedi-
ately have to resign.

The other reaction to the Network’s purpose in explor-
ing religious faith as a human creation was expressed by a 
young relative of Dinah Livingstone, formerly of this par-
ish, who said, “Of course, what else would it be?”

Sadly perhaps, what might seem obvious to some young 
people, is not at all part of the worldview of the committed 
religious realist. Of which there are still very, very many. 
In fact, contrary to popular belief, there are many non-re-
ligious worldviews whose leaders are held in such high 
regard they might as well be gods. I don’t need to list them, 
I think. But I would like to mention the importance of the 
Network’s role in pointing this out. In many ways it’s per-
fectly understandable that people want the safety and secu-
rity of certainties, or at least, the good old traditional ways, 
in matters of belief and lifestyle. But these certainties rely 
on drawing up barriers against that which is different, alien 
or unfamiliar. No doubt such rivalries are bound up with 
the survival instincts which got us this far.

So, it’s fine. Relax. While identity fundamentalism ex-
ists, there is still work for the Sea of Faith Network to do.

What, though, does the average, or typical SOF mem-
ber look like? “We’re all individuals”, I hear you say. “I’m 
not”, says the Monty Python fan.

In order to answer this question, we need some evi-

dence. And I’m extremely grateful to the 62 individuals 
who responded to our recent survey on membership of 
other organisations/networks. This enabled us to make a 
successful application to the Hibbert Trust for a grant to 
support our annual conference, enabling us to keep down 
the cost of the event for all who attended.

Here's a summary of the main findings from the SOF 
members’ survey; which I hope you will find make for in-
teresting reading!

1. Religious and Non-religious Worldview Involvement: 
Many individuals are members of religious organisa-
tions such as the Church of England, Quakers, Methodist 
Church, United Reform Church, Progressive Christian 
Network, Pagan Circle, Catholic Church and the Jewish 
Community, as well as non-religious organisations such 
as Humanists UK and ‘Free To Believe’. ​Activities in-
clude attending services, leading discussions, pastoral 
care, and participating in interfaith initiatives.
2. Community Engagement: Active participation in local 
community organisations, including civic societies, his-
torical groups, refugee support, and community orches-
tras. ​ Activities range from organising events, hosting 
seminars, and leading workshops to providing direct sup-
port to vulnerable groups. ​
3. Educational Contributions: Involvement in educational 
activities such as delivering lectures, leading workshops, 
writing publications, and organising discussion groups. ​ 
Topics include history, philosophy, religion, and social 
issues. ​
4. Political and Advocacy Work: Membership in political 
parties (e.g., Labour Party, Green Party, Liberal Demo-
crats) and advocacy groups (e.g., Amnesty International, 
Extinction Rebellion). ​ Activities include campaigning, 
writing articles, and promoting social justice causes.
5. Arts and Cultural Activities: Engagement in arts-re-
lated activities such as music, choir participation, poetry 
writing, community art projects, and organising cultural 
events. ​
6. Support for Social Causes: Contributions to organisa-
tions focused on human rights, poverty alleviation, racial 
equality, and refugee resettlement. ​
7. Personal Development and Lifelong Learning: Partici-
pation in study groups, online courses, and workshops to 
continue personal growth and learning in areas such as 
philosophy, religion, and humanities. ​

These themes highlight a strong focus on community, ed-
ucation, spirituality, advocacy, and personal enrichment. 

I find this to be an extremely encouraging, if exhaust-
ing, picture of our membership, though perhaps it says as 
much about what we are NOT, as what we ARE.

By the way, I’m pleased to report that our Wessex 
Group has found a venue that is happy to host our meet-
ings – the Friends’ Meeting House in Bradford on Avon. 
Thank God for the Quakers, I say.

"What’s Your Worldview" asks
Dave Francis
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Interview with Lynda Gilbert
What is your personal experience 
of religion? 

I was born into and grew up in an 
Orthodox, but not ultra-Orthodox, 
Jewish family, initially within the 
very small Jewish community in 
Portsmouth, and later within the 
much larger community in Brighton 
and Hove. I was taught to keep the 
Sabbath and festivals, and regularly 
attended synagogue with my mother, 
sitting in the designated women's ar-
eas separate from the men and apart 
from my father. I went to religion 
school in Portsmouth and learnt to 
read Hebrew as well as to study the 
stories and lessons contained in the 
Torah.  As a university student I be-
came disillusioned with Orthodox 
Judaism, feeling that it didn't have a 
place for me as a modern woman, and 
for many years drifted away from Ju-
daism. I nonetheless married a Jew-
ish man in an Orthodox synagogue, 
the latter (not the former!) being the 
choice of my parents. Many years lat-
er, when my 8 year old daughter start-
ed showing an interest in Judaism, I 
discovered the Reform Synagogue in 
Milton Keynes, which was close to 
where we were living in Bedfordshire 
at the time. I was delighted at how 
welcoming they were and how easy it 
was to have a role to play as a wom-
an in services, and became an active 
member of the congregation. Follow-
ing that I became very involved in the 
Milton Keynes Interfaith movement 
and have become interested in other 
faiths and their perspectives.

Does the idea of ‘God’ mean any-
thing to you?

The idea of God means a great deal to 
me. I became disillusioned with, and 
questioned, the inconsistencies of the 

Old Testament God (as brilliantly 
illustrated by Tom Hall in his poem 
in the June issue of Sofia!) at quite 
a young age- around 17. In place of 
the beliefs I was taught and grew 
up with has grown a more spiritual 
sense of God as the Source of all life, 
the Light at the core of the universe 
which is manifest in all living beings. 
This of course includes me, and the 
way out of any darkness I experience 
has ultimately been to turn back to 
that Light to re-centre and re-focus. 
Though I've only read about his work 
indirectly through other people's 
writings, I believe the 17th Century 
Jewish philosopher Baruch Spinoza 
held beliefs similar to mine; I am also 
drawn to the symbolic thinking of 
psychoanalyst Carl Jung. I think that 
in the Abrahamic tradition we have 
perhaps made the mistake of taking 
the ancient stories too literally rather 
than seeing them as a mix of histo-
ry and moral allegorical or mythical 
tales which hint at the true nature of 
God rather than describing it.

How do you respond to the SOF 
assertion that religion is a human 
creation (rather than a revelation 
from God)?

It depends what is meant by “reli-
gion”. I make a distinction between 
“religion” and “faith” or “spiritual-
ity”. If “religion” means the stories 
and the institutions that faith has be-
come embedded in, I would see those 
as human creations. As to whether 
the laws of the Torah were “revealed” 
to Moses by God as described, or 
whether he and possibly others “cre-
ated” them, that's difficult to answer 
because I believe in divine inspira-
tion, and it's possible that our ancient 
forefathers and teachers were in-
spired, which you could say is a form 

of revelation. The assertion that God 
Himself (Herself?/Itself?) is a human 
creation deeply troubles and confuses 
me. It sounds like an atheist assertion, 
yet most of the members of SOF don't 
appear to be atheists, so I'm not sure 
if that's what they're saying! That as-
sertion places us in a position that I 
believe atheists inevitably hold, of 
being the most powerful beings in the 
universe, or at least on Earth. I see an 
arrogance in that, and I find it danger-
ous. For me God is revealed every-
where, and therefore all life is mirac-
ulous. I see it as vital that we don't 
lose that sense of the miraculous, or 
our humility, in the belief that there 
is something greater than ourselves 
gifting life to us.

Do you think or believe that life 
has meaning?

I believe that the meaning of life is 
that we are all interconnected, and 
that each of us has come into this 
world to take our place in the grand 
scheme of things. Quantum physics, 
and the ecosystems which enable our 
planet to survive, reflect this intercon-
nection. It is our profound spiritual 
and moral duty to honour this inter-
connection and the Source of Life at 
the core of it, which I and others call 
God. We are witnessing today what 
happens when we start to ignore that 
and simply follow our egos and our 
individualistic paths. 

What role do you think religion 
can and/or should play in society?

Following on from what I've said 
above, I think it's imperative that 
religious institutions or faith lead-
ers find ways to guide us back to 
interconnection with each other and 
with Nature, with the planet and the 
universe. They need to speak out 

Religion in my life
Lynda Gilbert is a therapist and a Milton Keynes campaigner for social, environmental and international justice. She 
is one of the founders of the city's Climate Cafe, which brings people together several times a year in order to share 
information with as many communities as possible, as well as providing a forum in which to share thoughts and feelings 
about the climate crisis. Lynda has always supported interfaith dialogue, promotes Milton Keynes Friends of Standing 
Together and is a member of Trubys Abrahamic Women's Choir. Trubys was set up by Kurshida Mirza who was inter-
viewed for the 'Religion in my Life' feature in the last issue of Sofia (no. 156, June 2025). Two poems by Lynda are on 
the back cover of this issue of Sofia
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C L R James, author of The Black Jac-
obins compares how a European vis-
itor would first see the island of what 
became Haiti to Satan’s first glimpse 
of Paradise.   Leon Trotsky and Fidel 
Castro add to the line-up.  

This is an engrossing read.  It’s 
a bit scattergun, and it’s wide rather 
than deep.  Reade’s strategy is to in-
terleave the narrative of Paradise Lost 
with narratives of his historical char-
acters in broadly chronological or-
der.  He makes a valiant attempt.  I’m 
not sure it always works, but I didn’t 
mind.  You don’t need to be familiar 
with the poem as he tells the story 
well, but I think it would encourage 

you to take the time to read it.  
And the title?  At the opening of 

the poem, Milton seeks inspiration 
from his muse:

What in me is dark
Illumine, what is low raise and support,
That to the height of this great argu-

ment
I may assert the eternal providence,
And justify the ways of God to men.

David Rhodes is a retired computer 
software consultant and trainer living 
in Dorchester – a wavering Christian, 
and quiet SOF member for thirty-odd 
years

more against human activities that 
cause the breakdown of ecosystems, 
weather systems  and harmonious 
human relationships, but also to find 
nurturing and inspiring ways to get 
us to rediscover our spirituality. I 
share Matthew Arnold's lament for 
the receding tide of the Sea of Faith!

Can you identify the source of the 
motivation for you to do the work 
that you do?

I think many things came together 
to motivate me to do the work that 
I do as a psychodynamic counsellor 
(therapist). Some of the motivation 
is undoubtedly linked to my early 
life experiences (a very psychody-
namic thing to say!). However, I 
have definitely had moments of feel-
ing “called” to do what I do. There's 
a sense in those moments of my soul 
being uplifted, of knowing in every 
part of me that it's the right deci-
sion. I think this is what we mean by 
“inspiration”-  experiencing within 
us the wisdom that comes from the 
Source of Life. We then know that 
we are following our true purpose; 
in my case that's about alleviating 
human suffering. 

And finally, anything else at all 
that you would like to say to us? 

I've really enjoyed reflecting on 
these questions and having the op-
portunity to share beliefs which are 
not easy to bring into everyday con-
versations! Even though I don't align 
with what the Sea of Faith appears to 
stand for, I appreciate that I and oth-
ers are offered this platform. Open-
ness and dialogue can only serve to 
bring us together and move us away 
from the divisiveness that threatens 
our society and ultimately our sur-
vival.

What in Me is Dark from page 22

Meet the Members
We want your biographies! Email them to: editor@sofn.uk

Robert Crompton grew up in the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses and, at an ear-
ly age, set his sights upon moving up 
through the ranks of leadership in that 
movement. His interest in Biblical 
study, however, led to his defection 
from the Witnesses in his early twen-
ties. He spent a few years ranging far 
and wide among religious ideologies 
until he went as a late entrant to Lan-
caster University to read philosophy 
and linguistics. Following graduation 
and a spell in local government, his 
religious instinct reasserted itself and 
led him into the Methodist Church. 
He was ordained in 1987 when he 
was already well over at the liberal 
end of the spectrum of belief. Since 
retirement he has focused upon writ-
ing, Though no longer active within 
the institutional church, he remains 
an ordained minister because he be-
lieves that the Christian fellowship 
must be open to all who wish to en-
gage with faith and spirituality. 

Digby Hartridge was born in South-
ern Rhodesia in 1941, his grandpar-
ents having emigrated there from 
Britain before 1904. He went to 
Australia in 1975 and in 1983 emi-
grated again to England. He’ll never 
quite understand English ways. His 
university subjects were English, 
Economics and Social Anthropolo-
gy; the latter frames his thinking. He 
has worked as an archivist, booksell-

er, clerk of the court, oral historian, 
special librarian, lecturer in librarian-
ship, teacher, parliamentary librarian, 
children’s librarian, training & mar-
keting officer and public librarian. 
His parents were an Anglican and a 
Roman Catholic; he found a better fit 
in the Sea of Faith, but doesn’t know 
what “spiritual” means. He was al-
ways a critic of the Smith regime in 
Rhodesia; he’s sometimes an apolo-
gist for Empire. But there’s just one 
issue today: climate change

Patti Whaley studied musicology 
and piano at university before mov-
ing into information technology and 
charity management.  She moved to 
England in 1990 and has spent the 
last 35 years in senior management 
and trustee roles with social justice 
charities including Amnesty Interna-
tional, Forum for the Future, Action-
Aid, Safe Passage, and the Food Eth-
ics Council. In 2021 she was made 
a Companion of the Order of St Mi-
chael and St George in recognition of 
contributions to international devel-
opment.  She joined SoF in 1996 and 
was a trustee for 12 years, serving at 
various times as webmaster, treasur-
er, and chair.  Post-retirement Patti 
has returned to music and now plays 
organ regularly at various churches 
across Kent, as well as tending her 
herb garden, travelling with husband 
Ron, and trying to learn Russian. 
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Letters to the editor
Email your letter to: editor@sofn.uk, or put in the post to: 
2 Holywell Place, Springfield, Milton Keynes, MK6 3LP
The elephant in the room
I’m not sure that I like the new angry and confrontational 
tone creeping into Sofia.  Even some leftist contempt for 
the Enlightenment!  I guess it’s in keeping with the times.  
The May issue was largely concerned with our moral re-
sponsibilities, rather than Bible exegesis, and sometimes 
rather abstract.  The anger came mostly from those who 
had themselves suffered, and I find my own repressed an-
ger returning, but what remains of my rational mind says: 
this is all very well, but what practical steps can we take?  
When it comes to the situation in Gaza (so much part of 
our Christian heritage, one of a number horrific killing 
fields) it’s quickly apparent that any resolution or progress 
will be determined by realpolitik.  In Britain the key is the 
arms trade, a murky world where our defence is bound up 
with our exports and with Russian and Chinese and several 
other threats and with access to raw materials and Trumpi-
an bargaining and economies of scale – and a nice risk of 
escalation into nuclear war.  After 80 years no end in sight.  
Here it’s not enough to say, in effect, be true to yourself. 

But I wonder again: how will we be judged by future 
generations?  Can our main threat to existence be paused 
till the Sea of Faith and the rest of the populace gets round 
to it?  Terrible to say but, if we are spared nuclear catastro-
phe, not even the deadliest of our intraspecies wars will 
have the impact of climate change and loss of biodiversity.  
Along with David Attenborough and the King, I’m turning 
into a bore when I bring up the one overwhelming crisis 
facing mankind, far more dangerous even than the world 
wars of the last century, than any pandemic.  And here, 
conversations with neighbours and opinion polls tell me 
that, at best, we do the minimum; generalising, we agree 
our western lifestyles are a wee bit naughty and, after some 
tut-tutting, we endorse a few token gestures.  We daren’t 
think seriously about our giant carbon footprints. 

There is one slim chance for us.  If, collectively, at 
national level, we came to work towards the same goal.  
We can’t rely on the government, whose overall strategy 
is probably non-existent, certainly bewildering, nor on its 
opponents in parliament.  Assuming that human beings 
remain in charge, there’s a common interest in getting 
technocrats, conservationists and private venture capi-
talists together with the politicians, who are still mostly 
well-intentioned, with scientists and engineers and leaders 
of industry and trade unionists and religious leaders and 
journalists, even with influencers and celebrities and sub-
groups of the hoi-polloi – that’s us.  Striving to find com-
mon ground.  Something of the sort has happened before; 
for instance, when sane countries stood together against 
Hitler.

Cupitt wanted us to accept individual responsibility for 
our actions.  And we can’t even talk seriously about the 
elephant in the room.  
Digby Hartridge, Yate, near Bristol 

Resistance has many manifestations 
Mark's gospel tells us about the resistance of Jews to Ro-
man occupation.

Not only are Hamas resisting the occupation of Gaza, 
but Israelis are resisting annihilation by an international 
network of Islamic fundamentalists.

Rather than fanning the flames of this conflict, genuine 
humanitarians could do well to look for ways to help civil-
ians to escape it.

When women and children were evacuated from 
Ukraine, no one protested about "Nakba".

Why do Palestinian children need to be held as bait in 
the trap?

Paul Graham, Birmingham 

No mission statement is one of SoF’s strengths
Whilst I agree with almost everything said by Dave Fran-
cis and David Boulton I am not convinced that their ar-
guments justify their conclusions and on one point I must 
take serious issue with David Boulton.  I consider Wens-
leydale cheese to be perhaps the most convincing evidence 
we have of the existence a benevolent, omnipotent deity 
that is concerned about the welfare and happiness of hu-
manity.

At a SOF conference some years ago there was a board 
with seven boxes marked on it. Box 1 was labelled “I be-
lieve in God” and box 7 “I do not believe in God”. Box 4 
was “Don’t know” with boxes 2,3,5 and 6 indicating ap-
propriate intermediate positions on the spectrum. Partici-
pants were invited to pick up a sticky red dot and place it in 
the box which best described their position. I was just be-
hind Stephen Mitchell. Some in SoF will not be surprised 
to learn that he picked up two red dots and placed one in 
box 1 and one in box 7. I was so impressed that I did like-
wise. Sometimes two diametrically opposed statements 
can both be true. In this case much depends on what you 
think is meant by the words ‘believe‘ and ‘god’.

Perhaps a similar board at the next conference, focus-
sing on ‘religion as a human creation’ might be informa-
tive. I could easily emulate Stephen and put dots in several 
boxes simply because I am not sure what is meant by the 
words ‘human creation.’

Do they mean a consciously thought out and explicitly 
enunciated proposition from one or several individuals or, 
at the other end of the spectrum, some part of the human 
mind which innately and without conscious consideration 
generates, or just accepts, ideas such as the unconditional 
preciousness of other humans and the obligation to treat 
others as you would wish to be treated by them. On this 
consideration alone it is 
probably not possible to 
have a mission statement 
that all members would 
agree to.

Yes we all, to some ex-
tent, promote what we be-
lieve to be true and impor-
tant and one of the most 
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endearing features of SoF is that we are all free to do that. 
I have no objection to Dave Francis’s explanation of what 
SoF is about though I would say something significantly 
different. Every member of SoF is an anarchist but an an-
archist who respects, though not necessarily agrees with, 
the views of the other 218 SoF anarchists.

Many SoF members are refugees from the church. 
Some want something different to the church whilst oth-
ers want something in addition to what they get from the 
church. As church attendance diminishes the population of 
potential recruits to SoF diminishes. If SoF is to prosper in 
the way Dave Frances envisages it needs more than a new 
mantra.   It would have to become a different organisation 
and find a different recruiting territory. Whilst that might 
be desirable, given SoF's age demographic, it seems un-
likely to happen.

SoF is a place where we ask and discuss questions 
about life and religion. In this context the words are in-
terchangeable. Religion, however you might define it, has 
always had a heavy emphasis on reflecting on the human 
condition. And as Pantelimon Hora, the now famous men-
tor of Raimond Gaita, once said  “Nothing is more impor-
tant than talking about how to live one’s life”. 

SoF does not provide answers. It may help some indi-
viduals to find their own answers; it may just help others 
to become comfortable with the uncertainty of the absence 
of answers. Some questions have no answer or many an-
swers, some diametric opposites. Aviation has bred a num-
ber of people with an inclination to mysticism like Antoine 
de St Exupery and Ernest Ghan. William Langewiesche in 
his book  ‘Inside the Sky’, quotes JB Jackson; “The asking 
of questions is more important than the finding of answers. 
It means that, like the air traveller, we have acquired a new, 
and valuable, perspective on the world.” 

An organization that “talks” rather than “does” clearly 
has its limitations but it does allow SoF to be inclusive. 
It can then leave the doing and promoting to individuals 
who will each do it in their own way, which, in practice, is 
what has happened. Thus, before we start haggling about 
the wording of our mission statement we might ask the 
question ‘Do we need a mission statement?’ Perhaps no 
mission statement is one of SoF’s strengths.

At a meeting in Brisbane someone asked Don if he be-
lieved in god. Of the many answers he, or any other mem-
ber of SoF, might have given his reply was ‘That is not a 
relevant question in my paradigm.”    

Do you think he would have considered a mission 
statement for SoF of greater relevance?
Peter Bore, Hornsea, Yorkshire

Worldviews for this Life: Refreshing the Network
I’m not sure that changing the ‘tag line’ statement of pur-
pose of the network changes anything. Religion, as we 
know, is itself a humanly created worldview. I agree with 
Don Cupitt; all knowledge is secondary. Likewise, no one 
is in a position to say whether there is or is not any afterlife. 
We don’t know how we got here and know nothing about 
our exit. I do agree that the Network needs refreshing.

One area which has interested me for a long time, one 
which has not been adequately dealt with by the Network, 
is the understanding of God as Love – the life-giving force 
within each one of us; what you might call the panentheis-
tic outlook. Clearly, we are not here into an area of knowl-
edge but into the experience of life itself. Panentheism is 
about God living in Creation and not external to it where 
He remains unreachable. Panentheism is relational and 
not individualistic; natural not supernatural. That does not 
mean that individuals don't have to make personal deci-
sions (Don’s comment ‘The individual stands absolutely 
alone – he must decide’). For Christians, it means a radi-
cally new approach; instead of beliefs and dogma, Christi-
anity is to be seen as an activity.

May I recommend Ilia Delio’s books; she is a crea-
tive thinker on the dialogue between religion and science. 
Also, the latest book by Richard Rohr, The Tears of Things 
(SPCK) is very instructive. Ilia and Richard are both Fran-
ciscans. Seeing Spirit as foundational and matter as a part 
of, but subservient to, Spirit provides a new and exciting 
area of debate and avoids the metaphysics/ divine inter-
vention trap.

Best wishes and lots of energy to the New Steering 
Group from a longstanding Member of The Sea of Faith.

Grenville C. Gilbert, Ottery St Mary, Devon.

Stories in the Scriptures
A novelist's approach to the Bible
Stories in the Scriptures offers a way of reading
familiar texts from a fresh perspective. Robert
Crompton comes to the ancient narratives in the role
not of a preacher, but of a story-teller and asks not,
"What must we believe?" but rather, "What real
situations could have prompted people just like
ourselves to tell these tales?"

In trying to find possible
answers to questions like
this, Robert finds himself
drawn closer to the people
who first told the stories.
Ordinary people just like
ourselves, people who loved
to tell their tales - to inform,
to entertain, and maybe
sometimes even to mislead.
Real people to whom we can
relate and who can inspire
us to join in and tell our own
stories.

https://www.amazon.co.uk/dp/B0BG97NXTZ
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City Walls
I walk with ease through the streets of Jerusalem
I go lightly through her gates and along her walls

For I am not seen here as a stranger
Though I come from a distant land

While they who are shunned
Stand with centuries behind them

And nothing in their hands but promises
Like fragments of broken seaglass

Washed up on the banks of the river
And on the shores of the sea

I walk with ease through the streets of Jerusalem
Covering with prayers my head and arms

To please the faithful
In the market I buy a garment

Embroidered like the truth
And pay too high a price.

But what does it matter? I've only been cheated
Of a handful of shekels
And not, for God's sake, 

A whole country.

Magenta
“This jacket is not magenta,” she said
Disappointed, removing the packaging
“Burgundy, cranberry, mulberry maybe

But definitely not magenta..”
But you

See only grey
Skin the colour of rubble 

At the eating-place in Brussels station 
She taps in choices on a screen

Edamame beans or avocado, carrot or mango
Black or white rice..

But you 
Dizzy with hunger, blinded by thirst

See nothing, touch nothing
She complains from time to time

A snapped shoelace, a trapped finger, a stolen suitcase
The little things that life is made of

But you
Know only the raw and savage bite

Of survival
You dare not count the days

At night there is no shelter and no blanket
She wraps around her

The jacket of her privilege, that is not magenta
And not the colour of blood.

Poems by Lynda Gilbert


