Story Telling, Myth and Truth

The Archbishop and the Atheist
Before a packed, and appreciative audience, at the National Theatre on Monday night, Dr Rowan Williams and best selling author, Philip Pullman clearly revealed their mutual respect for one another.  Both are prolific writers, both are academics with a strong awareness of popular culture, both have Welsh roots and Oxbridge education, and, both are figures of some controversy.  They passionately agree about the power of the story.  But, for one, this has lead to being the modern spokesman for intelligent atheists, for the other, the titular head of world-wide Anglicanism.

Their wide ranging conversation flowed from Religious Education, to popular books, The Matrix, The X Files and Mel Gibson’s latest blockbuster ‘The Passion of the Christ’ (which, they joked, because neither had seen it, meant they could speak authoritively!).

Pullman’s books are loved by children, my children included.  Adults find them gripping too, and the National Theatre’s adaptation of the trilogy His Dark Materials has been a sell out.  

However, The Catholic Herald condemns Pullman’s work as being ‘fit for the bonfire’, whilst the Association of Christian Teachers argues that it is ‘shamelessly blasphemous’.  The reason for such condemnation is Pullman’s portrayal of the Church as a repressive organisation, and his blurring of the boundaries of good and evil.

For his part, Pullman argues that his stories criticise cruelty, fanaticism, intolerance, cold-heartedness and unkindness, and don’t celebrate evil over good.  He has welcomed Dr Williams’ praise of the ‘near miraculous triumph’ of the theatre production, adding, that he is a ‘very wise and intelligent man’.

Dr Williams used his Downing Street address (Monday 8th March) on Religious Education in schools (the IPPR report) to advocate the study of Pullman’s books as part of the RE curriculum.  He also warned: ‘I only hope that teachers are equipped to tease out what in Pullman’s world is and is not reflective of Christian teaching as Christians understand it’.

Monday night’s platform at the national theatre was a continuation of the conversation between Rowan Williams and Philip Pullman, hosted by Robert Butler, the author of ‘The Art of Darkness: Staging Philip Pullman’s Trilogy’.

Wanting to respond to what some see as uncritical endorsement of Pullman’s work, Williams began by challenging Pullman on his view of the Church.  ‘What has happened to Jesus?  You portray a church without redemption, and God as an authority, but who isn’t the creator, which is not the full view of church?’  If the greatest good is forgiveness and reconciliation where do we find that in His Dark Material?

They both agreed that we live in a day which finds the ancient heresy of gnosticism very attractive.  The X-Files slogan, ‘the truth is out there’ is very appealing.  This is, in part, because human beings sense that ‘life is not on track... if you have a view of God which is internal to the universe, someone is pulling the wool over your eyes’, Williams argues.

Philip Pullman is passionate about education and challenged Rowan Williams on how we should capitalise on this Gnostic awareness in our RE curriculum.  Pullman’s own writing is devoured by teenagers around the world and because of his critique of dead orthodoxy, some have advocated that his books should become part of an RE curriculum.

Williams expressed his concern over the typical RE betrayal of other religions as ‘funny foreigners’.  Using biography and fiction helps get inside the inside working of religions.  ‘What you learn’ is not the same thing as ‘what’s the message’.  For Williams, ‘the truth is out there, in a bigger sense’.  Or, as Pullman put it: ‘the truth is in the library’.

Christianity is not just dogma, and Fundamentalism is a ‘very modern phenomena’ argues Williams.  Pullman endorses Carol Armstrong’s distinction between ‘myth’, which is our responses to the problems of life and death, and, ‘logos’, the attempt to work out answers through reason.  Mel Gibson’s film, surely, fails by missing the mythical elements of the faith?  

Williams agrees, many religious films (such as the 1950’s biblical epics) are often depressing, partly because the makers feel as though they have to get something religious in them.  Isak Dinesen’s Babettes Feast, on the other hand, marvellously portrays the unlikely saviour from grim religiosity as depicted in a rural Danish community.

Williams’ endorsement of Pullman’s books, written from atheist presuppositions, has confused many Christian groups.  However, the remarkable agreement between these two men was at the level of the power of the story.  ‘Christianity is a story, the Gospel accounts are four versions of the events of Jesus, with loose ends’.  ‘And’, Williams added, ‘Christianity enables a particular kind of storytelling’.  Some criticise him, though, for retelling the story with looser ends than the Gospel writers themselves.

‘Jesus was a great story teller’, argues Pullman, ‘whether or not he was the Son of God is another matter’.  It has been argued that Pullman’s story telling is very much in the lineage of Tolkein or C.S. Lewis, although one wonders whether, to use Lewis’ logic, you can say that Jesus really is a great story teller and not be the Son of God, for, does not such grandiose personal claims either make him, mad, bad or God?

The truth, yes, may be ‘out there’.  But what of the God who has broken into our world?  God, who reveals himself, not just in drama and poetry, nor even just in the incarnation.  The God of Christian tradition lives and dies for mankind, and tells a big story that makes sense of all others.  Whether we are responding to Philip Pullman, the Gibson film or the X files, here is a challenge for Christian preachers and teachers, as remarkable interest in the big questions of life and death rumble on.

Talking to our own church young people, I found them to be remarkably discerning, asking the important questions about Pullman’s work.  To that extent, the archbishop is surely right:  whether we are reacting to Gibson or Pullman, Christian educators do have to tease out what is and is not reflective of Christian teaching, and, maybe, there is just something worse than having everyone talk about issues of life, death and God…
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