What the Golden Compass says to us.

My reading over the Christmas period was the adventure story ‘The Northern Lights’, the first part of a trilogy that has been made into the film ‘The Golden Compass’, which I hastened to see as soon as I had finished the book. The story can be read on two levels, either as a children’s adventure story or as a book that raises important questions for adults about religion, society, the nature of truth and perhaps not least the treatment of children. I would not have been interested in either book or film had not ‘The Catholic League’ advised Christians to have nothing to do with either. Once again I found that anything an authoritarian Christian body tells you not to read is usually full of gospel truth. That in part is what the book itself is about. The baddies are ‘The Magisterium’, an inner cabal of religious leaders who look very like pope and cardinals. They use ruthless methods to prevent people from discovering truths they believe will not be good for them. In so doing they distort the truth themselves. They are often served by charming people like Mrs Coulter who poses as a ‘do-gooder’, but who actually, like the Magisterium itself, is only interested in controlling others. The picture is far too close for comfort to what many Christian churches are up to today. I  believe there is something worse than atheism and that is bad religion. There’s a lot of it about. I think it helps to be warned. There are keen, enthusiastic, determined religious people who are not interested in you, the person you are yourself, or your real needs. They simply want to control you mind and body and make you into a computer copy of themselves.

The author of ‘The Golden Compass’ uses the technique of parallel reality. What might have been if history turned another way. If airships had been developed instead of planes, for example? The world we see in the film is very like our own world. Some of it is set in Oxford, and the colleges  and church spires look much the same, and college scholars and professors behave in much the same way. The big difference we can’t help noticing is that everybody is accompanied by an animal. I can relate to this, because when I am at home I am accompanied most of the time by a black cat, called Blodyn. The accompanying animal in the book is your daemon (spelt d-a-e-mon), which turns out to be your soul, the real ‘you’. What would it be like if we all wore our souls on the outside of us? Asriel, a research scientist, who appears to be alright, is accompanied by big cat, a leopard I think. He’s strong, but dangerous. Mrs Coulter, the charming do-gooder, has a spiteful and unruly monkey. The daemons of children, like Lyra the heroine, can change quickly from one animal to another because their souls, their personalities, have not yet been fixed. They are still experimenting with life’s alternatives. Their options are still open. At the stage of growing up the daemon assumes a fixed form. Someone’s personality settles down to what it is to be for the rest of their life. They may be happy with what they are or not, but they have no choice other than to live with it. Jesus was sometimes referred to by his followers as a lamb, and sometimes as a lion. Jesus’ soul was flexible and changeable, open to new options. His soul refused to lie trapped in a grave. He calls us to rise with him, to free our souls to grow and develop.

Some Christians suggest that to become a Christian you’ve got to become something other than what you are. One of my best friends, Peterson Toscano, an American, a Christian actor, and Quaker, spent two years in a Christian reform centre whose purpose was to change men from being gay into being straight. It didn’t work for him, neither did it work for any of the other inmates. It just made them very unhappy and confused people. Jesus taught that the soul, the person you really are, is a sacred thing, given to you by God. Jesus said, “What’s the use if you have everything, but aren’t true to yourself? Can you put a price tag on being true to yourself?” (Mark 8, GAN pg 45) Serafina Pekkala, the good witch in the story says, “You cannot change what you are only what you do.” (pg 315) What Jesus says is, “Come with me, be my friend. I love you as you are. Together we’ll make a new life, a New World.” Jesus is not going to twist and bend us. His ‘yoke is easy and his burden is light’. 

The ‘Magisterium’ in the story want to take away people’s daemons, people’s souls. They have put Mrs Coulter in charge of an operation under the auspices of ‘The General Oblation Board’, to capture children before they reach puberty, before their souls are fixed. In a hospital in the frozen north, they separate the children’s souls from their bodies. The process of doing this is in the experimental stage, and involves cruelty. Jesus was concerned about people losing their souls, or about religious operators like the Pharisees taking people’s souls away, instead of allowing their souls to grow and develop.

In the story, ‘soul snatching’ or ‘soul destroying’  is connected with the treatment of children. The children in the story who are at risk are those generally at the bottom of the social scale, orphans, abandoned children, children on the streets. The young heroine is Lyra, whose parents are Asriel and Mrs Coulter, though they have both abandoned her to be brought up in an Oxford college. She is a wild thing, who leads a gang of waifs and strays in the town and has friendly fights with the gypsies. She is a tomboy, a resourceful actress and liar, very much a free spirit. Her daemon is lively and changeable. Together with the gypsies, and the good witches, a balloon pilot and an armed bear, Lyra ouwits her dysfunctional mother, and the children are rescued from the hospital. 

Children disappear in our world too, and in more ways than one.  Even from well-off, like the two highly profiled who holidayed in Spain, and who lost their little girl mysteriously. Children are not safe in this world. Throughout the world children are taken from their homes, sometimes sold, to be exploited in child labour, making goods which we buy on the cheap. There is a big trade in child prostitution in many parts of the world. Sometimes teenage girls are lured away to this country with the prospect of a better life and end up trapped in a life of prostitution on our streets. There is insufficient concern about it.

 Can the Church harm the young? Yes, very definitely. When I see evangelists, Bible-believing ‘Gospel’ Christians, teaching little children to think of themselves as ‘sinners’, inculcating guilt and fear at a very early age, which they may carry with them throughout life to the grave, then I see children being harmed, their souls being eaten into. Non-Christian parents do not entrust their children to us in the way they used to. Perhaps that is because they do not want their children assaulted by ideas they found less than helpful in their own lives.

What causes growing up and the fixing of daemons in the Golden Compass, is a mysterious ‘Dust’, that appears to come from another parallel universe. The Magisterium regards ‘dust’ as the problem. What is it? Does it represent ‘original sin’? Or is it the urge to become an adult and be allowed to make adult decisions? Lyra’s friend Roger says towards the end of the book, “..if THEY (the Magisterium) all think Dust is bad, it must be good.” (pg 397)  Jesus at the age of twelve rebelled against his parents by staying behind in Jersualem when they went home. It was the first sign of his intention to lead his own life, to follow his own destiny. He would be ‘about his Parent’s business’. But he would do it his way! 

Just a minute. We are jumping to the conclusion that ‘The Magisterium’ is the ‘Church’ or oppressive Christians within the Church. The Magisterium is any system, any power that threatens to strangle the soul. Rowan Williams in his book, ‘Lost Icons’ shows how children are a prey to modern ‘consumerism’. They are not allowed to be children. They are controlled and manipulated by secular and materialistic forces almost from the very moment their eyes begin to focus. It is not Christians who make the loudest protest against what is happening to our young people today. Often the Church is on the side of consumerism and materialism. We have got ourselves into a trap where we are obsessed with buildings and money making. We encourage expensive weddings, we go along with the insane Christmas shopping spree and over-indulgence, grumbling but doing little to put the brakes on ourselves. We still have our cars and some of them are big gas-guzzling ones. What sort of car would Jesus have? It is the alternative spirituality people who provide the strongest challenge- Green Peace, Friends of the Earth, back to nature geeks, good witches, like the ones in the Golden Compass. It is these weird outsiders who we are so suspicicious of, 21st century Magi and John the Dippers who are more likely to express concern for animals and to accept the discipline of being vegetarian or vegan. 

Lyra is given a compass – ‘The Golden Compass’. A compass is what it looks like. But it is called an 

‘alethiometer’. It is an instrument for finding out the truth. (From the Greek word ‘αληθεια’- truth) Lyra has been entrusted with this. She has to practice with it in order to get it to work. Getting at the truth requires patience. It also requires quiet and peaceful contemplation- an important aspect of what we would call prayer. Truth has to be allowed to dawn gently on our minds. It cannot be snatched at and it cannot be hammered in.

For the Christian the Golden Compass is Jesus. Jesus said, “I am the Truth”. He did not say, “The Bible is the Truth” or “The Church has the truth”, but “I am the Truth” “The truth has to do with the person I am. If you come with me and be my friend, you can be like me. The Bright New World (The Kingdom of Heaven) is within you. Lyra had her Golden Compass, and kept it close by her at all times. But it was her imagination, her reflection on things, which got the pointers of the compass to turn and to reveal the truth. 

If I am asked, what one lesson does the Harry Potter series have to teach Christians, I would say, ‘Bring back the magic’. If I am asked what one lesson I would pick out from the Golden Compass, it would be ‘Let’s adventure.’ Jesus is our Golden Compass and he calls us to adventure with him. If there’s no magic in your life, if there’s no spirit of adventure in your being a Christian, then I won’t say you’re not a Christian, or that you’re not a true Christian, but you’re certainly missing out on a lot.

P.S.  I preached this in Bethany, Rhiwbina. In the congregregation was a man hwo had met Philip Pullman and heard him speak. He told me that Philip Pullman would be very upset at my turning his book into a Christian sermon. I expect so. The trouble (for Pullman, who doesn’t realize it) is that the Spirit blows where she wishes, and no-one, not even Pullman or Caiaphas or Richard Dorking even, can prevent her from speaking through them if she decides to do so. I think it is a better policy for the Christian to look out for what the Spirit is saying all over the place, rather than to pull down the shutters. The chorus, “Anywhere with Jesus I can safely go” advocates this policy. I read Philip Pullman’s first volume, and saw several ‘snaps’ with Jesus. Here are a few:

a) Pullman, like Jesus, is opposed to oppressive religion and religious intolerance.

b) Pullman, like Jesus, is angry at the way religion frequently involves an abuse of the young.

c)Pullman, like Jesus (and most religions) believes in the existence of ‘the soul’ (‘the true self’) and its inestimable value.

d)Pullman, like Jesus, believes that this world and this life are not the only possible conceivable ones.

e)Pullman, like Jesus, believes in the existence of good and evil, and that these cannot always be easily identified.

f)Pullman, like Jesus, believes that good can be identified in combinations of love and loyalty.

g)Pullman, like Jesus, believes that adventure and love of life are good things, means to fulfilling destiny.

h)Pullman, like Jesus, believes in teaching truth by means of parable which has to be unpicked and interpreted by the hearer/reader.

i)Pullman, like Jesus, believes in the invincibility of truth, and it’s liberating quality. Truth is discerned by means of a ‘compass’ which involves interaction between the instrument and the seeker’s perserverance and sensitivities. 

j)Pullman, like Jesus, delights in the physical universe and penetrates beyond it, open to           experiences of wonder, awe and magic.

     That will do for starters. I’m sure you can find some more ‘snaps’. Sorry, Philip Pullman. Jesus would say, “You are not far from the Kingdom of Heaven.”

PULLMAN - VOLUME THREE.

Last year (2008), I enjoyed a very good weekend conference at Lee Abbey in North Devon, one of the most beautiful venues for Christian conferences and retreats, and one of best upholstered. The conference input was right of centre evangelical of the moderate and sensitive variety, insufficiently spicy for my own taste, but I was able to find company on my wave length. Some bought my books with enthusiasm, as did the management for the library, where I assume they are now housed. Over one meal time I had the company of a young lady who was one of the temporary voluntary workers. She was enthusing about a lecture they had had the week before in which the speaker had roundly condemned the work of Philip Pullman as an attack on Christianity. I hastened to Pullman's defence, saying  I had preached a sermon in which I had used his first novel to illustrate gospel truth. Her response was a spirited defence of her mentor who was a sound Christian whereas I obviously was one of those preachers who led others astray. Having listened to the voice of authority, she was not going to listen to me. Thus she proved a very good illustration of what Pullman is all about - I think. She had the better of me, however, because the speaker she had listened to had read all three volumes of The Dark Trilogy, whereas I had only read one. She told me I might change my mind were I to read the last volume. I had no answer to that other than to go ahead and read volumes two and three, despite having a lot of other pressing work to get on with.  And I have to say that about three quarters of the way through volume three, I came close to concluding that the young lady was right. But by the end of the novel I had decided that no, Pullman is not an outright attack on Christians. One one could be forgiven for thinking so, for he comes pretty close. I still hold the view that it is authoritative religion (which in the end is always persecuting religion) he is seeking to combat and to "save souls" from. Yes, I believe "saving souls" from dangerous error is what Pullman is about, and in that he is at one with the Lee Abbey volunteer. What I am not sure about is whether Pullman knows the Christian scene sufficiently comprehensively to be able to distinguish between the unpleasant religion that obviously exists in most organized Christianity and the real thing, which also exists. I am not sure myself, although well acquainted with the scene, whether the Inquisition is still firmly in control, or whether we are just plagued by a minority of little bullies who get their way because they are well organized and shout loudest. Is Pullman aware of the dogged faithful witness of liberals within the churches who, like myself, uphold the right of the Pullmans of this world to express their convictions, even though we may believe them to be mistaken? This appears to be a bad time for theological and practical liberalism in the history of the Christian church - if ever there has been a good time. But some of us are able to fight off our depression and see signs of hope.  Our opponents see those signs of hope too, and are scared. Barak Obama has followed George Bush and not the other way round!

What amazes me about someone supposedly against religion is how much Pullman is dependent upon the ideas and symbolism of religion in his novels. Indeed there would be no novels without it. And religious symbolism is not just on the the side of the baddies in the novels but also on the side of the goodies - very much so. There are depictions of Eden and the loss of innocence. Pullman believes in angels, good and bad. Two of his good angels are gay! There is a parallel plot to the traditional Christian message. Taken together, the hero and heroine, Lyra and Will, seem to form a composite Christ, the new Adam and Eve,  the Saviours of the World. They go through a voluntary death in pursuit of the cause of love, enter the world of the dead, and rise again bringing the hopelss dead up with them. These achieve eternal life by becoming one with the cosmos again, a way that some contemporary Christians (eg. Diarmud O'Murchu) conceive of eternal life. Lucifer the evil angel is thrown down into the abyss.  The 'Ancient of Days' is the popular caricature of God the old man, ripe for burial. But this is the god of the Old Testament, the warring God of Sinai. There is also a depiction of Armageddon, a final show down between good and evil. Pullman is highly dependent for his theological language on Milton and Blake, both unorthodox Christians in differing ways, but for some closer to Jesus than the orthodox. Jesus is only mentioned in passing by one of the goodies, an ex-nun, in a spirit of nostalgia. But it is significant that Pullman does not put Jesus in the firing line. Christianity is deemed to be a mistake. Many committed followers of Jesus think that too.

'The Amber Spyglass' is a gripping tale and I marvel at and envy Pullman's skills at keeping up the suspense. It is not as good as Harry Potter, despite the credits. Neither, like Harry Potter, will it come to be viewed as one of the greatest Christian allegories. It is too amiguous for that. If it gets young people reading and thinking about the crucial issues of life and death, truth and love,  then it can do no harm. Jesus in his day found that some people were instinctively drawn to him, others were repelled by him, others indifferent. But he represented a challenge that said as much about those who responded, in whatever way, as the truth he represented. All good art represents a challenge of that kind. We see it through our own eyes, and we are responsible for our own reaction.

Rowan Williams on  'The Good Man Jesus and the Scoundrel Christ'.

(Guardian Newspaper 3rd April 2010)

A fable: it should be obvious from the early chapters that this is not meant to be a realistic narrative. Its premise is that Mary gave birth to twins: Jesus, an earthy, generous visionary, radical enough to create panic in conventional religious and political authority; and "Christ" - a nickname for the weaker, self-righteous, fearful brother who shadows Jesus, trying to persuade him to accept a destiny he refuses.

The nickname conceals what is never said in the text: "Christ is in fact Judas. He is in love with miracles, with the dream of an unanswerable human authority sanctioned by God, with the mirage of a world forever safe from doubt and permeated by the benign if somewhat capricious presence of a God who re-inforces his commands with - well, magic. This shaodwy figure takes hold of Jesus's identity, recording and editing what he says and does, encouraged by a mysterious stranger who eventually prompts him to betray his brother to death and stage-manages the "resurrection" appearances by presenting "Christ" as Jesus risen from the dead. "Christ" is tormented by the knowledge that he is distorting and betraying, but accepts the stranger's assurance that all this is necessary to stop Jesus being forgotten and to create the church in which God's authority among men and women will be secured once and for all.

A very bold and deliberately outrageous fable, then, rehearsing Pullman's familiar and passionate fury at corrupt religious systems of control - but also introducing something quite different, a voice of genuine spiritual authority. Because that is what Pullman's Jesus undoubtedly is. Time and again, when Pullman offers his version of a familiar biblical saying or narrative, he achieves a pitch-perfect rendering in modern idiom, carrying something of the shock and compelling attraction of the original gospel text. Just one example. When he relates the story of Jesus healing a demon-possessed man in the sysnagogue, his Jesus responds to the shouts of the disturbed man with, "You can be quiet now. He's gone away." - subtly paraphrasing the "Be silent and come out of him" in the gospel. This eloquently suggests the sort of sense  modern reader might make of the story, without reducing the manifest authority of the words of Jesus. More radically, he manages to retell the parable of the wise and foolish virgins in a way that turns the biblical text completely upside down, yet creates an echo of other gospel parables in its fundamental vision - reversing moral expectations in the context of the Kingdom of God.

The narrative is mostly Pullman at his very impressive best, limpid and economical, though one or two passages feel like easy point-scoring - the Anunciation story told as a seduction , or the mechanics of a fraudulent resurrection.  At only one point does he break the flow of this narrative, in a long soliloquy by Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane on the night of his arrest. Jesus's own faith, it transpires, is now on the edge of extinction. He admits to himself that there is no answer to be expected from heaven. Looking towards God, in the complete absence of any definable divine action or manifestation, is no longer possible. We may look back wistfully at a world in which this once felt possible or natural; but we have to let it go or be dishonest.

It is essentially the vision of Mary Malone in the third volume of Pullman's His Dark Materials. Here as there, it is expressed with some real emotional power. But there are problems. One is simply that nothing in the narrative had prepared us for this; the Jesus of earlier chapters has a robust conviction of the unconditional love of God as the basis for forgiveness and generous confidence, and for principled opposition to religious nonsense and tyranny. Set against the magical, power-hungry deity of "Christ", this is a liberating vision of the divine. Suddenly , it seems to have collapsed because there is no conclusive sign from heaven; and nothing in the story helps us to see how this happens.

The problem for the believer goes deeper. In the gospels, too, Jesus agonises in Gethsemane and gets no answer. But he accepts that he has - so to speak- taken on the responsibility of providing an answer in his own life and death, in a way consistent with his claim throughout the gospel to be speaking on behalf of God's liberating authority within a paralysed religious and social world. So when he cries out to God in agony from the cross, "Why have you deserted me?", this is the consequence of his decision to be - in his own person - God's "answer". And there is no consoling word that can come to him from outside.

There is a clear narrative line in the Bible from Jesus's revolutionary confidence  in announcing God's forgiveness, through to the terrible resolution in Gethsemane and its consequence on the cross. Simply as narrative, I think it makes better imaginative sense than Pullman's abrupt introduction of Jesus's abandonment of faith. Now Pullman would reject such a narrative line, because it claims that God's "failure" to answer doesn't decide anything. Pullman's Jesus is scathing about "smartarse priests" who talk about God's absence really being his presence. Well, yes: Christians use this kind of language. But not to let themselves off lightly; they're arguing that you only get anywhere near the truth when all the easy things to say about God are dismantled - so that your image of God is no longer just a big projection of your self-centred wish-fulfilment fantasies.

What's left then? This is the difficult moment. Either you sense that you are confronting an energy so immense and unconditioned that there are no adequate words for it; or you give up. From Paul to Luther, George Herbert or Dietrich Bonhoeffer in Hitler's prisons, there are plenty who haven't given up; and they haven't given up because they see their experience in the light of something like this understanding of Gethsemane and the crucufixion.

That apart, Pullman leaves the Christian reader with a genuine paradox to ponder, and he doesn't - to his credit- suggest that the arguments are not serious. The sinister stranger in the book - who stands for all philosophical system-makers who want to improve on history by importing eternal truths at the expense of ordinary truthfulness- insists to "Christ" that Jesus's message can only survive in the language of miracle and power. It is very much the argument we find in the mouth of Dostoevsky's Grand Inquistor - that Jesus was too radical for ordinary human consumption, and for his memory to survive at all, you will have to lie about him. But what Pullman doesn't fully allow, I think, is the degree to which the New Testament itself is already aware of the dangers. Mark's gospel, in particular, presents a Jesus who insistently refuses to use his own miracles to prove his status, and a company of disciples who are chronically incapable of understanding Jesus's challenges. It seems to recognise the irony that the more you say about Jesus the more you risk getting it wong.

And through the Christian centuries, these unresolved tensions and deliberate ironies in the Bible have gone on prompting people to resist the lure of Pullman's "Christ" and his anxious religiosity - a Franci of Assisi, a Bonhoeffer; an Oscar Romero, murdered 30 years last week for his resistence to state terror in El Salvador. They have seen through the surface froth of religion and heard the voice Pullman obviously finds so compelling. That should make us pasue before deciding that the New Testament is quite as successful in sanitising an uncomfortable history through religiously convenient "truth" as Pullman implies. It is aware of its own temptations. It trains its readers in self-questioning.

Not always, God knows, given the church's record. But often enough to mean that the gospels are still a more resourceful text even than such a searching, teasing and ambitious narrative as Pullman has given us.

