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Learning 

We may know, or we may think we know, what it is to have a religious faith 

and what it is not to have a religious faith; but now I want to think about what it 

is to be halfway between, to be in transit from one state to another. 

  

Taylor starts his book by distinguishing three ways of thinking about 

secularism: the first is in terms of public spaces, institutions and practices; the 

second focuses on personal beliefs and observances; the third looks behind the 

social structures and the individual commitments to the preconditions of both. 

Being an ‘ironic aesthete’ (Rorty’s phrase) not a serious historian or sociologist, 

it is the second, the personal perspective that attracts my attention; and being 

philosophically inclined, it is the third I have a professional obligation to get 

grips with. 

  

So my concern here is with the individual’s journey from a religious to a secular 

state of mind – with what makes it possible and necessary. It would be carrying 

reticence to ridiculous lengths not to acknowledge that the journey from faith to 

faithlessness is an anti-pilgrimage that I myself took almost half a century ago. I 

am going to refer briefly to my own experience at the end of this paper, but I am 

not threatening you, you will be relieved to hear, with an autobiography, just a 

tiny phenomenological sketch made on the road. 

  

The attempt to catch in flight the acquisition or loss of religious faith is a 

particular case of a difficulty that has recurred in philosophy since earliest 

times: Plato thought he knew what knowledge is; but he had a big problem 

about acquiring knowledge. He couldn’t bring himself to accept that there was a 

mental state of non-knowing; non-knowing is forgetfulness and learning is 

recollection: knowledge is never really acquired; learning is a process of 

recalling things you already know but which have slipped from immediate 

awareness.  

  

I use the concocted term ‘non-knowing’ because more familiar words are not 

quite right: ignorance is not a state of simple non-knowing; it is an absence of 

knowledge we ought to have; it is a privation. Uncertainty is a form of dithering 
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about beliefs that are possibilities for us. Doubting is a pro-active withholding 

of assent from beliefs that prima facie are to be believed.  

  

The Platonic theory that learning is a form of remembering is hard to swallow; 

the Slave Boy argument in the Meno is one of the least compelling arguments in 

the Dialogues. But Plato was right to think that the acquisition of knowledge 

always involves some element of pre-cognition (for want of a better word); we 

never start from scratch. Knowledge we acquire always builds on what we 

already understand. Perhaps he was wrong to locate this necessary pre-cognition 

in the individual’s own resources; he should have looked to the child’s social 

environment and the interventions of those who bring it up. Aristocrats in 

ancient Athens, as in Victorian Britain, handed over the upbringing of the very 

young to women and slaves or servants. This perhaps explains why Plato did 

not notice or choose to ignore the fact that the slave boy, uneducated as he was, 

was not ‘a precious gift straight from the gods’
i
; he had been brought up.  

  

Even if we are not tempted down the Platonic road, we still have problems 

explaining innocent states of coming to know or believe something. To 

dramatise our problem, think of a child learning to play chess. We are 

comfortable with the babe-in-arms who simply can’t play chess and with the 

child who can play chess. Now we have to envisage a situation in which the 

child can half play the game. There is a problem. The function of the King, for 

example, cannot be understood unless one understands its role in the game as a 

whole – checkmate of course, but also stalemate and castling; in fact we have to 

see it in relation to all the other pieces. One either knows the whole thing or one 

doesn’t understand anything. Three year old Edith likes to play chess - but 

without the board, which she thinks is a silly limitation on what she can do with 

the pieces. Well, you say, she likes the shinny, unusual shapes or she imagines 

the pieces are characters in a story. Perhaps, but that is to focus on things she 

knows and understands, not on the fact that she is on the way to learning to play 

chess. She is on the threshold of an intelligible world which she does not 

understand - but she knows or half knows that. She knows, for example, that her 

older brother does something more grown-up with the pieces. Her situation is 

not one of innocent unknowing but of incomprehension and ignorance. How can 

she stand it? Well, for the most part, she stands it very well, though childhood is 

marked by tantrums caused by frustrations, some of which are the result of 

coming up against limits of what one understands.  
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Now it is not only three-year olds who are in this state. We all experience and 

live in this liminal situation, always on the edge of the un-understood. How do 

we stand it? Well for the most part we stand it very well, though adulthood is 

also marked from time to time by cognitive frustration.  

 

Acquiring beliefs 

Why mention all this? Secularism, as a cultural and personal movement, is the 

name of a process of beliefs in transition. It shows some of the general features 

of ordinary growing up or education, but it has its own distinctive set of 

problems associated with incomprehension and ignorance. There are pressures 

specific to moral and religious experience that lead to a denial of the possibility 

of credal transitions, for example, the importance placed on conversion, on 

being born again, on the road to Damascus dramas. There is a parallel here with 

what Kant says about morality: “Education, examples and instruction cannot 

produce this firmness and steadfastness in our principles gradually, but only, as 

it were, by an explosion that results from our being sick and tired of the 
precarious state of our instinct”.

ii
  

  

In his essay on “Duties of the Virtuous and the Vicious” he wrote: “We must 

distinguish between betterment and conversion. We can become better merely 

by altering our mode of life; but we can become converted only by acquiring 

firm principles and a sound basis for living only in virtue.” He thought that we 

cannot slip and slide into virtue; true virtue is acquired only through conversion 

– either you are ruled by principle or you are not; in the case of religious life, 

you are either in a sanctified state or you are not. 

 

Conflicted beliefs 

This either-or is alien to Taylor. His whole approach is to see secularism as a 

process of beliefs in transition; and his main contention throughout A Secular 

Age is that the transitions are more complex and conflicted than standard stories 

allow. Secularization concerns beliefs we feel we ought to have or not have. It 

concerns cherished beliefs that are under threat. We are torn between 

possibilities, there in the culture, making demands on us. We are used to the 

idea that there is a prescriptive element to religious belief: the heretic, the 
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apostate, the unbeliever are derogatory terms. But the Kantian motto of the 

Enlightenment ‘dare to know’ is equally prescriptive. We, enlightened ones, 

have not just passed an 11+ exam; we have passed a moral test. 

  

Brutal Scientism, to use Taylor’s term, likes to think that it has isolated its own 

beliefs from moral and social values, just as it isolated them from history. But it 

still regards Secularism as a move from a benighted state to enlightenment. The 

status quo ante is not sheer unknowing but prejudice, superstition and stupidity. 

So, contemporary aggressive atheists see religious belief not just as cognitive 

weak-mindedness but as moral failure. In this respect the secular mind-in-the-

making is subject to the back-sliding that Descartes describes at the end of 

Meditation I: ‘... this undertaking (i.e. of preserving a ‘settled purpose against 

giving my assent to what is false’) is arduous, and a certain indolence 

insensibly leads me back to my ordinary course of life; ... so I, of my own 

accord, fall back into the train of my former beliefs ...’or as Michael Corleoni 

says: ‘just when I thought I was out, they pull me back in’. 

 

The instability of Deism 

Taylor sees eighteenth century Deism as an important intermediary stage in this 

troubled emergence of secularism, though he knows that it did not see itself as a 

staging post. It presented itself as the religion of Nature or even as true 

Christianity; while, its opponents saw it as indistinguishable from atheism. God 

remains, but he is a creator, not a miracle worker; providential but not 

interventionist; evident from the existence of the world but not from this or that 

event or feature of the world; nor could he be represented in or by particular 

texts or institutions. Wittgenstein: ‘It is not how things are in the world that is 

mystical, but that it exists.’
iii

 

  

As with all aspects of the development of secularism, Taylor denies that the 

emergence of Deism was a simple process of ditching the more extravagant 

dogmas of Christianity and retaining the more acceptable ones – the more 

abstract, the better. He thinks that a complex set of changes in attitude are 

required before Deism is possible; he calls these changes ‘the anthropomorphic 

shift’. He sees it as requiring an environment of polite society where commerce, 

conversation, respect and tolerance are seen as high values which have replaced 

superstition, fanaticism and religious enthusiasm. According to the Deists, 
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Divine Providence is exhausted in setting up the rational and benign order of 

Nature; Providence does not intervene in particular ways to nudge events into a 

pattern that suits us. Correspondingly, virtue consists in living in a calm, 

disciplined way that harmonizes with the natural order; it is not a matter of 

cultivating other-worldliness or self-destructive asceticism. Following on from 

this is the loss of the sense that Divine Grace is necessary for virtue. We depend 

on God, as does all creation, but that dependence does not reach down into the 

particular dramas of our personal lives. Universal beneficence, rooted perhaps 

in Humean sympathy or Kantian duty, becomes a sufficient motive for living 

well. Scientific and technical advances contribute to this process of the rejection 

of transcendence. Knowledge and control of the environment increase, and 

confidence grows that nothing is in principle unknowable. We are no longer 

surrounded by mystery. Even the vestigial belief in an afterlife takes on a 

humanist interpretation: the next life is conceived as a cosy place of repose and 

reunion rather than an eschatological transformation announced by the blare of 

angelic trumpets and the cracking of tombs. 

 

Elites 

Deism was a response to the disenchantment of the world and the 

anthropomorphic shift. It took place over time and in various countries but it 

depended on the conscious efforts of intellectual elites. Elites are a recurring 

theme in Taylor’s’ account of secularism. He sees the rise of secularism, and 

indeed the much older tradition of reform within Christendom, largely in terms 

of an interactive tension between the elite and the mass of believers. Social 

movements need elites. They produce, sometimes unwittingly, an advanced 

guard which is more committed and more energetic than the mass of people 

who form the movement. They understand or think they understand more than 

the foot soldiers. They often develop restricted domains of knowledge, veiled as 

mysteries or protected by secrecy. The relationship is bound to be tense and the 

movement is not all one way: Taylor says ‘the process of elite-engendered 

destruction and popular recreation happened again and again’ – the very word 

‘elite’ sounds elitist which is a sign of our ambivalence towards the very idea.  

  

Elites are accused of lacking commonsense, of being out of touch with the 

practical wisdom of ordinary people. They are thought to lack common 

decency, because they do not recognise the restraints of everyday civic life. 

They lose communality of purpose and undervalue conviviality, comradeship 
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and community. Elites pester you. Sometimes the pestering becomes 

persecution and extermination. 

  

I heard the delightful Peter Hitchens on Any Questions? (12/08/2011) complain 

about ‘the London Liberal Elite’ who prevent anything effective being done to 

remedy the social ills that led to the recent riots. This is a low level example of 

resistance to elites. A much heavier example comes from Soviet Russia. The 

Bolshevik Party saw itself as the vanguard of the Proletariat: the workers required 

the leadership of dedicated, professional revolutionaries. But it ended up 

justifying inhumane policies in terms of high-minded objectives; it became 

manipulative; it generated its own objectives different from and antagonistic to 

the objectives of the people whose interests it was supposed to represent; it lost 

touch with the broad swathe of the population. 

  

Religious elites move in the same direction. Even leaving out the more baroque 

examples, like the Inquisitors or the Crusaders, who did become embroiled in 

persecution and extermination, religious elites can quickly become disconnected 

from the resources of the tradition. Religious Orders separate themselves out 

from the mass of the faithful, adopting ways of life - celibacy, poverty, silence - 

that are at odds with what ordinary people think central to their lives. 

  

This is what befell Deism. In its efforts to preserve an intellectually respectable 

form of religion it ended up losing what was, or had been thought to be, 

valuable about traditional belief. Commenting on Matthew Arnold’s ‘sense that 

the modern world lacked depth, and the modern self wholeness’, Taylor talks 

about being ‘cut off from the great currents of meaning which could transform 
our lives’, the ‘sense of being cut off from some great source’. (p. 380)  

  

Socrates’ criticism of religion led his contemporaries to prosecute him for "not 

believing in the gods of the state"
iv
. Deists were accused by their Christian 

contemporaries of atheism. It seems that the God of the philosophers cannot fill 

the gap left by the gods of Olympus or the God of Abraham. This at least is 

Taylor’s reading of the transitory appeal of Deism: 

‘Perhaps the crucial point was this: as attempts to hold on to some of the force 

of Christian piety, while dropping the Christian God of personal agency, these 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bolshevik
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Revolutionary
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middle positions didn’t have the staying power. In the end they could win minds 

but not hearts.’ (p. 389) 

  

Taylor represents Deism not just as the remnant of Christianity but as a new 

phenomenon, the result of an effort by religious minds to live with the 

‘anthropocentric shift’. It is a convincing account of eighteenth century Deism, 

but Deism, in some form or other, has been around from ancient times and 

flourishes even today. Intelligent Design is a Deistic notion; but even when 

Intelligent Design is rejected, Deism survives as a form of neo-Platonism. In a 

controversial article in The New York Times the physicist Paul Davis wrote: 

‘Over the years I have often asked my physicist colleagues why the laws of 

physics are what they are. The answers vary from “that’s not a scientific 

question” to “nobody knows.” The favorite reply is, “There is no reason they 

are what they are — they just are.” The idea that the laws exist reasonlessly is 

deeply anti-rational.’ I am not sure what Davis really means, but it sounds like 

neo-Platonism to me: reason-based laws are ultimate. 

  

Socrates in the Phaedo speaks for the Deists among us who just cannot bring 

themselves to accept that they live in a previously un-thought world. He tells us 

that he had been disappointed to find philosophers teaching that air or fire or 

some such was responsible for everything, then: 

‘One day I heard someone reading, as he said, from a book of Anaxagoras, and 

saying that it is Mind (Nous) that directs and is the cause of everything. I was 

delighted with this cause and it seemed to me good, in a way, that Mind should 

be the cause of all. I thought that if this were so, the directing Mind would 
direct everything and arrange each thing in the way that was best.’ Phaedo

v
  

 

Four profiles 

Assuming now my role as ironic aesthete, I want to apply these thoughts to 

transitions in personal belief. There is an analogy between the cultural phases 

that Taylor maps and the stages an individual goes through in their personal 

lives. If we ring the changes on the distinction between religion and the sense of 

the enchanted world, we can distinguish different person-types. Crude and all as 

the distinctions are, they are better than no distinctions. 
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The first type is the contented or, as Taylor calls him, the ‘unruffled’, believer 

(p.435); he is an unquestioning believer in an enchanted world. He need not be 

intellectually uncurious, but his curiosity is not sceptical. The person for whom 

religious belief comes naturally is not necessarily acting or thinking less 

rationally than a modern secularist. He could adopt Anselm’s motto: ‘fides 

quaerens intellectum’.
vi

  

  

The second characteristic type on the road to secularism is the dissident: a 

disbeliever in an enchanted world. He is in an uncomfortable position: he risks 

heroism or madness. He lives in a society in which the default position is to see 

the world in religious terms. He has to maintain his incredulity when everything 

around him speaks for transcendence and mystery.  

  

The next type is the unquiet believer, i.e. a believer in a disenchanted world. 

James Boswell wrote a famous account of his last conversation with David 

Hume. They touched briefly on the odd character of religious belief. Boswell 

thought it important enough to report it in direct speech: I told him that I 

believed the Christian religion as I believed history. Said he: ‘You do not 

believe it as you believe the Revolution’ ‘Yes’ said I, ‘but the difference is that I 

am not so much interested in the truth of the Revolution; otherwise I should 

have anxious doubts concerning it. A man who is in love has doubts about of the 
affection of his mistress, without cause’. 

  

Boswell claimed that his religious beliefs fit seamlessly into his secular beliefs. 

Hume challenges him: it is weird, he suggests, that Boswell says he believes in 

Christian doctrines – the Resurrection, the Virgin Birth - but really he does not 

believe them in the way he believes in ordinary mundane events. Boswell 

admits the difference and puts it down to his emotional involvement in the truth 

of Christian doctrines. Hume’s remark hits home because he is pointing up how 

uneasily Boswell’s religious beliefs sit in the disenchanted world that Boswell 

occupies. Boswell is in two minds. This schizophrenic predicament becomes a 

dominant theme with Victorian intellectuals like Matthew Arnold. 
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A fourth type, a disbeliever in a disenchanted world, is, you may think, a happy 

atheist. But Taylor has an interesting argument to suggest that it is not easy to 

reach the stage of being ‘an ‘untroubled exclusive humanist’:  

... the interesting issue is whether there could be unbelief without any sense of 

some religious view which is being negated ... If so, it would be different from 

our present world in one crucial respect. Unbelief for a great number of 

contemporary unbelievers is understood as an achievement of rationality. It 

cannot have this without a continuing historical awareness. It is a condition 

which can’t only be described in the present tense, but which also needs the 

perfect tense: a condition of ‘having overcome’ the irrationality of belief. (p. 

269) 

 

Apologia pro vita mea 

Where do I place myself on this route. Well, I started of as a believer in a 

disenchanted world and I ended up ‘a troubled exclusive humanist’. I first read 

the Wittgenstein’s Tractatus when I was about 20. The bits I could understand 

struck me as an expression of a religious attitude that I was already signed up to. 

I had come across something close to it in medieval philosophy, particularly as 

reworked by the post-Kantian Thomists - a strongly transcendental metaphysics 

with large doses of negative theology. But I was in an uncomfortable position. 

One aspect of this was my awareness of a hopeless dissonance between Whereof 

one cannot speak thereof be silent and the sentimentality and the mawkishness 

of Catholic piety? The purity and restraint of plain chant rubbed shoulders with 

‘Sacred Heart of Jesus fount of love and mercy’
vii

.  

  

Curiously, just last month in the Guardian James Wood, in an article ‘The New 

Atheism’ refers to the work of J.M. Coetzee, This mixture of the sentimental 

and the intellectual makes for an unstable compound, and Coetzee wants to 

dramatise, I think, how beliefs are not just held but actually lived – which is to 

say how they are often lived irrationally
viii

. Well, I own up to this unstable 

compound of the sentimental and the intellectual. But even now I question 

whether the conclusion ought to be that our beliefs ‘are often lived irrationally’. 

Perhaps the ‘compound’ is the (relatively) stable, natural way human beings 

hold ‘beliefs’. Intellectuals abstract pure propositions i.e. try to focus on 

propositional content without reference to its grounding in life; they isolate 

cognition from sensibility, i.e. what we know from the way experience things. 
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Only then, when we can work out the logical connections between propositions, 

does the possibility of irrationality enter in. 

  

Some of the reasons I felt this tension between sense and sensibility are just 

about me and not very interesting. But others are more illuminating and link to 

Taylor’s themes. For example, we Rome-educated seminarians developed a 

strong distinction between the mass of the faithful and the elite of which we 

were, of course, members. We had respect for people of simple faith – for the 

naive believer in an enchanted world; we genuinely believed (or tried to 

believe) that, untroubled by doubts and intellectual pride, the vice of the 

enlightened, they were better people than we. We were encouraged to read The 

Imitation of Christ (ca.1418-1427) which starts of with this thought: There is 

naturally in every man a desire to know, but what profits knowledge without the 

fear of God? Better of a surety is a lowly peasant who serves God, than a proud 

philosopher who watches the stars and neglects the knowledge of himself. And 

we were reminded that At the Day of Judgement we shall not be asked what we 
have read, but what we have done.

ix
  

  

But still we thought simple believers superstitious and sometimes this raised 

sharp problems about sincerity, I can remember taking part in some ceremonies 

with a very bad conscience: for example, on February 3
rd

 the feast of St Blaise, 

the patron saint of sore throats, the priest touches people’s throats with crossed 

candles. Here was a stark contrast between people in the same place at the same 

time occupying different worlds. Somehow one could buy into the Incarnation 

and Resurrection but not crossed candles as a cure for sore throats.  

  

Brutal scientism sees these experiences as crucial experiments which confront 

abstract ideologies with hard-edged facts and the failure to learn their lessons as 

wilful ignorance. Taylor refers Steve Bruce who says in Religion in Modern 

Britain that ‘there is no need for religious rites or spells to protect cattle against 

ringworm when you can buy a drench which has proven over and over to be an 

excellent cure for the condition’
x
. But Taylor won’t have it. He objects to this 

familiar point because it tends ‘to fudge …the complex, sometimes contradictory 

relation between the religions dominant in our civilization, Judaism and 

Christianity, and the enchanted world …’ (p. 428) Technology undermines the 

enchanted world but not necessarily religious experience. Crossed candles 

belong in the enchanted; the Incarnation belongs in religious experience. Taylor 

has more sympathy with the seminarian who is trying to retain his sense of ‘... 
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the deep embeddedness of religious practice ... ’ while not having the slightest 

inclination to believe in the efficacy of crossed candles. 

 

The chain of the hours 

About 40 years ago I wrote a fictionalized account of this period in my life. I 

certainly did not write to illustrate some theses about secularization. All I 

wanted to do was give a flavour of what it was like to live through those 

experiences. By good fortune, it now seems to me that I touched on a number of 

points that illustrate the tension Taylor is talking about. Both of my protagonists 

are caught up in an unhappy drift towards a secular attitude. My hero, me of 

course, called David in the story - goes to visit his friend, Darren, an American 

seminarian who is having a nervous breakdown. They have a conversation; at 

one point Darren says 

"The trouble is you have a Protestant soul. Have 1 explained to you 

the difference between the Protestant and the Catholic soul? Catholics 

get the idea of what their souls are like from St. Peter's Square, a 

great open space, bathed in sunlight, with classical lines all leading to 

a focal point where a column from an ancient culture reaches to the 

sky. Around the sides the colonnade is deep in shadow. Figures flit 

behind the columns, hurrying about their business, something 

important, something hidden. Dominating everything, the Basilica, 

God the Father, half-threatening, half-protective. The Protestant soul 

is modelled on the vault of a Swiss bank. Cold, white windowless 

walls, artificial light, and whatever it is full of - riches or nothing at 

all - the most valuable thing about it is that it is secret and it is all 

mine, under my own lock and key. Here is some theological grammar 

for you. The Protestant preposition is 'within'. The Catholic 

preposition is 'up'."  

  

As David was about to leave, Darren grabbed his hand and pulled 

him close. David noticed his immaculate teeth: Americans clean their 

teeth even when they have nervous breakdowns.  

"Certainly, can 1 bring anything for the man who has everything?"  

"No. Just come back. Visit those who are sick and in prison, and 

scared shitless. "  

"Okay."  

"1 said our lives are difficult and 1 believe that. But still the question 

that each of us must answer is very simple. Do 1 love Jesus with all 
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my heart and all my mind? And the answer lies within us. It depends 

on nothing but ourselves, on our own determination."  

"Is love so easily commanded?"  

"It isn't love if it is not."  

"Phooey."  

David left. He acknowledged the greeting of a student who passed 

him on the stairs. He was wearing a Snoopy T-shirt and carrying a 

baseball mitt.  

  

Darren thinks David is further down the road than he is. He accuses him 

of having lost the Catholic idea of the Church as a real sacred place and 

retreated into the idea that the only holy place is his inner world. He lives 

in a disenchanted world. And what constitutes the holiness of the inner 

world is that it is only place where complete autonomy is possible; he has 

substituted the Kantian Good Will for sanctification. He has lost the 

dynamic of transcendent yearning and replaced it with inner integrity: 

‘within’ rather than ‘up’. 

  

Darren’s attempt to deal with his own problem is to attempt to return to the 

untroubled love of Jesus – note, love of Jesus, not an intellectual fascination 

with some abstract idea of the divinity. He fantasizes about returning to simple 

faith. But he does not find it in his heart. That’s why he says it depends on 

ourselves, on our commitments. He says we can will to love something. This is 

the inconsistency in his predicament. That is why David says ‘Phooey’ and 

why, in my story, Darren goes to Lourdes and throws himself out of an hotel 

window
xi
. 

  

The last touch in the excerpt from my story is the Snoopy T-shirt and the 

baseball mitt: their intense conversation has taken place, whether they like it or 

not, in a disenchanted world.  

  

I showed this story to Freddie years ago. He was very restrained; all he said was 

that there were too many adjectives. So I condensed thousands of words down 

to another fictional conversation which takes place decades after those events in 

Rome.  In this new story, David is asked why he left the seminary he says: 

“Do you want the long story or the short story?” 
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“Whichever” 

“A friend of mine died, an American seminarian – well, he committed 

suicide. He went to Lourdes for a cure and threw himself out of a hotel 

window, and I thought ‘Enough is enough’.” 

“Is that the long or short version?” 

“The long. The short is - when I stopped believing in God, nothing else 

stopped, so I came home.” 
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