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Introduction 

We’re nearing the end of a book in the Book Club.  We’ve been reading it for months now and it’s 

quite a challenge.  It’s John Barton’s History of the Bible: The Book and its Faiths.  The author is 

describing how the Bible was written and what beliefs people have 
drawn from it. 

We’ve just finished the chapter on the Enlightenment, that 

intellectual revolution which discovered rationalism and began to 

question the truth of the faith-document we know as the Bible.  

Writers like Spinoza, Vatke, Strauss, Semler began to ask whether 

anything we read in the bible is true.  They questioned the cherished 

tradition that the Pentateuch (the name given to the first 5 books of 

the Old Testament) was written by Moses by pointing out that Moses 

describes his own death in the final pages!  For the writers of the 

Enlightenment, the Bible was a library of books edited over the ages 

and given its final form sometime around 500BC.  But Spinoza was excluded from the Synagogue for 

his writing, and others lost their university teaching posts. 

But all of their thinking has now been largely absorbed by most believing communities.  There are 

still a few die-hards, such as the Young Earth Creationists who teach that the Universe was created 
sometime around 5,000BC … as the Bible says. 

Respect science but don’t fall for scientism! 

Follow the evolving truths of science but don’t fall for scientism.  “Scientism is the unargued 

assertion that there is no ultimate truth or reality except what is disclosed by using the methods and 

descriptions of science”. 

“Touch me and see for yourselves” 

My first argument is an appeal coming from the Gospel story from Luke 

today:  

They were still talking about this when Jesus himself stood among them 

and said to them, ‘Peace be with you!’ In a state of alarm and fright, they 

thought they were seeing a ghost. But he said, ‘Why are you so agitated, 

and why are these doubts rising in your hearts? Look at my hands and 

feet; yes, it is I indeed. Touch me and see for yourselves; a ghost has no 

flesh and bones as you can see I have.’ And as he said this he showed them 

his hands and feet. Their joy was so great that they could not believe it, 
and they stood dumbfounded; 

There they are in the upper room, gathered in fear following the terrible events of the Passion and  

Death of Jesus the Nazarene, their betrayed, executed and buried leader.  And there he is among 
them, bold as brass, in their faces, and they simply can’t believe their eyes.  And he says:  

Touch me and see for yourselves; a ghost has no flesh and bones as you can see I have. 



Now try and see if you can find some truth in this event.  See could this mean anything other than 

what is written here?  Is there some way that this could make sense for me in my life experience?  Is 

there some resonance for me in my faith experience? 

And I beg you not to be a scientist!  One who holds that there is no ultimate truth or reality except 
what is disclosed by using the methods and descriptions of science. 

Etty’s story of “conversion” 

 My second argument comes from the experience of a 

little Jewish academic who lived in Amsterdam during 

the 2nd World War.  Here name was Etty Hillesum and 

she was what was called an “assimilated Jew” which 

means a jewish person who had more or less 

abandoned her faith and the synagogue.  (Perhaps 

there are many among us who have become 
assimilated catholics!?) 

Etty was an intellectual who came from a deeply dysfunctional family.  Dysfunctional through mental 

ill-health.  But she discovered the cure of therapy and began to find some order in her previously 

chaotic life.  There are a few points of certainty on which she is able to build a healthy life of 

relationships and work.  And at one moment, to her utter shock, she finds herself on her knees on a 
rush mat in the bathroom … praying. 

She is familiar with the Bible and with the New Testament.  Matthew’s Gospel has a special appeal 

to her.  There is no evidence that she becomes a Christian or that she rediscovers her Jewish faith.  

But her “coming to herself”, her cure, you might say draws her to a place of solidarity with the 

community, her community, the Jewish community that is being slowly annihilated around her.  She 

places herself at their service, deeply disappointed that so many of them cannot seem to find 

meaning in their destruction, try to run away from it rather than face it.  And she becomes a 

“luminous” person in the camp of Westerbork: the transitional camp from where all of the residents 
are transported to Auschwitz where they are destroyed … with Etty and her family. 

Etty has experienced a “conversion”. 

Conclusion 

Be open to the possibility that there is another way of looking at 

life than the scientific way of looking at life.  Be open to a 

different interpretation of suffering than simply seeing it as pure 

evil to be avoided at all costs.  And don’t fall into the trap if 
thinking that only what can be proved scientifically is truth. 

Being part of a church is sharing the journey with men and 

women who seek the truth not scientifically or blindly for that 

matter, but in a different way.  I always feel that Gospel Music 

offers a different path to truth.  Founded on the assurance that 

we are good, that we have integrity.  That we are loved and good, 
struggling but courageous, hesitant yet hopeful. 

Fr. Brendan McManus has brought out a couple of books around 

finding God in the Mess, Deeper into the Mess.  Apparently one 



priest phoned him up looking for copies but thought it was called Finding God in the Mass! 


