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What are the psychological roots of faith beliefs?  Can we make our 

own rules for life or are we subject to a higher level of meaning? Can 

we dispense with religion as a ‘virus of the mind’, or are even atheists 

fundamentally religious deep down?

Jordan B Peterson and Susan Blackmore debate these questions and more 

in the first episode of The Big Conversation.

Jordan B Peterson has become a popular public intellectual in recent years 

for his popular online lectures and his stance against political correctness. 

The Canadian psychology professor has also debated influential atheists 

on the value of religious belief, a theme which features prominently in his 

bestselling book 12 Rules for Life : An Antidote to Chaos.
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Susan Blackmore is a psychologist, lecturer and author of books including 

The Meme Machine and Seeing Myself: the new science of out of body 

experiences. She views many forms of religion as fundamentally negative 

for human flourishing and has written that: “religions are an example, 

par excellence, of memeplexes that use wicked tricks to ensure their own 

survival.”

Their conversation ranges across the benefits and problems of religion, the 

new atheism, cultural memes, meaning and Peterson’s own increasingly 

strong regard for historic Christianity and the value of Bible stories.
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JB: Welcome to The Big Conversation here on Unbelievable with me, 

Justin Brierley. The Big Conversation is a series of shows exploring 

faith, science, philosophy, and what it means to be human in 

association with the Templeton Religion Trust.

Today, our conversation topic is the psychology of belief and do we 

need God to make sense of life? 

Well, The Big Conversation partners I’m sitting down with today are 

Jordon B Peterson and Susan Blackmore. 

Jordon Peterson is a professor of Psychology at the university of 

Toronto and author of the new book, ‘12 Rules for Life: An Antidote 

to Chaos’. Jordan rose to prominence in 2016 when his stance on free 

speech and the threat of legal action for refusing to use transgender 

pronouns created a media storm, but since then many new people 

have discovered his academic work, including a very popular lecture 
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series on the psychology and wisdom of ancient bible stories. And his 

new book, ’12 Rules for Life’ distils much of the wisdom into a guide to 

leading a meaningful life. 

Our other guest is Susan Blackmore. She’s a psychologist, lecturer 

and author of books on consciousness and evolutionary psychology, 

including ‘The Meme Machine’ and ‘Seeing Myself: the new science 

of out-of-body experiences’. And she views many forms of religion 

as fundamentally negative for human flourishing. She’s written, for 

instance, that religions are an example par excellence of memeplexes 

that use wicked tricks to ensure their own survival.

Well, today we will be looking at the psychological roots of faith 

beliefs. Can we make our own rules for life or our we subject to some 

higher level of meaning? And are even atheists fundamentally religious 

deep down? I’m really looking forward to today’s conversation, so, 
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Susan and Jordon, welcome along to the programme.

I will start with you, Jordan. You’re a hard man to categorise in many 

ways. Your work actually attracts attention from both believers and 

non-believers. And many who say that you’ve actually made them 

reconsider their views about religion, especially many atheists I’ve 

heard of who’ve said your work opens up things in a new way. 

For yourself, do you tend to just describe yourself as a religious man at 

all?

JP: I would definitely describe myself as a religious man, yes. I think that’s 

fundamentally true. The devils in the detail; what does that mean exactly?

JB: In the sense that I was going to ask, you know, I’ve seen you been 

asked the question: Do you believe in God? And that’s not a question 

you necessarily find terribly easy to answer.

JP: Well, I don’t know what people mean when they say ‘believe’. It’s as if a 

question explains itself like it doesn’t. What do you mean by believe? What 

do you mean by God and what makes you think that the question that I’m 

answering is the same one that you’re asking?

If this is not something that you can say, ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to in any 

straightforward manner. So I find it an off-putting question. And I don’t 

think it’s because I’m avoiding the issue, I think that to answer it properly 

requires books and lectures…
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JB: Do you see yourself at least in the Christian tradition as far as your 

world view…

JP: Well, there is no doubt about that because I’m a Westerner. There is 

no escape from that. I’m conditioned in every cell as a consequence of the 

Judaeo-Christian worldview. And so I’ve read a fair bit in other religious 

traditions and have a reasonable grasp on some of them I would say, not 

trying to overestimate my knowledge, but we’re saturated in Judaeo-

Christian ethics and so...

JB: I’ve seen you say that you certainly live your life as though God 

exists.

JP: Yes, I would say well to the best of my ability, right? And I think that’s 

the fundamental hallmark of belief is how you act, not what you say about 
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what you think. What do you know about what you think? Seriously, I 

mean, we wouldn’t need a psychology, anthropology, sociology, any of the 

humanities if our thoughts were transparent to ourselves. They’re not in 

the least.

JB: And you’ve been willing to be quite critical as well as some of the 

new atheists, so, Sam Harris, Daniel Dennett, Richard Dawkins. What 

have you made of their particular way of approaching religion?

JP: They just don’t take it seriously enough. As far as I am concerned, they 

don’t contend with the real thinkers. 

SB: I know all three of them very well and I have great arguments with 

them and they seem to be taking it seriously. I know what you mean, there’s 

a certain sort of superficiality in the writings of all of them. But as people I 

find they really care about 

JP: Oh they care! There’s no doubt about that. And it’s not like I’m not 

sympathetic to the atheist or rationalist claim. I’m perfectly sympathetic 

to it, but I don’t believe that the level of discussion that’s characteristic of 

Dawkins and Dennett and Sam Harris approaches the level of complexity of 

say, Friedrich Nietzsche or Dostoevsky.

SB: Well that would be asking quite a lot wouldn’t it!

JP: But if you’re going to play in that arena, you’re going to play with the 

heavy weights.
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JB: What I’ve noticed is that it’s a lot of people who maybe, up to a 

point, have been interested in what those people have been saying from 

the new atheists are also interested in what you’re saying. There’s an 

interesting sort of correlation there. And why is it that, especially some 

of these, you know, potentially – I see a lot of men in this audience, 

are coming to you, Jordan, to sort of sit at your feet and hear what you 

have to say at this point.

JP: Well, the new atheists have a hell of a time with an active ethic. You 

know, they say, ‘well, you can build an ethic on rationality’. Well, first of 

all, that’s not self-evident. It’s possible, but it’s by no means self-evident. 

And their essential existential concept is rather hollow. Like with Harris, 

for example, I talked to him twice on two different podcasts, and we never 

really got to his sense of what the ideal society might be. But I’ve read his 

writings on the maximisation of wellbeing, for example, and that’s just not 
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going anywhere. You can’t even measure it properly. And if you’re thinking 

about something like that scientifically that turns out to be like, that’s not a 

problem, it’s a catastrophic problem.

SB: But Sam really goes deeply into the consequences of meditation 

and he tells stories about his own experience of how behaviour changes. 

Compassion seems to arise naturally. This is not based on rationality - 

which is not everything and I would agree with you there - it’s based on 

practical experience, training in observing one’s own thoughts which is 

also of interest to you, and in the way behaviour changes in ways which he 

would say – and also query whether it’s true – that it’s better behaviour. 

That being compassionate and kind to people is better. 

We can’t have some great underlying reason why, if you don’t have God, 

you know, it’s a very difficult question. You’ve got to find some basis. But 

even without one, Sam is trying to say, as I would, that if you spend a lot 

of time meditating and really coming to understand yourself and see the 

consequences of certain thoughts and actions, then better actions follow.

That’s one of the things I like about his work.

JP: I’m certainly not questioning his ethical integrity or his commitment 

to these problems, although I certainly don’t think that compassion or 

kindness constitutes sufficient grounds for transcendent ethic. Not in the 

least. Partly because both – and I can speak to both – technically to some 

degree compassion is associated with the trait agreeableness fundamentally. 

And agreeableness is a great short-term strategy for infants. But it’s a very 

bad medium to long term strategy for adults. And it’s by no means the 

ground upon which an entire complex society can rest. 
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And that’s partly what you see playing out right now in the political world 

because the politically correct types are very high in compassion. We 

have research that demonstrates that. But that ethic doesn’t work for a 

sophisticated society.

JB: We were only doing introductions, we’re already well into the…

SB: It’s my fault, I started it, I interrupted!

JB: But let’s come to you, Sue. You may be familiar to some 

Unbelievable listeners who have already heard you on the show before.

I think you’re happy to describe yourself as an atheist. Does that mean 

for you that you are a naturalist; someone who is committed to a 

view that the material world can be fully explained ultimately by - our 

experiences can be fully explained by a purely material world?
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SB: No, I mean, I’m sign up in a way to naturalism groups and beliefs, but, 

because I work on consciousness such a lot and the problem of how do we 

relate the mind/body problem, you know, here’s this table, here’s my glass 

of water? We all agree that if I go like this (pouring action) it will go all 

over the place (and ruin the microphones) how does that relate to my, the 

taste of the water. You know, these fundamental problems mean I have big 

queries about naturalism as you described it there. 

In a much broader sense, yes. As you know, and many listeners will know, I 

started out being a para-psychologist and rejected ideas of clairvoyance and 

telepathy and ghosts and poltergeist because of lack of evidence. So, that’s 

one way to naturalism to throw that lot out. 

I was brought up like you as a Christian, and I threw that out because in the 

end it didn’t make sense to me. So that’s another way to say I’m left with 

naturalism. 

But I’m not left with a naturalism that explains everything. I’m left with 

a feeling that that’s what I want to try to do; to understand what’s going 

on here? In minds, in bodies, in tables and glasses of water and it’s very 

difficult.

JB: You’re well known for picking up the idea of memes, that sort of 

originated at some level with Richard Dawkins, the idea of an idea 

propagated across generations. And you even went as far as to describe 

religion as a virus of the mind in terms of its memetic.

SB: That was Richard’s term, but yes, okay.
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JB: Is that a kind of view you would still stand by today?

SB: Yes. But you’ve got to be careful about what you mean by a virus. I 

mean, I think if – I often say in lectures - imagine a continuum between 

what you mean as being a virus and it’s really bad, you know, it’s like the flu 

virus or 

JB: Usually we think of a virus in negative terms.

SB: Yes, and they aren’t always. So, imagine that you think religion is 

utterly bad. Or you think religion is utterly wonderful and utterly good. And 

all in between. I think Richard is way down there. And I’m somewhere here. 

I think, by and large, on balance, the world would be a better place without 

any religions. 

But, religions would not thrive if they didn’t have within them things which 
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are positive. I mean, we know at a personal level and at a society level, the 

worst societies are more religious. On a personal level, there is evidence 

that people are happier and they have better social connections and so on 

if they are religious. So, I don’t think we would be stuck with these horrible 

memes if it weren’t for the fact that they also have some good qualities.

JB: What do you make of the whole meme theory and the fact that Sue 

does feel ultimately…

JP: I think it’s a shallow derivation of the idea of architype. And that 

Dawkins would do well to read some Jung. In fact, if he thought farther and 

wasn’t as blinded by his a priori stance about religion, he would have found 

that the deeper explanation of meme is in fact architype.

SB: I disagree. 

JB: Can you just first of all explain architype for those who are perhaps 

not familiar with that particularly psychological…

JP: Well, architype is party a pattern of behaviour that’s grounded in 

biology. So it’s the behaviour itself. So you can think about that as both 

the instinct and the manifestation of that instinct. But it’s also the 

representation of that pattern. So part of what’s coded in our mythological 

stories for example are images of typical patterns of behaviour. And those 

are the typical patterns of behaviour that make us human. I really want 

to have this discussion about memes by the way, because it’s really a 

discussion that needs to be had, because I think that the meme idea is very 

interesting and I do think that there are contagious ideas, but that needs to 

be chased down much deeper because there are ideas that are so contagious 
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that we’ve actually adapted to them biologically.

And so, and once that happens, they’re not only… they’re no longer merely 

memes, they’re something else. They are built into us. It can give you kind 

of example of that (architypes). Imagine – I have to try to do this relatively 

rapidly, it’s very complicated so I’m hoping I can do it.

So, imagine that we live in dominant societies - we don’t have to imagine 

that, that happens to be the case. There are at least 350 million years old, 

so they are really, really old. So the idea of the architype of dominance is 

older than our ability to perceive trees, right? It’s really down there and our 

nervous system is fully adapted to the existence of dominance hierarchies. 

It’s one of the things the serotonergic system tracks. 

Okay, so now, we also know that your position in a dominant society, 

especially if you are male, is proportionate to your reproductive success. 
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The higher you are up in the hierarchy, the more likely you are to succeed. 

Okay, so what that means is that males have been selected for their ability 

to move up the dominance hierarchy. But that’s not quite right. They 

have been selected for their ability to move up the set of all possible 

dominance hierarchies. And that’s a very abstract set. And there is a set 

of characteristics that go along with the ability to move up the set of all 

possible dominance hierarchies that’s represented in religious terms as the 

optimal ethical manner in which to conduct yourself.

And that’s not a meme that’s casually passed from person to person; it’s 

way, way deeper.

SB: I think you’re being unfair to memes. I would make this response here 

about the difference between memes and architypes. So, architypes are 

there whether we have memes or not. All of that history of evolution is 

there. So we have ideas about sex differences or ideas about dominance 

is a very good example, that don’t require memes. They can then become 

memes, and a meme by definition, as Dawkins started it out, is that which is 

imitated or that which is copied from person to person. 

So the idea of dominance hierarchies can be a meme. And all the ideas we 

build on top of that as long as we pass it from person to person. 

JP: We can certainly think of hierarchies as memes from ones that are no 

more than fads that wash across the culture to ones that are permanent and 

enduring.

SB: But you are trivialising I think the power of the idea of memes is 

this: we have the first replicator genes on the planet, and we know the 
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consequences of that: producing all these organisms. 

But the idea about memes is that they are second replicator. So genes are 

copied by chemical processes in bodies. Memes are copied by imitation and 

other kinds of interactions between human beings and very little in any 

other species at all. And that’s what gives rise to culture. 

So, the whole theory about memes is one of many ways of trying to 

understand the evolution of culture. And in that way, I say it’s not trivial at 

all.

JB: Quick response and I want to move on to talking about the 12 rules, 

Jordan.

JP: The issue is what happens when a meme is so widely distributed it 

becomes a determining factor in evolution itself. 
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SB: Meme-gene co-interaction.

JP: Exactly, that’s where I think the religious… for me, that’s the grounds 

of the essential religious instinct. It’s a meme/gene interaction, which 

goes back forever. And then, so, I’ll finish with this, because once you see 

that there’s a meme-gene interaction and that there’s selection in favour 

of a certain meme, let’s say, then you open up the entire question of what 

constitutes the underlying reality. Because - this is something I try to have 

a talk with about Sam Harris and we are going very rapidly – you could say 

that reality is that which selects.

Now, it’s not exactly a materialistic viewpoint, it’s more of an evolutionally 

viewpoint. And if reality is that which selects, then what’s selected by that 

reality is in some sense correct. Now, that’s not, well, this is why…

SB: I think that’s a big claim you’re adding there now.

JP: I know it’s a big claim, but it’s also the central claim of pragmatism.

JB: Let’s move it on just a bit, because this is all fascinating stuff, 

but I do want to talk about the book which I read and found really 

interesting, Jordan. 12 Rules for Life, very much drawing actually on 

your biblical series as well. And that was interesting to me, it’s almost 

like psychological theology or something like that, I’m not sure what 

term to give it. But you constantly draw throughout it, it’s a rule book 

for helping people to lead meaningful lives, very practical in that sense, 

but, stacked with illustrations and stories from biblical stories, Adam 

and Eve, the flood, Cain and Able and so on, and Jesus as well. 
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Why is that particularly been your focus recently to explain life and 

psychology from this very religious standpoint? 

JP: I wouldn’t say recently; I think I’ve been doing this since about 1985. 

But the reason that – there’s multiple reasons – the reason, fundamental 

reason is because I was trying to solve two problems, three problems I 

would say. One would be the problem of how to live in the face of the 

undeniable tragedy of life. The other is what to do with the fact that 

malevolence exists. 

And, well, those are the two most fundamental questions. And they are 

interrelated because what happens is that the apprehension of tragedy is 

one of the things that drives people towards malevolence. I’ve a chapter in 

there called, ‘Don’t criticise the world until you’ve put your house in order. 

And I draw writings there from some of the worst people whose actions 

I’m familiar with, like Columbine high school shooters and mass murderer 

named Carl Panzram, whose a very insightful person. And I’ve tried to track 

how it is that people develop a malevolent attitude towards being I would 

say. Towards life. And that’s intrinsically associated with tragedy. 

Well, these great stories that we have, part of the substructure of our 

culture, our antidotes to both malevolence and tragedy. That’s what – 

I mean that, I’m not necessarily even saying that there’s a successful 

antidotes - but the reason that they were formulated, the deep reason is as a 

response to the tragic conditions of life and to malevolence. 

And then my experience in delving in to these stories is that the farther I 

delve into them, the deeper they get, and that never ends. Just when I think 

I’ve got to the bottom of the story – like the story of Cain and Abel – which 

is like 12 sentences long. I mean, its’ so short, it’s unbelievable. It has no 
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bottom. And that’s a really fascinating phenomenon. I guess it’s partly -the 

bible is a hyperlink text, you know. So that every verse refers to many other 

verses and so you never get to the end of it in some sense. But then it’s also 

hyperlinked with the entire culture around it. And so, and then I also think 

that because the stories in Genesis especially the first part of Genesis, are 

deeply memetic in the sense that you’ve been describing that they have a 

kind of biological depth that’s unparalleled as well. Yes, they have a life of 

their own, that’s for sure. A life that lasts a lot longer than the mere lives of 

mortals, let’s say.

JB: And you, the rules all have, you know, quite fun titles in a way. In 

fact, I think they originally came from a blog post you put up on the 

internet website, but you’ve obviously developed them in all kinds 

of different ways. ‘Stand up straight with your shoulders back’. ‘Rule 

number 2: Treat yourself like someone you are responsible for helping’. 

‘Number 3: Make friends with people who want the best for you’, and 

so on. 

I guess I’d be interested to know what your response – having had a 

chance to look at the book – is to this way of looking at life and how we 

create meaning for ourselves in the process?

SB: Argh, is my reaction, if you like. It’s so full of lovely stories, really 

interesting, thought-provoking stories. Wisdom, lots of wisdom all over the 

place. Then the bible stories, then this leap…

JB: You don’t understand that? You don’t get why the bible is being 

imposed?
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SB: Well, I get it in the sense that those stories – many of them – are very 

deep and have something to tell us. But it’s the way, I think, that Jordan 

kind of slithers from a good idea about this might be a good way to live your 

life, to this story. I mean, let me give you example. 

You talk about great knowledge about the evolutionary arms race between 

the size of babies heads and the size of women’s pelvises. And this is 

something that has always fascinated me, I think it’s meme driven, that 

we’ve ended up with childbirth being painful, as I well know and you 

probably don’t, how painful it is. And for those reasons. 

But then later in the book, you bring in the story of Adam and Eve and how 

God says, you know, women will suffer and, you know, and so on. And the 

implication, not clearly stated, but the implication to the reader is; God did 

it. On the one hand you are saying, look, we evolved this way. This pain and 

suffering is an inevitable consequence of the way that evolution has played 
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out. And in the other you’re kind of alluring people into believing that God 

actually made that. And the even worse than that, the idea that it, at least 

speaks to me, that somehow we’re so bad and deserve all that suffering. 

Which in other places is a book you try and get rid of that we shouldn’t feel 

so wicked and bad.

JB: How do you respond to that, Jordan?

JP: Well, you asked earlier about, you were talking about psychological 

theology. I did this lecture series on Genesis, 15 lectures on Genesis. 

And it was called a psychological interpretation of the biblical stories. A 

psychological approach to the biblical stories. And I’ve been trying to do 

that, like I’m not a theologian, even though I’m very interested in these 

stories. And what I was trying to do with – see, I do believe that a biblical 

text are foundational. I believe it in the Nietzschain sense. Nietzsche of 

course announced famously in the 1800s that God was dead and the typical 

rationalist atheist regards that as a triumphalist proclamation. 

But that wasn’t that for Nietzsche. Nietzsche knew perfectly well, and 

said immediately afterward, that the consequences of that was going to be 

bloody catastrophe because everything was going to fall. And he predicted 

the rise of communism, for example, and the deaths of tens of millions 

of people in the aftermath of the death of God. Because Nietzsche knew 

perfectly well that when you pull the cornerstone out from underneath 

a building that even though it may stay aloft in mid-air like a cartoon 

character that’s wandered off a cliff for some period of time, that it will 

inevitably crumble. And that it would be replaced by something that’s 

perhaps far worse. 
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Now Nietzsche hoped it would be replaced by man’s ability to recreate 

meaning spontaneously out of his psyche, for example, which I think is a 

doomed enterprise. But he knew that in the interval it would be replaced 

by both nihilism and Communist totalitarianism, which is a hell of a 

prediction, because it was done like 40 years before the events actually 

unfolded.

SB: Well, you can see it that way, but if that is the case, why do we have 

evidence that the most dysfunctional societies today are the most religious? 

For example, in the USA, if you go across different states, the higher belief 

in God or proclaimed belief in God, or whatever you think that means, 

the more murders, suicide, marital breakdown, various measures of what 

dysfunction society are.

JP: Well, it depends on how you define religion in part. I mean, first of all, 

America is a very religious country. And to think of it as a country that is 

doing worse than other countries in the world is just not the case at all.

SB: Well, it’s incarceration rate is higher than any other.

JP: Well, true, but so is the standard of living. And, what would you say, 

the ability to provide the basic essentials of life for people and the essential 

freedoms that go along with that. You wouldn’t compare that to an African 

dictatorship, for example.

SB: No, but most of these standards have been done only in developed 

societies. But there if you look at equality that’s much worse than the 

States. So yes, a lot of people in the States have a very high standard of 

living, but the poorest are really poor. And, you know, with Obama Care 
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being dismantled and so on… but nevertheless, let me go back to that point. 

We know that more dysfunctional societies have higher proclaimed belief, 

higher attendance at church and so on. Now, this doesn’t fit with what 

you are saying. Now, Nietzsche’s ideas are very profound and interesting 

but I just want to stop you from saying that he was absolutely right about 

somehow if we get rid of God we’re going to be worse because we have very 

well-functioning societies in Scandinavia for example

JP: We were pretty bad in the 20th century.

SB: Yes, people were.

JP: And we can easily drift that way again.

SB: And there have been terrible bad things done in the name of God 

and there have been terrible bad things in the name of communism and 

atheism. I don’t think we can – I don’t want to weigh them up.

JP: I’ll weigh them up, no problem.

SB: You’ll weight them up and you’ll say… but then you have to go against 

this evidence that I’ve just stated.

JB: Jordan, come back on this evidence. I mean, obviously from her 

perspective, Sue feels like actually we’ve got pretty stable societies that 

are increasingly secular these days. So perhaps Nietzsche was wrong? 

And, in fact, we are not going to see this moral decay?
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JP: Well, I would say they are stable to the degree that they are actually 

not secular. And this is also a Nietzschain observation and a Dostoevsky 

observation for that matter, is that we are living on the corpse of our 

ancestors, like we always have, that’s a very old idea. But that stops being 

nourishing and starts to become rotten unless you replenish it. And I don’t 

think we are replenishing it, we are in danger of running- we’re living on 

borrowed time and are in danger of running out of it.

I think that the reason that the Western societies essentially work quite 

well is because they act out a Judaeo- Christian ethic and one that 

is essentially predicated on utmost regard for the sovereignty of the 

individual. So the individual is sovereign in relationship to the state - which 

is a remarkable idea and one that’s fundamentally religious in its essence 

- in my mode of thinking. And it’s also predicated on a speech and there’s 

other predicates as well, but those are religious predicates in my estimation.

JB: There is a section actually, Sue, in Jordan’s book where he says this; 

‘Christianity elevated the individual soul, placing slave and master, 

commoner and nobleman alike on the same metaphysical footing, 

rendering them equal before God and the law. It’s nothing short of a 

miracle’.

 

He has a very high view of what Christianity has done for the world, 

whether or not it’s objectively true. What do you take from it?

SB: Well, that evidence that I was discussing earlier that there’s plenty 

of now that the most dysfunctional societies are also the most believing 

societies. There are lots of hypotheses about why that it the case, but I 

would like to challenge Jordan on the implication that he put before that 
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because a lot of our moral stance today comes from religion - and not all of 

it does - that it has to have that as a basis. I don’t think it does. 

I feel very grateful to live in a country where now, at last, the majority are 

not religious. It’s just tipped over in the latest polls. And, in fact, coming 

up on the train from Devon today, I got chatting with various people, the 

assumption that I find here I don’t know what it’s like in Canada, is I always 

start with assuming someone is an atheist and it nearly always turns out to 

be there. Oh yea, all of that religion stuff, you know, it’s very, very common 

in this country. 

Now, we have not descended into being a terrible country. We have, you 

know, yes, we have our problems

JB: We are still fairly early on in the experiment I suppose of ditching 

God
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JP: Ten years.

SB: Yes, I will await with interest and hope I live long enough to see. But 

then if we look at many of the Scandinavian countries which are way ahead 

of us in that move, they have wonderful health systems, welfare states, 

support for people out of work and so…

JB: I’d be interested in hearing your response to all this, Jordan. We 

can divorce the good principles that we may have had in some respects 

from religion from religion ultimately and still leave perfectly happy 

secular lives?

JP: Well, see a lot of this depends on your definition of religion. Like, I 

know perfectly well from my own empirical studies that there is at least two 

disparate sets of phenomena that might be regarded as religious, right? 

There’s the dogmatic element which is really what Sue is referring to 

when she talks about the pathology of religious belief. And there’s the 

spiritual element. And the dogmatic element tends to appeal to people who 

are essentially conservative in their temperamental nature; I mean that 

scientifically speaking. And the meaningful element, the spiritual element, 

let’s say, tends to appeal to people who are liberal in their temperamental 

fundamentals.

And religion, overall, is a continual dialogue between the dogmatic element 

and the spiritual element and if either of those exceeds it proper boundaries 

then there is a degenerative consequence. Like if the spiritual types get the 

upper hand then the structure disappears. And if the dogmatic types get the 

upper hand then everything clamps down into too much stasis. 
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So, to make a direct claim, say, between the existence of dogmatic belief 

and the pathology of society and then to assume that it encompasses the 

entire relationship between religion and the functioning of society I think 

is based upon a narrowing of, an unfortunate narrowing, of the definition of 

what constitutes religious. 

But then, back to the idea that our moral claims can be divorced from 

religious substrate – it depends on what you mean, and here we go with the 

definition – by moral substrate. You know, or religious substrate. 

Let’s say that I regard you as a sovereign individual. Well, the question 

is, what does that mean? It might just be an opinion. It might just be a 

meme. It might be reflective of something far deeper. So deep that if we 

transgressed against it, it would be fatal. And my investigations have 

convinced me that that’s exactly the case: that although it may be a rational 

claim, it may be an enlightenment claims as well, that there’s something 
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underneath it that’s so much deeper than that. To reduce it to mere 

rationality, to mere enlightenment claims, is to do it an immense disservice. 

And also to fall prey, I would say, to post-modern quandary. Because the 

post-modern quandary is all: belief systems are equally invalid, something 

like that. And that’s a real problem when you try to erect a belief system 

on purely rational axioms. So, and you can’t – besides that, you can’t even 

do it. It’s like, I don’t respect you as an individual for rational memes. The 

rationality didn’t precede my respect for you. It’s way deeper than that. It’s 

embodied, for example, it’s built into our emotions, our motivations.

JB: You have this issue with rationalism and the enlightenment and 

so on, where you feel that those who appeal to that are somehow, 

we’re in this golden age now, are forgetting that it’s all built on a much 

deeper, longer, evolutionary, psychological history which is completely 

different to rationalism per se?

JP: I see, university professor, let’s take Dawkins for example. He’s the 

sovereign rational individual, but there’s a wall around him; that’s the wall 

that saved his university and then outside the university there’s the wall of 

the town. And outside the town there’s the wall of the state and the wall of 

the country. And there’s just this concentric rings that are protecting him. 

And he can stand in the middle and say, well, I’m divorced from all that. It 

doesn’t undergird me. It’s like, it undergirds you to a degree that you can’t 

possibly imagine. And you’re living on the, really it is the resources that 

have been gathered, painfully, and bloodily in the past and saying, well, we 

can just detach our self from that and float off. It’s like, no you can’t, you 

don’t understand what you are talking about.
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SB: All that leads me to gratitude for all that we have. I mean, I recognise 

that nothing to do with any religious basis at all. I recognise that I cannot 

come on the train here, have a really interesting discussion, meet Justin 

again, have a nice glass of cool water, without a load of other people doing 

it for me. That gratitude, which is one of the things that you, quite rightly, 

put into your book, it gives good place to it, and it’s a very important. That 

doesn’t come from anything religious unless you say because I was brought 

up a Christian it came from there. But I don’t base it on that anymore. 

JP: Where do you think it comes from?

SB: I think it comes from a recognition that - I have done a lot of 

meditation, I meditated every day for 30 years and I think this has 

something to do with it - but it’s observing the inner consequences of 

different ways of confronting the world. 

And I’m much more in recent years in the habit of waking up in the 

morning, even if it’s raining in January in England, and looking out and 

going, ahh. And it’s a feeling of gratitude, as we discussed in our last 

discussion, not gratitude towards God or towards anybody or anything, just 

free floating gratitude. That seems to have a positive consequence. I set the 

day up better and it’s kind of self-perpetuating, it pops up again and again.

JB: Do you think you can just have gratitude in general or must 

gratitude always be given towards something and ultimately God?

JP: That’s a good question. That goes back to our discussion about acting 

things out. Like, gratitude is something you feel towards something. 

And you can say, well I don’t feel it towards anything in particular. And 
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I would say, alright, diffuse nothing that you feel towards serves in your 

psychological hierarchy as your equivalent of God.

SB: Ah, no, but it’s gratitude. This morning, for example, I looked out and 

it was so green. We’ve had frosts and it’s been white the last few days and it 

was green this morning and it was just gratitude to the universe, if you like. 

It’s not really God because it’s not the creator, it’s not anything I can pray 

to, it’s..

JP: Why feel gratitude towards it then?

SB: I don’t know. I know that you tackle in this book that happiness is not 

an ultimate good, and I struggle..

JP: No, it’s not an ultimate goal. I didn’t say it wasn’t an ultimate good.

SB: Alright, okay.

JP: There is a big difference between those things.

SB: Alright you’ve picked me up correctly on that. 

Nevertheless, we are happiness seeking creatures, and I have found through 

practice and growing older that acting gratitude, thinking gratitude, feeling 

gratitude makes me happier and seems to rub off on other people. 

JP: I don’t think we are happiness seeking creatures. And I think it’s a low 

goal. Not because there’s something wrong with being happy because, you 

know, thank God if you get to be happy now and then. But I don’t think 



34

Do we need God to make sense of life?

Jordan B Peterson, Susan Blackmore & Justin Brierley

that that’s what we seek. I think we seek a meaning that’s deep enough to 

sustain us through tragedy. And that is way different.

SB: Do you know, when I hit some – tragedy is too strong a word – I think, 

but when horrible things happen to me, or I feel or I read some terrible 

thing going on in the world, yes, those are tragedies going on in the world. 

My response is; nothing matters. It’s all empty and meaningless. This is 

how the world is. Get used to it. Get on with it, girl. 

JB: That sounds like a very zen, Buddhist way of dealing with meaning?

SB: I guess it is.

JP: Well, it’s a paradoxical though. The first part of that is nihilistic and the 

second part isn’t. So how do you reconcile those two things? Why ‘get on 

with it girl’?

SB: Because – here’s another thing – I’ve often done this with my students. 

Let’s suppose you become Nihilistic, nothing matters, there’s no point in 

doing that. I mean, I think we live in a pointless universe. What are you 

going to do? And I say to them, like William James in his wonderful thing 

about getting up in the morning, but that’s sort of slightly different point 

that he makes there. 

But I say to them, ‘okay, tomorrow morning when you wake up, think, it’s 

all pointless, there is no point in doing anything’. Now, what are you going 

to do? Well, actually, you’re going to need to go to the loo. You’re going to 

get out of bed and you’re going to go to the bathroom. And when you’re 

there you think, actually I’m hungry, I think I want to go down to the 

kitchen. Oh, I probably should put my slippers on. Why don’t I get dressed? 



35

Do we need God to make sense of life?

Jordan B Peterson, Susan Blackmore & Justin Brierley

You go and have something to eat. And then you think, I’m bored, so you go 

to university and go to your lectures. 

And, you know, we are not creatures who will just not do anything. To me, 

to go through that process which I’ve done in the past a lot and it’s just 

natural now, is a very positive way of living. To accept the meaningless and 

ultimate emptiness of everything, and accept that this creature here, this 

thing, this evolved creature, just will get on with life. 

JP: But you’re not accepting the meaninglessness of it, even by going 

through those actions that you described.

SB: You don’t think so? How can you say that?

JP: Because you’re acting as if those things are meaningful.

SB: Yes, I am.

JB: Are you pretending that they are meaningful?

SB: No, I’m not pretending. My way of putting it would be that those 

meanings are constructed by myself and others because the kind of 

creatures we are, because of the memeplexes…

JP: But they are not constructed. Hunger isn’t constructed, neither is your 

desire to use the loo. None of that’s constructed.

SB: No. But the fact that there is the loo is part of culture.
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JP: Yes, well thank God for that! 

SB: Oh, you’d thank God would you? Sorry, that’s a poor joke.

JP: So see. So, imagine this: you have the proximal meanings you describe 

that are sort of a priori, right? They are handed to you. You might consider 

them as needs or drives, although they are not, they are personalities. It’s 

not the right way of conceptualising them. 

But then there’s the intermingling of all those needs and drives, let’s say, 

and that constitutes a new layer of structure because it isn’t just that you 

have to eat and that you have to use the washroom and that you have to have 

something to drink and that you have to be warm enough or cool enough to 

survive. It’s that you have to do all those things at the same time, in a situation 

where you’re going to have to propagate that across time. And you’re going to 

have to do it with a bunch of other people. And it’s always been like that. 

And so what that means is that, out of those proximal meanings, higher 

meanings arise. And you might say, well, those meanings are arbitrary and I 

would think those are religious meanings.

SB: I wouldn’t say they are arbitrary, but I would say they were constructed. 

It’s very interesting reading your book…

JP: What do you mean by constructed?

SB: Well, they are a consequence of memetic evolution of the language 

that people have brought up in the culture they live in, the arguments they 

have…
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JP: What about the biology that they are given?

SB: Well, we start with the biology and the memes build on top of that. 

JP: Now the memes are biology too?

SB: Well, by definition they are… I would follow Dawkins in saying we talk 

about genes as biology, talk about memes as culture. That’s all I meant by 

dividing that. But let me say this – 

JP: But I don’t accept that division.

SB: I want to get back to what we’re saying about meaning. Reading your 

book made me think a lot about what you mean by meaning and your 

claim that we should have a meaningful life, or strive for a meaningful 

life, that meaningfulness is important. And I kept asking myself, do I live 

that way? What meanings does my life have? And, you know, if I think of 

something like, most of my striving goes into writing my books. And is that 

meaningful? And again I have the same response when I ask myself that 

question; it’s just what this body does. 

JP: Then you should listen to the body and stop listening to the thing that’s 

criticising it.

SB: And what would the body say?

JP: It would say write your book and try to be as clear as you possibly can 

about it.

SB: That’s exactly what I do.
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JP: That’s exactly what I said at the beginning; that the atheist types act out 

a religious structure and criticise it.

SB: No, there’s no religious structure.

JB: Let me get to this question, because I did want to get to this. 

You have a fascinating part in your book, Jordan, where you do say this; 

you’re simply not addressing atheists. You say you’re simply not an 

atheist in your actions and it’s your actions that most accurately reflect 

your religious beliefs. 

What do you mean by that? Are you saying that no one is really an atheist 

deep down?

JP: I didn’t say no one was. I said that most of the people who claim to be 
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atheists aren’t. See, this is why I like Dostoevsky’s ‘Crime and Punishment’. 

Because Raskolnikov tried to act like an atheist. He took the ideas that were 

floating around, Dostoevsky, took the ideas that were floating around in 

the late 1800s which are still the ideas that we are discussing today. The 

most fundamental idea, I suppose, being after Nietzsche’s announcement 

of the death of God, that if there is no God then anything is permitted. That 

was Raskolnikov, Raskolnikov’s the criminal in ‘Crime and Punishment’, 

the murderer that gets away with his murder, technically, but not 

psychologically. And he decides that if there’s no God, anything is permitted. 

SB: That’s a person in a character in a novel. I don’t think that that’s so. 

JB: Well, let’s hear the end of that story. What do you take away from 

what Dostoevsky has to say about it?

JP: Well, Dostoevsky’s take away was two; that there was a moral law that 

Raskolnikov was breaking, even though he rationalised his way through it. 

Like, he committed the perfect murder, right? He murdered a woman who 

people would have voted to murder, and then he got away with it. And he 

did it for good reasons, at least reasons that he could rationalise as good. 

And then he got away with it, but it destroyed his soul. 

And Dostoevsky is right about that. And one of the things I like about 

Dostoevsky as compared to Nietzsche say - because I think Dostoevsky 

is the profounder of the two - is that in ‘The Brothers Karamazov’, for 

example, Ivan is the atheist and Ivan is everything you’d want a man to be, 

like, seriously. And Dostoevsky, man, he doesn’t straw man his opponents. 

The most powerful characters in his books are always the opponents of 

what he himself believes. And Ivan is always arguing with Alyosha, who is 
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his younger brother, who’s a monastic novitiate, and really can’t articulate 

himself very well, has nowhere near the force or charisma of Ivan. But 

Alyosha wins the drama, even though he loses all the arguments. 

And that’s where Dostoevsky is so great, it’s like – and this is what you are 

doing in your life, look you’re acting out the logos, Susan, that’s what you’re 

doing. You’re writing books to illuminate the world, and you say, well, I 

don’t believe in that.

SB: Don’t you think it’s kind of offensive to say to me that I’m not an 

atheist, when I am? Answer me this question: why do you think I don’t go 

around murdering people? Why do you think I go around trying to be…

JP: I don’t know you well enough to know. I think often the reason people 

don’t do it is because they are too cowardly.

SB: Oh, that could be a reason, it could be that I don’t murder people but 

I’d really like to…

JP: No, I’m not necessarily saying you, well, it’s in fact highly likely that 

sometimes in your life if you’re a normal person.

SB: But it’s very… it’s a very strange claim you make. I say that I do not 

believe in God in any of the various forms that I have read about God or 

the forms I was brought up with or – except perhaps something like the 

cloud of unknowing. I mean, when you sit of the top of the mountain and 

everything you know about God you throw into the fog of forgetfulness or 

whatever the phrase is, there’s nothing left. Okay, that’s about the only God 

that I could have any connection with or feel anything for. 
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So, I live my life without that belief. I think in the way I tell you about this 

body just being an evolved thing and it gets on, it has no free will, it just 

does what happens. 

JP: That’s another inevitable claim of atheists and materialists; that there is 

no free will. Try having a conversation with someone and acting that out.

SB: But you’re telling me that this isn’t true. I’m having a conversation with 

you…

JB: Isn’t what Jordan is saying is that you may believe that’s the case 

but you don’t act your life as if you don’t have free will?

JP: Or you don’t treat anyone else as if they don’t have free will 

SB: Oh, I do. I do. I mean, if I think about why you are here now, I just 
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think about all the reasons that brought you here. And you probably have an 

upbringing and a place where you live and your wife and your children and 

everything else that’s brought you here that makes that body there say the 

things it says. 

I have found – and the I of course is a kind of another illusory thing, but 

I have to use the word – I have found that by looking at, for example, my 

husband or my children, as evolved creatures living the life they do because 

of the circumstances they are in, I can feel much more forgiving, much 

more understanding, because I can see what they’re doing and why.

JP: Do you demand of them any behaviour? Come on. I hope so.

SB: Well, demand of them, I mean, I don’t go around saying. But I mean, if any 

of them do something that I. I’ll tell them that I think that what they’ve done 

– I mean, my daughter recently did something that I really felt, I suddenly 

realised that in a very old-fashioned sense, I’m head of the family because her 

father’s dead. And her grandparents are dead. And I’m the only one of this 

generation left and I had to make a stand and say, you don’t do that. 

JP: Despite being determined?

SB: Yea, absolutely. All these things I think are part of, you know…

JB: We need to close things out…

SB: Near the end already?

JB: I know; we’ve had not long enough. But, Jordan, just come back to 

this because I want to hear why, ultimately, despite everything that Sue 
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said there, you still think she is behaving as though there is, in some 

sense, a God or some ultimate meaning even though she protests that 

no, that’s not part of…

JP: She’s acting it out. For example, the act of writing a book. The Judaeo-

Christian culture is the culture of the book. It’s the revelation of the proper 

mode of being in written form. It’s not only that, but it’s a large part of that, 

it’s the culture of the book. You’re acting out the culture of the book, it’s 

thousands of years old. And the voice, the true voice in the culture of the 

book is the logos. That’s what it is, technically speaking. 

And so she’s acting out the logos and writing a book. And then she says, 

well, I don’t believe in God. It’s like, okay, that’s fine. Acting like you do is 

fine. 

JB: The logos, the scripture in the new testament is brought to the 

word (JP: the word that brings order to the chaos) and of course it 

relates to Jesus Christ as the sort of personification almost of that.

JP: Right, he’s the archetypal manifestation of the logos.

JB: These are all big words and things, I mean, a lot of people will be 

asking, what do you actually make of, in Christian terms, the figure of 

Jesus? Do you believe that he was, in some sense, divine? Was there, 

you know, when you look at what the bible tells us about Jesus?

JP: Well, one thing you might ask yourself is, do you believe that each 

individual is divine, in some sense, and I would say, well, perhaps not. But 

you act as though you do. And our law acts as if it does. It’s predicated 
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on that idea. Because the sovereignty of the individual is the divinity of 

the individual. There’s no difference between those two things. And I 

can make an absolutely brutally clear case for the development of that 

idea, historically. I traced it back to Mesopotamia, at least in it’s earliest 

written forms. It originally, the only really sovereign individuals were the 

sovereigns; the emperors and pharaohs. 

But the idea of the sovereign individual descended down on the hierarchy of 

power, so to speak, until with Christianity it was universalised. We each are 

sovereign individuals and that means the law itself is written as if we each 

contain a spark of divinity. And so then I think, well, what is that divinity? 

And in the Christian worldview, that’s the logos, that’s the true speech that 

brings forth habitable and good order from the chaos of potential.

JB: And in your view, whether she likes it or not, Sue is at some level a 

benefactor of that reality of what – 

JP: No, a contributor. Much better than merely being a benefactor. An 

active contributor. It’s no easy thing to write a book and to get your 

thoughts straight and to put them forward into the world.

JB: But she couldn’t do it without this idea, in the sense of God, that – 

JP: She doesn’t need the idea, its embodied. She’s acting it out.

SB: One of the consequences of the way I’ve been thinking about it, and 

Sam Harris talks about this too – is the way I think about it prevents me 

going, ooh, I’m so clever, I’ve written a brilliant book. I mean, it doesn’t 

always, I have those thoughts come. But I’ve got quite good at seeing them 
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coming up and saying, oh, there comes that thought again. 

Because I’m taking the view that these books are the means of doing it 

through this organism here. 

JP: That would be the eternal logos manifesting itself. 

SB: Alright, you want to…

JP: No, but I’m not playing games. That’s the oldest language we have for 

that sort of thing. The logos that I’m talking about is the integration of 

those motivational forces that you were describing. It’s not merely a meme. 

That’s where Dawkins – Dawkins is wrong about that. There isn’t biology 

and memes. The interactions matter. They’re crucial. They’re crucial. Some 

of these ‘memes’ are millions of years old. 

SB:  But you’ve slipped away; if I can bring you back to Justin’s’ question 

really because you slithered out of it I think in your question was, is Jesus 

different from the rest of us? By saying we’ve all got a spark of divinity. But 

do you then believe that Jesus was somehow divine in a sense other than 

what I am? Did he do miracles? Was he, you know, all of that stuff?

JB: Quick answer, then we’ll finish with a final question. 

JP: Quick answer? How about this: render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and 

unto God what is God’s. That’s a miracle. That’s the separation of Church 

and State in one sentence. So there’s a miracle for you.

JB: We’re going to go for a final question. I’m going to ask of both 
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of you, which is the question we began with. We’re talking about the 

psychology of belief; do we need God to make sense of life? Your one-

minute answer begins now, Sue.

SB: Absolutely not. That will do for an answer.

JB: Okay. Do we need God to make sense of life, Jordan?

JP: Well, God is what you use to make sense of your life, by definition. 

This is one of the things I learned from Jung: the highest value, you have a 

hierarchy of values. You have to otherwise you can’t act or you’re painfully 

confused. You have a hierarchy of values. Whatever is at the top of that 

hierarchy of values, serves the function of God for you. 

Now, it may be a God that you don’t believe in or a God that you can’t 

name, but it doesn’t matter. Because it’s God for you. And what you think 

about God has very little impact on how God is acting within you. Whatever 

God it is that you happen to be, let’s say, following. 

JB: It’s been fascinating to share this time with you both, thank you 

so much for being with me on the programme. Sue and Jordan, all the 

very best. 

JP: Thanks for the invitation, nice talking with you.

SB: And you.

You can view the full video here.

https://www.thebigconversation.show/thepsychologyofbelief
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The future Bishop of Edinburgh was having a crisis. Easter Sunday was 

coming, and he had to prepare a sermon.

It was not his first Easter sermon. Far from it. He knew the Easter sermon 

rhythm well. Year after year, he had climbed into little pulpits of little 

churches, ready to feed simple people hungry for the greatest story ever 

told.

He knew how to preach about the resurrection all right. But this year, he no 

longer knew how to mean it.

That priest was Richard Holloway. Readers unfamiliar with his work may 

wonder if he recovered from his crisis of faith in time to become Bishop 

of Edinburgh. In fact, he never did find his faith. He just got very good at 

hiding the lack of it.

Now long resigned and openly agnostic, he has nothing to hide, and in 

his mind, nothing to apologise for. True, he was a Christian minister who 

did not embrace the Christian creed. But for him, the creed was never the 
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thing, because Christianity was never about what you said. It was about 

what you did.

As I say or as I do?

Jordan Peterson would agree. In his Big Conversation episode with Susan 

Blackmore, he said it is action that constitutes “the hallmark of belief”. 

He has argued that Western Christianity lost its compass when it defined 

“belief” as the affirmation of a set of propositions about reality, rather than 

our embodied response to reality.

Thus, the question of whether Christ literally died for the sins of the world 

is secondary to the question of what sacrifices we will make in our own 

lives. And the question of whether he literally rose again is secondary to 

the question of how we might overcome our faults and spiritually “rise” to 

become more than what we are.

Of course, Christians and other believers committed to the truth claims 

of their religions would beg to differ. But to quote Reformed Jewish rabbi 

Jonathan Romain in his recent dialogue with the Messianic Jewish scholar 

Michael Brown: “So what? So what if [Brown] believes that Christ is the 

Son of God? What’s really important is what he does. Does he help an old 

lady across the road or does he barge past her?”

Feeding the poor, clothing the naked, socially liberal advocacy: for religious 

leaders like Romain and Holloway, this is what religious institutions are for.

And after all, isn’t that really what Jesus was all about too? Forget the 
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stories of water turning to wine, fish multiplying, dead bodies literally 

rising. As skeptic Michael Ruse put it in debate with John Lennox last 

month, we’ve turned Jesus into “David Copperfield”. Magic tricks are trivia. 

They are beside the point. For Ruse, the true miracle is not what Jesus did, 

but how he lived, and so inspired others to live. The true resurrection hope 

was the disciples’ conviction that his spirit of love would live on, though his 

body was dead.

Whether or not this life is the only one we’ve got, we, like the disciples, can 

pattern it after Christ’s example. Perhaps there is something more. Perhaps 

not.

Either way, Ruse wrote after the debate, his philosophy is “to live for 

the real present, not a hoped-for future.” “Leave it at that,” he says. It is 

enough.

But is it?

Missing God

When the agnostic Swiss playwright and novelist Max Frisch died, he asked 

that his funeral be conducted in St Peter’s Church in Zurich. But he wanted 

the service to be stripped of any religious trappings.

A couple of friends would speak. No priest would bless the mourners. 

No prayers would be offered. No passages from the Bible or the Book of 

Common Prayer would be read.
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One of those in attendance was philosopher Jurgen Habermas. The 

intentionally jarring contrast of the service’s setting with its content 

struck him so forcefully that he used it to open his now famous essay The 

Awareness of What is Missing.

And what is missing? Perhaps the question is not “what” but “who”. The 

late, great Irish writer Dennis O’Driscoll answers the question in his poem 

Missing God.

Like rebellious children, we thought we would be free once we were free 

of Him. Yet “we confess to missing Him at times.” We miss Him at the 

wedding conducted in a registrar’s office, as the couple “waits in vain/to be 

fed a line containing words/like ‘everlasting’ and ‘divine’.”

We miss Him at the crematorium when the famous passage from 

Shakespeare’s Cymbeline is read aloud, reminding us that all “golden lads 

and girls” are dust, and to dust must return.

We miss Him in the TV scientist’s cheerful reduction of the cosmos to 

impersonal mathematical abstractions, leaving Earth to “revolve on its axis/

aimlessly, a wheel skidding in snow”.

These are not light matters. But to hear the glibness with which some 

people announce that God is dead, as the former Bishop Holloway puts it in 

his memoir Leaving Alexandria, you’d think they were announcing that the 

number 23 bus has been cancelled.

It’s all very well to say that we are the product of blind, unfeeling chance, 

dancing to the music of our DNA. But when it comes down to it, is that how 
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we will comfort the dying child, or the bereft mother?

Holloway often quotes a passage from Andre Schwarz-Bart’s great 

Holocaust novel The Last of the Just, where the main character cradles a 

dead boy on an Auschwitz train. He comforts the other little children with 

the old story that death itself will die, like a forgotten dream. A woman 

angrily whispers in his ear: “How can you tell them it’s only a dream?” He 

replies, between dry sobs: “Madam, there is no room for truth here.”

In this year’s release Waiting For the Last Bus, Holloway recalls how 

he once quoted this story to Richard Dawkins at the Edinburgh Science 

Festival. He asked Dawkins: “What would you do in his place? What would 

you say?” “The same,” Dawkins confessed.

Acting as if

For Holloway, this story lies at the heart of his revelation that in God’s 

death (or indifference) we could step into the gap. This became the 

resolution of his crisis, the new theme of his preaching: “…not that tragedy 

could be overcome by the action of God, but that in responding to tragedy 

meaning could be imposed upon it.”

Is there meaning to the universe? That is the wrong question to ask, he 

decided. Rather, we should ask: “Will we choose to act as if there is?”

Similarly, when Peterson is asked if he believes God exists, he says: “I act as 

if He exists,” leaving us free to speculate on what this might mean.
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He gives us hints in his work. He suggests that “God” is the transcendent 

ideal around which mankind must crystallize, else he is lost. Thus, man’s 

search for God is the history of man’s search for the ideal: the ideal we 

ourselves might come to embody, if we speak and act properly.

How do we embody it? By picking up our individual crosses and stumbling 

up the hill together. The meaning we find in the journey is proportional 

to the weight of the cross we choose to shoulder. The greater the 

responsibility, the greater the reward.

We ask Dr Peterson: “What is at the top of the hill?” He answers: “the city 

of God.” And where or what is that city? He answers again: “A place where 

everyone bears maximal responsibility and speaks the truth.”

But is that what we seek? Is that why, to quote O’Driscoll again, “our 

contracted hearts lose a beat” when “the gospel choir raises its collective 

voice to ask ‘Shall We Gather at the River?’/ or the forces of the oratorio 

converge/on ‘I Know That My Redeemer Liveth’”?

Are we our own redeemers, or do we seek another? Does that river flow 

along own shores, or along another shore, in a greater Light?

We will ourselves to keep climbing, because there is nothing else to do. 

And still, we are discouraged. Still, the shadows fall. Still, the bell tolls. 

Sometimes it tolls in the evening. Sometimes it tolls in the morning. 

Sometimes it tolls for 11-year-old girls dying of leukemia, like the girl whose 

family Holloway befriended when he still wore the collar of a priest.

Like Ernie Levy on the Auschwitz train, he told her the story again. He 
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offered “the impossible consolation.” There was no room for anything else.

And so the end of all our exploring has been to arrive right back where we 

started. Back to the awareness. Back to “the wrong question.” A child’s 

question.

Is it true?

The former Bishop of Edinburgh is having coffee with a journalist. The 

journalist is young, just over thirty. He admires the former Bishop. Not five 

years ago, he would have called himself a Christian and meant it. Now he 

has left his own Alexandria behind, and the Bishop has helped him make 

sense of it.

Still, he is a journalist, one of the best. Good journalists ask tough 

questions. So Douglas Murray asks Richard Holloway right out: “Did you 

ever think you were preaching lies?”

Holloway is unfazed: “No. I never preached lies. I never pretended to things 

I wasn’t feeling.” He wasn’t preaching “historical facts.” He was preaching a 

way of life.

“But is it true?” asks Murray. Is the Christian story true? Here, he writes 

later, “There is a considered pause.”

It’s true like myths are true, the former Bishop finally says. It’s a sense-

making structure. It’s the medium through we which we are best able to 

talk about “our need for redemption, for challenge, for forgiveness.” In 
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“wonderful ways,” it explains our dual nature, caught as we are between the 

animals and the angels. So in that sense, yes, it is true.

But as for the Nazarene, tragically crucified? “I don’t think he got out of the 

tomb.”

There is an equally considered pause when journalist Tim Lott asks Jordan 

Peterson the same question: “Do you believe Jesus rose again from the 

dead? Literally?”

But unlike the Bishop of Edinburgh, Peterson gropes his way towards his 

answer. “I find… I cannot answer that question, and the reason is because… 

okay, let me think about it for a minute and see if I can come up with a 

reasonable answer.” He tries to buy a bit of time: We’re talking about Jesus, 

the historical figure here, yes? A man, in a body, on earth?

Yes, Lott says, a real man, in a real body, who really died and really came 

back to life. The Logos made flesh. The myth actualised. The molecules 

reknit, the amino acids rekindled.

Another pause. Then finally: “I would say that at the moment I’m agnostic 

about that issue.”

Why agnostic? As Sam Harris pressed Peterson in their debate in Vancouver, 

why not just say it out loud with the former Bishop of Edinburgh?  “He 

didn’t make it out.” The unspoken conclusion: “And neither will you.”

Peterson could. But he won’t. He can’t explain why. He is simply unwilling, 

he tells Lott. “I’m unwilling to rule out the existence of heaven. I’m 



56

What’s stopping Jordan Peterson from rejecting Jesus’ resurrection?

Esther O’Reilly

unwilling to rule out the existence of life after death. I’m unwilling to rule 

out the idea of universal redemption and the defeat of evil.”  

A year later, Peterson tells me he is still unwilling, when I ask him. He tells 

me he will not pronounce on that which he is only beginning to understand. 

I watch him shake his head as he pounds one hand into the other, to 

indicate a wall, a limit: “I’m running up against the limits of my knowledge 

here.”

But what he said to Lott, he repeats to me: He knows the metaphorical 

conceptualisations. He has studied them all his life. But he will not say 

resurrection is exhausted in metaphor. No myth has ever taken him so 

deep. No story has ever stretched him so far.

“Well,” I tell him, “I hope you keep thinking about it.”

His face softens into something like a smile: “I will. I’m thinking about it all 

the time.”

Watch Jordan Peterson and other high profile thinkers debate God, 

science and faith at www.thebigconversation.show 

Esther O’Reilly blogs at Young Fogey at the Evangelical channel on 

the Patheos network

https://www.thebigconversation.show/
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In a new series the Unbelievable? programme from Premier has begun a 

series of ‘Big Conversations’. And you don’t get much bigger than Jordan 

Peterson – the Canadian psychology professor and author of the bestselling 

book 12 Rules for Life. He is regularly interviewed all over the world. As a 

Peterson fan, I have watched many of them myself. 

But this one is up there with the best. Peterson and Susan Blackmore, 

a charming and thought provoking atheist psychologist, shared a 

conversation chaired with his usual expertise by Justin Brierley, host of the 

weekly Unbelievable? show.

Peterson is fascinating and brilliant at helping people think through difficult 

questions. I found his 12 Rules a stimulating and provocative read.

He is also excellent at seeing what lies behind the questions. However at 

times he can be frustrating – none more so than his continual avoidance 

of the God question! In this interview he states that he cannot answer the 

question because he doesn’t know what people mean by ‘believe’! 
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But aside from avoiding questions about his personal beliefs the 

conversation really got going when they discussed the impact of religion in 

general and Christianity in particular upon society. 

God is dead…or is he?

Peterson pointed out that when Nietzsche declared “God is dead”, he was 

not celebrating, but rather warning that the rejection of Europe’s Christian 

foundations, would lead to something worse. Peterson argues that in 

essence Nietzsche predicted the rise of communism and fascism.

‘Memes’ were also a concept debated in the show, and Blackmore had 

plenty of her own to throw in.

She countered Peterson with the oft-repeated meme that the most 

dysfunctional societies today are the most religious. She cited research that 

showed that in many US states the higher the proclaimed belief in God, 

the more murders, suicide and marital breakdown there are. But there are 

enormous problems with her oft-repeated mantra.

Firstly, there is the question of whether correlation means causation. If 

research showed that thinner people were more likely to commit murder 

does that mean that slimming is a cause of murder?! Life is usually much 

more complex than that. 

Another issue, which Blackmore does not tackle, is the fact that class and 

wealth may be greater factors here. Perhaps those who are middle class and 

well off have less reason both to believe in God (being rather more assured 
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of their own power and goodness) or to commit the obvious kinds of crime 

that appear most in crime statistics (these statistics do not usually cover 

the more respectable sins, or the corporate exploitation of the poor).

In fact, it’s conceivable that the situation would be much worse if it were 

not for the selfless work that so many churches do in the areas that the rest 

of society have left behind?

Yet another problem is that (as Peterson countered) we are very early on 

in the experiment of the rejection of Christianity by the Western nations. 

A convincing case can be argued that it was the rejection and decline 

of Christianity in Germany and Russia which allowed both fascism and 

communism to arise – Nietzsche was prophetic and correct in that. Who 

knows what will yet happen in other nations?

Is secular Europe really atheist?

But what about that other classic meme, brought up by Blackmore – that 

Scandinavian countries are some of the most secular and atheistic in the 

world, and they have not degenerated into moral anarchy? I remember 

this same argument being brought up in my debate with sceptic Michael 

Shermer on Unbelievable? back in 2010. The only thing that has changed 

since then is that the view of Sweden as paradise has become less tenable.

There are two major problems with the Scandinavia-as-a-secular-paradise 

argument. 

Firstly, the correlation and causation argument, again. Is it because the 

https://www.premierchristianradio.com/Shows/Saturday/Unbelievable/Episodes/20-Feb-2010-Is-Christianity-good-for-us-Michael-Shermer-vs.-David-Robertson
https://www.premierchristianradio.com/Shows/Saturday/Unbelievable/Episodes/20-Feb-2010-Is-Christianity-good-for-us-Michael-Shermer-vs.-David-Robertson
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Scandinavian countries are more atheist that they are functioning well, or 

in spite of it? The fact that they are largely homogenous countries and that 

they are small and wealthy are probably more important factors. 

Plus, the same problem applies in terms of Peterson’s argument about the 

shortness of time. All of these countries were Christian countries with 

established churches – for example the Church in Sweden was only dis-

established in 2010. Six million Swedes are still baptized members of the 

Swedish Lutheran church – that is around 60% of the population. It’s hardly 

an atheist country founded on atheist principles! What if the prosperity and 

relative stability was due to being established on Christian foundations as 

well as being relatively small and homogenous? 

An atheist once gave me a list of ten countries in the world that he would 

want to live in – because of the values and freedoms they hold. What I 

found ironic was that not one of these countries had an atheist foundation, 

but every single one – apart from Singapore – had experienced a Protestant 

Reformation and renewal. Coincidence?

Roots and fruits

The other issue is that after the root has gone – it takes some time for the 

fruit to disappear. 

This is the argument of Peterson and indeed atheists like Douglas Murray, 

who argues that Europe is in trouble because although we value the fruit of 

Christianity (tolerance, diversity, equality, the rule of law, social welfare), 

having got rid of the root, we are also likely to lose the fruit.
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There is increasing evidence that the supposed secular paradise of Sweden 

is seeing that begin to happen. There are now race riots and gang warfare 

in Sweden. An ultra right party is currently at 20% in the opinion polls. It 

seems that it has not taken long for trouble to come to paradise.   

Peterson again gets this far more realistically than Blackmore. He argues 

that increasingly secular countries in the West are still acting out a “Judaeo-

Christian ethic”, saying, “They’re stable to the degree that they’re not 

secular. We’re living on the corpse of our ancestors. But that stops being 

nourishing and starts to become rotten unless you replenish it. And I don’t 

think we are replenishing it. We’re living on borrowed time and are in 

danger of running out of it.” 

For her part, Blackmore seems to be living in a fantasy world where we 

are progressing to some kind of secular Nirvana. “We have not descended 

into being a terrible country”. That is debatable. The trouble is that we are 

regressing into a Greco/Roman/Pagan world – by the time it really affects 

the elites it will be too late to do anything about it.

The problem of meaninglessness

Blackmore admits that “under the sun”, as Solomon would say, everything 

is meaningless. In a chilling section of the conversation, after arguing that 

we are just evolved bodies who have no free will, she says; “Nothing matters 

it’s all empty and meaningless…get on with it girl….accept the meaningless 

of everything….”  Peterson rightly points out that she does not act like this. 
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Blackmore can afford to live a life with a philosophy that says everything 

is meaningless and nothing matters – she is well off, middle class and 

privileged. But what about the poor? What about those who can’t avoid 

the bigger questions and drown out the meaninglessness just by being 

comfortable and hiding behind the prosperity of the now?

This conversation is incredibly valuable in understanding some of the 

deeper issues facing our society today. Although it left me wanting a whole 

lot more! Blackmore is someone who wants the fruits of Christianity in 

society, without the roots. Peterson wants Christianity – but without 

Christ. He too wants the fruits in both society and his personal life – but is 

he prepared to believe in and accept The Root?

My problem with this whole discussion is that Peterson is like a one-eyed 

man in the kingdom of the blind! He sees the problem – but he can’t grasp 

the solution – at least not personally. Blackmore on the other hand is like 

one of the wealthy diners on the Titanic, meditating that all is well as they 

down their champagne and caviar, all the while heading for the iceberg. We 

need a Saviour and (as smart and nice as he is) it’s not Jordan Peterson.

David Robertson is Director of Third Space, CBF, Sydney, Australia. 

Previously he was minister of St Peter’s Free Church in Dundee and 

associate director of Solas the Centre for Public Christianity.
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It all seemed to be going smoothly. Could I book Jordan Peterson for an 

interview about his new book? “Yes,” said the publicist. “He’ll be in the UK 

soon and his diary is fairly free.”

However, as the date approached, my allotted time began to be whittled 

down. The publicist couldn’t quite believe how much interest there seemed 

to be in the relatively unknown Canadian psychology professor and his 

new book 12 Rules for Life: An antidote to chaos (Allen Lane). Numerous 

media outlets were vying for his time and two hastily booked lectures at a 

1,000seat venue sold out within hours. The events were packed out, not by 

crusty academics, but by young male professionals.

I still managed to bag an hour with the increasingly in-demand author in 

the form of a discussion recording for my Unbelievable? show. Peterson 

would be appearing opposite atheist psychologist Susan Blackmore, the first 

in a special video series called The Big Conversation.

However, one of the next appointments in Peterson’s diary turned out 

to be an interview with Channel 4 News presenter Cathy Newman, 
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whose inquisitorial style often leaves politicians flustered. But when 

she challenged Peterson over his views on the gender pay gap, the 

psychologist’s cool dismantling of her combative assertions left Newman 

(literally) speechless. The interview went viral, with millions of views 

on YouTube, and Peterson was launched further into the celebrity 

stratosphere.

Now you can’t escape him. A multitude of blogs, opinion pieces and 

interviews have been spawned, interrogating his new-found fame and the 

ideas he brings with him. He’s coming back to the UK again this month for 

a debate with the atheist Sam Harris. The venue? The O2 Arena. Capacity: 

20,000.

How has Jordan B Peterson suddenly become the rock star of public 

intellectuals? Why are so many young men following him? And why should 

Christians care?

Politically incorrect

Peterson first entered public consciousness in 2016. A psychology lecturer 

at the University of Toronto, he was popular with his students, but 

relatively unknown beyond the confines of academia. However, when 

Canada enshrined new laws, which potentially criminalised anyone who 

refused to address transgender persons by their preferred pronoun, 

Peterson objected in the strongest terms.

The professor says it wasn’t about being anti-transgender rights. His 

concern was about the state criminalising the use of language – the first 
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step towards an Orwellian-style tyranny, in Peterson’s eyes.

His public protest (delivered via YouTube) landed him in trouble with 

university authorities and campus protest groups. Videos circulated of 

Peterson being shouted down by angry students who accused him of being a 

stooge of the alt-right.

Yet, while his political and social values may be right of centre, Peterson 

denies any association with the fascism of the alt-right. He says he’s 

defending classic liberal values of academic liberty and freedom of speech.

Meanwhile, he sees the growing popularity of identity politics among 

groups defining themselves by sexuality, gender and race, as a form of 

“cultural Marxism”. According to Peterson, “men and women are not the 

same”, “Islamophobia is a word created by fascists and used by cowards” 

and “the idea that women were oppressed throughout history is an 

appalling theory”. Needless to say, these statements (and others like them) 

have caused outrage in some quarters.

A father figure

Peterson is an intense personality who weighs his words carefully and 

isn’t afraid of pausing to think before speaking. He rarely smiles for the 

camera and there’s not much small talk to be had (unless the philosophy of 

Dostoyevsky counts). It all cultivates the image of a wise mentor. Peterson’s 

legion of young male fans hang on his every word, and treat him like a 

modern-day sage.
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Going against the flow of political correctness may have earned Peterson an 

audience, but his continuing connection with them still needs explanation. 

Perhaps the greatest mystery of all is his admiration for the power of 

religion and his endless fascination with the Bible.

Any reader expecting a secular approach to psychology in his book 12 Rules 

For Life may be surprised by Peterson’s constant references to the Bible and 

Christian beliefs in the search for meaning and purpose in life. Equally, they 

might not expect a set of public lectures on the psychological significance 

of biblical stories to draw a sell-out crowd, but when Peterson booked a 

theatre for that purpose, it was standing room only.

No wonder so many Christian leaders have taken notice of Peterson 

and his overtures towards Christian faith. Young males are precisely 

the demographic most absent in our churches. Peterson has exposed an 

existential-spiritual itch among millennials, and is scratching it for all it’s 

worth. A generation of young men, searching for significance and unsure 

of their identity, have latched onto him as a surrogate father figure to help 

them find their way in life. 

Religious convictions

Peterson’s life lessons are couched in the language of biology, psychology 

and theology, yet are also disarmingly simple. For instance, he may draw 

on the emotional significance of the Genesis account of Cain and Abel (a 

story so deep he describes it as having “no bottom”), but the instructions 

dispensed are still “clean your room, bucko” and “put the things you can 

control in order”.
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Such advice may not seem radically new, but it has galvanised his followers. 

It’s not unusual for the academic to be greeted on the street by men who 

say: “You’ve changed my life.” Even ardent atheists have reported a new 

respect for religion. One young sceptic reported: “So this atheist, who 

agrees nearly entirely with the conclusions that Peterson draws from the 

meaning of the stories of the Bible, is currently wondering whether I am an 

atheist at all.”

A generation of young men have latched onto him

Comparisons have been made to the muscular Christianity that led so many 

young men to follow church leader Mark Driscoll at one time. But Peterson 

isn’t an academic version of Driscoll, nor is he a conventional Christian by 

most accounts.

Peterson has consistently refused to be pinned down on his personal 

religious convictions. When I pressed him on it, he described himself as a 

“religious man” who was “conditioned in every cell as a consequence of the 

Judaeo-Christian worldview”. The closest I could get to whether he really 

believed in God was that he lives his life “as though God exists”, saying: 

“The fundamental hallmark of belief is how you act, not what you say about 

what you think.”

Taking Christianity seriously

Which leads to the question of what Peterson actually believes about the 

unique claims of Christianity. Doubtless he reveres its contribution to 
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the world. He’s quick to critique anti-religious atheists such as Richard 

Dawkins, saying: “They just don’t take it seriously enough. They don’t 

contend with the real thinkers.”

Indeed, Peterson has found more common ground with spiritual seekers 

like Russell Brand (both have appeared on each other’s podcasts) than with 

his celebrity atheist interlocutors. When I moderated Peterson’s dialogue 

with atheist psychologist Susan Blackmore, she verbalised the frustration of 

her peers. Peterson clearly believes in a scientific account of evolutionary 

psychology, yet marries it with a fervent admiration for Bible stories that 

leaves many sceptics scratching their heads.

But Peterson is unapologetic, stating that, “the biblical texts are 

foundational”. For instance, he believes the creation narrative in Genesis 1, 

in which God creates man and woman in his own image, is fundamental to 

our belief in the intrinsic dignity and equality of humans.

Likewise he strongly endorses the effect of Christianity on the world, 

writing: “Christianity elevated the individual soul, placing slave and master, 

commoner and nobleman alike on the same metaphysical footing, rendering 

them equal before God and the law. It’s nothing short of a miracle.”

But is it true?

Of course, recognising the cultural and psychological debt we owe to 

Christianity is not the same thing as believing the gospel.. Again, this is 

where Peterson becomes difficult to pin down. Christians don’t just believe 

that Christianity is socially useful, they believe that it’s true. But it’s never 
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quite clear where Peterson falls between those two options.

Is Jesus really the divine Son of God, or is Christ only a symbolic 

“archetype” (one of Peterson’s favourite Jungian terms) who represents the 

perfection of the human condition? Peterson, for whom psychological myth 

is just as important as physical fact, might argue that it’s not necessary to 

distinguish the two. But most Christians are likely to disagree. Theology 

isn’t the same as psychology.

Some are also wary about embracing the theological outworking of 

Peterson’s take on Christianity. Practically speaking, it boils down to a pull-

yourself-up-by-your-own-bootstraps philosophy (‘Stand up straight with 

your shoulders back’ is the first rule in his book). You could argue there’s a 

lot of law and not much grace.

So perhaps it’s best not to attempt to get any systematic theology out of 

Peterson’s body of work (and he himself disavows any claim to be doing 

theology). But, allowing the book to be what it is – a self-help manual 

– there is a lot of common sense wisdom in his approach. A rugged 

acceptance that life is often painful, but that sacrifice, honour and virtue 

are worth fighting for. I found his advice on parenting especially practical 

and wise.

Believing in Jesus

If it’s not already obvious, Peterson isn’t the saviour of Christianity. The 

job of saviour has always belonged to Jesus and will continue to do so. But, 

he has been called a “gateway drug” to orthodox Christian faith, and it’s 



72

Is Jordan B Peterson the saviour of Christianity?

Justin Brierley

easy to see why. There’s nothing wrong with regarding him as a friend of 

the faith. A popular voice that champions Christianity in the intellectual 

firmament is a rarity, and we can be encouraged that “whoever is not 

against us is for us” (Mark 9:40).

And the intellectual exploration of faith looks far from over for Peterson. 

By his own admission, the endless depths of the Christian story in scripture 

seem to be nothing short of miraculous.

When he writes: “I knew that the cross was simultaneously the point of 

greatest suffering, the point of death and transformation, and the symbolic 

centre of the world”, it feels as if Peterson is reaching well beyond mere 

psychology to ultimate reality.

There’s a lot of common sense wisdom in his approach

When asked by Catholic broadcaster Patrick Coffin back in February 

whether he’s ready to assert belief or disbelief in the historical resurrection 

of Jesus, Peterson replied: “I need to think about that for about three more 

years before I would even venture an answer.” Since then, Peterson (who 

is a frequent Twitter user) has tweeted a link to an article defending the 

historical case for the resurrection.

At the end of The Big Conversation, Blackmore pointedly asked Peterson: 

does he really believe Jesus was the unique, divine Son of God, who 

performed miracles?

He responded: “How about this?  ‘Render unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and 

unto God what is God’s.’ – that’s a miracle. That’s the separation of Church 
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and State in one sentence. So there’s a miracle for you.”

Perhaps it was as close to an affirmation of faith we are likely to get from 

the enigmatic professor. For now, Peterson seems to be on his own journey 

of discovery towards the meaning at the centre of everything.

Justin Brierley is Theology and Apologetics Editor at Premier and 

presents the Saturday radio show and podcast ‘Unbelievable?’ and 

the fortnightly Ask NT Wright Anything podcast
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