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JB: Let me introduce you both. Dr Iain McGilchrist is a leading psychiatrist, 
a philosopher and author of the influential book, The Master and His 
Emissary, and the new two-volume work, The Matter with Things – I’ve got 
one volume of it here, so there you go. This is the book everyone is talking 
about when it comes to psychology, psychiatry, the nature of things and the 
brain – just released. And how long did you work on this for?

IM: Well, it depends what you mean… laterally, about 10 years I think.

JB: Wow, ok, so it’s been a labour of love. I’m making my way through it – I 
don’t confess to have read the whole of it yet – but it’s an amazing book. 

Sharon is a speaker, author and adjunct lecturer at OCCA – the Oxford 
Centre for Christian Apologetics – and has a background herself in 
neuroscience, so is a very appropriate person to be speaking with Iain 
tonight. She’s also the author of, Am I Just My Brain? – I have bizarrely the 
Spanish version here, but you can actually get this in English as well! So 
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that’s an excellent book that gives you Sharon’s perspective on these issues 
that we’re going to be talking about. And what we’re going to be talking 
about tonight is the question: Is there a master behind our minds? We’re 
going to be talking about brain science, consciousness and ultimately God 
as well – well we’ll get there eventually, anyway!

Let’s start with something of your background first, Iain. Tell us how you 
came to be investigating and become so enthusiastic about the way our 
brains work? What was the journey to that?

IM: Well it started quite early, because I was interested in philosophy and 
theology and went up to Oxford to read that, but was advised by one of the 
examiners not to do it because it wasn’t an honours degree. And nowadays, 
Frisbee you can get an honorary degree in! But you couldn’t get an honours 
degree in philosophy and theology at Oxford in those days, so instead I was 
interested in literature. And I studied that and I got a Fellowship, and one 
of the things that concerned me about the way people approached literature 
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– I wrote a book called Against Criticism in the end – is that in taking one 
of these extraordinarily valuable creations that somebody in the past left 
to speak to us, in looking at it the way we did, we destroyed all its most 
important qualities. First of all, if it’s good, it’s unique and irreplaceable 
and unparaphrasable. Secondly, it’s embodied – we don’t just experience 
it somehow through computation and certainly the most important parts 
of it are implicit. All the really valuable things that we care about can’t be 
expressed directly without loss and therefore defiant, really, to language. 
It’s true of great art and of great religious sentiments I believe as well. And 
so I studied philosophers on the mind/body problem, because it seemed to 
me that in essence what we were doing was disembodying it. And I found 
that they were just, in a word, too disembodied. 

And so I went off to study medicine, became a doctor; I specialised in the 
area of overlap between psychiatry and neurology. And one day I happened 
to go to a lecture by a colleague who was talking about the right hemisphere 
of the brain. And in medical school we’d hardly ever heard about the right 
hemisphere; everything important was done by the left hemisphere. That 
couldn’t be more wrong, by the way, as you would know if you read any 
of my books, but in fact all the really important stuff is done by the right 
hemisphere, you can’t speak... Anyway, there were connections with my 
previous thinking. Because what I learned from my colleague who’d spent 
twenty, thirty years at the bedsides of people who had tumours, strokes or 
whatever in the right hemisphere, was that their world was utterly changed. 
It’s hard luck having a left hemisphere stroke – you can’t use your hand, 
often you lose speech. But the world itself is comprehensible as it was. 
But with the right hemisphere gone, this is not the case. And the various 
things that struck me were that I was told that the right hemisphere – 
and this is true – is good at understanding metaphor, implicit meaning, 
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irony, humour, narratives, myths; the left hemisphere takes it all literally. 
The right hemisphere is the one that understands uniqueness; the left 
puts things in categories and says, ‘I’ve got it now, pigeon-holed’. And the 
right hemisphere is the one which understands embodiment; it has richer 
connections with the body than the left hemisphere, quite literally, and with 
the emotional part of our being, which all needs to be present if we’re to 
make any sense of our lives at all.  

JB: And your life’s work, in that sense, has been about looking at the way in 
which the left hemisphere, which was supposed to be subservient at some 
level to the right – good at analysing, picking things apart but ultimately 
under the sway of the right hemisphere, which had the big picture and saw 
things in their larger frame… But that as a society, we’ve essentially become 
a left hemisphere society. Just explain that and how that sort of works… 
I mean, you took a whole book to explain this, but in a nutshell, what’s 
happened in our culture in the last few hundred years?
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IM: Yes, the first thing to say is how effectively the hemispheres are 
different – I have to say something about that, and then explain how that 
refers to the cultural history. To condense twenty years and many pages 
into a couple of sentences, for evolutionary reasons all creatures need to 
be able to do two things at the same time that are mutually incompossible, 
as philosophers say. One is to pay attention to a tiny detail in order to grab 
it; the other is to look out for everything else that is going on, so that while 
you’re getting your lunch you don’t become somebody else’s. And both of 
these kinds of attention are very, very important – one highly focused on 
the detail: to manipulate it, to get it, to pick it up, to use it. And the other, 
which is the right hemisphere’s task, to hold the whole thing together with 
broad, vigilant, open, uncommitted, sustained attention. 

Now it may not strike you, as it didn’t immediately strike me, how 
significant this matter of attention is. Since then, I’ve had much to think 
about and to say about attention, which I think is a deeply moral act, 
because it changes the world and it also changes you. So we are always, in 
what we say we know, we are encountering a world – and it’s not one that 
exists wholly independent of us, as though we didn’t come into it at all. 
But it’s also not something we make up; there’s something there for us to 
encounter. And that encounter involves being able to see the world with a 
kind of sight that is underwritten by the right hemisphere. If you become 
over-concerned with grabbing, getting, manipulating tools and machines, 
which are all preferentially dealt with by the left hemisphere, then you 
don’t see the big picture in which the sort of things that I want to know 
about and I guess you want to know about – questions like who are we, 
what are we doing here, what is the world, what is our relationship with it. 
These are not easily answered. 
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And then the first of the two main books for which I’m remembered, 
The Master and His Emissary, in the second half of the book I looked at 
the history of the west through the prism of what we knew about the 
hemispheres. And saw that three times, we’d started off in Greece and 
in Rome, with a very beautiful symbiosis and synergy of what the left 
hemisphere gives and knows and what the right hemisphere gives and 
knows. Always with the right hemisphere taking under its egis the left 
hemisphere; it needs to be the master. The emissary goes and does work 
for the master; doesn’t really understand the importance of it – it does it, 
it does computation, then it brings the results back to the master. But at 
the end of these civilisations they became more and more bureaucratic, 
devitalised, categorical rather than subtle, and effectively the life, the magic, 
the imagination, the spirit, went out of the civilisations and they collapsed. 
And I’m afraid that what I see very, very vividly is in the last couple of 
hundred years and particularly acceleratingly in the last hundred and even 
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more in the last thirty or forty, that we are moving into this world in which 
things are atomistic, static, certain, known, black and white in their nature, 
disembodied, abstract, categorical and really only representations of the 
reality. 

That word representation is important, because at first the world is 
present to us – or even better, presence is to us, which is elocution used 
by philosophers after Heidegger, which I rather like, the suggestion that 
there’s an activity in that the world comes to our presence. And the 
representation is literally an attempt to make it present after the fact, when 
it is no longer present, and that’s what you have when you have a map, a 
theory, an abstraction. And we live nowadays in the world of maps, theories, 
abstractions – we don’t seem to look out of the window and say, ‘the 
world’s not at all like that’, but if we do, that’s what we’ll see. So that is, in 
brief, what I feel we’re suffering from at the moment.

JB: Well we’re going to delve into that in all sorts of ways in the course 
of this conversation. Let me come to you as well Sharon – give us a bit of 
your background, because although you work in Christian apologetics and 
theology now, you started off really as you were telling us earlier in science 
and neuroscience specifically. What was your engagement with that, what 
were you doing and what did you learn in the process about the nature of 
the brain and consciousness?

SD: Yes, thank you Justin. So my undergrad was in biochemistry and I went 
on to do a PhD in brain-imaging and that’s where I got to study… well, for 
my PhD some of the methodology around functional MRI. I was studying in 
the late 90s when this new modality was really just getting going and people 
were really getting the hang of what it could and couldn’t tell us. 
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JB: And just explain, that’s where you’re scanning the brain, essentially, 
MRI?

SD: Yes, it’s a way of looking inside the human brain without cutting into it. 
And that’s why magnetic resonance imaging and other subsequent imaging 
techniques have really revolutionised neuroscience and how we can study, 
because prior to that people were limited to post-mortem studies and 
disease states studies in people that were so desperate that they would be 
involved and be a research subject. But with the advent of brain imaging we 
could study healthy volunteers and be looking at healthy brains as well as 
diseased states. So I studied methodology for my PhD and then I went on to 
do a postdoc at the Medical College of Wisconsin, actually studying cocaine 
addiction. So it’s interesting that we’re here discussing consciousness 
tonight – this was looking at essentially an altered state of consciousness in 
addicts. This was an ethically approved – very rigorous actually approved 
process to even begin a study like this in a very well-established laboratory. 
And so we were looking at the areas of the networks in the brain involved 
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in reward and addiction and that sort of thing, and I was working alongside 
people that were looking at all sorts of other things as well. 

JB: And by the time you were doing this, you were a Christian. What part 
did that play in this? Because there are of course plenty of people who know 
plenty about the brain and its activity – the Daniel Dennett’s and the Sam 
Harris’ and so on – who say, ‘well now we can see the way the brain works, 
we can assume that it’s all a material process going on, when we see the bits 
flash up in our brain, when we’re having this experience or that experience, 
that explains the experience’. What’s your perspective on that?

SD: Yes, my perspective on that is that we need to be very clear on 
what the science tells us and where we make a leap and start to make a 
philosophical and world-view statement that the science doesn’t get you 
to. So the science gets us to connection; there is a connection between the 
mind and the brain very clearly, that we see both in the development and 
in the unborn and in child development. Also there’s a clear connection in 
degenerative disease states and what you’re seeing going on mentally. And 
of course just in a healthy volunteer, if you put them in an MRI scanner and 
give them a task to do, you will see networks lighting up that correspond to 
that use of their mind. And so clearly mind and brain are connected; that is 
where the science gets us to. 

But the science doesn’t say anything about the nature of that connection, 
and that is where people move into a world-view perspective on it. You 
know, you might see the front page of  Scientific American in 2017 had a 
headline about looking at brain networks and how neurons create thoughts. 
Now that is not a scientific statement; there is nothing in any study that 
will get you to the conclusion that neurons create thoughts – that’s a 
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world-view perspective. And we need to be really clear on where we make 
that leap and where suddenly we’ve moved out of the realm of scientific 
methodology and inference into world-view philosophy.

JB: Would you like to comment on that Iain? Because I know that from the 
outset I think there’s a certain amount of shared ground between you and 
Sharon here, that you think there has been far too much of a reductionistic 
approach to the mind, consciousness and so on, the idea that, ‘well if 
we can see the way it works physically, we have a completely physical 
explanation for this’. What’s your perspective on this?

IM: Well I mean I’ll pass over because you know we need to get to the meat 
of it, but the difficulties in interpreting these scans – actually what is going 
on? It’s not always what you think. It might be inhibitory; there may be 
other areas that are important and so on. So I think there’s a problem about 
that kind of way of understanding it. But certainly I wouldn’t accept from a 
philosophical point of view that just because we can see a parallel between 
the brain and consciousness, that the brain makes consciousness. 

There are logically three possible relationships between them. One – the 
one that is favoured by modern science – seems to me the least likely, which 
is that the brain gives rise to consciousness – emits it. Another alternative 
is that it transmits it, in the way that a receiver would take in consciousness 
and produce it like a radio set produces a programme, but it’s not out of 
the set. And the third, which is the one that I adopt and we may come onto 
that, is permit – in other words, the brain permits a certain element of 
consciousness to be expressed. And that’s quite important, because often 
things only come into being by being restricted or sculpted. William James 
makes this wonderful remark, that it’s only because of the vocal chords 
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inhibiting the outflow of air in his lungs that he has a personal voice. It 
may be that the brain has been thought by some other people to be as a 
sort of filtering device, which allows aspects of consciousness, which are 
my consciousness, to become apparent. But in any case, I certainly don’t 
think there’s much going for the idea that if matter is – and it’s a big ‘if ’ 
– if matter really has no consciousness in it, then you can’t make the step 
from that to consciousness. Many philosophers have tried; nobody has 
succeeded.

JB: Well one of the first Big Conversations I had on this was with Daniel 
Dennett, opposite Keith Ward, discussing these kinds of issues. Daniel 
Dennett, as I’m sure you’re familiar, takes this view that actually it is a 
purely material phenomenon and that essentially consciousness arises out 
of very complex chemical, physical interactions. His reasoning I would 
assume would go along the lines of, well, we don’t have any evidence that 
anything else is going on than physical stuff – that’s what we see what we 
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measure it and look at it and do the MRI scans. Why would be assume that 
there is some other thing we call consciousness coming in from the outside, 
either being transmitted or permitted. What’s your perspective on that?

IM: Well it’s a very basic and well-known point that not everything that 
matters is matter and is measurable. Love – where do you measure that, 
how do you do it? The meaning of music – in what lab is he going to find 
that? Does he deny that music has meaning? I don’t know. But I think his 
position is wholly incoherent: he says that consciousness is an illusion, but 
I would point out that for it to be an illusion, there must be a consciousness 
to be illuded. It’s one of the most remarkable statements by an obviously 
rather intelligent man.

JB: And to that extent though, a lot of people I think assume that that is 
the de facto position that exists, because it has been widely spread and it 
is one of the best known ones. And yet I see interestingly, people coming 
alongside you who aren’t just necessarily from a religious perspective… 
I saw Philip Pullman – you know, well-known atheist author – who’s 
incredibly enthusiastic about your work and has endorsed The Master and 
His Emissary. Do you find that people are kind of moving away from that 
naturalist, reductionist view of the mind? Are there people, even if they’re 
not necessarily religious, willing to say: there must be more than just a 
material explanation for this? 

IM: Yes, I think there are and in a way the word religion is an impediment 
to this happening more freely. Because most people who haven’t been 
brought up in a religious tradition and have perhaps rather simplistic black 
and white ideas about what’s involved – it’s a real turn-off. But you know, 
if you ask people in this country – it’s different in America I know, but in 
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this country – ‘do you follow a religion?’ – I think about 11% or 12% say 
yes. But if you ask people, ‘do you think there is more to the Cosmos than 
is contained within the reductionist materialist position?’ – about 95% of 
them say yes. So it’s that that I feel is there. And everywhere I go I find that 
young people are very receptive to these ideas, and as Max Planck said, that 
science moves forward funeral by funeral...

JB: ‘One funeral at a time’ – yes, interesting. Sharon, anything to add 
to that before we move on to some of the other issues that we’re going 
to explore tonight? Are you sensing that the ground is shifting, people 
are becoming less willing to just say, ‘yes, it’s all a purely material 
phenomenon’?

SD: Well I think that the reductive materialist position will always be there 
and so we need to have responses to that ready to hand, and there are 
different expressions of it – Daniel Dennett is one. But you know, the view 
that the mind simply is the brain is another way of expressing it. And of 
course, we can point to what’s known as a philosophically qualia, that there 
are all kinds of qualitative experiences that we have in life that actually are 
impossible to describe physically. If I were to ask you to describe to me 
the smell of coffee in physical terms, you would be at a loss as for how to 
describe it – the chemical structure of caffeine wouldn’t be enough, doesn’t 
get you to the smell of coffee. And so all of these qualia in life and not least 
the qualia of what it is to be you, there is something that it is to be a human 
being, that actually nobody else – even a scientist with the most highly 
developed technology – can’t really access the inner reality that it is to be 
you. And that’s really what the conversation comes down to.

JB: And do you sense then that people are opening up to that perspective? 
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I feel like I’ve heard a lot about the Daniel Dennett sort of materialist 
perspective… I feel like there are a lot of people, even in the non-religious 
sort of sphere, are sort of going in other directions. We hear about 
panpsychism and other sorts of ways of thinking about consciousness at the 
moment…

SD: Exactly, that was the next thought in my head, that actually the 
view that everything is conscious, is a way that people are using to solve 
what’s known as ‘the hard problem of consciousness’ – if we take the term 
coined by David Chalmers – that the hard problem being how do you get 
from non-conscious neurons to conscious human beings. He describes 
that as ‘the hard problem’. And so rather than starting with the building 
blocks of matter – atoms and molecules – and trying to build a bridge to 
consciousness, panpsychists and others of other views would say, ‘look, 
we’re starting in the wrong place – let’s start with consciousness and make 
that fundamental and primary and build a bridge back to the building blocks 
of the brain’. And panpsychism is an increasingly popular view today that 
I’m coming across, and spoke to Philip Goff on Unbelievable a year or two 
ago, and so obviously there are some critiques of that position. There are 
many benefits in that it puts consciousness back on the table, but there are 
some critiques, that I think Christian theism is more persuasive, ultimately. 
But it’s a helpful viewpoint in hearing from people that are dissatisfied with 
a very reductionist approach which seeks to segment human beings into 
just one dimension and just look at them through one lens.

JB: What’s your perspective on panpsychism, this idea that we start with 
consciousness and sort of build back from there?

IM: I think that is right. I think that, for what it’s worth, I think that 
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matter is a phase of consciousness, so matter is not prior to consciousness 
– nothing is prior to consciousness. This is a point of view that’s been 
common to many traditions all round the world for thousands of years; 
I think people often have insight into the brain without using scanners. 
But the idea that consciousness is what’s called ontological primitive – i.e. 
there’s nothing behind it, that it could come out of, it is primary – seems to 
me to make a lot of sense. 

But of course if they’re phases of one another then matter is also a primary 
because it’s part of consciousness. To give an analogy perhaps – water: what 
is water? Well normally it’s translucent, it flows easily and it moves over 
your body and it finds its way through the landscape. But it’s also ice, and 
ice doesn’t look at all like water or behave like water – it’s solid, it stays 
where it’s put unless given a push, it’s completely opaque and it’ll break 
your head open if you hit it, which is not the case with water. And then of 
course there is steam, in which water is suspended in the air and can be 
invisible. So you say matter doesn’t look like consciousness – well no, ice 
doesn’t look like water; steam doesn’t look like water. But there can be 
different manifestations of the same essence. Different phenomenological 
expressions of the same essence – that would be my view on that one.

JB: It’s also frequently given as a slightly poor analogy for the Holy Spirit 
and the trinity, but I’ll leave that aside, the water, ice and steam analogy! 

Look, fascinating stuff, taking us into this whole area of the mind and 
consciousness and so on. I want to return though to your central thesis, 
Iain, which is that this hemispheric duality in the way in which the left 
hemisphere has come to dominate the right hemisphere. And in what ways 
are you seeing that come out in terms of the way people think about big 
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issues around purpose, around the Cosmos, around God as well, which 
we’ll come to. Has that sort of domination of the left hemisphere which 
wants to simply organise, categorise and provide data – is that what has, in 
your view, become the problem with people no longer feeling like they can 
believe in spirituality or ultimate purpose or even that music has its own 
intrinsic beauty, rather than simply being the thing that hits our ears and 
stimulates neurons and so on?

IM: Well there are a number of ways in which I think it renders it very 
hard to understand what people mean when they talk about spirituality 
or religion. One is that it’s very hard to make explicit in language, but that 
doesn’t mean it’s not real. As Niels Bohr said about modern physics, it can 
only be expressed using the language of poetry, but it doesn’t mean it’s not 
real; he made the explicit connection with religion. That’s one thing that 
happens. 

Another is that the left hemisphere, starting with detail and building up, 
sees everything as mechanical in the way it would make it by putting this 
together with that – that’s what the left hemisphere is for. It’s the bit of 
us that enables us to make things – make tools and manipulate the world 
around us. Whereas the right hemisphere is able to see a whole, and very 
often – in fact I would say everywhere in the Cosmos – you don’t just arrive 
at something by finding out the parts it’s made of, because you can’t know 
the parts until you know what sort of wholes it can go to make. The very 
fact that certain things that look when taken out of context very basic and 
simple, can be very highly important parts of a whole of something else, It 
shows that this process is creative and needs to be seen in both directions.

The left hemisphere is not happy with ambivalences with things that can’t 
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be specified in black and white. Because it’s the one that needs to go – 
‘I’m going to grab it, it’s a rabbit’ – or whatever it is. Whereas the right 
hemisphere is content with the idea that it has to be able to keep together 
two things, both if which seem to be true. And the last part of that book 
– of that volume, the beginning – I have a chapter on the coincidence of 
opposites, which I think is incredibly important. 

JB: Explain…?

IM: Well it’s effectively the idea that if you go back further and further in 
a certain direction, you don’t get further and further away from what you 
thought you were doing, because you come round to it in the end. It’s a very 
old point, that extremes in politics have more in common than the parts in 
the middle, you know – there’s a fascist left and a fascist right, and there are 
people in the middle who don’t want to be either. I actually believe there 
are militant fundamentalist atheist and militant fundamentalist Christians 
and I put them in the box together and good luck! But the people that I 
respect – and I think there are enormous numbers of these – are people 
who are not entirely certain. If they were certain, it wouldn’t be faith. I 
mean, faith is a word which requires a disposition towards something, not 
accepting a bunch of propositions. It’s not a matter of a logical argument, 
it’s a matter of disposing your consciousness in such a way towards the 
world that it will allow you to experience certain things. Because we can 
easily, by the way we attend, we can rule things out. And then we think, 
‘well it’s not there, show me?’ – and I can’t show you, because you’re not 
attending right.

JB: Right, interesting. You’ve obviously been engaging for a little while now 
with Iain’s work on this. Where have you seen the connections with your 
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own work and the way in which Iain talks about this right/left hemisphere 
and the way it’s come to change the way our culture thinks about things and 
interacts with things?

SD: Yes, well first of all I’ve found Iain’s work enormously helpful and 
extraordinarily comprehensive, and will be referring to it for many years to 
come. And as I was reflecting on it, I see all kinds of illuminations actually, 
some of them incredibly practical. 

Firstly, the way you emphasise the importance of distraction and rest for 
the flourishing of the imagination and intuition. And we are a society that 
has forgotten how to rest, and so we are unable to awaken that side of our 
brain functioning. 

Another area… has caused me to think about AI and the influence of our 
increasing interaction with algorithms, which you could say is a distillation 
of the proficiencies of the left hemisphere. And so what does that mean for 
us as human beings, as we continue to interact increasingly with algorithms 
and our life’s direction or… success in interview is not decided on the basis 
of intuition and embodiment, but on algorithmic programmes and factors. 

And then of course there’s the broader discussion about a change of view, 
and the perspective that is needed to change ones perspective requires us 
to be aware that there are factors that we haven’t considered before. And if 
we have kind of shut down the part of our brain that is proficient in doing 
that, then the likelihood of us coming to any kind of change of heart or 
perspective – whether that is religious or anything, political or relational – 
then we are becoming less and less emotionally intelligent. 
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IM: Oh I think you’re right – well actually interestingly you’re becoming 
less cognitively intelligent, but that’s by the by. But importantly we are 
also becoming less emotionally intelligent, and these views are not just 
reductive – in the way that they try to account for everything by breaking 
it down into simple bits – but are actively reductive of what a human 
being is. So that I believe that in the explosive increase in the amount of 
time we now have to spend – just within the last five years you can see it 
accelerating, the amount of our day that is spent interacting with machines, 
algorithms, because people are expensive and algorithms are cheap. But 
unfortunately they’re also stupid – I say it’s not artificial intelligence; it’s 
artificial stupidity. It’s modelling the sort of thing we would never, never do. 

And in the past something that would take you five minutes on the 
telephone can now literally take four hours on the net – sometimes these 
algorithms go into loops that you can’t break out of and nobody’s tested 
them properly… ‘oops, something went wrong’ – very helpful comment! I 
think it has this impact on us that importantly intuition and imagination 
are now thought of as sort of second-class ways of coming into contact 
with reality – perhaps leading us away into fantasy. But as I say in that book 
and I’m constantly saying, fantasy is one thing, but imagination is the only 
chance we have to reach reality. It’s not a matter of putting fancy dress 
versions of the world in front of the world – it’s clearing all that away so 
that for the first time we can see reality as it is. Those of you who know 
the work of Wordsworth and Coleridge will know exactly what I’m talking 
about.

SD: I was thinking that even the work of Tolkien and The Lord of the Rings – 
that’s a wonderful combination of fantasy, but that is pointing to a reality.
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IM: Can I tell that little joke? Apparently… J. R. R. Tolkien was a Professor 
of English at Merton College at Oxford. And the other fellows got 
thoroughly fed up of people being brought into dinner and fawning on 
the great man. And one day somebody brought in a guest who went up to 
Tolkien and said, ‘oh Mr Tolkien, your works are so full of imagination’ 
and from behind a newspaper, a grumpy maths don was heard to snort, 
‘imagination? Imagination? Made it all up!’

JB: Wonderful, wonderful!

IM: Which neatly points out the difference between just random creation 
and actually imagination, which contacts a reality and brings it to us.

JB: Absolutely. And that’s the thing isn’t it, that the maths should serve 
the thing that really matters, which is the imagination, which is the contact 
with the values, the purpose that everything that The Lord of the Rings 
inspires in someone who reads it. Now that’s not to say maths can’t inspire 
someone, but at the same time…

IM: It certainly can!

JB: Exactly. But there’s a sense in which we’ve got to ask which thing is 
serving which, I suppose, in the end. I want us to move on to, probably in 
a blunt way, God. Because this is something you said in this latest book 
you’ve written, you decided to tackle, Iain – the question of is there a divine 
source to what you have been so very well explaining in terms of the nature 
of mind, the brain and the way it engages the world. You said this was the 
thing you were most worried about writing about, because it’s so difficult 
to get right, it’s such a divisive topic – the hardest part of the book. Ok, in 
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a nutshell, can you tell us – I hate saying that! – but where have you found 
yourself landing when it comes to the question of God, and how would you 
even define that term in the first place, when it comes to this?

IM: Well it’s the left hemisphere that asks me to define this, and if I do 
define it, it will just say, ‘well that doesn’t add up’. So we have to get away 
from all definitions. But I know what you’re asking me to do, which is to 
summarise a lifetime of many years thought, and that chapter alone is 
a small book – over a hundred pages long. And it was the hardest thing 
I’ve ever done in my life. And many of my colleagues – philosophers who 
read what I wrote – begged me not to include it. Because they said, you 
know, ‘the philosophy’s great, but people will just dismiss you’. So far they 
haven’t, so that’s on the good side. But it seemed to me quite wrong, if I’d 
left that out, that was really in some ways the most important thing I had 
to say about anything. And I knew before I started that any language was 
going to betray me, you know; the Dao that is the real Dao cannot be named 
– that’s the opening of the Dao De Jing. For Christians, St Augustine: ‘si 
comprehendis, non est Deus’ – ‘if you understand God, it’s not God you’ve 
understood’; which actually makes an interesting parallel with Richard 
Feynman, the quantum physicist, who said, ‘if you understand quantum 
physics, you don’t understand quantum physics’. 

So that was the difficulty. But you’re asking me to say where I’ve landed 
over a lifetime. I certainly feel strongly that there is something very 
powerful, of ultimate importance, of great beauty and the source of life and 
creativity, which is behind this cosmos, that is expressed in its richness, 
complexity and responsiveness. Because I believe the Cosmos is conscious 
and I believe, in short – it sounds very odd to say it very boldly and cheaply 
and quickly – but I think that it’s perfectly coherent that the whole Cosmos 
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is conscious. And my view is that of a panentheist. So pantheism is the 
belief that all things are God and that God is all things. But panentheism 
is really importantly different – that little syllable ‘n’ in the middle means 
‘in’. So God is in all things and all things are in God, but neither of these 
things exhausts God, if you see what I mean. So God is bigger, greater than 
anything we can say or conceive, but there is no divorce between God and 
any part of what we find ourselves experiencing.

JB: Very interesting and thank for you condensing it into a nutshell, I know 
it’s very difficult to do. Ok, where do you land then when it comes to this – 
and I think you’ve interacted with the kind of perspective that Iain sketched 
out there. Sharon, both as a scientist and obviously as a Christian, how do 
you put together the mind, the consciousness and the nature of God within 
all that?

SD: Well, so I very much hope that neuroscience continues to flourish and 
develop and there will be enormous growth in understanding and elegant 
theories as to the mind-brain relationship, and I very much hope that is 
the case. But where I came to in my book in terms of how I think about it, 
is there will always be questions that science can’t answer and was never 
intended to answer. Questions like the one that I had myself as a young 
child, slightly bored on a Sunday, looking out of the window on a rainy day, 
suddenly the question comes to me: ‘why can I think? Why do I exist?’ You 
know, I don’t know what I was attending to exactly at that moment – or 
maybe I was just distracted and my mind was on freewheel, the clutch was 
in and I was just kind of coasting. But then questions bubbled to the surface 
of my consciousness – ‘and so why can we think at all?’ 

And that’s a really important question to answer. And of course if the forces 
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of nature are not enough to explain consciousness, then maybe ultimate 
answers to that question lie beyond the forces of nature. And what kind 
of universe makes sense of the fact that here we are as conscious beings? 
Is it a non-conscious universe in which human beings are an accidental 
occurrence, or is it one in which a conscious being has been present right 
from the beginning and has brought into being the universe that we find 
ourselves in? And so that’s the view that I hold – Genesis 1:1 says, ‘In the 
beginning God created the heavens and the earth’. And so before there 
was anything material, there was God – not just God, a sole being, but the 
Godhead, the trinity: Father, Son and Holy Spirit in a complete, mutually 
loving, expressive community of conscious beings. And from there, the 
trinity created the material world.

JB: Now to that extent, that’s different to panentheism, as I understand it. 
I’ll leave you guys to sort of discuss this between yourselves at this point, 
but why for you does Christian theism help you to understand the Cosmos, 
more than perhaps a panentheistic view?

IM: Justin, I think you’re setting up a quite unnecessary and non-supported 
dichotomy. Panentheism is in fact a very common belief by Christian 
theologians – Moltmann, for example. Go to Greece or Russia, look at the 
Orthodox churches, they see God in the whole of creation – they see it in all of 
the animals and the plants and even the stones. So it’s obviously true in other 
religions – in the Vedanta. It’s true of Buddhism in as much as it’s a mistake 
to say there is no god in Buddhism, it’s just that they don’t like that particular 
word, but they have the idea of all-supporting, creative force, which is in the 
Cosmos. And I think we don’t have to pick and choose; in fact what I’m trying 
to do is say that everything, as indeed William Blake, said, ‘all that lives, is 
sacred’. But I think I’d go further and say, ‘all that is, is sacred’.
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JB: Sharon?

SD: And we certainly need more emphasis on the sacred in this day and 
age. And I think where… a question that I had around panentheism, is 
around the question of really where love and freedom come from in that 
world-view? Because if consciousness and the universe are very much in 
connection to each other and one helps the other into being, then is the act 
of creation an act of necessity, because it is the means by which the divine 
kinds of develops and becomes itself, in relationship to the Universe? And 
also the Universe – are they slightly obligated to get to know the divine and 
in doing so help it into being? 

IM: Well, yes I resist the idea of applying necessity to God under any 
circumstances. I just think we’re confusing categories. But I do think, as 
you know from reading my books, that the divine being, the divine essence, 
the ground of being that answers the question, ‘why is there anything rather 
than nothing?’, is in process. And I know this is not always a view that 
Christians are happy with, but the idea is that God, at least in an important 
aspect – and because we can’t know God fully it may not contradict the idea 
of God being eternally the same. But my view is that God is manifesting in 
all kinds of ways and bringing into being what is implicit or only potential 
within him, and that we and the Cosmos and that divine being are in co-
creation together. What we are doing is unfolding aspects of the divine. 

What I particularly like is another creation story, which is that of the 
Kabbalah, or at least the Lurianic Kabbalah, which goes like this: in origin, 
there was a being – Ein Sof. But I don’t speak Hebrew, but I’m told that 
it means either nothing, or the being, as it were. And that being, being 
relational in essence, wanted to create something to have a relationship 
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with. And the first act – what was the first act of Ein Sof? It was to withdraw 
– it’s called tzimtzum. And that’s the moment when God withdraws or 
contracts, rather like kenosis in Christianity, to create a space in which 
there could be something that was not just part of God. And in that space 
there were twelve vessels. And a little spark of fire came out of Ein Sof, 
fell on the vessels, and shattered them all – that’s Shevirat ha-Kelim. And 
the last is Tikkun, which means repair. And in this tradition, humanity is 
specially called to repair these vases and urns, more beautiful than they 
were before they were broken. And the way I understand that is by the 
Japanese art of repairing ceramics with gold - Kintsugi – which produces 
these very beautiful things.

Now that is wonderful to me, because it suggests this sort of dialogue 
between different aspects of creation, which I think also goes on in the 
human mind. So the right hemisphere has a sort of open attentiveness, 
things come into being in that space from which as it were our thoughts 
have withdrawn, so something new can happen. It then goes to the left 
hemisphere, which says, ‘oh familiar, I’ll put it in this category…’ and it’s 
much too big for that, so that category has exploded. And then the right 
hemisphere takes it back and makes it better than it was before.

SD: I think in some ways I agree with you, in terms of once things are in 
being… I actually love the language that you use about the way that we 
attend and things come into our consciousness, and perhaps you use the 
language of inter-being. But I think there’s a lot of resonance between what 
it means to get to know God as a Christian, and the language that you’re 
using, that I find very beautiful. 

I think my main question comes back to the very beginning. Because if I’ve 
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heard you correctly in saying that the divine wanting to have a relationality 
with something and the Universe has a role in that, I see that as being quite 
distinct from classical theism, which says that God himself is already in 
complete and fulfilling relationship within the trinity. And therefore the act 
of creation is an act of love; he doesn’t require anything, but he created out 
of love, and that’s where love becomes a reality and becomes possible. And 
that’s also the foundation of why we’re given freedom as human beings, 
why potentially the angelic realm was given freedom, and that’s why we 
have evil, because that’s the context in which love is possible. And so I look 
to actually the trinity as the way to make sense of that.

IM: I wouldn’t differ from anything much of what you said at all. I wasn’t 
meaning to suggest that Ein Sof was compelled to do anything. Just that by 
the very nature of being, it was impossible for it to be without there being 
something more – not outside, but nonetheless independent. This is where 
language breaks down. I do very strongly believe that we have freewill; 
determinism is not supported by neuroscience or by anything at all that I 
know, and certainly not supported by physics. So I think that is there. 

It’s very obvious that there are forces in the Universe and in human 
experience that draw things together and we can think of that as love, and 
also separate them. So I always see that the business of creation is a dance 
of individuation with union; that we need both the forces that individuate. 
And one way of thinking about it is, Gerard Manley Hopkins thought the 
whole business of creation was the multiplicity of ‘thisness’ – of all these 
wonderful creatures. I don’t think one should negate that. But it’s perfectly 
accommodable in the idea that it is all one. You know, when Oriental 
people say, ‘all is one’, I say: ‘that’s very good, and all is many’ – you know, 
that’s the other thing. And Heraclites said the same thing – the Greek 
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sentence says: ‘all is many and the many are one’.

JB: I’d be interested in taking this to quite a practical level, because I know 
that you’ve critiqued the idea, Iain, of an engineering God – a God who 
sort of stands outside of the creation in some sense and sort of just makes 
things happen. That’s too much of a sort of left-brain God, if you like.

IM: It’s an apotheosis of the left hemisphere. I’d like to have power over 
everything – ‘ah, there’s a God, and that’s me!’

JB: So you don’t like that kind of God. But is the God you do have in mind, 
a God that you can pray to? A God that will act on your behalf? What sort of 
a God in that sense… because that is generally the God that a Christian will 
believe in; a God who to some extent…  We are certainly only in existence 
because we are in the mind of God; God is the foundation for everything – 
the ground of all being, as it were. But nonetheless it is a God that we can 
speak to, interact with, directs us, and so on. What do you make of that?

IM: Well first of all I’m enormously respectful of any points of view in this 
area, because none of us can know for certain anything. I feel that God 
speaks, but I don’t in my bed hear words in my ear. But I think that in daily 
life, God speaks to me through the whole of the things that happen. And 
sometimes I listen for words and I say, ‘why are you not saying anything?’ 
and the next day things happen. And it reminds me of… There’s a story I 
used to tell my patients – they say, ‘I want to get better without medication’ 
and often you can’t, for certain conditions. And I’d say, ‘do you know the 
story of the man who had a pact with God, that he would save him? And 
this man went out swimming and got out of his depth, and a boat came 
along to rescue him and he says, ‘it’s ok, I’ve got a pact with God’. And 
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then the helicopter comes and he says, ‘no no no it’s fine, I’ve got a pact 
with God’, and then he drowns. And then he goes to heaven and says to 
God, ‘well you’re a fine one, I thought we had a pact?’ ‘I sent a boat, I sent 
a helicopter’…’ – so that’s my way of seeing it. I’m amazed by people who 
actually have literal conversations with God, but that’s not what I believe. 
And I also think that prayer is not about talking, it’s about listening; it’s 
opening ones ear and allowing the talking to come to you. Saint Francis said 
when we pray we should prayer for nothing, nothing – he actually repeats 
it; Mother Theresa said that it’s in silence when we listen that prayer takes 
place. 

SD: So much there, Iain. Maybe I’ll just come back to this idea of power, 
actually. And the thing that came to mind for me was that what’s interesting 
about the Trinitarian God is that yes, he is omnipotent and also imminent 
and omniscient, but he also is willing to step into human history, if you 
like – Jesus being the ultimate embodiment of the divine. And he humbles 
himself, and it involves an emptying of some of his divine attributes, in 
order to perform that rescue that you talk about. And so for me, I don’t 
think we have to be afraid of the notion that we can combine transcendence 
with a God of humility, and a God who is embodied and with us and 
present. Because that’s what I see in the Christian faith – a God who has 
come to be with us, and through his being embodied with us, has somehow 
rescued us and made it possible for us to know him.

IM: Well I think the Christian myth, also – a word I use without any 
prejudice about whether it’s true or not – is the most powerful mythos 
about God that I can think of. And the very idea of incarnation is quite 
wonderful, the idea of the resurrection of the body, which sounds – a child 
can tell you that can’t be right – is saying something very deep about the 
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way in flesh is taken up into the realm of the spirit and of the divine. So I 
am enormously indebted to and in a sense I try to honour the Christian 
tradition in which I was brought up; it’s incredibly rich. I also find things 
in other religions and it would be odd if there weren’t parallels, because if 
we’re onto a truth, we’re all onto some sort of truth. 

I don’t like the exclusivity of Christianity – whether that exists – I think 
that’s a mistake. But yes, the business of personal intervention is a difficult 
one for me, for all the obvious reasons that you must have heard a thousand 
times before. The Holocaust, in brief, and so many other instances of 
needless human suffering. The way I make sense of them – I mean rape and 
torture of children – what one has to say is this is the price that is paid for a 
free creation; I think that’s the only sensible way of thinking about it. That if 
we are to be free, we are free to depart utterly from what God would intend. 

But I see God as pretty much omnipresent, but I don’t know that he’s 
omnipotent, because God can’t actually make things that simply don’t make 
sense, make sense. And that’s what seems to me what miracles are about. 
Now I’m not saying that miracles don’t take place; what I would say is for 
that I’d like to know more. It’s never happened to me –  I don’t think it’s 
ever happened in my experience at all. It’s lovely that it happens to some 
people, but it seems a little bit random. I mean, there are great ways in 
which if gods came to intervene they could intervene, rather than helping 
you catch a train or whatever it is. And that’s a difficulty I have with it. It’s 
not original; I think almost everybody has this, including Christians.

JB: Huge can of worms, just before we go to the questions. But do you want 
to make a brief response and then we’ll start to take some questions?
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SD: Yes, I do. Yes, I think that miracles are a huge area. I think that firstly 
that there can be the impression that we are being asked to sort of choose 
between laws of nature or a miracle. But actually when we think about the 
laws of nature, we’re told that there are actually probabilistic – they’re not 
fixed certainties. Which means I could throw this glass into the audience 
and it would follow a certain projectile, but that doesn’t mean someone 
can’t reach their hand out and grab it and pull it to themselves and change 
the trajectory. And so the laws of nature are probabilistic, but they’re not 
certainties.

Secondly it’s through the laws of nature that you recognise the miracle. 
It’s because you’ve recognised the paranormal because you know what 
the normal is, and you recognise the supernatural because you know what 
the natural is. And those that wrote about the resurrection of Jesus said 
it’s actually because dead people don’t get up and walk again that there’s 
something extraordinary about this event, that makes us attend to it. And 
some very logical, thinking people wrote about this, one of whom was 
Luke the physician and in his biography of the life of Jesus writes not just 
about his life and morality and teachings but also his miracles. And so for 
me, from a scientific background, that just gave me pause for thought, to 
think, ‘ok, some very wise and learned people don’t seem to have a problem 
with miracles’. And I guess the truth is that if God exists and has created 
everything that we see, then he would be able to either work within the laws 
of nature or suspend them – and not because he meddles with nature, but 
because he is a God who cares and rescues. So that’s how I see it.

IM: I think the conversation would take a long time. I don’t actually 
accept the probabilistic thing – it’s quite right that nothing is certain and 
everything is probabilistic, but this doesn’t mean it’s a free-for-all and 
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somebody can make water spring out of a wall or something. But believe me 
I’m not dismissing… well I have to say, other people have experiences I have 
not had. But if you ask me, I have to base it on everything I know, which is 
my experience, which people have said to me and all the things I’ve done 
and read in my life. I find them a problematic area, I must admit. But I’m 
not saying it couldn’t happen. And about the resurrection, I feel something 
slightly different, which is that in a way, this mythos is so great and so true 
that it would almost be a flaw in it, if it were not to have literal truth as well 
as metaphorical truth. But – perhaps something for another day! – I believe 
that metaphorical truth is more important than literal truth. Literal truth 
is a subset of metaphorical truth, in which the potential in the metaphor 
has been collapsed into an actuality – in the way that a wave function is 
collapsed into a particle. Doesn’t make the particle greater than the wave 
function or the field – in fact, the field is greater than the particle.

SD: Well yes, I can see that there’s common ground, even in this area. 
I guess I would just say that if I’m in my last days of life, do I want 
metaphorical truth or do I want literal truth? Am I going to live beyond the 
death of my body or not? I think that for me is when the crunch comes.

IM: But we know from the fact that possibly our bodies are there after 
death that maybe the loss of ones body at death is not a literal truth, but a 
metaphorical truth? Anyway!!

JB: We’ll leave it there – wow! Can we give a round of applause to both Iain 
and Sharon. We’re going to go to some questions, so please let’s see some 
hands and we’ll see what we’ve got here at the British Library first of all. And 
then why don’t we go to the person just over here in the Hawaiian looking 
shirt. And while we’re there, once it gets to you we’ll get the question, but 
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I’ve got a couple of really interesting questions, specifically on brain issues – 
some quite similar ones from two anonymous attendees online. 

Zoom Audience Member: What does all of this mean for people with 
dementia conditions? For example: my auntie was a devoted Christian all 
her life, but this horrible disease changed her. She wasn’t the worst patient, 
but it broke my heart. Never lost her faith, still sang hymns, prayed to the 
end. But all she could do was listen, and obviously this brain disease did 
have an impact on what she was able to do, who she was, ultimately. 

Another person says: my auntie had vascular dementia, which gave her a 
glioma brain tumour. I guess I’m asking about the mind-brain relationship, 
consciousness and spirituality – how that squares with dementia patients 
when they can’t think clearly half the time?

We’ll start with you on this one, Sharon. As a Christian, how do you square 
the fact that evidently when our brain doesn’t function correctly – when we 
have a brain disease like dementia – it does impact, to some extent, the way 
at least we seem to present ourselves. Where do you go with that?

SD: I mean these are heart-breaking questions – thank you for asking them 
– and this is an increasing reality as we care for an aging population. And 
many of us in the audience will have loved ones – I’m not an exception 
to those – who are struggling with or have struggled with degenerative 
diseases. And of course, this is another example where we can say that there 
is a correlation between the state of the brain, and what is possible mentally 
and cognitively. So clearly these things are correlated, but it also illustrates 
why it’s really important that you’re clear on the answer that you give to the 
question. The title of my book, Am I Just My Brain? –  because if you are just 
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your brain, then as your brain degenerates, you are fading away. But if you 
are more than just your brain, then even though your brain degenerates, 
you do not; there is still a you. 

And this came to me in a very extraordinary way, as my mother-in-law was 
lost to vascular dementia during the second lockdown, and ten of us were 
at her funeral. And as we were arranging the funeral, we were praying for 
the right kind of minister to be taking the funeral. And we found someone 
nearby – and this was in a very different part of the UK – in the northeast of 
England. And we found a minister, and we started to exchange photos and 
information, and he got in touch to say, ‘you’re not going believe this, but 
I’ve actually met your mother-in-law; I met her in 2019, I went into her care 
home and I was there to take a communion service with a couple that used 
to be part of my church. And your mum was in the room – she was the only 
other person in the room – and so I invited her to see if she wanted to join 
us, and she did. And so Penny was able to recite parts of this communion 
service, pray the Lord’s Prayer, and take communion’.

Now what you need to know is that at this point her dementia was so 
advanced that she no longer spoke coherently, she didn’t know that she 
had children anymore, she didn’t recognise them or remember their names. 
But here she was, taking communion, praying the Lord’s Prayer, connecting 
with God. And I just thought, how kind of God, to let us know that that 
happened, and that even in the very desperate state of degeneration, she 
was still able to connect with God.

JB: That’s a really powerful story – thank you. Where does your thinking go 
when it comes to these sorts of issues of the brain?
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IM: Well briefly, on the human level of course they are tragic, because 
people’s personality can be greatly changed. But remember that I conceive 
of the brain as not governing who we are, but is filtering, as it were, 
consciousness. And rather like the image of William James of the vocal 
chords, if something happens to the vocal chords, you may conceivably lose 
your voice or the quality of your voice may change. I mean I’m not saying 
that’s what’s happening, but putting that as an analogy.

But there is a phenomenon that in a way is in keeping with this idea, called 
terminal lucidity. Which means at the end of life, people who have not 
spoken, not been capable of doing things, suddenly they start talking. And 
almost inevitably within usually the next 24 hours – and certainly not more 
than a week – they’ve died. So what that could possibly mean – and I stress 
could, it could be interpreted in many ways. But one possibility is that, as it 
were, as the brain is failing; the filtering is not so marked as it was. In which 
case the person is in a sense recovering something of that being that, as you 
say, is in some sense still there, but was disguised by the machinery which 
was failing. Possibly.

JB: Thank you very much. Let’s go to that question that we were going to 
take from our friend here:

Audience Member: Well thank you so much for an incredible conversation. 
I was just going to ask both your opinions, but particularly Dr McGilchrist, 
if in your outline of God there was any role for transcendence? So the 
theologian Dan Strange talks about how in Christian theology, there is 
both the transcendence of God and the imminence of God – and Christian 
theology marries the two. So unlike Islam – which is entirely transcendent, 
and Buddhism – which is entirely imminent, Christian theology, due to it 
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being Trinitarian in nature, it can marry the two. So just your thoughts on 
whether God can be transcendent? 

IM: No, that was a part of my message but I may not have expressed it very 
clearly, that I do believe in a God that is both transcendent and imminent. 
And that was the point about panentheism, partly, and entirely compatible 
with Christianity and with other religions. Both of these things come 
together. Actually if you’re working in the area that Sharon and I work, then 
you’re working in a world where something utterly immaterial is actually 
informing something that is material, and vice versa. So we work at that 
interface all the time. So I definitely think there’s room for that. It seems 
to me clear that whatever the divine is, is both transcendent and imminent. 
But thank you for asking.

JB: Thank you. Do you want to add anything, Sharon?

SD: I would just say that I guess in a theist perspective, imminence flows 
out of transcendence, in a sense that God chooses to step into history to be 
close to his creation – so one flows from the other.

JB: Thank you for the question. I’ve got one here on Zoom, someone asks: 

Noting the brain is a physical entity, how do we understand the interplay 
between the brain, the mind and God? How do we connect with God? Is it 
our brain? Is it our mind? Another mechanism?

Now again it will depend on what you think of God, as to what you’re 
connecting with and so on. But where would you say that the physicality 
of our brain… how is that… to use the words you were using earlier, Iain – 
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permitting, as it were, this connection? How is that also connecting us with 
this bigger picture, this divine nature to the Cosmos and reality?

IM: Well there’s nothing about matter or the brain that excludes 
consciousness or the divine; I’ve said that repeatedly. Matter and 
consciousness may be phases of the same thing, and that God is in 
everything and everything is in God – so there’s no problem there for me in 
the slightest. Can you assume what the problem is?

JB: Well I think that the person’s thinking… but we see, as Sharon said, that to 
some extent our experience, our consciousness is linked to this physical lump 
of grey matter in our skulls. And it seems to be through that, that we have an 
experience, if we believe God is speaking to us in prayer or that we’re having 
a spiritual experience. So it seems to be the vehicle by which if God is there, 
is choosing to engage us. I suppose why that mechanism? Why does it have to 
have this physical, as it were, radio-transmitter or whatever in between?

IM: You’d have to ask God that one! I think if God wants a material world… I 
mean there are questions that simply are beyond the human mind to answer 
one way or another. Not just because we don’t know enough now, but because 
we can never answer them. What is God’s purpose in creating matter or 
otherwise? I mean we just don’t know. But all I would say is, given that there 
is matter, I don’t think that it gives rise to consciousness, and I don’t think 
it’s in any way an impediment to consciousness – in fact, it shapes our own 
consciousness. And this is in no way a problem for an image of the divine. 

One of the ways I think about the individual consciousness and 
consciousness in the Cosmos is something like this: an individual cell can 
have outpouchings of the membrane – there are many living cells that 
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are like this. And if you imagine a bit of cytoplasm that’s in one of these 
outpouchings, if you’re in the middle of that, you’d think you were entirely 
enclosed on all sides. But at the foot of anything, you go back into the whole 
of the cytoplasm of the whole of the cell, including the other outpouchings 
– you’re all sharing the same thing. But for a while, it is sculpted into you 
– your individuality. I don’t know what the purpose of creation is, but 
one that seems like a good front runner is for the sort of just sheer joy of 
unpacking the exuberant otherness and wonderfulness of all the elements 
in that creation, and in doing so not in a single way harming or limiting the 
unity of it. So it’s a union and at the same time it is maximally differentiated 
– that’s my vision.

JB: Sharon?

SD: Yes, and I think that if I look at Genesis 2:7, where it talks about 
humans are dust and breath. You know, God creates the man from the 
dust of the ground, breathes into his nostrils the breath of live, and the 
man becomes a living being – we see that we are both matter and breath 
of God in some way. And so we would expect to see that reflected in all of 
our experiences; we would expect to see a physical representation. But that 
doesn’t mean that the experience isn’t genuine and what’s happening in 
the brain isn’t the experience; the experience is happening because there’s 
a being to relate to in the first place. Just like if you image someone’s brain 
in a state of romantic love, you see networks lighting up, but that doesn’t 
mean the brain activity is the love – there’s activity there because there’s 
a relationship that already exists. And so we don’t need to be afraid of this 
kind of data that’s showing all kinds of things being engaged in the brain 
during religious and spiritual experience.
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JB: Really helpful, thankful.

IM: Perhaps I can quote quickly this time, for a moment: “the best picture 
of the human soul is the human body”.

JB: Very good, thank you. Let’s go to another question from here in the 
audience. If we could get the microphone right over to the lady over there, 
and I’ll just take a Zoom question while it’s going. 

Elijah asks: You mention this problem of a lack of emotional intelligence, 
both of you. How are we going to go about regaining it?

This is one of those practical: well what do we do in the light of the fact 
that the left hemisphere is taken over in culture. How do we recover the 
emotional intelligence of the master, the right? Start us off on this one 
Iain…

IM: Well it’s a vast question, and I would be wrong to give a direct answer, 
because I’d limit the possibilities. But something along the lines of, as a 
nation or as a society, we can change the way we bring up the young and 
educate them. And as individuals, we can push back in our own lives, 
wherever we meet this machine image of the human, which is so prevalent 
now. I would ask if everyone in this room and everyone listening to this, 
were to make a vow that in future when people give them a mechanistic 
vision of what human beings are, they would question it at least. If they’re 
asked a work to follow some procedural bureaucracy that actually gets 
between you and the job you’re supposed to be doing, make a point of it. 
We’re silent; we just don’t push back enough. And we can feel that we don’t 
have the power to, but nobody can stop us doing that in our individual lives.
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JB: What about you Sharon?

SD: Yes, I was actually thinking about a digital Sabbath. This is something 
that I’ve been thinking about for a while as well and about actually how 
there may be a case of choosing to withdraw for certain periods, for certain 
times of the week, to recover…

JB: And is it because you do think the technology, specifically, that now 
is all around us – mobile phones, iPads and so on – that that in a sense is 
leading us down this mechanistic, algorithmic path, and we sometimes just 
need to go back to being human?

SD: Yes, and there can be this misperception that the Internet now 
means you have the world at your fingertips. But the reality is that there 
are algorithms based on machines learning that are picking up all of the 
other things that we’re doing online – all the things you’re searching for 
on Amazon, all the clothes you’re buying – and it’s feeding you algorithms 
so that you end up looking at a narrower view of the world and we end up 
down a YouTube vortex, down a Netflix vortex and down a social media 
vortex. And we end up with a more narrower, narrower perspective on the 
world.

IM: I mean, going back to attention as being a grounding moral act, attention 
is where trillions of dollars – your attention is constantly being hijacked, 
second by second, by media, for entirely unworthy causes. And actually being 
in touch with the divine – being in touch with the beautiful or the holy – is 
something that can only happen slowly. It can’t be rushed, it needs attention 
– it needs continuous attention. And in fact, if we don’t pay continuous 
attention, we can’t even read and understand things; we can’t listen to music – 
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just having it on in the background is not an equivalent to sitting and listening 
to it. So what I would say is that’s a very important point, if we want to sort of 
regain control of our attention, by switching off machines.

JB: Let’s go to that question that we were lining up.

Audience Member: Thank you for the very interesting talk and talking about 
the consciousness, which is a very complicated subject – there are so many 
theories about understanding consciousness. I read the book, Encounter 
With the Self. It’s about William Bake’s painting on the Book of Job, and Carl 
Jung has commented on consciousness. And what he was saying is that what 
happened to Job is something in the unconscious world. So we are not aware 
of the unconscious world where God is deciding something for our destinies. 
And when we realise the suffering, and then Job was very close to God. He met 
God and his consciousness expanded. Do you believe that? Can you explain?

JB: This is a very interesting question, so I’m going to try and paraphrase 
that myself. But obviously the Book of Job is the oldest book in the Bible 
and it’s an extraordinary Jewish exploration of suffering, God. And all 
these questions Job has, ultimately, are met by a God who meets him at the 
end of it and says, ‘you don’t know the first thing about me’, and gives him 
all these examples and so on. And that perhaps is the consciousness that 
you talk about expanding, as it opens up the whole question of suffering 
into a much bigger dimension. Feel free to speak to that, Iain, because I’m 
sure these are the kinds of thoughts about God, suffering, consciousness 
that, for you, are part of this right brain. If you go back to a book like Job, 
where people were looking at these things in a much bigger way than 
possibly we do today, when it comes to the question of the divine, of 
suffering and so on.
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IM: Yes I’m sure they were. I mean, I do rather resist the temptation to 
pigeonhole everything as right brain or left brain, because both are working 
all the time and so, I’ll just say that. I don’t know specifically what the 
question is exactly, but I mean the Book of Job is very interesting – it speaks 
to me a lot! I don’t really get what the point is though?

JB: Is it just a question about…

Audience Member: So my question is that there is an unconscious world 
and then we are part of this world and we are a limited part of this world 
and our consciousness can expand after our suffering? Is the encounter of 
God an expansion of consciousness?

JB: I mean, is there a sort of realm that we’re not accessing at that level, 
that we perhaps one day will access?

IM: Look what we’re conscious of, in the sense of aware that we are aware 
of, is tiny – it’s less than half a percent of all that’s going on in the realm 
of our consciousness, in another sense of the word, which means the 
experiential ground. But most of it is not stuff that we’re conscious of at the 
time at all; what we’re conscious of is just a tiny, tiny particle of all that we 
know, all that we can bring to bear. Which is why intuition is so important, 
because through intuition, through myths, through imagination, we can 
access lots of ideas that need to be held together, because they don’t make 
a simple equation. And when we’re forced to make them explicit, then 
bring them, drag them kicking and screaming into the hard focus of the left 
hemisphere, saying, ‘what do you mean?’ – then we’re going to lose it.

JB: Do you want to add anything to that, Sharon?
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SD: Well I guess I would just say that yes, I guess that the Book of Job 
is so interesting as well because we the reader gain a perspective on his 
situation that he himself doesn’t have, and that we as the reader get to see 
a bigger picture. And he isn’t really clear on the reasons, like you say; he 
isn’t conscious of the reasons for his suffering. But we are told that there 
are forces beyond that actually are working for harm as well as for good. 
And so it’s really important to kind of bring that into the conversation. And 
the other thing to say is, whether it was him consciously waking up to God 
or just God couldn’t get a word in edgeways because his two friends were 
giving their full penneth on why Job was suffering the way that he was. And 
so finally they finished and God had a chance to speak, and we have these 
wonderful words that say, ‘God spoke to Job out of the storm’. And in the 
storms of our life, God can speak to us, just as he spoke to Job. And how 
kind of God to make that chronologically the first book of the Bible, dealing 
with this universal question of suffering.

JB: We’ll go to one more question here on Zoom and then we’ll take one 
more from the audience. So please do raise your hand again and we’ll see if 
we can get a last question out of this. Let’s come down to the gentleman in 
the blue shirt, if you keep your hand up and someone will come to bring you 
one. 

Sharon, though – is there consciousness after death? Easy question! And I 
suppose that’s to some extent where the rubber hits the road here. People 
are concerned about well, will my consciousness survive my physical body? 
Now you obviously believe the physical body is not the only show in town, 
but what happens to me – to Iain, to Sharon – in your view, Iain, when we 
do die?
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IM: Well, these things are hard to express, but I don’t think that the 
thisness of me is lost. It doesn’t mean to say that my consciousness carries 
on in the form that it is now – I hope it doesn’t, I’m looking forward to an 
improvement! But I think that nonetheless, yes, I don’t think it’s a miracle 
that people meet people who are dead, that come and sit on their bed and 
talk to them. There are just too many of these experiences, what we all the 
paranormal – well, I tend to think there’s nothing supra or para about it, it’s 
just part of the natural world. 

JB: But others would say that was the miracle you’ve said you’ve never met, 
but you say actually you accept that…

IM: I don’t think that’s a miracle, because I don’t think there’s anything that 
says that my consciousness will be extinguished at death. But I think it is a 
miracle if a statue weeps blood or tears; I don’t say that this cannot happen 
– but it’s in a different realm, belongs to a different category of things for 
me. I’m not saying they don’t happen, I have no opinion on the matter at 
all.

JB: Does the idea of the Christian resurrection, does that attract you in any 
way as an explanation of what our consciousness could look like? That it’s 
this, as you put it very nicely yourself, it’s the material being taken up into 
the spiritual, in that sense?

IM: Well that’s what I believe it represents, and I believe it’s a powerful 
story. As to its literal truth, I don’t know, but it certainly has so much 
metaphorical truth that its literal truth becomes entirely irrelevant to 
me. I know there are people who think that they must examine scientific 
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evidence that certain things literally happen, but I think it’s slightly missing 
the point.  People are welcome to their different ways of looking at the 
world. 

JB: Sharon, consciousness after death?

SD: So there’s a whole very interesting data set of near-death experiences, 
that I’d love to know what you think of those, Iain as well – they’re very 
interesting… 

IM: They can’t be denied. I know the literature and it’s clear that these 
things happen, yes.

SD: Yes, exactly. So in states of reversible chemical death there’s a whole 
literature out there now of people that are reporting being conscious when 
they’ve been resuscitated, and they’ve spoken about what happened. And 
in verifiable ways, like tennis shoes on roofs or someone that’s congenitally 
blind seeing someone and describing them in great detail, or all kinds of 
very interesting things that give us pause for thought. Now of course, if we 
are just our brains, that kind of data set makes no sense. However, if we are 
more than just our brains and if there is indeed a life to come, then we can 
make sense of that – that kind of data fits with the idea that there will be 
consciousness. 

But I want to say that at the heart of the Christian faith is that it will be 
embodied. The Gospels – the New Testament – talks about Jesus being 
bodily raised from the dead, to the extent that he shows Thomas the marks 
in his hand and his side. He has a physical body; he is physically raised from 
the dead. And again that’s where embodiment I see as being so central to 
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the Christian faith, that we’re not going to float off to some ghostly, floaty 
existence – that’s a Platonic view of heaven that has been incorporated 
into Christian thinking. But that is not what we see in the New Testament 
– Jesus is physically raised from the dead. And those that follow him, the 
same will be true of them. And also, in the age to come that is ahead of us, 
that will also be embodied, and so that’s… 

JB: So it’s not as though the physicality of this world and us is something 
that we’ll just cast off for some, as you say, material thing. When God said, 
‘it is good’, when he created us as spiritual beings – physical and spiritual – 
that will continue?

IM: I’d just like to say we don’t know what matter is. We haven’t the 
slightest idea – physicists, when scientists say, ‘oh, you know, we’d like to 
ground it all in the body because at least we understand matter’, but to 
scientists, matter is as peculiar as consciousness – in fact, slightly harder to 
explain.

SD: I love that point in your book…

JB: How little we know, ultimately, even about things we think we do know. 
Final question and we’ll leave it to this audience member.

Audience Member: Thank you all for a really thought-provoking 
conversation. My question actually relates to Sharon’s last point about 
the body and the importance in the Bible of… the spiritual Scriptures talk 
about something such as the soul-body – so not the physical body. And I 
just wonder if maybe we put too much importance on the physical body, 
and isn’t it right that it’s in a constant state of flux? So it’s never the same 
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and it’s built up of trillions of cells that all individually have a lifespan of 
their own? So as scientists, do you think we can actually be attached to and 
identify with something that’s never actually ever…

JB: It’s a really interesting point to make, that our bodies do refresh 
themselves entirely physically seven times or whatever, in a lifetime – yet 
we have this enduring consciousness. And to that extent, do you think Iain 
that, if you like, that is another sign of the fact that we aren’t really a body, 
ultimately – we’re a soul. Our questioner used the word ‘soul’ – is that a 
word you would ever use?

IM: I do, yes. I gave a talk at the RSA called ‘Whatever Happened to the 
Soul?’ – so I think it is an important idea. I mean, the fact that the body is 
renewing itself all the time in this extraordinary way and maintaining its 
form, is worth thinking about, because it doesn’t fit easily into the way in 
which physical matter and the body I’d normally describe. But all I think 
that tells us is that we grossly undervalue matter. I would say materialists 
– not people who overvalue matter – they’re the people who undervalue 
matter; there’s nothing mere about matter – it’s very special.

JB: Final thoughts from you as well on this?

SD: Yes, thank you for the question. I think I’d want to say that the notion 
of soul in the Hebrew sense is embodied; it refers to the whole person. The 
verse that I quoted from Genesis 2:7 says that, ‘after God created man from 
the dust of the ground and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life, the 
man became a living being’. And the word for being is nephesh, which is 
the Hebrew word for soul. And soul is the whole person, rather than an 
immaterial part of us that exists within us that will one day kind of float off 
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and be somewhere else; the soul is the whole person. And then likewise, 
when it talks about worshipping the Lord with all of your heart, all of your 
soul, all of your strength – or in the New Testament it substitutes soul for 
mind – those are not different segments of the person. Again we want to 
resist this segmentation that society seems to want to happen, but actually 
those are all a measure of the extent of commitment and worship that that 
person is giving. And so soul itself is an embodied concept in the Hebrew 
form, rather than the Greek form.

JB: Well look, thank you both for a fascinating Q&A to check off our 
fascinating conversation. Can you give a round of applause to Iain and 
Sharon! 
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Books on neuroscience don’t usually become bestsellers, but Iain 
McGilchrist’s new theory of the brain is capturing the attention of 
both Christians and sceptics. Nick Spencer explains why we’re all 
fascinated by questions of brain science, faith and God

What do Monty Python star John Cleese, fantasy writer Philip Pullman, 
bestselling Canadian psychologist Jordan Peterson and Dr Rowan Williams, 
former Archbishop of Canterbury, all have in common?

The answer, I suspect, is very little – except that they are all fans of a book, 
published back in 2009, that has quietly become one of the most widely 
praised, highly respected and most influential of the 21st Century.
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The book is 600 pages long and each page dense with print. Its subject is 
the divided nature of the human brain and the way in which that has shaped 
the history of the Western world. It has so far sold more than 100,000 
copies.

Moreover, the author has recently published a follow-up which – 
astonishingly – is more than twice as long as the original and, if anything, 
even denser.

Neuroscience, philosophy, intellectual history: this is not the usual fare for 
bestsellers. You might expect such books to be championed by academics 
and intellectuals, but not by comedians, fantasy writers and popular 
psychologists. Something is going on here. The books have touched a nerve.
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Living in a left-brain world
The two books by Iain McGilchrist are, respectively, The Master and His 
Emissary (Yale University Press) and The Matter with Things (Perspectiva).

McGilchrist recently took part in Premier Unbelievable?’s The Big 
Conversation, debating with neuroscientist and Christian apologist Sharon 
Dirckx.

He explained how he began studying philosophy, theology and literature at 
Oxford, before performing what might seem to be an academic handbrake 
turn, changing to medicine and specialising in the overlap between 
psychiatry and neurology.

He brings his remarkable breadth of interest and knowledge to his 
published work, which ranges confidently over huge territories.

Daunting as the books first seem, McGilchrist’s ideas have a disarmingly 
simple basis. The human brain – but importantly not only the human brain 
– is divided into two hemispheres.

This originates, McGilchrist argues, from the need for virtually all creatures 
to do two things: get stuff (eg food or material for shelter) and avoid being 
got by stuff (eg eaten by other creatures).

The result is two hemispheres – evidence for which goes back at least 500 
million years – which don’t do different things but, rather, do similar things 
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in different ways.

Both hemispheres pay attention to the world, but one (the left) does so via 
highly focused attention to details, in order to manipulate and use objects 
such as tools, whereas the other (the right) does so via broad, vigilant, 
open, uncommitted, sustained attention to the whole world, in order to 
capture the big picture.

The scientific evidence – and McGilchrist marshals an army of it in his 
books – supports this view, but this is not simply a narrowly scientific idea. 
McGilchrist believes, as he remarked in his discussion with Dirckx, that 
“attention is a deeply moral act because it changes the world”. The kind of 
attention the different hemispheres pay to the world changes the kind of 
world they – and we – inhabit.

Now, we have to be careful here. McGilchrist is not arguing – like some 
caricature postmodern philosopher – that we create the world we look at. 
The world is real and would be there if we were not.

Rather, the kind of world we see and sense and live in is dependent on us 
– or more specifically on the kind of attention we pay to it. Put simply, if 
we only ever pay ‘left hemisphere’ attention to the world, we will see it and 
treat it like an endlessly manipulable collection of isolated facts that may 
(or may not) fit together.

If, by contrast, we approach it through ‘right hemisphere’ attention, we will 
see and treat it as a whole, as a series of relationships that are inextricably 
linked together. Put another way, look at the world as a bunch of jangling 
atoms and that’s what you’ll see. Look for a connected, holistic, moral and 
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spiritual world, and that’s what you’ll find.

McGilchrist’s fear is that we are busy making the world in the image of the 
left hemisphere. “I’m afraid that…we are moving into this world in which 
things are atomistic, static, certain, known, black and white in their nature, 
disembodied, abstract, categorical and really only representations of the 
reality,” he said in his conversation with Dirckx.

It’s a fear that is clearly shared by many, who sense and suffer a loss of 
identity, purpose, transcendence and love. McGilchrist is simply able to 
provide a deep and persuasive explanation for why we are going so wrong.

Are you a left or a right brain person?
Your brain weighs around 1.3kg and consists of six different ‘lobes’. 
The brain contains approximately 100 billion neurons and 100 trillion 
connections. Although the brain represents only two per cent of the mass 
of the human body, it uses about 20 per cent of the body’s total energy.

Significantly, the brain is split into two halves. Although the concept of 
being either ‘left-brained ‘ (think of logical, scientific types) or ‘right-
brained’ (think of artsy, imaginative types) is a popular notion, psychology 
and brain research shows that most people use both halves of the brain for 
most tasks.

However, the different roles of the left and right hemispheres are still 
noticeable and can be broadly categorised in these ways:
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Left Hemisphere

•	 Controls all the muscles 

on the right hand side of 

the body, eg your right eye 

is controlled by the left 

hemisphere.

•	 Primarily responsible for:

•	 Image processing

•	 Spatial thinking

•	 Emotional responses

•	 Imagination and intuition

•	 Music and rhythm

•	 Holistic thinking

•	 Artistic ability

•	 Understanding relationships 

and context

•	 Spontaneity and open-ended 

thinking

•	 Seeing nuance and 

complexity

Right Hemisphere

•	 Controls all the muscles on 

the right hand side of the 

body, eg your left hand, 

is controlled by the right 

hemisphere.

•	 Primarily responsible for:

•	 Speech and abstract thinking

•	 Mathematical processing

•	 Logic and reason

•	 Ability to process language

•	 Computation

•	 Reading and writing

•	 Data gathering

•	 Scientific ability

•	 Organisation and 

categorisation

•	 Seeing things in ‘black and 

white’
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McGilchrist’s work has an even deeper interest, however; one that goes 
beyond the issue of where we are heading as a society. Both books, but 
especially The Matter with Things, are about the meaning of life itself.

Despite originally studying theology, McGilchrist had no particular religious 
upbringing (or, indeed, baggage!). His work has, however, drawn him into 
the religious field. The final chapter of The Matter with Things is entitled: 
“The Sense of the Sacred”.

He was advised against writing it. “Many of my colleagues begged me not 
to include it…they said…‘the philosophy’s great, but people will just dismiss 
you’.” He ignored them because, in his words, “that was really in some ways 
the most important thing I had to say about anything”.

Condensing a topic this broad, deep and complex is bound to misrepresent 
it (which is the kind of thing the left hemisphere does!) but, here goes: the 
left hemisphere’s approach to the world is almost predetermined to dismiss 
any idea of the sacred.

The sacred can’t be tested. It can’t be known, named or controlled. 
Therefore, the sacred doesn’t exist. It’s an approach to reality with which 
we are familiar from certain scientistic – rather than scientific – public 
figures; people who think that if you can’t measure and test it, it doesn’t 
exist. And it’s one that McGilchrist thinks is profoundly wrong.

An approach to reality that draws on the right hemisphere, however, is not 
only better at capturing reality in its fullness, but also more receptive to the 
divine in a number of ways.
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Firstly, it underlines a fact that is utterly central to Christianity but 
which Christians sometimes forget, namely that God, for all his love 
of and commitment to creation, is utterly ‘other’ and beyond our full 
understanding or knowledge.

“As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your 
ways and my thoughts than your thoughts”, God tells his people in Isaiah 
55:9. “I am who I am” YHWH tells Moses (Exodus 3:14). Or as McGilchrist 
is fond of quoting from St Augustine: “If you understand God, it’s not God.”

This is an approach that infuriates the more literal-minded, and because 
their voices have, at times, been so loud in our cultural conversation, many 
a believer has been tempted to follow their example, arguing that God 
can be known (or even proven) in the same way as we might know a fact 
about nature or prove a mathematical equation. The view through the right 
hemisphere disabuses us of this notion.

Secondly, this approach emphasises the central importance of faith. Not in 
the cliched sense of believing six impossible things before breakfast, but in 
the biblical sense of reorientating your mind and life towards a reality in 
which you place your trust.

Faith is “not a matter of a logical argument,” as McGilchrist remarked in 
conversation. “It’s a matter of disposing your consciousness in such a way 
towards the world that it will allow you to experience certain things.” Faith 
is something you do with your heart (and your hands) rather than only with 
your mind.

Thirdly, it draws out another key theological idea, namely that humans 
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have a crucial role in creation. Different theological traditions have taken 
different approaches to this, some slightly nervous about its potential to 
dethrone God as creator.

And yet, the biblical narrative seems clear that humans are co-creators with 
God, vice-regents, gardeners, labourers, mandated to bring out the flavour 
of God in his creation.

In McGilchrist’s words: “My view is that God is manifesting in all kinds of 
ways and bringing into being what is implicit or only potential…and that we 
and the Cosmos and that divine being are in co-creation together. What we 
are doing is unfolding aspects of the divine.”

A prophet for our age
Some of this language will alarm, or at least be unfamiliar, to Christians, but 
this is as it should be. McGilchrist has great sympathy with Christian ideas, 
but he is not a theologian.

He is not defending, still less proving, Christianity. Moreover, as he said in 
his discussion, he has a real problem with some Christian ideas, such as the 
religion’s exclusivity, and he can’t quite go all the way with orthodoxy on 
prayer and miracles.

But that is a strength, rather than a weakness, of his work. McGilchrist 
is rightly celebrated for his rigorous science, ground-breaking ideas, 
polymathic interests, clear prose and far-reaching vision. He is not 
celebrated for making a Christian (or indeed any) theistic vision of reality 
more credible.
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And yet, in this most secular of ages, that is precisely what he has done, 
resonating with an audience few others have reached, and connecting with 
sceptics who would otherwise not give the time of day to ideas about the 
sacred. His books are worth reading. His ideas are worth discussing. And 
this space is worth watching.

Watch Iain McGilchrist and Sharon Dirckx discuss ‘Is there a Master behind 
our mind?’ at thebigconversation.show

Nick Spencer is Senior Fellow at Theos

http://www.thebigconversation.show
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Ruth Clemence

Speaker, author, neuroscientist and apologist Sharon Dirckx 
shares her own journey to faith and explains why she believes we 
are more than just our brains

Listening to Dr Sharon Dirckx is inspiring. What stands out is her 
graciousness to those she converses with. Acknowledging the views of 
others, she listens attentively and respectfully, then carefully articulates her 
answers.

Whether engaging with philosophers and scientists, talking to curious 
students or, during our interview, Sharon appears at ease.
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Questions propelled Sharon on her own faith journey at university. On 
arrival, she was an agnostic who had loved the sciences since her mid-teens. 
An A-level biology teacher that she looked up to had put a copy of The 
Selfish Gene by Richard Dawkins in her hands.

Sharon said that she “absorbed the view that we are gene machines and 
the core of our identity is caught up in the material, and the ability and the 
necessity to pass that genetic material on”. She believed you could not be a 
thinking person and believe in God at the same time.

The Q&A route to faith
Within her first week at university, Sharon attended a Grill a Christian 
event, relishing the opportunity to ask or ‘grill’ Christians with questions.

Sharon raised her hand and asked about the compatibility of science and 
God. She shares: “I was given an answer that really set me on a journey of 
asking a lot more questions and grilling a lot more Christians.”

Although she did not have answers to all of her questions, she said: “I 
felt that I had enough answers to know that it made more sense that God 
existed than he didn’t. It made more sense of why science is possible. It 
made sense of my own sense of being.

It made sense of the fact I was experiencing difficulties and suffering in 
different ways. I got to the point where I felt I had enough information to 
actually choose to believe.”

A memory that stands out for her is cycling to join her Christian 
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housemates at their student group after church. She reflects: “I have no 
idea to this day why on earth I got on my bike at home and cycled to their 
church on my own, except to say that God was drawing me and I was part of 
something that was bigger than myself.

The overwhelming feeling I had as I did that was that I was coming home. I 
was returning to something and to someone.”

Sharon with Justin Brierley, Apologetics & Theology editor

Sharon studied biochemistry at the University of Bristol, but became 
fascinated by Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) scanners after seeing her 
friends work with them.

Eventually swapping test tube investigations in the lab for a growing 
interest in MRI, Sharon pursued an internship in Switzerland upon 
graduating. She became involved in MRI research while working for a 
pharmaceutical company there.
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She achieved a PhD at the University of Cambridge in Brain Imaging 
followed by a post doctorate at the Medical College of Wisconsin in the 
United States. This research examined the reward networks in the brain, 
working with people who were users of cocaine.

With her background in neuroscience, there is much to be gleaned from 
her knowledge and experience. However, she would be the first to say she 
is more than just her brain! In her book Am I Just My Brain? (The Good 
Book Company), Sharon explores this question and what it means to be 
human: We are not simply the neurons in our physical brains. We also have 
a conscious mind that can think.

In her recent discussion on Premier’s The Big Conversation with Dr Iain 
McGilchrist, she explained that “although science makes the connection 
between the mind and brain, it doesn’t say anything about the nature of 
that connection”.

She said: “If the forces of nature are not enough to explain consciousness, 
then maybe ultimate answers to that question lie beyond the forces of 
nature.”

How do we make sense of consciousness? The best explanation Sharon 
suggests points to a conscious Creator: “if a conscious unity of three 
persons in one being has existed from the beginning, then we didn’t start 
with matter, we started with consciousness – a conscious being.

Therefore, for conscious human beings to arise at a later point, is entirely 
consistent with the starting parameters.”

On The Big Conversation, Sharon shared how being more than just your 
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brain is good news: “If you are just your brain, you are fading away. But if 
you are more than just your brain, then, even if your brain degenerates, you 
do not.

There is still a ‘you’.” For those with degenerative brain diseases, brain 
impairment or mental illness, the reminder that their worth and dignity 
are not based on their brain state but on who they are is vital. Sharon 
is encouraged by 2 Corinthians 4:16, as she points out that “we are all 
‘outwardly wasting away’, whether that is rapidly or slowly, but ‘inwardly we 
are being renewed day by day’”.

Sharon Dirckx in conversation with brain psychiatrist Dr Iain McGilchrist on The Big 
Conversation with Justin Brierley

Listening and answering well
During her time in the States, Sharon had regular conversations about the 
Christian faith with others. She said: “I just began to ask myself why that 
was. There seemed to be a naturalness about it: both people asking me and 
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the conversations that I was having.”

With guidance from a woman in her church gifted in evangelism, she 
began to do one-to-one Bible studies in coffee shops. Individuals asked her 
questions and she wanted to seek out answers.

Realising she had a passion for and gifting in apologetics (giving a reasoned 
defence of the Christian faith), she attended The Oxford Centre for 
Christian Apologetics (OCCA). Taught by apologists including Michael 
Green and Alister McGrath, this began her transition toward becoming an 
apologist herself.

Preparing to engage with all manner of questions, the first thing Sharon 
does is assume she is “speaking to people that know full well what it is to 
suffer…many of whom will be hurting and in the midst of very real battles 
and struggles”.

Suffering is “the most universal of experiences” and “we all know what it 
is to suffer but in all kinds of different ways and at different magnitudes”. 
Having that connection with individuals is crucial.

There are questions that come up time and time again, which apologists 
need to be ready for, but answers are given with the context and the person 
in mind. Sharon demonstrates wonderfully what it means to listen to, 
answer and love the questioner with gentleness and respect.

By listening well and helping individuals to think through difficult 
questions, she is leading many toward a saviour who cares for and loves 
them deeply.
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3 questions to ask when preparing to engage with  
others about Jesus
1.	Am I in contact with people that God loves and would love for them to 

know him?
2.	Is the way that I live causing them to think about what they believe and 

how they live?
3.	How can I better understand the person I am engaging with and show 

them that I am listening to them well?  

Ruth Clemence is a freelance writer and blogger. Read more from 

her at ruthclemence.com

http://www.ruthclemence.com
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Cambridge neurologist Prof Alasdair Coles says psychiatrist Iain 
McGilchrist’s work provides an important perspective on brain 
science and God, but still leaves questions on consciousness, 
identity and the nature of truth unanswered.

Iain McGilchrist’s books are difficult. They are unashamedly scholarly, 
comprehensive and long. So, any way to ease people into his world is to be 
welcomed, such as the recent Big Conversation with Justin Brierley and 
Sharon Dirckx, from the Oxford Centre for Christian Apologetics.

McGilchrist’s central idea was first laid out in The Master and His Emissary, 
subtitled The Divided Brain and the Making of the Western World [2009]. 
Here, he explains that the brain’s hemispheres work differently and mediate 
different types of thought. The left hemisphere is analytical, rational, 
sequential and categorical. The right, on the other hand, is imaginative, 
creative and syncretic. 

https://www.thebigconversation.show/videos/season-4/episode-3-is-there-a-master-behind-our-mind/
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Across many domains of neurology, neurophysiology, psychology, literature, 
art and history, he argues that modern culture has allowed the left 
hemisphere to “dominate” the right, and so reduce the richness of human 
existence by denying full access to the capacities of the right hemisphere. 
He extended his argument in Ways of Attending: How our Divided Brain 
Constructs the World [2018].

Reductionism isn’t always wrong
In McGilchrist’s recent two-volume magnum opus, The Matter with 
Things: Our Brains, Our Delusions, and the Unmaking of the World [2021], 
he offers an extended critique of reductionist materialism, that can be 
caricatured as “I am nothing but my neurons”. Sharon Dirckx, author of Am 
I Just My Brain? [2019] happily concurs. 

These are important pushbacks on a reductionistic understanding of the 
totality of our experience. However, neither makes the important point that 
reductionist materialism is necessary for experimental science, so there is a 
reasonable methodological reductionism that is different from ontological 
reductionism. 

Just because a scientist studies oxytocin in the brains of pregnant rats, in 
order to understand how that chemical might contribute to the experience 
of human happiness, it does not mean that she believes her happiness is 
satisfactorily explained by the presence of oxytocin in her brain. 

The God Intuition
There is much to be learnt from the brain hemisphere-view of McGilchrist’s 
world. 
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The big idea that the left hemisphere overwhelms the right unhealthily, 
through a culture that arrogates algorithm above poetry, leads to the 
welcome cry to restore creativity and imagination. And to “awaken” the 
right hemisphere, we need rest and distraction.  

McGilchrist argues effectively for a restoration of intuition and imagination 
as “imagination is the only chance we have to reach reality”. We should 
resist definitions of God and follow St Augustine ‘si comprehendis, non 
est Deus’ [or more prosaically, as Louis Armstrong said “If you have to ask 
what jazz is, you’ll never know”]. 

Bravely, Justin asks McGilchrist to sum up his thoughts of God, in a nutshell, 
which must be the last thing he wishes to do…. But he ends up saying that he 
believes in ‘panentheism’ - that God is in all things and all things are in God, 
but neither of these things exhausts God. This has a fruitful tension with the 
Christian theology of the embodied kenosis of Christ. 

You can imagine the writer of John’s letters nodding appreciatively to this 
statement by McGilchrist: “God is manifesting in all kinds of ways and 
bringing into being what is implicit or only potential within him, and that 
we and the Cosmos and that divine being are in co-creation together. What 
we are doing is unfolding aspects of the divine.”

Get access to exclusive bonus content & updates: register & sign up to the 
Premier Unbelievable? newsletter!
 
Questions Still Remain
Some hard questions remained unasked by Justin or Dr Dirckx. Firstly, 
what is the causal relationship between the faculties of the hemispheres 
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and culture? Has Western parenting and education moulded the brain “top-
down”? Or has something happened in the hemispheres of our brains to 
promote, bottom-up, a “left-hemisphere” ordering of society? 

McGilchrist is not easy to pin down on this issue, because of his tendency 
to elide metaphor and metonym. So, in this discussion we hear him say 
that the left hemisphere is “not happy” with ambivalences, with things that 
cannot be specified in black and white… whereas the right hemisphere is 
“content with the idea that it has to be able to keep together two things, 
both of which seem to be true”. But how helpful is it to ascribe “happiness” 
and “contentment” to a hemisphere?

Another example is McGilchrist’s view of consciousness as primary - that it 
emerges from nothing. At first glance, this flies in the face of the evidence, 
from the experiments of Benjamin Libet and followers, that there is neural 
activity before consciousness. McGilchrist’s solution is to wrap up all 
matter into consciousness: “I think that matter is a phase of consciousness, 
so matter is not prior to consciousness”. Although matter does not look like 
consciousness, he says, it is nonetheless derived from the same essence, in 
the same way that there are different states of water: steam, liquid water 
and ice. This is an attractive metaphor, but frustratingly untestable. 

McGilchrist admits himself that “I believe that metaphorical truth is 
more important than literal truth. Literal truth is a subset of metaphorical 
truth, in which the potential in the metaphor has been collapsed into an 
actuality”. That is a curious view of literal truth. But it neatly side-steps 
some core issues for the Christian. For instance, on the reality of the 
resurrection: “I believe it’s a powerful story. As to its literal truth, I don’t 
know, but it certainly has so much metaphorical truth that its literal truth 
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becomes entirely irrelevant to me.”

Where in your brain are ‘you’?
Another hard question is: what level of organisation constitutes the 
authentic individual? McGilchrist sometimes allows the impression that the 
“real me” is trapped in the right hemisphere, bullied into submission by a 
left hemisphere that imposes external values. 

But, if such fractionation is permissible, why not take it further? Why not 
ask what other parts of the brain “really think”. Is the caudate “happy” to 
be restrained by the frontal lobe? Or is the subthalamus yearning to get 
out from the yoke of the striatum? Perhaps our soul lies in the pineal after 
all, as Descartes and Francis Crick thought. Come to that, why stop at the 
brain: why not invoke the emotions of the liver and the heart, as in the 
Jewish bible?

For a neurologist, some of McGilchrist’s claims are clunky. For instance, 
he points to the phenomenon of “terminal lucidity” as important. He 
dogmatically states this means “people who have not spoken, not been 
capable of doing things, suddenly … start talking. And almost inevitably 
within usually the next 24 hours – and certainly not more than a week – 
they’ve died.” The truth is more prosaic, that lucid moments are very rare 
events, are contested even by those who witness them, and occur at any 
stage of a dementing illness.

A Fellow Pilgrim
These criticisms notwithstanding, McGilchrist is gracious and open towards 
Christianity, which he describes as the “most powerful mythos about God 
that I can think of”, but he does not like the exclusivity of the faith “I think 
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that’s a mistake”. And he says personal divine intervention “is a difficult 
one for me”. 

His work, intense, personal, authoritative and broadly informed, is a gift 
to all those who struggle to make sense of the world of spirit, thought and 
matter. And his courage to tackle religious thinking, against the advice of 
his fellow philosophers, is greatly to his credit.

 
Prof Alasdair Coles is a Neurologist at Cambridge University 

neuroscience.cam.ac.uk/directory/profile

 https://www.neuroscience.cam.ac.uk/directory/profile.php?Alcool 
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Christian neuroscientist and lecturer Sharon Dirckx outlines her 
areas of agreement and disagreement with renowned psychiatrist 
Dr Iain McGilchrist during their recent Big Conversation dialogue.

It was a great privilege to dialogue with Dr. Iain McGilchrist for season 4 
of The Big Conversation hosted by Justin Brierley. Seated in The British 
Library, London, we were gathered in person for the first time since the 
start of the pandemic to discuss the question, Is there a master behind our 
mind?  

Although we had travelled to London from opposite ends of the country (I 
had come from Oxford and McGilchrist from the Isle of Skye), we did not 
approach this question from opposite ends of the spectrum. McGilchrist’s 
new, two-volume work, The Matter with Things, took him ten years to write 
and is already being spoken of as a classic in the field of mind, matter and 
human consciousness. His thesis? That the reductionist materialistic view 
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of human persons is wholly inadequate. 

McGilchrist develops the thinking from his earlier influential book 
The Master and his Emissary and argues that the tendency to view 
people through just one very narrow materialistic lens is linked to the 
disproportionate influence of the left hemisphere over the right hemisphere 
in today’s culture. A greater influence of the right hemisphere, in contrast, 
would take a more holistic and embodied perspective, attending to the 
bigger picture, as well as to its constituent parts, and allowing imagination 
and intuition to flourish in order to properly tune in to all that is real.

Where I agree with McGilchrist
Since we both agree, along with many philosophers and scientists today, 
that non-conscious matter alone is insufficient to account for human 
consciousness, our discussion enjoyed a good deal of common ground. 

McGilchrist made the astute point that materialistic explanations are 
frequently spoken of as self-evident and yet atomic physics highlights that 
we don’t even know precisely what matter is, let alone relying upon it to 
account for something so complex as what it means to be me or you. 

Three perspectives on the brain and conscious mind were outlined by 
McGilchrist: 

1.	That the brain emits or gives rise to consciousness. 
2.	That the brain transmits consciousness a bit like a radio transmits a 

program. 
3.	That the brain permits a certain level of consciousness. 
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McGilchrist isn’t afraid to critique prominent atheist philosophers such as 
Daniel Dennett, who espouse the first view (often also called the ‘emergent’ 
view of consciousness), describing this view as ‘incoherent’ during the 
discussion.

McGilchrist himself is drawn more to the final view, describing 
consciousness as being ‘ontologically primitive’ - the primary and 
fundamental reality of the cosmos. In this view, physical matter is not the 
end-game of reality, but is rather a ‘phase’ of consciousness - a bit like water 
has different phases depending on whether it happens to be steam, liquid, 
or ice. 

I was in agreement that the primacy of consciousness in the cosmos makes 
best sense of why conscious beings have arisen from within it. However, 
Christian theism takes this one step further, believing that this primary 
consciousness is personal as well as transcendent, and has a name, Yahweh.

Get access to exclusive bonus content & updates: register & sign up to the 
Premier Unbelievable? newsletter!
 
Where I disagreed
The area of biggest difference between us was over the nature of the divine. 
I greatly appreciated McGilchrist’s honesty about finding the final chapter 
of his book - titled ‘the sense of the sacred’ - the most difficult to write and 
yet being convinced of its importance as the finale to the book. He writes 
and speaks about this in a captivating and beautiful way, ‘I certainly feel 
strongly that there is something very powerful, of ultimate importance and 
great beauty in the source of life and creativity that is behind this cosmos, 
expressed in its richness, complexity and responsiveness.’
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McGilchrist takes a ‘panentheistic’ view - that all is in God and God is in 
all. This means that the universe and the divine are inextricably woven 
together and that in attending to a bigger perspective and to God, God 
himself comes more fully into being. At this point the conversation took a 
more theological turn as we considered the nature of God and the relation 
between the divine and the material world.

This raised the question for me of whether, under panentheism, God is 
somewhat beholden to the universe in order to reach His fullest sense of 
being? In contrast, under Christian theism, God was already fully complete 
as Father, Son and Holy Spirit, before anything material was realised. Life in 
all its forms exists as an overflowing act of love rather than being driven by 
any need for completion.

Why Jesus matters in this debate
It was clear to me that there is a strong synergy between McGilchrist’s 
embodied and holistic view of reality and some of the most important 
facets of the Christian faith. 

Jesus is the ultimate embodiment of the divine or, as Paul wrote to the 
church in Colosse: ‘In Christ all the fullness of the Deity lives in bodily 
form’ (Colossians 2:9). The incarnation speaks of a God who sees the big 
picture of the full sweep of human history and yet entered in at a certain 
point, to be with us in real and tangible ways. 

The resurrection of Jesus also reminds us that the eternal life offered 
through Christ is physical and embodied rather than a ghostly separation 
of body from soul. We know this because Jesus bodily rose from the 
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dead, as the forerunner of all who follow after him. McGilchrist admitted 
to being more drawn to the metaphorical rather than literal truth of 
the resurrection. At this juncture I resorted to as much honesty and 
pragmatism as I could muster. At the end of life, are we going to survive the 
death of our bodies literally or metaphorically? There is, after all, a world of 
difference between the two. 

During the audience questions (available as a bonus video when you 
subscribe to the newsletter), we traversed many topics from near death 
experiences to AI, to miracles, to degenerative diseases. A reminder that the 
topic of human consciousness is relevant not just to neuroscientists and 
philosophers, but to the whole of life. 

McGilchrist’s contribution to this field is significant indeed. His books will 
be read for many decades to come. I hope they will help many to appreciate 
that reductive materialistic approaches leave us with a diminished view 
of humanity whereas several persuasive alternative views exist, to which 
thinking agnostics and atheists will feel able to subscribe. 

We need more voices like McGilchrist’s in a world dominated by left-
hemisphere tendencies to reduce, over-simplify and apply ‘black and white’ 
approaches. Instead, something as rich as human consciousness must be 
seen in full colour, and in all of its complexity and beauty.
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Earlier this year, Unbelievable? held its annual conference, the 
theme of which was God Unmuted: It’s Time for the Church to 
find its authentic voice again. The title of the conference itself 
raises some very important questions. How does God speak? Who 
muted God in the first place? Is the Church the best mouthpiece 
for God? And what does an authentic voice sound like?

Apologetic Farming
God is fond of speaking. He spoke creation into being, He breathed into 
scripture, and He became the incarnate Word. We are surrounded by 
Godspeak yet hearing we do not hear. We treat His creational words as if 
they were produced by a random word generator. We knock the breath out 
of His written word and leave it gasping for air. And we inter the incarnate 
Word and reduce His life to an epitaph on a historical tombstone. 

https://premierchristianmarketplace.co.uk/products/unbelievable-2022-its-time-for-the-church-to-find-its-authentic-voice-again-digital-download
https://premierchristianmarketplace.co.uk/products/unbelievable-2022-its-time-for-the-church-to-find-its-authentic-voice-again-digital-download
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We live in a culture that is incapable of getting good God reception because 
the church towers have been torn down and the only option left for us is to 
tune our radios to the state sponsored postmodern frequency. Since God 
hasn’t stopped speaking, we don’t need to unmute Him, we just need to 
reestablish better broadband reception. We don’t need divine hearing aids 
to boost His signal, we just need to shut up and listen.

The life-giving seed of God’s word is just as fertile now as it has ever been, 
the problem is that our soil has become much harder. Our culture needs 
some serious tilling if His word is to germinate and grow a hundredfold 
crop. Tilling elicits images of toil, where hard surfaces are broken up, rocks 
are cleared, and fertile soil is only discovered once you dig deeper. Tilling 
is a wonderful metaphor for apologetics because it reflects the often-
uncomfortable nature of the work and the need to get one’s hands dirty. It 
also reveals the consequences of ineffective apologetic farming, because 
when done improperly, the word of God falls on hard paths, quickly dies in 
shallow soil, or gets choked out by doubt.

Loving God with Heart, Soul, Mind and Strength

“The eternal mystery of the world is its comprehensibility… 
The fact that it is comprehensible is a miracle.”
(Albert Einstein) 

Einstein was stunned that humans could comprehend the universe but 
if you believe the Genesis account then a thinking, speaking God who 
created image bearing humans equipped with divine voice recognition 
software isn’t surprising at all. If we worship a speaking God then we 
need to understand how we hear His words, integrate them into our lives, 
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and put them into action. This process is often discussed in terms of the 
relationship between spirit, soul, mind and body. If you are a materialist, 
then your job is easy because you don’t have to contend with a God 
delusion and can focus solely on safe and sane chemicals. 

However, if you are a religious person, reducing existence to matter in 
motion doesn’t explain why your mind is always spinning with thoughts 
of the immaterial. In the concluding Big Conversation session of the 
conference, Dr Iain McGilchrist, author of the influential book ‘The Master 
and his Emissary’ and Sharon Dirckx, Christian neuroscientist, tackled this 
issue by discussing brain science, the hard problem of consciousness and 
the role of God. After listening to their discussion, I was inspired to develop 
a schema to help me better understand the relationship between spirit, 
soul, mind and body. 

The spirit is the supernatural essence that animates us. The soul is the 
temple where that spirit resides. The mind is the interface between this 
inner immaterial duo and its outward expression. And the body is the 
uniquely crafted physical articulation of the mental activity generated when 
a spirit fills a temple. Once our sanctuary is inhabited by a spirit it comes 
alive with worship, a worship that generates a very particular soul music 
shaped by the unique architectural acoustics of our temple. The mind then 
transmits this worship to the body and we see it physically manifested as 
the fruits of the spirit. Therefore, we need to be very careful about the kind 
of spirit we invite into our sanctuary because the one we choose will have a 
profound downstream effect on our soul, mind, and body.

https://www.thebigconversation.show/videos/season-4/episode-3-is-there-a-master-behind-our-mind/
https://www.thebigconversation.show/videos/season-4/episode-3-is-there-a-master-behind-our-mind/
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Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is 
from God, that we might understand the things freely given us by God. 
(1 Corinthians 2:12)

Lisa Fields, founder of the Jude 3 project, said at God Unmuted that we 
need an incarnational apologetics where all the information we impart 
is simultaneously lived out in our day-to-day behaviour. In other words, 
a proper apologetic shouldn’t be limited to a temple talk but must also 
incorporate the dance our bodies perform to the praise music emanating 
from our spirit filled sanctuary. Seekers will not be content to just pick our 
brains but will also want us to name that tune.

Walking the Talk
Glen Scrivener, author of The Air We Breathe: How We All Came to Believe in 
Freedom, Kindness, Progress and Equality, opened the conference by explaining 
how Western values owe their very existence to a people who heard God’s 
creational words, read His written word and formed a relationship with His 
incarnate word. While it may feel like God has been put on mute, history is full 
of evidence of His ongoing rhetorical genius. God promised us that His words 
would never return to Him empty, and as Scrivener pointed out, God walked 
His Talk, and we see evidence of His footprints throughout history. 

As the rain and the snow
    come down from heaven,
and do not return to it
    without watering the earth
and making it bud and flourish,
    so that it yields seed for the sower and bread for the eater,
 so is my word that goes out from my mouth:

https://www.premierunbelievable.com/unapologetic/unapologetic-8-lisa-fields-apologetics-for-the-black-church/13364.article
https://www.premierunbelievable.com/unapologetic/unapologetic-1-glen-scrivener-how-christianity-gave-us-equality/13086.article
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    It will not return to me empty,
but will accomplish what I desire
    and achieve the purpose for which I sent it.  
(Isaiah 55:10-11)

Christianity is the air we breathe, and while our atheist friends tell us we 
never inhaled, their theories just go up in smoke every time they light up a 
history book. 
 
Body Language
Paul portrayed the Church as the Body of Christ and compared its members 
to His fingers and toes, eyes and ears, while constantly reminding them 
that it was Christ who was the brains behind the operation. We need to 
take Paul’s words to heart because when the Church loses its Mind, its body 
begins to wobble and shake, and looks more like a collection of jerks rather 
than a well-oiled biological machine. Sadly, the negative body language we 
frequently give off has made the world look the other way. 

Interestingly, while Paul compares Christians with organs of reception, 
such as eyes and ears, He is careful about making them Christ’s mouthpiece 
because he understood, as James did, that the tongue is a fire, a world of 
unrighteousness, capable of undoing all the good the Body has done.

It is a restless evil, full of deadly poison. With it we bless our Lord and 
Father, and with it we curse people who are made in the likeness of God. 
From the same mouth come blessing and cursing. My brothers, these things 
ought not to be so. (James 3:8-10) 

During one of the panel discussions at God Unmuted, Phil Vischer pointed 

https://premierchristianmarketplace.co.uk/products/unbelievable-2022-its-time-for-the-church-to-find-its-authentic-voice-again-digital-download
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out that the Church has a crisis of credibility because it recites God’s word 
and then acts as if it didn’t hear a thing it just said. As we all know, Jesus 
didn’t have much respect for hypocrites, and we fool ourselves if we don’t 
see that same hypocrisy when we look in the mirror. I once heard someone 
say that young people aren’t surprised by hypocrisy because they see it 
everywhere, but it is the Church’s denial of it that irks them. 

The interesting thing about living in a postmodern world is that when truth 
is relative and individually determined it’s impossible to be a hypocrite. 
It’s only when absolute truth exists that hypocrisy can be called out. 
Christianity, therefore, is a victim of its own success, and while it often 
doesn’t walk the talk, it at least acknowledges that it has been Spoken to. 

Authentic Voice
What is the authentic voice of the Church? Merriam-Webster defines 
authentic as conforming to an original to reproduce essential features. The 
Church’s authentic voice therefore should be an accurate rendition of 
His creational words, written word and incarnate word. A spoken word 
performance that isn’t a lecture but an invitation to those who labour and 
are heavy laden.

We all know that our sin has made us objects of God’s wrath, but He loved 
the world so much that He didn’t want it to end that way. God’s last Word 
on the matter was a Son who offered us undeserved grace and forgiveness 
and it is that grace and forgiveness that should set Christians apart. 
Judgment and punishment are easily dispensed by the culture with digital 
fire and brimstone so when we engage in similar technological chastening, 
we become indistinguishable from the rest of the world. God made it clear 
that He didn’t want to delete anyone but desired that all be rebooted back 
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to the original Garden settings. 

Sadly, Christians who speak of the city of God but operate by the rules of 
the city of man make Kingdom citizenship very unappealing. We need to 
acknowledge that we are imperfect citizens but also remember that despite 
being broken vessels, God still wants us to carry His Living Water to the 
world, and even though we are far too leaky, He has confidence that we can 
deliver enough to wet the tongue of those dying from spiritual dehydration. 

Pastor Jeff Vines pointed out that no one lives consistently and that we 
are all in need of grace and forgiveness. So, while Christianity has made 
the world a better place by setting the behaviour bar high, it must also 
generously dispense forgiveness because it knows how very difficult it is to 
be holy like He is holy. 

Talk Story
God speaks and we need to be megaphones for His creational, written and 
incarnate words, but how can we best magnify His speech? We all know that 
we get into trouble when we put words in His mouth so a better strategy 
would be to show what life looks like when His words are taken to heart, 
and that is only possible when we “talk story.” 

“Talk Story” is a Hawaiian expression that means “to chat 
informally” or “to shoot the breeze.” Maxine Hong Kingston uses the 
term to describe a Chinese / Chinese-American storytelling style, which 
is “an oral tradition of history, mythology, genealogy, bedtime stories, 
and how-to stories that have been passed down through generations, 
an essential part of family and community life.” 
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Good apologetics is good storytelling because it incarnates the incarnate 
into our incarnational apologetics. When we share our personal stories, 
we allow others to vicariously take Christianity for a test drive without 
first having to come up with a down payment. We then pray that once they 
have experienced the ride of their life, they may just sell all they have and 
purchase a faith of great price.   

I suspect most of you have been moved to tears by a personal testimony. 
Individual stories of redemption are far more compelling than sermons 
because they aren’t easily intellectualized, or bullet pointed, but 
dramatically reveal the power of the Gospel to transform lives. While 
creeds and doctrines are important marquees for the Christian faith, it is 
the daily performances of the image bearing characters that move us. 

Alister McGrath, in his talk at God Unmuted, pointed out how Christianity 
allows people to flourish and what better way to show what a flourishing 
life looks like than to tell our own story. Since the postmodern world is 
littered with deconstructed narratives, we have a wonderful opportunity 
to show how Jesus puts these broken pieces back together so that people 
may have life and have it to the full. Every time Jesus touches a life, an 
autobiography becomes another compelling chapter in the Greatest Story 
Ever Told.

Still Small Voice
We worship a speaking God whose voice reverberates throughout the 
universe, but sadly are deaf to His words. I believe the problem isn’t that 
God has been muted but that He has been drowned out by the incoherent 
ramblings of a people whose mouths are still full after biting off more 
knowledge than they could chew. I think the best strategy for the Church 

https://www.premierunbelievable.com/shows/the-cs-lewis-podcast
https://premierchristianmarketplace.co.uk/products/unbelievable-2022-its-time-for-the-church-to-find-its-authentic-voice-again-digital-download
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moving forward is to encourage silence so that people can hear echoes of the 
words He spoke into creation, attune their ears to the historical acoustics of 
His written word, and perhaps most important of all, listen to the stories of 
those whose lives have been transformed by His incarnate Word, because it 
is only when we are quiet that we can hear His still small voice. 

Erik Strandness is a physician and Christian apologist who has 

practiced neonatal medicine for more than 20 years.
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