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Beyond Reason?  The problem of solving the 
meaning of life. 
 
Introduction: meaning and equations 
 
When I was a teenager, shortly after dinosaurs stopped 
roaming the earth [2] along with thousands of others, I 
rolled around on the living room floor, helpless with 
laughter, listening to Douglas Adam’s ‘The Hitchhiker’s 
Guide to the Galaxy’ on the radio.  In case that sounds a 
bit too communal and unBritish, I should add that the 
thousands of others were rolling round on their own living 
room floors.  [3] 
 
Perhaps the best known gag from the series is when a 
team of super-computers around the galaxy finally works 
out that the ultimate answer to the meaning of life is 42 – 
leaving the population of the universe the further task of 
working out, what is the ultimate question?   
 
This bit of geeky comic genius actually captures, quite 
nicely, the puzzle for all of us who, in different ways are 
concerned with integrating the gift of faith with a rich 
understanding of the world around us.  We human beings 
have been trying to make sense of all aspects of our lives, 
at least for as long as recorded history.   In fact, probably 
for as long as we’ve been able to take time out from 
chasing or being chased by large animals to sit down by 
the campfire, have a beer and share our thoughts.   
 
Ever since then [4], we have been using our reason to 
achieve reasonable understandings of the way things are 
and why they are the way they are.  This has included 
questions about the meaning of life.  Some people have 
provided religious answers and some non-religious ones.   
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Now we all want to reason rigorously and well – none of 
us would like to feel that our life is founded on a logical 
mistake.  Sometimes, though, we can feel that the more 
mathematical and rigorous our reasoning gets, the clearer 
the answers are but also, oddly, the more disappointing.    
If the question about the meaning of life is just a 
complicated equation, [5] that sort of answer doesn’t 
really seem to touch us as human beings. 
 
This [6] prompts interesting reflections about the nature 
of reason that take us back deep into the Christian and 
Jewish traditions and the ancient philosophical ideas that 
they absorbed and transformed.    
 
If you look at the beginning of John’s Gospel, you read ‘In 
the beginning was the Word’.  When I was growing up, I 
was, I suppose slightly puzzled by the expression, but just 
kind of let it wash over me, as you occasionally do in 
Church, especially if you’re a Catholic.   
 
Then when I got to university I read it for the first time in 
Greek – and began to see what lay behind it.  You see, 
that verse could as easily be translated as ‘in the 
beginning was the Reason’.  The Greek word ‘logos’, used 
by John to refer to the only-born Son of the Father 
gathers in one term a whole range of meanings: word, 
speech, explanation, account, ratio, definition, human 
understanding amongst others.   
 
Across a range of Greek philosophers [7] we find ‘logos’ 
associated both with rigorous analysis, and with the 
mystical quest for truth.  In the Christian tradition, this 
divine ‘logos’ is the one who both enables us to interpret 
our reality and is also the personal object of our love.   
Here we catch our first glimpse of something that I want 
to call ‘deep’ reason. 
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I want to emphasise that ‘Deep’ reason is a part of our 
Christian and Jewish heritage.  It is a reason that is both 
more than logic and good science while still including logic 
and good science.  I want to use this idea as a way of 
thinking about some of the recent debates on faith and 
reason, religion and science. 
 
Now you’ve probably seen this book?  Yes?  2 Million 
copies sold, apparently.  I hope many of you have read it.  
It’s a very useful book. I believe every thoughtful Christian 
should engage with it. He asks some good, intelligent, 
hard questions about religion that deserve good, 
intelligent, hard answers. He is asking them partly as a 
modern scientist, but also as part of an honourable 
tradition of challenging religion that is at least five 
hundred years older than Christianity.     
 
That challenge works for any explanation of natural 
events that uses God to fill in the bits we don’t understand 
– the God of the gaps.   As you can easily see, any such 
explanation will only be compelling as long as there are no 
reasonable alternatives.    Let’s have a look at an early 
example.  It takes us back to Athens in the fifth century 
BC – [8] I’m sorry, I’m a classicist, this is my century. 
 
There’s a thunderstorm in Athens – thunder, lightning, not 
in that order of course.   There you are, Aristarchus, 
having a glass of red wine with your friend, the 
philosopher Democritus, watching the rain come down.   
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Suddenly, whizz, crash, a thunderbolt hurtles down and 
capoom, up goes the house of your neighbour, 
Epaminondas, in flames – he’s alright by the way, he’s out 
visiting friends as well.  You say, ‘Zeus!  (in fact you say 
‘ma Dia’), Epaminondas must have sinned, Zeus has 
smitten his house with his mighty thunderbolt!’    
 
Democritus, though, says ‘no, no, no, haven’t you been 
listening’.  Actually he’s right you haven’t, in fact he’s 
been droning on all evening about his atomic theory, 
matter being made up of little, indivisible particles and 
what not, but the wine and the thunder have been getting 
to you.   
 
However, if you had been listening, you’d have heard him 
explain that it was nothing to do with Zeus sitting up there 
throwing thunderbolts, it was actually about large 
numbers of atoms in the clouds bumping into one another 
to make the thunder and then striking against each other 
to make a flash of tiny, sharp atoms, like two flints being 
struck together.   
 
So there is an early example of a God-of-the-gaps 
explanation being replaced with an explanation in terms of 
the physical behaviour of nature.  The general form of the 
argument runs something like this: 
 
• People only believe in God because the idea of God 

explains things in the world for them that are 
otherwise mysterious. 
 

• A proper understanding of nature can explain those 
things. 

 
• Therefore people no longer have a reason to believe 

in God 
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In the first main section of this talk, I want to focus on 
one specific example of such an argument.  In the second 
section I want to look at the question ‘what is it 
reasonable to believe’ in the light of a fresh way of 
thinking about ‘deep reason’. 
 
Part I The Selfish Gene – Human explanations and the 
universe 
 
We are going to start [9] with our friend Richard 
Dawkins, but I hope you won’t feel short-changed if I 
don’t look at his central argument against design in nature 
from the God Delusion.  Part of the reason is that it is 
actually the same argument as his earlier The Blind 
Watchmaker.   
 
But more importantly, the basis for the argument was 
already set out in a still earlier book The Selfish Gene, 
produced back in the seventies, roundabout the same 
time as The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy.  The Selfish 
Gene in fact presents a big idea that solves one of the 
problems of old-school Darwinian theory and underpins a 
whole family of evolutionary arguments. 
 
The phrase ‘survival of the fittest’ [10] animals (and 
plants) is part of the common language of Darwinian 
theory.    That has often been interpreted to mean that 
only the biggest, strongest and nastiest of each kind 
would be successful and so we’d expect as the 
generations went by, all creatures to be getting bigger, 
stronger and nastier.   So it’s a bit of a surprise to find so 
many people (and animals) being nice to each other after 
all this evolution.   
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It’s the problem of altruism [11] – seen at its most 
touching in the fate of the humble honey bee, which will 
sacrifice its life for the good of the hive.  Where’s the 
survival advantage in that?  Here, it seems, is a large gap 
in the Darwinian theory, which can only be filled by 
something completely different – God for instance. 
 
In The Selfish Gene [12] Dawkins presents two key ideas.  
The first is that the place to begin understanding evolution 
by natural selection is not the individuals of a species, but 
their DNA.  The second is that the ‘expression’ of DNA can 
include not just the physical characteristics of the 
individual (the woolliness of the woolly mammoth) but 
also its behaviour.  The capacity of the spider to build a 
web is built into its DNA. 
 
So when we are asking questions about ‘survival of the 
fittest’ we are no longer asking about what characteristics 
help this individual to survive longer and have more 
offspring, but what helps this DNA type to survive longer 
and reproduce more.  And we are looking not just at 
physical appearance, but behaviour as well. 
 
Once we have this idea, we can begin to see why there 
might be after all be a survival advantage in self-
sacrificing behaviour, whether of a honey-bee or a human 
parent.  But the advantage is not in the survival of the 
individual bee or human, instead it is in the survival of the 
DNA-type they carry.   
 
The fact that so many individual bees and humans 
characteristically give their lives for the good of the group 
is a testament to the success of that DNA variation in 
protecting the group that shares it. 
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We need [13] to think a bit about the mechanism for 
variation.  The reason why DNA is able to evolve by 
natural selection is that it is a ‘replicating molecule’.   That 
is, in the right environment it copies itself - causes other 
molecules like itself to form.  As replication takes place 
there is room for accidental variations – you go on a 
random shopping expedition [14] and you end up with a 
pair of new genes – some of which have useful new 
expressions.  These are then the ones that get 
transmitted – [I really don’t think those’ll survive]. 
 
Now we have to admit, that as we experience it, DNA 
cannot go it alone but gets by with a little help from its 
cellular friends, RNA and proteins [15].  [Don’t by the 
way press me too hard on any of this, I’m not a 
Biochemist, I’m just trying to report the story as fairly as I 
can].   
 
So Dawkins adds to his thesis a speculative, but widely-
shared account of the origin of life.  He supposes that 
once upon a time, simpler, straightforwardly replicating 
molecules formed in the conditions of the early earth, four 
billion years ago [16].  It was out of these that our more 
interactive DNA and friends eventually emerged.    
 
So, like Democritus in the thunderstorm, he offers an 
alternative explanation for two gaps in the story of life 
that have traditionally been filled with God: the origin of 
life on earth and altruistic behaviour.    
 
This provides the basis for a more general argument that 
can account for all the things that make living organisms 
look designed – simply by talking about physics and 
chemistry.  This is the advantage of his story.  Like 
Democritus’ it is simple, based ultimately on the 
discoverable elements and laws of the physical universe. 
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Some of you here may be in a position to give an insider, 
biochemist’s critique of some of these ideas.  I am not.   
As far as I can discover, something like this story [17] 
seems to be widely believed by the majority of biologists 
and biochemists who work in the field.   
 
So it seems to me, as an outsider, reasonable to suppose, 
at the present state of knowledge, that something like this 
does indeed give a plausible picture of the possible 
sequence of physical events that leads to the world we 
live in. 
 
What Dawkins and others conclude from this is that it is 
unnecessary and unscientific to suppose that there is a 
God involved in this process.  The laws of nature are 
sufficient to explain everything.   
 
Now, [18] in part, he is right.  It is indeed reasonable to 
suppose that the history of the universe from the Big 
Bang up to us unfolds according to the laws of nature.  
We don’t need to suppose a special intervention of God in 
order to explain the physical history of physical events.   
 
So if the only reason we had for believing in God was to 
plug some mysterious gaps in the causal chain, then, 
thanks to genetic Darwinism, we no longer have a 
compelling reason to do so.    
 
But there are two things this argument does not do.   First 
it does not actually disprove the existence of God.  It does 
lead its supporters to the strong claim that it is 
unreasonable and unscientific to believe in God.  But the 
argument doesn’t really take us that far.    
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It just demonstrates successfully, that biology alone does 
not give us a compelling reason to believe in God.  
Meanwhile we might have other non-biological reasons for 
believing in God.  We’ll be looking at that a bit later. 
 
Second, although the argument does raise the question of 
what makes for a good explanation in our universe, it 
does not fully explore it.  It’s this I want to focus on.  
 
We might agree that everything that happens in the 
universe happens in accord with the laws of physics and 
chemistry.  These laws provide us with the simplest basic 
explanation of physical events.   However the simplest 
basic explanation of events is not always a complete 
explanation of events.  
 
This is most obvious in the primary world of our 
experience, which is not the world of particles, atoms and 
molecules, but the world of human beings.  Let me give 
an example. 
 
You live near a crossroads [19], but there are never any 
cars on the road.  One day a man comes along and digs a 
hole on the street corner.  The next day another man 
comes and digs a trench leading to the power supply.   
 
On the third day a man comes and plants a metal pole 
with a black box and coloured glass on top in the hole on 
the street corner.  Another man lays a cable connecting 
the pole to the power supply. 
 
On the fourth day a man comes and fills in the trench.  
You go out and ask him what he is doing, he says, filling 
in a trench, why? you ask.   It’s my job today, he 
answers.  What’s that you say, pointing to the pole.  No 
idea, he answers. 
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On day five you notice [20] that the box at the corner is 
flashing red, yellow and green in a regular pattern.  You 
deduce that there must be some switching device in the 
box. 
 
So you have watched a physical process from the first 
hole in the ground to the box on a pole with the flashing 
lights.   You can give a complete description of what you 
have observed.  If someone asks for an explanation of the 
presence of the mysterious pole and box, you can offer 
your description.  Indeed, you may well both be satisfied 
with this.  But will your explanation be complete? 
 
Obviously this example is unrealistic – there is nowhere in 
the civilized universe that successfully puts up a set of 
traffic lights – pardon, robots – without disrupting the 
rush hour traffic for at least four months.   
 
But that’s the point isn’t it?  We haven’t really explained 
what’s going on unless we take into account municipalities 
and traffic control.  We can choose to be satisfied with the 
account that stops with what we saw happening, but that 
doesn’t mean we are right to do so.   
 
In fact, in most of our human interactions, if we reduced 
our explanations to a description of physical events, we 
wouldn’t be able to survive a day at work, let alone our 
life at home.    
 
Why is your significant other cross?  [21] Well it might be 
something to do with disruption to their molecules – or it 
might be because you have left your breakfast things for 
them to clear up five days in a row.  Yes, there certainly is 
disruption to their molecules, but unless you notice the 
problem with the washing up as well, you could find your 
own molecules disrupted in very unpleasant ways. 
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One of the tests of a good, scientific explanation is how it 
affects reality in predictable ways.  In human affairs, 
explanations that take into consideration human desires, 
motivations and activities do indeed affect reality in 
predictable ways.  You say sorry, do the washing up - and 
you leave the kitchen in one piece.     
 
There is, of course, [22] a difference between the social 
behaviour of human beings and the physical behaviour of 
matter.  There’s generally more room for surprise and 
creativity in the case of the former.   That’s not always 
true, I have a friend who works with neutrinos and they 
seem to be distinctly mischievous little particles.   
 
But in general, as I say.  And this is why the human 
sciences look so much less scientific than the Newtonian 
behaviour of particles.   It’s also why Shakespeare is often 
a better guide for understanding human behaviour than a 
sociology text-book. 
 
But all that depends on defining ‘science’ and ‘reason’ as 
being about just exploring the mechanical behaviours of 
matter and we don’t have to define science and reason so 
narrowly.  That definition is a choice.  The choice either 
excludes human behaviour from the realm of science, or 
includes it by reducing it to the mechanical behaviours of 
matter. 
 
Let me explain this.  Some might say, if we only knew 
enough about the physical states of human beings (which 
we can’t) we would be able to predict each person’s next 
move perfectly.   
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This thought often leads to a reductive take on human 
self-hood.  Human freedom and consciousness are an 
illusion [23], which we (obviously) are not in a position to 
question.   The real explanation is to do with the laws of 
physics. This is a perfectly legitimate way of looking at the 
world – and a very popular one.    
 
But notice now how we have replaced a ‘God of the gaps’ 
with a ‘physics of the gaps’ argument.  You might also 
notice that the gap here is of a different quality from the 
causality gaps we looked at before.  All the physics in the 
world will not solve the problem of that awkward kitchen 
conversation.  In fact it will not even explain what we are 
doing when we do physics.  Because that’s not the sort of 
explanation physics can provide.   
 
What we find then [24], is that what we count as 
ultimate explanations depends not just on logic and 
observation, but on a choice – a choice about how we 
already prefer to think of ourselves, our universe and our 
place in it – and about what explanations we are prepared 
to consider ‘real’.   
 
So in one version of the universe, human activities and 
explanations are a ‘second order’ reality in a universe of 
physical elements.  In another our human experience of 
the world, and our capacity to talk about it and explain 
things in it is a primary, irreducible reality. 
 
Interestingly [25] there are a number of non-theistic 
thinkers [John Searle, Thomas Nagel, Derek Parfit] who 
are exploring both the irreducibility of the human self and 
some puzzles that go with it.  For them, our consciousness 
is a primary, irreducible reality.  One accompanying puzzle 
is our scientific activity of making sense of the universe.   
The other is that the universe can be made sense of.   
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For a classicist like me [26], this is very exciting, because 
what we seem to be seeing is a return of interest – 
without any commitment to belief in God – in a universe 
of which ‘logos’ is an integral part.  That is, a universe 
that can be understood and that produces beings that can 
understand it. 
 
Surprisingly, in the early twenty-first century, we find 
ourselves moving back into the world of ‘deep reason’, a 
world that allows a much more interesting conversation 
with traditional Christian thought and understanding than 
the world of The Selfish Gene.   
 
But notice: we cannot scientifically ‘prove’ which world is 
better, rather, we choose it for reasons that are not 
strictly scientific.  We’ll see as we go on at what might be 
shaping that choice. 
 
Part II Religious experience and reasonable belief 
 
Let me just pause here [27] and ask a question.  How 
many of you believe in God because you were convinced 
by a scientific or philosophical argument?  Interesting – a 
few, maybe.  How many of you believe in God because of 
the way you were brought up.  That’s probably most of 
us.  How many of you believe in God because of your 
experience, or because of the way other believers lived 
their lives?   
 
It’s interesting, isn’t it, how much effort we devote to 
showing that it’s not stupid to believe in God, when 
actually, few of those arguments really touch the main 
reasons why we believe. 
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It is something about our experience of the world and our 
inner life that gives us the deepest reason to believe in 
God.  It is on that mysterious edge of things where 
‘reason’ borders on ‘awareness’.  It is on the same edge 
where what we see is the same as before, but now there 
is a change in the quality of the light. 
 
There are, of course, many ways of ‘deconstructing’ such 
experience.  But I want to look at two challenges in 
particular, one that comes from our family of evolutionary 
explanations, and an older one that comes from the great 
Scottish philosopher, David Hume.  
 
The first is an argument from a school of enquiry known 
as ‘cognitive anthropology’ [28].  It explores the 
evolutionary process that leads to modern human modes 
of cognition.  Pascal Boyer from Cambridge a leading light 
in this school uses some of its ideas to fill in another of 
the gaps in the no-God version of evolution. 
 
The gap is this: if modern science can explain everything 
that needs to be explained without reference to God, why 
are there so many people who still believe in God – 
including many modern scientists, by the way? 
 
Well clearly one answer might be, because there is a God 
who communicates with people, however modern or 
scientific they are.  But Pascal Boyer, in a book called 
Religion Explained offers an alternative, evolutionary 
explanation.    
 
You’re familiar with the idea of induction?  [29] This is 
where we try to form general laws based on the evidence 
of the things we see repeated in nature.   
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The more evidence we have, the more sure we can be of 
our conclusion.  The more reliable our conclusion, the 
more successfully we can predict things.  So, for instance, 
we can all be pretty sure that the sun will rise in the east 
tomorrow, because it always has so far.  Some form of 
induction is an element in the creative bit of scientific 
method. 
 
Now suppose you are wandering through the bush and 
you hear a rustling sound at the side of the path.  You 
could be scientific and wait to see what happens.  You 
could go on to collect more evidence of what happens 
following on from such rustling sounds, and eventually 
come up with a plan for dealing with what tends to 
happen when there are rustling sounds in the bush.   
 
Except of course, if you followed the scientific method 
faithfully, you would probably have been eaten by the 
third rustle – Russell, [30] perfectly good name for a lion, 
by the way.   
 
If, on the other hand, you can instantaneously deduce 
‘rustle? – its Russell! – run’ then this gives you a survival 
advantage over more cautious scientists.   
 
In other words, we have an inbuilt readiness to attribute 
agency to events – something personal and intentional - 
because that ability has saved our ancestors from 
becoming some large animal’s lunch.  Obviously not every 
rustle means a Russell, but survival is not about being 
right all the time, it’s about being right when it counts.  
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Pascal Boyer suggests that this same inbuilt capacity to 
infer an agent on the slightest of evidence explains why 
we all so readily infer the existence of a God in the events 
of our lives.   
 
So there’s challenge number one.  The fact that so many 
of us find ourselves ‘seeing’ the action of God in our lives 
is just a by-product of our evolutionary history.    
 
Notice [31], however, that, as before, it is not a disproof 
of God’s existence.  It only takes us this far: the fact that 
so many other people believe in God does not, after all, 
give me a compelling reason to believe in God.  Five 
billion people can be wrong and now we can offer a 
plausible explanation for how so many people come to be 
mistaken about reality. 
 
Challenge number two comes from Hume’s famous 
argument about miracles [32] – which I think can be 
naturally extended to interior religious experience as well. 
 
Hume starts from the definition that a miracle is a 
violation of the laws of nature by a supernatural agency.  
The core of his argument is that our understanding of the 
laws of nature is based on our consistent experience.   
 
Now, clearly, [33] it will always be reasonable to suppose 
that events follow the laws of nature, because that’s what 
the weight of our experience tells us happens.  And it is 
always reasonable to rely on the weight of our experience 
because that is, in the end, all we have to go on. 
 
The question is, can it ever be reasonable to suppose that 
a law of nature has been violated?  Hume’s answer is that 
it can never be more reasonable to suppose that a law of 
nature has been violated.   
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It will always be more probable either that there was 
some mistake in the evidence or that we had not fully 
understood nature’s laws.  The weight of probability, 
based on past experience will always be against the 
miracle. 
 
The argument highlights what Hume thinks it is more 
reasonable to believe.  It is always more reasonable to 
believe what is more probable, and it is always more 
probable to suppose that a law of nature has not been 
violated.    
 
What is interesting for us here [34] is that this argument 
clearly shifts the weight from the question of truth to the 
question of reasonable belief.  This is important, because 
all of us (including David Hume) can have reasonable 
beliefs, based on the probabilities of experience, which 
are false.   
 
Suppose you have to bet a hundred pounds on whether or 
not the first card of the pack is a king.  What is the more 
probable?  King or not-king?  What is the most reasonable 
bet?  Hmm, well done, you get your money back.   
 
What Hume gives us is one, carefully limited version of 
what it means to be reasonable, which we can see echoed 
in all the arguments we have looked at so far.   
 
When we find a gap in nature, it will always be more 
reasonable to suppose that there is a physical law we 
have yet to discover.  The miraculous is excluded from 
reasonable explanations by the definitions of ‘miraculous’ 
and ‘reasonable’. 
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But let’s take a side-step and ask, do we need to accept 
Hume’s account of a miracle as a violation of a law of 
nature?  I suggest, that if we follow that thought 
experiment with the robots, we do not.  What is important 
then is not how a remarkable event happened – the 
mechanics - but what it means to us. 
 
For Christians, a miracle is above all a sign, a ‘meaning 
event’ that speaks to us as we are.  There is nothing 
supernatural [35] about the processes of speaking and 
hearing words.  But when those words are ‘I love you’, 
they are life-changing.   Catching a large number of fish 
on lake Galilee is hardly unnatural.  For Simon Peter, 
though, that was a moment which spoke to him, the 
fisherman, directly, clearly and deeply. 
 
This line of thought invites us again to deepen our 
understanding of things, to move beyond the world of the 
purely mechanical to the world of the human, from 
abstract causal understanding to personal, communicative 
understanding. 
 
When we do so we can begin to recognize the final and 
central puzzle in all that we have looked at so far.  The 
things that mean most to us, and that transform our lives 
cannot be directly communicated to anyone else.  Others 
can have experiences that echo our own, but they cannot 
have our experiences.   
 
The meaning-events in our lives that lead us to a sense of 
God are central to our self-understanding, but can never 
be a sufficient reason for Pascal Boyer or David Hume or 
anyone else to believe that God has touched our lives.   
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They can always find ‘better’ ‘more probable’ explanation 
for our claims than that our lives have been touched by 
God, because God is already excluded from their 
repertoire of reasonable explanations.   
 
If we already believe in God anything is possible.  If we 
don’t believe in God, nothing anyone else says can give us 
a compelling reason to do so. 
 
Our own ‘deep reasons’ for believing are inescapably 
personal and communicative, just as God is personal and 
communicative.  This is about deep ‘logos’: a word, a 
reason, a logic, which includes but goes beyond 
Newtonian explanations.   
 
This leads me at last [36] (we’re almost there!) to a way 
of thinking about this puzzle and the relationship between 
a ‘narrow’, analytic reasoning and a ‘deep’ human 
reasoning, that I have found helpful.    
 
To explain this, I need to do an experiment.  If you’ve got 
a piece of paper and a pen to hand then just have it ready 
– if you haven’t, I’m afraid you’ll have to do this in your 
head.   
 
Now the four bases in DNA (feels like a long time ago, 
doesn’t it?) are apparently labelled A, C, T, and G.  I am 
going to read out slowly a sequence of words and I want 
you to count the number of times each of those letters 
occurs, that’s A, C, T and G.  Some of the words in the 
sequence occur more than once. 
 
Doctor || doctor || I || can’t || pronounce || my || ‘f’s, || 
‘t’s and || ‘h’s || well || you || can’t || say || fairer || than 
|| that [A 7 (8) T 8 (9) C 5 (6) G 0 ] 
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So let’s see, who got five or more for A?  Yes, it was 
seven.  Who got six or more for T, well done, eight.  C 
was five – anyone get that.  Did anyone hear any ‘G’s.  
Exactly, there weren’t any. 
 
More importantly, did anyone get the punchline.  [Aha – I 
bet you didn’t have a pen]. 
 
Let me say it again: Doctor, doctor I can’t pronounce my 
‘f’s, ‘t’s and ‘h’s, well you can’t say fairer than that.  Think 
about it a moment - a classic Tommy Cooper joke.   
 
That exercise illustrates two different modes of attention 
that we humans give the world around us.  The first mode 
is focused, controlled, analytical.  The sort of mode we go 
into when we are solving a logical problem or performing 
a sequence of tasks.  The second mode is ‘waiting and 
seeing’, open to surprise, to a vision that looks outside the 
logical box – in fact, the place where we can appreciate 
jokes. 
 
The psychiatrist Iain McGilchrist [37] here has devoted 
the last twenty years or so to exploring these two 
different modes of attention, located in the right and left 
lobes of the brain.  The two halves of the brain can 
communicate, but each more often ‘shuts off’ the other, 
so most times we are either in left-brain, focused mode, 
or in right-brain, open mode. 
 
Now apparently the left, analytic, lobe is where most of 
our words are – it’s the chatty lobe – and so for a long 
time people assumed that it was the cleverer, more 
advanced part of the brain.  The poor old right lobe was a 
lobe of few words because it was more primitive, less 
intelligent and less important. 
 



  21 

What McGilchrist wanted to do was show that this was 
actually incorrect.  The right lobe actually has the more 
profound, insightful and value-laden appreciation of the 
world. 
 
Through his research he tries to show how the left lobe is 
unaware of the right lobe and therefore thinks it has the 
only worthwhile take on reality.  He suggests that, 
perhaps because of this, our culture is over-impressed by 
‘left-lobe’ takes on reality, and that as a result, we are 
losing something important from our human view of the 
world. 
 
These two slides will give you a feel, [38] I think, for 
what McGilchrist is getting at.  There’s the right-lobe with 
its rich, intuitive, open take on a scene.  There’s the left-
lobe, [39] analysing the scene into the bits that are 
useful to its projects, that it wants to talk about – and 
missing something profound in the process. 
 
According to McGilchrist, in the ideal relationship, the left 
lobe is the ‘emissary’ of the right lobe, which is the 
‘master’.  The left lobe’s analysis, rightly taken up, leads 
to a richer appreciation of the world.  The problem is that 
the left-lobe can go it alone, and believe that its flat, 
analysed version of the world is the only true candidate 
for reality. 
 
I think you can begin to see why I found this a helpful 
way of thinking about our puzzle about reason and 
reasonableness.  The narrow version of reason that only 
accepts mechanistic explanations as authentic, 
fundamental seems very close to what McGilchrist is 
talking about, when the left-brain goes it alone.   
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Again, [40] his picture of the right relationship between 
the two lobes seems close to what we have been talking 
about with the idea of ‘deep reason’.  Deep reason 
includes analysis and investigates mechanisms, but is 
open to a reality beyond them.   
 
It includes silent contemplation.  It is open to the 
unexpected, to the human and to value.  It is in this 
human space, open to ‘more’, that it becomes reasonable 
to believe in God, though it is a space we share with many 
who do not believe in God. 
     
Richard Dawkins begins his God Delusion with a moving 
quote from his friend Douglas Adams, who died of cancer 
at the age of 49.  ‘Isn’t it enough to see that a garden is 
beautiful without having to believe that there are fairies at 
the bottom of it too?’ 
 
Theists and non-theists [41] alike can share a sense of 
awe and wonder at the beauty of the world.  In so doing, 
though, we move closer together as human beings, away 
from any sense that the problem of the meaning of life 
can be ‘solved’ like an equation.  42 can never be the 
answer to the human vision of the world. 
 
Perhaps our puzzle of reason is best expressed in the 
words of my favourite twentieth century philosopher, 
Ludwig Wittgenstein,  
 
‘We feel that even if all possible scientific questions be 
answered, the problems of life have still not been touched 
at all. Of course there is then no question left, and just 
this is the answer.’ 


