Talk for Swedenborg Society 19th May 2010
IMAGINING HEAVEN AND HELL

Read from the end of The End of Mr. Y. 

It’s impossible to say how long it takes us to get to the edge. There is no time anymore. We’ve been camped here for days now, at the edge of consciousness, wondering what to do next. It’s like being on the edge of a cliff, but the edge is thinner than any cliff I’ve ever seen.
	It doesn’t feel like the edge of something: It feels like the middle.
	But somehow there is an edge. You can walk to it and it seems as if you can look down, but you can’t. And there’s something that looks like an electric fence: a wavy line crackling around the whole thing, like electricity.
	We’ve made love here at the edge of consciousness; we’ve done it thousands of times. And we’ve told each other everything we know. And sometimes it feels as if we are in fact on a cliff top, and that there may even be sea down below, and the ground is sandy underneath us, and little wild flowers grow in clumps. But other times it feels as though we are stuck here on the head of a pin, and the void isn’t just below us, but all around us, and it’s impossible to turn back because there is no back. There’s no forwards, backwards, up, or down.
	Today, we’ve decided (although this place is one long day), we’ll actually make the choice, because the problem when you go to the very edge is that the console seems to break down, and there’s static and crackle when the voice says, You now have infinite choice. And when we hear that we retreat, because we can’t make that choice.
	It’s as if we’re looking at something that has never been looked at before.
	You now have infinite choice.
	We’ve already been everywhere in the Troposphere: we had to, to get here.
	So we look at each other and, holding hands, we walk towards it.
	And today, yesterday, whenever this moment is: we walk through it.
	And now I thought we’d be falling (and I hoped for the void).
	You now have infinite choice.
	But we carry on walking, anyway. We don’t have to say anything.
	And all the choices are there in front of me. Every single one.
	But what we walk into is a garden. The most perfect garden that I have ever seen, with more trees than I have ever seen, and a river shimmering like a mirror running down the edge of it. I think that this makes sense, for consciousness to have begun in a garden, because consciousness evolved from plants, after all. And I look at Adam, but I can’t speak anymore. I’m not sure I can even think. And there’s one tree, standing by the river, and we walk towards it.
	And then I understand.


*

Swedenborg said that ‘the finite is not capable of perceiving the infinite’. I have only come to Swedenborg very recently, as a result of being invited to give this talk, and so far I have been very interested in his writings – although I have only scratched the surface of them. But this idea – that the finite cannot perceive the infinite – seems central to what I want to say, and to the two books I am here to talk about: The End of Mr. Y and Our Tragic Universe. The idea of the infinite must be something like heaven, and, for me, the idea that finite humans with finite intellectual frameworks could attempt to perceive infinity of any sort, or to somehow pin it down, leads to a sort of hell.

Both novels are, to some extent, about a tension between materialism and spirituality – between a world of objects that must make sense, and a ‘world’ or dimension beyond that is, or at least should be, unexplainable. One of the central ideas in The End of Mr. Y is the poverty of language – that expressing something pins it down like a struggling butterfly, traps it, frames it. Derrida argues that there are no objects, only signs. I wanted to play with this idea and imagine a world where signs and objects are the same thing, and signs create objects. In The End of Mr. Y, we see a kind of hell where infinity is harnessed by language, and all that exists is what can be said. But we also see that language creates the complexity of culture, morality, and ideas of right and wrong – as in my next short reading.

Read The End of Mr. Y p.280-281

Adam comes back to my room with me. I immediately get on the bed, but he paces around for a while, peeping out of the curtains, then picking up the Bible and putting it back down. I think he’s going to sit on the wooden chair but eventually he comes and sits on the bed next to me, with his head resting against the headboard about two inches from mine.
	‘So if we’re all quarks and electrons . . . ,’ he begins.
	‘What?’
	‘We could make love and it would be nothing more than quarks and electrons rubbing together.’
	‘Better that that,’ I say. ‘Nothing really ‘rubs together’ in the microscopic world. Matter never really touches other matter, so we could make love without any of our atoms touching at all. Remember that electrons sit on the outside of atoms, repelling other electrons. So we could make love and actually repel each other at the same time.’
	I hear his breathing take on a slightly different rhythm as he puts his hand on my leg just where the material of the dressing gown is hanging slightly open.
	‘And what would you call that? I mean if it’s just atoms repelling each other then it can’t be worthy of note, really. I mean, why should anyone mind?’
	‘Adam . . .’
	‘What makes it real at all?’
	For a moment I think about pain again: about forcing friction; forcing atoms to exchange electrons; forcing something to become real. But this is about something else; something beyond that.
	‘Language,’ I say. ‘Everything from the existence of the word real to the existence of the word fucking to the existence of the word wrong.’
	I place enough emphasis on the word wrong that he takes his hand away from my leg. I close the gap created by my dressing gown and cross my ankles.

*

I knew I wanted to continue the ideas I’d begun to explore in The End of Mr. Y in Our Tragic Universe, and I decided to look more closely at narrative – the patterns made from language – to see if the ‘way out’ lay there. I don't know why I am obsessed with ‘ways out’, but I am. Something has always seemed wrong to me about this world we’re in – as if there’s something everyone is missing. I think it was Chuang Tzu who talked about the fish that doesn’t know it is in water... At first, when I began researching Our Tragic Universe I wanted to make it a great tragedy, even though I knew I probably didn't have it in me yet, because I’d been reading Nietzsche, and I thought he offered a way out of the rational finite world through suffering and compassion and primal oneness. Nietzsche says that the rationalist world of sense must inevitably be less infinite and wonderful than a destructive non-sense world of doom, uncertainty, and unknowability. He talks about the ‘mystery doctrine of tragedy’ which includes: ‘The basic understanding of the unity of things, individuation seen as the primal source of evil, art as the joyful hope that the spell of individuation can be broken, as a presentiment of a restored oneness’. I was – as many people are – very taken with this. I was re-reading Hamlet and Anna Karenina and preparing first-year lectures about them, and I knew that in my novel I wanted to capture something of the passion of non-sense, and go beyond the individual stuck in his or her little ball of ego, waiting patiently for death. 

One of the obvious problems I found, of course, is that the novel – even if it is a tragedy – cannot be a world of non-sense: the novel, with its three-act structure and its character arcs and its reversals, recognitions and changes of fortune, must be a world of sense and structure. Once I realised this I wanted to work with it too – I wanted to write a novel on non-sense concealed within a novel of sense... Sort of. I at least wanted to examine narrative structures and think about whether they free or trap us. Whether narrative takes the infinite and tries to make it finite, or whether it can be the other way around. Whether it creates a heaven or a hell. I also believed that there was something beyond narrative and the worlds it creates that one could maybe glimpse through narrative.

Not long after I’d started thinking all of this, I came upon the ideas of Frank Tipler, which for a while shattered all my hopes of the great salmon leap of humanity – the fish realising that there is a whole other world beyond the water; the human consciousness returning to the void. Tipler suggests that at the end of this universe there will be enough power to run a new universe – a simulation. I’ll read briefly what I have to say about it in Our Tragic Universe. Just to introduce this – our narrator is Meg, and she is in the process of accidentally reviewing the wrong book: The Science of Living Forever by Kelsey Newman. She’s in an unhappy relationship with a guy called Christopher and is trying to work out how to stop writing genre fiction and get going with her ‘proper’ novel. Kelsey Newman, who is made up, uses Tipler’s ideas (he’s not made up) to create something like a self-help book based on immortality at the end of the universe. The reading may well make more sense than my description of it!

Read p. 5-6 of Our Tragic Universe

How do you survive the end of time? It’s quite simple. By the time the universe is old enough and frail enough to collapse, humans will be able to do whatever they like with it. They’ll have had billions of years to learn, and there’ll be no matron to stop them, and no liberal broadsheets and no doomy hymns. By then it’ll just be a case of wheeling one decrepit planet to one side of the universe while another one pisses itself sadly in another galaxy. And all this while waiting for the final crunch, as everything becomes everything else as the universe begins its beautiful collapse, panting and sweating until all life arcs out of it and all matter in existence is crushed into a single point and then disappears. In the barely audible last gasp of the collapsing universe, its last orgasmic sigh, all its mucus and pus and rancid jus will become pure energy, capable of everything imaginable, just for a moment. I didn't know why I’d contemplated trying to explain this to Christopher. He’d once made me cry because he refused to accept spatial dimensions, and we’d had a massive row because he wouldn’t look at my diagram that proved Pythagoras’s Theorem. According to Christopher the books I reviewed were ‘too cerebral, babe’. I didn't know what he’d make of this one, which was a complete head-fuck.
According to Kelsey Newman, the universe, which always was a computer, will, for one moment – not even that – be so dense and have so much energy that it will be able to compute anything at all. So why not simply program it to simulate another universe, a new one that will never end, and in which everyone can live happily ever after? This moment will be called the Omega Point, and, because it has the power to contain everything, will be indistinguishable from God. It will be different from God, though, because it will run on a processing power called Energia. As the universe gets ready to collapse, no one will be writing poetry about it or making love for the last time or just bobbing around, stoned and listless, waiting for annihilation, imagining something beautiful and unfathomable on the other side. All hands will be on deck for the ultimate goal: survival. Using only physics and their bare hands, humans will construct the Omega Point, which, with its infinite power, can and for various reasons definitely will, bring everyone back to life – yes, even you – billions of years after you have died, and it will love everyone and create a perfect heaven. At the end of the universe anything could happen, except for one thing. 
You can’t die, ever again.  

When I first read about Frank Tipler’s theory – that the purpose of the human species is to create our own infinite afterlife, it have me the heebie-jeebies. That’s not strong enough – it gave me something close to a spiritual crisis. It made me think of hell. This has happened to me twice in my life before: once when I read an article in New Scientist about the universe being some superior intelligence’s experiment in an extra-dimensional lab somewhere; and the other time when I watched The Matrix. Both these narratives bothered me a great deal because they suggested the existence not of an unfathomable, unknowable infinity – or God – but of a rational, rationalist, and understandable creator that is not at all loving. Let me be clear – I have never been religious. My explorations of spirituality have so far really been through Zen and the Tao – which are similar but different. I have contemplated the void, sort of, and I certainly prefer the idea of the unknowable and mysterious void to the idea that some knowable entity has us stuck in a test-tube, or wired up like so many batteries.

Tipler’s theory, when I thought about it, seemed worse. For humanity to create, and control, its own infinity was so disturbing to me... It seemed to imply a profound lack of trust in the universe; a lack, if you like, of faith. But I was still very interested in the idea of a man-made, materialist heaven and afterlife, because it seemed compellingly incongruous in the context of current debates about science and religion. In Tipler’s schema, science would be the thing that created God: and the afterlife and immortality would be rational, explainable things. The great debates of the early 21st century would become a grey sludge, and no one would be wrong ever again, all through infinity. It wasn’t so much that I agreed with Tipler and decided that religion and science were, or should be, powered by the same engine, striving for the same destination. But it got me thinking about how science and religion are different, and how each can't necessarily contain the other. Perhaps, I thought, a society that can't distinguish between science and religion, or that thought that you only needed one of them, would also end up in a kind of hell of its own.

Therefore, in the novel I don't set science against religion. I am not ‘against’ either one of them, and I think it’s probably false to set them against one another. I like the way science keeps asking questions that lead to answers that lead to more questions about the universe and our place in it. Many scientists – and especially mathematicians – appreciate that there is a point – or there are points – where the questions become unanswerable: What came before the beginning?, and What will come after the end? Science sends out its questions, and every so often the answer comes back: ‘We don’t know’. For me, this is the place of religion – not to answer these questions in a pseudo-rational way, but to provide the space to meditate on them (or something).  Science can't deal with unanswerable questions: religion can, in its own way. But once religion, or spirituality, tries to explain itself scientifically, big problems begin. For me, all the ‘sense’ of religion is a problem. How that differs from being a teenager and moaning about ‘institutionalised religion’ I’m not sure. Maybe it doesn’t. 

Our Tragic Universe isn’t an argument between two ‘sides’ but rather a triangular conversation between science, ‘rational spirituality’ and faith (as distinct from religion). I surprised myself when I was writing the novel not because I didn’t know the answers but because it took me the whole novel to formulate the question. This shouldn’t be a surprise – after all, one of my favourite Chekhov quotes is about art being the proper formulation of questions – but it was a surprise, because it was the first time I had written a novel that genuinely was about formulating a question, and I really didn't know what it was until I got to the end. What is better: sense or non-sense? What gives meaning – the author, the reader or the text itself? And, in the end, is meaning always preferable to non-meaning? Is it better to try to know the infinite, or just to let it go for now? The novel lets you, the reader, try it out at least two different ways, to see if you prefer sense or non-sense in the end – although the sense in the novel can be a bit wacky, and the non-sense is sometimes expressed formulaically. Ultimately I’m not sure, but for me narrative is at its most bland when it adopts a middle position of telling ‘what happened’ as if there was never any question of the sense of something, or the idea of sense and finite ideas being all there is in our world. Narrative should either tell so little that the world remains mysterious, and becomes a tiny porthole onto the void, or tell so much – every little connection and detail – that it becomes mysterious in a different way, as life-as-it-is-lived is mysterious. In The End of Mr. Y – The end of Mystery – I wanted to consider ways in which mystery can be obliterated by language. Our Tragic Universe is a continuation of that project in the sense that it tries to dramatise different kinds of heaven and hell in narrative, and asks, in the end, which – heaven or hell – is best described, and served, by narrative. Of course, there are no answers.

Last reading from Our Tragic Universe:  Cottingley Fairies p.381-384.
