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You know that feeling when the powers of the Universe seem to be ganging up to tell you something? Something like that has been happening to me over the last few months. First was Karen Armstrong’s book, ‘A Short History of Myth’. Then a Christmas present: Sara Maitland’s ‘A Book of Silence’. And then we were quietly seeing in the New Year in some friends’ Southampton back garden when the conversation turned to Isabel’s latest book. When I expressed an interest, she said, “Write a review for me, and I’ll give you a copy!” So I have the double pleasure of reading ‘Madness, Mystery and the Survival of God’, and writing a review of it.

And all the while the Universe was putting these three together for me. Armstrong’s Short History laid the anthropological roots of the two ways of knowing: both logical and mythical. Then Sara Maitland recounted her personal experiences of silence, and through it entering states that some people might call ‘mad’. Now Isabel Clarke’s excellent little book explains, without at all explaining away, how it is that mystical experiences can be very close to psychotic ones, and leaves me wondering whether the real difference is simply whether or not one can return to and live in the ‘rational’ world thereafter.

Coming from a professional career in clinical psychology and married to a professor of applied mathematics (Chris Clarke, Reality through the Looking Glass (1996), Living in Connection (2002), (ed) Ways of Knowing (2005)), Isabel writes from an authoritative position. Her emphasis is on these two modes of experiencing: the ordinary, logical, rational way of doing things, and the rather scary world of associations, where unexpected relations form and boundaries seem to dissolve. Finding both the words ‘subconscious’ and ‘transcendent’ too limiting - “I don’t want to go up or down,” she writes, “with all the values associated with those directions” – she uses the word ‘transliminal’, meaning ‘across the threshold’ or ‘through the doorway’. She likens the two ways of knowing to two rooms, the one ordered, workmanlike, definite, the other vague, shifting, colourful, dangerous. And we vacillate between the two. Most of us, most of the time, do not venture very far into the transliminal room, with its uncertain walls and sinister shapes, its delightful colours and boundless landscapes. But it is there, in the most logical of us, as the advertisers well know. And a few of us enter deeply into this world, in spiritual experience, and in psychosis.

One of the great strengths of the book is Isabel’s insight into people whom we might call mad – but maybe other cultures would call visionary. She asks what is going on here, and how it can be understood in terms of the two ways of thinking. Another feature that will appeal to many is the extensive use she makes of the lyrics of Robb Johnson, contemporary alternative song-writer.

Who will find this book useful? All who are themselves engaged in a spiritual journey and need some interior maps to help them; especially, those who are involved in spiritual counselling and guidance who may need to make sense of extreme experience; and those who, like me, are interested in the science-versus-religion discussion and need some reassurance that they are not alone in wanting to have it both ways. Let Isabel have the last word: “…the great sacred books, whether the Qur’an, the Bible or the Gita, help to lead us from the mundane world of hard and fast facts towards the shimmering logic of the transliminal… More mature religious thinking can cope with the sort of radical ambiguity that it is necessary to tolerate when dealing with the transliminal. Critics of religion, such as Dawkins rightly, in my view, criticize fundamentalism, but fail to distinguish between that and healthier versions of faith.”

Andrew Rivett







