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Seek and you will find.

(Luke 11:9 NAB)


Introduction

UNLESS YOU’VE SPENT THE LAST FEW YEARS IN A mountain hermitage, you have almost certainly run into the latest rash of anti-God books. And a rash it is, since the very mention of a Supreme Being makes atheists break out in hives. But they are scratching all the way to the bank, as several of these recent diatribes have become bestsellers, showing once again that religion-bashing never truly goes out of style.

The list includes Richard Dawkins’s The God Delusion (2006), Sam Harris’s The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reason (2005) and his Letter to a Christian Nation (2006), Daniel C. Dennett’s Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon (2006), and journalist Christopher Hitchens’s 2007 work God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything. These bestsellers are accompanied by reams of lesser works, attesting to the power of atheism as the newest cottage industry.

Though their arguments are not new, the neo-atheists require a reasoned response. If nothing else, their very popularity means that many people are exposed to the objections they raise, without necessarily hearing the other side of the story. In this book I have distilled the chief arguments found in these recent atheistic texts into a series of simple questions, to which I furnish a brief response. I have tried to do so with fairness and objectivity, appealing not only to faith but especially to reason—which should be the common ground of believers and nonbelievers.

I have further subdivided the questions into five sections, to help readers address these objections in a more orderly fashion. The first section addresses religion itself as a human and cultural phenomenon. What problems does faith in God come up against? Second, I look at religion and society. Does religion make for disloyal citizens and cause wars, as the atheists contend, or does it affect society for the better? Third, I examine the relationship between faith and science and reason, to get a better sense of how faith and reason get along. Fourth, I explore the allegations against Christianity in particular, and answer the objections made to the presence of the church in the last two thousand years. Finally, I turn the tables on the atheists for a moment and investigate just how atheism stands up to the same questions asked of religion. Does atheism create a more faithful, generous citizenry, or does it encourage egotism and self-indulgence?

I have known a good number of atheists and agnostics in my life, and my own limited experience indicates that atheism—especially in its more passionate strain—always has its causes. All the convinced atheists I know do not merely disbelieve in God; they hate Him. He becomes for them an object not of simple indifference, but of the most visceral animosity. And this animosity seems always motivated by one of two things: a deep injustice suffered, for which they blame God and cannot forgive Him; or a deep injustice they have committed, for which they cannot forgive themselves. It happens with a truly remarkable frequency that I speak with a self-declared atheist who reveals, after some time of conversation, that “I stopped going to church after I had an abortion when I was twenty-two,” or “I lost my wife when we had been married only three years,” or “I stopped believing in God when my twin brother was taken from me when we were only fifteen.”

I enjoy no personal friendship with any of the authors of the atheistic works being considered here, and I am not privy to sufficient details of their private lives to confidently identify the underlying causes of their hatred of God. What I can assert with moral certainty is that atheism is not natural—it is produced. What requires explanation is not how a person becomes a believer, but how a person becomes an atheist. In fact, I have never known an atheist who could not identify the event or events that brought about his or her unbelief.

I am convinced that atheism—unlike religious indifference—never represents a gentle estrangement from God or a gradual falling away from belief. It is a rejection of God. No one writes angry books about other phenomena in which they do not believe. Only God, the Supreme Deity, evokes such vehemence. Only God merits book after book of passionate denial of His existence. Only God—and especially the Christian God—invites such devotion and love on the one hand, and such deep-seated odium on the other.

Before getting to the meat of this book I must come clean regarding my own beliefs and motivations. I am first of all a Christian. That is, I believe in God, the Father Almighty, Creator of all that is, who is Love, and who loved humanity so much that He sent His only Son, Jesus Christ, into the world to be our Savior. I believe that this Jesus became a man for us to teach us what it means to be fully human, to reveal to us God’s nature as a loving communion of persons—Father, Son, and Holy Spirit—and to die for us on a cross. I believe that this Jesus rose from the dead, ascended into heaven, sent His Holy Spirit to guide us to the fullness of truth, and founded a community of believers—the church—to witness His love to the world.

There—I have set forth the core of my own faith. My Christian faith does not make me superior to anyone else. If anything, it makes me more accountable before God. I am a “cradle Christian,” who from an early age recognized God’s loving presence in my life. Despite my many and persistent failings, God somehow continues to love me and shower me with His grace. I will be judged according to my response to God’s love in my life, and I pray that He will be merciful to me.

If anything positive can result from these atheistic writings, it is this: they offer believers an opportunity to set forth with greater clarity the reasons underlying their faith. They may also lead believers to an examination of conscience. Aren’t many of the stereotypes of religion caused or abetted by the way some believers—perhaps ourselves—misrepresent religion, and by our failing to live up to our own ideals? If, for instance, all Christians were truly recognizable by their love for one another—as Christ said we should be—wouldn’t nonbelievers have an easier time overcoming their prejudices concerning religious faith?

I have subtitled this book A Theologian Answers the Atheists About God. I answer the objections they put forth, which may or may not be the reasons for their atheism, but do constitute the message they send to readers. I write this book for the many “searchers” who honestly pursue their own quest for God, and who may feel put off by the supposed reasons for unbelief set forth in these tracts. I also write it for believers, especially those Christians who lack ready replies for those who come at them with such protests. I hope to supply them with the answers they seek and in this way to respond to the call of the great apostle Peter, who urged Christians: “Always be ready to make your defense to anyone who demands from you an accounting for the hope that is in you” (1 Peter 3:15).

At times I will seem dismissive of the arguments I engage. I do so not out of disrespect for those who hold them; rather, I desire their reconciliation with God as I desire everyone’s reconciliation with Him. Jesus did promise, after all, that all who truly seek will find.


PART I

Religion in the Crosshairs

Our first section deals with objections to religion itself as a human phenomenon. As we will immediately see, some clarification is needed as to what is meant by “religion,” since the word covers a multitude of related—but often very different—beliefs systems and institutions. When Christopher Hitchens writes that “religion kills,” or “religion poisons everything,” or suggests that religion is “child abuse,” what does he mean by “religion”?

Next we will look at atheistic authors’ appropriation of Freud’s theory of religion as wish fulfillment, and the idea that God’s existence is a psychological projection of our need for a father figure. Is there any empirical data to justify this theory? Is God merely a creation of humanity’s collective imagination to fill a need, or could He be real? Does God’s conformity to human needs and desires mean that we created Him, or could it mean that He created us?

We will next examine the criticism that God doesn’t answer people’s prayers and explore the nature of prayer itself. Can God’s relationship with human beings be measured by statistical analysis? What does it mean to request something from God, or for God to answer? What of all the people who say that God does answer their prayers—are they delusional?

Another area to be explored is the relationship between religion and morality. Can a person be morally good without religion? Does religion encourage morality, or is religion itself, again in Christopher Hitchens’s words, “not only amoral, but immoral”?1 Does religion bolster our natural moral inclinations or corrupt them?

A final presumption to be addressed refers to the intelligence of believers. Are religious people—as our atheists assert—less intelligent than nonbelievers? Is there some link between IQ and religious belief, or can faith be found all along the spectrum of human intelligence? These are some of the topics to be dealt with. Without further ado, let the debate begin!


1.

Religion or religions? Are all religions the same?

CHRISTOPHER HITCHENS MINCES NO WORDS IN HIS acerbic description of “religion.” In God Is Not Great he writes that organized religion is “violent, irrational, intolerant, allied to racism and tribalism and bigotry, invested in ignorance and hostile to free inquiry, contemptuous of women and coercive toward children.”1 Presumably all religions and all religious people exhibit these odious traits. Hitchens and his coirreligionist writers continually refer to “religion” or “organized religion” as if it were a single, undifferentiated, identifiable phenomenon. Richard Dawkins says quite explicitly: “I am not attacking any particular version of God or gods. I am attacking God, all gods, anything and everything supernatural, wherever and whenever they may have been or will be invented.”2

Daniel Dennett defines religion as “social systems whose participants avow belief in a supernatural agent or agents whose approval is to be sought.”3 Yet dealing with “religion” as a simple phenomenon is highly problematic, since religions differ from one another just as people do. To illustrate this important fact, let’s briefly examine two well-known believers, who both qualify as religious, according to Daniel Dennett’s definition of religion.

David Berkowitz, better known as “Son of Sam,” was a notorious serial killer who terrorized New Yorkers from July 29, 1976, until August 10, 1977, the day he was apprehended by police. He was also deeply “religious.” Berkowitz famously claimed that a neighbor’s dog was possessed by a demon that commanded Berkowitz to kill.

In the spring of 1975, Berkowitz had joined a violent satanic cult. The cult had roughly two dozen core members in New York, referred to by Berkowitz as the “twenty-two disciples of hell.” According to his testimony, initially the group participated in harmless activities such as séances and fortune-telling. Gradually, however, Berkowitz claimed that the group introduced him to hard drug use, sadistic pornography, and violent activities. They began by killing dogs, mostly German shepherds. Then Berkowitz started killing human beings. In the end, Berkowitz shot thirteen people, six of whom died.

Our second example of a “religious” person is slightly different. Father Damien of Molokai was a Roman Catholic priest from Belgium and a member of a missionary religious order. Damien was sent to serve the people of Hawaii and on March 19, 1864, landed at Honolulu Harbor. He arrived just as the kingdom faced a public health crisis, due to diseases—including leprosy—introduced to the Hawaiian Islands by foreign traders and sailors.

Fearful of its spread, Hawaiian king Kamehameha V segregated the lepers of the kingdom and moved them to a settlement colony on the north side of the island of Molokai. Father Damien was assigned to the Catholic mission in North Kohala on Hawaii’s Big Island to minister to their needs. Though he realized that this assignment could be a death sentence, after prayerful thought, Damien asked the bishop, Louis Maigret, for permission to go to Molokai.

On arriving, Damien found a morally deprived, lawless death colony, where people were obliged to fight each other to survive. Damien’s first course of action was to build a church, but along with his spiritual work, Damien dressed ulcers, built homes and beds, and even constructed coffins and dug graves. Under his leadership, basic laws were enforced, shacks became painted houses, working farms were organized, and schools were erected.

Even after discovering in 1884 that he had contracted leprosy, Damien continued to work vigorously to build as many homes as he could and planned for the continuation of the programs he created after he was gone. Father Damien died at the age of forty-nine from leprosy. Later Mahatma Gandhi praised Damien’s life and work, and claimed that Damien had inspired his social campaigns in India that led to the freedom of his people. Gandhi said, “The political and journalistic world can boast of very few heroes who compare with Father Damien of Molokai.”4

People sometimes do terrible things in the name of religion. Other times they do wonderful and heroic things. When Hitchens writes chapters titled “Religion Kills,” or “How Religion Poisons Everything,” we are led to believe that he is referring to a single phenomenon called “religion,” but is he? The examples he uses say something different. At one point he is speaking of Christians, at another point of Hindus, and more often than not he is speaking of Muslims.

Christopher Hitchens takes the very title of his book God Is Not Great from the words Saddam Hussein had inscribed on the Iraqi flag: Allahuh Akhbar (“God Is Great”).5 In so doing he equates all religion to Islamic fanaticism. He uses Islam as a weapon for bashing Christianity and Judaism. Yet it is disingenuous to speak of individual crimes as flowing from “religion,” as if religion were a univocal phenomenon. In point of fact, which Hitchens should realize from his work as a journalist, religion means a multitude of things.

What if Hitchens were to title a chapter “Americans Kill” or “How Americans Poison Everything”? Where it is true that some Americans kill, it is a logical fallacy to extend that statement to all Americans or to infer that the reason these people kill is because they are Americans. This intentional ambiguity of expression spoils the scholarship of Hitchens’s work and makes his conclusions extremely suspicious.

Had Christopher Hitchens subtitled his book “How Fanaticism Poisons Everything,” he would have had a leg to stand on. Religious extremism—like all extremism—is often a dangerous phenomenon. All of his examples, in fact, come from religious extremists, who often contravene their own moral codes in their crimes. But by lumping all religious belief together, as if “religion” were one monolithic, homogeneous whole, Hitchens muddles the issue rather than clarifying it. Fine, you can put Rasputin and Mother Teresa, Richard Ramirez and Mahatma Gandhi together in the category of “religious” people, but what did they really have in common, other than a belief in the supernatural? Nothing at all.

What readers should have very clear is that talk of crimes of “religion” camouflages a much more complex reality.


2.

Isn’t religion just wishful thinking?

THE CLAIM THAT RELIGION ARISES OUT OF WISH fulfillment constitutes for Christopher Hitchens one of the four “irreducible objections” to religious faith.1
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