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THE BIG QUESTIONS


God


Mark Vernon is a journalist, broadcaster and author of several books. He is the editor-in-chief of the Chambers Dictionary of Beliefs and Religions, an honorary research fellow at Birkbeck, University of London, and has degrees in physics and theology and a PhD in philosophy. He used to be a priest in the Church of England, left a convinced atheist, though then had to admit he is too drawn by the big spiritual questions not to take religious traditions and practice seriously – a journey he has written about in his book How to be an Agnostic.


He is a keen blogger at www.markvernon.com.


This book is dedicated to John Vernon.




The Big Questions confronts the fundamental problems of science and philosophy that have perplexed enquiring minds throughout history, and provides and explains the answers of our greatest thinkers. This ambitious series is a unique, accessible and concise distillation of humanity’s best ideas.


Series editor Simon Blackburn is Professor of Philosophy at the University of Cambridge, Research Professor of Philosophy at the University of North Carolina and one of the most distinguished philosophers of our day.


Titles in The Big Questions series include:


PHILOSOPHY


PHYSICS


THE UNIVERSE


MATHEMATICS


GOD


EVOLUTION





INTRODUCTION


One day a philosopher was asked to define religion. Immediately he begged for time to prepare an answer. The time lapsed, and he returned asking for more. That period passed and he requested another postponement. And then another. And another. At last those asking understood the delays. The philosopher regarded the task as well-nigh impossible, but he still wanted time to contemplate the question. It was too rich to put aside.


This parable, told by the philosopher Søren Kierkegaard, neatly captures why the searching reflected in the answers to the big questions of this book is so fascinating. To ask about God and faith, science and the soul, the spiritual and suffering is to ask about the issues that matter most to humans. It is to participate in the quest that has inspired the world’s most beautiful buildings, the world’s most stirring music, humanity’s most profound intuitions and thought. It is to ask about what makes us human. ‘Religion to me has always been the wound, not the bandage’, reflected the playwright Dennis Potter, which is to say that the religious person is one who wishes to face the imponderable and tender aspects of life.


Philosophy and reason play a vital part. They are the essential tools of discernment, the careful processes by which experiences, insights and traditions can be assimilated and assessed, and the next step forward charted. They help us pay attention to what goes on in our inner lives and in the world around us. As the great physicist Werner Heisenberg noted, we are lucky to live in a time when our perception of the cosmos is in rapid flux. He advised us to stay open-minded, spiritually as well as empirically, and to check our own view of life, deepened by study and meditation, against the careful results of the great search called science. The mechanical atoms of yesterday’s physics have morphed into the lively quantum fields of today’s. The blind struggle known as Darwinian evolution is being reinterpreted as a cosmic striving for complexity, emergence and the most extraordinary fact of all: that there is something, not nothing, and that in us, that something can gaze back at the universe that nurtured it.


This, I suspect, is why God has not died, why the spiritual life still draws us. Religious traditions face major challenges, so much so that even those who go to churches, temples, synagogues or mosques may prefer to call themselves ‘spiritual but not religious’. But ours is an age of the soul too, in the sense that ecological crises are awakening a desire for a better relationship with nature, or in the sense that the well-being delivered by the copious material goods we can purchase also prompts the thought that there must be more to life, followed by the question: where might that more be found? Faith is often taxing, and is ridiculed by some. But then, as Albert Einstein noted, ‘God is subtle but he is not malicious.’


This book is designed to show that some of the oldest questions concerned with spirituality, religion and God can be asked afresh in our day to reveal new and striking possibilities. What we might discover for ourselves also resonates powerfully with the insights of the best theologians and wisest souls of the past. It is as if something fundamental is being excavated; like having a familiar work of art explained, so that it suddenly looks as if you are seeing it properly for the first time. It is as if we live in a moment when the quest for God or spirit is unfolding for us anew.


Perhaps every generation feels a bit like this. ‘What do I love when I love my God?’ asked St Augustine. ‘Tend within to the opening of your heart’, advised Rumi. Or you may feel more like William James, the psychologist of religion, who declared that his study of the variety of religious experiences found amongst human beings was his ‘religious act’. So I hope your questioning and contemplation are nurtured here.





CAN REASON PROVE THE EXISTENCE OF GOD?


Why ‘proofs’ almost don’t fail, and how that is helpful


There is no rational basis for belief in God, it is often insisted. Reason knows that night follows day. Logic fails to underpin faith. But is that right? A closer look at the so-called ‘proofs’ for God reveals something perhaps unexpected. To see what that is, first take a step back.


Living Christianity


Christianity offers philosophers not one but two patron saints. Whether or not they seek or desire the intercession of these holy individuals is debatable. However, there is wit and insight in the patronage of both.


The first is Justin Martyr. Born in the sleepy backwater of Samaria in the second century AD, he spoke Greek, and so made his way to Roman civilization, where he sat at the feet of the philosophers. He first tried out the Stoics, the most successful of the schools of the time, though they did not satisfy him. They were the closest the ancient world came to champions of self-help, and that inclined them to be obsessed with themselves, with little of interest to say about God. So Justin turned to an Aristotelian teacher, though that did not last beyond the old curmudgeon’s obsession with fixing the right fee.


Next he reached out to the Pythagoreans, who had a fascination with the mysteries of mathematics and music. That was appealing in theory, only Justin found that geometry and playing the lyre were beyond him. So he left them too.


Eventually he ended up with the Platonists. They offered a lot. In particular, he was drawn to their ideas about divinity. They had a notion that there is a high God, and that although this aspect remains beyond the reach of human comprehension, the divine energy – or Logos – overflows to touch the souls of men and women. It was an immensely rich theology. Justin loved it and he stuck with it, until one day he was walking along the seashore at Ephesus and he met a wise man. The two started talking, and before the day was out, he had moved on again. He had been converted to Christianity. The divine energy of the Platonists, this Logos, had become flesh, the sage told him. You could encounter it in the person of Jesus.


Justin remained loyal to what he had learnt before. He wore the philosopher’s cloak for the rest of his life. But by now he really thought that truth-seekers needed to step out of the confines of pure reasoning and embrace a first-hand knowledge of reality. He might have agreed with William James, who noted that philosophy works out the cost of the meal called life and can write you a bill, but religion offers you the meal itself. Christianity, Justin concluded, offered the richest fare he had tasted so far. (He also argued that the ancient schools of philosophy were always wrangling amongst themselves, which hardly commends them – though in so saying, he conveniently forgot that the new schools of Christianity had form too when it came to bickering and squabbling.)


The second patron saint is Catherine of Alexandria, after whom Catherine wheels are named. She was born into a noble family and achieved great learning, so much so that she informed her parents she would only marry a man who outshone her own beautiful intelligence. No such husband could be found, until Catherine discovered Christianity. She found her perfect match in Jesus Christ.


As if that were not demonstration enough of Christianity’s superiority, she then proceeded to convert dozens of philosophers the emperor sent to test her, catching a further soul for Christ in the figure of the empress herself. Her victory was rewarded by the philosophers being martyred before Catherine was tied to a wheel and tortured before being beheaded.


Catherine’s legend could be, in part, apocryphal. The earliest record of her life only reaches back to the ninth century. Justin Martyr, though, is an important historical and theological figure. But either way, you get the point. The living wisdom of Christianity is greater than that of any dry philosophy because it is focused in the life of a person, Jesus Christ.


Faith and reason


That is a deliberately provocative and perceptive insight to remember in any debate about the proofs for the existence of God. Religious faiths are inevitably systematized, refined and tried by the deployment of reason. But their origin and source is not rational – which is not to say that it is irrational either. Rather, faith is born of an awareness. Its wellspring is not logic but life.


The Buddha saw into the suffering nature of existence and constructed a way of life to surpass it. Moses realized that God was not in the idols and pillars, the earthquakes and winds as the pagans believed; God is to be found in the darkness of the cloud, the silence of heaven. Muhammad was powerfully persuaded that to know Allah, the warring tribalism of the Arabian desert should yield to a life marked by mercy. Jesus became keenly aware that in the kingdom of God, the first would be last, servants would be exalted, and the rule of love meant you must be ready to die for it. Other religions, like Hinduism, have no fixed set of doctrines, but draw on the experience, forgotten in prehistory, of dozens of ancient cultures.
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AND GOD BLESSED THE SEVENTH DAY AND SANCTIFIED IT BY WILLIAM BLAKE. BLAKE IS JUST ONE RELIGIOUS ARTIST WHO TRIES TO SHOW GOD WITHOUT LOSING A SENSE OF DIVINE MYSTERY.





This is to say that, so far as believers are concerned, reason serves the revelation that animates the heart of faith. Reason cannot become the master of faith, and if it tries to, it becomes tyrannical, sucking the life out of it with its cool calculations. Conversely, faith is not the slave of reason. Faith is the product of educated spiritual passion.


Keeping reason in its place has served religious traditions well, though not, as the sceptic might suspect, by ensuring that faith is impervious to philosophical probing and by throwing smokescreens around the credulous. Religious traditions do, in fact, evolve as they engage with the philosophies that surround them. There are countless examples. Within a few years of Jesus’s death, Paul had changed the practice of the faith that Jesus had lived because it became impractical, in the Roman world, to insist on the Jewish dietary laws that Jesus had obeyed. No small part of Paul’s surviving letters is devoted to making his case. Alternatively, theologians routinely explore and exploit philosophical ideas in their attempts to deepen their understanding of their faith. Justin Martyr, for example, used the Platonic and Stoic idea of the Logos to deepen his sense of the divine person he believed he met in the Christ. It is a principle immortalized by the motto of Anselm: ‘Faith seeking understanding’.


Today, in debates about belief, protagonists may admit to being disturbed by faith. They suspect that it is deliberately, obstinately irrational. Part of the confusion stems from misunderstandings about the nature of faith. Sceptics may take it to mean belief on the basis of authority or third-party witness, rather than evidence; or, more antagonistically, belief in spite of the evidence: blind faith. But as Anselm insists, merely believing what you feel you ought to believe is deadening. True faith is a personal kind of commitment, based on the full range of experiences of which humans are capable. And we have many tools at our disposal for discerning what is true. The heart has its reasons. Beauty draws us with its allure. Stories, whilst often illogical and fictional, speak truly. Holy and admirable individuals stir us with a vision of a fuller human. There are tests of truth beyond logical consistency or indisputable certainty. By its fruits you know it, not by its roots, to recall another thought of William James.


Using reason alone to find a way to the divine would be a bit like using guidebooks to discover a new country without ever rising from your seat. The discourses of reason are never going to produce momentous myths like the burning bush, the night journey to Jerusalem or the empty tomb. These are meaningful stories, not arguments, and they, rather than philosophical algebra, are the basic stuff of spiritual search and practice.



Aquinas’s five ways


This perhaps explains one thing that is often overlooked in contemporary scuffles that try to prove or disprove the existence of God: namely that the great foundational documents of theist religions – the Bible, the Qur’an – don’t contain any sustained attempts at proofs themselves. About the most enthusiasm they can muster for such debates is occasionally to pass comment, as when Psalm 14 observes, ‘The fool has said in his heart that there is no God.’


However, the ‘proofs’ are with us, for good or ill, and are frequently referred to. So what can they tell us?


They include the ontological argument, associated with Anselm, alongside the ‘five ways’ of Thomas Aquinas – though the fact that Aquinas calls them ‘ways’ (viae in the Latin) immediately alerts us that he, like Anselm, is invoking a process of discovery that deploys but is not constrained by the narrower rigours of logic. It is pretty clear that Aquinas was, in fact, convinced that something called ‘God’ exists, if existence is the right way to put it. The tussle that his ‘proofs’ pursue, then, is more about what can and cannot be said about this ultimate Who or What. God was clearly present to him, and also almost entirely perplexing to him.


The first two of Aquinas’s five ways argue that anything that moves needs a first mover to set it on its way, and similarly, anything that is caused needs a first cause. The ‘unmoved mover’ and the ‘uncaused cause’ are what we call God, Aquinas concludes – though the rigorous sceptic can immediately reply: why not have an infinite series of moving things, or an infinite chain of causes? Then you don’t need an unmoved mover or an uncaused cause. Further, modern physics tells us that things that move don’t need a prime mover: since Newton, it’s been known that things keep moving in a uniform direction unless acted upon by an external force.


But Aquinas could come back in this way: ask yourself what an ‘unmoved mover’ might be, or an ‘uncaused cause’. The phrases seem like contradictions, implying that any entity or force that could be described by them would tell you one thing about that entity or force above anything else. It would be beyond comprehension. Might that not be true of any being worthy of the name of God?


The third way is an argument about contingency and necessity, and might be boiled down to the issue of how you get something from nothing. This is a good question, a truly big one. After all, contingent things – such as we are, along with everything else in nature – will one day not be, and we might never have been either. And yet we, and everything else before and after us, do exist, at least for a while. So the logic of this proof runs like this: contingent existence itself must depend or rest upon something that is not contingent, which is to say, something that is necessary, else what is contingent will fall out of existence. For something cannot come out of nothing. So as there plainly is something, which we call the cosmos, there must also be something necessary, which could not not have been. This is what people speak of as God, Aquinas suggests. ‘Proof’ three. Except that non-theist religions like Buddhism insist that absolutely everything is conditioned and contingent, rising and falling like an everlasting wave. So it seems perfectly possible to imagine a cosmos full of contingent stuff and beings, existing entirely independently of any necessary being.


Another apparent failure – except that once again, the way does tell us one thing, and it turns out to be fundamental not just to this kind of theology but to a certain kind of science too. Consider something else that might be necessary: the set of natural laws, those principles that govern the universe. If you were to ask why they are as they are, as science does, then many people would conclude that they are as they are because there are no alternatives. Because the universe is as it is, they must be as they are. As Keith Ward points out in The God Conclusion, such necessary laws are precisely the kind of laws that cosmologists hope to find when they seek a so-called ‘theory of everything’. This final theory would be a self-generating description that has to produce the universe in the way that it is, capable of bringing atoms, stars and intelligent life into being. Only then could it be an ultimate explanation because it is a necessary explanation.


But this raises a further issue. Ultimate, necessary explanations and laws could not exist on their own. Like sound waves, laws exist in a medium, and with laws the medium is called mind. When it comes to ultimate laws, therefore, you would need an ultimate mind to hold them. ‘God is the cosmic mind whose content is the complete set of all mathematical truths’, Ward continues. ‘And once you have a cosmic mind, Aquinas clearly sees, you have a consciousness that can be aware of, evaluate, and discriminate between all the possibilities, mathematical and otherwise, that there are.’


It is a contentious line of thought, if highly abstract, and not of itself enough to elicit theistic belief: only the most autistic of rational minds would think natural laws or ultimate explanations worthy of worship. But it does show that the third ‘proof’, with its interest in necessity, opens up big and suggestive questions.


The fourth way concerns the nature of perfection, and states, in a simplified form, that the concept of perfection itself requires the existence of a being that actually embodies perfection, else how could imperfect humans have come up with the notion to start with? Without it, we would not even notice that everything was flawed, because life as we know it is blemished all the way down.


That doesn’t follow, the sceptic says, because apart from anything else, who can describe what perfection is? No one. So a perfect God wouldn’t help us with our understanding of perfection anyway.


Then again, this way does tell us something about God, if God exists at all. If perfection is beyond our grasp, then a full appreciation of God’s perfection, and so God, will be too. The fourth way, like one and two, looks like another warning against idolatry.


Fifth comes the teleological argument. Nature is clearly harmonious, it states, a wonderfully intricate organic whole. Therefore it must have a purpose; there must be an end in mind for it. But whose mind? God. QED.


Rot! cries the sceptic. It is perfectly possible for something to have a purpose without anyone having designed it for that purpose. When I chew my pencil, I put it to a purpose that no one designed it for. Similarly, purpose needn’t be in any being’s mind, as the random processes of evolution that produce the intricacies of nature have demonstrably proven. And anyway, maybe it is we who see purpose and order in nature. The rationale for things could be in our minds, not that of any God.


That is all true. However, where and how people find purpose in life is a complex matter. It has to do with their sense of what it is to be a person; it arises from an embedded participation in life. Hence, for many, and in spite of the objections, there does, on balance, seem to be a creative, purposeful direction or energy subtly manifest in the course of the story of our cosmos, that emerges from the Big Bang and evolves our lives. That option may seem more plausible than the idea that the richness of life is due solely to the blind collisions of atoms. Even the blind collisions look to be ‘about’ something.


Darwinian delusions


It’s also worth reconsidering the nature of Darwinian evolution. A new consensus is emerging as to how to interpret Darwin’s great theory, and it is not one that automatically implies a directionless universe or godless cosmos.


In a way, you might say that atheistic Darwinism has overplayed its hand. The philosopher Daniel Dennett calls it a ‘universal acid’, by which he means that evolution can explain everything – not just why your ancestors had two legs or why they believed in a sky god, but why we think we have minds, ethics and free will too. They are all really delusions, the neo-Darwinian declares. They are extraordinarily useful survival adaptations, and that is why we live as if they were real, though they are not.


But is that plausible? As the theologian Conor Cunningham asks in a recent book, Darwin’s Pious Idea, do neo-Darwinists practise what they preach? If they really thought that ethics was a delusion, wouldn’t they cut not only the grass but their dogs; eat not only lettuce but their neighbour’s children? Scratch an ultra-Darwinist, Cunningham suggests, and watch a hypocrite bleed. You don’t mistake your wife, partner or husband for a person with a mind and free will. They are a person with a mind and free will.


Another line of readjustment concerns the possibility that evolutionary processes are not as blind as is usually asserted. Many features of organisms, from the sabre teeth of tigers to the proteins that function in cells, have been shown to have evolved many times over, and by completely separate paths. It is called convergence, and if it is right, it implies that there is a predictability to evolution. Nature keeps coming up with the same solutions. Consider that most demeaned of animals, the sloth, honoured by being named after one of the seven deadly sins. It turns out that these humble creatures come in two varieties. One has two toes, the other three. Further, the two species have completely separate evolutionary histories. That’s fascinating. Is the humble sloth a piece of evidence that there might be directionality in evolution? It seems remarkable that random natural selection has come up at least twice with almost the same answer to hanging upside down in trees.


Such examples lead the theologian to ask whether God might be seen to be acting through evolution’s apparent directionality. If that is the case, then why not accept that the world is somehow made right for the emergence of life like ours, life that is self-aware and God-seeking. Thomas Aquinas knew nothing about Darwinism, though he seems to have contemplated a possibility a little like it. ‘It is clear’, he wrote in the thirteenth century, ‘that nature is a certain kind of divine art impressed upon things, by which these things are moved to a determinate end. It is as if a shipbuilder were able to give to timbers that by which they would move themselves to take the form of a ship.’ Perhaps one day scientists will come to see that this is not a bad description of how evolution works.


It is a very controversial and speculative reading of evolution. But it is not ridiculous, and so it shouldn’t be summarily dismissed. Aquinas’s fifth way, teleology, may not be able to prove the existence of God, but it might show that belief in God is justifiable, given what we know about the world.


Mysterious God


Anselm’s contribution comes in the form of the ontological argument, and posits simply and without apology that there is a God. But, asks the sceptic, what is this God like? Ah! replies the theist: the fundamental feature of God is existence. After all, something that exists must be greater than something that doesn’t exist. So God must exist.


Rubbish, responds the sceptic. All you’ve done is insist that saying ‘God is’ proves that God is. And the vast majority of philosophers and theologians have concluded that on this one the sceptic is basically right – though, interestingly, they turn back repeatedly to Anselm’s ontological argument. It has been around for quite a few centuries now, and yet has never died. Again, it throws up all manner of stimulating insights into the nature of being, existence and the issue we encountered before, necessity. The proof fails in a way, though in another, the issues it raises are revealing. What do they actually prove? you can ask. Well, if not God, then perhaps the fact that whatever we might imagine God to be – a good God, a loving God, an all-powerful God, an all-knowing God – it is vital to remember that He is a mystery. This is precisely what Aquinas concludes. All that we have fully proven, he says, is that the fundamental nature of divinity is mystery.


When it comes to theology, everything we might care to say will fall short. It works like this. Say we ascribe the quality of goodness to God, as people do, then what do we mean? If I describe my dinner as good, I know what I mean. It is tasty. But if I say God is good, I don’t quite know what I mean, because God’s goodness can’t signify, say, divine tastiness.


But it is also the case that we frequently use words analogically and metaphorically, and life is so much the richer for it. Shakespeare has Macbeth muse, ‘I have almost forgot the taste of fears.’ He doesn’t mean that Macbeth is about to pick up a fork to be reminded what fears taste like. He means something far more weighty. As Macbeth continues, ‘I have supped full with horrors.’ That’s the kind of insight that metaphors allow us to reach for. They are more powerful for being expressed indirectly.


Or take the mystery that is the nature of the human mind. For all the ink that has been spilt, for all the brain scanners that have been booted up, the nature of mind becomes more elusive to us, not less. It is known as the hard problem, and people reach for all kinds of metaphors to discuss it. Mind is like a computer, they might say, which it is not, though the metaphor may contain something that is indirectly true about mind, and so is still worth saying.


And so it is with God, Aquinas concludes. Human beings are not divine. The ‘proofs’ prove that too. But the difference between the atheist and the believer is that where the atheist reads the ‘proofs’ and thinks: that just about does it for God, the believer admits: well, that’s God for you. What else did you expect?





WILL SCIENCE PUT AN END TO RELIGION?


The politics of faith and the organization of unbelief


Buried in the sometimes calm, sometimes ferocious debate between science and religion, commentators have detected a variety of models about the relationship between the two. However, there is one that tends to grab most of the headlines. It is the conviction that science and religion are in conflict, a conflict that only one side can win.


Key players include the so-called new atheists, individuals such as biologist Richard Dawkins, who argue that pre-scientific, superstitious individuals strove to understand the universe using religious ideas. How was the world created? In six days, by the direct act of God. Why does lightning strike? It expresses the wrath of a deity and portends an ill future. What lies behind the extraordinary diversity of life in the world? The exuberant creative genius who has designed nature’s intricacies to the astonishment and delight of all.


These atheists declare all such beliefs implausible, and as farcical as believing in the existence of fairies dancing around mushrooms behind the shed in your garden. The reason is that we now have science to deliver natural explanations that can account for all these phenomena. The world was ‘created’ out of the primordial fireball known as the Big Bang. Lightning strikes to release the build-up of electrostatic charge in the clouds. Nature’s intricacies arise from the blind mechanisms of evolution by natural selection. The story of modern science is one of old religious explanations being usurped by new empirical ones: the true ones.


The model is conflictual because it is given the added twist of being a zero-sum game: scientific explanations can only progress in so far as the religious ones are ousted. Leave a gap for God, the argument goes, and you leave an opening for a regressive superstition that threatens the explanatory progress that has been made. By way of proof for their antagonistic attitude towards religions, individuals like Dawkins highlight one issue in particular: namely the rise of creationism in the USA and the demands to have it taught alongside evolution in the classroom.


It is true that a battle rages between some evolutionary scientists and the proponents of creationism and intelligent design. However, the question is whether it has been caused by the undoubtedly far-reaching insights of Charles Darwin, or provoked by a less subtle and more confrontational force: the rise of a certain kind of scientific attitude that readily picks fights with religion, and proponents of its mirror opposite, a religious sensibility that blames science for most of the woes of the modern world.


Fundamentalists versus intellectual freedom


A key moment came with the so-called ‘Scopes monkey trial’. It was held in 1925, in Dayton, Tennessee, and concerned the teaching of evolution in state schools, something that had been made illegal. The governor had signed a decree forbidding ‘any theory that denies the story of the Divine Creation of man as taught in the Bible, and to teach instead that man has descended from a lower order of animals’. Other states had taken note and seemed to be following suit: Mississippi and Arkansas turned against evolution too. The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) decided that it was time to defend intellectual freedom and champion the cause of evolution. John Scopes was the pro-evolution teacher who volunteered to put his career on the line; he was defended by the lawyer Clarence Darrow, a man who became famous largely as a result of the case.


That was partly because the prosecuting lawyer on the other side was William Jennings Bryan, a man who had stood for president – and lost – three times, though he was still a much-loved leader, known as ‘The Great Commoner’. He championed the rights of downtrodden individuals and was a supporter of causes like votes for women.


The irony is that the case was clear. Legally speaking, conflict was not necessary. Scopes had broken the law, and sure enough he was found guilty and ordered to pay a fine. For decades afterwards evolution was not taught in schools. But the flames of conflict were fanned not so much by the specifics of the case as by everything else that was unleashed at the trial. Hence, Scopes has become as significant in sustaining the mythology of a struggle to the death between science and religion as has the trial of Galileo Galilei in the seventeenth century.


William Jennings Bryan, the anti-evolutionary lawyer, was a member of a new movement called the fundamentalists, a group that provides the name and original impetus for the more widespread fundamentalism we know today. The first fundamentalists saw themselves as defending the interests of common Christian folk, and did so by asserting a list of tenets deemed basic to Christianity. These were doctrinal lines in the sand that could not be crossed, and evolution crossed them mightily. Darwinism was thought not just unbiblical, but morally wrong. How could it be otherwise? the fundamentalists believed. The science that demoted human beings to descent from a ‘lower order of animals’ led to an ideology that fed the degeneration of society they were witnessing in their own day. As Bryan implored during his closing statement at the trial:


What shall we say of the intelligence, not to say religion, of those who are so particular to distinguish between fishes and reptiles and birds, but put a man with an immortal soul in the same circle with the wolf, the hyena and the skunk? What must be the impression made upon children by such a degradation of man?


Remember that this was the 1920s, a handful of years after the First World War and the Russian Revolution. The world was a fragile place, civilization was at risk, and some of the blame, fairly or not, was laid at Darwinism’s door. Before the war, a relatively tolerant attitude towards evolution had existed amongst those who believed in the infallibility of the Bible. That largely disappeared during and afterwards, concludes Edward J. Larson in his seminal study of the trial, Summer for the Gods: The Scopes Trial and America’s Continuing Debate Over Science and Religion.


On the other side, the pro-evolution American Civil Liberties Union had an agenda that was similarly deeply embedded in the troubled times. It was championing the cause of radical labour rights following the arrest and deportation of leftist activists deemed to be communist, Bolshevik and anarchic. In his book, Larson describes an ACLU composed of elitist, liberal New Yorkers ‘who had grown wary of majoritarianism’ – which is to say, wary of the common Christian folk that Bryan stood up for. ‘Instinctively, they opposed popular movements to restrict academic freedom, such as the antievolution crusade’, he continues; they also sought opportunities for direct action ‘designed to enlighten public opinion’. The pro-evolutionists too felt that nothing less than the preservation of good moral order was at stake. The Scopes trial was, therefore, a perfect conflict and storm.


Then there is also the figure of Clarence Darrow in the eye of the vortex. He seized the trial stand to make a mockery of conservative Christian beliefs. It was not hard to do. Are Christians made of salt? he asked. After all, the Bible calls the followers of Jesus ‘the salt of the earth’? No, of course not, his opponent, Bryan, replied. So was Jonah really swallowed by a whale? Darrow retorted. Yes, Bryan responded, pointing out that the Bible actually talks of a big fish rather than a whale. So if Eve was made out of Adam’s rib, Darrow asked next, where did Cain’s wife come from? Bryan had no idea.

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/9781780873442.jpg
THE BIG
QUESTIONS

God

Mark Vernon

Series Editor
Simon Blackburn







OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
Quercus





OEBPS/images/f0011-01.jpg





