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To Devin Ziel Shermer


 


For our small contribution – 6,895 days or 18.9 years


from birth to independence – to the metaphorically


miraculous 3.5-billion-year continuity of life on Earth


from one generation to the next, unbroken over the


eons, glorious in its contiguity, spiritual in its contemplation.


The mantle is now yours.




For the mind of man is far from the nature of a clear and


equal glass, wherein the beams of things should reflect


according to their true incidence; nay, it is rather like an


enchanted glass, full of superstition and imposture, if it be


not delivered and reduced.


—FRANCIS BACON, Novum Organum, 1620






Prologue
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I Want to Believe


THE 1990s’ ÜBER CONSPIRACY-THEORY TELEVISION SERIES THE X-Files was a decade-defining and culture-reflecting mosh pit of UFOs, extraterrestrials, psychics, demons, monsters, mutants, shape-shifters, serial killers, paranormal phenomena, urban legends turned real, corporate cabals and government cover-ups, and leakages that included a Deep Throat–like ‘cigarette smoking man’ character played, ironically, by real-life skeptic William B. Davis. Gillian Anderson’s skeptical FBI agent Dana Scully played off David Duchovny’s believing character Fox Mulder, whose slogans became posterized pop-culture catchphrases: ‘I want to believe’ and ‘The truth is out there.’


As the show’s creator-producer Chris Carter developed the series narrative arc, Scully and Mulder came to symbolize skeptics and believers in a psychological tug-of-war between reality and fantasy, fact and fiction, story and legend. So popular was The X-Files that it was parodied in a 1997 episode of The Simpsons entitled ‘The Springfield Files,’ in which Homer has an alien encounter in the woods after imbibing ten bottles of Red Tick Beer. The producers ingeniously employed Leonard Nimoy to voice the intro as he once did for his post-Spock run on the television mystery series In Search of . . . , a 1970s nonfiction version of The X-Files. Nimoy: ‘The following tale of alien encounters is true. And by true, I mean false. It’s all lies. But they’re entertaining lies, and in the end isn’t that the real truth? The answer is no.’


No squared. The postmodernist belief in the relativism of truth, coupled with the clicker culture of mass media, in which attention spans are measured in New York minutes, leaves us with a bewildering array of truth claims packaged in infotainment units. It must be true – I saw it on television, the movies, the Internet. The Twilight Zone, The Outer Limits, That’s Incredible!, The Sixth Sense, Poltergeist, Loose Change, Zeitgeist: The Movie. Mysteries, magic, myths, and monsters. The occult and the supernatural. Conspiracies and cabals. The face on Mars and aliens on Earth. Bigfoot and Loch Ness. ESP and psi. UFOs and ETIs. OBEs and NDEs. JFK, RFK, and MLK Jr. – alphabet conspiracies. Altered states and hypnotic regression. Remote viewing and astroprojection. Ouija boards and tarot cards. Astrology and palm reading. Acupuncture and chiropractic. Repressed memories and false memories. Talking to the dead and listening to your inner child. It’s all an obfuscating amalgam of theory and conjecture, reality and fantasy, nonfiction and science fiction. Cue dramatic music. Darken the backdrop. Cast a shaft of light across the host’s face. Trust no one. The truth is out there. I want to believe.


I believe that the truth is out there but that it is rarely obvious and almost never foolproof. What I want to believe based on emotions and what I should believe based on evidence do not always coincide. I’m a skeptic not because I do not want to believe, but because I want to know. How can we tell the difference between what we would like to be true and what is actually true?


The answer is science. We live in the Age of Science, in which beliefs are supposed to be grounded in rock-solid evidence and empirical data. Why, then, do so many people believe in what most scientists would consider to be the unbelievable?


The Demographics of Belief


In a 2009 Harris Poll of 2,303 adult Americans, people were asked to ‘indicate for each [category below] if you believe in it, or not.’ The results were revealing.1














	God


	82 %







	Miracles


	76 %







	Heaven


	75 %







	Jesus is God or the Son of God


	73 %







	Angels


	72 %







	Survival of the soul after death


	71 %







	The resurrection of Jesus Christ

	70 %







	Hell


	61 %







	The virgin birth (of Jesus)


	61 %







	The devil


	60 %






	Darwin’s theory of evolution


	45 %






	Ghosts


	42 %







	Creationism


	40 %







	UFOs


	32 %







	Astrology


	26 %







	Witches


	23 %







	Reincarnation


	20 %








 


More people believe in angels and the devil than believe in the theory of evolution. Disturbing. And yet, such results do not surprise me, as they match findings in similar surveys conducted over the past several decades,2 including internationally.3 For example, in a 2006 Reader’s Digest survey of 1,006 adult Britons, 43 percent of respondents said that they can read other people’s thoughts or have their thoughts read, more than half said that they have had a dream or premonition of an event that then occurred, more than two-thirds said they could feel when someone was looking at them, 26 percent said they had sensed when a loved one was ill or in trouble, and 62 percent said that they could tell who was calling before they picked up the phone. A fifth said they had seen a ghost, and nearly a third said they believe that near-death experiences (NDEs) are evidence for an afterlife.4


Although the specific percentages of belief in the supernatural and the paranormal across countries and decades vary slightly, the numbers remain fairly consistent: a majority of people hold some form of paranormal or supernatural belief.5 Alarmed by such figures and concerned about the dismal state of science education and its role in fostering belief in the paranormal, the National Science Foundation (NSF) conducted its own extensive survey of beliefs in both the paranormal and pseudoscience, concluding ‘Such beliefs may sometimes be fueled by the media’s miscommunication of science and the scientific process.’6


I, too, would like to lay the blame at the feet of the media, because the fix then seems straightforward – just improve how we communicate science. But that’s too easy, and it isn’t even supported by the NSF’s own data. Although belief in extrasensory perception (ESP) decreased from 65 percent among high school graduates to 60 percent among college graduates, and belief in magnetic therapy dropped from 71 percent among high school graduates to 55 percent among college graduates, that still leaves more than half of educated people fully endorsing such claims! And for embracing alternative medicine (a form of pseudoscience), the percentages actually increased, from 89 percent for high school grads to 92 percent for college grads.


Part of the problem may be that 70 percent of Americans still do not understand the scientific process, defined in the NSF study as grasping probability, the experimental method, and hypothesis testing. So one solution here is teaching how science works in addition to what science knows. A 2002 article in Skeptic magazine entitled ‘Science Education Is No Guarantee of Skepticism’ presented the results of a study that found no correlation between science knowledge (facts about the world) and paranormal beliefs. ‘Students that scored well on these [science knowledge] tests were no more or less skeptical of pseudoscientific claims than students that scored very poorly,’ the authors concluded. ‘Apparently, the students were not able to apply their scientific knowledge to evaluate these pseudoscientific claims. We suggest that this inability stems in part from the way that science is traditionally presented to students: Students are taught what to think but not how to think.’7 The scientific method is a teachable concept, as evidenced in the previously referenced NSF study, which found that 53 percent of Americans with a high level of science education (nine or more high school and college science/math courses) understand the scientific process, compared to 38 percent with a middle level (six to eight such courses) of science education, and 17 percent with a low level (less than five such courses) of science education. So maybe the key to attenuating superstition and belief in the supernatural is in teaching how science works, not just what science has discovered.


The problem is deeper still and related to the fact that the majority of our most deeply held beliefs are immune to attack by direct educational tools, especially for those who are not ready to hear contradictory evidence. Belief change comes from a combination of personal psychological readiness and a deeper social and cultural shift in the underlying zeitgeist, which is affected in part by education but is more the product of larger and harder-to-define political, economic, religious, and social changes.


Belief-Dependent Realism: Why People Believe


Belief systems are powerful, pervasive, and enduring. I have devoted my career to understanding how beliefs are born, formed, nourished, reinforced, challenged, changed, and extinguished. This book synthesizes thirty years of research to answer the question of how and why we believe what we do in all aspects of our lives. Here I am interested in more than just why people believe weird things, or why people believe this or that claim, but why people believe anything at all. Why do people believe? My answer is straightforward:


We form our beliefs for a variety of subjective, personal, emotional, and psychological reasons in the context of environments created by family, friends, colleagues, culture, and society at large; after forming our beliefs we then defend, justify, and rationalize them with a host of intellectual reasons, cogent arguments, and rational explanations. Beliefs come first, explanations for beliefs follow. I call this process belief-dependent realism, where our perceptions about reality are dependent on the beliefs that we hold about it. Reality exists independent of human minds, but our understanding of it depends upon the beliefs we hold at any given time.


The brain is a belief engine. From sensory data flowing in through the senses the brain naturally begins to look for and find patterns, and then infuses those patterns with meaning. The first process I call patternicity: the tendency to find meaningful patterns in both meaningful and meaningless data. The second process I call agenticity: the tendency to infuse patterns with meaning, intention, and agency. We can’t help it. Our brains evolved to connect the dots of our world into meaningful patterns that explain why things happen. These meaningful patterns become beliefs, and these beliefs shape our understanding of reality.


Once beliefs are formed, the brain begins to look for and find confirmatory evidence in support of those beliefs, which adds an emotional boost of further confidence in the beliefs and thereby accelerates the process of reinforcing them, and round and round the process goes in a positive feedback loop of belief confirmation. As well, occasionally people form beliefs from a single revelatory experience largely unencumbered by their personal background or the culture at large. Rarer still, there are those who, upon carefully weighing the evidence for and against a position they already hold, or one they have yet to form a belief about, compute the odds and make a steely-eyed emotionless decision and never look back. Such belief reversals are so rare in religion and politics as to generate headlines if it is someone prominent, such as a cleric who changes religions or renounces his or her faith, or a politician who changes parties or goes independent. It happens, but it is as rare as a black swan. Belief reversals happen more often in science, but not at all as frequently as we might expect from the idealized visage of the exalted ‘scientific method’ where only the facts count. The reason for this is that scientists are people too, no less subject to the whims of emotion and the pull of cognitive biases to shape and reinforce beliefs.


This process of belief-dependent realism is patterned after the philosophy of science called ‘model-dependent realism’ presented by the University of Cambridge cosmologist Stephen Hawking and mathematician and science writer Leonard Mlodinow in their book, The Grand Design, in which they explain that because no one model is adequate to explain reality, we are free to use different models for different aspects of the world. Model-dependent realism ‘is based on the idea that our brains interpret the input from our sensory organs by making a model of the world. When such a model is successful at explaining events, we tend to attribute to it, and to the elements and concepts that constitute it, the quality of reality or absolute truth. But there may be different ways in which one could model the same physical situation, with each employing different fundamental elements and concepts. If two such physical theories or models accurately predict the same events, one cannot be said to be more real than the other; rather, we are free to use whichever model is most convenient.’8


I take this one step further to argue that even these different models of physics and cosmology used by scientists to explain, say, light as a particle or light as a wave, are themselves beliefs, and when coupled to higher-order theories about physics, mathematics, and cosmology, form entire worldviews about nature, and therefore belief-dependent realism is a higher-order form of model-dependent realism. On top of this, our brains place a judgment value upon beliefs. There are good evolutionary reasons for why we form beliefs and judge them as good or bad that I will discuss in the chapter on political beliefs, but suffice it to say here that our evolved tribal tendencies lead us to form coalitions with fellow like-minded members of our group and to demonize others who hold differing beliefs. Thus, when we hear about the beliefs of others that differ from our own, we are naturally inclined to dismiss or dismantle their beliefs as nonsense, evil, or both. This propensity makes it even more difficult to change our minds in the teeth of new evidence.


In fact, all models of the world, not just scientific models, are foundational to our beliefs, and belief-dependent realism means that we cannot escape this epistemological trap. We can, however, employ the tools of science, which are designed to test whether or not a particular model or belief about reality matches observations made not just by ourselves but by others as well. Although there is no Archimedean point outside of ourselves from which we can view the Truth about Reality, science is the best tool ever devised for fashioning provisional truths about conditional realities. Thus, belief-dependent realism is not epistemological relativism where all truths are equal and everyone’s reality deserves respect. The universe really did begin with a big bang, the earth really is billions of years old, and evolution really happened, and someone’s belief to the contrary really is wrong. Even though the Ptolemaic earth-centered system can render observations equally well as the Copernican sun-centered system (at least in the time of Copernicus anyway), no one today holds that these models are equal because we know from additional lines of evidence that heliocentrism more closely matches reality than geocentrism, even if we cannot declare this to be an Absolute Truth about Reality.


That said, the evidence I present in this book demonstrates how dependent our beliefs are on a multitude of subjective, personal, emotional, and psychological factors that make our understanding of reality such an ‘enchanted glass’ and so ‘full of superstition and imposture,’ in Francis Bacon’s epigrammatic description. We begin with anecdotal evidence from three personal belief stories. The first story is about a man whom you will have never heard of but who had a profound and life-changing experience in the wee hours of the morning many decades ago that drove him to search for ultimate meaning in the cosmos. The second story is about a man whom you will most definitely have heard of, as he is one of the greatest scientists of our age, and he too had a life-changing early-morning experience that confirmed his decision to make a religious leap of faith. The third story is my own passage from believer to skeptic, and what I have learned along the way that drove me into a professional career of the scientific study of belief systems.


From narrative evidence we shall turn to the architecture of belief systems, how they are formed, nourished, reinforced, changed, and extinguished, first conceptually through the two theoretical constructs of patternicity and agenticity, and then delve deeper into how these cognitive processes evolved and what purpose they served in the lives of our ancestors as well as in our lives today. We shall then bore deeper into the brain, right down to the neurophysiology of belief system construction at the single neuron level, and then reconstruct from the bottom up how brains form beliefs. Then we shall examine how belief systems operate with regard to belief in religion, the afterlife, God, extraterrestrials, conspiracies, politics, economics, and ideologies, and then consider how a host of cognitive processes convince us that our beliefs are truths. In the final chapters we will consider how we know any of our beliefs are believable, which patterns are true and which false, which agents are real and which are not, and how science works as the ultimate pattern detection device that allows us a few degrees of freedom within belief-dependent realism, and some measurable progress away from its psychological trappings.





PART I


JOURNEYS OF BELIEF
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Every man is the creature of the age in which he lives; very few are able to raise themselves above the ideas of the times.


—VOLTAIRE






1
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Mr D’Arpino’s Dilemma


THE VOICE WAS AS DISTINCT AS THE MESSAGE IT DELIVERED WAS unmistakable. Emilio ‘Chick’ D’Arpino bolted upright from his bed, startled that the words he heard so clearly were not spoken by anyone in the room. It was 4 a.m. on February 11, 1966, and Mr D’Arpino was alone in his bedroom, seemingly unperturbed by what he was hearing. It wasn’t a masculine voice, yet neither was it feminine. And even though he had no reference guide built by experience from which to compare, Mr D’Arpino somehow knew that the source was not of this world.


[image: Image]


I met Chick D’Arpino on my forty-seventh birthday, September 8, 2001, just three days before the calamitous event that would henceforth cleave history into pre- and post-9/11. Chick wanted to know if I would be willing to write an essay to answer this question: Is it possible to know if there is a source out there that knows we are here?


‘Uh? You mean God?’ I queried.


‘Not necessarily,’ Chick replied.


‘ET?’


‘Maybe,’ Chick continued, ‘but I don’t want to specify the nature of the source, just that it is out there and not here.’


Who would ask such a question, I wondered, and more important, why? Chick explained that he was a retired bricklayer interested in pursuing answers to deep questions through essay contests and one-day conferences he was sponsoring at San Jose State University and at Stanford University, near his home in Silicon Valley. I had never heard of a retired bricklayer sponsoring conferences before, so this got my attention, as I have long admired autodidacts.


Over the years, as Chick and I became close friends, I grew more and more curious to know why a bricklayer would spend what little money he had on funding essay contests and conferences to answer life’s big questions. I had a sense that Chick already knew the answers to the questions he was posing, but for a decade he took the Fifth with me until one day, when I probed one more time, he gave me a hint:


I had an experience.


An experience. Okay! Now we’re talking my language – the language of belief systems grounded in experiences. What type of experience?


Chick clammed up again, but I pushed and prodded for details. When was this experience?


Back in 1966.


What time of day did it happen?


Four in the morning.


Did you see or hear something?


I don’t want to talk about that aspect of it.


But if it was a profound enough experience to be driving you to this day to explore such big questions, it is surely worth sharing with someone.


Nope, it’s private.


Come on, Chick, I’ve known you practically a decade. We’re the best of friends. I’m genuinely curious.


Okay, it was a voice.


A voice. Um.


I know what you’re thinking, Michael – I’ve read all your stuff about auditory hallucinations, lucid dreams, and sleep paralysis. But that’s not what happened to me. This was clearly, distinctly, unmistakably not from my mind. It was from an outside source.


Now we were getting somewhere. Here is a man I’ve come to know and love as a dear friend, a man who otherwise is as sane as the next guy and as smart as a whip. I needed to know more. Where did this happen?


At my sister’s house.


What were you doing sleeping at your sister’s house?


I was separated from my wife and going through a divorce.


Aha, right, the stress of divorce.


I know, I know, my psychiatrist thought the same thing you’re thinking now – stress caused the experience.


A psychiatrist? How does a bricklayer end up in the office of a psychiatrist?


Well, see, the authorities sent me to see this psychiatrist up at Agnews State Hospital.


What?! Why?


I wanted to see the president.


Okay, let’s see . . . 1966 . . . President Lyndon Johnson . . . Vietnam War protests . . . construction worker wants to see the president . . . mental hospital. There’s a compelling story here for someone who studies the power of belief for a living, so I pressed for more.


Why did you want to see the president?


To deliver to him the message from the source of the voice.


What was the message?


That I will never tell you, Michael – I have never told anyone and I’m taking it to my grave. I haven’t even told my children.


Wow, this must be some message, like Moses on the mountaintop taking dictation from Yahweh. Must have gone on for quite some time. How long?


Less than a minute.


Less than a minute?


It was thirteen words.


Do you remember the thirteen words?


Of course!


Come on, Chick, tell me what they were.


Nope.


Did you write them down somewhere?


Nope.


Can I guess what the theme of the message was?


Sure, go ahead, take a guess.


Love.


Michael! Yes! That’s exactly right. Love. The source not only knows we’re here, but it loves us and we can have a relationship with it.


The Source


I would like to understand what happened to my friend Chick D’Arpino on that early morning in February 1966 and how that experience changed his life in profound ways ever since. I want to comprehend what happened to Chick because I want to know what happens to all of us when we form beliefs.


In Chick’s case the experience happened while separated from his wife and children. The details of the separation are not important (and he wishes to protect the privacy of his family), but its effects are. ‘I was a broken man,’ Chick told me.1 ‘I was broke in every way you can think of: financially, physically, emotionally, and psychologically.’


To this day Chick maintains that what he experienced was unquestionably outside of his mind. I strongly suspect otherwise, so what follows is my interpretation. Lying alone in bed, Chick was awake and perhaps anxious about the new dawn that would soon break over his day and life. Away from his beloved wife and children, Chick was troubled by the uncertainty of where his life would go from there, restless about which path before him to take, and especially apprehensive about whether he was loved. Those of us who have felt the sting of unrequited love, the anguish of relationship uncertainty, the torturous suffering of a troubled marriage, or the soul-shattering desolation of divorce, well know the painful inner turmoil that stirs the emotional lees – stomach-churning, heart-pounding, stress-hormone-pumping fight-or-flight emotional overdrive – especially in the wee hours of the morning before the sun signals the possibility of redemption.


I have experienced such emotions myself, so perhaps I am projecting. My parents divorced when I was four, and although detailed memories of the separation and disruption are foggy, one memory is as clear to me now as it was those late nights and early mornings while lying awake: I had an almost vertigo sense of spiraling down and shrinking into my bed, as the room I was in expanded outward in all directions, leaving me feeling ever smaller and insignificant, frightened and anxious about . . . well . . . everything, including and especially being loved. And although the ever-shrinking-room experience has mercifully receded, today there are still too many late nights and early mornings when lost-love anxieties return to haunt me, emotions that I usually wash away with productive work or physical exercise, sometimes (but not always) successfully.


What happened to Chick next can best be described as surreal, ethereal, and otherworldly. On that early morning in February 1966, a soothing, tranquil voice calmly delivered a message of what I imagine a mind racked in turmoil longed to hear:


You are loved by a higher source that wants your love in return.


I do not know if these are the exact thirteen words heard by Chick D’Arpino that morning, and he’s still not talking, other than to exposit:


The meaning was love between the source and me. The source identified its relationship to me and my relationship to it. And it dealt with L-O-V-E. If I had to say what it was about, it was about the mutual love we have for one another, me and the source, the source and me.
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How does one make sense of a supernatural occurrence with natural explanations? This is Mr D’Arpino’s dilemma.


I am burdened by no such dilemma because I do not believe in otherworldly forces. Chick’s experience follows from the plausible causal scenario I am constructing here for what I believe to be an inner source of that outer voice. Since the brain does not perceive itself or its inner operations, and our normal experience is of stimuli entering the brain through the senses from the outside, when a neural network misfires or otherwise sends a signal to some other part of the brain that resembles an outside stimulus, the brain naturally interprets these internal events as external phenomena. This happens both naturally and artificially – lots of people experience auditory and visual hallucinations under varying conditions, including stress, and copious research that I will review in detail later demonstrates how easy it is to artificially trigger such illusory ephemera.


Regardless of the actual source of the voice, what does one do after such an experience? Chick picked up the story and recounted for me one of the most transfixing tales I’ve ever heard.
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It happened on a Friday. The next Monday – I remember it was Valentine’s Day – I went down to the Santa Clara Post Office because that’s where the FBI office was located at the time. I wanted to see the president in order to deliver my message to him, but I didn’t know how one is supposed to go about seeing the president. I figured that the FBI was a good place to start. So I walk in there and tell them what I want to do, and they asked me, ‘So Mr D’Arpino, why do you want to see the president? You protesting something?’ I said, ‘No sir, I’ve got good news!’


Had you thought through what you would tell the president?


Nope. I didn’t know what I was going to say. I just figured it would come to me. Basically, I wanted to tell the president ‘There’s a source out there that knows we’re here, and that source really cares for us.’


How did the FBI agent respond?


He says, ‘Well, I’ll tell ya, if that’s the case you need to go to the Secret Service office since they deal directly with the president.’ So I asked him, how do I go about that? He looked at his watch and said, ‘Well, Mr D’Arpino, drive up to San Francisco and go to the federal building there, and on the sixth floor you’ll find the Secret Service office. If you leave now, barring any traffic, you should be able to make it before they close.’ So that’s exactly what I did! I got in my car and drove up to San Francisco, went to the federal building, got in the elevator and went up to the sixth floor, and sure enough, it was the Secret Service office!


They let you in?


Oh, sure. I met an agent, about six feet tall, and I told him my story about wanting to see the president. He immediately asked me, ‘Mr D’Arpino, is the president in any danger?’ I said, ‘Not that I know of.’ So he hands me a piece of paper with a phone number on it and says, ‘Well, then, here, call the Washington, D.C., White House switchboard operator and talk to the appointment secretary and see if you can make an appointment to see the president. That’s how it’s done.’


Well, I couldn’t believe it! It was going to be that simple. So I called. And I called. And I called again. And again. I never got through. So now I was stuck. I didn’t know what else to do. Since I was a navy veteran, I went over to the Veterans Administration hospital and told them everything that I had done so far. As you can imagine, they tried to talk me out of it. ‘Now Mr D’Arpino, why would you want to see the president?’ Then they asked me to leave, but I was at the end of my options and I didn’t know what else to do, so I took inspiration from those protestors the FBI guy was asking me about. I just sat down there at the VA hospital and refused to leave!


It was a sit-in!


Yeah. Then the clerk there says, ‘Come on, Mr D’Arpino, if you don’t leave I’m going to have to call the police and I don’t want to do that. You seem like a nice guy.’ So I go back and forth with this guy. I remember his name was Marcy because that’s my daughter’s name. Five hours later he comes back and says, ‘You’re still here, Mr D’Arpino?’ I said ‘Yup, and I’m staying here.’ He says, ‘Now doggone it, Mr D’Arpino, if you don’t leave I really am going to call the police.’ I said, ‘Marcy, you gotta do what you think is right, but I’m staying here.’


So he called the police. Two officers showed up and they ask, ‘What’s the problem?’ Marcy replies, ‘This man wants to see the president.’ So the one cop says, ‘Mr D’Arpino, you can’t stay here. This is government property. This is for veterans.’ I say, ‘I’m a veteran.’ He says, ‘Oh, wow, okay, well . . .’ Then he asks Marcy, ‘Is he causing any problems? Is he doing anything wrong?’ And Marcy says, ‘No, sir, he’s just sitting here.’ So the cop tells him, ‘I have no jurisdiction here.’ So they all kibitzed for a while and then decided that they would take me up to meet some people who could help me at Agnews State Hospital.


Now, as you can imagine, I had no idea what was going to happen once I entered a state mental institution. At first they talked to me for a while and they could see I wasn’t crazy or anything like that, so one of the cops escorted me to my car and said, ‘Here you go, Mr D’Arpino, here’s your keys. If you promise that you will never try to see the president, you can just go home now.’ But I was still insistent on seeing the president, so they said they were going to hold me for seventy-two hours for observation. That was my biggest mistake. I thought I could just leave after that if I wanted, but no.


You spent three days in a mental hospital? What did you do?


They sent in several psychiatrists to talk to me, deciding that I needed additional observation and that I would need to appear before a superior court judge along with two court-appointed psychiatrists to determine if I would be committed to the mental institution for longer than three days. On February twenty-fourth, I appeared before the judge and two psychiatrists, who asked me some questions and recommended that I be committed. Diagnosis: psychosis. Time: to be decided.


At this point in the story I’m picturing Jack Nicholson’s Randle McMurphy and Louise Fletcher’s Nurse Ratched wrangling over patient privileges in Ken Kesey’s famous novel cum Academy Award– winning film, a fancy I suggest to Chick.


Nah! One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest was a piece of cake compared to this place. It was rough. For a year and a half I sat in my room and did all the little tasks they gave me to do and attended the group sessions and talked to the psychiatrists.
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What should we make of all this? Is Chick D’Arpino just some crazy man out of touch with reality – a lunatic in a tinfoil hat? No. One thirty-second experience does not a psychotic make, let alone a lifetime spent pursuing science, theology, and philosophy in books, conferences, and university courses to better understand both himself and the human condition. Chick may be exceedingly ambitious, but he is not crazy. Perhaps he had a momentary break with reality triggered by an environmental stressor. Perhaps. And that is what I suspect happened . . . or something like it. Yet millions of people have gone through the emotional stressor of divorce without ever having such preternatural encounters.


Maybe it is a combination of an environmental stressor plus an anomalous brain hiccup – random neuronal firings, for example, or perhaps a minor temporal lobe seizure, the latter of which are well documented as causing both auditory and visual hallucinations along with hyper-religious behavior. Or maybe it was some sort of auditory hallucination triggered by who knows what. We might even chalk it up more broadly to the law of large numbers, where million-to-one odds happen three hundred times a day in America – given enough brains interacting with the environment over enough time, it is inevitable that even extraordinary incidents become ordinary. And thanks to our selective memory, we remember the anomalies and forget the mundane.


Most of us don’t hear voices or see visions, yet all of our brains are wired in the same neural-chemical way as the visionaries who do, from Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad to Joan of Arc, Joseph Smith, and David Koresh. The model of how brains form beliefs and then act on them is what is of interest here, because this is something we all do – inevitably, inexorably, indisputably. Beliefs are what brains make. Whatever happened to Chick D’Arpino, I am even more interested in the power that belief systems lord over us once we form them and especially once we commit to follow through on them, whatever type of beliefs they are: personal, religious, political, economic, ideological, social, or cultural. Or psychiatric.


Sane in an Insane Land


When I was an undergraduate psychology student at Pepperdine University in the mid-1970s, for a course on abnormal psychology we were required to volunteer at a clinic or hospital in order to give us hands-on experience with mental illness. For one semester I drove up the Pacific Coast Highway every Saturday to spend the day at Camarillo State Mental Hospital. It was a grim experience. It was so depressing that even the transcendent beauty of the Pacific Ocean on the drive back did little to hoist my sagging spirits. Schizophrenics and other psychotic patients shuffled up and down the corridors, shuttling between bare and featureless bedrooms and barely equipped game rooms. Although Camarillo was a pioneer in the transition in mental health treatment from lobotomies to psychotropic drugs, stuporous brains seemed barely distinguishable from somnambulistic bodies.


In preparation for our hospital stint, our professor had us read (and listen to an interview with the author of) a paper published in the prestigious journal Science entitled ‘On Being Sane in Insane Places,’ by Stanford University psychologist David Rosenhan.2 The article, now one of the most famous ever published in the annals of psychology, recounted an experiment by Rosenhan and his associates in which they entered a dozen mental hospitals in five different states on the East and West coasts, reporting having had a brief auditory hallucination. They stated that the voices were often unclear, but as far as they could tell said something like ‘empty,’ ‘hollow,’ and ‘thud.’ If pressed, they were to interpret the meaning of the voice’s message as ‘My life is empty and hollow.’


All eight were admitted, seven of them diagnosed as schizophrenic and one as manic-depressive. They were, in fact, a psychology grad student, three psychologists, a psychiatrist, a pediatrician, a housewife, and a painter (three women, five men), none of whom had any history of mental illness. Outside of the faux auditory hallucination and false names, they were instructed to tell the truth after admission, act normally, and claim that the hallucinations had stopped and that they now felt perfectly fine. Despite the fact that the nurses reported the patients as ‘friendly’ and ‘cooperative’ and said they ‘exhibited no abnormal indications,’ none of the hospital psychiatrists or staff caught on to the experiment, consistently treating these normals as abnormals. After an average stay of nineteen days (ranging from seven to fifty-two days – they had to get out by their own devices), all of Rosenhan’s shills were discharged with a diagnosis of schizophrenia ‘in remission.’


The power of the diagnostic belief engine was striking. In the recorded radio conversation,3 Rosenhan recounted that in his admission interview the psychiatrist asked about his relationship with his parents and wife, and inquired if he ever spanked his children. Rosenhan answered that before adolescence he got on well with his parents but during his teen years he experienced some tension with them, that he and his wife got along fairly well but had occasional fights, and that he ‘almost never’ spanked his kids, the exception being when he spanked his daughter for getting into a medicine cabinet and his son once for running across a busy street, adding that the psychiatrist never inquired into the context of either the spousal fights or the spankings. Instead, Rosenhan explained, this was all ‘interpreted as reflecting my enormous ambivalence in interpersonal relationships and a great deal of difficulty in impulse control, because in the main I don’t spank my kids, but boy I get angry and I then spank them.’ The psychiatrist, Rosenhan concluded, ‘having decided that I was crazy, looked into my case history to find things that would support that view, and so ambivalence in interpersonal relationships was a damn good example.’


The diagnostic belief bias was pervasive. Because Rosenhan’s charges were bored out of their skulls in these institutions, to pass the time they kept detailed notes of their experiences. In one poignant descriptor, the staff reported that ‘patient engages in writing behavior’ on a list of signs of pathology. The painter pseudopatient began churning out canvas after canvas, many of which were of such good quality that they were hung on the mostly barren walls of the institution she entered – which happened to be a hospital for which Rosenhan was a consultant.


I come in one day for a case presentation conference to hear the staff going across her paintings over time saying, in effect, ‘look, here you can see real disturbances in her sensorium, you can see how things are erupting into consciousness, libidinous pushes, and here you can already see it sealed over,’ and so on. It’s clear that in this matter, with regard to projectives of all kind, you read in what you want to read in to it. The statements that mental health professionals make about patients often tell us more about the professionals than they do about the patients.


Tellingly, the real patients – not privy to the psychiatrists’ diagnoses of the pseudopatients – suspected something was up right away. Of the 118 patients whose remarks were recorded, 35 of them indicated that they knew what was really going on. As one exclaimed: ‘You’re not crazy. You’re a journalist, or a professor. You’re checking up on the hospital.’ Of course. Who else would be sitting around a mental hospital taking copious notes?


How does the pathology belief system transmogrify normal into abnormal behavior? ‘Given that the patient is in the hospital, he must be psychologically disturbed,’ Rosenhan explained. ‘And given that he is disturbed, continuous writing must be behavioral manifestation of that disturbance, perhaps a subset of the compulsive behaviors that are sometimes correlated with schizophrenia.’ And not just writing. One pseudopatient, while pacing up and down the hall, was asked by a nurse, ‘Nervous, Mr X?’ He replied, ‘No, bored.’ Another ersatz patient overheard a psychiatrist explaining to some interns that the line of patients queued up for lunch thirty minutes early ‘was characteristic of the oral-acquisitive nature of the syndrome.’ Nah, it couldn’t be that they were just bored and hungry.


If the diagnostic label is so powerful as to cause someone to judge sane people insane, could it work in the reverse? Might insane behavior be labeled sane under different circumstances? In a subsequent experiment to test the reverse power of diagnostic belief, Rosenhan contacted a mental institution after they wrote him to explain that they would never fall for such a ploy. Rosenhan told them that over the course of the next three months he would send in one or more pseudopatients, with the staff instructed to record which patients they thought were fake. Once again demonstrating the power of belief to interpret the data in light of the diagnostic tool, out of 193 patients admitted to this hospital, 41 were classified as impostors by at least one staff member, with an additional 42 classified as suspected fakes. In point of fact, no pseudo patients were sent to that institution! ‘It is clear that we cannot distinguish the sane from the insane in psychiatric hospitals,’ Rosenhan concluded. ‘The hospital itself imposes a special environment in which the meaning of behavior can easily be misunderstood.’


What you believe is what you see. The label is the behavior. Theory molds data. Concepts determine percepts. Belief-dependent realism.


Know the Mind Itself and You Know Humanity


Now free on his own recognizance, Chick D’Arpino returned to work and began his journey of understanding. To what end?


Before I die I want to understand the human capacity to correctly answer such questions as ‘What am I?’ ‘Who am I?’ ‘Is there a source out there who knows we are here?’ I think I have answers to these big questions that I want to share before I die.


Where did you get those answers?


I got these answers from the source.


What is the source?


The mind itself.
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I am not the first to ask Chick D’Arpino such questions. When he initially approached Stanford University to sponsor essay contests on his big questions, some professors there had questions similar to mine. In a letter dated September 19, 2002, Chick explained himself to the Stanford professors thusly, and in the process offers us an epistemological golden nugget:


Basically, I was motivated to introduce the topic of this contest because I am profoundly aware that there is a correct answer to the question, ‘Who am I?’ I want to do what I can to ‘bring out’ affirmatively our human ability to understand correctly the whole extent of every person’s individual self-identity. In regard to the original source that provided both the mental ability and the information that is necessary to achieve said understanding, I hereby also affirm that our built-in relationship to that source was epistemologically expressed as follows: ‘Know the mind itself and you know humanity.’


Herein lies what is arguably the greatest challenge science has ever faced, and it is the problem I am tackling in this book: know the mind itself and you know humanity.


For a materialist such as myself, there is no such thing as ‘mind.’ It ultimately reduces down to neurons firing and neurochemical transmitter substances flowing across synaptic gaps between neurons, combining in complex patterns to produce something we call mind but is actually just brain. Chick begged to differ.


That’s a supposition, Michael. Your starting point is that there can be nothing more than brain, so of course you arrive at that conclusion.


Well, yes, I suppose that’s true. But you have to start somewhere, so I start at the bottom, at neurons and their actions.


But the very choice to begin there is itself an article of faith, Michael. That’s not a scientific induction, that’s just a conscious choice on your part.


Sure, but why not start at the bottom? That’s the principle of reductionism that is such an integral part of science.


But if you go that route you close yourself off to other possibilities: top-down instead of bottom-up possibilities. You could just as easily start at the top with mind and work your way down to neurons, which opens up other possibilities.


Isn’t this just a roundabout way of explaining what happened to you as being something more than just a product of your brain – that there really is a source out there that knows we are here?


It is a different starting point of epistemology. Your conclusions are only as sound as your premises.
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By now I’m beginning to feel like a character in My Dinner with Andre, the 1981 Louis Malle film in which Wallace Shawn and Andre Gregory converse for hours on profound philosophical issues in life, in which so much turns on how words are defined.
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Like what?


You say that the brain can’t perceive itself.


Yes.


Do you know who you are?


Sure, of course.


Then demonstrate it. Who is doing the asking? In terms of identity, someone is doing the perceiving in there. Who is the ‘I’ doing the perceiving? For you, the mind is nothing more than the brain, but for me the mind is more than that. It is our identity. The fact that you know who you are means that the brain can perceive itself.


Okay, I see what you mean, but that can be explained by a neural feedback loop between a neural network that monitors the body, which is in the parietal lobe, and a neural network that monitors other parts of the brain, which is in the prefrontal cortex. So that’s still a bottom-up neural explanation for mind. You seem to be talking about something more.


I am. The mind is universal – it extends beyond human beings, which also includes any form of ET or God or the source or whatever.


How do you know that? With what premises did you start to get to that conclusion?


I begin with our capacity to understand. Where did that come from? From the mind itself.


I don’t understand. What do you mean by ‘understand’?


The mind perceives the mind. You perceive yourself in the act of perception. You are the subject and the object at the same time. We have the ability to perceive ourselves and to understand reality as it really is.


I think that this must be why I went into science instead of philosophy. You’re losing me here. Isn’t this just epistemology and the issue of how we know anything?


Yes, that’s what I love about logic and epistemology. Where does logic come from? Aristotle? Where did he get it? Ultimately it is the mind itself, which is universal. Logic, like mathematics, is a priori. We don’t create logic or mathematics. The syntax of logic and mathematics is invented, but the logical and mathematical principles were already there.


Einstein believed in logic and mathematics and the laws of nature, but he did not believe in a personal God or a supreme being of any kind. You seem to believe that in addition to logic and mathematics and the laws of nature, this universal mind also represents an intentional agent, a personal being who knows we’re here and cares about us. How do you know that?


Because it talked to me.


So it does come down to personal experience.


Yes, and that’s why I want to get past all this dialogue and debate about whether or not God or a higher power exists and bring it down to just three words: ‘Do an experiment.’


What experiment?


The SETI experiment – the Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence.


That’s already being done.


Yes, and I think we need to do more, such as the METI program, or Messaging to Extraterrestrial Intelligence, where we send signals out in hopes of them being detected. Or even the IETI program, or Invitation to Extraterrestrial Intelligence, which has an impressive collection of scientists and scholars who have already extended an invitation to ET online.


I’ve seen the IETI invitation. This presumes that ETs will be able to read English and navigate a web page on their computers, when only twenty years go – or twenty years from now – none of what we’re using today worked or will work.


That’s why I think we need to just extend the invitation to the source verbally through a global organization such as the United Nations.


What would you say?


I would say something like this: ‘We, the citizens of Earth, with peaceful intention, invite any and all extraterrestrial intelligences to make contact with us.’
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Whether Chick D’Arpino ever realizes his dream of a UN-sponsored ET invitation event remains to be seen (if you want to read Chick’s own statement on the ET invite, go to: http://www.chickdarpino.blog.com/). There is no harm in trying, and maybe it would even serve to bring humanity together for a brief respite between tribal disputes. There is, after all, no law of nature that says there cannot be an extraterrestrial intelligence out there, even one that knows we are here. I’m skeptical that we would get a response, as I am that what happened to Chick on that early morning those long gone decades ago represents a mind outside of the brain, but as a scientist I must always consider the possibility that I could be wrong. Either way, Chick D’Arpino’s journey is a testament to the power of belief.
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Dr Collins’s Conversion


BY NOW YOU MAY BE THINKING TO YOURSELF, ‘OH COME ON! How does any of this apply to me? This D’Arpino guy is an uneducated bricklayer. My beliefs are based on reasoned analysis and educated consideration. I’ve never heard voices or tried to see the president. My brain and beliefs are just fine, thank you.’


This is why I shall bookend Mr D’Arpino’s story with that of Dr Francis Collins, an M.D. and Ph.D., former head of the Human Genome Project, current director of the National Institutes of Health, winner of the Presidential Medal of Freedom, and member of the prestigious National Academy of Sciences and the Pontifical Academy of Sciences, to name just a few of his accomplishments. Dr Collins also had a life-changing epiphany, also in the early morning, propelling him to become an outspoken born-again evangelical Christian and write a bestselling book about both his experience and his journey from hard-core atheist to impassioned believer. You may reasonably think yourself immune to the power of belief as witnessed in the narrative arc of a brick mason, but few readers of this book can say that they have the intellectual horsepower or scientific credentials of Francis Collins, one of the greatest minds of our generation. If it can happen to him, it can happen to anyone. In fact, as I argue in this book, the power of belief happens to all of us, albeit at different levels of intensity and in varying parts and times of our lives. The particulars of Dr Collins’s belief path are radically different from that of Mr D’Arpino’s, but the process of how beliefs are formed and reinforced is what I wish to examine in the main.


In his bestselling 2007 book, The Language of God: A Scientist Presents Evidence for Belief,1 Francis Collins recounts his journey from atheist to theist, which at first was a halting intellectual process filled with the internal debates scientists typically have with themselves while working on new ideas (‘I hesitated, afraid of the consequences, and afflicted by doubts’). He read books on the existence of God and the divinity of Christ, most notably the works of the celebrated Oxford scholar and novelist C. S. Lewis, whose popular nonfiction works have become a staple of Christian apologetics, and whose children’s book series The Chronicles of Narnia – filled with thinly disguised biblical allegories – are in steady production as Hollywood films. When I was studying at Pepperdine University, I took an entire course on the writings of C. S. Lewis and can attest firsthand to the power of his writings (although his science-fiction space trilogy lags behind the Narnia series in quality and is unlikely to see the light of film). Collins recalled his initial reaction to the argument that Jesus was God incarnate who had to come to Earth as a man in order to pay our debt of sin so that we may all be born again (famously posterized at sporting events in John 3:16: ‘For God so loved the world, that he gave his only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.’): ‘Before I became a believer in God, this kind of logic seemed like utter nonsense. Now the crucifixion and resurrection emerged as the compelling solution to the gap that yawned between God and myself, a gap that could now be bridged by the person of Jesus Christ.’ Again, as the principle of belief-dependent realism dictates, once the belief is formed, reasons can be found to support it.


Before Collins made the leap, however, his training in science and rationality kept religious belief at bay. ‘The scientist in me refused to go any further along this path toward Christian belief, no matter how appealing, if the biblical writings about Christ turned out to be a myth or, worse yet, a hoax.’ As long as belief was secondary to explanation, skepticism reigned supreme. But once you open your mind to the possibility of belief, explanations fall naturally into place. As he told a Time magazine reporter in a print debate with the celebrated atheist Richard Dawkins – who challenged Collins’s claim that God is outside of the universe and called it ‘the mother and father of all cop outs’ – Collins replied:


I do object to the assumption that anything that might be outside of nature is ruled out of the conversation. That’s an impoverished view of the kinds of questions we humans can ask, such as ‘Why am I here?’ ‘What happens after we die?’ If you refuse to acknowledge their appropriateness, you end up with a zero probability of God after examining the natural world because it doesn’t convince you on a proof basis. But if your mind is open about whether God might exist, you can point to aspects of the universe that are consistent with that conclusion.


The explanation-belief order was about to be reversed. Collins was poised on the precipice of the leap of faith that the Danish theologian Søren Kierkegaard claimed was necessary to circumvent the paradox of believing that a being could be both fully human and fully God. C. S. Lewis provided the catapult that Collins needed to hurl across that theological canyon. In Mere Christianity, Lewis famously presented what has come to be known as the ‘Liar, Lunatic, or Lord’ argument:


A man who was merely a man and said the sort of things Jesus said would not be a great moral teacher. He would either be a lunatic – on a level with a man who says He is a poached egg – or else He would be the Devil of Hell. You must make your choice. Either this man was, and is, the Son of God: or else a madman or something worse. You can shut Him up for a fool, you can spit at Him and kill Him as a demon; or you can fall at His feet and call Him Lord and God.


The intellectual arguments pro and con for the divinity of Christ that had so bedeviled Collins during his spiritual quest collapsed in one afternoon while communing with nature:


Lewis was right. I had to make a choice. A full year had passed since I decided to believe in some sort of God, and now I was being called to account. On a beautiful fall day, as I was hiking in the Cascade Mountains during my first trip west of the Mississippi, the majesty and beauty of God’s creation overwhelmed my resistance. As I rounded a corner and saw a beautiful and unexpected frozen waterfall, hundreds of feet high, I knew the search was over. The next morning, I knelt in the dewy grass as the sun rose and surrendered to Jesus Christ.
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I wanted to know more about this experience and managed to catch Collins during a long drive to visit family, isolated in his car from the distractions that being head of the National Institutes of Health brings.2 He was refreshingly (and revealingly) open about his beliefs and how he arrived at them, starting with what led to the frozen waterfall epiphany. Collins was a medical resident working hundred-hour weeks. ‘I was overworked and underslept, trying also to be a good husband and father, and I really had little time for deep reflection. So if there was anything to that moment in the mountains it was being set aside from those distractions and allowing myself to contemplate these profound questions.’ In this state of readiness, Collins explained, ‘I turned the corner of the trail and saw this frozen waterfall glistening in the sun. It wasn’t so much a miraculous sign from God as it was a feeling that I was being called to a decision. I even remember thinking that if a bald eagle flew overhead at that moment that would be really cool, but that didn’t happen. But I did experience a feeling of peace and of being ready and in the right place to make that decision. I just had a peaceful sense of “I’m here. I made it.” ’


After a ‘honeymoon period of about a year’ in which Collins ‘felt great joy and relief and talked to lots of people about my conversion,’ doubts began to creep into his mind, making him wonder if ‘this had all been an illusion.’ One Sunday of particularly intense doubt, Collins ‘went up to the altar, knelt for a while in great distress, crying out in some voiceless prayer for help.’ Just then he felt a hand on his shoulder. ‘I turned and there was a man who had just joined the church that day. He asked me what I was going through. I told him, he took me to lunch, we talked, and we became good friends. It turns out that he was a physicist who had traveled a similar path to mine, and he helped me see that doubt is part of the faith journey.’ Reassured by a fellow scientist, Collins ‘was able to go back and reconstruct how I came to faith in the first place, and I concluded that my religious belief was real and not counterfeit.’


Did it help that he was also a scientist?


It sure did! In talking to lots of people of faith I’ve discovered that I have intellectualized my belief far more than most people, so it was especially helpful to share my doubt with a fellow scientist.


Having doubts didn’t set you back in your faith?


No, doubt is an opportunity to continue growing.


How can you tell the difference between the position that God exists and doubt is the normal part of faith, and the position that God does not exist and doubt is reasonable and appropriate?


There is a spectrum of belief, between absolute confidence in God’s existence on one end and absolute confidence that there is no God on the other end. We are all living somewhere on this spectrum. I am over toward the belief end, but by no means all the way over there. And I know what it’s like to live on the other end of the spectrum since that’s where I was in my twenties. If you look at that spectrum from a purely rational perspective, neither extreme is defensible, although for all the reasons I describe in my book I conclude that the belief side is more rational than the disbelief side.
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The Language of God is an honest and genuinely conciliatory effort at bridging the divide between science and religion. I quote it often in my debates with creationists because Collins – someone with considerable scientific status in his religious camp – nevertheless explains clearly why intelligent design creationism is bunk. And his chapter on the genetic evidence for human evolution is one of the most eloquent summaries ever penned on the subject. It is worth briefly summarizing here because it well captures Collins’s integrity before the facts and sets up a conundrum that he (and all of us) must navigate around when it comes to ultimate questions about nature.


Collins begins by describing ‘ancient repetitive elements’ (AREs) in DNA. AREs arise from ‘jumping genes,’ which are genes capable of copying and inserting themselves in other locations in the genome, usually without any function. ‘Within the genome, Darwin’s theory predicts that mutations that do not affect function (namely, those located in “junk DNA”) will accumulate steadily over time,’ Collins explains. ‘Mutations in the coding region of genes, however, are expected to be observed less frequently, since most of these will be deleterious, and only a rare such event will provide a selective advantage and be retained during the evolutionary process. That is exactly what is observed.’ In fact, mammalian genomes are littered with AREs, with roughly 45 percent of the human genome made up of them. If you align sections of, say, human and mouse genomes, identical genes and many AREs are in the same location. Collins concludes his summation with this biting editorial: ‘Unless one is willing to take the position that God has placed these decapitated AREs in these precise positions to confuse and mislead us, the conclusion of a common ancestor for humans and mice is virtually inescapable.’


If science is so good at explaining nature that we do not need to invoke the deity for such remarkable productions as DNA, why does Francis Collins believe in God? Indeed, why would any scientist or reasoning person believe in God? That question has two answers: intellectual and emotional. Intellectually, Collins is aligned tightly with his fellow scientists when it comes to explaining everything in the world by natural law, with two exceptions (in Immanuel Kant’s poetic description): the starry heavens above and the moral law within.3 Here – in the realm of the cosmic origin of the laws of nature and the evolutionary origins of morality – Collins stands on the craggy edge of the abyss. Instead of pushing the science even further, he makes a leap of faith. Why?


The number one predictor of anyone’s religious beliefs is that of their parents and the religious environment of the family. Not so for Francis Collins, whose parents were Yale graduate secular freethinkers who homeschooled their four boys (Collins was the youngest) through sixth grade and neither encouraged nor discouraged religious thought. After parents, siblings, and family dynamics, peer groups and teachers play a powerful role in shaping one’s beliefs, and in his middle school years – now enrolled in public schools – Collins encountered a compelling chemistry teacher and decided then and there that science was his calling. Assuming that religious skepticism was part and parcel of the scientific mind, Collins defaulted into agnosticism, not after careful analysis of the arguments and evidence, but ‘more along the lines of “I don’t want to know.” ’ Reading a biography of Einstein and the great scientist’s rejection of the personal God of Abraham, ‘only reinforced my conclusion that no thinking scientist could seriously entertain the possibility of God without committing some sort of intellectual suicide. And so I gradually shifted from agnosticism to atheism. I felt quite comfortable challenging the spiritual beliefs of anyone who mentioned them in my presence, and discounted such perspectives as sentimentality and outmoded superstition.’4


The intellectual edifice he had built on the skeptical side of the spectrum was gradually chipped away by emotional experiences as a medical student and resident, overwhelmed by the pain and suffering of his patients and impressed by how well their faith served them in their time of need. ‘What struck me profoundly about my bedside conversations with these good North Carolina people was the spiritual aspect of what many of them were going through. I witnessed numerous cases of individuals whose faith provided them with a strong reassurance of ultimate peace, be it in this world or the next, despite terrible suffering that in most instances they had done nothing to bring on themselves. If faith was a psychological crutch, I concluded, it must be a very powerful one. If it was nothing more than a veneer of cultural tradition, why were these people not shaking their fists at God and demanding that their friends and family stop all this talk about a loving and benevolent supernatural power?’


It’s a fair question, as was the one asked of him by a woman suffering from severe and untreatable angina: what did he believe about God? Collins’s skeptical convictions gave way to thoughtful sensitivity of the moment: ‘I felt my face flush as I stammered out the words “I’m not really sure.” Her obvious surprise brought into sharp relief a predicament that I had been running away from for nearly all of my twenty-six years: I had never really seriously considered the evidence for and against belief.’


Collins’s family background, upbringing, and education led him to be a religious skeptic, a position reinforced through his scientific training and exposure to other skeptical scientists. Now an emotional trigger caused him to bolt upright and reexamine the evidence and arguments for religious belief from a different perspective. ‘Suddenly all my arguments seemed very thin, and I had the sensation that the ice under my feet was cracking,’ he recalled. ‘This realization was a thoroughly terrifying experience. After all, if I could no longer rely on the robustness of my atheistic position, would I have to take responsibility for actions that I would prefer to keep unscrutinized? Was I answerable to someone other than myself? The question was now too pressing to avoid.’


It was at this crucial moment – an intellectual tipping point that an emotional trigger can send cascading down a different path – that Collins turned to the influential writings of C. S. Lewis, who himself was once lost but then found. The belief door now ajar, Lewis resonated with Collins, leading him inexorably to an emotional readiness where a frozen waterfall would close the door of skepticism. ‘For a long time I stood trembling on the edge of this yawning gap. Finally, seeing no escape, I leapt.’
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What was that leap like?


Obviously it was frightening, or I wouldn’t have taken so long to get there. But when I finally made the leap there was a sense of peace and relief. I had been living with the tension of having already arrived at a confidence in the plausibility of belief but realizing that that could not be a stable position for the rest of my life. I was either going to have to deny that or go forward. Going forward seemed frightening and going back seemed intellectually irresponsible. That uneasy middle ground clearly wasn’t going to be a place I could live for too long.


This does make me wonder that if you had been born at a different time or in a different place you might have had a different leap of faith with a different religion, and thus there is always going to be some cultural-historical component to belief.


There is, although I’m grateful that the journey that brought me to my faith didn’t rest upon a heavy dose of childhood exposure to a particular religion. That has eased some of my doubts about whether this was my own decision or something culturally imposed.


As a believer who was once a nonbeliever, why do you suppose that God makes his existence so uncertain? If he wants us to believe in him, why not just make it obvious?


Because it apparently suited God to give us free will and ask us to choose. If God made his existence completely clear to everyone, we’d all be robots practicing a single universal faith. What would be the point of that?


Why do you suppose that there are lots of thoughtful people who look at the same evidence as you and come to a different conclusion? Maybe they’re making emotional decisions the other way.


We all bring baggage to every decision we make, and there are aspects of what the evidence says and aspects of what we want the evidence to say. Certainly, there are lots of people who are unhappy with the idea of a God who has authority over them, or a God who expects something of them – that certainly rankled me when I was twenty-two, and I’m sure it rankles some people their whole lives. I had to become a believer to experience the freedom it brings.


You have debunked the intelligent design creationists for their ‘God of the Gaps’ argument, and yet in a way you are saying that the ultimate origins of the universe and the moral law within are gaps that cannot be explained by science. Is it inevitable that there will always be gaps if we go back far enough?


I think that’s right. There are gaps and there are Gaps. Gaps that science can fill with natural explanations don’t need a God. But gaps that could never be filled with a natural explanation lend themselves to a supernatural explanation. They cry out for one. And that is where God comes in.


In The Science of Good and Evil I argue that the moral sense evolved within us because we are a social primate species and we need to get along with one another and therefore we are pro-social, cooperative, and even altruistic at times. And not altruistic in a game theory tit-for-tat calculating way, in which I help you and you owe me one, but in a deeper genuine sense of feeling good about helping others. That ‘small inner voice’ of our moral conscience is something that evolution created. From a believer’s perspective, why couldn’t God have used evolution to create the moral sense within us, just like he used evolution to create the bacteria flagellum or DNA, which you argue did evolve?


I’m totally with you on that. My thinking has evolved on this question since writing The Language of God, where I was more dismissive of the idea that radical altruism could have evolved. I now think that is a possibility. But that wouldn’t rule out that God planned it, since for a theistic evolutionist like myself, evolution was God’s awesome plan for all creation. If God’s plan could give rise to toenails and temporal lobes, why not also a moral sense? And if one tries to dismiss altruism as purely naturalistic, there is still the question of why there are principles of right and wrong at all. If our moral sense is purely an artifact of evolutionary pressure, hoodwinking us into believing that morality matters, then ultimately right and wrong are an illusion. To say that good and evil have no meaning – that’s a very hard place to go, even for a strict atheist. Does that bother you, Michael?


Sometimes, yes, it does. If I were faced with that question from that dying woman you encountered in the hospital, I’m not sure what I would say. But I’m not an ethical relativist – that is a dangerous road to go down. I think that there really are moral principles that are nearly absolute – what I call provisional moral truths, where something is provisionally right or provisionally wrong. By this I mean that for most people in most places most of the time behavior X is right or wrong. I think this is as good as it can get without an outside source like God. But even if there is a God who objectifies right and wrong, how are we to learn what that is? Through holy books? Through prayer? How?


Through that still small voice within.


Yes, I hear that voice as well. The question is this: what is its source?


Right. For me, the source of that inner moral voice is God.


I understand. For me, the voice is part of our moral nature that evolved.


Sure, and maybe God gave us that moral nature through evolution.


So it really does come down to some ultimate unknown?


Yes, it does.
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I like and respect Francis Collins. He is a man who has bravely faced life’s deepest questions, edged himself up to the cliff, looked over, and did what he thought was right. His path is not mine, but to thine own self be true. This is where belief is ultimately personal–belief-dependent realism. There are no ultimate answers to these eternal questions.


Where is the meaning of life under such elemental uncertainty? Whether you are a believer or a skeptic, the meaning of life is here. It is now. It is within us and without us. It is in our thoughts and in our actions. It is in our lives and in our loves. It is in our families and in our friends. It is in our communities and in our world. It is in the courage of our convictions and in the character of our commitments. Hope springs eternal, whether life is eternal or not.


Reason’s Bit and Belief’s Horse


A common myth most of us intuitively accept is that there is a negative correlation between intelligence and belief: as intelligence goes up belief in superstition or magic goes down. This, in fact, turns out not to be the case, especially as you move up the IQ spectrum. In professions in which everyone is above average in IQ (doctors, lawyers, engineers, and so forth), there is no relationship between intelligence and success because at that level other variables come into play that determine career outcomes (ambition, time allocation, social skills, networking, luck, and so on). Similarly, when people encounter claims that they know little about (which is most claims for most of us), intelligence is usually not a factor in belief, with one exception: once people commit to a belief, the smarter they are the better they are at rationalizing those beliefs. Thus: smart people believe weird things because they are skilled at defending beliefs they arrived at for nonsmart reasons.


Most people, most of the time, arrive at their beliefs for a host of reasons involving personality and temperament, family dynamics and cultural background, parents and siblings, peer groups and teachers, education and books, mentors and heroes, and various life experiences, very few of which have anything at all to do with intelligence. The Enlightenment ideal of Homo rationalis has us sitting down before a table of facts, weighing them in the balance pro and con, and then employing logic and reason to determine which set of facts best supports this or that theory. This is not at all how we form beliefs. What happens is that the facts of the world are filtered by our brains through the coloured lenses of worldviews, paradigms, theories, hypotheses, conjectures, hunches, biases, and prejudices we have accumulated through living. We then sort through the facts and select those that confirm what we already believe and ignore or rationalize away those that contradict our beliefs.


Mr D’Arpino’s dilemma was to understand what happened to him – not to explain it away as an artifact of life trauma or neuro-misfiring, but to restructure it as giving an outer voice to inner meaning. Dr Collins’s conversion consisted of reconstructing his experiences into a meaningful case for belief, and his intellectual journey is an eloquent expression of the power of belief to drive reason and rationality to its ends, and vice versa. Reason’s bit is in the mouth of belief’s horse. The reins pull and direct, cajole and coax, wheedle and inveigle, but ultimately the horse will take its natural path.
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A Skeptic’s Journey


IN THE CORTEX OF OUR BRAINS THERE IS A NEURAL NETWORK that neuroscientists call the left-hemisphere interpreter. It is, in a manner of speaking, the brain’s storytelling apparatus that reconstructs events into a logical sequence and weaves them together into a meaningful story that makes sense. The process is especially potent when it comes to biography and autobiography: once you know how a life turns out it is easy to go back and reconstruct how one arrived at that particular destination and not some other, and how this journey becomes almost inevitable once the initial conditions and final outcomes are established.


Although I have recounted in my various writings bits and pieces of autobiographical material in order to illustrate a particular point, I will narrate here how I arrived at my own religious, political, economic, and social beliefs, and along the way disclose some facts of my personal life that I’ve not written about before. With hindsight and the understanding that my own left-hemisphere interpreter is no less biased than anyone else’s in reconstructing my own remembered past, here is one skeptic’s journey.


Born Again


Over the years much has been made of the fact that I was once a born-again Christian who either lapsed (if you’re a believer) or advanced (if you’re a skeptic) into religious disbelief. Creationists have tried to pin my belief in evolution to my demise as a believer, thereby chalking up another lost soul to the evils of liberal secular education. Atheists have trumpeted my deconversion as evidence that education, especially in the sciences, demolishes ancient mythologies and antiquated faith-based beliefs. The truth is far more complex; rarely are important religious, political, or ideological beliefs attributable to single causal factors. Human thought and behavior are almost always multivariate in cause, and beliefs are no exception.


I was not born into a born-again family. None of my four parents (bio and step) were religious in the least; yet neither were they nonreligious. I think that they just didn’t think about God and religion all that much. Like most children of the Great Depression who came of age during and fought in the Second World War, my parents just wanted to get on with life. None attended college, and all worked hard to support their children. My parents divorced when I was four and both remarried: my mother to a man with three kids who became my stepsiblings, my father to a woman with whom he had two daughters – my half sisters. Mine were the quintessential American blended families. Although I was periodically dropped off for the obligatory Sunday school classes (I still have my Bible from the Church of the Lighted Window in La Canada, California), religious services, prayer, Bible reading, and the usual style of God talk that one might find in religious families were absent in both of my homes. To this day, as far as I know, none of my siblings are very religious and neither are my two remaining stepparents. My father died of a heart attack in 1986, and my mother died of brain cancer in 2000; neither one of them ever embraced religion, not even my mom during her decadelong struggle through half a dozen brain surgeries and radiation treatments.


Imagine their surprise, then, when in 1971 – at the start of my senior year in high school – I announced that I had become ‘born again,’ accepting Jesus as my savior. At the behest of my best friend George, reinforced the next day in church with him and his deeply religious parents, I repeated those words from John 3:16 as if they were gospel, which they are. I became profoundly religious, fully embracing the belief that Jesus suffered wretchedly and died, not just for humanity, but for me personally. Just for me! It felt good. It seemed real. And for the next seven years I walked the talk. Literally. I went door-to-door and person-to-person, witnessing for God and evangelizing for Christianity. I became a ‘Bible thumper,’ as one of my friends called me, a ‘Jesus freak’ in the words of a sibling. A little religion is one thing, but when it is all one talks about it can become awkward and uncomfortable for family and friends who don’t share your faith passion.


One solution to the problem of social appropriateness is to narrow the scope of one’s peer group to like-minded believers, which I did. I hung around other Christians at my high school, attended Bible-study classes, and participated in singing and socializing at a Christian house of worship called The Barn (literally a red house with barnlike features). I matriculated at Pepperdine University, a Church of Christ institution that mandated chapel attendance twice a week, along with a curriculum that included courses in the Old and New Testaments, the life of Jesus, and the writings of C. S. Lewis. Although all this theological training would come in handy years later in my public debates on God, religion, and science, at the time I studied it because I believed it, and I believed it because I unquestioningly accepted God’s existence as real, along with the resurrection of Jesus and all the other tenets of the faith. My years at Pepperdine – living in Malibu, sharing a dorm room with a professional tennis player (Paul Newman called once to arrange lessons, causing my mom to nearly faint when I told her that I actually spoke to her minor deity), playing Ping-Pong and Monopoly with a bunch of jocks in Dorm 10 (women were not allowed in the men’s dorms, and vice versa), hearing speeches by President Gerald Ford and H-bomb father Edward Teller, and studying religion and psychology under exceptional professors – are among the most memorable of my life.


What happened next has become a matter of some curiosity among creationists and intelligent design proponents looking to bolster their belief that learning about the theory of evolution threatens religious faith.1 There were a number of factors involved in my deconversion – in my becoming unborn, again – going back to my conversion experience. Shortly after I accepted Christ into my heart, I eagerly announced to another deeply religious high school friend of mine named Frank that I had become a Christian. Expecting an enthusiastic embrace of acceptance into the club he had long cajoled me to join, Frank instead was disappointed that I had gone to a Presbyterian church – and joined no less! – which he explained was a big mistake because that was the ‘wrong’ religion. Frank was a Jehovah’s Witness. After high school (but before Pepperdine) I attended Glendale College where my faith was tested by a number of secular professors, most notably Richard Hardison, whose philosophy course forced me to check my premises, along with my facts, which were not always sound or correct. But the Christian mantra was that when your belief is tested it is an opportunity for your faith in the Lord to grow. And grow it did, since there were some fairly serious challenges to my faith.


After Pepperdine, I began my graduate studies in experimental psychology at California State University– Fullerton. I was still a Christian, although the foundations of my faith were already cracking under the weight of other factors. Out of curiosity, I registered for an undergraduate course in evolutionary biology, which was taught by an irrepressible professor named Bayard Brattstrom, a herpetologist (one who studies reptiles) and showman extraordinaire. The class met on Tuesday nights from 7 to 10 p.m. I discovered that the evidence for evolution is undeniable and rich, and the arguments for creationism that I had been reading were duplicitous and hollow. After Brattstrom exhausted himself with a three-hour display of erudition and entertainment, the class adjourned to the 301 Club in downtown Fullerton, a nightclub where students hung out to discuss the Big Questions, aided by adult beverages. Although I had already been exposed to all sides in the great debates in my various courses and readings at Pepperdine, what was strikingly different in this context was the heterogeneity of my fellow students’ beliefs. Since I was no longer exclusively surrounded by Christians, there were no social penalties for being skeptical – about anything. Except for the 301 Club discussions that went on into the wee hours of the morning, however, religion almost never came up in the classroom or lab. We were there to do science, and that is almost all we did. Religion was simply not part of the environment. So it was not the fact that I learned about evolutionary theory that rent asunder my Christian faith; it was that it was okay to challenge any and all beliefs without fear of psychological loss or social reprisal. There were other factors as well.


The Difference in Worldviews (and the Difference It Makes)


Over in the psychology department, where I was officially studying for a master’s degree in experimental psychology, my adviser and mentor was Douglas Navarick, an old-school Skinnerian who preached the gospel of rigorous scientific methodology and who brooked no superstition or sloppy thinking in his students. As he reminded me in a recent letter in response to my query about his beliefs back then (memories do fade after three decades), ‘Within a scientific framework, I take a conventional, empiricist, cause-and-effect approach (i.e., independent and dependent variables). But outside that framework I try to keep an “open mind” so I won’t miss anything, such as the possibility that a coincidence could mean something more than a chance event, so I’ll be alert for additional indications of some meaning, i.e., patterns of events, but recognizing that it’s sheer speculation.’


Indeed, I vividly recall inculcating this philosophy of science from Navarick because at the same time that we were conducting rigorous controlled-learning experiments in his lab, there was much hoopla about Thelma Moss’s parapsychology lab at UCLA, where she studied ‘Kirlian photography’ (photographing ‘energy fields’ surrounding living organisms), along with hypnosis, ghosts, levitation, and the like. Since these were trained scientists smarter and more educated than myself, I figured that there might actually be something to the paranormal. But once I discovered the skeptical movement and its reasoned analysis of such claims, my skepticism overrode my belief.


As well, my current belief that there is no such thing as ‘mind,’ and that all mental processes can be explained only by understanding the underlying neural correlates of behavior, was primarily shaped by Navarick’s Skinnerian philosophy: ‘I reject “mentalistic” explanations of behavior,’ he reminded me, ‘i.e., attributing behavior to theoretical constructs that refer to internal states, like “understands,” “feels that,” “knows,” “gets it,” “figures out,” “wants,” “needs,” “believes,” “thinks,” “expects,” “pleasure,” “desire,” etc., the reified concepts that students routinely use in their papers despite instructions that they could lose points for doing so.’2
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