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  I dedicate this book to my grandchildren,


    who have come into our family bringing joy:


    Kathryn Ebba and Francis Samuel;


    John Henry, Lydia Alexandra, and Abigail Louise;


    Chloe Mikayla, Mia Isabelle, Violet Millie, and Caleb James.


    You have the world’s great thoughts before you.


    Learn and find truth!
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    Introduction


    

      I GATHERED MY TEAM in a conference room in my Midtown Manhattan office. We had a predicament. We represented a number of women who had suffered the horrendous consequences of ovarian cancer. This disease takes the lives of almost 50 percent of the women diagnosed.


      We had taken the cases believing that the talcum (talc) powder used by these women had caused or contributed to their ovarian cancer. The problem we faced was how? The studies were all over the place; some showed a 95 percent certainty that talc usage doubled a woman’s risk of getting ovarian cancer; other studies were less certain.


      I assembled my team to search for answers. Why did some studies show an association between talc usage and ovarian cancer while other studies were less certain? What were the medical and scientific explanations for how talc could cause ovarian cancer? Did the talc migrate through the reproductive tract? If it did, why were the ovaries particularly sensitive to a cancerous effect? Was the talc carcinogenic to the other organs it passed on its way to the ovaries?


      Faced with a host of unanswered questions, I knew there must be an answer, but the key was finding it! So I walked the team through the facts, trying to understand them in ways that made sense of the studies. I started with talc itself. Talc is “a naturally occurring mineral, mined from the earth, composed of magnesium, silicon, oxygen, and hydrogen. Chemically, talc is a hydrous magnesium silicate with a chemical formula of Mg3Si4O10(OH)2.”1 This triggered a memory.


      For twenty-five years I had handled mesothelioma and other asbestos cases. I knew that asbestos is also a “hydrous magnesium silicate.” The most commonly used form of asbestos (“chrysotile”) has a chemical formula very close to that of talc—Mg3Si2O5(OH)4. It then occurred to me that these closely related minerals were often found in the same deposits.


      So from there, the truth began to come together. The talc mines had veins of asbestos. The mining technique of blasting the rocks to smithereens and then collecting the talc could never avoid asbestos contamination. Furthermore, the asbestos was so minute in size and quantity that only very specialized tests had enough sensitivity to detect it.


      We got samples of baby powder and other talc powders. We sent them to the world’s best testing experts. Those experts uncovered the truth: the powders for sale on the shelves of stores had asbestos in them. Now there was no doubt. Asbestos is a well-known, established cause of ovarian cancer.


      Our continued research uncovered the sordid truth that the major seller of baby powder in the United States and world had known about the presence of asbestos, and had covered it up. They had told the government and academic community there was no asbestos in the talc—this, even though the companies’ own tests had shown the asbestos.2


      Once the evidence was in front of the jury, the truth came out, with a verdict of $4.69 billion for twenty-two amazing and brave women. The company appealed, all the way to the United States Supreme Court, but the appellate courts had no mercy. The appellate court wrote of the egregious behavior that rightly shocked the consciences of jurors and judges alike.3 (A jurisdictional ruling reduced the verdict on appeal to approximately $2.12 billion.) The company also stopped selling its famous formula with talc, instead making it with corn starch.


      My job is to find and understand truth. Across America, I have worked for almost forty years trying cases and ferreting out truth. Ordering the facts, seeing patterns, and finding consistent themes that put together a composite whole is my everyday life.


      That is a glimpse into my life in law. My life runs a parallel approach in faith. I am a believing Christian, although that doesn’t mean I subscribe to the beliefs that often garner a great deal of media attention. My faith is built on an understanding of God and this world that allows a personal relationship with the divine. I am a Christian because the core Christian faith makes sense of the evidence I see in people and the world.


      While I hold to the Christian faith, all religious beliefs fascinate me. I am intrigued by formal religions, but I am equally interested in non-formal spiritual convictions. Part of my fascination likely stems from my personality; I am always interested in learning something new. But a great deal of my attraction to studying the spiritual ideas of others stems also from my own religious beliefs.


      This book completes a trilogy of books in which I examine my faith along with the beliefs (or unbeliefs) of others. In the first book, Christianity on Trial, I examine whether the basics of the Christian faith make sense. The second book, Atheism on Trial, is my examination of unbelief, comparing it to what I know of life and finding it coming up short. I’m not sure if one is allowed to have favorites among books by one author, but in some ways this third book on world religions is my favorite of the three. Let me explain why.


      A fundamental premise of the Christian faith is that God’s truth is in the world all around me and you. I believe that God’s attributes and divine nature are clearly perceptible in the world as well as in a person’s life (Rom 1:18-20). Therefore, genuine efforts to discern the divine will find elements of truth, even if greater truths elude the seeker.


      Because of this, I expect to find some elements of God’s truth in any faith. I should be able to search Buddhism and find elements of truth; ditto for Hinduism. Similarly, I should be able to find elements of truth in Islam and even what I term “secular spiritualism,” or a belief in a spirituality that is manifested in cultural truths, embraced by many of the so-called unreligious who seek simply to be spiritual.


      But hand in hand with the expectation that other religious systems and dogmas will have elements of truth, the Christian model of reality also projects that those systems will be missing key aspects of reality. For the Christian system to be the valid explanation of truth, both of these premises should manifest in a fair examination of systems.


      Importantly, I am not able to examine all aspects of these faiths. That would take many volumes. But such complete examination is unnecessary. Let me illustrate why.


      In most every trial, the judge puts the lawyers under time controls, much like the confines of this book put me under a page limit. Recently, my buddy Pete Weinberger and I (with a tremendous backup team of hundreds of lawyers, including my daughter Rachel!) tried the nation’s first jury trial dealing with the national opioid epidemic. The judge gave us a set number of trial hours to spend as we saw fit. The defendants had many expert witnesses to call to the stand. Our time to cross-examine each was limited. One of the witnesses was a pain doctor from California.


      When the defense attorney questioned him, we feared the doctor made a good impression on the jury. He had the California tan, the California smile, the California demeanor, and seemed quite the expert. His credentials were paraded in front of the jury through his curriculum vitae (CV), his professional résumé.


      I wanted days to cross-examine this doctor, but I had only a few hours. So I had to puncture his testimony in a focused manner. Like a naval battle, I needed a couple of well-placed holes to sink the ship. I had no time to take the ship apart piece by piece.


      My cross-examination started with the doctor’s CV; I showed what I thought were clear lies, areas where he made himself appear to be something he wasn’t. With his credibility shot, I was then able to give a couple of rifle shots showing his opinions wrong as well. I didn’t need to dismantle him piece by piece. His ship was already going down.


      When I find key problems with a thought system, I don’t need to parse every additional part of the system. It allows me to draw some conclusions based on solid evidence in a short volume like this, rather than a thirty-one-volume set.


      With this in mind, I invite you to read along with my examination. See if I fairly assess the evidence as I put together the pieces into a coherent whole. If the Christian premise is right, I will find areas of truth in each religious system. I will also find areas inconsistent with reality. Such is my endeavor as I put Religions on Trial.
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  A Legal Primer


  

    THE AMERICAN LEGAL SYSTEM may be only two hundred–plus years old, but its roots go much deeper. American courts use a jury system to determine factual truth. As early as the Magna Carta (1215), “a jury of peers” was seen as crucial to a just resolution of disputes. Over the centuries, courts have developed specific rules tailored to best ensure findings of truth. Society has enough confidence and experience in the system that it is used to determine who ran a red light, who defrauded whom, or who is or isn’t a murderer.


    People are put to death or incarcerated, with confidence that justice is meted out. This is because our court’s and jury system, when they are working as designed, are society’s best system for determining certain truths. The key is that they work as designed—without prejudice or bias, and with honesty and transparency.


    If I were in trial today, I would likely hear the judge giving the jury certain instructions. These instructions are routinely given to guide the jury in their most important job: the jury must determine the truth about certain facts at issue.


    In 2021, Pete Weinberger and I led the nation’s first jury trial dealing with the opioid epidemic. This case, termed by the New York Times as “the most complex in American legal history,” was greatly simplified by the judge’s instructions to the jury.1 A judge doesn’t willy-nilly instruct the jury on how they go about determining truth. The court’s instructions have been sculpted over centuries of jurisprudence. Time has proven that these instructions best inform a jury, giving guardrails to make sure justice and truth stay on track.


    These instructions are from a civil case rather than a criminal case. But other than the “burden of proof” (or weight of evidence needed to answer the accusations and charges), these instructions are basically what criminal juries use as well.


    I pause to give these instructions because they are important. As the depth and requirement of high school government classes vary around the country, many don’t think of courtrooms as paradigms or models of “proof.” People tend to think “proof” comes from a laboratory or a chalkboard, but those places produce scientific or mathematical proofs. Nonscience truths that arise from questions like, Do I love my wife? or Who ran the red light? or Did the company defraud investors? can’t find their proof in a lab.


    As I discussed in Atheism on Trial, if one wants to prove the existence of God, no one should look for a laboratory or scientific kind of proof. It is akin to using a thermometer to prove the distance from A to B. A thermometer can be used to prove an accurate temperature but not a true distance from my front door to mailbox.


    No laboratory or science experiment can prove the depth of my love for my wife. Similarly, in murder cases, I can’t prove the perpetrator is guilty in a laboratory. Even lab evidence, like DNA found on the murder weapon, doesn’t mean that the accused murdered the victim. The suspect might have picked up the weapon after the murder.


    The law recognizes that different types and layers of proof are required by different circumstances. So over time, courts have refined careful rules and instructions for juries with a single goal in mind: to see that truth is found so that justice is met.


    A just society requires that courts get this right. These questions lie at the root of any successful society, and misjustice is more than a travesty—it threatens everyone’s way of life in countries built on justice. In a very real sense, these instructions are the culmination of humanity’s best efforts to find unvarnished truth on closely examined facts. So, I turn to these instructions in examining various world religions in hopes they better help me secure a just and truthful set of conclusions.


    Below, I set out actual instructions provided by the court in the opioid case. If you had served on that jury, this is what the judge would have read to you, and also given you in a paper copy to guide your deliberations. The first instruction explains the duties of jurors.


    

      JURORS’ DUTIES


      

        It is your duty as jurors to follow the law as stated in the instructions of the Court, and to apply the rules of law so given to the facts as you find them from the evidence in the case. . . .


         


        Perform these duties fairly. Do not let any bias, sympathy, or prejudice that you may feel toward one side or the other influence your decision in any way. All parties are equal in the eyes of the law. . . . Both the parties and the public expect that you will carefully and impartially consider all of the evidence in the case, follow the law as stated by the Court, and reach a just decision regardless of the consequences.


      


      This duty should extend to me and to you the reader as we consider the possibilities of various religious views. The strong tendency is to let our preconceptions determine our filtering of arguments and evidence. We must carefully and intentionally put those preconceptions aside. To do otherwise is to make a decision based on bias or prejudice.


    


    

    

      BURDEN OF PROOF—PREPONDERANCE OF THE EVIDENCE


      

        Plaintiffs are required to prove all the elements of their claim “by a preponderance of the evidence.” This duty is known as the burden of proof. To establish something “by a preponderance of the evidence” means to prove that something is more likely true than not true.


         


        A preponderance of the evidence is the greater weight of the evidence; that is, evidence that you believe because it outweighs or overbalances in your mind the evidence opposed to it. A preponderance means evidence that is more probable, more persuasive, more likely, or of greater probative value. Remember, it is the quality of the evidence that must be weighed, not the quantity of evidence.


         


        This standard does not require proof to an absolute certainty, since proof to an absolute certainty is seldom possible in any case.


      


      People aren’t used to thinking about proof in this way. This is the error many make by assuming that proof is just a sophisticated high school chemistry or geometry term. Geometry proofs work for math; a litmus strip can prove if a liquid is an acid or base. But both types are useless for other areas of proof.


      I was watching the brilliant philosopher David Chalmers discourse on whether people have an immortal soul.2 Chalmers uses his background as a philosopher and logician to conclude that people aren’t simply atoms and molecules, but he wouldn’t go so far as to say there is an immortal soul. From his perspective, there is no proof of that. Unfortunately, Chalmers holds a narrow field of proof from the perspective of a logician and philosopher. The jurisprudence system is much broader and knows proof exceeds his narrow fields of study. What in a courtroom can be proven as true is much different from what a logician might consider proven true.


      This difference doesn’t make the courtroom illogical. To the contrary, the courtroom is most logical. The difference stems from a practical recognition that not everything is given absolute unquestioning certainty. That doesn’t mean one doesn’t find comfortable certainty. This is better explained in the following instructions of the judge centering on “circumstantial evidence.”


    


    

    


      CONSIDERATION OF EVIDENCE


      

        You should use your common sense in weighing the evidence. Consider it in light of your everyday experience with people and events, and give it whatever weight you believe it deserves. If your experience tells you that certain evidence reasonably leads to a conclusion, you are free to reach that conclusion.


      


    


    

    

      DIRECT AND CIRCUMSTANTIAL EVIDENCE


      

        Now, some of you may have heard the terms direct evidence and circumstantial evidence.


         


        Direct evidence is evidence like the testimony of an eyewitness that, if you believe it, directly proves a fact. If a witness testifies that he saw it raining outside, and you believe him, that would be direct evidence that it was raining.


         


        Circumstantial evidence is a chain of circumstances that indirectly proves a fact. If someone walks into the courtroom wearing a raincoat covered with drops of water and carrying a wet umbrella, that would be circumstantial evidence from which you could conclude that it was raining.


         


        It is your job to decide how much weight to give the direct and circumstantial evidence. The law makes no distinction between the weight that you should give to either one; the law does not say that one is any better evidence than the other. You should consider all the evidence, both direct and circumstantial, and give it whatever weight you believe it deserves.


      


    


    

    

      INFERENCES FROM EVIDENCE


      

        The law permits you to draw reasonable inferences from the evidence that has been presented. Inferences are deductions or conclusions which reason and common sense lead the jury to draw from facts which have been established by the evidence in the case.


         


        In other words, while you should consider only the evidence in the case, you are not limited solely to what you see and hear as the witnesses testify. You are permitted to draw, from facts which you find have been proved, reasonable inferences that you feel are justified in light of your common experience.


      


      As one considers the full range of evidence, one moves from the lab, the classroom, and the viewpoints of people like David Chalmers. One moves into the real common sense of life. In the judge’s example above of whether it is raining based on circumstantial evidence, one might fairly ask, “But isn’t it possible that someone walks into the courtroom wearing a raincoat covered with drops of water and carrying a wet umbrella, but it is because they are faking others out?” Yes, that is certainly possible. In a full-on logical analysis, one might say the evidence doesn’t “prove” it is raining, yet the judge’s instructions also bear on this issue. It is an issue of credibility. How believable is the witness or evidence?


    


    

    

      CREDIBILITY OF WITNESSES


      

        Another part of your job as jurors is to decide how credible, or believable, each witness was. This is your job, not mine. It is up to you to decide if a witness’s testimony was believable and how much weight you think it deserves. You are free to believe everything that a witness said or only part of it or none of it at all. But you should act reasonably and carefully in making these decisions.


         


        Let me suggest some things for you to consider in evaluating each witness’s testimony.


         


        1. Ask yourself if the witness was able to clearly see or hear the events. Sometimes even an honest witness may not have been able to see or hear what was happening and may make a mistake.


        2. Ask yourself how good the witness’s memory seemed to be. Did the witness seem able to accurately remember what happened?


        3. Ask yourself if there was anything else that may have interfered with the witness’s ability to perceive or remember the events. . . .


        4. Ask yourself if the witness had any relationship to Plaintiffs or Defendants or anything to gain or lose from the case that might influence the witness’s testimony. Ask yourself if the witness had any bias, prejudice, or reason for testifying that might cause the witness to lie or to slant the testimony in favor of one side or the other.


        5. Ask yourself if the witness testified inconsistently while on the witness stand, if the witness said or did something, or failed to say or do something, at any other time that is inconsistent with what the witness said while testifying. If you believe that the witness was inconsistent, ask yourself if this makes the witness’s testimony less believable. Sometimes it may; other times it may not. Consider whether the inconsistency was about something important, or about some unimportant detail. Ask yourself if it seemed like an innocent mistake or if it seemed deliberate.


        6. And ask yourself how believable the witness’s testimony was in light of all the other evidence. Was the witness’s testimony supported or contradicted by other evidence that you found believable? If you believe that a witness’s testimony was contradicted by other evidence, remember that people sometimes forget things; even two honest people who witness the same event may not describe it in exactly the same way.


         


        These are only some of the things that you may consider in deciding how believable each witness was. You may also consider other things that you think shed some light on the witness’s believability. Use your common sense and your everyday experience in dealing with other people. And then decide what testimony you believe, and how much weight you think it deserves.


      


      These instructions on credibility give a well-rounded basis for using circumstantial evidence to assess truth.


      In this book, I will rely on the reader to follow the judge’s instructions. These instructions bear on various issues I examine. For example, witness credibility becomes especially important in the chapters that deal with the religions I group as “history based.” Whether examining Islam, Judaism, or Mormonism, the credibility of those witnesses claiming to have received divine revelation and insight becomes important.


      Similarly, sometimes direct eyewitness evidence is considered. Other times it is circumstantial evidence. In analyzing what I term “secular spiritualism,” one cannot so readily use eyewitness testimony. This is also an area where the instruction of “common sense” takes center stage. The human tendency is to interpret evidence in ways that confirm already held beliefs. This tendency, generally termed “confirmation bias” must be overcome by deliberate mental decisions.


      Armed then with this legal primer, as if instructed by an actual judge, let me begin guiding you through my examination of the evidence and witnesses of various world religions.


      May it please the court . . .
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 Opening Statement


THE LARGE FEDERAL COURTROOM was so packed with journalists, media, observers, lawyers, and clients that the judge had to secure a second overflow courtroom. The case was of national importance; the jury and trial would assess whether the national chain pharmacies in question had contributed in a significant way to cause an opioid epidemic in two northeastern Ohio counties. These two counties were the seminal test cases for thousands of counties, cities, and states that filed similar suits.

We were honored to be trying the case against the pharmacies. The witnesses Pete and I had to examine were plentiful, and they ranged from health care experts, government experts, doctors, pharmacists, economists, statisticians, addiction specialists, investigators, county officials, and more. One witness especially crucial to the case was an epidemiologist from Columbia University.

This witness was to bridge the gap between association and causation. Two things may be associated, but that doesn’t mean one caused the other. For example, people who drink diet drinks may die earlier on average than people who don’t drink fake sweeteners. But does that mean that my Coke Zero is causing me to die earlier? Is there “causation”? Or does it mean that many people who drink diet drinks tend to be overweight or diabetic, and it is the implications of obesity that cause the early deaths? In the latter instance, that would be association, not causation.

This issue was important in my opioid trial because I had to not only prove excessive opioid usage, addiction, and public harm, but I also had to prove it was caused by illegal or intentional and improper behavior by the pharmacies. I couldn’t win with only an association.

Hence, the epidemiologist was a key witness. This is a large part of what epidemiologists do. They discern whether one thing is merely associated with another, or whether one thing is a cause of something else. The epidemiologist couldn’t merely opine on this; I couldn’t win if she merely said, “I believe the activities caused the epidemic.” She had to have valid and rigorous scientific methods behind her conclusions. So, I had her march through the standard questions that allow an epidemiologist to draw a “causation” conclusion. Those criteria are often called “Bradford Hill Criteria” after Sir Bradford Hill (1897–1991), the British epidemiologist who famously developed such and used the criteria to conclude that cigarette smoking was an actual cause of lung cancer.

The slide I showed the jury as I walked through those criteria is reproduced in figure 2.1.

Criteria are useful, whether determining causation from association or deciding if one’s math is correct. (Subtraction can show if one’s addition is correct: 2+3=5 because 5-3=2.) Well-reasoned and logical criteria form a testing platform for finding truth. We could not win the case unless we sufficiently proved causation with these criteria.

The opioid trial wasn’t a one-off on this criteria. I have used it over and over again. In a trial a number of years earlier, my buddy Richard Arsenault and I were seeking to prove that the diabetes drug Actos caused my client’s bladder cancer.1 We used the Bradford Hill criteria to establish that the drug was capable of inducing the disease and that it did so to our client. Only with those criteria were we able to get the stunning verdict of $9 billion.2
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Figure 2.1. Bradford Hill Criteria


As an aside, not all of the criteria have to be present for causation to be established. Some elements will be present; others may not. Some may have greater weight in consideration, some may have lesser weight.

I believe the need for evaluative criteria exists not only with epidemiology in a trial but also in evaluating many decisions and opinions. When someone recommends a show to watch, I have criteria to assess their suggestion. I might ask, “Is there a riveting plot line? Is the conclusion already obvious, or do I get to guess along the way? Are there good actors?”

Just as criteria are used in court and the mundaneness of life, so criteria are useful in seeking answers to life’s big questions: What is true in this world? What, if anything, gives meaning and purpose? What, if anything, gives a reason to smile, to be inspired, to press on through difficulties, to find peace in turmoil? What are the truths that are bigger than any one of us? What explains that yearning in our hearts for “more in life”? Why do people fear death? What makes us proud? What brings shame?

These questions are answered by how one views reality and the world. For many, the idea of a “worldview” is uncommon. Many people get up, eat breakfast, go to work or school, interact with others, work on various tasks and projects, and head home to eat, be with family and friends, and recharge for another day. For these people, the idea of contemplating what is ultimate reality isn’t high on the agenda. Getting through the day is the important thing.

Yet everyone has some view of reality. Whether one sees reality only as a day-to-day routine with nothing of greater importance than eating, breeding, and accumulating stuff, or whether reality is something greater and more cosmic, everyone holds some view or another. A major task in this book is to get you, the reader, to ask, “What is real?” Ask the majestic questions!


	▄ Is this grand cosmos an accident?


	▄ Is physical matter and the void of space all there is, or is there another realm, one that might be called the “spiritual”?


	▄ If there is a God, or gods, what kind of God might he/she/it be? How might one understand such a deity(s)? How might one relate to the divine?




Answers to these questions center on what in English we call “religion.” The Oxford English Dictionary has a lengthy definition for religion, but in pertinent part it defines religion as “a particular system of faith and worship.” It can be “the worship of nature in place of a more formal system of religious belief,” or simply “devotion to some principle; strict fidelity or faithfulness; conscientiousness; pious affection or attachment.” It also details one aspect of the word’s meaning:

Recognition on the part of man of some higher unseen power as having control of his destiny, and as being entitled to obedience, reverence, and worship; the general mental and moral attitude resulting from this belief, with reference to its effect upon the individual or the community; personal or general acceptance of this feeling as a standard of spiritual and practical life.3


This definition of religion sharpens my focus. I want an accurate and true understanding of reality, and so I want an authentic religion and view of the divine.

Yet you and I are faced with a plethora of religious options. There is Christianity, which I put on trial in an earlier book, Christianity on Trial. Some believe religion is a fiction made up by people to cope with life; this understanding I examined in Atheism on Trial. In this third book, I look at other religious expressions. For convenience sake, in my examination for truth, I divide the religions into three groups, or buckets.

One group I term “mystical religions.” In this bucket I place Buddhism, Hinduism, and those faiths that traditionally arise from the Far East, which work through issues of meaning and faith based mostly on inner examination, personal experience, and the teachings/experiences of other holy people. There are many other variants on the religious ideas expressed in these two faiths, but I use them to address in general the ideas inherent in most mystical religions.

The second group I term “historical religions.” These are faiths that are rooted in beliefs that the divine spoke or speaks into specific people and interactive events of history. Numerically dominant among these faiths are Islam, Judaism, and smaller notable groups like Mormons. I also place genuine Christianity in this group, but rather than dissect it again, I use it to compare the various views of reality and the world.

A third group I term “modern religious expressions.” In this group I examine what I call “secular spiritualism.” This religious expression bucket holds those who wouldn’t call themselves “religious” but would call themselves “spiritual.” These people aren’t affiliated with any religious movement, but they sense that there is something spiritual in this life. They are touched by songs, by ideas, by relationships, and they find meaning there.

Also in this group are those I term “secular Christians.” In some ways the opposite of secular spiritualists, who are spiritual yet not religious, secular Christians are religious but not spiritual. This group adheres to a religion they consider Christian, yet their actions and attitudes seem far from what Jesus practiced and taught. Their religion becomes a linchpin to sustain their politics or search for power, prestige, or money.

The comparison is important, and it brings me back to the question of testing these religions by some set of criteria. The Bradford Hill criteria I discussed above works for assessing causation over association but not for testing worldviews. Criteria to assess the truth of a worldview or religious system fairly must be based on logic and rational thought; they must be a fair assessment of evidence.

To find those criteria for testing views of reality and the world, I approach it a bit like a good pizza. Imagine a good pizza with a solid crust crispy in the right places. It has just the right amount of tomato sauce, tasty toppings, and a melted cheese that doesn’t burn your mouth but is hot enough to be stretchy. You could give me that pizza, and I would smile widely and likely murmur, “Wow! This is good pizza!”

Yet if I were asked why the pizza was good, I might say simply, “It tastes good!” and leave it there. Or I could break the pizza down into its constituent parts. I could explore the yeasty crust, discussing the time it took to rise and develop its flavor. I could explore the tomatoes used in the sauce, noting that Roma tomatoes made it flavorful yet not too watery. The toppings I could note as fresh and in just the right quantity. The cheese was a mozzarella, made from buffalo milk and heated to the perfect temperature.

In like fashion, to determine a solid and truthful worldview of reality, I start with the big picture, but I really want to break it down into its constituent parts to analyze each for validity. This leads me to set forward the basic questions or criteria I use to determine whether one religion/view of reality or another is true and correct.

I have found six questions that provide a solid framework for examining a belief system for truth. I set these out here and then use them for analyzing the religious systems commonly present in the world. The questions are:


1. IS THE VIEW OBJECTIVELY CONSISTENT
WITH THE WORLD?


As I examine each worldview, I must see that it accurately and consistently explains the world. Whether I am investigating the physical world or issues of social interaction and community, I need to see one consistent approach that doesn’t change.

 

For example, if my worldview includes a belief that the moon is made of cheese or that the world is flat, then an examination of the moon or world would help determine if my worldview is true.

 

A more complicated example might concern a belief that every thinking being has no soul or essence beyond the electrical and chemical processes of a brain. If one holds such a belief, then one must rely on that belief when opining whether one life is more valuable than another. Do I have an objective and consistent criterion that lets me say that any one person, regardless of how well their brain works, is equal in value to any other? This then goes a step further as I compare the value of one living being, say a human, with another, say a sperm whale whose brain is some four to five times the weight of a human’s. Is one life more valuable than the other?






2. IS THE VIEW SUBJECTIVELY CONSISTENT WITH WHO AND WHAT I AM?


Here I ask if the view is coherent and consistent in explaining my inner existence. I may not know myself fully, but there are things about myself I do know. As I examine discernible truths, do my answers fit together rather than pull in different directions?

 

One example could be my views on self-control. If I believed that humanity is innately good and pure, and that people have evolved to a point where they have self-control, then I could examine my own life to see if that is true with me. Do I exercise as I should, eat as I should, think as I should, etc.?

 

A more sophisticated example is my value system. I think in terms of fairness and justice. From an early age, I, like most people, projected my internal value of fairness. “It’s not fair!” is a plaintive cry of many a young child. I seem hardwired for justice and fairness. My worldview needs to explain why this is so. Is my concern for fairness and justice a mental illusion or is it legitimate?

 

Somehow as I examine why I care so much about justice, my answers must be consistent with my internal answers on other subjective realities. So, my answer on why I am hardwired for fairness can’t contradict my answers on why I believe there is a right and wrong, or why love is important and real, or why my conscience complains with some of my actions.






3. IS THERE CROSS-CONSISTENCY?


Here I recognize the importance of the answers to my objective questions can’t stand in contradiction to my answers to the subjective questions. So, my understanding of the reality of the objective world and the value of humanity must be consistent with my views of my internal examination.

 

One of our daughters became a self-proclaimed vegetarian. Concerned with the treatment of animals, our daughter had spent the best part of a year abstaining from meat. Then came a morning when our hotel had a breakfast buffet. Our daughter went through the buffet line and came to the table with a loaded plate, including bacon. I was shocked, exclaiming, “Gracie, that’s bacon!” She acknowledged so. I then said, “But I thought you were a vegetarian!” She looked at me like I was crazy and said, “Dad, not when there’s bacon!!!”

 

On a more pertinent level, this question means that as I answer, “Why are humans in this world?” (question one), my answer needs to be consistent with my answer to “Why do I feel the way I do about the value of love?” (question two). The objective explanations must be consistent with the subjective or inner ones.






4. IS IT LIVABLE?


A lot of great ideas and worldviews get trashed here. I readily confess I have held on to many views that were betrayed as false simply because they were unlivable. If there is an unresolvable tension between what I say is true and how I live, then it calls into serious doubt the reality of what I believe. If I believe that I live in a Harry Potter world, where magic spells can cause me to levitate and fly around, and yet I cannot do so, I have a problem. Either I am defective or ignorant as I live in this world, or the world isn’t as Harry Potter as I think.

 

On a less absurd level, this is carefully examined in light of how I value human life. Do I believe that all human life is to be valued? Is that true regardless of skin color? Does country of origin or citizenship make a difference? Does how one behaves make a difference in one’s intrinsic value? How about one’s education or accumulation of wealth? I should find that whatever is my answer to the value of life should be reflected in the life choices I make.






5. DOES IT ANSWER THE BIG QUESTIONS?


This comes into play because a lot of people hold beliefs of ignorance. I do not mean that people are ignorant. But people often hold a belief with no real explanations of why.

 

What are the big questions? One might say, that question is the first big question! I see big questions as: Why do people care about love? Why do they value human life above other life? (Most eat meat, but not human meat!) Why do people believe there is such a thing as good and evil? Why do people long for meaning and purpose?

 

In other words, I could answer the objective world questions listed in number one above with the simple answers built around “I don’t know” or “I haven’t really thought about it.” Ask me questions about the physics of gravity and how it relates to time, and I have some limited ability to answer, but when pressed on the effects of time on a black hole, my limited answers become quite less definite. I will have to tell you, “I don’t know” or, “I’m not too sure, but . . .”

 

Now in an examination of truth, “I don’t know” likely shows no inconsistency, but it also shows no reliability of its truth. If I want to examine reality to determine whether one religion is more valid than another, then I need to get answers to important questions and not simply answer, “I don’t know!”






6. DOES IT MAKE FOR GOOD PEOPLE AND GOOD SOCIETIES?

This question is loaded. I believe an inherent difficulty of the views held by many people centers on whether there is meaning in value words like “good.” But for my purposes of this question, I assume that measure of “good” that most people accept, even if they do so with no foundation. More on this later, but for now I suggest that a good and proper religious faith will lead to better people and better culture/society as that faith is followed.


Before I begin examining various worldviews by these criteria, it is important I let the reader know what I believe to be true. Try as I might, I do not approach this examination as a tabula rasa, or clean slate.

I hold views that are historically termed “Judeo-Christian.” Because I put my Christian faith on trial in an earlier book, I don’t reproduce that here. But I must give a reduced framework of my beliefs, both to let the reader know where I stand and to provide the comparative framework for analyzing other belief systems.

My understanding of reality is, in summary fashion, as follows:

There is a God who exists. This God is not a supersized human but is altogether unique. God is infinite, without beginning or ending, in the way our universe reckons time. He has a real existence beyond the confines of our universe and its physical properties, even as he is able to exist and operate in this universe. In other words, he isn’t atoms or the subatomic particles existing in nature.

This God is responsible for the presence of life. He is the source of every kind of life. But among the many creatures existing, God has made humanity to be unique. People are made to be in relationships. These relationships can exist with other people and with animals. Importantly, humanity was also made to be in a relationship with the divine.

I speak of God using masculine pronouns because of typical convention. That is not to say God is a “male” as humanity assesses gender. Biblical teaching doesn’t assign human gender to God. While a most common metaphor of God is as a father, the Bible also uses the metaphor of God as a mother.

Humanity has an inherent problem in relating to the divine, however. God is not a computer. God has certain characteristics that humans share, albeit on an altogether different scale. God has a “morality” or “ethic.” Certain values exist in God’s character and essence. In relating to God, as my ethic and behavior run contrary to his, I am at odds with him. I harmonize and coexist in his purity only as I live in his morality.

I know this morality because it is hardwired in me. Just as God made people to be in relationship with him, he made us as functioning moral people. People know there is such a thing as right and wrong. While everyone may work to understand and define the lines of good and evil, people do so knowing that there is good and evil.

Christianity also holds to the belief that God will ultimately destroy that which is defective. Defective people, defective morality, even a defective world will be destroyed and replaced by perfection. This creates a tension. The tension is felt by any who are sensitive to questions of morality.

This tension is the truth of personal inadequacy compared to the pure God. Try as I might to relate to God in his perfection, I fall woefully short. I am not perfect. Far from it. I am, then, among that which is destined for destruction, not eternity.

This creates a real issue, one of internal and external consistency. If God’s traits include being just or fair, then how can a pure God excuse sin? To use the courtroom metaphor, how can a just God/Judge declare someone who is “unjust” to be “just”?

The Christian response to this isn’t simply a moral eraser. God can’t just decide not to care about something as integral to his being as morality. God is no moral amoeba who holds one moral shape one day and another the next. God is the same today as yesterday, and he will be the same tomorrow. So, God can’t resolve the dilemma posed by human immorality simply by willing it away or purposefully ignoring it. God must justly find a way to declare the unjust just.

Christianity teaches that God did this by entering the physical world of flesh and blood. God became a human. God then lived his moral code perfectly while in human form. Having no sin, God was uniquely placed to be able to take on the responsibility of human sin. God as man, in the person of Jesus or “Yeshua” (to use his Jewish pronunciation), was able to take the appropriate judgment of humanity and bear the consequences of sin.

This is the Christian understanding of how the just God can declare the unjust just. The appropriate penalty was assessed and paid by God himself. In the death of Christ, God’s holiness met the demands of human sin. But being God, the death of Jesus was not the end of life. Jesus was resurrected. He demonstrated a future resurrection available to all who live under the effects of Jesus’ sacrificial payment of sin’s penalty.




AN IMPORTANT FINAL NOTE

Throughout this book, as I examine other religious ideas and traditions, I compare them to my six criteria and to the answers of my Christian faith. And I find elements of truth in each faith I examine. I find flaws, but I also find truth.

This finding is fully consistent with my Christian worldview. Because I believe God is responsible for this world, I believe one finds in the world the truth of God. The apostle Paul put it this way: “For his [God’s] invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made” (Rom 1:20).

So in other belief systems, one finds elements of truth. People don’t generally grab untruth by the horns and ride it! When thoughtful people find something real, they seize it. I love finding truths in other religions, and I set out such truths, even as I set out the problems I have with these faiths. The two go hand in hand.

In this regard, I find inspirational the adventures of the apostle Paul, perhaps Christianity’s greatest missionary. Paul had gone to Athens, the philosophical home of the greats—Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and more. Paul went to the hill of Ares (the “Areopagus”) where the philosophical counsels met and debated worldviews.

Paul didn’t trash the views of the Epicureans and Stoic philosophers who held sway in their day. Paul found points of truth in their religion as a part of showing them a greater truth than they had previously grasped. Paul found them to be religious (Acts 17:22). The Athenians bore witness to their inadequate knowledge, even having an altar built to “an unknown God,” knowing their own faith system to have holes in explaining reality (Acts 17:23). Paul was able to quote Greek philosopher poets from generations past, explaining humanity as made by God (God’s “offspring”). Paul then challenged certain aspects of the Greek religious practices.

The various religious forms of today are no different from those of ancient Greece, in that they possess layers of truth and untruth. I readily find laudable aspects of each faith I examine. I also find areas where those faiths fall short. This is expected by my Christian worldview. It is also the substance of this book.

So with that, let the examination begin!
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