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  Introduction


  Phillip E. Johnson


  After a second stroke in December of 2004, I was not in the mood to write another book. Writing a book takes not only time but energy and commitment, and I couldn’t for a while think of a subject that interested me enough to get started. It was only when I read in 2006 of the spectacular growth in the sales of books advocating atheism that I found a topic I really wanted to write about.


  The group of writers that interested me is called “The New Atheists,” but it is not their arguments that are new. They argue, as atheists long have, that science leaves no room for the supernatural and that religion leads to conflict which could be avoided if religion were abolished. What is new about these writers is that they are “evangelical” atheists. They are determined to convert the whole society to atheism, and they think they can do it, however impossible that may seem at present.


  They intend to copy the success which gay activists have had in the United States, nearly convincing the judges and intellectuals that same-sex relationships are as normal as man-woman relationships and should be treated similarly for legal purposes, no matter what the public thinks about the subject. They consider their own arguments so convincing that eventually everyone will be too embarrassed to disagree.


  I saw the tremendous surge of book sales by atheist authors not as a matter to lament but as a challenge that might make university life more interesting than it has been, and would force Christians to clarify their thinking. My decision to start the book was made easier when I was able to enlist my friend John Mark Reynolds in being a coauthor. John has enormous energy and a solid grounding in subjects in which my own education has not been thorough. Our attitude toward the surge in atheism is that it opens up an opportunity for university discussions in and out of the classroom that can make teaching more exciting for the instructor and for the students. With that in mind, our intention is not to attack the atheists but to explore the case they are making, in the hope of encouraging classroom instructors to put the arguments for atheism on the table for academic consideration.


  What I like about atheists is that although they tend to give the wrong answers, they also tend to raise the right questions. The implicit message of the university curriculum for some decades now has been that God has not been a subject worth thinking about. The new atheists we are writing about in this book want to talk a lot about God because they think that belief in God is a very bad thing and that religion with any supernatural element should no longer be tolerated as benign, even if misguided. It is better to be regarded as a menace rather than as a nonentity, and so I think that the new atheist books are likely to have a healthy effect on the position of religion within the university. The resulting tumult legitimates critical discussion of questions that have been swept under the rug for decades by the intellectual classes.


  At the same time that the professors have been ignoring the subject of religion as not worth their attention, students have been showing an increased interest in the subject in their private lives. I saw the chaplain of Harvard University quoted in a newspaper story recently as saying that there are more evangelical Christians at Harvard today than at any time since the seventeenth century. There is thus a radical disconnect between what the students are thinking and what the professors have been willing to discuss. Our position in this book is that the arguments for atheism should be taken seriously and considered both respectfully and critically. One of the healthy aspects of the current atheist movement is that the atheists who are selling so many books say that they want everything to be put on the table for criticism, with nothing held back as too sensitive for such examination. They say that they deplore the fact that in some circles it is considered unacceptable to criticize a religion because somebody might be offended. We agree that religion, like any other topic, should be subject to careful, critical and fair-minded examination. I think that the atheists do not realize how certain topics within their own philosophy have been held off the table and protected from criticism. They use the grounds that it is an unacceptable insult to the science community to challenge the naturalistic worldview that has become associated with science.


  We are very much in an agreement with our atheist friends that everybody’s views should be subject to analysis and criticism, and nobody should be able to say this is something you simply must accept because certain powerful opinion makers in our society demand that you leave it alone. We will make certain critical points about what the atheists are writing. However, our desire is not to shut down the discussion with a resounding rebuttal but rather to encourage careful examination of the issues both inside the university classroom and outside. We believe that the truth can only benefit from the uninhibited discussion of the issues that divide people. For this reason we welcome the surge that the new atheism represents; it is interesting and we will all profit from discussing the issues that the atheists are raising, if we are also careful to maintain a critical stance toward dogmatic claims that have not been justified by the evidence or by logic.


  John Mark Reynolds and I wrote our chapters separately and then revised them jointly to produce a single coherent book, which expresses both of our views. I (Johnson) wrote the introduction, the epilogue and the first five chapters. Reynolds wrote chapters six through eight and did the final editing of the manuscript.
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  Introducing the New Atheists


  Phillip E. Johnson


  In 2006 and 2007, newspapers and magazines in America began taking notice of an extraordinary phenomenon. Although polling data and election results seemed to confirm that the people of the United States are overwhelmingly Christians in a traditional sense, books by a new breed of aggressive scientific atheists were recording astonishingly high sales, suggesting that even the Bible believers are attracted by a vigorous advocacy of atheism.


  Up to the present time, scientific authorities have thought that the only way to persuade the American public to accept the Darwinian theory of evolution is to reassure them that a fully naturalistic account of the history of life poses no threat to a religious belief in the existence of God. Only fundamentalist varieties of religion that ought to be discarded anyway are threatened by evolutionary science, these authorities say.


  The new breed of scientific atheists dismisses these reassurances as dishonest, reflecting a cowardly spirit of appeasement. Instead of appeasing the forces of unreason, why not go to the root of the problem and show that the very concept of a supernatural being or force is delusional, and leads only to harm. These atheists are exhilarated by the unbroken record of success they think science has achieved in explaining the world without allowing room for God, and by their own success in selling books and gathering publicity.


  Ebullient in one way, they are maddened by the influence of conservative Christians in American public affairs and by the persistence of public skepticism toward the Darwinian theory and its worldview. Worried by this widespread skepticism and its recent spread from America to the once securely post-Christian nations of Europe, they have decided to go on the attack to demolish what Dawkins calls “the God delusion” before it can do still more damage to their program of persuading the world to embrace a scientific rationalism based on the assumption that nature is all that exists, and therefore that God is an illusion that rationality must discard. To that end, they are entering the public arena with the gloves off, determined to complete the demolition of theism by aggressively pressing their claim that belief in a supernatural creator is both absurd and evil, even if this bold stance offends evolution-friendly liberal Christians.


  Asking the Right Questions


  Americans know that some trend or conflict is really big news when they see it on the cover of Time magazine. Time’s cover story for the November 13, 2006, issue was titled “Science vs. God.” It featured a spirited debate over God’s existence between the vehemently atheist biologist Richard Dawkins and the Christian geneticist Francis Collins, director of the U.S. government’s successful project to sequence the human genome.


  The debate interested me less for what the debaters said than for the way the magazine’s editors framed the subject, and why they thought it worthy of a Time cover in late 2006. Since Dawkins says that science and religion (defined as belief in God) are antithetical, and Collins says they are not, for Time to define the subject as “God versus science” was to cast Dawkins in the role of science pursuing a retreating deity. A debate billed as “Dawkins vs. God” would have given God a much less formidable opponent, and so might have made the cover less likely to attract attention.


  I suspect that most of the scientists who saw the magazine winced at the prospect that Richard Dawkins speaks for science, but that doesn’t necessarily imply that they will demand that Time correct the misunderstanding, so much of the public may go on assuming that Dawkins actually does speak for science because of what they read on the cover of Time.


  Time’s writer David Van Biema introduced the debate by explaining that the live issue today is not whether Darwinian evolution can withstand the criticisms of creationists but whether religion (defined for this occasion as belief in God) can survive the progress of science. Today, wrote Van Biema, “the anti-religion position is being promoted with increasing insistence by scientists angered by the intelligent design movement and ‘excited, perhaps intoxicated, by their disciplines’ increasing ability to map, quantify and change the nature of human experience.”


  When the debate proper started, Dawkins stated that Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection does much more than simply contradict the Genesis story. In addition to that, it refutes the strongest argument from the physical world for the existence of God: the argument from design. This argument, in Dawkins’s words, is that “living things are so beautiful and elegant and so apparently purposeful, they could only have been made by an intelligent designer.” Dawkins thinks that Darwin forever discredited the argument from design by proving that the appearance of design is actually due to


  gradual, incremental natural improvements starting from very simple beginnings and working up step by tiny incremental step to more complexity, more elegance, and more adaptive perfection. Each step is not too improbable for us to countenance, but when you add them up cumulatively over millions of years, you get these monsters of improbability, like the human brain and the rain forest.


  Darwin’s success “should warn us against ever assuming that because something is complicated, God must have done it.”


  But is Darwin’s success really so all-encompassing? The human brain and the rain forest certainly exist, but that either was created by an accumulation of random errors in copying DNA might be doubted, if the claim were thought to require experimental verification rather than merely the support of a consensus of biologists today. (See chapter four on “The Darwinian Worldview” for more on this subject.)


  Collins did not dispute Dawkins on Darwin’s success, but raised the possibility that God could have activated evolution, not controlling it, but foreseeing that it would turn out as he wished. Dawkins shot back that this explanation is implausible: “If God wanted to create humans, it would be slightly odd that he should choose the extraordinarily roundabout way of waiting for 10 billion years before life got started and then waiting for another 4 billion years until you got human beings capable of worshipping and sinning and all the other things religious people are interested in.”


  Collins interjected that, if God did not wish to make his existence obvious to us, then it would “have been sensible for him to use the mechanism of evolution without posting obvious road signs to reveal his role in creation.”


  If Dawkins were ever to become a Christian, he would surely be a young-earth creationist. The possibility is admittedly remote, but perhaps such a Damascus Road turnabout is not entirely out of the question. Because Dawkins has over the last several decades been drawn so obsessively to denouncing belief in God, despite the urging of his scientific peers to remain aloof from the subject as they do, some readers of Dawkins think they see signs that something about God troubles his spirit. One thing we know is that Dawkins is not overreacting, as some have imagined, to an unpleasant childhood experience with an adult who tried to bully him to conform to conventional religion, because he very convincingly denies ever having had such an experience. (To confirm this denial, read page 11 of The God Delusion.) That leaves me to wonder just what has produced an anger toward God that seems too passionate to proceed from intellectual considerations alone.


  Following their brief exchange over evolution, the Time debate turned to the origin of the universe. Collins employed what cosmologists call the “fine-tuning” argument. Dawkins did not dispute Collins’s suggestion that, if the six or more basic physical characteristics of our universe had varied even slightly, life would not exist. Collins reasoned from this premise that “if you are willing to consider the possibility of a designer, this [that a designer fine tuned the universe for life] becomes a rather plausible explanation.”


  Dawkins replied that Darwin showed us that a natural explanation is always available for a complex natural phenomenon, even where we find one hard to imagine. More specifically, Dawkins added that the cosmic fine-tuning can already be explained by the multiverse hypothesis. This posits that ours is only one of a huge number of alternate universes. With so many universes, it is not unlikely that one would just happen to have the precise conditions needed for the evolution of intelligent, civilized life forms. Collins responded that “the simpler explanation is the existence of God rather than the multiverse hypothesis,” which, he objected, “seems quite a stretch of the imagination.” Dawkins retorted that “What I can’t understand is why you invoke improbability and yet you will not admit that you are shooting yourself in the foot by postulating something just as improbable.”


  The debate was thus reduced to the question of whether God’s existence is more or less improbable than the existence of a great many alternate (and unobservable) universes. Science has presented us with that question, but no observation or experiment can ever answer it for us. Once scientists start comparing the probability of alternate universes with that of God’s existence, they have left the discipline of empirical science far behind and launched themselves into a realm of philosophical speculation, where everyone can believe as he or she likes, because no scientific test can determine who is right.


  Dawkins has told me that he loathes lawyers, but he has some of the personal traits of a trial lawyer himself, especially the aggressiveness. Collins is a more reflective, mild-mannered person, so, in a sense, he was overmatched even if Time had assigned him to debate only Dawkins, rather than “science.” Despite that handicap, a jury might have found Collins more persuasive than Dawkins, because Dawkins, who relies heavily upon ex cathedra pronouncements and intimidation, tends to come across as a bully rather than an embodiment of scientific reason.


  The November Cover Article in Wired



  Wired is a magazine for technophiles, typically crammed with articles and advertisements touting the latest in electronic gadgetry. The November 2006 issue, however, was mostly devoted to a long and provocative article by Gary Wolf about the resurgent scientific atheism described by Time in its introduction to the Dawkins-Collins debate. Some scientists, no longer content to defend their territory from outside interference, have decided that belief in God is an evil no longer to be tolerated. Much of their indignation is directed at acts of Islamic terrorism, but they cast the blame broadly at “religion,” and thus condemn Christians as similarly misguided.
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