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Perhaps an editor might begin a reformation in some such way as this. Divide his paper into four chapters, heading the 1st, Truths. 2d, Probabilities. 3d, Possibilities. 4th, Lies. The first chapter would be very short.


Thomas Jefferson



Religion has an enormous impact on our lives, whether we’re religious or not. Daily we decide, with Jeffersonian logic, what probably should be done, what probably shouldn’t be done, and what should almost never be done. Sometimes we’re right, sometimes we’re wrong, and sometimes we know the difference. My Baptist parents had their own answers, and to them these answers were crystal clear, undeniable, and irrefutable.

There are literally thousands of religions in the world—4,300 by one estimation—each one of them considered infallible by its members. As children, we are brought up by our parents, teachers, religious leaders, and schools to believe without question that our particular religion is the best in the world, in fact the only true one on the planet. All other religions are inferior. However, if we as a species can’t agree on one ethical value, then humankind is effectively devoid of an ethical core.

Years ago, I became friends with a Catholic lay brother. Besides leading his own parish, Tom was an accomplished economist who oversaw the investment of billions of dollars for a large retirement system. Every month for a year we had dinner, and during that time, Tom kindly provided me with an education in the history of religions and how they relate to current doctrine. The ideas that we discussed eventually led to my book Myths of the Tribe: When Religion and Ethics Diverge. (First published by Prometheus Books in 1993, the book was revised in 2019.)

I had just finished writing Myths of the Tribe when I discovered a book called The Great Thoughts, by George Seldes, the original edition of which was published by Ballantine Books in 1985. I was drawn to the book by its cover, which described it as a compilation of quotations “from Abelard to Zola, from Ancient Greece to contemporary America.” The book comprises the ideas that have shaped the history of the world, ideas that continue in central importance today. Impressive. I was particularly attracted by the quotations on religion and ethics, subjects that have fascinated me for decades.

The Great Thoughts is arranged alphabetically by author. Leafing through it, I was convinced the book would be more practical and interesting if humanity’s great thoughts were organized in a coherent manner. I bought the book and excerpted the quotes relating to religion (immortality and spiritual beliefs) and ethics (good and evil), arranging them in an intelligible order as a practical guide for the species (excluding thirty-two quotes prevented from use by copyright). They are interspersed here with the discourse on religion and ethics that resulted from my dinners with Tom. 

A primary purpose of philosophy is to spur thought and debate from which we can decide whether we have one or more principles in common. Fortunately, one universal ethical value, though often observed in the lurch, has been clearly identified by our great philosophers, and we’ll get to that early on. But truth depends on our ability to be objective, and no one can be completely objective. Accordingly, Tom provides a counterargument to my end of the discussion where he deems it necessary.

In a lifetime of travel, during which I’ve visited and lived in an RV in most of the countries in the world, I’ve observed many religions close up. My experience has taught me that human beings, for all their differences, are essentially identical, connected by the common wisdom of our great thinkers.
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If we go back to the beginning we shall find that ignorance and fear created the gods, that fancy, enthusiasm, or deceit adorned or disfigured them; that weakness worships them; that credulity preserves them and that custom, respect, and tyranny support them in order to make the blindness of man serve its own interests. . . . All religious notions are uniformly founded on authority; all the religions of the world forbid examination, and are not disposed that men should reason upon them.

Paul Henri Thiry Baron D’Holbach

D’ Holbach was a radical and wealthy philosopher with great influence on Goethe and Shelley, but was savaged by Voltaire. He was guillotined in 1789.

A great fear, when it is ill-managed, is the parent of superstition, but a discrete and well-guided fear produces religion.

Bishop Jeremy Taylor

Charles I doted on Bishop Taylor, by royal decree making him a doctor of divinity in 1643; by 1650 Taylor was writing popular devotional handbooks that sold well for over a century.

Philosophers agree that the idea of a god or gods sprang from the hopes and fears of our ancestors, no matter the religion and no matter who our ancestors were. Fourteen philosophers are quoted in The Great Thoughts on the subject of fear and hope in connection with the origins of religion. They include Spinoza, Sophocles, Butler, and Montesquieu. All sided with D’Holbach, suggesting that fear made us invent our gods. Only Bishop Taylor concluded that fear could be discrete and well-guided to create religion as a positive force. 

What can we conclude from the fact that almost all philosophers believe gods neither predated nor created us but were invented to counter our fear of death and the unknown? The dread of death is our strongest emotion, heartier than love, sex, or hate. Our strongest passion requires our strongest response. No response could be stronger than the creation or recognition of a god to which we must eternally genuflect to earn an exemption from oblivion. Tom, my Catholic brother friend, says bowing down is a small part of it; God must have created us, because we surely didn’t create ourselves. Darwin is not to the contrary. The characteristics of the poorest god would include the ability to guide evolution, though, until recently, religion didn’t think of this explanation. Now many religions embrace evolution as the plan of their particular god, no matter which god out of our thousands of religions.

Gods were created or recognized back when we hadn’t the foggiest idea where thunder, wind, sun, rain, and the seasons came from. We reckoned that howling winds, roaring thunder, and whispering breezes were invisible spirits masquerading as demonic or affable gods. Animists still believe this. We concluded a millennium ago that the sun and our mothers were the source of life, accordingly creating sun and mother gods. 

The second spark for the awareness or origination of gods came from our dreams of dear departed friends and relatives, proving they lived beyond the grave. In 1995, I visited Etruscan tombs outside Cerveteri, Italy, dating from 600 B.C.E. The Etruscans buried their deceased in large mounds, along with furniture and household furnishings for a comfy afterlife, similar to the practices of ancients the world over. Only gods could guarantee the continued existence of the dearly departed who appeared in our dreams. 

Evidence of gods from nature, such as holy stones, rings, water, incense, and crosses, pepper our major religions. Until about 5000 B.C.E. the reigning divinities were sun and mother goddesses. When we finally diagnosed the role of the father in procreation, our gods became male, continuing exclusively male today, though political correctness has removed gender references from some holy books. Our history freezes the origins of our religions in the fears and hopes of our ancestors. This sort of dissection is discouraged by religion because its dogmas are based on the unknown and unknowable. Tom agrees but suggests that spirituality provides a direct line to the unknown and to God with a capital G. Tom knows I’m not materialistic, so does that make me spiritual?

Either we created the idea of gods or a God created us. The former seems more likely to me, the latter more likely to Tom. Neither can be established with objective certainty. Following the Jeffersonian admonition, we don’t know and have no way of knowing whether a god created the species though many, including Tom, believe it so. We can’t conclusively place either religion or atheism in the truth column, though for several good and sufficient reasons many believe it’s safer to believe and hedge one’s bets. Still, we know the species has created and continues to create gods, excepting whichever true god we believe in and who we believe (no one “knows”) is the only true god. 

Gods are probably our own creation, making it a hopeful lie that a god created the species, or the portion of the species governed by the particular god. Tom votes hope and probability over lie. The rituals and promises of religion make sense for most of us, including Tom, though we know that dreams are only dreams, providing no evidence of life after death, and that no objective proof exists for the promises of any religion, whether Christian, Hindu, Jewish, Muslim, Roman, Egyptian, Zoroastrian, Buddhist, Mithraic, or the thousands of subdivisions in our major religions. I ask Tom who created his god or did he, she, or it just happen, similar to a big bang? 

Religious promises are possibly true in the sense that almost anything is possible. The probability of religious promises being true, however, seems negligible to heathens such as myself. Tom agrees, except for the negligible part. 

The Christian religion was partly derived from the primary Roman god Mithra, a sun cult founded in Persia about 1350 B.C.E. The Catholic bishop’s hat is a miter, copied from Mithra’s headdress. Other sun gods include Jesus Christ (Psalms 84:11, Malachi 4:2, and Revelation 21:23) and the Hindu gods Varuna, Krishna, and Vishnu. All sun gods were born on December 25. Most were worshiped by wise men. All fasted for forty days. Many were violently killed, and all rose from the dead. Worshipers of sun gods traditionally close their eyes when praying. The Christian, Jewish, and Muslim myths were taken from Hindu myths predating them by thousands of years, such as the Garden of Eden (Adami and Heva on the isle of Ceylon) and the great flood (coordinated by Menu, a Hindu holy man saving animals two by two in an ark). Religious myths are myths of the species, inseparable from the gods they represent. Tom says this constitutes near universal evidence that the events must have occurred. We must each draw our own conclusions.

Hope spurs us to progress and achievement. Without hope we’d stagnate, which means hope by itself is no villain. Hope for a superior being who’ll solve all our problems, absolving us of personal responsibility and allowing us to live forever, is the fervent hope of almost everyone. Tom says he solves his own problems through conversation with his god.

Hope is the foundation of religion for the majority of us, generally a positive concept superior to many available drugs including work, sex, media, and social standing. Religion unfortunately contains two elements that may overwhelm the value of this hope, elements that tarnish religion, perhaps irremediably. These are explored in depth below. Tom says negatives can be fixed.

Many Eastern religions consider life a torment, believing in neither heaven nor hell. Hindus believe in continuing life and rebirth as punishment for not living a sufficiently good life, the devout achieving, after a thousand rebirths and sufferings, the nothingness that Western religions exist to avoid. A slippery slide to hell may be threatened by parents raising unruly children in the West, such as by my parents on more than one occasion. 

No matter occasional protests to the contrary, our fondest desire is to avoid death and live forever at the physical age of thirty or so. To this end we may say goodbye to integrity, hug wishful thinking, and order reality away on the grounds that the fear-filled origins of religion happened too long ago to mean anything in this advanced and enlightened age. Tom says religion is mighty and bona fide and I’ve closed my eyes to its glory and overwhelming efficacy. I love him dearly and must recognize the possibility. Still, probability is far too strong a word for the efficacy of any religion, because all are based on unverifiable faith, which is defined in one dictionary as “strong belief in God or in the doctrines of a religion, based on spiritual apprehension rather than proof.” In other words, belief without any evidence whatsoever.

Identifying the difference between Bishop Taylor’s ill-managed fear and a well-guided fear is difficult, similar to finding the difference between superstition and religion. Superstition and religion are grounded on ritual and belief without objective evidence. Many argue that religion is based upon truth while superstition isn’t, but how can you tell the difference when there’s no objective evidence supporting any religion or superstition? However, the majority of the species believes in some kind of superstition, whether astrology or black cats or talismanic clothing. Tom says religion is goodness and ethics, leaving me struggling for the difference between types of wistful thinking, whether true or false, probably true or probably false, and religion, which often falls short of morality. 

We tuck the fear of death out of sight, into our back pockets, living with the quiet desperation that religious promises may only be wishful thinking. Tom says his heart tells him the opposite. No compendium of knowledge—not the Encyclopedia Britannica, nor the Internet, nor the Library of Congress—though filled with religious teachings and tomes, can tell us whether religion prevents death or a soul continues in existence after death. Religious promises of immortality objectively fall into the third or fourth Jeffersonian category; unverifiable as truth, improbable, perhaps possible, but more likely indistinguishable from superstition and lies. Tom disagrees, and I’m glad he does. Agreement would be boring.

Many religious people view unbelievers as ignorant or worse, and vice-versa, making dialogue difficult between the religious and nonreligious. Fortunately, Tom and I don’t have that problem. We agree that religion is about the nature of the objectively unknowable, no matter the source of or reason given for religious belief, which does make it similar to superstition. Tom insists that religious experience is reasonable, pointing to examples of faith healing and solace through faith. However, remission of disease occurs as effectively for the positive thinker as for the religious, while solace is entirely a state of mind, unrelated to the efficacy of the belief system providing the comfort. The odds of superstitious or religious acts influencing results can be calculated. Washing my car doesn’t make it rain, though experience might make me think otherwise. Belief in a particular religion allows me to honestly pray for rain, health, comfort, assistance, or for the glory of a particular god, the odds of which neither increase nor decrease as a result. Tom says he never prays for selfish reasons.

Prayer often asks an omnipotent god to change its mind and admit the god was wrong. Either the god wasn’t paying attention, isn’t omniscient, or the only proper prayer is for the glory of the prayed-to god. Tom says prayer is communication with God. Yet, rain dances by Native-American priests and prayers of the faithful don’t cause rain any more than superstitious actions increase the odds of winning a bet on a horserace, or wooing a fair damsel or lad. Still, no matter the lack of evidence, few agree that superstitious actions are as effective as religious prayers, though the distinction is illusive to me. Tom has no difficulty with the distinction.
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The Being of God is so comfortable, so convenient, so necessary to the felicity of mankind, that (as Tully admirably says) if God were not a necessary being of Himself, He might almost seem to be made on purpose for the use and benefit of man.

John Tillotson, Archbishop of Canterbury

Tillotson was extremely bright, graduating from Cambridge at age nineteen and marrying Oliver Cromwell’s niece.

Gods barricade us against the boogeyman and lend force to our curses. Without a god, existence would be meager for many, including most of our friends and relatives, no matter their apparent detachment from or affinity to religion. The concept of a god banishes the riddle of our existence and pretties down the terrors of nonexistence. The notion of a Supreme Being, true or false, bestows hefty psychological goodies.

Tom says life would be ridiculous without religion; for me life without ritual or folderol is sufficient by itself.

Animals learn death first at the moment of death; . . . man approaches death with the knowledge it is closer every hour, and this creates a feeling of uncertainty over his life, even for him who forgets in the business of life that annihilation is awaiting him. It is for this reason chiefly that we have philosophy and religion.

Arthur Schopenhauer

German philosopher Schopenhauer was intrigued by death as a corrective for life. He lived his last twenty-eight years as a recluse, always in competition with his mother, who was an established writer and crony of Goethe’s.

Philosophy and religion highlight the gravity of each individual’s impending death. Western religion suggests life would have no meaning if death were the end, while some philosophers believe that life is satisfactory by itself. Religion and philosophy could be seeking the answer to an invalid question based upon a false assumption that death or life has any significance at all. We don’t know the significance of life, but we can gauge the probabilities based on what we do know.

Our hope of immortality does not come from any religion, but clearly all religions come from that hope.

Robert Ingersoll

Ingersoll was an American lawyer, orator, and freethinker. A dashing colonel in the Civil War, he was a mouthpiece for Rutherford B. Hayes and famous on the lecture circuit for debunking superstition, which for him was indistinguishable from religion.

Ingersoll’s reference to hoped-for immortality applies only to Western religions. Non-immortality religions include Buddhism, Hinduism, Sikhism, and most Eastern religions, encompassing over half of the world’s population. But all religion hopes for something better, for certainty and peace. However, peace among religions is almost impossible to achieve, because religions disagree on the purpose of life and the means of avoiding death, while insisting that their vision of the unknown is the only proper one, allowing no other gods in the presence of their own.

Tom says ecumenicalism has its pluses and minuses.

The Museum of Religion in Glasgow, Scotland, features exhibits on the customs of marriage, birth, death, and dogma of the major world religions. At the exit a bulletin board provides a space for comments by visitors. When I visited in 1995, a note posted by a Christian complained bitterly that other religions were given space, insisting that no other god should be allowed alongside the Christian one. Tom would never write such a note.

Desire is indeed powerful; it engenders belief.

Marcel Proust

In his flaming youth, Proust surfaced at mid-afternoon and caroused until dawn. After his parents died, he turned to writing and aided the vindication of Dreyfus.  

The yearning for immortality fulfills a mental prophesy. Who, besides a potential client for assisted suicide, wants to die? An escape from death is at the top of our wish list, far more urgent than any other hoped-for event. That which is most coveted, such as immortality and the avoidance of death, may fulfill prophesies that create and sustain belief. No one knows for certain whether life exists after death. Because no objective evidence exists to support the possibility, it’s probably false.

Tom disagrees but is equally bereft of proof. I don’t know and will never know, and Tom won’t either.

The Political Uses of Religion

RELIGION IS THE OPIUM of the people. Religion is a kind of spiritual vodka in which the slaves of capitalism drown their human shape and their claim for any decent human life.

Lenin

Vladimir llyich Ulyanov Lenin would never have become a revolutionary if his oldest brother, for plotting against the czar, hadn’t been hung by his neck until dead. 

Religion unquestionably eases our pain and fear by focusing on a future life, diverting attention from the problems of the only life we know for certain. Tom says the truth of a life beyond this one does tend to diminish current problems. Religion is tough to differentiate from a drug or other pleasurable (or pain-relieving) activity. Tom says any activity—whether religion or any other passion—compulsively pursued, is like a drug. The relief and pleasures of religion are undeniably real, though the efficacy of religious belief is unknown and unknowable, its validity objectively remote—though not a lie, because not intentionally false. Tom says the efficacy of religious belief is well known to him.  It may make little ultimate difference how we spend our time or drown ourselves, whether working long hours, taking drugs or pain relievers, philosophizing, watching television or phone screens, working long hours, or immersing ourselves in any of our many religions. No matter the person or the choice, the result is eventual physical death, because life ends. Lenin’s accusation that religion creates capitalist slaves would apply equally to addictions stemming from career, sex, mountain climbing, motocross, gambling, or whatever we like to do, no matter under which economic, religious, or governmental system we live. If religion, drugs, making money, or philosophizing please us, we should arguably pursue our own happiness, as long as our actions are ethical, harming no one else.

The wretchedness of religion is at once an expression and a protest against real wretchedness. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the feeling of a heartless world, just as it is the spirit of unspiritual conditions. It is the opium of the people.

Karl Marx

In his “Critique of the Hegelian Philosophy of the Right” (1844), German journalist Karl Marx used the word opium in the sense of a pain reliever, for which opium was widely used at the time. The Marx family sprang from rabbis but converted to Lutheran when Marx was age six.

Religions are estimated to spend about one percent of their income on charity. However, since no religion publishes these statistics, they’re difficult to accurately estimate. Tom says the one percent estimate is close to accurate, citing the overhead of buildings and ministers. The 99 percent of religion not devoted to charity seeks to obscure the drudgery of human existence while its otherworld core may retard human progress by suggesting we passively accept our problems instead of trying to fix them.

Marx called religion the opium of the people. Whether it wants to or not, the Church consolidates and establishes injustice. It helps men forget their ills instead of curing them. Obsessed with the hereafter, the believer is indifferent to temporal things.

Raymond Aron

Despite this viewpoint, Aron, a French political philosopher and journalist, felt Marxism was anathema because it was totalitarian, a view that destroyed Aron’s prestige in leftist France.

No matter whether Christian, Muslim, Hindu, or other, religion tells us to accept earthly conditions as they exist. An ideal philosophy, religious or not, would try to improve temporal conditions instead of passively accepting injustice. Organized religion recognizes the importance of temporal justice but concentrates on temporarily improving the spiritual lot of believers or those subject to its recruitment.

Tom says religion is spread thin by providing sustenance to its own members, much less members of other religions and such as me.

Religion is excellent stuff for keeping common people quiet.

Napoleon Bonaparte

Napoleon was a brilliant general but regarded soldiers as mere cannon fodder. A coward at heart, he abandoned his defeated armies on four separate occasions. 

The comfort of promised immortality makes true believers relatively indifferent to temporal things. Because there are fewer “true” believers in industrialized nations, religion has less direct impact there but retards progress in the third world, where its influence is strongest. Tom says this isn’t entirely accurate but is in any event unintentional. Religion may perpetuate injustice by placing its adherents in camps separate from and theoretically superior to those believing in other religions or no religion at all. This is a major weakness of our many religions, pitting each against all of the others.

Dogma is less useful than cow dung.

Mao Zedong

Mao idealized Napoleon and George Washington.

Religion helps keep us quiet by supporting practically any government action. Tom agrees. For example, dogma was highly useful to politicians such as Mao Zedong because the religious follow the direction of religious leaders who almost always follow the dictates of government, which in turn generally defers to religion as long as religion hews the government’s party line. Cozy. Tom bemoans the failure of religion to always follow its own spiritual dictates. Religious dogma is more useful to the politician than fertilizer to a farmer while supremely useful to the true believer’s peace of mind.

Morality is the best of all devices for leading mankind by the nose.

Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche

Nietzsche was uncommonly moral, repudiating his association with Wagner because Wagner was an anti-Semite, also ending ties with his sister when she married an anti-Semite.

By morality, Nietzsche meant religion, which bases its claim for legitimacy on its avowed responsibility for morality. Religion is as closely related to morality as society. The Ten Commandments, for example, consist of four ethical admonitions that are the law in every country in the world irrespective of its dominant religion (don’t murder, steal, commit adultery, or give false evidence). The other six Commandments prohibit two mental sins (don’t covet the neighbor’s house or wife) and contain four prohibitions against tolerating other gods: These four have caused the deaths of millions in the Christian religion, among other religions, and among rival Christian sects, continuing this very instant in time. The ethical portion of the Ten Commandments are the ethics of the species, having no particular connection with any organized religion.

Tom says religion was the original founder of morality, though he knows full well that human ethics predated all religions. Religion, misidentified with morality, seeks to control the lives of most, in partnership with government.

Our religion, moreover, places the supreme happiness in humility, lowliness, and a contempt for worldly objects. . . . If our religion claims of us fortitude of soul, it is more to enable us to suffer than to achieve great deeds. . . . These principles seem to me to have made men feeble . . . an easy prey to evil-minded men, who can control them more securely, seeing that the great body of men, for the sake of gaining Paradise, are more disposed to endure injuries than to avenge them.

Niccolo Machiavelli

Machiavelli’s model for his prince was Cesare Borgia, son of the corrupt Pope Alexander III; perhaps because many of us are selfish, cowardly, stupid, treacherous, and gullible, rulers such as Cesare Borgia must use hypocrisy, cruelty, and deceit to instill the fear necessary to rule.

Machiavelli’s worldly objects may deserve contempt because they provide little or no ultimate satisfaction, similar to humility and lowliness. Great deeds may be only momentous, unclear as to their greatness a few days or centuries later, and often purchased with life itself. Religion may have contributed to the enfeebling of the species but has probably no more softened us as prey for evil-minded men, except for evil-minded religious men or evil-minded men who use religious men, than a species without religion. Because the removal of religion wouldn’t remove our other superstitions, it may have rendered us no feebler than we would otherwise be. Revenge is an unhappy emotion and usually, in my experience (and Tom’s), unethical.
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The Basis for Belief
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One must make a distinction between what God Himself has said and what the clergy has said in His name.

Claude Henri de Rouvroy, Comte de Saint-Simon

The founder of French Socialism, Claude Henri de Rouvroy fought on the American side in the Revolutionary War; he was a captain of the artillery at Yorktown at age sixteen.

The distinction between what a god has said and what the clergy has said in the name of a god renders all gods speechless. God fails to speak to nonfollowers and only speaks on occasions lacking witnesses from outside the particular religion.

Tom says the reality of religion is communication with God. 

The godly news of Christianity wasn’t written down until dozens of years after it supposedly occurred. On the other hand, the firm belief that a person has been spoken to by a god might convert any individual into clergy, as it did Tom. The only solution to unknowns, such as whether gods exist or talk to clergy, is to calculate the probabilities based on known circumstances. The origins and history of religion render the scenario improbable to me but not to Tom.

Faith may be defined briefly as an illogical belief in the occurrence of the improbable.

H.L. Mencken

Mencken—American editor, critic, and lexicographer—skewered the middle class, prudery, organized religion, and politics in his 1922 satire Prejudices. 

Faith is defined in dictionaries as belief in the unknowable, unsupported by objective evidence. Tom says religious experience is objective evidence, whereas I call it subjective. Whether belief without hard evidence is foolish boils down to personal choice. No belief that we hold personally is subjectively illogical or we wouldn’t believe it. Many of our beliefs, however, may be based on emotion instead of logic. Without empirical evidence of probability any belief is objectively illogical. Religious belief lacks objective evidence and is instead based on desire unrelated to the probability of its validity. Because neither superstition nor religion are supported by evidence, no clear distinction can be made between them, though both may provide comfort without substantial personal harm.

The immortality promised by Western religion seems contrary to common sense and thus improbable. Tom says it might be improbable except for religious experience. There is no evidence that anyone has risen from the dead or possesses an immortal soul.

Tom says Mencken’s statement and my myopia ignore religious experience.

The people in general have not, nor ever had, any reason or motive for adhering to the established religion, except that it was the religion of their political superiors.

John Stuart Mill

English political economist and philosopher John Stuart Mill read Plato and Herodotus in the original Greek at age eight.

J. S. Mill seems correct that our country’s dominant religion is usually the same as our political superiors, who include our parents. Our parents grew up with their religious beliefs, obtained from their parents, and passed them along to us. Parents remain our superiors long after our childhoods become history. Our social equals and other political superiors usually believe in the religion of our parents because the dominant religion is an integral part of every society.

Perhaps it is not without reason that we attribute facility in belief and conviction to simplicity and ignorance; for it seems to me I once learned that belief was a sort of impression made on our mind, and that the softer and less resistant the mind, the easier it was to imprint something on it.

Michel Eyquem de Montaigne

The hard-headed French philosopher and essayist Michel Eyquem de Montaigne suffered a non-French-speaking German tutor as a child, learning Latin as his native tongue.

Belief should be based on the probable truth of available evidence instead of the girth of our gullibility. Whether the mind is weak or strong, hope inflames belief. Montaigne may be generally correct that uneducated minds tend more toward faith and belief without evidence than do educated minds. The less we know, the less we’re able to assess new information, though we each pick and choose that which supports our preconceived conclusions—Tom and I are both guilty of this tendency. Of course, we should resist bare belief, which is possibility without probable or certain truth, relying only on facts and probabilities. Belief without evidence, except in dire circumstances, has little place in decision-making. Tom says impending death is a dire circumstance and everyone’s death is pending.

Hedging Bets

IF THERE IS A GOD, He is infinitely incomprehensible, having neither parts nor limits. He has no relation to us. We are therefore incapable of knowing what He is, or whether He is. This being so, who will dare to solve the problem? Not we, who have no relation to Him. . . . You must wager. . . . Which will you choose? . . . Let us weigh the gain and the loss in calling “heads” that God is. Let us weigh the two cases: if you win, you win all; if you lose you lose nothing. Wager then unhesitatingly that He is.

Blaise Pascal

Pascal was a child prodigy and one of the two inventors of the mechanical calculator. He also invented or discovered the barometer, the science of probability, projective geometry, the syringe, hydraulics, the adding machine and the wristwatch, abandoning science for religion at age thirty-one.

In Pensées, No. 418, Pascal seems to have gotten it right, identifying one primordial reason we believe in religion: Why not? It can’t hurt, though belief without evidence may be contrary to reason and personal integrity. If we’re incapable of knowing what a god is or whether it exists (identifying a god with a particular sex militates against the concept) the god idea seems inherently logical. Belief in a muddled concept floats one aimlessly along, leaving us bereft of logic or conscious navigation. But then, the hedging of bets is the most human of actions because it makes sense. Hedging bets succeeds even when the bet hedged is nonsensical. It might be as logical to believe in a unicorn parceling out immortality as to believe in any other unseen and spiritual creature, such as a god, but hedging bets remains a sure thing. Though hedging bets is completely logical, it is difficult to conceive of a god misled by bet-hedging boot-licking sycophants. Uneasy belief haunts many. But then, a merciful god may forgive us anything and everything. Tom says he doesn’t hedge bets.

Men have contempt for religion, and fear that it is true.

Blaise Pascal

Many have a general contempt for and fear of religion, though others believe with neither fear nor contempt. The uneducated fear religion, whereas many educated people hold it in contempt, concluding that religious dogma and rules are the stuff of ancient nonsense; other educated people find religion completely logical. Many fear religion because it might be valid. If religion is valid, which religion is the correct one out of this extremely crowded field? Tom bets on Roman Catholicism. Perhaps we’re left with the kernel of religion, that a god created us and expects us to be good (whatever that means), requiring us to act ethically. There’s no reason not to act ethically, whether religion is valid or invalid. The right thing is right whether religion is balderdash or gospel. Tom says he agrees completely, though many religious would disagree.

In an absolutely corrupt age, such as the one we are living in, the safest course is to do as the others do.

Marquis de Sade

Donatien Alphonse Francois, Comte de Sade, provided us with the word for sadism (in La Nouvelle Justine, ou les Malheurs de la vertu) and died insane. 

When safety is first, truth is last, bowing to the corruption that governed then, governs now, and likely shall forever govern our lives evermore. Tom says amen with resonance.

The Nature and Existence of God

I DO NOT SEE THE DIFFERENCE between avowing that there is no God, and implying that nothing definite can be known about Him.

John Henry Newman

The English cardinal and writer John Henry Newman was a Church of England cleric before converting to Roman Catholicism in 1845; he had great influence on both religions.

If nothing definite can be said about a god (with or without internal contradiction), perhaps the god can’t logically exist. Newman seems to obscure instead of clarifying. This to me makes his statement of little substance. Tom says God is beyond our comprehension, and I feel like resting my case. But we must be sufficiently objective as to have no case.

IRRELIGION, n. The principal one of the great faiths in the world.

Ambrose Bierce, The Enlarged Devil’s Dictionary

Bierce wrote two of the world’s most famous short stories: Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge and The Most Dangerous Game. Born in 1842, he disappeared in Mexico in 1914.

A 2018 Pew Research poll found that 80 percent of Americans believe in a god (23 percent as a higher power or spirituality; 57 percent the god of the Bible) and 20 percent don’t (though 9 percent believe in a higher power). Because religion has had and continues to have enormous influence, particularly in poverty-stricken countries, analysis is hardly wasted. Practical experience suggests that most in the first world are irreligious but won’t admit it. We have little faith, which is the mark of a rational creature. Tom says religion is emotional, not irrational. 

The argument that there must be a First Cause is one that cannot have any validity. . . . If anything must have a cause, then God must have a cause. If there can be anything without a cause, it may just as well be the world as God.

Bertrand Russell

Bertrand Russell’s first independent intellectual action was to refuse to accept Euclidean geometry because its axioms required acceptance without proof, without a cause. 

Perhaps gods are self-creating or have always existed, birthing from nothing, which is the only possible religious explanation. The probability that a god created itself is difficult to calculate because without evidence gods are on the same footing as a universe just happening or creating itself. Physics theorizes that the universe was created from near nothingness but lacks a theory of where the near nothingness came from. A god creating itself is no more probable than that the universe just happened. Evidence abounds that the universe exists, but there is no evidence that a god exists or created the universe except for the argument that the universe must have been created by a god instead of an equally talented unicorn. Tom says I lack spirituality, and I concede his point, scratching my head at his meaning of spirituality, since I have little interest in material things.

The Power of Faith

THERE IS NO CREED SO false but faith can make it true.

Henry David Thoreau

Thoreau worked as a handyman for Ralph Waldo Emerson; he was a quiet worker whose pacifism inspired Gandhi and Martin Luther King, Jr.

God exists for those who are able to believe without evidence and who wish above all that there may be a god. Belief without evidence may be wishful thinking but provides comfort for countless millions. Wishing gods into existence is a powerful elixir. Tom says religious experience proves God for him, and I sincerely hope for his sake that he’s absolutely correct. For me, the concept is without discernible substance and is meaningless.

The Creation

THAT THE UNIVERSE WAS formed by a fortuitous concourse of the atoms, I will no more believe than that the accidental jumbling of the alphabet should fall into a most ingenious treatise on Philosophy.

Jonathan Swift

Jonathan Swift, the Irish satirist, was ordained an Anglican priest in 1695. For my money, his Gulliver’s Travels is among the greatest writing in the English language.

Either the universe and its physical laws are fortuitous or a particular god, whichever one we choose as our favorite, is fortuitous. Any god we don’t believe in is fortuitous, which includes the vast majority of the world’s gods.

Evolutionary competition creates and destroys species similar to the human species, creating and outgrowing the gods of ancient Greece, Rome, Egypt, and Norseland. Religions are founded on the myths that sustain us today, the meaning of which no religion agrees upon. The Hindu religion is the fountainhead of Western religion, first writing down the stories later adopted by the Jews, Christians, and Muslims in their holy books, about creation and the great flood when glaciers melted, and the origin of the species.

On the ultimate question of universe evolution versus god creation, we simply don’t know, but we can calculate the probabilities. We know that before we could write, we created gods, and the gods we believe in today are an amalgam of or substantially similar to the gods we believed in before the Dark Ages.

Gods appear to be a product of our fears and creativity—except for religious experience, says Tom. I ask him whether religious experience is more akin to a dream or a nightmare, and he says I’m a real wisecracker. No one has the slightest idea where the universe ultimately came from. Our guesses and the legends of its origin are as cogent as an accidental jumbling of atoms creating a god.

No myth of miraculous creation is so marvelous as the fact of man’s evolution.

Robert Briffault

Briffault was a British surgeon, a novelist, and an anthropologist who wrote on myths in primitive society (which could easily include our own). His Rational Evolution was published in 1930. 

A god could as easily ordain evolution as roll up its sleeves and create. Tom wholeheartedly agrees. We can only calculate the probability of a god’s existence against the fact of evolution—denied by many religious fundamentalists who could as easily adopt evolution as the handiwork of their god. No evidence has been found for the existence of our millions of gods throughout history, whether Egyptian, Roman, or any of our current candidates; Hindus alone offer 330 million gods. Though evolution may be relatively certain, it neither proves nor disproves a god, though disproving fabulous stories of creation.

Who Created Whom?

MAN HAS CREATED GOD, not God man. The priest is the personification of falsehood.

Giuseppe Garibaldi

Italian patriot Giuseppe Garibaldi fought in South American wars of independence from 1836 to 1848. He was invited by President Lincoln to lead the Union Army in 1861 but declined because Lincoln wouldn’t declare it a war against slavery; by 1870 Garibaldi had unified Italy.

Garibaldi’s suggested falsity of religion never was nor is intentional. Priests, similar to cogs in any bureaucracy, may be required to compromise principle to preserve themselves. Examples include the Curia and the leadership of all organized religions, which are bureaucratic institutions with the weakness endemic to all. Tom wholeheartedly agrees. Falsehood and truth are often in the mind of the beholder. We should strive for certainty, always seeking, upgrading the possible to the probable before believing. We probably created gods, though a god could possibly have created us. The former is certain, and the latter is not uncertain to the point of falsehood.

We men have made our gods in our own image. I think that horses, lions, oxen too, had they but hands would make their gods like them. Horse-gods for horses, oxen-gods for oxen.

Hesiod

Hesiod, known as the father of Greek didactic poetry, wrote hundreds of stories, including Pandora’s Box.

The Christian religion says the species was formed in the image of the Christian god, which disregards how nasty we can be and the unknowable nature of any god. It was once considered blasphemous to describe the Christian god with human characteristics, because that would limit the god’s character. Gods created by human imagination always mirror human attributes. Tom says God’s essence is unknowable.

If we assume that man actually resembles God, then we are forced into the impossible theory that God is a coward, an idiot, and a blunderer.

H.L. Mencken

Mencken reported the Scopes trial, which he dubbed the “monkey trial,” bringing him a notoriety that he loved to feed. 

Religion believes that the species can improve to a point nearing perfection, resembling a god. Because few can agree on what constitutes perfection, we might better settle for ethics, the formula for which we may be able to partially agree upon. Tom sadly thinks ethics isn’t enough.

I do not pretend to be able to prove that there is no God. I equally cannot prove that Satan is a fiction. The Christian God may exist; so may the Gods of Olympus, or of ancient Egypt, or of Babylon. But no one of these hypotheses is more probable than any other; they lie outside the region of even probable knowledge, and therefore there is no reason to consider any of them.

Bertrand Russell

The existence of all gods is equally probable because there’s neither objective evidence to distinguish them from one another nor proof that they exist, nothing to grab onto. Before the existence of anything can be considered probable some objective proof is required. The foundation of all myth, superstition, and religion is not only impossible to prove but they lack objective evidence and are therefore logically improbable. Tom says what he always says, the same as I do.

The Nature of God

RELIGION IS THE IDOL of the mob; it adores everything it does not understand.

Frederick II

To escape the harshness of his father, the future king of Prussia (he would become known as Frederick the Great) tried escaping with his best friend to England and the protection of his uncle George II, but his father uncovered the escape plot, threw Frederick in jail, and made him watch the beheading of his friend. 

We adore those things we don’t understand, loving the marvelous in direct proportion to its impossibility and, when we have the power, banishing those who disagree with our vision of the unknowable. Religion’s perfect knowledge of the unknown and unknowable is the foil of knowledge. Tom says that’s because religion’s importance exceeds that of knowledge.

The idea of God stands for the possible attempt at an impossible conception. We know nothing about the nature of God.

Edgar Allen Poe

Poe’s fiancée married another man when she mistakenly thought Poe had abandoned her.

We know nothing about the nature of any god because there’s no way for us to find out. Tom says regular church attendance and Bible study may guide us to a religious experience that introduces us to God. I balk on the grounds that the concept of a god is paradoxical because it is contradictory. No being can be good, omnipotent, and allow evil to flourish. A good god surely would avoid the slaughter of beings made in its image and would refuse to discriminate between them based on their wretched understanding of things impossible to grasp. And who created this god, anyway?


And I say to mankind, Be not curious about God,

For I, who am curious about each, am not curious about God . . .

I hear and behold God in every object, yet understand God not in the least . . .



Walt Whitman

Whitman’s Leaves of Grass was applauded in England but banned in Boston by the Society for the Suppression of Vice.

To Whitman and most of us, God is naturally considered the equivalent of nature and its wonders. There is no evidence of a god other than what we perceive in nature, which is evidence of nothing specific. Nothing in nature insists it was created by a god. We reason that nature is marvelous, largely beyond our ability to copy or fully understand, and therefore nature must have been created by a superior being we call God. We assume that nature was created instead of evolving or being evolved, whether under the guidance of a good or bad god or by itself. However, assumptions are neither evidence nor exhibits. 

Whether there are gods or not we cannot say, and life is too short to find out.

Protagoras of Adera

When Protagoras, a Stoic philosopher, was accused of impiety against the Greek gods, his books were publicly burned and he was exiled from Athens for life.

All the lives ever lived, strung end to end, are too short to resolve whether there are one or more gods. We can only calculate the probabilities based on the available evidence within the little time we have available.

Religion and Superstition

IN DARK AGES PEOPLE are best guided by religion, as in a pitch-black night a blind man is the best guide; he knows the roads and paths better than a man who can see. When daylight comes, however, it is foolish to use blind, old men as guides.

Heinrich Heine

Heine, a German lyric poet and critic, wrote the most popular traditional songs in Europe, inspiring over six thousand compositions by Schubert, Mendelssohn, Liszt, and Wagner. 

The mostly undisputed good stuff of Western religion are its few ethical commandments and a theoretical ticket for immortality. The ethical rules of religion are identical to the ethics of society in all countries and cultures: Don’t pillage, rape, or murder unless told to do so by government based on real or perceived threats by other gods, nations, or ethnic groups. The beliefs of all religions are based on the historical conditions from which they sprang. The Jewish and Muslim religions forbid their followers to eat pork, a restriction perhaps based on historical dangers to health that remain partly valid because of trichinosis in meat inadequately cooked. Individual health is unrelated to ethics, which defines behavior toward others. Whether Western religion provides a ticket to immortality is unknown and improbable. Tom feels his immortality is a slam dunk.

Religions are born and may die, but superstition is immortal.

Will Durant and Ariel Durant

Will Durant’s bestseller, The Story of Philosophy, allowed the Durants to quit academia and devote forty years to writing the eleven volumes of The Story of Civilization.

Neither superstition nor the species is literally immortal, though many of us trust superstition in various forms, whether astrology, repetition, numbers systems, or, some might say, religion. Tom says religion is ethics and immortality. Religions seldom die but instead refold and change shape, such as Hinduism and Zoroastroism into Judaism; Judaism and Mithraism into Christianity and Islam.

It was either under Persian influence or by a parallel development of thought that the later Judaism came to believe in a future life, a resurrection, a last judgment, heaven and hell, a cosmic duel between right and darkness, and a divine Savior. A cynic might even say that we owe more to Zarathustra than to Moses. . . . December 25th is the birthday, not of Christ, but of Mithras the Invincible Sun. Isis of many names has acquired a new one as the Madonna.

William R. Inge

As the dean of Saint Paul’s Cathedral, the English clergyman and theologian William Ralph Inge was called the gloomy dean because of his pessimism, though he sounds like a realist to me.

The major Western and Middle Eastern religions are related to each other, sharing almost identical myths, changing the names of their celestial actors but boasting nothing new under the sun. A realist might say that religion is the enduring superstition of the species, changing with our myths. Tom says the common roots prove religion’s essential truth.


Vain are the thousand creeds

That move men’s hearts; unutterably vain . . .



Emily Brontë, Last Lines

Perhaps the greatest and least known of the three famous Brontë sisters, Emily died of tuberculosis at age thirty.

Vanity, conceit, egotism, narcissism, and pride are likely characteristics of the most intelligent species on any planet. We assume, because of and notwithstanding our intelligence, that we can escape death through ritual and old-time religion. We figure the best way to avoid death is by belief and good works, based on the earliest marching orders of our parents and church, no matter the parents and no matter the church, synagogue, mosque, temple, or shrine. Pretending to be gods a-budding is vanity itself, nurturing a hope that we’ll never die. We believe we’re too precious to die, which is unutterably vain. Tom says we have a right to be vain, having been made in the image of God. I must say, old chap, yon God can be quite the sociopath.

The rational attitude of a thinking mind toward the supernatural, whether in natural or revealed religion, is that of skepticism as distinguished from belief on one hand, and from atheism on the other. . . .The notion of a providential government by an omnipotent Being for the good of his creatures must be entirely dismissed. . . . The possibility of life after death rests on the same footing—if a boon which this powerful Being who wishes well to man, may have the power to grant. . . . The whole domain of the supernatural is thus removed from the region of Belief into that of simple Hope; and in that, for anything we can see, it is likely to remain.

John Stuart Mill

This English economist and philosopher founded one of the first women’s suffrage movements in 1867.

There’s no middle ground between belief and nonbelief, between theism and atheism. The question of whether a god exists is identical to the question of pregnancy; either there’s one or more gods or there aren’t. Either the laws of biology and physics govern the universe, or a god governs the universe, perhaps through the laws of physics and biology. God and no god cannot both be true. Mill incorrectly chooses skepticism when his only choice was between belief and atheism, though he may have discerned a lack of evidence for either. Belief in a slight pregnancy is only belief; reality tends to an obligation for child support.

The devil is at the origin of the first misfortune of mankind. . . . So, we know that this dark and disturbing spirit really exists, and that he still acts with treacherous cunning; he is the secret enemy that sows errors and misfortunes in human history . . . who finds his way into us by way of the senses, the imagination, lust, utopian logic, or disorderly social contacts in the give and take of life.

Pope Paul VI

Paul VI was conciliatory toward other faiths and atheists but not toward birth control, based on his 1968 encyclical.

For this pope, the existence of gods and devils was proved by belief. Our first misfortune came from the picking of a devilish apple of knowledge, proving through myth that a devil exists. More logically, our first fortune was knowledge, represented in Western religion by the forbidden apple. The Garden of Eden myth pegs women as the root of evil, a perception of patriarchal religions frustrated in their dealings with (and celibacy away from) women, blaming women for the first misfortune of mankind. Women are the basis for lust, imagination, utopian logic, and disorderly social contacts, the same as men. The real enemy of mankind is ourselves (ask Pogo), which isn’t a well-kept secret from males or females. Only we mess up our lives. Until we’re entirely responsible for our actions, we tend to dry sticks, leaning on the crutches of religion and superstition.

Still, instead of trusting what their own minds tell them, men have as a rule a weakness for trusting others who pretend to supernatural sources of knowledge.

Arthur Schopenhauer

Schopenhauer’s idea of the unconscious influenced Freud.

Trusting others, custom, tradition, and religion is easier and more socially acceptable than thinking for and depending on ourselves, though ultimately and practically, we can only trust ourselves. No other person, organization, or polity can better know our personal situation or what’s best for us. Groups, no matter their conceptual authority or expertise, are poorly equipped to tell ethical individuals what to do. Supernatural sources of knowledge remain forever apocryphal, farfetched, and suspect. Tom disagrees with the last part.

My mind is incapable of conceiving such a thing as a soul. I may be in error, and man may have a soul; but I simply do not believe it.

Thomas Alva Edison

Edison’s first school declared him addled, so his mother educated him at home; he named his first two children Dot and Dash. Edison is also quoted as saying, “I have never seen the slightest scientific proof of the religious theories of heaven and hell, of future life for individuals, or of a personal God” and “Religion is all bunk.” 

Religion isn’t completely bunk if it offers peace of mind and social interaction to those who would otherwise have less or if it tolerates Tom living forever. The idea of a soul lacks foundation, though Tom says religious experience proves its existence. No other evidence supports religious dogma, heaven, the hell denied by nonfundamentalist religions, immortality, or a god. Religion may be, however, worse than bunk if it perpetuates or contributes to intolerance, war, or the poverty to which we’ll later see it linked by many philosophers. Tom says the bad parts can be excised. But I can’t imagine religion, without frittering away its flock, rejecting prohibitions on birth control; and I can’t see any religion (except Buddhism and the Baha’i faith) admitting that other religions are equally valid. Ignoring the question of validity, the almost universal religious prohibition against birth control and every religion’s asserted superiority over others are the two glaring flaws of religion.
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