
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for In Good Faith

			 

			“I can’t think of another book with which I disagree so strongly that has engaged me as deeply as this one. Scott Shay makes the case for religious belief with deep scholarship, clear logic, and great civility. It would be wonderful if other advocates on both sides would take up this discourse in a similarly civil manner.”

			—BARNEY FRANK, Former Member of the House of Representatives 

			“In Good Faith is an extraordinary and beautifully written book, which offers an important new perspective. In Good Faith sets the stage for a fruitful dialogue between believers and nonbelievers in the discussion of faith and scientific rationality. Scott Shay argues that monotheists and atheists can be on the same side and combat idolatry together. His definition of idolatry as a dangerous deification of finite beings and ideas clarifies that modern rational critiques of religion can actually be helpful in clearing monotheism of its idolatrous streams.” 

			—MONSIGNOR TOMAS HALIK, Professor of Sociology, Charles University and President of Czech Christian Academy

			“This book is an inspired and profound exposition on the pitfalls of the idolatries of our age. What a remarkable manifesto on the rationality and indeed the beauty of faith as well as the ugliness and betrayals of idolatry! I hope that my fellow Muslims will give this book a fair hearing. It will only strengthen their own faith in the One and Only God who we all worship.” 

			—PROFESSOR KHALED ABOU EL FADL, UCLA School of Law

			“Sit down with Shay as he speaks of his faith, and the reasons he is a serious Jew. Here is an honest account of how a modern person finds meaning and purpose in a thoughtful consideration of ancient texts.” 

			—PROFESSOR LAURIE ZOLOTH, PH.D., Dean and Margaret E. Burton Professor of Religion and Ethics, The University of Chicago Divinity School

			“Scott Shay has written a vigorous, well-informed, and highly readable defense of faith in a secular age. Impressive in its scope and depth, it should be read by Jews, Christians, and Muslims, as well as skeptics, for they will find in it the reflective wisdom of one who has thought long and hard about the human struggle against idolatry in all its forms.” 

			—RABBI LORD JONATHAN SACKS, Professor of Law and Ethics, Kings College

			“Friedrich Schleiermacher’s On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers (1799) took on the major arguments of the enlightened intelligentsia of his day. He, thereby, revived Christianity and enabled it to thrive in the rise of reason and science. So Schleiermacher is known as the father of modern theology. Scott Shay’s In Good Faith has picked up that historic baton and bridges believers and non-believers, of all religious persuasions, into a compelling twenty-first century story about why faith matters for healthy human communities today.”

			—PROFESSOR DWIGHT N. HOPKINS, University of Chicago Divinity School

			“In Good Faith is a tour-de-force! Scott Shay considers a wide array of scholarly and popular arguments, sources, narratives, and conversations regarding religion, morality, and text in making a modern case for the plausibility and rationality of religion. In reading through its pages, I felt I was examining a twenty-first century companion to Schleiermacher’s classic On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultural Despisers. Written in a clear and engaging fashion, In Good Faith will deservedly capture the attention of thoughtful persons interested in questions of faith and doubt, good and evil. I recommend it highly!” 

			—RABBI DAVID ELLENSON, Chancellor Emeritus of Hebrew Union College, Jewish Institute of Religion

			“Scott Shay invites you to a friendly but serious conversation with someone who is honest, learned, and sincere on a topic that requires far more nuanced exchanges than mere tweets and sound bites at a time when idolaters, both atheists and monotheists, are misusing and misrepresenting religions, misinterpreting and misappropriating the Bible to further their base ambitions while ignoring God’s rational and compassionate visions for humanity and the world that are articulated in the Bible and practiced and valued by rational and modern believers. Whether one is a skeptic, Jew, Christian, Muslim, atheist, humanist, spiritual but not religious, or non-affiliate, you are in for an intellectual and spiritual treat if you dare to be open and honest about your own rationale for and experience of your belief or unbelief.”

			—PROFESSOR URIAH Y. KIM, Dean of Graduate Theological Union 

			“Scott Shay, in a deeply personal, yet academically rigorous study, shows why it is rational to believe in God, especially in this modern era. Modernity is deeply grounded in the great monotheistic religions, which created and inspired societal structures that value equality, justice, morality, ethics, and care for the needy. This book defends those foundations against the common atheist argument that our modern values have emerged from secularism. Shay demonstrates why both faith and reason are necessary in our era. Whether from the political left or right, deeply religious or secular, readers will benefit from Shay’s insights as to how good faith can help heal our fractured society.” 

			—PATRICK MCHENRY, U.S. Congressman, North Carolina

			“In Good Faith is written with sincerity, honesty, and intelligence. The book presents ideas in a straightforward manner without overbearing theological and philosophical language and without a dogmatic tone. In Good Faith reveals a depth of knowledge by Shay of the religious situation in contemporary western society and especially in America. I hope that many readers take advantage of this resource. They will be intellectually rewarded for having done so.” 

			—PROFESSOR SAYYED HOSSEIN NASR, Islamic Studies, Washington University

			“Meticulously researched, Scott attempts to answer the age-old question: whether you can be a person of science and reason and a believer in God. Scott answers that question with a resounding yes. The reader of this book will have an opportunity to examine their own faith journey and square their understanding of the rational world with our spiritual selves.” 

			—HEIDI HEITKAMP, U.S. Senator, North Dakota

			“Scott Shay brings an important contribution and perspective to the current cultural conversation regarding religion and atheism. Well researched and engagingly written, In Good Faith reintroduces discussion surrounding a term we don’t hear of much anymore…‘idolatry.’ The author has done extensive research across a wide range of viewpoints, and presents rational and compelling arguments that any thinking person will be forced to reckon with. I believe this volume will give clarity and voice to those who feel that religion is ‘under assault.’ I highly recommend this book!” 

			—PASTOR ROBERT STEARNS, Executive Director of Eagles Wings

			“In Good Faith should encourage those who believe in God that their faith is well founded and rationally consistent, while challenging atheists to reexamine the rationality of their own position.”

			—REVEREND DR. JOHN CARLINI, President of the Center of Spiritual, Personal, and Relationship Growth

			“Scott Shay has written a remarkable, inspiring, and informative book that offers a serious and sustained alternative to the common, familiar way of defending the reasonableness of transcendental faith. The argumentative strategy adopted by the author relies on showing that present-day neo-atheism, by conflating idolatry and monotheism, is unable to understand why and how monotheistic religions radically break with idolatry, the root of evil. Written in a non-technical language accessible to non-specialist readers, In Good Faith argues that the three religions of the Book, far from constituting an impediment to the advancement of scientific knowledge, actually encourage it. This finely argued book will enhance the use of the Bible in a variety of fields. It is essential reading for economists concerned with the foundations of their discipline and for policy makers seeking to cope with the challenges of the so-called hyper-modernity, as well as for historians, moral philosophers, and theologians. Through a careful theological, exegetical, and hermeneutical method, Scott’s account is at once timely, novel, and provocative. A captivating read.”

			—STEFANO ZAMAGNI, Professor of Economics, University of Bologna and Pontifical Academy of Social Sciences

			“Kudos to Scott Shay for tackling atheism’s staunchest and most vocal adherents with sensitivity, accessibility, humor and intelligence. His is a committed voice of faith, shaped by erudition and experience, unafraid to stand up for his convictions in a time of persistent doubt.”

			—DR. ERICA BROWN, Associate Professor, George Washington University School of Education and Development and Director, Mayberg Center for Jewish Education and Leadership

			“Scott Shay sets out to prove that one could believe in God and read the Bible as a modern and rational person. In a lucid and engaging fashion—using sources ranging from Hammurabi to Plato to Constantine to Shakespeare to Freud to the Maori—he tackles the concept of idolatry, the morality of the Bible, the problem of evil, the existence of God, the historicity of the Bible, and faith and prayer. I believe that line by line, chapter by chapter, Shay has not only given the New Atheists a run for their money, but has emerged victorious. In Good Faith is a tour de force.” 

			—RABBI DAVID GOLINKIN, Professor of Talmud and Jewish Law,  The Schechter Institute and President Emeritus, The Schechter Institute

			“Scott Shay invites everyone to the table: Jews, Christians, Muslims, scientific rationalists, and skeptics of all stripes. But it’s for the serious purpose of showing how belief in the God of the Abraham religions can be an ally of scientific inquiry and efforts to build bridges of understanding in today’s multi-religious and secular age. Undergraduates and adult learners in faith communities will find here much food for thought, as well as some delightful storytelling.” 

			—BISHOP JAMES MASSA, Catholic Diocese of Brooklyn, Former Executive Director of the Secretariat for Ecumenical and Interreligious Affairs,  United States Conference of Catholic Bishops

			“Shay presents a sensitive reading of the Hebrew Bible. Using stories from his own life and from history, he argues persuasively that we must all join forces to resist the evils of idolatry in our own time.” 

			—CLAIRE E. SUFRIN, Associate Professor of Instruction and Assistant Director of Jewish Studies, Crown Family Center for Jewish and Israel Studies

			“Scott. A. Shay has made an invaluable contribution by his most readable and logically compelling In Good Faith. He demonstrates why the Bible is still—after thousands of years—one of the most well read books in every generation, why to be a religionist is at least as relevant and intellectually satisfying in our modern age as it is to be an atheist, and how belief in God can direct an intelligent and sensitive person towards a more meaningful and ethically-charged life. It is a must-read especially for every sensitive young adult thinking about how to live his or her life!” 

			—RABBI SHLOMO RISKIN, Founder and Chancellor of the  Ohr Torah Stone Institutions

			“Scott A. Shay is neither an academic nor a theologian, but he thinks and writes like one. A banker, he could have been a lawyer as well, presenting a formidable defense and a critical, rational analysis of faith and reason to eliminate the idolatry within them. With a touch of humility and a sense of humor, with a multidisciplinary perspective, he takes us on an intellectual journey towards believing in God and reading the scriptures in good faith. Through In Good Faith, Scott A. Shay ‘places us at the intersection of what needs to be done and what we can do to achieve a better world in light of perfect truth.’” 

			—SALIBA SARSAR, Professor of Political Science, Monmouth University

			“In his book In Good Faith, Scott Shay reminds us that faith is as much a journey of the mind as of the heart. Shay’s passion for defending religion and belief is rigorously argued with traditional texts, excerpts from conversations with religious leaders, and anecdotes from his life experiences.” 

			—RABBI DEBORAH JOSELOW

			“Monotheism has generated astonishing leaps of ethical consciousness from Moses to Rumi to Martin Luther King Jr. for reasons this book seeks to understand. This book contains the foundational truths as to why a Monk, Imam, Rabbi, or Bible Rapper would dedicate their lives to Ethical Monotheism. In my work as an educator, I encounter people daily who struggle with their faith. Shay’s book will give them doubts about their doubts.” 

			—MATT BARR, Bible Rapper and Educator 

			“In Good Faith is extremely powerful and thought provoking and is a must read for anyone interested in trying to comprehend the interchange between religion, society and social justice. In highlighting how actions in the name of religion have been abused, he dissects the real differences between belief, atheism and idolatry and thereby provides a fresh, new take on these conversations which were previously stuck in a rut. Scott Shay, systematically in easy prose untangles the misconceived perception that religion lays at the root of idolatry, of self-interest, self-enrichment and aggrandizement and shows that the reverse is true. Shay successfully describes how religion has been misinterpreted and abused to justify the behavior of idolatry in the name of religious piety.” 

			—NICHOLAS WOLPE, CEO, Liliesleaf
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			INTRODUCTION

			God and Sushi

			“I’ll have a dragon roll.” 

			My business acquaintance placed his sushi order with our waiter one rainy afternoon in May 2013 before returning his attention to me: “As for you, well, as a believer you have it all wrong. Why should anyone in his or her right mind believe in God? We should be enthroning man instead.” 

			A successful businessman, my lunch companion was also a proudly self-proclaimed atheist. Fussing with his hoisin sauce, he went on to say that humankind is all there is, and that we should act to honor and improve man and woman through science and reason, not religion. “We humans can figure out right from wrong for ourselves without the help of some nonexistent god or his or its imagined laws,” he asserted confidently. “We should not waste our time on worshipping some made-up god.” 

			His argument seemed reasonable enough, even seductive. Still, I couldn’t help think—between the appetizers and a tantalizing seared tuna steak—that I just did not share his point of view. 

			Are we earthly inhabitants of Carl Sagan’s Pale Blue Dot really knowledgeable enough to dismiss the idea of God and to substitute ourselves atop the cosmic pyramid? What does it really mean “to enthrone man,” anyway? I couldn’t help but picture gilt-framed portraits of pompous French kings. Most of all, I couldn’t accept my colleague’s visceral dismissal of religion. Religious teachings are the foundation of my personal and communal morality as a Jew, and of most of modern global morality too, or so it seems to me. Because we had other items to discuss, I kept these reflections to myself, but I did take the opportunity to respond to my companion with H. L. Mencken’s famous quip: “For every complex problem, there is an answer that is clear, simple, and wrong.”

			I don’t embrace Mencken’s views on God; he was, after all, a well-known nonbeliever. But his words on problem solving are peerless. At minimum, they helped steer the encounter back to business issues.

			 

			Doubt Is in The Air 

			As I went back to my office after the lunch, I felt somewhat overwhelmed. Before the lunch, I had just come off a week in which a fellow congregant at my synagogue told me that after all these years of showing up faithfully to daily prayer services, he still wasn’t sure whether there was a God—and in which a Christian colleague who had made serious financial sacrifices to send his children to a private Catholic school told me he goes back and forth as to whether all the God stuff is just bunk. I had also just finished reading James Kugel’s bestselling How to Read the Bible for the second time, which a good friend had pointed out to me had so little to say about the Bible’s contemporary relevance that he was unwilling to recommend it to others. I enjoyed reading How to Read the Bible and was intrigued by its philological and historical critical explanations as well as its description of many types of traditional interpretations. But like my friend, I was struck with what How to Read the Bible—like many books that approach the Bible from a historical perspective—could not explain. Namely, why so many great modern figures—from Martin Luther King Jr., to Nelson Mandela, or even the founders of feminism like Frances Willard—would find such inspiration for their life’s work in the Bible. I was not sure why a reader of How to Read the Bible, unfamiliar with the Bible’s stories and not primarily interested in historical biblical criticism, would actually want to read the Good Book or consider it good. 

			 

			“Mind If I Ask You A Question?”

			For me, though, this particularly dramatic week of religious confessions actually fit a familiar pattern. These were far from the first conversations in which an acquaintance had volunteered a view about God or the Bible to me. After years of volunteer work for Jewish charities, and having authored a book on the subject of American Jewry, I evidently come across as a usual suspect in whatever gin joint I enter. 

			Initially, I was surprised that so many people chose to “talk God” with me. I’m not a rabbi, nor could I play one in community theater. Though I’m known in my circles as a believer, my previous book did not address Judaism as a set of teachings, so at first I was baffled that God kept entering the conversation. I was left wondering what was going on, until one day it dawned on me that for many American Jews, doubts about God spill over into feelings about the Jewish people. After all, if there is no God, then we ought to shelve the Bible in the folklore and mythology section of the local library, between Hans Christian Andersen and the Brothers Grimm. So why bother with all the fuss about strengthening the Jewish community? Sure, an argument could be made for keeping the Jews around as a distinct people with distinct values for the sake of global cultural diversity. That’s a worthy enough cause, but it hardly ranks with working against nuclear proliferation or fighting poverty. As for preserving the Jewish community as a means of preserving a Jewish religion based on an ancient and outdated fiction—really? Not to mention holding on to the baggage of some politically incorrect myth about covenant and chosen-ness? Don’t those concepts smack of chauvinism, perhaps even racism? 

			Further, since I proudly practice my Judaism, many Christian and Muslim friends, colleagues, and acquaintances over the years have felt comfortable sharing their personal views and doubts about their own religions with me, whether at the annual holiday party (often after one too many Heinekens) or even at a New York Knicks game (surely a test of anyone’s faith in its own right, given their on-court performance in the last few decades). 

			In the course of these conversations, I came to understand that people held one of three perspectives. 

			The first perspective goes something like this: “You seem like such a reasonable fellow, so how is it that you buy all this God stuff? Please don’t tell me you believe in Santa Claus and the Tooth Fairy, too?” “…Come on, haven’t we civilized moderns outgrown all of that?” Or this: “And the Bible is just so primitive and obscure, it is no longer relevant to educated adults.” These people believe that the book Religion for Dummies should have been titled Religion Is for Dummies. 

			The second perspective sounds like this: “I definitely believe in God, but I know it’s completely irrational.” It’s as if they are confessing to parking their reason at the door simply because their hearts tell them to do so. As if they agree that there is no distinction to be made between belief in the God of Abraham and belief in superheroes, since most got their religious education from after-school and Sunday school lessons that were about as convincing as infomercials. 

			The third perspective is more like this: “I think you can be modern and educated and religious, but the atheists are right—you don’t necessarily need religion or God to be good, and frankly some aspects of the Bible seem more than a little questionable to the modern reader.” I count myself as a fellow traveler in this third group. But it was not always so. 

			There was a time I would not have picked up a Bible voluntarily either, and God was frankly irrelevant. I was one of many refugees from Hebrew school in the 1970s who had a truly terrible experience—alleviated only by intense daydreaming about hockey in the winter and baseball in the spring. After six years of class four afternoons a week for two hours each, I learned how to decode and pronounce Hebrew words but little else other than that we Jews believed in one God and that the Bible was very long and very boring. I was much more positively challenged by secular public school, where the movies, classics, and Superman and Batman comics sparked my imagination along with books like The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and anything written about the Chicago Cubs. Nor did I get much reinforcement for the value of the Good Book at home. I didn’t come from a bookish family. Neither of my parents graduated college, although my mother took two courses at community college after she graduated high school. My father, who was a survivor of the Holocaust, had a view of God that I’ll detail later in the book, but did not press it on me or anyone, and we certainly did not learn the Scriptures together. Yet as a junior in high school I punctuated my more-or-less-happy secular equilibrium partially thanks to an encounter with a marvelous science teacher, who probably didn’t realize the importance of the encounter to me. I decided to enroll myself in a Jewish school. (A bit more about this later as well.) And from that point on in my life, I continued to have a number of talented teachers in university and even as a working adult who, well versed in biblical criticism, opened up the great wisdom of the Bible to me and led me to ponder seriously what it meant to believe in God. 

			While I could name many, I must name two teachers who left the greatest imprint on how I read the Bible and relate to God. As a year-abroad student at Hebrew University, I had the opportunity to take a class with Professor Nehama Leibowitz, who is now recognized as one of the great Jewish biblical commentators of the modern period. She was as tall and sharp in Bible as one could be in contrast to her diminutive physical stature. I tried to register for the class but I could not get in, such was the popularity of this teacher—even among hormonal twenty-somethings. I contacted her and she said it would be okay for me to audit the class, but I had to prepare like everyone else. She closely interrogated every word, every story, every subpart of a story, and every contextual allusion of the text for discrepancy, inconsistency, or usage elsewhere in the Bible or even at times elsewhere in ancient literature, or for parallels in modern thought. In her classes, the philosophical, ethical, and psychological dimensions of the text came alive, not only rivaling the insights about the human condition from great classics of literature and philosophy, but even surpassing them. I was hooked. 

			Rabbi David Silber was my teacher for several years as an adult. I was introduced to his teaching when I was selected as a Wexner Heritage participant and continued to learn with him long after the program was over. He taught me, and countless others, to carefully read the Bible without coming to the text with any preconditions. At my Jewish high school, I had learned the Bible with the help of the many medieval commentators, but they also sometimes obscured the text as well. With Rabbi Silber the heroism of female figures came alive, the humanity of the patriarchs all too apparent, the dilemmas of the leaders palpably real. He invited us to consider the ethical dimensions of each story and to question, question, question the text. Not only was reason not the enemy, it was essential to reading the text and wrestling with God. He, too, understood biblical criticism well. While I was too scared to challenge Professor Leibowitz about anything (she was intimidating to say the least), as an adult, I was more comfortable asking Rabbi Silber tough questions or about contradictions in the text that bothered me. I learned how to approach these difficult passages not by fearing them but rather by welcoming them to deepen my understanding of the text’s wisdom. It was because of these teachers that I could read the Bible, like one of my role models Dr. King did, as a work I could relate to my own life, to my choices, and to what I thought worth fighting for. 

			The many years of Torah study I have undertaken with amazing teachers have shored up my view that the Bible is as relevant a text as ever and that it is perfectly rational to believe in God. Yet, I have felt increasingly alone in this view. In the last decade, fewer and fewer people I know are as certain as I am. All these talks about God have made this all too apparent to me. The so-called New Atheists have come on the scene, and they are having a profound influence on skeptics and believers alike. They question how anyone could believe in God in good faith. 

			 

			Atheists Can Be Awesome 

			In recent years, atheists have made their voices heard loud and clear, and their views resonate with a lot of people. I first encountered the celebrated Oxford evolutionary biologist and prominent atheist Richard Dawkins in 2009 when I read his manifesto, The God Delusion. His biting wit and turns of phrase kept me turning the pages. But that book was a success for more than its style. The events of September 11, 2001, the rise of religious extremism and violence, and the political polarization in the United States have inspired Dawkins and a new generation of atheists to condemn belief in God, the Bible, and religion on the grounds that they are not only irrational but immoral as well. And with everything from violence against abortion clinics to ISIS, more and more people feel they have a point. 

			Since 2001, several atheist authors, most famously the American journalist and neurobiologist Sam Harris (The End of Faith: Religion, Terror, and the Future of Reason), Dawkins himself (The God Delusion), the late British-American journalist Christopher Hitchens (God Is Not Great), the Tufts University philosopher Daniel Dennett (Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon), and the French philosopher Michel Onfray (Traité D’athéologie: Physique de la Métaphysique, translated as Atheist Manifesto: The Case Against Christianity, Judaism, and Islam) have written books denouncing religion as a form of irrational enslavement and advocating atheism. Together, these authors, among others, have been called the New Atheists. All of these authors have achieved considerable commercial success. In the last few years, others have added to the conversation. Steven Pinker, a psychologist and author of The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined, and Yuval Harari, a historian and author of Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind, have taken an outspokenly atheist approach to their sweeping accounts of human nature and history, also with tremendous commercial success. 

			These books are but the most well known that have influenced a new and more strident atheist movement in North America and Western Europe. While all somewhat different in emphasis, these books make the case that polytheistic and monotheistic religions alike have proven to be historically suspect, patently false, and immoral at their sources. In other words, belief in God, or any gods, is irrational and immoral. They claim it is irrational because believing in one God is no different than believing in fairies, because science disproves God, and because faith and prayer are just forms of magical thinking with no scientific basis. And it is immoral because the Bible—like other ancient texts of its time—justifies many crimes, because the nonexistent God monotheists believe in is a sadist given the evil in the world, and because religions just lead to violence and intolerance. But most of all, the authors of these books claim that modern secular societies like Scandinavia are among the most tolerant and moral places the world has ever seen. The New Atheists attribute our modern social justice to the modern philosophical and sometimes literal rebellion against religion. They view themselves as finishing the job. 

			A Gallup poll found that belief in God among Americans declined to 86 percent in 2014 from 98 percent in 1967; Gallup also found the portion of those polled answering “none” for their religion rose to 17 percent in 2015 from 8 percent in 2000.

			As has been the case for many Americans, the New Atheists intrigued me. Yet as I read Richard Dawkins or listened to other atheists, I had a paradoxical response. I could agree with them that religion has wreaked far too much havoc in the world, that religious observance has not curbed some individuals’ enthusiasm for crime, that some religious practices seem downright superstitious, and that you don’t need belief in God to be moral. Yet I just could not accept their dismissal of religion, but nor did I have a ready answer for their criticisms—and I wanted to. 

			It was after that one lunch in 2013 that the ball finally dropped for me. I needed to write a book. It seemed that so much of my upbringing and life experience was leading me to grapple with these issues that I simply had to begin. I felt I owed it to all those who had not been exposed to the teachers I had to offer up the alternative view that one could believe in God and read the Bible as a modern rational person. As we will further discuss in part VI, being at the intersection of what needs to be done and what you have the ability to do is the most consequential place to be. Too often we pass up the power of such places because these require hard choices. I realized that I had come to just such a junction. After making my decision, I gave up bicycling and cut back deeply on my communal volunteering and just about everything else except family, work, and wine. I began to start collecting my ideas culled from years of study into words and to gather further research from across the disciplines to respond to the atheists’ challenge. 

			 

			Twilight of Idols and Dawn of a New Discourse

			This book is thus primarily the result of my thinking about whether the atheists’ criticisms of Religion with a capital “R” are correct. It is the outcome of my decision to follow my initial paradoxical response to these criticisms, wherever it would take me. While many books have been written from a variety of perspectives in response to such atheist claims about God and monotheism,1 I can say after becoming a favored customer at Amazon that, despite having learned a lot, none have gotten to the heart of why I felt the atheists were both “right” and “wrong.” Yet thanks to these books, many conversations, and much reflection, and the cumulated years of studying the Bible, modern Jewish thinkers, and the works of modern scholars in varied fields, I came to an answer that satisfied me, and which is the premise of this book. Namely, the atheists have it backwards. Far from being identical to the polytheism of old, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam actually largely align with humanist atheism in that they are rational and moral and oppose idolatry. The atheists’ criticisms of religion all ring true as criticisms of idolatry, but not of Abrahamic monotheism, which they misrepresent. Instead of the notion that we must rid the world of religion, both monotheism and reason can align in the name of the true and the good. Atheists and monotheists can actually be on the same side! 

			The heart of this book, and the source of the atheists’ confusion, is that most modern people no longer understand what is meant by the concept of idolatry. Idolatry is not just the worship of imagined gods ranging from the benevolent to the bizarre. Idolatry, simply put, is a lie about the power and authority of finite things, whether elements, animals, or people. This lie is usually used for selfish and unjust aims: it is the root of evil. Because our human default is idolatry, we have to work intellectually and morally to overcome it. The Bible and the monotheistic religions it birthed revolutionized the world because they totally exposed the irrationality, deceptiveness, and injustice of idolatry and replaced it with a just and rational view of God, man, and the world. 

			While this book argues that idolatry and monotheism are opposite, the atheists’ incorrect equation of monotheism and idolatry has much to teach us. Monotheistic cultures have fallen into idolatrous patterns and severely distorted monotheistic ideals, with devastating consequences. Monotheists, in fact, become idolaters anytime they assume the role of the solely correct spokesperson for God. By doing so they take His name in vain. Atheists also rightly claim that reason and moral intuition alone can lead to equality and justice, without resorting to God or a Bible. While I agree that reason can lead to justice, the historical record demonstrates that reason alone is neither necessarily just, nor sufficient. 

			This book is therefore also a blanket rejection of the atheist claim that secularism and atheism have been the primary drivers of political, social, and intellectual progress in the modern age. Rather, the values most cherished by atheists actually—and ironically—find their basis in monotheistic teachings. Yet modern rational critiques of religion have also helped to clear monotheism of its idolatrous streams. The Bible still has much to instruct us, religious and secular people alike. But one does not have to believe in God to reject idolatry or appreciate the Bible. This book is therefore not an attack on atheism, a completely rational intellectual position to maintain. Rather, what you will find here is a challenge to the broadsides fired by leading atheists against monotheism in their persistent confusion of monotheism and idolatry. Once these misunderstandings are cleared away, the encounter between atheists and monotheists, far from being a polemical battle, can be friendlier and mutually enriching.

			While this book claims that monotheism has revolutionized the world, it nonetheless rejects in no uncertain terms the view that only Jewish, Muslim, and Christian civilizations have anything to teach us. Cleary, this is not observably true. Rather it argues that the cardinal prohibition by these three monotheistic religions—the prohibition against idolatry—has already changed the world for the better and deserves a central place in our conversations about global justice today. It is however, as I will explain, a gross misunderstanding to conflate idolatry—lies about the power and authority of finite things—with the cultural values of many traditionally polytheistic cultures today, such as respect for family, for one’s heritage, nature, place, the mystery of life and other values, which are also alive in the Bible, New Testament, and Qur’an. It is an even worse misunderstanding to use this prohibition to destroy other cultures wholesale, something which monotheistic societies have unfortunately sometimes tried to do. Rather the prohibition against idolatry is, I will claim, the key to discerning the dividing line between the good and the evil in any culture, past or contemporary, secular or religious, and therefore the key to achieving pluralism without moral relativism. 

			 

			Authorial Aspirations: Admit It, We All Have Them

			I have four hopes for this book. None of them are particularly modest, but all are genuine.

			My first hope is that the reader will conclude that it is as rational to be a monotheist as to be an atheist. 

			My second hope is that readers will come truly to understand the concept of idolatry. The deification of a finite being, idea, or thing poses many social, political, and intellectual dangers. Atheists, monotheists, and agnostics may not ever agree on God, but they can agree on idolatry and work to combat it together. 

			My third hope is that readers, whether they are atheists or believers, will gain a newfound respect for the religious texts, especially the Bible, as the gateway to our understanding of monotheism. Whatever the reader concludes about God, it should be clear that these texts have shaped our entire way of seeing and being in the world and are a vital part of any conversation about creating a better human future. 

			My final hope is that, despite the rationality of both monotheism and atheism, readers will come to the conclusion that the existence of the God of the Bible—who is omnipresent, omnibenevolent, omnipotent, and listens to our prayers—is consistent with evidence available to us. 

			 

			This Book in 900 Words or Fewer

			This book is divided into six sections that address the atheists’ primary arguments. Atheist authors conflate idolatry and monotheism. They do not recognize monotheism’s radical break with idolatry, which was the primary purpose of the Bible. Further, they ignore the important commonality between monotheistic and rational critiques of idolatry—which, if they had understood, would reveal to them how their worldview is much closer to monotheism than they previously thought, setting aside belief in God. Indeed, part one describes how the Bible brought radical new ideas about man’s relationship with God, man, and the world. Those ideas transformed the ancient world and continue to inform us today. Among them, monotheism introduced the notion that man is made in God’s image, with sweeping consequences.

			The atheist authors also claim that it is impossible for us moderns to get our morality from religion, particularly from the Abrahamic faiths of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. In their view, the values of our modern enlightened era, which they consider to be moral, arose from a radical break with religion. In contrast, part two shows that monotheism not only informs our modern model of moral relationships, but that reason alone can lead us to moral conclusions that many contemporary atheists would find abhorrent. At the same time, modern critiques of religion have challenged those so-called monotheists who are in reality idolaters. While atheists consider religion to be the major cause of war, the historical record shows that untempered greed and lust for power, two drivers associated with idolatry, are the greater culprits. 

			Further, atheists argue that they have an even stronger moral allegation against the notion of God—namely, the question of how an omnibenevolent God, the source of all love, could let man inflict so much suffering in the world. Part three claims that the existence of evil is the means by which we humans can have free will and therefore decide whether to become partners with God in perfecting the world. Here, too, it also shows that with reason alone our view of evil would be very different. An argument I sadly hear all too frequently, one that is often repeated by atheist authors, is that the prevalence of religious criminals taking a perp walk down screen on the six o’clock news proves that religion is not a source of morality. How, it is asked, can one pray in the morning and then spend the rest of the day preying on people? From pedophile priests, to Ponzi schemes, to inflammatory imams, to red-handed rabbis, religious folks need no lesson in giving religion a bad name. We’ll examine these issues by showing how the Bible defines evil much like the Golden Rule. 

			We’ll also have a look at how the Big Bang and evolution squares with the idea of a creator deity. Part four argues that there is no scientific proof or disproof of God, only two rational arguments for and against different views of the origins of nature. In other words, reason does not require us to make a choice between evolution and a creator God who hovers over creation like a helicopter parent. 

			Part five explores what archaeology has to say about whether the events in the Bible actually took place. It claims that archaeologists and biblical scholars are far from unanimous. Instead, they can be divided into three main groups: those who deny the Bible is based on actual events, those who think it is partly based on actual events, and those who think it is mainly based on actual events. Part five explores the evidence for all three positions. Given these disagreements, I argue that it is rational to accept that the events similar to those described in the Bible actually could have taken place based on archaeology (though the Bible takes poetic license in describing them). 

			For atheists, faith is by definition irrational and prayer nothing more than an outmoded superstition. In contrast, part six explains that both to accept the existence of God or to reject His existence requires a step of faith. I explore how taking this step for faith in one God has changed and still can change the lives of people for the better. I also argue that prayer is not, like incoming 800-numbers on a cell phone, always ignored but rather, like faith, a practice that can lead us to improve our relationships and transform the world.

			This book is written with all three Abrahamic faiths in mind, since Judaism, Christianity, and Islam have all been routinely subject to attack by atheists. That said, most of this book focuses on the Hebrew Bible, in part because much of the firepower of the atheists is targeted toward this original source for the Abrahamic concept of God. In this book, when I mention the Bible, I am referring primarily to the Five Books of Moses, otherwise known as the Torah or the Pentateuch.1 I also discuss the Books of the Prophets, which I identify separately. I will refer to the Oral Law (what is often called the Talmud in Hebrew) 2 as the compendium of commentaries on the Bible and rabbinic discussions of the law. When I invoke the Christian Scriptures or the Qur’an, I will cite these books as such.3 I will use the pronoun He for God in following with the mainstream convention, even though the God of the monotheistic religions is beyond gender. Likewise, I will sometimes use the word “man” to refer to all of humanity. In addition, when I use the term monotheism, I am referring to Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. I will use the words idolatry and polytheism interchangeably.

			 

			Other Voices

			I am most familiar with the Hebrew Scriptures and other Jewish texts. So as part of the research for this book, I interviewed eight leading Christian and Muslim thinkers. They helped me understand how their faith traditions view the issues presented in this book.

			These religious leaders all gave generously of their time. It was a privilege to meet with them. I sensed in each case that I was in the presence of individuals whose faith guides every aspect of their lives. Throughout the book, I quote some key excerpts from these interviews. 

			For quite a few of the religious leaders, I had the opportunity to see them in action or to meet them outside the context of a formal interview. I had the pleasure of hearing Chaplain Tahera Ahmad’s incredibly spiritual Qur’an chanting at a baccalaureate ceremony at Northwestern University, where she serves as a chaplain of my alma mater. She is among the best-known and most-respected female Islamic leaders in the United States. Raised in a suburb of Chicago, Chaplain Ahmad received her Islamic religious training in prestigious institutions both in the United States and Egypt. Chaplain Ahmad has had the distinction of being invited to the White House and was the first woman to deliver the Qur’an recitation to open the convention of the Islamic Society of North America. 

			Many New Yorkers will recognize Imam Shamsi Ali from his appearance at Yankee Stadium just a few days after September 11, 2001. He helped with the healing the city and the country so urgently needed. Imam Shamsi is a renowned Muslim scholar, author, speaker, and interfaith advocate. He heads the Jamaica Muslim Center in Queens and is one of the leading voices of interfaith dialogue in New York. He grew up in Indonesia in a very poor village, whose modest ambition was simply for him to be able to read the Qur’an and nothing more. From this humble background, he grew to become a significant Islamic scholar and faculty member studying Islam in Saudi Arabia and also earning a PhD in the United States. A polyglot, Imam Shamsi does much of his work in languages beyond the first two he learned. The Royal Islamic Strategic Studies Centre of Jordan named him one of the most influential Muslims in the world today. 

			Reverend Chloe Breyer is the director of the Interfaith Center of New York. I looked forward to meeting Reverend Breyer because of my interest in her book The Close: A Young Woman’s First Year at Seminary. In it, she describes the journey she took from a secular upbringing to ordination as an Episcopal priest. Under Reverend Breyer’s leadership, the Interfaith Center of New York has led the partnering of community faith groups with the New York Police Department and assisted broken families. In addition to her work in New York, she has traveled multiple times to Afghanistan on humanitarian missions, with a special focus on educating girls in the Wardak Province. Reverend Breyer seeks to infuse spirituality in local and international social action.

			Reverend Dr. Calvin Butts serves both as senior pastor of the Abyssinian Baptist Church, one of the most historically important African American churches in the nation, and as president of State University of New York at Old Westbury. He is also the founder and force behind the Abyssinian Development Corporation, which has spearheaded Harlem’s economic revival since the 1980s, and serves additionally on two New York State economic development corporations. Reverend Dr. Butts accomplishes more in a day than most people do in a week, and just listening to his assistant run through his list of varied and impactful events on the morning of my interview wore me out. I’d been told that visitors lined up to get into Abyssinian’s services but dismissed this as urban legend until I saw the crowd, queued up along 138th Street one Sunday morning, with my own eyes. Abyssinian has become a bona fide tourist attraction (to the dismay of some congregants). I knew I needed to speak with Reverend Dr. Butts after I heard him deliver a guest sermon in Temple Emanu-El at a Friday evening Shabbat service commemorating the life of Martin Luther King Jr. 

			Timothy Cardinal Dolan is the tenth archbishop of New York. His flock numbers 2.5 million Catholics and he oversees a huge array of social services, hospitals, schools, colleges, and, of course, churches. But Cardinal Dolan does not just administer to his huge community; at heart, he is a parish pastor. During a break in our interview, he unassumingly asked if I’d mind giving him feedback on a point he was trying to make in the sermon he was preparing, and he spoke animatedly about a group of nuns he was looking forward to meeting later that day. I was impressed that everything he discussed seemed framed to put other people first. Though an eagerly sought-after public figure with a grueling schedule, Cardinal Dolan regularly makes time to visit the sick and the poor. I have personally watched him work in a soup kitchen as part of a joint UJA-Federation–Catholic Charities USA project. The Cardinal displays a perfect balance between gregariousness, mindfulness, spirituality, and service.

			Reverend Dr. Katharine Henderson is president of the Auburn Seminary. She is a “pastor’s pastor” who helps to train other clergy in social justice and community building. Even more impressive are her extensive efforts to bring active faith and an ethical compass to the business community, filling a critical need. We will later hear her inspiring story, a personal journey that took her from stagnant nonbelief to a resilient religious life as a leading light among Presbyterians. Reverend Dr. Katharine Henderson is one of those rare folks who speaks in perfect paragraphs: topic sentence followed by supporting sentences with a concluding sentence at the end setting up a transition to the next paragraph. I was struck by her remarkable mental and verbal organization and her sharp clarity of thought, both during our meeting and, even more so, when I later read the transcript. 

			Father Alexander Karloutsos is the spiritual advisor to the Order of St. Andrew and is the clergy leader of Faith: An Endowment for Orthodoxy and Hellenism. Father Karloutsos is an articulate and energetic spokesman for the theology of the Greek Orthodox Church. During my interview with Father Karloutsos, a true scholar at heart, he offered me a steady stream of sources I should check out, articles I should at least scan, and books I had to read. As we spoke, he would frequently jump from his chair in search of a quote in a book buried under a stack of others. Invariably, he would find the citation somewhere in the middle of the book and pass it to me with satisfaction while his lightning mind had already moved the conversation onto another topic. I left Father Karloutsos with several books in hand and a long list of homework assignments.

			Bishop William Murphy led the Diocese of Rockville Centre on Long Island until his retirement in 2016. He has an extensive background in Catholic theology, having served as undersecretary for the Pontifical Council for Justice and Peace after earning a doctorate in sacred theology and teaching in two seminaries and two universities. I first met Bishop Murphy at a fundraising dinner for St. John’s University where a friend was receiving an award. I was sitting at a table next to an empty chair when a waiter came up and deposited a stack of double-wrapped food containers on my plate (apparently, I seemed to be the only person among the thousand or so at the event who had ordered a kosher meal). At that precise moment, Bishop Murphy (whom I had not previously met) took the empty chair next to me and, before exchanging a word, the two of us broke out in laughter. We both sensed there was a joke here somewhere—“A bishop and this one kosher guy in the banquet hall are sitting down to a gala dinner…” All we needed was a punch line. And then, to my surprise and delight, Bishop Murphy provided it by starting to speak in Yiddish. Needless to say, our interview together many months later was entertaining and illuminating.

			My interviews with all of these faith leaders were truly a special pleasure, providing me not only with information but with the inspiration that spurred this project forward. That being said, other than the actual words uttered by these wonderful thinkers that I have quoted from these interviews, all views expressed in this book are mine (for better or worse), and no one else should be held responsible for any content herein. 

			Now that the book is written, I promise you—whether you are a believer, undecided, or an atheist—that going on this intellectual journey with me will be worth it, because it will be a chance to discover a path trodden across the ages by many great thinkers, leaders, personalities, all people like you and me, who changed the world for the good because they were rational, critical people who believed in God and read the Scriptures—in good faith. 

			 

			December 1, 2017

			 

			 

			
				
					1 This book includes footnotes as well as endnotes. In the text, all footnotes will be notated with black superscript numerals, and all endnotes will be notated with grayscale superscript numerals. All quotations from the Pentateuch and other sources of the Hebrew Canon will be quoted from the JPS Bible (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, [1985], 2008). I have however taken the liberty to adapt the translation where I disagreed with the JPS’s text based on my reading of the Hebrew. 

				

				
					2 Quotations from the Talmud and Midrash are my own translations or my own adaptations of online translations. 

				

				
					3 Quotations from the Christian Scriptures will be from New Revised Standard Version of the Bible, Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version (New York: American Bible Society, 1989) which is available online through www.bibligateway.com. The quotations from the Qur’an will be quoted from The Qur’an, trans. M. A. S. Abdel Haleem (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008). 

				

			

		


		
			 

			PART ONE

			What Is Idolatry and Who Cares?

			 

		


		
			 

			INTRODUCTION

		

		
			Is Religion Bunk?

			The Bible displays undisguised contempt for the gods and idols of other nations. This attitude leaves true believers with the unenviable task of having to reconcile God’s overt hatred of competing deities with His more loving attributes of benevolence, compassion, and mercy. Richard Dawkins and like-minded critics have no such problem. Of course, they have resolved from the get-go that “God is the ultimate jealous narcissistic maniac,”1 an unjust bully obsessed with personal power and glory just waiting to take down anyone who bends a knee to another divinity. But where’s the harm if an ancient Egyptian entreated one of many native deities to protect her flock of sheep in 1200 BCE? What is the problem if a modern adherent of the Wiccan religion in 2018 chants an original magic spell for a peaceful new year? 

			And just why should belief in one god trump belief in many? A quantitative difference, to be sure, but qualitative? Monotheism or polytheism, we’re being asked all the same to submit to imagined superpowers. Not to mention that, like other religions, monotheism is nothing more than an invention of the royal and priestly classes, dead set on boosting their advantage and bolstering their power. Rather than capitulating to the supernatural, shouldn’t we be embracing secularism as the preferred force for fashioning a more rational and just world? 

			I raise the above questions ironically. If our goal, in fact, is to establish a society that is lasting, just, and free, then we must turn our focus to idolatry and its contemporary manifestations across the globe. To understand the true nature of idolatry is to condemn it, and this part of the book explains why. Contrary to the view of the atheists, idolatry is neither an innocent nor an innocuous case of divine possessiveness, consecrated statues, and calisthenics in the buff. Idolatry has always been, and today continues to be, the most divisive and dangerous ideology in the world. It promotes lies about power and relationships in society. It deifies—that is, falsely attributes superior and inexplicable powers to—finite natural processes, animals, and people. It also bestows the authority—that is, falsely attributes the right—to these finite beings to use those powers as they choose, simply because they have them. Thus, across time, it has led to the widespread exploitation of the many by the deified few. 

			Ancient societies first imagined natural elements, flora, and fauna as gods because of the seemingly mysterious and arbitrary sway they held over people’s lives. As chieftains acquired political and economic control, they fashioned gods in their own images and compelled the people to serve these gods as well. Though the elites justified their domination of the people, their power and manipulative worldview did not go unchallenged. Across the ancient world, brutal elites faced challenges to their power in practice in the form of revolts. In Greece and Rome in particular, philosophers and moral leaders stepped forward to confront idolatry in theory as well. Their writings appealed to reason and moral intuition, and they retain their clarity and cogency even today. Similarly, the great philosophies of the East, particularly Taoism, Buddhism, Confucianism, and philosophical currents in Hinduism, demonstrated the reach of reason and moral intuition. Like Greek philosophy, they spread far and wide, persisting to this day. The same can be said of the wisdom of oral cultures from around the world, from Ibgo to the Inuit, passed down particularly in proverbs and stories.

			But, in the end, it was the Hebrew Bible that proved far more effective than any popular revolt, Hellenic writing, or any other wisdom tradition in radically disrupting idolatry’s distortions about power and relationships. From the very beginning, the Bible proffered the message that there exists only one superior power: a single God all powerful and all good. According to the Bible’s worldview, neither human beings, elements of nature, nor invisible spirits should be worshipped. Unlike the imagined gods that idolatry draws on to justify the subjugation of populations, the one true God expresses power through justice. He demands that we humans follow suit. In adopting these transcendent ideas and ideals, the three major monotheistic religions have transformed the world for the better. Whether we choose to believe in God or not, we moderns are heirs to and beneficiaries of the monotheistic revolution. 

			Atheist critics will point out, and rightly so, that monotheism is not without its own elites—groups who oppress others, even if only in the name of one God instead of many. Still, this argument falls short of the mark, for it fails to acknowledge that the Bible has already anticipated the problem. The third of the Ten Commandments, following logically from the first two against idolatry, forbids taking God’s name in vain. Among other interpretations, this prohibits declaring oneself an unauthorized spokesperson for God, a form of self-idolization. Still, atheists will go on to say, despite this prohibition, numerous Christian, Muslim, and Jewish elites have persisted in repressing others in God’s name. By the seventeenth century, such abuses had become so widespread that modern Western thinkers began to reject monotheism on the same rational grounds that ancient thinkers rejected idolatry. Precursors of today’s atheists, they demanded people reject God and revelation. Instead, they called on reason alone for paving the path to a good society. But reason, as we have learned all too well from modern experience, comes with its own brands of misuse. It can be turned against innocent human beings as easily as it was against imaginary gods. 

			The Bible’s prohibition against idolatry, including taking God’s name in vain, is the great insight of monotheism. Atheists and monotheists would do well to recognize its profound relevance to their lives today. God’s harsh threats against idolaters cannot be dismissed as morally meaningless. One need not believe in God to believe in the Bible’s message that, in the fight for justice, the enemy is idolatry.

			 

			One God, Two Gods, Three Gods More

			Atheist writers just don’t get idolatry. In misjudging the Bible, they conflate idolatry and monotheism under a joint banner, emblazoned with the intended insult “irrational.” You can hear Michel Onfray chuckling between the lines as he catalogs his examples: Some worship stones—from the most primitive tribes to today’s Muslims walking around the Black Stone in the eastern corner of the Kaaba. Others venerate the moon or the sun, some an invisible god who cannot be represented on pain of idolatry, or else an anthropomorphic figure—white, female or male, Aryan of course. Another, a thoroughgoing pantheist, will see God everywhere, while another, an adept of negative theology, nowhere. By some he is worshipped covered in blood, crowned with thorns, a corpse; by others in a blade of grass, Eastern Shinto fashion. There is no man-made foolery that has not been dragooned into the ranks of putative divinities.2 Daniel Dennett and Sam Harris, likewise, view all religions as equally superstitious and inane. Christopher Hitchens goes further, contending that idolatry and monotheism are equally unjust as well: 

			 

			Whether we examine the oriental monarchies of China or India or Persia, or the empires of the Aztec or the Incas, or the medieval courts of Spain and Russia and France, it is almost unvaryingly that we find that these dictators were also gods, or the heads of churches. More than mere obedience was owed them: any criticism of them was profane by definition, and millions of people lived and died in pure fear of a ruler who could select you for a sacrifice, or condemn you to eternal punishment, on a whim.3 

			 

			Some atheists find classical polytheistic cultures, particularly ancient Greece and Rome, superior to monotheistic ones. In Onfray’s view, centuries after the Greeks performed the welcome intellectual feat of developing working systems of philosophy, fanatic Christians did all they could to suppress it. He writes: 

			 

			Vandalism, autos-da-fé, and the culture of death. Like Paul of Tarsus, Christians were convinced that academic learning hindered access to God. All books (not just books by authors accused of heresy, such as Arius, Mani, and Nestorius) were at risk of being burned. Neo-Platonist works were condemned as books of magic and divination. People who possessed libraries feared for their safety.4 

			 

			The New Atheist authors discern no thematic connection whatsoever between the Bible’s prohibition against idolatry and its avowed principles of justice. What’s more, Dawkins views the prohibition as morally absurd and destructive: 

			 

			If we took the Ten Commandments seriously, we would rank the worship of the wrong gods, and the making of graven images, as first and second among sins. Rather than condemn the unspeakable vandalism of the Taliban, who dynamited the 150-foot-high Bamiyan Buddhas in the mountains of Afghanistan, we would praise them for their righteous piety.5 

			 

			In my view, the atheists’ arguments about idolatry demonstrate a total misunderstanding of the concept, a confusion extending to some monotheists as well. 

			 

			Why Everyone Needs a Primer on Idolatry

			In December 2015, I had the pleasure of taking a family vacation in New Zealand. (If you’ve not yet done so, book a flight as soon as you finish this book.) North and South Islands are among the most gorgeous places on earth. Hobbiton is a hoot, and unique spots like White Island seem to hail from another planet. Though our visit included its fair share of scenic sights, it put a special emphasis on Maori culture. The Maori arrived on the New Zealand islands in the 1200s CE. They brought with them the polytheism of the Polynesian peoples of the time. 

			We were privileged to meet Maori individuals involved in preserving traditional Maori culture and practices, much of which I could appreciate and relate to as a member of my own community with similar concerns. I was deeply impressed by the Maori connection to the land and spirit of the islands of New Zealand. As Maori describe their traditional gods and legends, one senses the deep warmth with which they embrace their traditions and the wisdom that they impart. To be introduced in a personal way to a Maori individual is to learn of the whakapapa of that individual. This is the link through the generations by which Maori trace their lineage back to one of the seven original canoes that arrived at Aotearoa, now known as New Zealand. Reverence for ancestors is yet another aspect of the people’s connection to the land and to each other. As the Ngai Tahu tribe put it, “Whakapapa is our identity […] our feet on the ground.” The Maori language is a bubble bath for the ears when pronounced with the correct cadence, one syllable after another sharing the same emphasis. For those who have only seen the New Zealand national rugby team, the All Blacks, perform a haka, be advised that there are many different haka, all hypnotic and impossible to stop watching. The culture of the marae, the Maori’s communal gathering places, both preserves these traditions and carries them forward, catering to the evolving social and political realities confronting the Maori people. If Maori religion is idolatrous, it’s fair to wonder, “Hey, what’s so bad about idolatry?” 

			The question, though, is not who dismisses idolatry today, but who takes it seriously. Bowing to idols and sacrificing nubile virgins may have gone mainstream in the ancient world, but it’s gone the way of Sony’s Betamax tapes today. It would seem not only absurd but even deeply wrong to imagine that the current religious observances of a polytheistic society such as the Maori could be dangerous. Many monotheists pay little attention to idolatry at all, despite the role it plays as a core concept in the context of monotheism. For many Hebrew school teachers, pulpit rabbis, and ministers, it’s enough if they can convey the idea of just one God. 

			Not that monotheists do such a great job of understanding their own beliefs. Some of the most devastating blows to monotheism are self-inflicted. Consider that the formal Jewish education, such as it is, of an overwhelming majority of non-Orthodox Jews culminates with their bar/bat mitzvah, prior to eighth grade at best. Christians in many denominations fare no better, generally concluding their religious studies soon after confirmation, if that. Imagine if we were to similarly abandon our children’s secular education at age thirteen. This bizarre, self-defeating approach to religious training is not the only problem. Mainstream Jews and Christians are both intellectually and spiritually shortchanged when they learn the tenets of monotheism about human relationships without any serious grounding in the sacred texts. They are similarly shortchanged when the focus is so much on the words of the texts that any meaningful connection to the way we conduct our own modern relationships only comes as an afterthought. 

			It is impossible to understand monotheism without comprehending the Bible’s worldview and gaining insight into the practices the Bible so emphatically opposes. The prohibition against idolatry is arguably the Bible’s primary contribution to humanity. In exposing the seductive and persistent lies of idolatry and baring their oppressive consequences, the Bible offers in its place a just and rational view of God and man. It does so in a language that was comprehensible to the ancient Israelites, who lived surrounded by idolatrous practice. To us, who bring a modern sensibility to the text, the Bible seems sometimes very alien, even offensive. This is all the more true since we today—whether monotheists, atheists, or traditionalists such as the contemporary Maori—have already so much inherited and taken to heart the Bible’s message that we have difficulty understanding the nature of what it was actually combatting way back when. Yet, as I argue above and will explain below, understanding idolatry today is as relevant as ever. We will focus on the ancient Near East, the Middle East and North Africa, and Europe, where monotheism first challenged idolatry.1

			 

			 

			
				
					1 A note on the references for part one. The references in this section have two functions: sources for data and sources for arguments. This chapter refers to the many historical surveys that have been used to fact-check the historical data used to make my arguments. The historical argument or interpretations of these surveys do not however necessarily accord with the arguments I make in this section. The secondary historical sources that have been used as a source for my arguments are mentioned explicitly in the text as well as referred to in the endnotes. 

				

			

		


		
			CHAPTER 1

		

		
			The Prison of Idolatry

			Wander through the Egyptian galleries at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, ponder the graceful curves of the Greek amphorae at the J. Paul Getty Museum in the Malibu Hills, lose yourself in the epic tale of The Odyssey, the heroic Icelandic sagas, or the lyrical verses of Arabic love poetry and it’s easy to imagine that the ancient world was as culturally advanced and enlightened as our own. Consider some of the accomplishments of civilizations in the ancient Near East and Mediterranean. They created cuneiform, built the pyramids, authored tragedies like Oedipus Rex, invented philosophy, and devised Hammurabi’s Code and Roman legal systems. They recorded celestial phenomena in astronomical catalogs and calculated from multiplication tables on clay tablets. We may live in an age of digital tablets and Mars Exploration Rovers, antibiotics and internet, but it’s important and intellectually honest to acknowledge that our advanced society is founded upon and continues to be inspired by the ancient world’s dizzying array of achievements. At the same time, and despite our tendency to often romanticize and identify with the ancient world in our popular entertainments from Gladiator to Vikings and Xena: Warrior Princess, it’s important as well to recognize that these societies were very different from our own. A fundamental abuse of power pervaded the very structure of these societies. 

			The myths, gods, laws, and wisdom of each ancient society reflected the priorities of that group’s local elites. They reflected, too, an inherited body of archaic beliefs about the power of natural processes. Despite the cultural gulf between ancient civilizations, between the empire of ancient Babylon and the chiefdoms of ancient Scandinavia for example, broadly similar patterns emerge regarding the nature of the gods, man, and the world and the relationships existing between them. These patterns reveal that those select few who comprised the elite of idolatrous societies developed a systematic body of lies and propaganda integral to maintaining their hold on power and imprisoning the people in a false reality. The false reality became so entrenched that both the oppressors and the oppressed thought it was true. 

			 

			The Fictional Prison Guards of Idolatry

			The elites of the ancient Near East commandeered ancient gods for political purposes. The first gods were imagined as the spirits of places and natural processes.1 As the societies in the region became more organized, leaders refashioned gods in their own image for their own gain.2 By the time of the Bible, the ancient Near Eastern gods in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Canaan were projections of the earthly rulers who described them3  in the myths they wrote and guarded.1 

			These fictional gods competed fiercely to assert dominance in the heavenly court just like their counterpart earthly kings. In Mesopotamian mythology, for example, the god Marduk battles his rival Apsu.4 Ancient Near Eastern peoples did not trust their gods, who could make your crops flourish or kill your cows in spiteful punishment if they felt neglected,5 or even if they just felt like it.2 They also randomly abused others simply because they could. The Canaanite god Baal, for example, was rampant in his lust for bestiality and incest.6 

			The gods of other nations were often no better role models. Our appreciation for marble statues of physically ideal Greek gods in luscious gardens should not fool us. Zeus inspired the Giant Porphyrion with a mad passion for Hera so that he could kill him with a thunderbolt as he raped her. With this “operation,” Zeus thereby takes his place as king of the gods.7 The warrior elites of the Germanic and Celtic world created gods whose personal traits reflected their own claim to power: battle prowess. Most Irish goddesses, whatever their primary role, were also deities of war8 just in case! Of all the gods in the Germanic pantheon, Thor, the god of war, was most popular by far. 

			Thor deserves our attention for a moment. Our main sources about Thor mainly reorder the Norse pantheon and their exploits along classical and Christian models.9 Hence, Thor’s father becomes one of the twelve chieftains of Troy!10 This reworking of ancient Norse idolatry explains how Thor has been turned into one of the “good guys” in comic books and Hollywood movies, when, to those who worshipped him in actuality, he represented domination by military might. Today, amazingly, children can buy Thor dolls in Disney stores, and this once savage warrior is depicted on screen as a sympathetic superhero who would “rather be a good man than a good king”! (Full disclosure: I also fork over twenty-three dollars to see Marvel’s Avengers films in IMAX.) 

			In sum, the gods of ancient idolatry were akin to comic book thugs with superpowers and a readership who believed the fiction to be a reality. But here’s a crucial detail—like human rulers, these gods were not all-powerful and were subject to fate, an arbitrary force that organized the hierarchical order of the world.3 The idea of fate, thus, both justified the injustice of the world and discouraged people from imagining an alternative. 

			 

			The True Prisoners of Idolatry

			Propagandizing for political purposes, ancient Near Eastern elites likewise adapted and manufactured myths about the nature of humankind. According to one Mesopotamian myth, human beings were created with one intention only: to serve and attend to the gods. Thus, gods could enjoy unhampered eternal leisure and engage in unmitigated mischief.11 But when, like some raucous crowd of Saturday night revelers at a bar below a bedroom window, the humans grew too boisterous and noisy, disgruntled gods sent a roaring flood to destroy them.12 Yet as floodwaters failed to exterminate all the denizens of earth, the gods devised infertility and disease in order to limit the human population. Surviving mortals were expected to serve the gods with increased trepidation if they hoped to avoid divine wrath.13 

			The Greek gods acted no differently. In the words of Homer: “Thus have the gods spun the thread for wretched mortals: that they live in grief while they themselves are without cares; for two jars stand on the floor of Zeus of the gifts which he gives, one of evils and another of blessings.”14 And, most importantly, not all men were created equal. Great leaders could not only claim descent from the gods directly; they might also, like the pharaohs of Egypt, be or become gods themselves. At the very least, the leaders and priests enjoyed a special relationship with the gods and a privileged place above other men.15 Even Plato, for all the thought he gave the matter, divided men by the quality of their souls, acceding to the bias of an ancient myth.16 Man’s inequality was just another way that fate ruled man. And fate conveniently ascribed to the elites their place in the social hierarchy of men.

			 

			A Self-Serving Code of Conduct

			The elites in ancient idolatrous societies unabashedly established laws that would reinforce their own power. Ironically, the problem societies faced was not lawlessness but rather the injustice of the law. Law codes in Mesopotamia—such as the Code of Ur-Nammu (ca. 2060 BCE) attributed to the king of Ur; the Code of Lipit-Ishtar of Isin (ca. 1934–1924 BCE); or the famous Code of Hammurabi—as well as the later codes of Greece and Rome, provided widely different punishments for similar crimes depending upon the social status of the criminal being charged.17 Financial laws were manipulated so that the state (i.e., kleptocratic kings) possessed the power to seize people’s assets, even their children, as penalty for default on a loan.18 Loans themselves were outrageous: exploitative interest rates reflected a cunning loan shark ruthlessness and could be as high as 20 to 33 percent.19 (Where is the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau when you really need them?) Ancient Near Eastern kings not only wrote the laws—no one claimed that, like the Bible, they were divinely revealed—but they then appointed the judges who administrated the courts.20 Among the tribal societies of Northern Europe and pre-Islamic Arabia, where elites had not reached such heights, the tribal councils of elder men decided the law.21 Indeed, everywhere, the legal system reinforced a powerful patriarchy.4 In both the ancient Near East and in the classical world, fathers had the power of life and death over their children according to the law.22 The Greeks of Sparta added their own special flourish for infanticide by dispassionately throwing their children off of cliffs.23 In Athens, women had no legal personhood at all. In polytheistic Northern Europe, women fared somewhat better, but it is a fantasy to think that more than a harem’s full were warriors like Queen Boudica or the legendary shieldmaiden (the Viking women who may or may not have fought alongside men).5 Legal, political, and social equality between men and women was simply nowhere to be found in idolatry’s mindset or moral landscape.

			 

			Prison Rituals 

			The earliest forms of idolatrous worship were popular and widespread across the community, but, by the time of the Bible, ancient Near Eastern worship fell under the control of kings and priests.6 These hierarchs held sway over centralized cults, the purpose of which was essentially to provide flattery and bribes to the gods as one would to a fearsome king. All costs, of course, were paid for by the plebs, and much of the offerings was pocketed by the priests.7 People still venerated personal and household gods, but the ruling class made it clear that the central cult was what really mattered, and they gave their gods prime real estate in magnificent temple complexes.8 The ancients did not just fashion statues of their gods as symbolic artifacts; they truly believed that living gods inhabited these statues.24 Legions of priests encouraged this belief by means of an elaborate charade of washing the mouths of idols, dressing and feeding these statues, and providing them with glittering entertainments, multicourse banquets, and musical performances. No one ever actually saw the idols eat, since they would only do so behind a curtain—yes, an essential part of the ritual, of course.25 These ancient gods could be voracious in their appetites. A daily meal for the god Anu in the city of Uruk might include, among other nourishment: twelve vessels of wine, two vessels of milk, 108 vessels of beer, 243 loaves of bread, twenty-nine bushels of dates, twenty-one rams, two bulls, one bullock, eight lambs, sixty birds, three cranes, seven ducks, four wild boars, three ostrich eggs, and three duck eggs.26 If the priests failed to show proper strict submission or neglected a ritual, the people could expect calamity visited upon themselves and their community.

			The widespread ancient idolatrous practice of human sacrifice also served to reinforce the elites’ domination over people’s lives. The pharaohs of Egypt expected to maintain their lavish royal lifestyle in the underworld by pre-ordering the murder of slaves, servants, and even officials to keep them company in the afterlife, the so-called retainer sacrifice.27 In Mesopotamia, this was accomplished by officials who drove sharp pikes into the heads of unenviable court musicians, slaves, guards, and courtiers so that these members of the retinue could enjoy the privilege of continuing to provide their services to their king in the netherworld.28 (A fate that would sorely test the loyalty even of Bruce Wayne’s devoted butler Alfred.) 

			Nor did Greece and Rome, the second birthplace of Western civilization, exhibit any qualms in this regard. The Celts, in what is modern-day France, conducted human sacrifices, hoping to persuade the gods to preserve the lives of their soldiers in battle, the irony of their practice clearly eluding them.29 Germanic tribes around the Elbe would take their earth goddess for a jaunty drive in a cattle-drawn cart, after which the slaves who washed the dusty wagon would be promptly drowned.30 In addition to such divine sacrifices to the gods, the power elite of these idolatrous societies performed retainer sacrifices as well. An Arab chronicler writing about the Norsemen, for example, describes a “lucky” servant girl who, before accompanying her master to a fiery death on his funeral pyre, was first allowed to drink herself silly and sexually cavort with as many people as she liked before, in a drunken stupor, she was simultaneously strangled and stabbed31 (since clearly one form of murder would not do). The Qur’an, too, in Surah 6:137 mentions the practice of child sacrifice among pre-Islamic Arabian tribes, though here, thankfully, we are spared the gory details. 

			 

			That Old Black Magic

			Magic was another deceit the elites used to assert control over the populace. Magic is a core element of idolatry, which wreaks havoc on society. Egyptian rulers, for example, habitually employed displays of magic for purposes of controlling everyone and everything around them.32 It’s hardly surprising, then, that pharaohs and priests kept the secrets of their supposed magic close to their tunics.33 Pyramid texts record how pharaohs practiced ritual cannibalism to ingest the magical powers of others: 

			 

			The king orders sacrifices, he alone controls them,

			the king eats humans, feeds on gods,

			he has them presented on an altar to himself,

			he has agents to do his will. He fires off the orders! […] 

			The king eats their magic, he gulps down their souls,

			the adults he has for breakfast,

			the young are lunch,

			the babies he has for supper,

			the old ones are too tough to eat, he just burns them on the altar 
as an offering to himself.34 

			 

			Whether pharaohs actually ate humans or not, the fact that they proudly proclaim to do so is bad enough. Nor did “the glory that was Greece, the grandeur that was Rome,” those great classical forebears of Western civilization, break the black magic habit (although there, it was less in the hands of elites). Curse tablets were a particular favorite. One of the more amusing curse tablets I’ve come across originates in the Roman city of Bath in present-day England. It prosaically curses the people who stole a bather’s clothes.35 Ancient Norsemen had their magic, too. Some favorite weapons of Viking warrior leaders included hag-riding, possessing someone else’s body and eyesight, and the raising of corpses.36 Warriors also used magic “war-fetters” to paralyze their enemies (this might actually have been a sonic technique disguised as magic).37 In both cultures the elites tried to hold the reins of magic, though its use was widespread beyond their circle. For example, Nordic societies frequently killed women for practicing black magic.38 More broadly, magic wreaked havoc with man’s relationship with the world and the development of the ancient mind. As will be explored further in part four, belief in magic impeded the development of reason and discouraged people from relying upon their own rational observations about the world. 

			 

			O Oracle, My Oracle 

			Divination was another technique used to exert power and insidiously reinforce oppression. In ancient Egypt, consulting oracles was an essential aspect of decision-making.39 Like medical doctors practicing their specialties and subspecialties today, the ancient Mesopotamians were “certified” in unique forms of divination. Historians have named some of these: extispicy (the reading of organs of sacrificed animals); lecanomancy (interpreting signs in water in a dish); libanomancy, also known as knissomancy (interpreting incense smoke); and aleuromancy (observing heaps of poured flour).40 (Note to the reader: if your spouse is a historian, I suggest you be the one to name the kids.) Zealously guarding the means of interpreting the will of the gods greatly reinforced the power of the priests who recorded and reported the divine messages.41 To understand the seriousness of these circumstances, try to imagine our global leaders handing over their decision-making and political power to telephone psychics. 

			The Romans had their own personal favorite divinatory style: bird-watching.42 Before undertaking any important enterprise, Roman custom required the formal sanction of augurs, priestly bird-watchers. The famed Roman lawyer Cicero described the augurs’ power: 

			 

			There are many forms of religious authority in the state, but the highest and supreme authority is that of official augury. For what power, legally considered, is greater than the ability to dissolve assemblies and councils appointed by the highest authorities in possession of their full powers, or to rescind the decisions of those bodies? What authority carries more weight than the augur’s power to dismiss any undertaking, simply by saying “Postponed to another day”? What power is greater than deciding when consuls must resign from their office? What power is more sacred than that of granting or withholding the right of assembly to the people and the plebs? Indeed, without an augur’s authority, no act by a magistrate either at home or in the field has validity for anyone.43

			 

			Cicero also claimed that the Arabians’ tribes were accomplished bird-watchers.44 A similar obsession with divination pervaded Northern Europe. Germanic tribes loved divination with marked twigs.45 A large number of women claimed to have psychic abilities and worked magic to see into the future.46 As in many polytheistic societies, Scandinavian women performed ceremonies of trance seership.47 In essence, divination was an attempt by the powerful to trick the fate to which human beings were subjected. In practice, it gave rulers a false sense of control, reinforcing their megalomania and buttressing the influence of the priests. 

			 

			Prison Pecking Order

			So how did all these lies start, and why did they stick? Originally, chieftains established dominion by means of very earthly power strategies. They accumulated wealth, allies, and military strength so as to destroy their opposition.48 As chiefdoms grew into states, however, the kings retained power in two ways. They maintained these political strategies and justified their rule through the myths about the relationships of gods and man49 described above. In Egypt, attributing divine character to the king meant that he was “the only human” being who mattered.50 He then acted that way. Pharaohs of old certainly exploited the people economically in the name of their special status. They mustered forced labor simply to build overblown mausoleums, where they hoped to be magically catapulted into the abode of the gods after death.9 

			The palace and temple held most of the real estate and therefore controlled the means of production, the source of economic power.51 The king collected taxes from the people to sustain the palace and the temple for his own benefit and that of the priests. The priesthood not only relied on similar myths but created an aura of power with their magic and costly illusions. With elaborate rituals and tricks worthy of David Copperfield, these holy men hoodwinked the people (and likely even themselves) into believing in fabricated gods. The ancients understood the power of pageantry well before Hollywood rolled out its red carpet. Once in power, as we’ve discussed, the elites justified the culture of oppression they created as divinely ordained. In the ancient world, the common folk, not to mention the slaves, had little by way of defense against such structural domination. The people’s only raw power strategy against their rulers seemed to be to rise up in rebellion. They sometimes did rise up, but usually at great cost and loss.10 

			In Greece, the elites had a harder time establishing their hegemony, though not for lack of trying. Unlike their counterparts in the ancient Near East, Greek rulers were initially unable to carve out large-scale empires. Instead, the Greek islands were ruled at first by petty kings. They soon turned into oligarchies after nobles devised political strategies to monopolize rule. Though divesting power from the king, these nobles withheld independent rights from the poor and the otherwise disenfranchised.52 Still, even the oligarchs’ rule did not go uncontested. The aristocracy’s oppression of the Athenian people led to civil war.53 The Greek reformer Solon restored the peace by cancelling all debts of the impoverished and setting up assemblies. These gained concessions formed the basis of Greek democracy. Further reforms followed in the wake of struggles between the people and the aristocrats.54 The elites’ lack of total power explains why Greek religion, unlike ancient Near Eastern religion, was never a state cult but rather a city and civic one. 

			Yet, despite the limitations imposed upon them by circumstances, the elite families still basically ran the city (polis). Voting privileges were only available to those citizens who had completed military service.55 Further, slaves (30 percent of the population), along with foreigners and women, were excluded from citizenship altogether. Greek myths describe class differences and extol the exploits of heroes. And while they say less about royal and priestly connection to the gods, they still reflect the privileges of elites. The appeal Athenian democracy held for the elite class of men who enjoyed its privileges was undeniable. How’s this for nine-to-five? A wealthy male Athenian citizen could start his day at the gym, indulge in sex (often with a preadolescent boy), enjoy a hot bath and massage, spend the afternoon hours discussing deep philosophical ideas or debating local politics, and return home to his wife (herself rarely permitted to leave the house) for some marital sex and a wine-soaked feast served by his large estate’s staff of many slaves (with whom, well—why not?—he could have a nightcap and even more sex).56 

			But the Greeks hardly stuck by democracy for long. Alexander the Great of Macedon came along, traversed the Mediterranean to India, and created one of the ancient world’s largest empires. Rather pleased with himself, he proclaimed his desire to be honored as a god.57 But then, as fate and a high fever would have it, he died. As for the tribal societies of Northern Europe, don’t let anyone hoodwink you into thinking they were any more egalitarian. Kings were able to impose themselves among a number of Germanic peoples as the embodiment of a divine ancestor.58 Not that this always worked in the kings’ favor. Anglo-Saxon kings were meant to bring luck to their people as mediators between heaven and earth, but if their luck failed, they were executed.59 The elites’ relative power in establishing hegemony is reflected in the idolatrous myths of ancient peoples. 

			Despite mixed results in establishing total political domination, all ancient elites championed the institution of slavery. Inhabitants of Italy who predated the Romans would force the slaves of recently deceased masters to do battle to the death and then be buried with their master.60 This practice was a likely precursor to gladiator fights.61 The Romans themselves, of course, famously enjoyed cheering on slaves and criminals as they were being mauled to death by wild animals, and these same Roman citizens, done with the work of attending circuses, thought nothing of raping slaves in their leisure time.62 

			 

			Prison Annexation 

			Ancient idolatry deified its leaders, glorified their power, and held the little people in contempt. It fostered expansion and constant warfare.63 King Sargon of Akkad (24th–23rd century BCE) desired ores for the production of metal goods, so he simply decided to conquer and steal the lands of others. You think he could have tried his hand at trading goods for metal like a civilized fellow. His court chroniclers wrote of Sargon’s “splendor”: “[Sargon] had neither rival nor equal. His splendor, over the lands it diffused. He crossed the sea in the east. In the eleventh year he conquered the western land to its farthest point. He brought it under one authority. He set up his statues there and ferried the west’s booty across on barges.”64 These types of leaders knew no rules of war, no Geneva Conventions, no bounds. From Akkadians to Assyrians, Babylonians, neo-Assyrians, and neo-Babylonians, every single ancient empire waged unjust offensive wars of conquest. They committed mass murder, enforced displacement, and even wholesale genocide.65 Carrying their own gods with them into battle, they would frequently steal their victims’ gods as a sign of victory.66 This ancient version of capture the flag was fatal to the loser. Wandering Hittites even invented germ warfare—or, in contemporary parlance, bioterrorism—by releasing infected sheep into the territories they conquered.67 

			The ancient Greeks and Romans, for all the laurels of culture with which their Western heirs have crowned them, exhibited an undiminished appetite for conquest and domination. And why not? Hadn’t the gods promised victory? Weren’t foreigners lesser beings than themselves—barbaroi, as the Greeks called them? Even before Alexander’s empire, the Greek city-states fought incessant and costly wars. The Romans for their part, on the global path to conquest, would ritually beseech local deities to change sides and come join Rome.68 If the local deities proved reluctant, more’s the pity, as Caesar may have shrugged when he destroyed the sacred grove near Marseilles.69 During the time of its empire, Rome experienced virtually constant military expansion and civil war.70 

			Similarly, the Celts and Germanic peoples invaded and conquered for booty and slaves. In other words, they stole and murdered others for a living. The ancient Viking warriors known as berserkers were notorious for a chaotic fighting style, inspired by indulging in copious amounts of alcohol and hallucinogens, which serves as the origin of the English word “berserk.” 

			The pre-Islamic Arabian tribes, of whose gods and mythology we know much less, specialized in violent anarchy. This disordered host of tribal groups and clans, each with its own gods, reveled in vendettas, internecine quarrels, and attempts to dominate one another.71 

			But not all was lost. 

			 

			The Philosophers’ Football Rematch: The Greeks Against the Gods11

			Ancient Greek philosophers used common sense and reason to criticize the gods. Elites of the ancient Near East, as far as we can ascertain, maintained their traditions of idolatry until foreign invaders decisively put an end to their cultures. And as to the oral hunter-gatherer societies or agricultural chiefdoms on all continents, without records we may never know who criticized those gods before the arrival of monotheism. The philosophers in Greece, in contrast, took a different tack, as did philosophers in India and China at roughly the same time and likewise through reason, though a discussion of Hindu theology, Chinese Philosophy, and atheism is beyond the scope of this book.72 Even before the appearance of the two giants of Greek philosophy, Plato and Aristotle, the pre-Socratics—men such as Thales and Anaximander—argued, based on observations, that the world operated by certain fixed laws. As historian of science Andrew Gregory shows, many of these thinkers held views close to pantheism, which attributes a soul or intelligence to nature.73 We shall explore the connection between science and the concept of one God in more detail in part four. More germane to the discussion about idolatry right now is the view of the Greek playwright Aristophanes. According to Aristophanes, the gods were not real entities but rather irrational human projections: “The gods, my dear simple fellow, are a mere expression coined by vulgar superstition. We frown upon such coinage here.”74 The philosopher Xenophanes pointed out that the gods of different peoples tended to mirror the personality characteristics of those very peoples.12 Unsurprisingly, Plato was not fond of magic, that bread and butter of so many idolatrous elites. He insisted that magicians were a low-life sort of people and demanded that they be strictly regulated by laws. Playwright Aristophanes and the epic poet Homer also found occasion to poke fun at oracle-mongers. 

			In place of the unjust and irrational pantheon of Greek mythology, these philosophers imagined one omnipotent and omnibenevolent God. Xenophanes espoused a belief that “One God, greatest among Gods and men, entirely dissimilar to mortals in nous and body.”75 He thus maintained that this God comprehended all things within himself, moved all things, and, most significantly for the ancient world, bore no resemblance to human beings. Both Plato and Aristotle endorsed a connection between the notions of absolute intellect and absolute good with a notion of Godliness, and even, to varying degrees, a concept of one God.76 For Aristotle, absolute good and absolute intellect are part of the essence of God; for Plato they are the highest principles. 

			Plato’s and Aristotle’s rational and just vision of God mirrored a similar vision of the ideal society.77 Idolatrous elites described an ideal world as one in which they got to rule for their own benefit. To achieve this, they would con people into serving a panoply of gods and control society at large by maintaining an occasionally prudent political leadership. In contrast, both Plato and Aristotle connected the notion of a good society with the idea of justice based on the “common good.” Plato’s Republic is concerned with the definition of just actions and a just city-state.78 Likewise, Aristotle’s Politics inquires into individual and collective justice.79 From both we learn of abuses of royal, aristocratic, and popular power. Both philosophers concluded that a just society must be based on good for all, not just on the selfish interests of an elite. That being said, Plato also believed that a just society would be ruled by philosopher kings, an elite group of its own. Though elitist, Plato’s society would be marked by access to the truth about what is just and good for all. For Plato, universal good was the natural result of all people exercising their specific talents and roles in harmony. Aristotle advocated a “mixed constitution,” a combination of aristocracy (the rule of aristocrats) and polity (the rule of the people) under law. Despite a lingering elitism, both philosophers saw the law playing a central role in keeping the elites in check within their proposed just societies. Plato considered the state subservient to the law. Aristotle argued that people became just by following the law. Plato’s and Aristotle’s views of humankind prevented them from advocating total political equality. However, their preoccupation with a just society for all based on rational reflection and the rule of law was eons away from unfettered elite hegemony. Yet, the rejection of the gods could lead in another direction. 

			Some philosophers not only rejected the gods, they discarded the divine and the just, touting instead the virtue of brute human power. James Thrower suggests, in his history of Western atheism, that the same rejection of idolatry that led many to the concept of one God and universal justice led other philosophers to become radical skeptics.80 Protagoras not only rejected the gods, but he and other Sophists claimed that nothing was absolute. The naturalistic, anthropocentric, and relativistic vision of the Sophists also affected their view of justice. They considered the law to be nothing more than an expression of either the arbitrary will of the ruler or the will of the strongest party.13 According to Plato, for example, the Sophist Callicles argued that justice was not natural. First, because it differs so radically among different peoples, and second, because it conflicts with wisdom, which urges us “to rule over as many people as possible, to enjoy pleasures, to be powerful, to rule, to be a lord.”81 This new skeptical criticism of idolatry had much in common with the critique of scholars inclined toward a more monotheistic view, such as that of Plato and Aristotle. However, as Plato himself would explain, the Sophists’ view could lead to radical moral relativism and worship of power that also resulted in the banishment of justice.82 These philosophers shared the focus of idolatry’s elites on power as the ultimate objective in life. They simply saw no need to justify it by recourse to supernatural phenomena. 

			It is amazing how the ancient Greeks, by force of pure reasoning, came to anticipate most of the fundamental issues that we still grapple with today. One God makes most sense, certainly better than many. At the same time, the power of reason, while it can expose the falsehood of idolatry, can also lead to a “logical” abandonment of all morality. As with the Monty Python sketch, the match goes to the Greek philosophers. 

			Before we return to our history of the cradle of monotheism, we must take a small detour to the Far East. The epoch that saw the flowering of Greek philosophy also saw the appearance of the great philosophers of the East, including Confucius, Laozi, and Siddhartha Gautama, aka the Buddha. And like Greeks, who influenced the entire Christian and Muslim world, their ideas would cross nations from India to Japan, from Thailand to Korea, at much the same time and continue to be influential today. This success is no accident. In the words of Bishop Murphy: 

			 

			The human heart is seeking to know who he or she is, where they came from, and where they are going. Sometimes they put together a pretty high set of standards by which they live. The Buddha did that. In all great religions, the more deeply you study and go into Hinduism you realize that there is an innate human stirring to know, a foundation there that has some extraordinarily wonderful ideals. Confucianism is the same—you go through the whole thing to discover that the human heart is always seeking.

			 

			Although there is no place to discuss the matter here, the great philosophers of India and China espoused teachings that, like those of the Greeks, lessened the idolatrous nature of ancient Chinese and Indian society and increased social justice. 

			But whether in Athens or in China, the reasoning employed by philosophers was not enough to emancipate the world from idolatry or to create a just society. Monotheism arrived on the scene in the form of the Bible. It, not Greek philosophy, would bring the rejection of idolatry to the masses, though not without difficulty. 

			 

			Humanity’s Lowest Common Denominators

			We have focused above on the presence of idolatry in the Middle East and Europe, as these regions are the cradle of monotheism. But idolatry is the default mode of humanity; it is like a sinister melody with many variations around the globe. The tribal Vikings’ penchant for human sacrifice can be found in pre-Buddhist Tibet as well, or among tribal peoples in Iroquois country. The Aztec Empire, like the Babylonian, promoted ritual murder of human beings. The pugnacious Celts might have found their match fighting the Maori and other Polynesians, not to mention the Zande in Central Africa. They might have given the Mongols, too, a run for their money. Nor were the Apache ones to shrink from a good fight. 

			As for imperialism, it’s hard to choose between the Greeks and the Aztecs. I mean, is it better to sacrifice tens of thousands of people to strengthen your empire or to wage wars of conquest and declare oneself a god as Alexander did? Across the world, the animistic beliefs of hunter-gatherer societies often gave way to those personified gods that the elites used in order to maintain power. Some of these societies, like those in Greece or in ancient Sweden, nonetheless maintained a relatively egalitarian political structure. Others quickly became highly hierarchical societies distinguished by nobles and kings, as in medieval Japan, China, and the Inca Empire. But nowhere did these societies—not even those that produced wisdom literature or proverbs exhorting kings and chiefs to act magnanimously—preach human equality before the law. 

			Polytheistic peoples across the world also produced wisdom, as we have seen with two major non-Abrahamic classical Indian religions—namely, Hinduism and Buddhism. Thus the Vedas speak of Brahman, the source of all.83 Buddhism teaches about karma, that our actions have consequences.84 The same can be said for Taoism and Confucianism as well as for wisdom traditions in smaller agricultural societies such as the Igbo in Nigeria and the Pueblo peoples of the Four Corners. The forms of idolatrous societies around the globe have been as varied as has been their level of injustice, deception, and inequality, but all defended to a greater or lesser extent the domination of elites (whether pharaohs of great empires or chieftains of smaller clans) based on lies about power. While animist hunter-gatherer societies across the world from Africa to Oceania, from South America to Siberia tended to be more egalitarian than idolatrous chiefdoms and kingdoms, these cultures were nevertheless mired in magic and divination, often controlled by shamans. Further, they did not develop the principle of equality before the law or juridical structures, which often led to violence as a means of conflict resolution between individuals and groups.85 

			 

			Prison Has Its Appeal

			So why did idolatry last so long? Despite the rampant injustice and abuse in idolatrous societies, these cultures still held some attraction. For the elites, the advantage was obvious. Even if they were at times to fear the gods of their own making, the notion that service and sacrifice would appease them reduced the anxiety. Certainly, on occasion, all was not rosy for the elites. They might be overthrown at any moment by rivals or, more rarely, by underlings or the people at large who understood the game, but, for the most part, once acquired, power only begot more power. Even the folk who toiled for the elites found that idolatry had a certain appeal. As Steven Pinker argues in The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined, ancient idolatrous states like Egypt or Babylon proved much safer for people than the more egalitarian animistic hunter-gatherer societies that battled and murdered at alarming rates, since the states used their power to create order even when that order was based on an unjust hierarchy.86 Some elites tried to better the people’s lives out of self-interest. Not all ancient leaders were brutal tyrants. As mentioned, many books of wisdom from the ancient Near East, not to mention proverbs from around the world, encouraged kings to act with prudence and good will toward their people. 

			Early cults of nature spoke to man’s sense of wonder at the natural world. The privilege of honoring and sacrificing to spirits of place and the ability to worship natural processes gave the common people a sense of control over a worryingly uncertain world. Colorful festivals in honor of the gods added a spirit of zest, fun, and diversion to otherwise drab lives. In ancient Rome, crowds attended breathtaking chariot races as part of religious services. Or they attended high-spirited festivals dedicated to the god Mars with the same enthusiasm you might find today at a college football game or a Radiohead concert.87 Celtic Iberians enjoyed all-night dance parties following the sacrifice of a wild animal outdoors under the spell of a glowing full moon.88 In pre-Islamic Jordan, singing girls were the toast of elaborate banquets.89 In addition, people believed that their gods, oracles, and magic would provide them with benefits if they were careful in their performance of the appropriate rituals. If the gods would reveal the results of a battle beforehand, all the more power to you. But since the people believed that the gods could only be won over with sacrifices, then the alternative seemed rather grim. Indeed, the Romans came down hard on Christians precisely because they feared that the adherents of the new religion were offending the gods. Such an insult jeopardized the empire of Rome. Idolatry worked its circular logic. Few had the courage to confront it openly. 

			The ancient world, from Egypt to Scandinavia, was a livable, albeit often horrible, place. Idolatry held a strong appeal and indomitable influence, and its chains would not be cast off without a revolution. If idolatry, thus, seemed to be the default mode of humanity, it would take a forced reset to change that mode.
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			CHAPTER 2

		

		
			The Prison Break

			When you present the idea of one God, it actually causes friction and challenges the powers-that-be.

			—CHAPLAIN TAHERA AHMAD

			The great innovation of the Bible was to challenge the lies about power that defined ancient idolatry. The story of the Exodus was that challenge. As the Bible tells it, the migration of the descendants of Jacob to the center of the ancient world, Egypt, served God’s ultimate purpose. It led to a confrontation between the Israelites and what was then the greatest idolatrous nation of the time in the greatest showdown in history. In the narrative, the actions each of Joseph, Moses, and God in sequence directly contest the idolatrous worldview of the Egyptians. God’s revealed laws at the time of the Exodus were meant to provide a blueprint for a just society. Unlike what Yuval Harari claims in Sapiens, or Steven Pinker writes in The Better Angels of Our Nature, the Exodus (and the entire Bible for that matter) is not like any other ancient idolatrous myth in the service of selfish elites. One would never know, though, from their writings, or from those of other atheists, that many scholars hold this view. Thus for those who want a challenge to this widely held but demonstrably false perspective (and many false ideas have had a long shelf life, even among very clever people), this chapter is for you. For skeptical readers, the question of whether the events of the Bible could have occurred will be addressed in part five, but even if they did not, the message is still revolutionary. 
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