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Introduction


When you buy a book and you want to get on and read it, the book should speak for itself. An Introduction can do little more than spoil any surprise ending. However, some readers do like introductions, so I have written a short one just for you.


I am not a priest, professional theologian, or a spiritual adept. I practised as a barrister for forty years and my expertise is in assessing evidence, spotting contradictions and errors in statements and in – hopefully – presenting an analysis of what the evidence suggests, in a way which a jury can understand and even enjoy. ‘The Legal 500’ kindly described me as “… very knowledgeable, incisive and determined.” I have tried to bring these characteristics to bear on a subject about which I have pondered for a lifetime. I am now not that far away from finding out whether I am right.


Like you, I have always wondered about the meaning of life. I have had the good fortune to meet many wonderful people and even a few sages. I began life as quite an earnest Christian and enthusiastically attended Sunday school and church. As I grew older I began to detect inconsistencies and improbabilities in what I was being told. Indeed, I started to view some passages in the Bible as quite horrid.


As a teenager I looked about at other religions and after initial flirtations they equally failed to satisfy my reason and instinct. Most religions advertise a God who answers prayers and intervenes to help humanity. In reality God clearly fails to do either. In reaction to these sadly false promises of God’s active interest, I then toyed with atheism and even materialism, which supposes that we are mere automata reacting to chemical brain reactions with no free will, consciousness or soul. The muddled thinking and smug superiority of some vocal evangelicals seems to make materialism look attractive. Unquestioning belief that scripture contains literal truth is as ludicrous as it is dangerous.


Scripture, if read figuratively, can hold much wisdom. All books, even thrillers, may contain something enlightening.


For instance, one charming old ‘who-done-it?’ contains a guiding principle for the seeker after spiritual truth. The detective hero, Albert Campion, is listening to a beautiful actress trying to justify her past life. He is deeply upset by her self-serving distortion of the facts: “Mr Campion was shocked.” There are some people to whom muddled thinking and self-deception are the most heinous sins in the world.1 In any spiritual search muddled thinking and self-deception are indeed mortal sins. A theological Campion would be equally shocked at the muddled thinking and self-deception to be found in both religion and materialism. Each side seems determined to maintain belief at all costs. This book is an attack on muddled thinking and self-deception. If, having read it, you conclude that I am equally guilty, I shall still have proved my point.


As I have grown older and experienced the great joys and sorrows of life, I have become increasingly sure that fundamentalist religion and materialistic atheism are opposing extremes and that the answer to the Great Mystery is somewhere in between. As you may have done, I have always perceived within myself a spiritual element together with a sense of some Great Mystery beyond. The more I have read and the more I have listened to others the clearer it has become that there is evidence supporting our instinctive sense of a spiritual dimension.


Evidence, instinct and logic combine to challenge the fundamental concepts of religion and materialism and so both camps try to dismiss summarily all facts and thoughts incompatible with their own belief systems. Sadly, most religions, which rightly recognize the essential importance of the spirit, bury this central truth under a mass of dubious detail about the deity they worship.


This book reflects the pattern of my own spiritual path through life. The first five chapters deal with the problems of religion and, in particular, Christianity. The second five chapters grapple with evidence tending to cast doubt on materialism and suggesting that materialists have equally closed minds, despite their claim to a monopoly of reason.


Richard Dawkins’ The God Delusion is presently the most popular statement of materialism. Despite being published as far back as 2006, this book is a very important contribution to the debate. It has recently been discovered that over 30 million copies have been illegally downloaded – three million of them in Saudi Arabia alone. There are many religious books challenging Dawkins’ powerful conception of a materialist world empty of any spiritual dimension. The most widely read of these religious counter-arguments is currently Timothy Keller’s The Reason for God, in which the writer himself appears to have lost all sense of reason. One purpose of the book you are about to read is likewise to challenge Richard Dawkins’ simplistic dismissal of God and the spirit within us, but it is written from an anti-religious perspective and challenges materialism not with the tools of scripture and blind faith, but with the materialists’ own weapons of choice, namely logic and reason. Neither materialists nor religionists seem particularly interested in evidence, but I hope that you are.


Religions have made some positive contributions, but they should accept that they have also done great harm. Leo Tolstoy, in his search for God and ‘the meaning of life’ was appalled both by the way religions violently disagreed with each other and by the violence done in the name of Jesus.


Religions have been responsible for bigotry, violence and persecution. Even now there are religious wars and widespread acts of religious terrorism throughout the world.


On the other hand, for over two centuries following ‘The Enlightenment’, we in the West have purported to revere ‘Reason’ and yet we have inflicted upon ourselves numerous wars, including, still just in living memory, the two World Wars and the Holocaust. Our world is now threatened by climate change, overpopulation and grotesque inequality. We have filled our oceans with plastic and chemicals.


In the United Kingdom’s last National Census about half the population declared no religion, but most were not atheists. Many people throughout the world are no longer satisfied by religion and yet find materialism dispiriting.


Individuals are confused and depressed by the way the world continues to slide downwards under the weight of human anger, violence and greed. The solution is not a populist movement. Our great problems cannot be solved by the miracles promised by populists and priests alike. The solution is for each of us to reawaken our own personal sense of spiritual awareness and purpose. We must all think for ourselves and we must feel for ourselves too.





1 Margery Allingham, The Fashion in Shrouds.




 


 


“They would not listen, they did not know how
Perhaps they’ll listen now …


“They would not listen, they’re not listening still
Perhaps they never will”


Don McLean’s “Vincent”


Songwriters: Don McLean
Vincent (Starry, Starry Night) lyrics © Universal Music
Publishing Group




Chapter One


The Origin of Something


In 1953 an American housewife predicted that the world would end on 20th December, 1954. Her name was Dorothy Martin and she was interested in Scientology, science fiction and aspects of the occult. She believed she was receiving messages from a supreme being, who had promised that a flying saucer would save her and her followers from the earthquake and tidal wave ordained to destroy America. Some ‘Martinites’ gave up their homes and sold their belongings in reliance on this doomsday prophecy.


As the more perceptive reader will already have begun to suspect, the world did not end as Mrs Martin had predicted.


On the day appointed for universal destruction her disciples became impatient at the delayed arrival of the flying saucer. She then announced that she had received a further message from the ‘supreme being.’ He was, she said, so pleased by their devotion that the world had been saved.


Astonishingly, as undercover researchers who had infiltrated the group discovered, the cult members believed even more strongly in their leader after her fundamental prophecy had failed. The conclusion of the researchers was that the Martinites were, like most of us, suffering from “cognitive dissonance.”2 That is, when our beliefs conflict with clear facts our inclination is to deny and disregard inconvenient evidence rather than to reassess our faith.


That the Martinites should have been quite so credulous seems even more surprising, because there have been so many failed predictions of doom being nigh. For instance, there was more widespread hysteria in 1844, when Baptist preacher, William Miller, predicted the destruction of the world as a precursor to the second coming of Jesus. God’s disobliging failure to destroy the world was without irony called ‘The Great Disappointment’ by Miller’s followers.


Regardless of this disappointment the majority of ‘Millerites’ still clung to religion, many joining the Shakers or Jehovah’s Witnesses.


Most of us rightly sense there is a spiritual element in life and this makes us dangerously open to religious claims of divine revelation, which claims usually define that spiritual element with comforting certainty. Comforting certainty proclaimed by a group can be seductively attractive, but in any worthwhile search for this spiritual element it is vital to examine the facts for ourselves.


Religious faith is a simple solution, which has the potential both to abbreviate our personal quest for spiritual truth and to replace reason. In the case of the Martinites the complete and undeniable failure of the key part of their credo should surely have triggered some scepticism, but we must face the depressing truth that it had precisely the opposite effect. Nor did believers appear to have had any misgivings as to the morality of a supreme being proposing to destroy the world and many good people who, due to no fault of their own, remained unaware of ‘Martinism’. Indeed, I suspect that many Martinites and Millerites took perverse pleasure both in the terrible fate awaiting their fellow countrymen and in their own spiritual superiority. The Martinites were comparatively harmless, but people can be induced by religion to act violently. Members of the Branch Davidian Sect in Waco, Texas, felt that their religion necessitated 104 semi-automatic AR-15 rifles as well as machine-guns and explosives. This sect ended in 1993 with some adherents being shot by ‘law enforcers’, some ending their own lives and others being helped along to death by their own co-religionists.


The dangers of religion prompted John Lennon to ‘Imagine’ a more peaceful and loving world with “no religion,” “no heaven” and “no hell below us.” In National Brotherhood Week Tom Lehrer humorously highlighted religionists’ hostility towards each other.3 Lehrer was optimistic, because the conflict is not just between different faiths. Each religion is split into groups, or sects, which particularly detest each other and regard themselves as superior by reason of their particular brand of belief. This superiority can express itself in violence towards those not sharing the chosen religion, or, worse still, not sharing the precise beliefs of a sect of that religion.4 In the first part of Gulliver’s Travels humanity’s inclination to violence based on trivial doctrinal disagreement is satirised in the form of the Lilliputians, who fight destructive wars over the correct end to be used to open an egg.5


At an airport, this disdain for those with different beliefs can range from being rudely shoved aside by an Hasidic Jew to being blown up by a Muslim terrorist. Any good God would surely want the people of the world to come together in love rather than killing each other over religious differences.


“We have just enough religion to make us hate, but not enough to make us love one another.”6


The many horrific acts of violence purportedly committed in the name of Islam are current and continuing. It is easy to pass over accounts of religious atrocities as mere impersonal reports and statistics, but each person killed or wounded is like us, a person with friends and family.7 Religion has the potential not only to create violence but also to dehumanize non-believers in the eyes of the devout. St Paul saw those who were not Christian as being, for that reason alone, ‘wicked and dark.’


In 2016 there were terrorist atrocities in the name of Islam ranging from blowing up small children on swings in Lahore to the murder in Scotland of a Muslim shopkeeper, Asad Shah, who had lapsed so far from his faith as to wish his customers a Happy Easter.8 One Muslim calling for this murder to be condemned himself received death threats.


Historically, however, Islam is not exceptionally violent9 and in earlier times it was comparatively tolerant of other beliefs. Many adherents of other religions also believe, or have believed, that their God ordains violence towards others. I particularly remember the beginning of the modern IRA bombing campaign in 1973, because I had rented a room above the NatWest bank in Solihull and the first real bomb of the modern campaign exploded there a few days after I had left. I was always surprised not to have been questioned.


This bombing campaign – there had been a previous one ending in 1938 – continued for about twenty-five years till the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 and was, of course, an offshoot of the civil war in Ireland between those identifying themselves as Protestant Christians and those identifying themselves as Catholic Christians. Both ostensibly Christian sides demonstrated a great capacity for violence and evil.


This was nothing new. Under Queen Mary Tudor, Catholics murdered and persecuted Protestants and under Queen Elizabeth Tudor the Protestants more than got their own back. The Thirty Years’ War (1618-1648) in Europe was essentially a religious one between Protestants and Catholics and resulted in up to eleven million deaths. A mere appetizer to this was the St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre of 1572, in which Catholics murdered over five thousand Protestant Christians. The Pope celebrated this atrocity with prayer services and commissioned a commemorative fresco in the Vatican, which, perhaps understandably, is not now on public view.


Presently, Christians in South Sudan are waging a bloody civil war during which their fellow believers are dying of starvation.


The division between Sunni and Shi’a Muslims, originating over the identity of the true successor to the Prophet, has led to much historic and current bloodletting. Sunni Muslims favour a line going to the father-in-law and Shi’a favour a line going to a son-in-law. This divide, now essentially between Sunni Saudi Arabia and Shi’a Iran, is worsening catastrophically. Nor should it be overlooked that the dishonest and ill-considered invasion of Iraq by the zealous Christians, President George W. Bush and Prime Minister Tony Blair, is still a big factor in sectarian violence in the Middle East and elsewhere. Renunciation of violence is ostensibly at the heart of Buddhism yet, in Thailand, nationalist Buddhist monks formally declared that this message of peace did not include communists. Buddhists in Myanmar – formerly Burma – having historically persecuted Rohingya Muslims, are now committing genocide. In Sri Lanka, the Sinhalese Buddhist majority has been far from non-violent towards the Muslim and Tamil minorities.


Although in many parts of the world Muslim atrocities are current, Islam is a comparatively young religion. Christianity in its earlier history was arguably much more destructive. In the 4th and 5th centuries many thousands of quasi-Christians – with elements of Zoroastrianism and Gnosticism – were killed in the name of Jesus for Manichaean heresy, which in brief was a belief that matter was evil and the mind good.


The Cathars, who had similar dualist beliefs as well as a dangerous inclination to treat women as equals, were exterminated with the encouragement and blessing of a number of Popes, including the inappropriately named Innocent III. At least half a million people perished in this religious pogrom. Those carrying out this holy extermination were assured of God’s blessing, in addition to enjoying the earthly benefit of being permitted to steal the victims’ land and wealth. This was not religious violence by “defiantly unorthodox fundamentalists”,10 but mass murder by orthodox Christians of the time. There was usually a profit in piety: the priceless contents of pagan temples destroyed as a demonstration of faith could be pillaged; the possessions of those executed as pagans under the laws of Justinian were forfeit; and those joining monasteries were, like Moonies today, obliged to sign away their estate to the Church.


The first Christian crusade of 1095 was ordered by Pope Urban II. In 1098 a single Christian victory cost around fifty thousand Turkish lives. After the battle the Christian soldiers were commended by Christian chronicler, Fulcher of Chartres, for doing “no other harm to the women found in the tents, save that they ran their lances through their bellies.” In the following year, Jerusalem fell and about sixty thousand Muslim and Jewish men, women and children were killed. Reasonable estimates of around twenty million are given as the total death toll for all the Crusades. From the 12th century onwards there were also Crusades around the Baltic, in which pagans in northern Europe were also massacred.11 The sad irony inherent in ‘killing for Jesus’ was overlooked. Seemingly nobody involved gave thought to the propriety of giving service to a God who, according to his priests, blessed murder, massacre, rape, pillage and impaling women with lances.


Things have not changed that much. The Rwandan genocide in 1994 had a strong religious element. Some Hutus reportedly styled themselves as “The Army of Jesus” and both Protestant and Catholic churches were implicated.12 In 2017 in Nigeria Apostle Johnson Suleman, leader of the Omega Fire Ministry, called for reprisal killings by Christians against Muslims. On a more domestic scale, in October, 2015, the Daily Express reported that “CHRISTIANS in Syria overwhelmingly SUPPORT Vladimir Putin’s aerial bombing campaign of ISIS and rebel strongholds, a church leader from the embattled city of Aleppo has claimed.” In November, 2015, the Church of England passed a motion seeming to support military action in Syria and the Archbishop of Canterbury commented that armed action was “almost inevitable”. In 2017 Donald Trump concluded his announcement of a missile strike on Syria with the words, “God bless America and the entire world”, which must have greatly comforted those killed and injured by those missiles.


I can remember, when I was young and pious, being dumbfounded when the then Archbishop of Canterbury, subsequently known as ‘Bomber Ramsey’, called for the bombing of Ian Smith’s Southern Rhodesia. Special mention is earned by Jair Bolsonaro in Brazil. In 2018 he is running for President. In 2015 he declared that Brazil was a Christian country and that non-Christians were not ‘true citizens.’ This progressive Christian is also against black people, women’s rights and homosexuality, while declaring approval of sterilisation of the poor, guns and torture. All this support for violence is from Christians purportedly following Jesus, who declared in his Sermon on the Mount, ‘Blessed are the peacemakers: for they shall be called children of God.’13


Modern Christianity tends to ignore its own history. Without dwelling on the litany of historic violence and modern abuse attributable to Christianity, evangelical Christian, Timothy Keller, in his riposte to Dawkins’ The God Delusion, writes, “We cannot skip lightly over the fact that there have been injustices done by the church in the name of Christ, yet who can deny that the force of Christians’ most fundamental beliefs can be a powerful impetus for peacemaking in our troubled world?”14 All those with a reasonable grasp of history must surely deny this claim. Certainly, Mr Keller and his fellow evangelists habitually skip lightly over the inconveniently violent history of Christianity.


Christians have been responsible for the persecution and massacre of Jews, often fuelled by fake news that Jews ritually killed Christian children. Sadly, many other brands of religionists have also persecuted the Jews. From 167 BC the Seleucids imposed the Greek gods on the Jews with much cruelty. Likewise the Muslims: even though Muhammad had been given sanctuary by the Jews of Medina, he later expelled some Jewish tribes. Muslim pogroms against Jews occurred regularly in the last two centuries, ending with a comparatively modest massacre in Baghdad in 1941. All this killing was in the name of God. It must, in fairness, be repeated that, in earlier times, Jews, Christians and others were often tolerated in Muslim countries. They usually had fewer civil rights and paid higher taxes, but were allowed a reasonable degree of freedom. In 1492, Christian monarchs, Ferdinand and Isabella, finally conquered Granada, the last Spanish territory held by the Muslims. The Jews, who had enjoyed a peaceful life under their Islamic rulers, were then given the option of converting to Christianity, or exile and about eighty thousand went to Portugal and fifty thousand to the Ottoman Empire. The remaining Spanish Jews and Muslims were soon given the same choice. Sadly for those Jews and Muslims remaining in Spain, they ‘did not expect the Spanish Inquisition’ and many suffered persecution, torture and death. History seems to be cyclical, because the myth of ritual murder by Jews is now being regenerated by highly placed priests in the Russian Orthodox Church: according to this modern fake news Tsar Nicholas II – canonised in 2000 – and his family were not executed by the Bolsheviks on the order of Lenin, but were the subject of ritual killing by the Jews.


Michel de Montaigne’s old chestnut still says a lot: ‘Man is certainly stark mad; he cannot make a worm, and yet he makes gods by the dozen.’15 Because we humans make God in our own image, we seem to attribute to God many of our own most unattractive characteristics, including anger, malevolence and intolerance. Once people believe that they can converse with God, their personal prejudices will inevitably colour their perception of this dialogue. Many human beings like to control others and what better way, as the example of Mrs Martin shows, than by claiming direct contact with a divine being, or by asserting a superior interpretation of divine writings. So religionists have many primitive rules such as these parts of the body must be chopped off our children16, only these things may be eaten, only these garments shall be worn, people must fast, people must confess, or kneel, of go on crusades and jihad, women should be regarded as inferior, polio vaccine is really a devilish plot, condoms may not be used even in areas where Aids, Ebola or Zika viruses are endemic. So it is that religions tend to control and damage their adherents, and usually non-believers suffer collateral damage. Most religious rules tend to be negative and repressive.


Why is a good virtuous life assumed by many religionists to be a life of denial and misery? In the West, this negative philosophy of salvation through self-torment was magnified by St Paul (5-67AD) to set the tone for Christianity, or Paul’s ‘Cross-tianity’ as others put it. By the 3rd century, Clement of Alexandria in his definitive guide to Christian conduct asserted that, “Unblushing pleasure must be cut out by the roots.” Most religious rules of behaviour reflect a mistrust of pleasure and joy. I know a distinguished practitioner in alternative medicine, whose mother was afflicted by a serious illness. He provided treatment, which satisfactorily controlled her condition. She had been raised in a Catholic institution and such was her ingrained religiosity that she subsequently refused treatment saying that she should suffer God’s will. She appeared to relish an agonizing death as a form of Christian virtue. How could anybody be led to believe that her God wanted her to suffer at all, let alone unnecessarily? It is a warped message that causes people to take comfort in suffering and to recoil from happiness and pleasure. We may be “born to trouble,”17 but we are not born for trouble. At least some religious leaders can be positive. Just three years after St Paul’s death, when looking upon the final destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem, the great Rabbi Yohanan, leader of the Pharisees, did not yield to the dark side, but reaffirmed the text, “I desire love not sacrifice.” There is nothing inherently good in sacrifice and nothing inherently sinful in pleasure. We should better trust our conscience. Although not conspicuously keen on women, St Paul, being a Pharisee himself, must have believed that God had created Eve. If alive today, as a self-denial enthusiast, he would be particularly infuriated by modern research showing that women have more orgasms if they perceive pleasure as good and positive.18 Self-denial for its own sake is quite poisonous.


Religion does not harm everybody, because not all religious leaders practice the self-denial they preach. In about 1830 Joseph Smith was able to give up his profession of finding objects by using ‘mystic powers’ to search for them in a mirror, because he had founded The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. In 2012 there was a scandal, when Russian Patriarch Kirill was photographed wearing a $30,000 Breguet watch. After the outcry began, the Russian Orthodox Church’s reaction was not to give an honest explanation and apology. Instead, the image of the watch itself was deleted from the photograph, but leaving its reflection in the polished table below. The late Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh collected between 74 and 93 Rolls-Royce cars. More recently Indian guru, Gurmeet Ram Rahim Singh, amassed a huge portfolio of investments and enjoyed the extra perk of a secret passage to the dormitories of his female followers. After he was convicted of rape, his devotees rioted causing 39 deaths. Amazingly, the infamous sex scandal which embarrassed the television evangelist, Jimmy Swaggart, caused only a moderate setback to his lucrative enterprises. The Internet contains rich lists of American Pastors. In May 2018, televangelist, Jesse Duplantis, asked his followers to find over $50 million to fund his fourth jet, so that he could be saved the inconvenience of refuelling: ‘If Jesus were alive today, he’d be in an airplane preaching the gospel.’ The late L. Ron Hubbard, founder of Scientology, was alleged to have said, ‘If you really want to make a million … the quickest way is to start your own religion.’19 I suspect that Saul of Tarsus did not have a divine experience on the road to Damascus, but his vision was a realization that Christianity was better business and that is why he turned from persecutor to proselytizer. Likewise Emperor Constantine claimed a convenient vision of a giant cross in the sky just at the time when he needed to win Christian support to bolster his military position. The Catholic Church has amassed a fortune on Earth in cash, investments, fine art and real-estate. In 2015, Pope Francis, who appears to have many excellent qualities, formally declined to sell ‘the riches of the Church’ because this treasure ‘belongs to humanity.’ Those dying of poverty may fail to draw comfort from the knowledge that religions preserve their great wealth for humanity.


Despite the more absurd aspects of religion, there is evidence suggesting that a God exists, but not a God wanting to be a profitable commodity, or a violent one demanding suffering and terror. God is not a vengeful and spiteful old misogynist in the clouds, but rather is a universal and loving force. We do not need ‘faith’, because the evidence shows that we have been given free will, free destiny and a conscience by which to navigate through life. I must, however, be sadly deficient in devotion to my own conclusions, because I do not want to injure any other person for not sharing them. I do, though, very much care that religions continue to cause so much harm both to the world generally and to the spiritual awareness of people individually. Religion tends to block free will, to impede logical thought and to act as an easy substitute for the often uncomfortable demands of a person’s own conscience. Although I believe in a force, which I call God, I strongly challenge the idea that faith in God is essential to eternal salvation. The majority of people are good. Most religionists are well intentioned and act well. Most atheists, who reject religion and God with it, are equally good people. Presently the proportion of atheists is dwindling.


Research shows that religionists now have a significantly higher birth rate than secularists.20 Although the biological future of secularism is comparatively poor, it is fair to say that the peace of the world is not presently threatened by the non-belief of fundamentalist atheists. Religion and materialism are at the extremes of the spiritual spectrum. Like infrared and ultraviolet the supporting evidence for their positions is invisible. The truth is at neither extreme, but, in trying to find the truth, the starting point must be to question religionists’ absolute certainty that they have found the ultimate truth. Andy Hamilton detests the certainty at the extremes and rightly suggests that, “Nobody ever died following the banner of mild conjecture.” Nor has mild conjecture ever caused killing and persecution.


Most religions have some profound spiritual truth at their core. Sadly, the power of this truth has been hijacked and embroidered by men to promote a picture of a God they would like to exist and to control others by writing scripture, which they claim has somehow been revealed to them by that God. An obvious objection to any religion based on ‘revelation’ is that God delayed so long before revealing the true path to salvation. My smugness in having perceived this logical flaw in most religions was marred by later discovering that many others have already noticed it, beginning in 170 AD with Celsus, a Greek critic of Christianity.21 Our world is more than four and a half billion years old. Just about six million years ago hominids appeared. Did God create these early hominids sharing our genus – Latin homo, “human being” – such as Homo habilis and the schoolboy’s favourite, Homo erectus, or was his favour exclusively reserved for us? Why did he delay so many eons before creating modern man? Much to the Earth’s disadvantage, Homo sapiens first appeared only about two hundred thousand years ago. How does our subsequent interbreeding with Neanderthals square with divine creation? The average human still retains 2 per cent Neanderthal DNA. The Sphinx in Egypt was constructed between 10,000 and 2,500 BC. Records of Chinese culture date back about four thousand years. Modern revelatory religions, that is, religions based on revelation by God himself of his existence, face a real problem in accounting for God’s extreme delay in revealing the true faith. So Christianity is only about two thousand years old. Christians say that without letting Jesus into your heart you cannot be saved. Either this is a marketing ploy, or it poses a significant problem for all those born before Jesus, including a great number of revered characters in the Old Testament, who had not heard the message of Jesus. The rather unconvincing answer to this is that Jesus went down to Hell22 and led out all good people after his resurrection. Hell must have been most unjustly overcrowded for more than a hundred and fifty thousand years. Islam is an even younger religion, being a bit over fourteen hundred years old. Extreme Islamists – ISIS etc. – destroy historical monuments, like sites in Syria and the great statues of the Buddha in Afghanistan, primarily because the historical evidence contradicts the version of Islamic history they want to believe in: ‘alternative facts’; ‘cognitive dissonance’.23 God waited till about 1830 before allegedly revealing Mormonism to Joseph Smith. In about 1881, much influenced by Miller, the failed doomsday predictor, Pastor Charles Taze Russell (1852-1916) effectively created the Bible Student Movement, part of which later became the Jehovah’s Witnesses. Four times in thirty-five years he erroneously forecast the end of world, but still the movement thrived. More recently the end of the world has been predicted for 197524 – said to be six thousand years from Creation – and 2015. Despite these repeated ‘disappointments’, the faithful remain confident that they will imminently be beamed up by ‘The Rapture’. It was as recently as 1954 that Scientology was created by L. Ron Hubbard.


This hiatus between creation and revelation would be unacceptably unjust to those who lived before the invention of each religion and it was surely somewhat remiss of God to have delayed so long both in creating Homo sapiens and in disclosing the true path to us, whichever path that is. Baptists, for example, have told me that it is only through the Baptist Church – created circa 1612 – that salvation can be found. Other Christian churches similarly view themselves as having the monopoly on God. Even G. K. Chesterton’s kindly Father Brown believed that only Catholicism could offer salvation. We are given a very odd picture of God, who says to those after death, ‘Sorry, you were a very good person and lived a good life with a generous open heart but, regrettably for your salvation, you worshipped in the wrong religion.’! Is it only a Muslim of the right brand, or only a Jew of the right type, or maybe a Presbyterian – anagram of ‘best in prayer’ – who hold the key to the afterlife? Can it be right that a person’s salvation should depend not on true goodness, but on punctilious observance of the rules of the correct religion? This would seem remarkably cruel for those who have not had the opportunity to hear the correct message, or who, like most of us, have been brought up in a particular religion from birth. A really good person, who had loved his fellow man, but worshipped in the wrong place, would have no prospect of salvation, whereas a quite unpleasant member of the correct religion would at least have a ticket in the afterlife lottery. How can any sensible person believe in a deity capable of making such preposterous distinctions?


Each religion has a vested interest in claiming that it has God’s especial favour. How can religions be so certain about what God is like and what highly specific devotional acts he requires? In one breath, religions describe God as too great for description in words – ineffable – and in the next they present a detailed set of ‘revealed’ certainties. The spiritual realm is no place for absolute certainty, let alone rigid prescriptive rules. Any human claiming spiritual certainty and applying that certainty for the purpose of directing others how to act should be viewed with the greatest suspicion. I have always loved Frank Muir’s witticism, ‘I used to be an agnostic, but now I am not so sure.’ There is every reason for doubt. However, if God does exist, one sad probability is that the ‘superman’ God of most religions does not; that is, a God who, like Superman, actively intervenes in the world. Standard religion assures its adherents that if they follow the precepts of their religion devoutly, if they worship precisely in the correct manner, if they pray with sufficient faith and piety, if they make the appropriate sacrifices like giving money, then God will intervene to smite enemies, to prevent or abate a plague, to ensure that an exam is passed, or to give victory in wars and football matches. These systems cunningly attribute all things good to God and anything bad both to the Devil – or the equivalent – and also to the insufficient piety of the disappointed believer. It really is a clever system: if it is good, it’s God; the bad is down to you and Satan. So, Wilbert Jones of Louisiana was freed after being in jail for forty-five years for a crime he had not committed. Upon his release, he did not ponder on how his God had allowed his life to be ruined and the true offender to escape, but thanked God for his eventual intervention, declaring, ‘Through God all things are possible.’ I remember hearing on the radio an unconvincing attempt by the admirable John Sentamu, Archbishop of York, to explain how God could have caused or permitted the earthquake, which shattered Haiti. While, of course, God did neither, this is the unanswerable question for proponents of an interventionist God.


A religion with a superman God has a lot more pulling power, when it comes to recruiting followers. After all, as the modern prince of materialism, Richard Dawkins, writes, “… what is the use of a God who does no miracles and answers no prayers?”25 It is no coincidence that ‘prayer’ in most languages also means ‘request.’ Many religious devotees expect reward in material form for their religious devotion. “They make their religion into an attempt to get what they want from the ‘Great Vending Machine in the Sky.’”26 The problem is that once you create the image of an interventionist God, then you do have to explain and justify God’s many conspicuous failures to intervene. If God will really help to win a battle, or a football match, what was he doing during the earthquake in Haiti, or during the Holocaust, or when the H-bomb was created and dropped, or in earlier times during the Catholic genocide of the Cathars? What is God doing when our loved ones die unnecessarily early and cruel deaths? Why do some self-evidently horrible people reach positions of power and influence, or have lives of apparent comfort, whereas some conspicuously good people suffer poverty, ill fortune and wretchedness? With the possible exception of reincarnation and karma, which suppose that present existence has been affected by conduct in previous lives, this cannot be easily rationalized in spiritual terms. The explanation that ‘God moves in mysterious ways his wonders to perform’ does not begin to answer the question. The late Billy Graham (1918-2018) in his 9/11 address said, ‘I have been asked hundreds of times why God allows tragedy and suffering. I have to confess that I do not know the answer. I have to accept, by faith, that God is sovereign, and that He is a God of love and mercy and compassion in the midst of suffering.’ This will not do to explain the self-evident passivity of an interventionist God, unless ‘faith’ really means a willingness to believe something unquestioningly, which is clearly dissonant with the evidence. The late Sir Terry Wogan lost his faith by reason of his daughter’s early death. Two of my most beloved friends – a Christian and a Jew – lost their faith when those close to them suffered badly without the sort of intervention from God which their religions had encouraged them to expect. Loss of faith in such circumstances results from a justifiable rejection of a deity who has been advertised as an interventionist, but who refuses to intervene in circumstances where any humane person, who could do something, would do something. Indeed, why has God not prevented the cruel event in the first place? Also, why should an interventionist God really require prayers and sacrifices to be prompted to do what is right? Would you require worship before trying to save somebody from drowning? God did not ‘die in Auschwitz’,27 but for any reasonable person the concept of an interventionist God cannot have survived the Holocaust, or the many other terrible events in our history.


Another type of interventionist God is the one referred to as a ‘personal’ God. Most religions are certain theirs is a personal God. Such a God pays particular attention to overseeing our own personal needs and conduct. A personal God is aware of our very thoughts and some religionists, like President Carter, follow Biblical text and suggest that an evil thought is as bad as an evil deed. This seems twice wrong. Firstly, a person who resists an evil thought and acts well, arguably deserves more credit than somebody free of that temptation. Secondly, the idea suggests that, having had the thought, the guilty person may as well do the deed with no further moral culpability. For humans to imagine a God interested in our every thought and action is surely a great conceit.


For humans to imagine that God could be so deeply interested in our personal lives also seems a matter of self-deception, because for there to be violence and evil in the world, or great suffering or injustice in the personal lives of individual believers, is surely compelling evidence that no personal God really exists. Timothy Keller attacks this reasoning as “fallacious”28 and writes, “Just because you can’t see or imagine a good reason why God might allow something to happen doesn’t mean there can’t be one.” This sort of fuzzy-minded evasion makes it all the more important for Mr Keller and other zealots to produce real evidence of the personal God they describe. The impossibility of proving that God does not exist is not positive proof that God does exist. Mr Keller moves on to a proposition, which is similar to that debunked by Bertrand Russell’s example of a teapot in space.29 Mr Keller says that if you look into a kennel for a St Bernard and one is not obvious then it is reasonable to presume that the dog is not there. If, however, you are looking into the kennel for a microscopic bug with an unpleasant bite, called a ‘no-see-um’, and you do not see one it is unreasonable to assume that they are not present. His argument is that the ‘no-see-um’ is there and yet not readily visible to us in just the same way as his God is present yet invisible. God, if the powerful personal God depicted by the main monotheistic religions, should surely be far more conspicuous in the world than a St Bernard in a kennel. According to the Bible, God frequently manifested himself for the purposes of causing floods, wiping out towns, winning battles, exterminating nations, parting the Red Sea, ordaining Commandments and laws and much more. As we have been given powers of observation and reason either by God, or by Natural Selection, or by both, then it would be quite wrong for us not to use those powers to recognize that in more modern times there have been no such divine manifestations.


Does the great suffering in the world tend to support or refute the existence of an interventionist and personal God? Given that belief in God is usually based on ancient scripts claiming to depict observable interactions between God and man, does the absence of any modern manifestation, even when failure to intervene seems quite unjustifiable, tend to support or refute the existence of an interventionist God? Also, why does God have to be relegated to the magnitude of a ‘no-see-um’ to be believed in? Mr Keller’s analogy fails on a more practical level too. I could, of course, use a microscope to ascertain the presence of minute insects in Mr Keller’s kennel. More simply still, if I were to crawl into the kennel, supposing no ‘no-see-ums’ to be present, I should soon experience proof of their existence in the form of their bites. Where in modern history do we find compelling evidence of God intervening, interacting, or even leaving humanity with some divine bites? “But the God of Theologians is incapable of local visibility.”30


One believer in a personal God is Israeli, David Shoshan, who brought a legal action against God. He wanted a restraining order because God had ‘treated him harshly’. The Haifa Magistrates’ Court dismissed his claim as “ludicrous.” This kind of human egocentricity was once reflected in the belief that our world was the centre of the universe. Contrary to ancient learning, religions fostered the idea that mankind is central and foremost in the universe and that our planet with everything on it was directly created by God. According to this obligatory view, everything was centred on our tiny planet, just as everything on it was to be viewed as being centred on man. In the face of violent resistance from the Church,31 it took Galileo and others, after he was tortured into recantation, bravely to prove that our tiny sphere is just an insignificant speck in the Universe. It was only in 1822 that the Catholic Church formally decided to relax its absolute ban on any suggestion that the sun was the centre of the Solar System. Even then the Church could not bring itself fully to accept the Earth’s subordinate position. It took till 1992 for Pope John Paul II to acknowledge the wrongfulness of Galileo’s forced recantation due to what he described as a “tragic mutual misunderstanding.” Even now some extreme Protestant sects still insist that Galileo was wrong. There are more than ten billion planets in the Milky Way alone, which are capable of sustaining life within the terms of our limited understanding. There must be an abundance of life throughout the Universe. If there is life elsewhere then it makes it harder still to believe in a God concerned for mankind alone. Unlike the mechanism of the Solar System, the relationship of God to humanity cannot be a matter of scientific certainty, but both evidence and reason suggest that belief in a God who, in our own form, takes infinite interest in the thoughts and deeds of each of us, is as ludicrous and egocentric as David Shoshan’s legal action.


In his argument for a personal God, Mr Keller passes on to the proposition that good comes out of suffering. Sadly, very much more often than not, misery comes out of suffering. Mr Keller uses the example of Joseph of the Coat of Many Colours, whom he describes as an “arrogant young man”. Certainly Joseph was hated by his brothers for being favoured by their father and he aggravated this dislike by rather tactlessly relating dreams, which implied his superiority, but I am doubtful that the text of Genesis32 really sustains the adjective ‘arrogant’. He points out that Joseph was cast into the pit then into slavery, but “through his suffering, he achieved power and saved many from famine.” This is false reasoning. Joseph’s suffering was not a prerequisite either of Joseph’s later power or of the prevention of the famine. God could simply have ordained that there would be no famine, or that Joseph, or if not he, the person then in charge of Egypt’s food supply, had the dreams about fat cows and wheat ears – it seems odd that divine messages in scripture tend to be so unclear33. The fact that very occasionally some good comes out of bad does not prove God’s existence, or excuse his failure to prevent bad things. Reality, which is that the world contains much terrible and unresolved suffering with no good coming out of it at all, tends strongly to contradict the evangelical message.


When it suits, religionists do not see the ways of God as mysterious. They are often certain about God’s displeasure. “When the vines in my village are nipped by frost, my priest immediately argues that God is angry with the human race …”34 The 9/11 terrorist attacks were described by Anne Graham Lotz, Billy Graham’s daughter, with confident certainty as a “Wake-up call from God.” Another leading American evangelist, Jerry Falwell, asserted on television that, ‘… the pagans, and the abortionists, and the feminists, and the gays and the lesbians who are actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People For the American Way, all of them who have tried to secularize America. I point the finger in their face and say “you helped this happen.”’35 Although Falwell apparently recanted later, this typifies the way religionists attribute natural and man-made horrors to divine punishment by their God for mankind’s failure to observe their own particular beliefs. The great tsunami of 2004 was attributed by representatives of all faiths to a judgement by God. For instance, Muslim clerics in Indonesia blamed the event on failure by the faithful to pray sufficiently and some Hindus blamed it on the wrongful arrest of an activist called Jayendra Saraswathi, the Kanchi Shankaracharya.


Faith in God is often rejected when the absurdity of a particular religion dawns on the devotee. If a preacher declares that the Bible is the absolute word of God, then the thinking religionist would surely have serious doubts, because the Bible contains major factual and doctrinal contradictions and approves objectionable concepts like slavery36, murdering homosexuals and specified ritual animal sacrifices.37 Who was the observer who chronicled Genesis and why is there no mention of dinosaurs, or kangaroos, or other creatures unknown to ancient Hebrews? How does the Creation square with the ‘Great Dying’ about two hundred and fifty million years ago, when global warming killed over 90 per cent of species of all living things, or the later extinction of the dinosaurs by a random asteroid? Incidentally, thanks to us, who are supposedly the ‘divine creation’, the number of wild living things in the world more than halved between 1970 and 2012 and this is generally referred to by scientists as the ‘Sixth Great Extinction’.38 A friend reminded me that on a sunny day in the 1950s, if you sat in or near an area of long grass, even on an urban bomb-site, the noise made by the insect life was incredibly loud. Now, in a mere sixty years, our grass has fallen silent. Whatever doubt there may be about the creation of the world, it is certain that we are destroying it.


Also, why do religionists not claim full credit for their God’s creation, so as to include as part of that divine creation such things as parasites, leprosy, bubonic plague and polio? Once God is enmeshed in a religion then the concept of God can so easily be rejected along with the religion itself. Of course, Genesis is really a creation myth and not an historical record. Apart from the first chapter dealing with the creation itself, which scholars date to the 10th Century BC, it was written in the 8th Century BC by somebody identified by academics as ‘J’. The modern shape of the Old Testament began to form when Genesis was merged with the work of somebody referred to as Elohim and later added to and amended by the Deuteronomists, who insisted on the exclusive worship of Yahweh, as opposed to other gods appearing in the texts. Further additions to the Old Testament were later made by Ezekiel and his followers after the Jews were deported to Babylon in 597 BC. Leviticus was added to allow the individual to live with purity in exile. Further addition was made after the return of Ezra and his followers to Israel from Babylon, reflecting their displeasure at the way of life of those Jews who had not been exiled.39 Each of these major alterations, and most of the minor ones too, reflected the agenda of those dominating Judaism at the time. The prevailing agenda underlying the evolution of these texts seems to have been a desire for a tribal God, who would, through fear, intimidate both Gentiles and insufficiently devout Jews alike, and who would, when fear proved insufficient, do a lot of smiting. Later non-Jewish Christians, notably the ascetic Greek, Origen Adamantius,40 contributed to adapting the Jewish texts into what is now the Old Testament.


Scripture is clearly not an historic record. The world is beyond doubt older than the six thousand and twenty-odd years calculated by Archbishop James Ussher using the Bible as the reference book for his ludicrous computation.41 In fairness to those believing Ussher, they are in error by only a little over four and a half billion years. Creationism is patently absurd and yet sadly many cling on to it in the name of their Biblical God. Likewise, the arbitrary rules for living laid down by religions, which are over-reliant on their sacred writings, can make God look rather foolish. Like Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980), we may conclude that this personal God, portrayed by many religions, really appears to be a tyrant, leaving us no personal freedom or privacy. The obituary of Warren Mitchell recalled that, “His earliest acting ambitions were thwarted by the orthodoxy of his grandmother, who stopped him from appearing as Tiny Tim in a school production of A Christmas Carol because the Christmas pudding he would eat at the end of the play was not kosher. After a childhood punctuated by not being allowed to do things because of his faith, he became an avowed atheist in later life, opposing all religious dogma.”42 I should not want to fall into the same trap as St Paul by seeming to suggest that those who do not agree with my beliefs are in any way inferior. Many of those I love, or have loved, are/were religionists, or atheists. Despite their fundamental misapprehension and even in some cases because of it, many people of faith and of none are wonderful human beings. It is perhaps their very goodness that makes religionists vulnerable to the siren song of religion. On the other hand, some of the most dishonest, judgemental, disagreeable and untrustworthy people I have ever encountered have been ostentatiously religious, like the vain Pharisee in the Temple, whom Jesus condemned.
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