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  "One needs something to believe in, something for which one can have whole-hearted enthusiasm. One needs to feel that one's life has meaning, that one is needed in this world."




  Hannah Senesh
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  “Faith should not be blind, but an affirmation of one's knowledge” INTRODUCTION




  The Choice




  In this famous cartoon, a sheep is standing in front of two adjacent gates; one is labeled 'right' and the other 'left'. Both paths lead to the same slaughter house. The cartoon is titled "The illusion of free choice".




  [image: ]




  Correspondingly, every human being has to choose from one of three options: 1- There is no God. 2- There is a God. Or 3- There is a God and Religion matters. The question is: do all paths lead to the same place? The answer is both yes and no.




  Suppose we choose option number three, then finding the right religion must be the result of a logical, sensible and accurate selection. In the same way our resolve to believe in a supernatural being must also appeal to our sense of logic and reason.




  Finding the answers to the questions below will equip us with the knowledge needed in order to reach that desired goal found only in The Answer.




  Is there a God?
Is the universe 15 billion years old?
Was the world created in six days?




  Is Judaism really the base of all monotheistic religions?


  Are the Biblical narratives true?




  Who was Jesus and how did Christianity come about?


  Was Jesus the messiah?
Was Jesus resurrected?
Will Jesus return?




  Who was Muhammad and what exactly is Islam?
Was Muhammad a true prophet?
Is Islam the religion of truth?
Is the Qur'an the word of God?
Do all three religions believe in the same God?




  Why have Jews been around for thousands of years and no empire or superpower has been able to rid the world of their presence despite repeated attempts?
Does God have a relationship with the Jewish people?


  What makes them so special and why are they so hated?




  Who is an atheist?
Who is an agnostic?
Could it be we are simply the product of evolution and complex chemical reactions?
Did we evolve from monkeys or primates?




  And most of all.... does religion really matter?




  Here is The Answer .




  
CHAPTER ONE
The Answer





  Colombia is located in the northwestern corner of South America, with coasts in the Caribbean and the Pacific Ocean. There are 44 million Colombians, 90% of them, Roman Catholics and 10% Christians. As a child I attended Catholic school and being the only Jewish boy in my class, I got to play outside while my classmates endured Religion period. Once or twice I was asked: "Don't you get it? Christianity is the true religion! You Jews are so few and so stubborn!" This was often followed by the 'logical' question: "Do you really think all of us are wrong and you alone are right?" As a child I didn't really know how to answer my inquiring classmates. Jews in Colombia number approximately 10,000. In other words, we were far less than one tenth of one percent of Colombia's total population. I needed an answer, maybe not so much to be able to refute my classmates, but if they were right, I wanted to be right as well. Maybe being Jewish was a mistake.




  One day it all became clear. In history class, we learned that before the Spanish colonizers came to South America, the natives were 'Indians', not from India, but the kind one sees on TV in the National Geographic explorations of the Amazon; primitive people living in makeshift huts and tents, and hunting with bows and arrows. These indigenous people were aborigines who worshiped the sun and the moon, and regarded all sorts of natural phenomena as acts of one or many of their deities. When the Spanish soldiers came in the early 1500's, armed with their swords, greed and lust for power, they killed, raped, abused and enslaved these natives; they took a sword to their throat and gave them a simple choice: to become good Catholic slaves or become dead! The Spaniards forced their language, their religion, and their culture, all in the name of Jesus and the Catholic Church; in the name of Christian love, and in the name of whatever they could steal and pillage from their 'uncivilized' new found victims. They imposed their Western culture (or lack of it) with the sword and a show of might. What really makes this interesting is that in the late 1800's the 'natives' (by this time a very mixed breed ) rebelled and fought for their independence from the Spanish monarchy. Interestingly enough, although they were victorious, they did not revert to their native languages, nor did they go back to worshiping the sun and the moon. They continued being "Spanish", but now "Spanish-Colombians". More than two hundred years have gone by since Colombia's independence and all Colombians speak Spanish (Castilian) and most still follow a religion they don't really understand; they follow the rule of the Catholic Church and the Opus Dei (the Vatican's branch). Millions of children are born into this religion, relaying their hopes and prayers on an array of saints, virgins, priests, popes, clay statues and an assortment of crucifixes; not to mention an incomprehensible belief in a trinity representing a spirit, a messiah and the God of the Hebrews, all while hoping for some kind of salvation from a sin they never committed!




  Hypothetically speaking, if China decided to attack and invade Colombia, and they murdered hundreds of thousands of its inhabitants including their priests and religious leaders; if China enslaved these people and forced Buddhism upon them, two hundred years from now, there would be 44 million Colombian Buddhists worshiping Buddha, speaking Chinese, but probably still complaining about the Jews' stubbornness in refusing to subjugate themselves to the 'Buddhist truth'!




  You should understand that Colombia's historic time line is far from unique. The same story can be told about Peru, Ecuador, Brazil and the rest of South and Central America. Millions fell victims to European Christian imperialism and virtually none managed to maintain their original heritage. Add to this the 13 million black slaves that were brought in from Africa who were also stripped of their native tongues, customs and religious beliefs. The spread of Christianity seemed unstoppable and Jews were caught in this struggle as well. In 1492 when Columbus discovered America, for Jews, it marked the year of the expulsion of the Jews from Spain.




  The Inquisition forced everyone to convert. Not only the natives in the new world but all who lived under the dominion of the Catholic Church. Many Jews chose death, while others converted yet secretly remained Jewish (nicknamed 'marranos' -pigs), and many others escaped the long arm of the persecutors by fleeing to other countries. The Inquisition claimed hundreds of thousands of innocent lives in Europe, and millions more throughout Latin America. Jews managed to survive without withering away, without taking on foreign values that could contaminate their core set of beliefs.




  The Catholic Church pursued forced conversions and they were not the only ones. Ever since the rise of Islam in the 7th century, and for over 13 centuries thereafter, orders for conversion were decreed under all the Islamic dynasties. Muhammad instructed his followers to call people to Islam before waging war against them -the warfare would follow from their refusal to accept Islam or to enter the Islamic social order as inferiors required paying a special tax. Numerous people chose to convert to Islam under the threat of war, countless others because they couldn't afford not to.




  Judaism in contrast to Christianity and Islam never sought to convert anyone, much less through violent means. No one ever forced my parents or my grandparents or any of my ancestors to become Jewish. On the contrary, Jews customarily discourage non-Jews from converting and those who do convert -and they are few in number- overwhelmingly do so out of a true conviction that they have found The Answer. In spite of the all-too-popular anti-Semitism that should keep even the most valiant seekers skeptical about joining the often hated (although paradoxically admired) and persecuted Hebrew nation, they purposely choose to become Jewish. So yes, I suppose that 99% of people in Colombia can be wrong and the very small number of stubborn Jews, fleeing persecution, but showing no signs of spiritual weakness, they could be right, despite the deniers and despite the odds. Five hundred years ago, most people believed the earth was flat. Numbers alone do not grant validity. My search for the truth continued on.




  Throughout history, deities, rituals and entire systems of belief have changed, mostly as a result of wars and the quest for domination; and not so much on the basis of reason and logical realizations. Religion by force is odious, and is not the way for a person to develop a relationship with a Being regarded as merciful, eternal and omnipresent. Free will, the power to choose, is the key to building a relationship with such a God. Blind faith coupled with ignorance will not suffice. Answering, "I don't know" to the question "Why do you believe in God?" will leave you feeling just as empty as when you started your search for the truth.




  Nietzsche coined the phrase "God is dead, man has killed him", meaning that God has always been a product of mankind's imagination and now that science has shed new light on the world, we no longer need to believe in a supernatural Being and his contention cannot go unanswered. Karl Marx argued that "religion is the opiate of the masses", and in fact, religion has been used as a tool for oppression and submission. This alone however, does not disprove the existence of God. To find the ultimate truth, we must examine the most elemental component to all three main religions: Evidence of the existence of God.




  Going further, and assuming we successfully come to the understanding that there is in fact a God, and that this Being revealed itself to the Jewish people (as described in the Jewish Bible and accepted by all other monotheistic religions), we'll have to examine whether God's teachings did in fact trickle down to Christianity and later on to Islam. Christianity's contention is that God rejected the Jewish people after they rejected Jesus. Islam's contention is that God decided to send an additional prophet to provide the guidance that Jesus had failed to impart.




  To recap, according to all three religions, God began fostering a relationship with mankind as described in the Bible (Old Testament). But what exactly is the Bible? Precisely which texts all three main religions believe to be holy?




  The Jewish Bible (the Torah) is composed of the Five Books of Moses (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy) believed to be the word of God, written by the hand of His servant Moses, and delivered to the entire nation of Israel some 3,500 years ago in Mt. Sinai - a small mountain somewhere in the desert between Egypt and the land of Israel. If we add to these five volumes, the books of Kings, Prophets and Writings -books that according to tradition were written by men but inspired by God- we have the complete Jewish Bible, also referred to as the Tanach. That is the totality of common scripture that exists between all three religions.




  To put things into proper perspective, let us take a look at the time line when all three religions came to be. Judaism begins with the appearance of Abraham in the year 1948 of the Jewish calendar, which corresponds to the year 1813 BCE of the Gregorian and commonly used calendar of today. In the year 2448 of the Jewish calendar (1312 BCE) God takes the Hebrews out of Egypt and gives them the Torah marking the beginning of the Jewish people. Christianity begins with the appearance of Jesus around the year 3728 of the Jewish calendar or year 32 BCE of the Gregorian calendar. The year one coincides with Jesus’ Crucifixion; the New Testament is subsequently written in Greece and finalized by the Romans over a span of more than 300 years. The Christians demote the Jewish Bible to the status of 'Old Testament' and spread their new belief worldwide. Some 630 years after the rise of Christianity, approximately in the year 4390 of the Jewish calendar, somewhere in the Arabian Peninsula, a man by the name of Muhammad establishes yet a new belief system: Islam. Mohammad maintains that both the Jewish and Christian Bibles are holy, but contends that God has given him a newer and improved version of the truth. This revelation allegedly occurs with the help of the archangel Gabriel while Muhammad hides in a cave somewhere in the desert. The Qur'an is written decades later solidifying the advent of Islam, which spreads like wildfire.




  Continuing with the assumption that there is a God, what if the New Testament, the revelation of this God, who according to all three religions does not suffer from human fallibility, is actually riddled with inconsistencies, contradictions and inaccurate information? What if in the New Testament there is no proof that Jesus was the Messiah that the Hebrew prophets had prophesied about? If we were to prove that the New Testament is not a holy text, would the Qur’an automatically become disqualified since it maintains the New Testament is holy? And would this in turn, bring us to the challenge of having to disprove the Jewish faith? And if the main three religions fail the test of reliability, we would have no choice but to take a closer look at atheism, agnosticism, Buddhism, Hinduism, not to mention a myriad of other minor religions and cults in order to continue our search for the truth.




  Very few people have the valor to question what they have been taught since childhood and told was true. In your search for answers you may indeed find true spirituality even if the questions that linger in our hearts and minds when we ponder existential truths seem at times unanswerable. This book will only be a part of your overall quest for answers. It is meant to provide you with knowledge; what you do with this knowledge will be entirely up to you.




  “Woe to those who are wise in their own eyesand clever in their own sight.”
Isaiah 5:21




  
CHAPTER TWO
The Challenge





  The only possible way to read this type of a book is to eliminate at least temporarily, all biases, preconceived notions and prejudices. I suggest you role-play. Pretend you are an intelligent creature from outer space and you have heard mankind speak about a God who created it all. You may have to decide at some point whether there is enough evidence for you to accept the existence of this God. If you entertain the existence of this God, then you have to decide whether there's any validity to Judaism. After all, it was Judaism the first religion to introduce God to humanity. The next step will be to examine Judaism's offshoots and determine whether they offer a better understanding of this deity. You'll have to decide if Christianity's belief that Jesus was the long-awaited Messiah is valid; or whether it was Muhammad the 'one' chosen by Allah (God) to reveal a newer and better approach to life. It could be that neither offers a compelling answer, yet, you may find that remaining an agnostic or an atheist demands an equal amount of faith and forced belief.




  In our journey we will examine Judaism, Christianity, and Islam in more detail. We will look at Buddhism and atheism and try to understand why many have chosen to seek other alternatives to mainstream religion. Thomas Gray once wrote in a poem: "ignorance is bliss" and many people would rather bury their heads in the sand than face the possibility that all they know to be true might be a farce. We cling on to beliefs because they help us make sense of the world around us. They either add meaning to our lives or they soberly prove that all is meaningless; either way it helps us come to terms with our perceived reality. God is believed by some to be a real entity, for others, He is a concept, an idea, or as Karl Marx said while referring to religion, "it is the opiate of the masses". Either way, God or the idea of God have played a key role in the history of mankind. It is because of the concept of God that many wars have started and ended; that some men have been driven to insanity while many others have found serenity. There are many obstacles one must overcome when searching for validity and reliability in the traditional religions of our world. For instance, since Judaism claims that God created the world in six days, and that He did so some 5,770 years ago, this seeming incompatibility with the scientifically accepted age of the universe (estimated to be approximately 15 billion years) can create enough doubts that most reasonable people would have a hard time accepting the Biblical concept of God. It is imperative that your sense of logic be at ease, that it doesn't hinder your acceptance of a Being many in the scientific world regard as the product of our imagination. If there is a God, then the Biblical story of Creation must make sense. We will examine this seeming contradiction as well.




  I made a conscious effort to avoid discussing matters that pertain to the transcendental and the mystical, such as those that deal with life after death, paranormal experiences, and spiritual issues which science is unable to account for. I did my best to keep my line of reasoning as simple and straightforward as possible. And because we are all biased, subjective and opinionated, I have chosen to point out falsehoods more so than commonly accepted beliefs. Sometimes it is not so much what we discover to be true, but what we discover to be false that can have the greater impact in our lives.




  The following chapter deals with a fundamental belief of Christianity, the claim of Jesus' resurrection. Although it requires the reader to be somewhat familiar with the Biblical narratives of the New Testament, it is imperative for all of us to examine and evaluate the texts in the New Testament in order to make an intelligent and educated decision in regards to the validity of Christianity as a whole.




  Your quest for knowledge and the truth begins now.




  




  

    "Believe those who are seeking the truth; doubt those who find it."

  




  

    André Gide

  




  
CHAPTER THREE
A Holy Inspire Book





  Rabbi Tovia Singer




  “Desperate men write rationalizations, hopelessly trying to swim with shoes made of concrete.”




  Rabbi Tovia Singer carried out the following study, written to help anyone critically evaluate the case of the alleged resurrection of Jesus. Rabbi Singer looks at two key questions:




  Did Jesus rise from the dead?




  What evidence is there to support this claim?




  The importance of Jesus' resurrection to the Christian church cannot be overstated. As Paul candidly admits,




  "If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still in your sins." I Corinthians15:17




  In essence, the validity of Christianity stands or falls on this event alone. Bear in mind that Christianity is not the only religion in human history to proclaim to the Jewish people that its savior or demigod was resurrected from the grave. The claim of a deity who has defeated the grip of death is one of the most common themes embedded in the plethora of religions that have emerged since time immemorial. The question, therefore, may be expanded even more widely because the claim of a divine savior who is born of a virgin birth, suffers a brutal death, and ascends to heaven was so very common among pagan and Gnostic religions during the first century (this was especially true for the regions around Tarsus, Paul's hometown). Mythologies throughout the Roman Empire and beyond contained widespread beliefs that notable mortals and god-men were born of virgins and returned from the dead. See accounts of Romulus, Apollonius of Tyana, Drusilla, Claudius, Dionysus-Bacchus, Tammuz-Adonis, Mithra, Osiris, Krishna, and Buddha.




  The question for the Jewish people is simple. Should we accept the numerous claims made by widespread religions of a miraculous resurrection from the dead simply because their zealous defenders promote these claims? Should we disregard how soon following the supposed event it was alleged to have occurred? Assertions of biased followers need to be particularly scrutinized, especially if they are the only "proof" that exists. Since the belief in Jesus' resurrection is the foundation of Christianity, we should certainly examine the credibility of this story.




  What is the evidence for the belief that Jesus rose from the grave?




  There is not even one historian contemporaneous to that time that mentions the alleged resurrection. It was the creators and defenders of Christianity who promoted the stories of the supposed resurrection of Jesus. Their biased testimony must therefore be examined more carefully. Is this testimony reliable? As a seeker of truth, you are the judge. Obviously, a judge must be impartial, and objectively weigh all of the relevant evidence. Realize this is not a routine case; your relationship with God is at stake. As an individual examining the case for the resurrection of Jesus, you should not be swayed by conjecture or hearsay, but demand clear proof. If you were the judge presiding over a murder case, you would want to be absolutely certain before convicting the defendant. If the prosecutor called his key witnesses, but each told a different story, his case would be very shaky. The defense attorney would argue for the acquittal of his client by demonstrating the weakness of the prosecutor's case. He would impeach the state's witnesses by showing how their accounts are contradictory.




  The resurrection narratives in the Christian Gospels might be convincing testimony for people who have not read them very carefully. As a responsible judge, though, you cannot be satisfied with just a casual examination of the evidence, especially if biased witnesses gave the testimony. The stories told in the New Testament, and the passion narratives (the account of the death of Jesus) in particular, are so inconsistent, that the resurrection story collapses under careful scrutiny. The conflicting testimonies of the evangelists are so unreliable they would not stand up to critical cross-examination in any court of law. In fact, there is virtually not one detail of the crucifixion and resurrection narratives upon which all four Gospel authors agree. Yet, it is upon this story that the entire Christian religion stands or falls. I have prepared the following three-part study to help you critically evaluate the case of the alleged resurrection of Jesus. This analysis consists of:
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