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PREFACE

Professors J. P. Moreland (theist) and Kai Nielsen (atheist) went head-to-head over the question “Does God exist?” at the University of Mississippi on the evening of March 24, 1988. At the end of their formal presentations, rebuttals, and counter-rebuttals, they answered questions from the almost eight-hundred member audience. That evening’s interchange comprises Part I of this book.


On that same day, before they met to debate God’s existence, Moreland and Nielsen lectured and answered questions on whether or not ethics depend on God—on either His will or His nature or both. In other words, what role, if any, should the existence of God play in our day-to-day decisions of what’s right and what’s wrong? Can we be moral without God? Must ethical standards be grounded in God for them to be truly ethical or truly standards? Our debaters’ presentations of their positions on this issue make up Part II.


After their debate on God’s existence and presentations on ethics were transcribed, they were given to two theists and two atheists for their responses (Part III). With the respondents’ essays in hand, Moreland and Nielsen wrote their closing arguments, making their final responses to each other and to the respondents (Part IV).


Opening and concluding the book are contributions by philosopher and author Peter Kreeft. And for those who wish to dig deeper into the issues raised by the debaters, Professor Kreeft has provided an appendix, “Facing the Specific Questions.”


Finally, a bibliography on atheism (compiled by Nielsen) and Christian theism (compiled by Moreland) wraps up this volume.


The desire behind this book’s undertaking was to bring to your attention many of the critical and life-changing issues that surround the question of the existence of God. We hope you will weigh the “pros” and “cons” carefully and rationally. Then make a decision—to choose a position or engage in more reflection and study. But whatever you do, we hope you don’t put the matter aside and press on with your life. This question is too great, too fundamental, too all-impacting to set aside. Indeed, to ignore it is to decide—to decide how you will think and live. So read on, consider, decide.


William D. Watkins
Editor








INTRODUCTION

Peter Kreeft


Why Debate the Eiistence of God?



The Primacy of the Question

The idea of God is either a fact, like sand, or a fantasy, like Santa.


If it is a fantasy, a human invention, it is the greatest invention in all of human history. Measure it against all the other inventions, mental or physical. Put on one side of the scale the control of fire, the domestication of animals, and the cultivation of wheat; the wheel, the ship, and the rocket ship; baseball, the symphony orchestra, and anesthetics—and a million other similarly great and wonderful things. Then put on the other side of the scale a single idea: the idea of a being that is actual, absolute, perfect, eternal, one, and personal; all-knowing, all-loving, all-just, all-merciful, and all-powerful; undying, impervious, unbribeable, uncompromising, and unchangeable; a cosmic creator, designer, redeemer, and provider; cosmic artist, musician, scientist, and sage; the infinite abyss of pure Being who is yet a person, a self, an “I.” It is disputable whether such a being is a fact or a fantasy, but it is indisputable that if it is a fantasy, it is by far the greatest fantasy in history. If it is humanity’s invention, it is humanity’s masterpiece.


The idea of God has guided or deluded more lives, changed more history, inspired more music and poetry and philosophy than anything else, real or imagined. It has made more of a difference to human life on this planet, both individually and collectively, than anything else ever has. To see this clearly for yourself, just try this thought experiment: suppose no one in history had ever conceived the idea of God. Now, rewrite history following that premise. The task daunts and staggers the imagination. From the earliest human remains—religious funeral artifacts—to the most recent wars in the Mideast, religion—belief in a God or gods—has been the mainspring of the whole watch that is human history.


The debate recorded in this book was designed to aid anyone who wishes to investigate the question whether God is the greatest of fantasies or the greatest of facts. Those are the only two possibilities. “To be or not to be, that is the question.” There are endless variations and refinements within the concept of the nature of God, but the Law of Excluded Middle prevents any compromise on the question of God’s existence.


Why are we reluctant to admit this eminently logical truism with respect to God, though not with respect to anything else? Because it means that one of the two sides, either the believers or the unbelievers, have been basing their entire lives on the most fundamental illusion that has ever bedeviled humanity Sigmund Freud’s argument, though often shocking to believers, is consistently logical: If religion is an illusion, it is the greatest of all illusions, in fact, a species of collective insanity, like the imaginary friend of a child who never grew up. The same is true, of course, about atheism if theism is true: It is the child’s denial of the parent’s existence.


How could anyone be indifferent to this question? If God equals only Santa Claus for adults, who in his right mind would want to believe in such a myth all his life? If God equals the heavenly Father, who in his right mind would want to disbelieve in his own father? Of all the questions of philosophy, this is the one that ordinary people naturally find the most interesting and important. And ordinary people are usually right. (They are not always and infallibly right, or else the fact that believers vastly outnumber unbelievers would settle the God question immediately.)





The Nature of the Question

The question of God is what Gabriel Marcel calls a “mystery” rather than a “problem.” Marcel means by a “mystery” not an unexplorable and unintelligible question, but one in which the questioner is so personally and inextricably involved that he cannot detach himself from it and surround and confront the question as an object. Mysteries transcend the subject-object dualism. Death, evil, suffering, and love are mysteries. The number of atoms in the sun, how to cure cancer, and whether Shakespeare wrote Shakespeare are problems. How to make people good is a mystery; how to kill them is a problem.


A second characteristic of a “mystery” is the more popularly known one: a mystery is “deep,” profound, inexhaustible, impossible to completely illuminate, understand, or solve with certainty. This second characteristic of a mystery obviously follows from the first: mysteries are dark to us because they are in us.


The question of God is a mystery in the first sense to the believer but not to the unbeliever. It is a mystery to the believer because he finds his identity, the meaning and purpose and hope of his life, and the ultimate foundation for his morality in God. The question of God is not a mystery for the unbeliever because he believes that he has freed and detached himself from the idea of God, as from an illusion, like a man waking up from a dream, no longer under its spell.


But for both believer and unbeliever, the question of God is a mystery in the second sense. For no one, not even Spinoza or Hegel, ever claimed to know everything knowable about God, or to fully and adequately comprehend the nature or essence referred to by that concept. The theist thinks this is because there is too much reality there for the human mind to contain; the atheist thinks it is because there is too little.


But we can often prove or disprove the existence of something whose essence we cannot fully understand (e.g., quarks or love). But on the God question, neither side has been able to eliminate the other’s belief by logically convincing and converting them, though both sides have occasionally tried to eliminate its opponents by less rational means, such as intimidation, torture, and murder.


But this does not mean that the question of God’s existence cannot be intelligently and logically argued, or even that it cannot be rationally decided. An argument need not be accepted by everyone for it to be conclusive; one stubborn mind does not hold logic hostage. Though the question is a mystery, a mystery is not simply an unintelligible darkness; it is a little circle of light surrounded by a large darkness, and we can hope to increase the light and decrease the darkness a little, or even a lot. A mystery invites exploration. Maps can be made.





The Definition of the Question

In exploring the general question of “proofs for or against the existence of God,” we must distinguish five different questions which are often confused, five different questions we can ask about God or anything else, any X: the questions of existence, knowledge, proof, and method.



	(1) Does X really exist?


	(2) If it does, can I know that it exists? (A thing can obviously exist without my knowing it exists: for example, a pink rock on the other side of the moon.)

	(3) If I know X exists, is that knowledge certain? (Much or most of our knowledge is only probable, not certain: for example, that I do not have cancer, or that all dinosaurs died before mankind evolved.)

	
(4) If I can be certain X exists, is there a proof, a demonstration of my right to certainty? (I can be certain of some things without being able to give a proof of them to others so that others can share my certainty: for example, that I exist and am conscious and sane, or that my wife’s soul is beautiful, like her face.)

	(5) If there is such a proof, is it a scientific proof in the modern sense of scientific—that is, according to the rules of the “scientific method”? Are the premises reducible to evidence that is either empirical or logical and mathematical (something like Positivism’s softened version of the Verification Principle)? (Not only the arguments both for and against the existence of God, but most arguments in philosophy that claim to be proofs are not “scientific” in this sense: for instance, Plato’s demonstration in the Republic that “justice is more profitable than injustice.”)



Atheists answer all five of these questions about God in the negative. Logically, this is because answering question (1) negatively entails answering (2) negatively; a negative answer to (2) entails a negative answer to (3); etc. Some rationalist atheists reason the other way round: from a negative answer to question (5) to a negative answer to question (4), from (4) to (3), etc. That implies that all proofs should be scientific; that all certainty requires proof; that all real knowledge requires certainty; and also (if they go that far) that all reality must be humanly knowable.


Agnostics claim not to know the answer to Question (1), and therefore not to know the answers to all the subsequent questions either.


Theists answer the first two questions yes, but differ on the other three. Most traditional theists, like Dr. J. P. Moreland in this debate, answer questions (1) to (4) yes and (5) no.


(By the way, the claim to certainty does not mean the claim to infallibility. One may claim to have a more-than-probable proof that God exists without claiming to be a divinely guaranteed authority.)





The Parameters of the Question

There are gods and goddesses aplenty, and religions aplenty. How shall we narrow the focus of this debate, and by how much?


Religions, and ideas of God, can be divided into seven basic kinds by the following seven divisions, which are also laid out in chart form in Figure One.
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FIGURE ONE





	
Indecision (agnosticism) vs. decision.

	Among decisions, unbelief (atheism) vs. belief.

	Among beliefs, those that are only instinctive, informal, individualistic, or idiosyncratic vs. formal, institutional religions.

	Among formal religions, polytheism vs. monotheism. (By the way, I wonder why of all these religious options, polytheism is the only one that almost no one in the modern West believes? It is at least a simple and obvious answer to the problem of evil.)

	Among monotheism, pantheism or monism (Eastern religions) vs. theism or Creator-creature dualism (Western religions).

	Within theism, impersonal theism (“Nature and Nature’s God”) vs. personal theism (God as “I AM”).

	Within personal theism, Trinitarianism (Christianity) vs. Unitarianism (Judaism and Islam).



The parameters of this debate restrict the God-idea to theism, but not much farther. Sometimes, the debaters address themselves to specifically Christian claims, especially the divinity and resurrection of Jesus; but most of the debate is in the medieval mold, in which Jews, Christians, and Muslims argued in common about the common God of the Hebrew scriptures in the common terms of classical philosophy.





The Motives Behind the Question

Why would someone want to prove that God exists? Why would someone want to prove that God does not exist? What is the point behind the arguments? Why this book?


There seem to be at least five possible motives behind each attempt. An individual may want to prove God exists (1) to convince and convert others; (2) to leave atheism or agnosticism and become a believer; (3) to strengthen his faith if he is a believer but has doubts (faith is compatible with doubt); (4) to glorify God; or (5) simply for the sake of truth.


Someone else may want to prove God does not exist for similar reasons: (1) to liberate others from illusion; (2) to leave belief and become an atheist; (3) to strengthen his unbelief (which is also compatible with doubt); (4) to glorify man; or (5) simply for the sake of truth.


Regarding the first purpose, which I think is the most usual one, we must carefully distinguish between an argument that is objectively strong by the rules of logic and evidence, and an argument that is subjectively strong (effective in changing others’ minds). The two categories overlap but do not coincide. Thus there are four possibilities for any argument. One could give:



	an objectively logical argument that is also subjectively convincing;

	an objectively logical argument that is nevertheless unconvincing to someone because of his ignorance, prejudice, or passion;

	an objectively weak argument that is nevertheless subjectively convincing to someone for the same reasons;

	an objectively weak argument that is also subjectively weak.



Even the fourth category may contain some important and valuable arguments—for instance, the most famous argument in the history of philosophy, Anselm’s ontological argument, seems to fit here.


William James distinguished two types of minds: those who are swayed primarily by subjective and personal factors he called “tender-minded,” and those who are swayed primarily by objective facts and factors he called “tough-minded.” These two attitudes can be found among both believers and unbelievers. The “tender-minded” on both sides would argue their case for a motive not listed here as one of the five—namely, for happiness or goodness or utility or comfort or peace or “needs” (usually a code word for wants) or something of that kind. The “tough-minded” put truth above even happiness. They want to know the truth whether or not they think it will help them to be happy. Thus we could have:



	A tough-minded believer who believes God exists because the reasons seem to point that way, even though he may find the existence of God inconvenient or uncomfortable, as C. S. Lewis says he did in his autobiography Surprised by Joy.

	A tough-minded unbeliever who does not believe God exists because the reasons and evidence seem to point that way, even though he may find the nonexistence of God inconvenient or uncomfortable, as Sartre says he does in Existentialism and Humanism.

	A tender-minded believer who believes in God not because of objective evidence but because it makes him feel good, or, much more seriously, because it is his only hope for real happiness (Pascal’s Wager) or his only adequate foundation for his moral ideal (Kant).

	A tender-minded unbeliever who does not believe in God not because the objective evidence points that way but because he needs or wants there to be no God—like Nietzsche, who wrote, “If there were gods, how could I bear not to be a god? Consequently, there are no gods”—or, less candidly, because admitting God would mean admitting the claims of His moral law in some area of life (usually sexual) where selfish desires would be thwarted.



I think two tough-minded people could understand and respect each other better, even if one were an atheist and the other a theist, than either one could understand and respect and fruitfully argue with a tender-minded person, even if the tender-minded person shared the same belief about God. Thomas Aquinas could debate on common ground with Bertrand Russell (or Kai Nielsen) more than with Kant or Kierkegaard; and Russell would find more common ground to argue with Aquinas (or J. P. Moreland) than with Nietzsche.


Both debaters in this book are tough-minded, and I think that when push comes to shove, most honest people are too. Although the Freudian can find much evidence that people choose their beliefs on the basis of their desires rather than on the basis of objective evidence, there is also strong and simple evidence that they do not. For instance, why do we not all believe in Santa Claus right now? That belief made us very happy once. Why did we abandon it and why don’t we simply recapture it? Obviously, because reason has told us Santa is a myth. But why do we follow reason instead of desire and wish? Because we are honest—tough-minded. If we only believed that we were in heaven right now in infinite joy—if we really believed that—we would be much happier than we are. Why don’t we then? Simply because we embrace our beliefs with the cold arms of truth-seeking more than with the warm arms of happiness-seeking.


This does not mean there must always be a conflict between truth and happiness. Both participants in this debate may be quite happy with their beliefs. But that was not their motive for adopting it.





The Existential Import of the Questions

William James says that a philosophical question is meaningless if it makes no difference to anything in our experience, either past or future. It is a useful practice to ask this question of every idea before spending time with it: Does it make a difference? How big a difference? There are at least three possible answers to that question when we apply it to the existence of God.


First, there seems to be a relationship between the question of God and the question of our own identity. For either God created us in His image, or we created Him in ours. (It could be both options, of course; as one wag put it, “God created us in His image and we’ve been returning the compliment ever since.”) Either way, God and human identity are intimately related. For the atheist, we are emancipated to become our true selves (that is, autonomous individuals) only when we are freed from intellectual and moral slavery to the myth of subservience to God. For the theist, God’s nature as Person or Self (“I AM”) is the model or archetype for our own nature as persons. (This connection between the divine “I AM” and the human “I am” may account for the teasing similarity between the two most famous arguments in the whole history of human thought: Anselm’s ontological argument for the divine being and Descartes’s cogito ergo sum argument for his own being.)


Second, as Pascal perceives with the Wager, the God-question concerns us eschatologically, or thanatologically. At the end of our lives, at death, we shall all face either God or nothingness. It obviously concerns us to know ahead of time which is the case, just as it concerns one who is falling to know whether there is a fireman’s net below or just a concrete street. Nearly everyone sees God and immortality as a single package deal.


Third, God may (or may not) make a difference to morality. That is the second of the two questions our debaters debate here, in Part II.


The relationship between God and morality can move in different ways (see Figure Two):



	(1) The moral argument for the existence of God argues that if there is a real, objective morality, there must be a real, objective God. C. S. Lewis, following Cardinal Newman, uses this argument at the beginning of Mere Christianity.

	(2) The atheist sometimes perceives the same tie between God and morality but argues in the opposite direction: there is no God, therefore there is no objective morality. As Ivan Karamazov and Jean-Paul Sartre contend, “If God does not exist, everything is permissible.”

	(3) Many atheists, especially anthropologists like Ruth Benedict and Margaret Mead, argue that there is no objective and universal morality, therefore there is no single, objective, and universal God.

	(4) Many theists try to persuade people to obey moral laws on the basis that these laws stem from God, but I know of no one who tries to deduce the existence of morality from the existence of God—and this for a good reason: We do not argue from the lesser-known to the better-known. No one can deduce from the nature of God (how well does anyone know that, anyway?) how He will act, what He will will, and so forth.
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FIGURE TWO





	
(5) All four positions above see a “package deal” relationship between God and morality. One denial of such a relationship comes from ancient pagan Gentile religions, which, unlike Judaism, often did not believe that their gods instituted a moral law at all. Gentiles got their morality from one source (such as social legislators) and their religion from another (such as shamans). Jews united the two.

	(6) The other denial of the “package deal” is the position of the humanist like Camus’s Dr. Rieux in The Plague, who agonizes over the question, “How can one be a saint without God?” He knows one must be a saint (practice a high and binding moral ideal), yet he does not believe there is a God; and he wonders whether this is possible in logic or in life. This is one of the issues Drs. Nielsen and Moreland debate here.



Because the moral question of how to live has existential import for everyone, believer and unbeliever alike, the question of the connection between morality and God also has existential import. Other arguments for the existence of God (such as the First Cause argument) and arguments against God as well (such as the supposed logical contradictions in the idea of God) have existential import at least indirectly, in that the God they seek to prove or disprove may make a very intimate difference to our lives, especially in the area of morality. So the other arguments borrow at least part of their existential import from the moral argument. The debaters were wise to single out this aspect of the God-question for special emphasis, for that is just what ordinary people would do.





The Validity of the Question

By the “validity of the question,” I mean the validity of putting the question of God’s existence to the test of two philosophers, the validity of using philosophical reasoning to try to settle this existential question. Is impersonal logical argument the proper approach to such a personal question?


Yes, it is. The God-question is not “personal” in the sense that a preference for olives, rock music, or large houses is personal—that is, not subjective and individual and dependent on feelings. But it is “personal” in the sense that death is personal—that is, it touches and concerns each person deeply. The fact that I and all of us will die some day is not a subjective personal preference but an objective truth; yet it is one that touches me (and you) personally.


Partly because of the confusion between these two meanings of “personal,” many people think that logical reasoning is an inappropriate method to use to address the question of God. Both our debaters disagree with this popular prejudice. They do not think that rational clarity and existential profundity need exclude each other. They do not think it is silly or hopeless to use reason to explore the deepest issues (though I suspect they mean somewhat different things by “reason,” Dr. Nielsen being a kind of Positivist and Dr. Moreland a kind of Aristotelian). They agree, in fact, that we must use reason, especially here. For the alternatives are to follow fashion, force, passion, or propaganda to decide this consumingly important issue of which view is the dream and which the reality. (For if atheism is true, theists are living in a dream, and if theism is true, atheists are not living in reality.)


Nielsen and Moreland also agree that it is right and fair to explore and test faith by reason. They are not fideists, believing that faith independent of reason is the only valid test for truth. (Atheism too can be a fideism.) Sometimes fideism is due to fear; but usually, I think, it is due to a misunderstanding of the nature and power of reason, or to ignorance of the arguments and the evidences on both sides.


Both sides of this debate would disagree, I believe, with Kant’s compromise solution, which his disciple Vahinger called “the philosophy of the ‘as if’ ”—living “as if” God existed, so that you can have an ultimate basis for a moral code, even though (Kant thought) no one can know or prove whether God exists or not.


Both debaters also seem to disagree with the currently fashionable attack by some Christian philosophers on “epistemological foundationalism,” which is a kind of moderate rationalism. These Christians contend that “belief in God is ‘properly basic’ ”—which means, as far as I can see, that they have invented a new and technical way of saying that they need give no reason for this particular belief, that no onus of proof is on the believer. Dr. Moreland prefers to obey the apostle’s command to “be ready to give a reason for the hope that is in you” (1 Pet. 3:15), and even Dr. Nielsen’s atheism comes from his attempt to follow the (biblical) command “test all things; hold fast what is good” (1 Thess. 5:21).


I think both debaters would agree with Thomas Aquinas’s deduction of a remarkable but logical conclusion from five premises, in his Summa Contra Gentiles I, 7. Although Dr. Nielsen would disagree with the premises, and Dr. Moreland would agree with them, both would agree that the premises logically entail their conclusion. Here is Aquinas’s argument:



	
God is the author and designer of the human mind and its power to reason.

	God is also the author and designer of nature and the evidence in nature that human reason can know.

	God is also the author and teacher of the Christian faith as a “divine revelation” in the Bible, as summarized by the Church’s Creeds.

	God does not contradict Himself or teach error.

	Truth cannot be opposed to (contradict) truth, but only untruth.



From these premises, it necessarily follows that there can never be any real contradiction between any article of the Christian faith and any valid argument or true discovery of natural reason in the sciences or in philosophy. Further, the surprising (to many) corollary also follows that every objection and argument that anyone ever brings against any article of faith can be answered by reason alone without appeal to faith. For every such objection must contain some rational mistake. For truth (revealed by God to faith) cannot contradict truth (revealed by God to reason).


Both debaters, I think, agree with that logic, and therefore welcome the opportunity to test faith by reason. Thus this debate really investigates, not only (1) whether God exists and (2) whether it can be proved that God does or does not exist, but also (3) whether all the other side’s objections can be answered, whether the case can be closed, whether one side can win this war of words and wisdoms.





The History of the Question


The Origin of the Idea of God

No one knows the exact origin of the idea of God in the human mind. If the idea is true, it originated either from human reasoning, or from divine revelation, or from the experience and memory of a supernatural intimacy in Eden, or from the experiences of the mystics, or from ordinary, present-type religious experiences. If the idea is false, then it originated in either fantasy, fallacy, folly, or fear (or all four or any combination thereof).


One of the atheist’s strongest arguments has been his ability to explain the origin of the idea of God without a God. Freud, for example, makes a reasonable case for fear and wishful thinking as its origin. Voltaire puts it simply and elegantly: “If God does not exist, it would be necessary to invent Him.”


But when is it reasonable for us to look for such psychological explanations for the origin of an idea? Only after we know, or think we know, that the idea is false. We don’t give psychological explanations for the origin of the idea that 2 + 3 = 5 or that the sun is round. Thus the Freudian argument begs the question. The God-question cannot be settled that way, psychologically. The theist could fairly turn the argument around and psychoanalyze the atheist’s motives as the atheist has analyzed his. He could argue, for example, that Freud had a bad relationship with his father, and explain that that was why he became an atheist: it was the Oedipus complex. Instead of killing his earthly father, Freud took vengeance on his heavenly Father. Such an “argument” has no more (and, no less) validity than Freud’s own explanation of the heavenly Father as a substitute for the lost earthly father.


In other words, both sides must avoid the “genetic fallacy”: deciding whether an idea is objectively true by looking at its subjective origin. If Hitler had discovered Einsteinian relativity theory and done so, not out of any love of truth, but only out of a mad desire to conquer the world through nuclear weapons, that would not have made E not equal MC2.





The Historical Development of the Idea of God

The question of how the idea of God developed through human history is also unprofitable here not because there is a paucity of data, but because there is such a surplus. The whole history of philosophical theology cannot be summed up in a few pages. So we must turn to the more manageable question:





The Present Status of the Idea of God

The history of human thinking about the question of this debate has deposited into our hands so far two cases, which can be summarized in a number of distinct arguments. The “con” case seems to consist basically of five arguments against God’s existence, and the “pro” case has at least twenty-five arguments for it. (Of course, that count is not itself a “pro” argument, for quality of truth has no necessary relation to quantity of arguments, though it may be a probable consideration or a clue.)



“Con”

There are many arguments against religion—that it is “the opiate of the people” and distracts us from the good life here and now; that it is a power play by hypocritical clerics; that it is a failure to grow out of infantile dependency; that it comforts us too much or too little; that it challenges us too little or too much; that it oppresses or suppresses the poor or the rich or women or manliness. The list of charges is almost endless, and sometimes self-contradictory. But the arguments against the existence of God are far fewer and more manageable. They can all be grouped into five classes.


1. The strongest argument for atheism has always been the problem of evil. This is the only one of the five “con” arguments that tries to conclusively prove that God does not exist. The others only try to prove that belief in God’s existence is not necessary (argument 2), or is logically confused or meaningless (argument 3), or is not proved (argument 4), or produces bad consequences in practice (argument 5).


The argument for atheism from evil is also strong because it is based on a strong premise, on universally acknowledged data which is open to immediate daily experience—namely, the fact that there is evil. The reality of evil seems logically incompatible with the reality of an all-good, all-powerful God.


Dr. Nielsen, however, does not use this argument, because he contends that the very concept of God is logically confused or meaningless (argument 3). If he is right, then both sides in the traditional argument about evil are confused: the theist side, which thinks (1) that ‘God’ is a meaningful term and (2) that belief in the existence of God is logically compatible with belief in the existence of evil, and the atheist side, which thinks (1) that ‘God’ is a meaningful term and (2) that belief in the existence of God is logically incompatible with belief in the existence of evil. Since Nielsen denies the assumption (premise 1) common to both the traditional theist and the traditional atheist, he cannot use the traditionally strongest objection against God—the problem of evil.


(If you are interested in pursuing the problem of evil further, you would do well to turn to Ivan Karamazov’s stirring arguments in Dostoyevski’s The Brothers Karamazov. It is the most powerful argument for atheism I know. For the theist’s reply, you could read the rest of that novel, or C. S. Lewis’s The Problem of Pain. On a more advanced and technical level, see John Hick’s Evil and the God of Love, and on a more elementary and popular level, my Making Sense Out of Suffering.)


2. A second major argument for atheism is the apparent ability of science to explain all the data in human experience without God. God then becomes something like an extraterrestrial or leprechaun or witch. You can appeal to ancient extraterrestrial astronauts to explain strange markings atop Peruvian mesas, or to leprechauns to explain disappearing Irish money, or to witchcraft to explain a woman’s power or fascination. But there is no proof for any of these “accounts,” and it is much simpler and more reasonable to use other, more natural explanations. Everything in nature, it seems, can be explained by physical laws, and everything in human life and history by psychological laws. Thus nature and human wills are the only two kinds of causes needed to explain anything. And God, a supernatural and superhuman cause, becomes a useless hypothesis, a superfluity.


(In his Summa Theologica [1,2,3], the above arguments [1] and [2] were the only two Thomas Aquinas could find against the thesis that God exists, even though he usually listed at least three objections to each of the hundreds of theses he tried to prove, and even though he always bent over backwards to present his opponent’s case as thoroughly and fairly as possible.)


3. The argument used by most English-speaking philosophers for atheism today is epistemological and linguistic rather than ontological. In other words, rather than trying to prove that “being,” or reality, does not include a God, this argument challenges our claim to know or understand the concept “God” and our ability to use the term “God” in obedience to the rules of ordinary linguistic usage.


Philosophers in previous centuries sometimes argued that there were logical self-contradictions within the idea of God—for example, within the claim that God is both just and merciful, or the claim that He is both changeless and a person. In this century, Sartre has developed a complex and technical version of this last argument, contending that “the idea of God is the impossible synthesis of being-in-itself [which is a changeless, perfect, and positive object] and being-for-itself [which is a changing, imperfect, nay-saying subject].” Dr. Nielsen uses an argument similar to this one but emphasizes the linguistic angle of the problem.


4. There are objections against each of the arguments for the existence of God, no matter how many there are. (However, even if all these objections were valid, that would leave us only in agnosticism, not atheism. To find a fallacy in an argument is not to prove the opposite conclusion.)


5. Finally, atheists often point to negative consequences of belief that can be seen in individual lives (Jim Jones, Jim Bakker, and Jimmy Swaggart) and in history (the Spanish Inquisition): moral weakness, dishonesty, or cruelty. G. K. Chesterton said there was only one really convincing argument against Christianity—Christians. (Someone also said there was only one really convincing argument for Christianity—saints.)





“Pro”

The arguments for the existence of God are a mixed bag. Almost no one holds all twenty-five, and some of them are probably not demonstrative (the first seven here, at least). Here is a quick rundown:



	The argument from “common consent,” or human authority, either quantitative (most people believe) or qualitative (most sages believe).

	The argument from the reliability of the Bible.

	The argument from (ordinary) religious experience.

	The argument from mystical experiences.

	The argument from miracles, especially the resurrection of Jesus.

	The argument from history: martyrs, saints, the survival of the Church.

	The argument from Jesus: like Son, like Father (compare John 14: 8–9).

	Anselm’s “ontological argument” from the idea of God as including all perfections to including the perfection of actual existence.

	Descartes’s psychological version of Anselm’s argument: from the perfection of the idea of God to the equal perfection of its cause.

	The moral argument from conscience: from an absolute moral law to an absolute moral Lawgiver (Newman, C. S. Lewis).

	The moral argument from the need for the moral ideal of perfection to be actual or instantiated (Kant).

	The moral argument from the consequences of atheism (“If God did not exist, everything would be permissible”—Dostoyevski).

	The epistemological argument from the eternity of truth to the existence of an eternal Mind (Augustine).

	The aesthetic argument: “There is the music of Bach, therefore there must be a God.” (I personally know three ex-atheists who were swayed by this argument; two are philosophy professors and one is a monk.)

	The existential argument from the need for an ultimate meaning to life (S0ren Kierkegaard).

	Pascal’s Wager: Your only chance of winning eternal happiness is believing, and your only chance of losing it is not believing.

	C. S. Lewis’s Argument from Desire: Every innate desire corresponds to a real object, and there is an innate desire for God.

	
The design argument from nature: The watch proves the watchmaker (Paley).

	The design argument from the human brain: If that computer was programmed by chance, not by God, why trust it? (J.B.S. Haldane).

	The cosmological argument from motion to a First, Unmoved Mover.

	The cosmological “First Cause” argument from second (caused) causes to a first (uncaused) cause of existence (a self-existing being).

	The cosmological argument from contingent and mortal beings to a necessary and immortal being (otherwise all things would eventually perish).

	The cosmological argument from degrees of perfection to a Most Perfect Being (arguments 20–23 and 18 are Aquinas’s “five ways”).

	The cosmological “kalam” (time) argument from the impossibility of arriving at the present moment if time past is infinite and beginningless (uncreated) (medieval Muslim philosophers).

	The metaphysical argument from the existence of beings whose essence does not contain existence, and which therefore need a cause for their existence, to the existence of a being whose essence is existence, and which therefore has no cause (Aquinas in De Ente et Essentia).



This debate focuses especially on “con” argument 3 and “pro” arguments 5, 7, 12, 15, 18, and 24.









The Debaters and Respondents

Philosophy developed out of debate. Specifically, it developed in ancient Athens from the jury system of court trials, with its method of finding the truth by each side cross-examining the other. Socrates began to cross-examine not only people but ideas, and this began the great philosophical tradition of dialectic and debate—for example, the Scholastic Disputations in the medieval schools. (Our present-day presidential “debates” share the same name only in the same sense that a virus shares the name “animate” with an elephant.)


You are invited to look at this book as a law court. To find the truth in court, you need strong, well-qualified advocates to argue both sides. So we have here two good philosophical lawyers to plead the case for God and the case against God: Professors Kai Nielsen and J. P. Moreland.


Dr. Nielsen is the prosecutor. Professor and head of the Department of Philosophy at the University of Calgary in Canada, Dr. Nielsen has presented and defended the atheistic perspective in more than sixteen books—including Philosophy and Atheism, Ethics Without God, and God, Scepticism and Modernity— and through almost 400 articles. His writings on the subject span three decades, and there are no signs of his letting up. Next to Antony Flew, he is probably the most well-known atheist in contemporary philosophy.


Dr. Moreland, though a newer arrival in the philosophical courtroom, has already offered several well-received defenses of various aspects of Christian theism. Scaling the Secular City and Christianity and the Nature of Science are two of his longer briefs. Dr. Moreland is Professor of Philosophy of Religion at Talbot School of Theology, Biola University, in La Mirada, California. He is quickly becoming recognized as one of Christianity’s bright philosophical minds in the twentieth century.


Joining ranks with Professor Nielsen are two atheistic respondents, Professors Antony Flew and Keith Parsons. They were assigned the task of further supporting the case against God. Aside from Dr. Flew’s numerous teaching assignments at universities such as Oxford, Aberdeen, and Keele, his many published works have had a tremendous impact on philosophical and theological thought in this century. God and, Philosophy, The Presumption of Atheism, and Hume’s Philosophy of Belief are just a few of his most influential books. Professor Parsons, who teaches at Berry College in Mount Berry, Georgia, has just begun to contribute to the many briefs against the case for theism. His most recent books are God and the Burden of Proof and Science, Confirmation, and, the Theistic Hypothesis.


On Professor Moreland’s side of the courtroom are two theistic respondents, Drs. Dallas Willard and William Lane Craig. Dr. Willard is a professor in the School of Philosophy at the University of Southern California. He has written several articles and books, including Logic and the Objectivity of Knowledge, In Search of Guidance, and The Spirit of the Disciplines. Dr. Craig, who has two earned doctorates—one under British philosopher Dr. John Hick and the other under German theologian Dr. Wolfhart Pannenberg—is a prolific author and frequent lecturer in the areas of religion, philosophy, theology, and apologetics. His works include The Kalam Cosmological Argument, The Cosmological Argument from Plato to Leibniz, Knowing the Truth about the Resurrection, The Only Wise God, and The Problem of Divine Foreknowledge and Future Contingents from Aristotle to Suarez.


To say the least, our two philosophical lawyers and four assistants are well qualified to try the case for and against the existence of God.


The question could be raised, however: Is God the defendant here and are we the judge and jury? Or is it the other way round? If there is a God, how could He be the defendant? If there is no God, how could He really be a defendant? Thus, the metaphor of the law court with God as the defendant, with Dr. Moreland as God’s defense attorney and Dr. Nielsen as His prosecuting attorney, would be rejected by both sides. But it may be a useful and memorable image to begin with.


After reading through the manuscript of this debate, I think it is one of the most lively and well-argued debates on God’s existence that I have read or heard. (I have not read and heard them all, of course, but I have read and heard quite a few.) Compared with the famous Russell-Copleston debate, it has more existential bite and is less technical. Compared with the old Chesterton-Shaw debates, it has less wit but much more logic. May it be the first, not the last, in a long series of debates on this question.


What a revolution that would be! Just think of the consequences, both for individuals and for our civilization, if we progressed so far along this road that we worked our way back to the seriousness of Socrates or the logical debates of the medievals once again.


Pursuing great questions often leads to great answers. Whichever way this great question is answered, it is a great answer—an answer that changes the course of lives and civilizations.










PART I

DOES GOD EXIST?

The Formal Debate






J. P. Moreland

1 Yes! A Defense of Christianity


MODERATOR, DR. LOUIS POJMAN: Our distinguished philosophers are Professor J. P. Moreland and Professor Kai Nielsen.

Dr. Moreland was born in Kansas City, Missouri. He received his bachelor’s degree in chemistry and his master’s of theology at Dallas Theological Seminary, and he has a master’s degree in philosophy from the University of California at Riverside, as well as a Ph.D. in philosophy from the University of Southern California. He has spoken on more than seventy-five college campuses. He has been on the staff of Campus Crusade for Christ, working in apologetics, and still works with this organization. He is a very versatile philosopher. His interests range from philosophy of science to medical ethics and, of course, philosophy of religion. He is the author of several articles and two books, the latter of which, Scaling the Secular City: A Defense of Christianity, is [available] in the back of this building.

Professor Kai Nielsen was born in Moline, Illinois. His education was at St. Ambrose College, the University of North Carolina, and Duke University. He has taught worldwide, including South Africa, Canada, and the United States. He was head of the philosophy department at N.Y.U. for a number of years and he is currently department head and professor of philosophy at the University of Calgary in Calgary, Alberta, Canada. Dr. Nielsen is an editor of the Canadian Journal of Philosophy, a past president of the Canadian Philosophical Association, and a fellow of the Royal Society of Canada. He is probably the most prolific philosopher in North America. He has authored more than 375 articles and eighteen books, including God, Scepticism and Modernity, The Defense of Atheism, Marxism and the Moral Point of View, Ethics Without God, and Why Be Moral?

Tomorrow Professor Moreland will give a talk “Why I Am a Christian” in Bishop 106 at 1 p.m., and following that talk, Professor Nielsen will give a lecture on “Equality of Conditions and Self Ownership,” and that’s a lecture in political ethical philosophy.

Now, our debate will last one hour; that is, the actual presentations will last one hour. Each speaker will speak twice, Professor Moreland going first. This will be followed by questions from you, the audience. And during the question period, please come up to one of these microphones. There are two microphones. Make your questions as short and to the point as possible, and if possible you might want to write them out for clarity’s sake ahead of time. Please keep your questions under two minutes. After the question period, each speaker will make a short closing statement.

Now will you join me in welcoming both our speakers to our University. [Applause]

MORELAND: Good evening. I am delighted to be here with you on this occasion. That lover of children and pets, W.C. Fields, was once caught reading the Bible. When asked what he was doing, his response was equal to the occasion. He said, “Just checking for loopholes, my dear; just checking for loopholes.”

Well, perhaps you’re here this evening just checking for loopholes, but it could very well be that your presence signifies a good deal more than that. Perhaps it illustrates the growing interest in rational theism in the contemporary world. Three years ago a conference was held in Dallas, Texas, which brought together over two hundred scholars from Europe and the United States from a variety of disciplines, including philosophy, the hard sciences, history, and sociology. The title was “Modern Thought Turns to Theism.” The participants met to show how in the last fifteen years, a growing number of scholars have come to believe their disciplines point to the existence of a personal God.

In my own field, philosophy, the developments have been quite exciting for the Christian theist. On April 7, 1980, Time magazine stated, “In a quiet revolution in thought and argument that hardly anyone could have foreseen only two decades ago, God is making a comeback in the crisp intellectual circles of academic philosophers.”

Indeed He is. For example, the last decade has witnessed the formation of the Evangelical Philosophical Society and the Society of Christian Philosophers, and today there are at least eight philosophy journals that exist to promote the rationality of Christian theism. These facts do not show that God exists, nor do they, by themselves, show that it is reasonable to believe that God exists. But they do dispel the myth that belief in God is merely a matter of blind faith and that no thinking person can believe in His existence. Such a belief I call ostrich atheism; it is simply out of touch with the facts.

But why has there been a quiet revolution in rational theism? Is it reasonable in today’s world to believe that God exists? My answer is yes, and the thesis I wish to defend is that it is rational to believe that God exists. I do not mean that God’s existence can be proved with mathematical certainty, but I do want to argue that there are good reasons for believing in God, and the believer is well within her epistemic rights in believing that God exists.

There are a number of arguments I could offer on behalf of my thesis. Take, for example, the argument for God based on the design in the universe.1 In spite of David Hume, this argument has received strong support in recent years from astronomy, physics, and biology. Scientists are discovering that the universe is a finely-tuned and delicately-balanced harmony of fundamental constants, or cosmic singularities.2 These constants are the numerical values assigned to the various facets of the universe, such as the rate of expansion of the Big Bang, the value of the weak and strong nuclear forces, and a host of other constants of nature.

For example, in the formation of the universe, the balance of matter to antimatter had to be accurate to one part in ten billion for the universe to even arise. Had it been larger or greater by one part in ten billion, no universe would have arisen. There would also have been no universe capable of sustaining life if the expansion rate of the Big Bang had been one billionth of a percent larger or smaller.3

Furthermore, the chance possibilities of life arising spontaneously through mere chance has been calculated by Cambridge astronomer Fred Hoyle as being 1 × 1040, which Hoyle likens to the probabilities of a tornado blowing through a junkyard and forming a Boeing 747. Had these values, these cosmic constants which are independent of one another, been infinitesimally greater or smaller than what they are, no life remotely similar to ours—indeed, no life at all—would have been possible. The more we discover, the more it appears, as one scientist put it, “The universe seems to have evolved with life in mind.”

The harmony of these features cannot be explained by mere chance. Says Paul Davies, theoretical physicist at Cambridge: “It is hard to resist the impression that the present structure of the universe, apparently so sensitive to minor alterations in the numbers, has been rather carefully thought out… the seemingly miraculous concurrence of these numerical values must remain the most compelling evidence for cosmic design.”4

In biology, scientists have discovered that DNA molecules do not merely contain redundant order, but they contain what they call information.5 They say that DNA can be transcribed into RNA, and RNA can be translated into protein. Now Carl Sagan, and this is one of the few times I agree with him, has made certain claims about the search for extraterrestrial intelligence, called SETI. According to Sagan, in that search all we need to do is find one message with information in it from outer space, and we will be able to recognize the presence of intelligence. We don’t even need to be able to translate it; it is the presence of information instead of order that will tip us off to the presence of intelligence. Well, what is sauce for the artificial goose ought to be sauce for the DNA gander, and I argue that the information in DNA molecules is evidence of intelligence behind it.6

Or consider the arguments for God from the existence of moral value and meaning in life.7 If God does not exist, it is hard to see how there could be any such thing as prescriptive, nonnatural morality. It just doesn’t seem that the Big Bang could spit out moral values, at least not at the rate it spit out hydrogen atoms.

As one philosopher put it: “In a world without God, mankind could not be more significant than a swarm of mosquitoes or a barnyard of pigs, for the same cosmic process that coughed them both up in the first place will eventually swallow them all up again.”8 Even the late J. L. Mackie, perhaps the greatest atheist of our century, said, “Moral properties constitute so odd a cluster of qualities and relations that they are most unlikely to have arisen in the ordinary course of events without an all-powerful god to create them.”9

A typical atheist response to all of this is to say there are no irreducible moral truths in the world or irreducible moral properties. What one must do is to “create” values or decide to adopt the moral point of view.10 But it doesn’t seem to me that the choice between Mother Teresa and Hitler can be likened, say, to the choice as to whether I am going to be a baseball player or a tuba player. Such a choice is not a rational one, and according to this response to the theistic argument, neither is the choice of adopting a moral point of view.11

Mention could also be made of the arguments from the exciting archaeological confirmations of much of the Bible;12 the puzzling question of how mind or consciousness could have arisen in a world of only matter, and even if it did, how it could be trusted to give us truth about the world;13 and the fact that millions of people claim to have direct experiences of a benevolent Creator.14

Rather than pursuing these issues, however, I would like to concentrate my remarks on two specific theses. Christianity maintains that (1) God created the universe from nothing a finite time ago, and that (2) Jesus of Nazareth is God’s supreme revelation of Himself to mankind. I would like to argue for each of these in order.

Consider the first premise: God created the universe from nothing a finite time ago. This belief is rational in light of the philosophical and scientific support for it.

First the philosophical argument. It is impossible to traverse or cross an actual infinite number of events by successive addition. An actual infinite, what mathematicians call aleph null, N0 is a set of distinct things whose number is actually infinite. Infinity, plus or minus any number including infinity, is still infinity. This contrasts with a potential infinite which can increase forever without limit but is always finite.15

By contrast, an actual infinite has no room for growth and is non-finite; that is, one of its subsets can be put into one-to-one correspondence with the set itself.16 The impossibility of crossing an actual infinite has sometimes been put by saying that one cannot count to infinity no matter how long he counts. For he will always be at some specific number which could be increased by one to generate another specific number; and that is true even if one counted forever.

Now if one cannot cross an actual infinite, then the past must have been finite. If it were infinite, then to come to the present moment, one would have had to have traversed an actual infinite to get here, which is impossible. Without a first event, there could be no second, third, or any specifiable number of events including the present one. To get to the present moment by crossing an actual infinite would be like trying to jump out of a bottomless pit. Not only could one never complete the jump, one could never even get started; for to reach any point in the series, one must already have crossed an infinite number of points to get to that point, as Zeno’s puzzles clearly showed.17

Put differently, suppose you go back through the events of the past in your mind. You will either come to a beginning, or you will not. If you come to a beginning, then the past is finite and my argument is settled. That would be the first event. If you had never come to a beginning, then the past is actually infinite; and as you go back in your mind, you never in principle could exhaust the events of the past. It would be impossible to traverse the past going backward in your mind.

Since time doesn’t go backward but forward, and the number of events traversed is not a function of the direction of movement, this amounts to saying that the present could never be realized. But since it has been realized—after all, here we are—there must have been a first event, and this event must have been spontaneously generated by a situation that was immutable, unchanging, timeless, and free.

Now most of the experiences we have in life where an event is spontaneously generated without sufficient conditions prior to it occur by means of agent causation, or what we would call agent causes.18 That is, you and I act everyday; we raise our arms; we do things. It seems reasonable, based upon agent causation, therefore, to say that the first event was spontaneously caused to be by a personal agent of some kind. The major alternative is that the first event popped into existence out of nothing without a cause, and that doesn’t seem reasonable to me.

That there was a beginning to the universe is confirmed by two areas of science as well as philosophy. The first is the Second Law of Thermodynamics, which states that in a closed system the amount of energy available to do work is always decreasing. It can also be put by saying that the amount of disorganization, or randomness, increases toward a maximum. Applied to the universe as a whole, the Second Law states that everyday the universe becomes more and more disorganized. In other words, it is burning up. It will eventually die a cold death. The main implication of this is, as one physicist put it, “The universe cannot have existed forever. Otherwise it would have already reached its equilibrium end state an infinite time ago. Conclusion: The universe did not always exist.”19 Scientist Richard Slagel says, “In some way the universe must have been wound up.”20

The Big Bang provides another argument. In 1929 Edwin Hubble discovered a phenomenon known as the red shift, which implies that space is expanding outward and that all bodies in space are growing apart.

These and other observations have led to the Big Bang theory, which has two key features. First, around 15 billion years ago, according to the theory, everything—space, time, energy—was all compacted into a mathematical point with no dimensions, and this exploded to form the present universe. In the words of Cambridge astronomer Fred Hoyle, “The universe was shrunk down to nothing.”21 So the Big Bang implies the universe sprang into existence from a state of affairs that has been described by some as nothingness.

Second, because of the density of the universe, there was only one initial creation, and there will be no contraction or further explosion in the future. There was only one initial creation, or first event. What is the atheist to do here? Oxford’s Anthony Kenney has the answer. He says, “A proponent of the Big Bang theory, at least if he is an atheist, must believe that the matter of the universe came from nothing and by nothing.”22

I would like to conclude by noting an observation by Robert Jastrow, director of NASA’s Goddard Institute for Space Studies. Jastrow says, “For the scientist who has lived by his faith in the power of reason, the story ends like a bad dream. He has scaled the mountains of ignorance; he is about to conquer the highest peak; as he pulls himself over the final rock, he is greeted by a band of theologians who have been sitting there for centuries.”23

Philosophically and scientifically, the belief that God created the universe a finite time ago is eminently reasonable.

The second proposition that I would like to defend is that Jesus of Nazareth is God’s supreme revelation of Himself to mankind. Among other things, this claim hinges upon the truthfulness of His resurrection from the dead. I want to argue that the historical evidence for Jesus’ resurrection is strong and belief in His resurrection is reasonable. At least four lines of evidence can be used to defend the historicity of the resurrection.24

First, the time factor. Let us consider the New Testament, not as an inspired book, though I believe it to be, but as a set of alleged historical sources about Jesus of Nazareth. We know He was most likely crucified in a.d. 33.25 All New Testament scholars date the Gospels within the lifetime of eyewitnesses of the life of Jesus, and the latest they can possibly be dated is toward the end of the first century, from a.d. 70 on. In recent years there has been a growing number of New Testament scholars who date the Gospels from a.d. 40 to a.d. 70, including the late W. F. Albright at Johns Hopkins, the dean of American archaeology.26 The bulk of the letters of the New Testament date from a.d. 48 to 64. This means that we have clear widespread testimony to a miracle-working, supernatural, resurrected Jesus no later than fifteen to twenty years after the events of His life.

In addition, the writings of the New Testament themselves contain statements, phrases, and hymns that are heavily Semitic and which translate easily back into Aramaic from Greek. These hymns are embedded in the epistles of the New Testament, and they existed prior to the New Testament because they are not spoken in characteristically Pauline language. As Martin Hengel argued, “These phrases and hymns present a miracle-working Jesus who rose from the dead, and they can be dated within the first decade of Christianity after the death of Jesus.”27 Further, there are good reasons for believing that the Acts account of the first preaching of the risen Jesus in Jerusalem just five weeks after His death is historically reliable.28

All of this means that a clear, widespread picture of a miracle-working, supernatural Jesus who rose bodily from the dead existed within a few weeks after His death, and at the latest within the first decade of the spread of Christianity. There was just not enough time for the facts of Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection to be forgotten and replaced by a set of myths. A. N. Sherwin-White, a classical historian at the University of Oxford, has studied the rate at which myth replaced history in the ancient Near East. Sherwin-White argues, “Tests suggest that even two generations are too short a span to allow the mythical tendency to prevail over a hard historical core.”29 There is then not enough time between the deeds of Jesus and our earliest sources to allow for a high degree of myth making.

Secondly, the empty tomb. A large number of New Testament scholars hold that the New Testament statements that Jesus’ tomb was found empty three days after His death are historically reliable. They do so for several reasons.

First, archaeological discoveries have verified the accuracy of the description of Jesus’ burial and tomb and the plausibility of its location. Archaeologists have discovered tombs just like the ones that are described in the Gospels, in just the place in Jerusalem where Jesus is said to have been buried.30

Second, there were at least fifty tombs of holy men during the time of Jesus in Jerusalem that were sites of religious veneration. Thus, the location of Jesus’ tomb would have been carefully noted by His followers in order to venerate Him after His death. But there is no evidence whatsoever that His tomb was ever a site of veneration.31 This is explained by the fact that His tomb was empty.

Third, the Gospel narratives of the discovery of the empty tomb bear features of historicity. To site but one, the narratives tell us that women were the first to discover and witness the empty tomb.32 Given the low social status of women then and the fact that they were not allowed to give legal testimony, it is highly probable that women were in fact the first ones to see the risen Christ. A fabricated account of the empty tomb would have used men, certainly not women. In fact, when Paul cites the resurrection formula in First Corinthians used to evangelize unbelievers, he leaves the women out, no doubt to keep unbelievers from stumbling on a peripheral detail which was culturally insensitive. The women are left in the Gospel accounts, however, to preserve a record of “wie es egentlichgewesen ist,” as it actually was, even though it was an embarrassment to them culturally.

Third, the appearances of Jesus of Nazareth.33 The historical evidence indicates that on separate occasions different individuals and groups, one group of at least five hundred persons, saw appearances of Jesus from the dead. Even one of the most skeptical New Testament scholars, the late Norman Perrin of the University of Chicago, has said, “The more we study the tradition with regard to the appearances, the firmer the rock begins to appear upon which they are based.”34

I personally know of no New Testament scholar who denies that several of Jesus’ early followers at least had a life-changing experience they believed to have been an experience of the risen Jesus. Many who deity that it was a real resurrection interpret these reported experiences as subjective experiences or hallucinations. But two objections refute this explanation. First, the variety and number of people seeing the appearances makes hallucination unlikely. Second, hallucinations do not create completely new thoughts, but they put together old thoughts.

Let me explain. The resurrection picture of Jesus is so out of touch with what was already in existence in Judaism that it is hard to explain how they [Jesus’ followers] would have used a resurrection to interpret hallucinating experiences. According to Jewish belief at that time, there was to be only one resurrection, all at once. No one would be raised by himself; everybody was to be raised together. Second, the general resurrection was at the end of the world; there was no resurrection in history before the end of the world. Third, the resurrection was conceived of in crude, reanimating terms where the body parts were reanimated on the skeleton. Fourth, visions of people who were translated to heaven or raised were never given to groups. And fifth, the Messiah, according to first-century Jewish religious belief, was not a suffering servant who died or rose from the dead.

The point is that if they had hallucinations, they would never have thought to interpret those hallucinations as a resurrection. Already available in their culture was a ready-made genre—namely, translations to heaven or resuscitations. The fact that they interpreted it as a resurrection is hard to explain in light of their cultural beliefs.

Finally, the origination of the Christian church implies a resurrection. Why did Christianity begin? Where did it come from? What motivation did the early church have for spreading Christianity? Christianity didn’t come from the stork. Christianity was a unique new movement. Without the resurrection, there is no adequate explanation for where it came from or how it got going.

For one thing, the church was not founded on loving your neighbor or doing good, but on spreading a message, the death and resurrection of the Son of God. But that message was so culturally unacceptable as to have little antecedent probability of success. If the early church was going to invent a message that would sell well and which was going to make them religious heroes, they did a horrible job. As one of the world’s prominent New Testament scholars, Martin Hengel of Tubingen has put it, “To believe that the one pre-existent Son of the one true God, the mediator at creation and the redeemer of the world, had appeared in very recent times in out-of-the-way Galilee as a member of the obscure people of the Jews and even worse, had died the death of a common criminal on the cross, could only be regarded as a sign of madness.”35

The resurrection of Jesus offers the best explanation for the incredible success of the early church. Without the resurrection there would have been no early church. Furthermore, it explains how a large generation of Jewish people (remember, most of the early Christians were Jewish) would have been willing to risk the damnation of their own souls to hell and reject what had been sociologically embedded in their community for centuries; namely, the Law must be kept for salvation, sacrifices must be kept for salvation, the Sabbath must be kept, nontrinitarian monotheism, and there is only a political Messiah, not a dying and rising one. How does a group of people in a short time span, a society, disenfranchise themselves from that into which they had been culturally indoctrinated for centuries and risk the damnation of their own souls to hell to follow a carpenter from Nazareth? The most reasonable explanation is there was something about that man that caused this change. He was a miracle worker who rose from the dead.

The resurrection also explains the motivation and endurance of the early Christians. The early disciples experienced a life of pain, physical and social abuse, and martyrs’ deaths for their message. What kept them going? The question is even more pressing in light of their state of betrayal, fear, and disillusionment just after Jesus’ crucifixion. What changed them and motivated them? The resurrection.

So strong is this point that recently an orthodox Jewish rabbi, a Jewish scholar of New Testament in Frankfurt, Germany, Pinchas Lapide, was converted to belief in the resurrection on strictly historical evidence. And he has written a book defending its historicity. Lapide writes, “How was it possible that His disciples, who by no means excelled in intelligence, eloquence, or strength of faith, were able to begin their victorious march of conversion only after the shattering fiasco of Golgotha?”36

Before concluding, let me point out that the miracles of Jesus rebut the argument that different world religions cancel each other out because they are all equally miraculous. This is simply not the case. No rival world religion has miracles attributed to its founder that are early and nonlegendary. Most [world religions] are simply ideologies or philosophical systems. The evidence for Jesus is different both in quality and quantity.

In summary, I have argued there are good reasons to believe that a personal God created the world a finite time ago. In addition to the arguments I cited at the beginning, I appealed to the philosophical argument against the possibility of traversing an actual infinite and the scientific arguments employing the Second Law of Thermodynamics and the uniqueness of the Big Bang, which make this proposition reasonable. I have also argued that Christ is God’s unique revelation of Himself to mankind. This claim rests in part on His resurrection from the dead, which I supported by four lines of argument—the time factor, the empty tomb, the resurrection appearances, and the origin of the Christian church.

For these and other reasons one is well within his or her epistemic rights in believing that the Christian God exists. Thank you. [Applause]


Notes

1. Helpful treatments of the design argument are James E. Horigan, Chance or Design? (New York: Philosophical Library, 1979); A. C. Ewing, Value and Reality (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1973), 165–82; John Leslie, “Modern Cosmology and the Creation of Life,” in Evolution and Creation, Eman McMullin, ed. (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1985), 91–120; “How to Draw Conclusions from a Fine-Tuned Universe,” in Physics, philosophy, and Theology, Robert John Russell, William R. Stoeger, and George V. Coyne, eds. (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 1988), 297–311.

2. Cf. Paul Davies, God and the New Physics (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1983), 164–189; John Leslie, “Anthropic Principle, World Ensemble, Design,” American Philosophical Quarterly 19 (Apr. 1982), 141–50; John Leslie, Universe (New York: Routledge, 1989).

3. This point applies to any type of life and not just life that is present on earth. For something to be living, it must contain enough configurational complexity and information to ingest, excrete, and replicate, and such complexity is only possible in universes of a certain type.
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