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Six months before his death in 2015, as he was dying of cancer and knew the end was coming soon, renowned physician, neurologist, and science writer Oliver Sacks issued this final public reflection on how one can find meaning in the cosmos through our uniqueness as sentient beings:


When people die, they cannot be replaced. They leave holes that cannot be filled, for it is the fate—the genetic and neural fate—of every human being to be a unique individual, to find his own path, to live his own life, to die his own death. I cannot pretend I am without fear. But my predominant feeling is one of gratitude…. Above all, I have been a sentient being, a thinking animal, on this beautiful planet, and that in itself has been an enormous privilege and adventure.1


A “thinking animal.” It is not the adjective but the noun that troubles a great many people when they think about who we are and why we're here. Of the several assaults on our anthropocentrism that science has generated the past half millennium, even more troubling than the discovery that we are not located in the center of the universe, is that we are not even special on our own planet. Darwin revealed—and evolutionary science has since confirmed—that we are but one among hundreds of millions of species that evolved on a planet over the course of nearly four billion years, 99 percent of which were winnowed out by natural selection's cruel algorithm. Our planet is one among eight that make up our solar system, along with nearly two hundred moons, dozens of dwarf planets (like Pluto), and many millions of comets and probably billions of asteroids. Our solar system is one of many billions of solar systems in the Milky Way galaxy, itself located in a cluster of galaxies not so different from millions of other galaxy clusters, most of which are whirling away from one another in an accelerating expanding cosmic bubble universe that quite possibly is only one



among a near-infinite number of bubble universes in a vast multiverse. We can't help but wonder what our place is in this immense space and deep time, and evolution has vouchsafed our species with a gift perhaps unique to us—the awareness of our own mortality, and along with it the challenge to consider what our fourscore years mean on a cosmic time scale measured in billions. Why are we here? What is the purpose of life?


For millennia, religions, myths, and spiritualist movements have furnished answers to these questions, possibly as far back as eleven thousand years to Göbekli Tepe in modern Turkey, the oldest religious/spiritual center ever excavated. What did these people think was their purpose in life? Did they wonder, “Why am I here?” We may never know, but for 10,500 of those 11,000 years, religious and spiritual movements owned the category and offered up various supernatural answers involving gods and heavens as external Archimedean levers to lift us to higher meaning. But now a revolution is underway, begun with the Scientific Revolution (dated roughly from the publication of Copernicus's On the Revolutions of the Heavenly Spheres in 1543 to the publication of Isaac Newton's Principia in 1687) and carried forth with the Age of Reason and the Enlightenment (dated from approximately 1687 to 1795, Newton to the French Revolution), in which science and reason became the primary tools of understanding the world, including the human world and all it entails. This is the worldview of Enlightenment humanism, and it offers answers to life's deepest questions, however provisional and personal they may be. Enlightenment humanism eschews the supernatural and relies exclusively on nature and nature's laws—which include human nature and the laws and forces that govern us—for guidance on how we should behave and how we can derive meaning and purpose.


For reasons historical and psychological, it is at this point that many scientists and philosophers pull back from the precipice and hand such problems over to theologians, ministers, rabbis, and other spiritual leaders, as if it is not the place of science and reason to address such moral and existential issues. But a number of us now reject this balkanization of knowledge, going over the top into no-man's-land or breaching the walls of the epistemological citadel to see how far we can go to answering the ultimate why questions. This is sometimes dismissed as “scientism,” a calumny that I, for one, gladly embrace. Bring it on, I



say! Let's reject all supernatural claims and follow nature as far as it will allow us to go. The psychiatrist Dr. Ralph Lewis is one such fellow traveler, and this book is a testament to how an Enlightenment humanist finds purpose in a godless world and why we care even if the universe doesn't. Dr. Lewis's humanity comes through on every page as that of a caring physician who appreciates the uniqueness of individuals and treats his patients with compassion and his readers with respect. He reveals the bug (or is it a feature?) of human cognition that leads us to find meaningful patterns in meaningless noise (what I call patternicity), and some of those patterns include gods and the purposes they provide, all of which appear to exist exclusively in our minds. Like other grand synthesizers and interdisciplinary thinkers—Jared Diamond, Steven Pinker, and Yuval Noah Harari come to mind—Lewis employs evolutionary theory, complexity theory, cognitive science, neuroscience, psychology, anthropology, and other fields to review the best evidence we have for why consciousness evolved out of primitive brains; where goal-directedness and will come from and how they drive us to strive for more meaning than other animals; and where our moral sense comes from and why we care about others, even those not related to us. Dr. Lewis also draws on the wisdom he has developed as a practicing psychiatrist, relating his experiences with real people in real crises to how any of us can derive inspiration, meaning, and purpose from life, the universe, and everything. What the reader will gain from this book is a deep understanding of how spontaneous, unguided evolutionary processes and self-organizing complexity in an indifferent, random cosmos could in fact produce unique, self-aware human beings living caring, purposeful, meaningful lives.


Dr. Michael Shermer is the publisher of Skeptic magazine,
a monthly columnist for Scientific American, and a
Presidential Fellow at Chapman University.
He is the author of The Moral Arc, The Believing Brain,
Why People Believe Weird Things, Why Darwin Matters,
The Science of Good and Evil, and Heavens on Earth:
The Scientific Search for the Afterlife, Immortality, and Utopia.
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To all who have been born in the old faith there comes a time of danger, when the old slips from us, and we have not yet planted our feet on the new. We hear the voice from Sinai thundering no more, and the still small voice of reason is not yet heard. We have proved the religion our mothers fed us on to be a delusion; in our bewilderment we see no rule by which to guide our steps day by day; and yet every day we must step somewhere.


—Olive Schreiner, The Story of an African Farm, 18831


Sometimes we feel we have glimpsed evidence of a deep truth—that everything happens for a reason and that things are meant to be. A job loss opens the way to a more satisfying career; a failed relationship leads us to meet our spouse; we stumble across a life-changing book in a store while killing time after missing a flight. In a moment of insight, we see the chain of causation and the meaning of it all. We have the eerie yet comforting feeling that we have just experienced the mysterious workings of a purposeful universe.


Human minds are exquisitely adept at connecting dots: inferring causation, pattern, and purpose. Most people believe the universe has an inherent purpose, and many believe their life is one small part of that higher plan. This makes people believe that their lives matter and that there is a point to it all. Conversely, we tend to fear that if the universe were random and purposeless, our lives would also ultimately be meaningless. A purposeless universe implies a godless universe. Although we might struggle to explain why so many terrible things happen in a purposeful universe, we are reassured, at least, by our confidence that a completely random universe is implausible. The finely tuned laws of nature, the immense order and complexity of our world, and the fact of our own consciousness—most people feel intuitively that these could not have arisen entirely spontaneously and unguided from nothing at all.




I find myself preoccupied with the human condition, especially questions of purpose and meaning.2 As a psychiatrist, I am afforded the unique privilege of having many people share with me their individual life narratives, entrust me with their most personal feelings, display to me the effects of very dramatic or very subtle brain perturbations on behavior, and impart their deepest insights. They regularly force me to reconsider the most fundamental existential questions. Still, things happen in our own lives that suddenly render such questions profoundly personal. An abrupt crisis can also expose structural weaknesses in our worldview, the way a flood reveals flaws in a city's infrastructure. Pivotal points lacking consistency are fractured and then swept away in the torrent.


For me, such a crisis began on the first day of the school year in September 2005. Reality hit me hard. “Our son is only three. He won't even remember her. And how will the girls cope?” I was trying to get the words out on the phone to a friend who is also our insurance broker. We were making a critical illness insurance claim, the kind of claim you hope never to make—winning a bet with the insurance company that you had hoped to lose. My wife had been diagnosed days earlier with a very aggressive form of breast cancer. Her prognosis was deeply uncertain. She was only thirty-nine, and we had three children aged seven and younger.


Karin and I had experienced adversity and big life challenges before, but nothing like this. It's not that we were surprised to be facing such a crisis: neither of us had illusions of immunity to the kinds of adversity we had all too often seen hit others. Like me, Karin worked in a helping profession, so we had both witnessed much tragedy in our work as well as among friends and relatives. Severe adversity seemed almost overdue for us.


Well-wishers tried to reassure us that everything would be all right, that they knew she would beat this. Some who were cancer survivors assured us that with time, we would see that a lot of good would come from what appeared right now to be entirely bad. Cancer had even been a positive experience for them, they said. It had changed them psychologically for the better, made them deeper people, strengthened their relationships with people, taught them to “not sweat the small stuff.” Some people reminded us that everything happens for a reason: events in life have a purpose, though recognizing that purpose can take time. Adversity is often a blessing in disguise.




We did feel that our lives were suddenly infused with a powerful sense of purpose and clarity regarding our priorities. Our friends and family rallied around us with awe-inspiring levels of emotional and practical support. Soon after Karin's diagnosis, sixty friends and their children joined us for Toronto's Walk for the Cure, sporting “Caring for Karin” T-shirts; we joined thousands of pink-festooned marchers along streets lined with cheerleaders and marching bands. Friends accompanied Karin to chemo, provided our kids with rides home from school, and delivered pancakes for them on Sunday mornings. Our fridge overflowed for weeks with donated meals.


We felt valued and cared for, but despite being surrounded by such optimism, we knew the whole thing could turn out very badly. When people tried too hard to focus on the positives, it started to feel like unrealistic reassurance and wishful thinking. We knew only too well the kinds of horrendous outcomes that some people with cancer suffer; those unfortunate others had no doubt received the same kinds of reassurances. We were certainly no better or more deserving of positive outcomes than they were. Karin's prognosis was guarded: this particular type of cancer was fast growing and could progress rapidly. The tumor was already very large, with ominous signs of spread.


Our religious identity and community were sources of both support and pressure. We are secular Jews who value our cultural traditions and have many religious family members and friends. We were also members of a synagogue community at that time—an Orthodox one at that. (This seeming contradiction between nonbelief and religious community affiliation is not unusual among Jews.) We thanked people for their prayers and rituals but politely declined to participate. This was sometimes met with subtle pressure with comments like “I know someone who was also irreligious, but she let the congregation launch a community prayer appeal, and her cancer is in remission now, despite the doctors having told her it was incurable,” and “Maybe you'll consider doing this small rite, just in case. It could end up making all the difference. You never can know.”


We had anticipated this kind of unsolicited religious advice after witnessing it being given to others in our synagogue community who had suffered similar illnesses. To prevent such pressures, I visited our rabbi on Karin's and my behalf a few days after the word got out about her diagnosis. I respectfully requested that people not ask us to participate in prayer meetings or other religious rituals.



I explained that while we appreciated cultural traditions that bring communities together to support each other, as nonbelievers we would find requests to participate in prayer and ritual intrusive, pressuring, and burdensome in our time of crisis.


But I wondered how sure I was in my nonbelief. At the time, I was more equivocal about religion and spirituality than Karin, who was less conflicted in her nonbelief. I regarded myself as more agnostic than atheistic, undecided on some philosophical “big questions” that I presumed to be inherently unanswerable. While I was pretty sure I didn't believe in an anthropomorphic biblical God,3 I remained somewhat open to the idea that there might be deeper religious truths. I was partial to the idea of some level of purpose inherent to the universe and felt reassured in thinking that the universe might be guided by some abstract form of intentional higher power. Assertively declining offers from our community to invoke pleas to God, in whatever form one might imagine God to exist, was a vulnerable moment, right in the proverbial foxhole.


Nonetheless, Karin and I were painfully aware of the prognostic uncertainties of her cancer. We had a strong sense that there was nothing we could do to alter the statistics of the best available medical treatments. This realization was deeply unsettling, and the urge to deny it and believe otherwise was very strong.


Like most people, I had always had difficulty fully accepting that life is utterly random. I had on occasion experienced the compelling feeling that events in my own life were somehow guided or “meant to be.” Even at this time of crisis and uncertainty—indeed, especially at this time—we were the beneficiaries of some extraordinarily serendipitous good luck. A number of critical steps in the diagnostic process and in our accessing the most optimal treatment resources felt more than merely fortuitous. By some kind of good fortune and happenstance, I had serially connected to all the right people at just the right time in obtaining state-of-the-art treatment for Karin. And a new breakthrough medication—touted by some as a “miracle drug” with the potential to significantly improve the otherwise unfavorable prognosis for this particularly aggressive form of breast cancer—had just become available.


I didn't think I believed in personal cosmic guidance, but the feeling of some form of providence was quite forceful. As we shall see, such impressions are always illusory, but at the time I could not clearly articulate why. At the same



time, I had a professionally honed awareness of the power of denial and wishful thinking as defense mechanisms. I had seen how these get deployed by people facing serious threat and uncertainty—all the more so when these people's fates are being arbitrarily determined by random and trivial factors that seem to mock the significance of their lives. I was still trying to come to terms with the full extent to which randomness rules our lives.4


In retrospect, I realize that I was experiencing cognitive dissonance—the mental discomfort of holding inconsistent, contradictory beliefs. This internal conflict led to a preoccupation with formulating a more coherent, solidly substantiated worldview. I engaged in several years of intense reflection, reading, discussing, researching, and writing: this book is the culmination of that process.


COSMIC MEANING AND THE “BIG QUESTIONS”


Our sense of purpose and meaning is entangled with assumptions that life events happen for intended reasons and that the universe itself is inherently purposeful. Why is this so?


Belief in a purposeful universe is pervasive, and not just among conventional religious believers. It is a belief generally also shared by many followers of more nuanced theologies that don't subscribe to a belief that specific events in our individual lives happen for intended reasons. It's also typically shared by “spiritual but not religious” people who may not even believe in a “personal god” who intervenes in our individual lives.


Before the transformative scientific insights of the last few decades, it could quite reasonably have seemed self-evident that our world is purposefully designed and controlled by intentional higher power(s). It might actually have seemed naive to suggest that the ingenious complexity that characterizes our world could have arisen spontaneously. Even today, a few highly reputable scientists still maintain that the physics of the universe appears to be precisely fine-tuned to allow life to evolve.


Adding to the impression of a spiritual realm and supernatural design, the mystery of consciousness is especially compelling: How can consciousness possibly be derived from material particles, and how could such a complex phenomenon



evolve spontaneously and unguided? How can the experience of “I” be reducible to the laws of physics and to mere matter? Moreover, what about values and ethics? How could such abstract and intangible qualities arise from the material “stuff” of the universe? Even if they somehow could, wouldn't morality be relative? How can meaning arise in a random, material universe? How does purpose itself emerge in a purposeless universe?


Despite many seemingly convincing arguments in favor of a grand design, modern science tells us otherwise about the nature of reality.


THE SCIENTIFIC WORLDVIEW OF AN UNGUIDED UNIVERSE


A powerful scientific worldview has been steadily constructed over the last four centuries, at a pace that has been accelerating almost exponentially in modern times. In the last decade or two, several key parts of the overall picture have been snapping into place. We now have highly compelling and entirely plausible models for how our world, life, and consciousness could have emerged entirely spontaneously and unguided—all the way from the universe's origin (astonishingly) to its present complexity.5 No external or first cause is required, no intelligent designer, and no guiding hand.


At the same time, advances in psychological sciences have demonstrated that our tendency to assume that the universe or specific events have inherent purpose and meaning simply reflects cognitive biases of our human brains. Humans are strongly predisposed to overattribute pattern and conscious intention to events. These tendencies most likely evolved as by-products of our highly attuned capacities to detect predators and prey and to cooperate as social animals by readily identifying patterns and inferring other beings’ intentions from those patterns.


Pivotal breakthroughs have been made in disparate scientific fields such as cosmology, theoretical physics, evolutionary biology, complexity theory, neuroscience, cognitive science, and information theory. Considered separately and individually, their insights are already radically paradigm-shifting, but taken together, they may actually be leading to a tipping point in the intellectual history of humankind.




But if these scientific insights compel us to regard all existence as random, where does this leave us? Nobel laureate physicist Steven Weinberg famously wrote, “The more the universe seems comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless.”6


Dissatisfaction with the scientific materialist worldview keeps vast numbers of people believing in a higher power and a higher plan, even if they are skeptical about and disillusioned with traditional, institutional religions. And as the influence of religion declines in Western society, many worry that societal values will become nihilistic—that is, lacking a moral compass and lacking a sense of purpose and meaning.


A PSYCHIATRIST'S PERSPECTIVE ON WHY WE HAVE EVOLVED TO CARE, EVEN IF THE UNIVERSE DOESN'T


Scientific insights addressing the big questions have been acquired at such a rapid rate that most people have not kept pace with them, do not understand them, and have not grasped their full implications. I will share many of these insights with you in this book, to bring you up to speed, and we will consider how they can inform a coherent and meaningful worldview. I will show how science can plausibly explain not only the origin of the universe, of complexity, of life and of consciousness, but also the origin of values and the emergence of caring about our own lives and about the lives of others. I would particularly like to share insights that I think can help relate the science to the humanistic level of our individual lives. For this, I will draw extensively from my experience working as a psychiatrist at the front lines of the human condition. Helping my patients through their struggles has provided me with a subtle understanding of human motivation. Many are young people maturing from adolescents into adults: I help them as they define their goals in life, launch their careers, and start families. But some never develop sufficient motivation. My job is to figure out why and to try to influence their trajectory.


The experience of Karin's cancer got me interested in expanding the scope of my clinical work to provide psychiatric and psychological help to cancer patients and their families. After some years of reflection, I became a consultant



psychiatrist in the regional cancer center at the university hospital where I work—the same center where Karin received her treatment. I wanted to give back, and I wanted to learn more about how other people cope with such profound existential threats, including terminal illness.


There is much else I have learned from my patients in other aspects of my work—human nature is writ large in mental disorders. Psychiatric disorders help us understand normally subtle human traits and cognitive habits by amplifying or distorting them. Psychosis and mania, for example, magnify ad absurdum the general human tendency to overidentify patterns and to perceive deliberate intention in random events, especially in self-referential ways. More obviously, obsessive-compulsive disorder magnifies our need for order, control, and predictability; our propensity toward superstitious rituals to symbolically control our environment; and our obsession with purity and perfection—all widely prevalent human tendencies that find expression in religion.


People with psychiatric disorders are often misled by faulty subjective perceptions and distorted beliefs. But such errors and distortions are by no means confined to mental disorders. Subjective experience is immensely powerful for all of us. We tend to take our perceptions, intuitions, and beliefs as accurate representations of reality and are often unable to recognize or accept when these are total misrepresentations. We tend also to believe the subjective experiences of others and are easily swayed by their anecdotal testimony. Intuition, subjective perception, and the personal testimony of others underpin religious faith.


Fear of death is another common theme my patients ask me to help them with, and to which we can all relate. Some have partially consoled themselves with religious belief in an afterlife, but some just don't buy it. Belief in the supernatural is fueled by our egocentric human inability to imagine our subjective conscious experience becoming utterly extinguished.


To gain a more realistic picture of how the world really is, we need to bypass our subjectivity, our intuitions, our cognitive biases, our fears, and our wishful thinking. The most reliable way to do this is to apply the scientific method. Once we consider the relevant scientific evidence, it becomes clear that the idea of a designed, purposeful universe is a human construct. We also come to see plainly that there is no basis for believing that religion is the source of purpose, morality, and meaning. Instead, religion can be understood as having incorporated



these natural motivational and social dispositions and having coevolved with human cultures over time. Unsurprisingly, religion has also incorporated our more selfish, aggressive, competitive, and xenophobic human proclivities. Modern secular societies have achieved far more compassion and success than religious ones—human caring does not depend on belief in a caring or purposeful universe or a higher power.


I still think that enlightened, intellectually sophisticated forms of religion can play a role in scientifically literate, predominantly secular modern societies. In its most progressive and nonliteral forms, religion can and does augment the capacity for caring in many people. Many of my patients have felt that they could not have made it through their adversity without the comfort of their faith—and some have been inspired by their religion to tremendous acts of social altruism. But too many have agonized in feelings of guilt, self-blame, or abandonment by God, asking, “Why me?” and others have diverted much precious time and energy to the fervent performance of religious rituals.


It is my aim in this book to provide a motivating and cautiously optimistic worldview but not a Pollyannaish one. This view builds on a solidly scientific understanding of the universe and human nature and so is based on reality and evidence rather than belief. It will not be a prescription for which moral codes to follow or what the purpose or meaning of life ought to be. I will simply present the argument that the fundamental human qualities that orient us toward purposeful, moral, and meaningful living are innate, instinctual products of unguided evolution. Purpose, morality, and meaning are not inherent to the universe. They were not present at its inception as part of its “design.” They emerged much later, with life itself, and were shaped by evolution. Remarkably and counterintuitively, there is nothing miraculous or mystically significant about the fact that our living world is now suffused with purpose and meaning and even moral values, though you would be justified in feeling a sense of awe at this realization.


I must caution you: this worldview is not as soothing and reassuring as the old stories we have been telling ourselves about a benevolent, purposeful universe. But neither is it nihilistic. People who are immersed in science and who have embraced it not only as a profession but also as a worldview tend to be among the most inspired and purpose-driven members of society.




As a psychiatrist, I have one foot in medicine and neuroscience, focusing on how the biology of the brain gives rise to behavior and what fuels our drives, and the other foot in the social sciences and humanities, focusing on people's lives, relationships, and how they define their sense of purpose in society. And it is as a psychiatrist in the trenches of the daily human struggle that I offer here what I hope will be a unique contribution to this transformative societal debate.


A COUPLE OF DISCLAIMERS


1. This book describes findings and theories from a great many rapidly developing scientific fields in their state of development as of the time of writing. The very nature of the scientific method is such that many of the scientific findings and theories presented here will change over time, some of them quite rapidly, becoming updated or replaced by more accurate ones. Anyone reading this book some years after its publication will have the benefit of such knowledge regarding any erroneous theories presented here. The point is that scientific findings and theories need only be plausible, not necessarily definitive, to support the claim made in this book that today's “big questions” are potentially answerable scientifically and rationally.


2. All case descriptions and vignettes have been presented in such a way as to maintain patient privacy and anonymity. Some details have been altered, and some cases are composites.
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Anna was referred to me by her oncologist because she was struggling with anxiety as she dealt with her recent diagnosis of breast cancer. She was thirty-one years old, single, living alone, and she was working two minimum-wage jobs before she got sick, barely able to make ends meet. Her life had been difficult for much of the past six years, since she arrived in Canada as a refugee from a poor eastern European country. She had fled her home country hastily and secretively with the help of her parents, family friends, and false documentation after being threatened with incarceration by her abusive, controlling husband and his corrupt friends in the local police department. He was enraged by her repeated disobedience and had become increasingly violent toward her. Four years earlier, her parents had encouraged her to marry him because he was a wealthy man and well connected to powerful people in their hometown. In Canada, she was safe but alone, far from her family. She was depressed and wondered what she had done to deserve such a fate. Then she found a lump in her breast. The cancer diagnosis came as a terrible shock. Why should she get breast cancer at her age? She began to despair, imagining herself dying alone so far from home.


But then she experienced the Canadian healthcare system at its very best.1 She started to feel her prognosis was not as dire as she had feared: with the state-of-the-art treatments available at our cancer center, she had reasonable odds of recovery.


As Anna tearfully recounted all this to me, she shuddered as she considered the likely outcome of her cancer if she had still been living “back home,” with the much more limited cancer treatments available there. Suddenly, the whole arc of



her life narrative made sense to her: “It was meant to be. God sent my husband to me and had to make me suffer so that I would end up here when I developed cancer.” She reasoned that the fact that she had to develop cancer at all must have been part of an even deeper, more mysterious higher plan.


Many people, and not just those facing a life crisis like Anna's, are certain that their lives are guided by a higher power—if not directly, then subtly and mysteriously. Most people are convinced that they see evidence of this in their life events, and this subjective evidence can be extremely compelling. Even intelligent, rational, and well-educated people are inclined to hold such beliefs, and many people experience profound “aha” moments when they think they have discovered confirmatory evidence.


These sorts of beliefs are so widespread that we tend not to consider them irrational or bizarre. They are consistent with our intuitions and our natural proclivity for coherent stories—grand narratives with an overarching point and a satisfying end.


In my psychiatric practice, I've observed that the belief that life events are somehow intended can have powerful effects on motivation, both positive and negative. This belief is a double-edged sword: it can be reassuring and comforting but can also lead to disillusionment, anguish, and feelings of abandonment under conditions of cruel adversity. I have found it difficult to predict whether my religiously or spiritually inclined patients will be consoled or embittered by their faith in a benevolent universe when they experience tragedy and suffering. The alternative, the belief that life is random, is disquieting but can be emotionally liberating.


What does one say to the God-questioning parents of a talented, intelligent teenager whose life was filled with promise but who rapidly descended into an addiction to powerful street drugs, culminating in an avoidable fatal overdose? Or to the woman who has always intimately felt God's presence in her life but develops in quick succession a debilitating chronic pain condition and a high-risk cancer, then loses her job and career, her marriage, and her home—all the while praying every day to God to help her, or to at least show her a sign of hope and meaning (and repeatedly believing that she sees such signs, only to suffer further losses). As one patient with cancer and a series of unrelated misfortunes said to me, “I don't feel so protected by God anymore.”




One consoling religious metaphor that can help a suffering person retain faith depicts our experience of the world as if viewed from the back of a tapestry. We see a tangle of fabric that appears random and purposeless. But someday, perhaps in the afterlife, God will show us the front of the tapestry in all its beauty and grandeur: in that moment, the pattern and purpose of all those seemingly random strands of our lives will suddenly be revealed to us. We will understand our role and the reasons for everything—the purpose of it all.


To understand the belief that everything happens for a reason, we need to consider not just religious or spiritual beliefs but the nature of belief as a general phenomenon.


THE POWER OF BELIEF


Beliefs are powerful modulators of motivation and purposive behavior. Depending on their content and context, they have the power to inspire or demoralize. They can also be dangerous: they have the power to lead to deadly acts, such as choosing alternative medicine over chemotherapy for a treatable cancer. Beliefs have the power to make people fly airplanes into buildings.


Irrational beliefs based on distorted reality can be tenacious and impervious to contradictory evidence. This includes both individual, idiosyncratic beliefs and those shared by large groups of people. There is no shortage of examples of widely held irrational beliefs shared by many mentally healthy people, such as astrology, alien abduction, ESP, homeopathy, vaccines causing autism, and implausible conspiracy theories. Why and how are so many thoroughly invalidated beliefs confidently shared by such large numbers of mentally healthy people? More than mere credulity and suggestibility are at play, but a lack of critical thinking skills is certainly a part of it.2


Science popularizer Carl Sagan, who cocreated and hosted Cosmos and was one of the founders of the modern scientific skepticism movement, advocated a tolerant, generous approach to understanding why so many people adopt credulous beliefs:


People who are curious, intelligent, dedicated to understanding the world, may nevertheless be (in our view) enmired in superstition and pseudoscience.



You could say, Well, they ought to know better, they ought to be more critical, and so on; but that's too harsh. It's not very much their fault, I say. It's the fault of a society that preferentially propagates the baloney and holds back the ambrosia…. The least effective way for skeptics to get the attention of these bright, curious, interested people is to belittle, or condescend, or show arrogance toward their beliefs. They may be credulous, but they're not stupid. If we bear in mind human frailty and fallibility, we will understand their plight…. They believe things for reasons. Let us not dismiss pseudoscience or even superstition with contempt.3


Sagan then gave the example of how easy it could be for many of us to fall for the claims of a psychic medium “skilled” at “communicating” with the dead, concluding:


I could see being swept away emotionally. Would you think less of me if I fell for it? Imagine I was never educated about skepticism, had no idea that it's a virtue, but instead believed that it was grumpy and negative and rejecting of everything that's humane. Couldn't you understand my openness to being conned by a medium or a channeler?4


You could say that one major role of a psychiatrist is to persuade people to be skeptical about their own beliefs—that is, to critically examine the evidence for their assumptions and not to automatically believe their own thoughts and perceptions. A person who constantly worries about her health and safety is probably overestimating the likelihood of bad things happening. A socially anxious, self-conscious person may have an exaggerated sense that he is being scrutinized and judged. A depressed person is probably devaluing her own accomplishments and her worth to others, whereas someone in a manic state, or a narcissist, may be overestimating his abilities and the regard others have for him.


In states of psychosis, people tend to develop blatantly false, unshakable beliefs—delusions—which can range from plausible yet mistaken beliefs to extremely bizarre ideas. The most common types of delusions are referred to as “delusions of reference” (i.e., delusions of self-reference). These delusions involve the belief that unrelated, coincidental, or innocuous events, actions, or objects refer to the individual in a personal way. My delusional patients regularly



recount to me their beliefs that “everything is happening for a reason” and it's all about them. They detect hidden messages or signs and tell me that certain events couldn't possibly be mere coincidence, and they are convinced that these refer to them—usually in paranoid ways, sometimes in grandiose ways. Patients like Gloria and Justin, whom I discuss in the next chapter, present all kinds of evidence that they consider irrefutable, in support of such assertions. The problem is that they are connecting too many dots. Delusions often cannot be reasoned with and might become even more strongly held when the delusional person is presented with evidence to the contrary. In fact, I often find myself incorporated into the delusions of psychotic patients who suspect that I am part of the conspiracy when I attempt to debunk their paranoid beliefs.


In many respects, people with psychiatric disorders like psychosis simply display more extreme amplifications of the normal human habit of overidentifying intention and purpose in events. We are all prone to cognitive distortions as we try to make sense of our world, especially when it comes to beliefs about intention, purpose, and meaning. In recent years, psychological research has helped clarify the most common types of intuitive errors and unconscious biases, which lead all of us at times to erroneous and irrational conclusions and assumptions. Some of these will be explored later in this chapter.


For those of us fortunate enough to be mentally healthy and relatively happy, much of our reality-distorting thinking helps us to maintain a positive outlook. It may take the form of wishful thinking and, not infrequently, magical thinking, helping us to feel good about ourselves and our future and warding off anxiety. Such thinking might seem innocuous, while disenthralling people by debunking their cherished beliefs may seem unnecessary or even unkind. However, instilling skepticism and teaching critical thinking are crucially important because when belief misrepresents reality, it often leads to some form of harm. As Carl Sagan put it, “Gullibility kills.”5


On the other hand, being confronted with too much reality can be overwhelming and terribly harsh, especially for someone in an emotionally vulnerable state. Denial and avoidance are sometimes necessary for mental health and the ability to cope with life; most of us need a bit of wishful thinking now and then.




THE GOD DELUSION?


While psychiatrists instill skepticism about many kinds of beliefs not grounded in evidence, they tread carefully and try to remain neutral about that most sensitive and pervasive of human beliefs—religion. My patients span the spectrum of religious beliefs: from the deeply religious to the spiritual but not religious to the atheists. Their beliefs are usually not directly related to their psychiatric issues.


A patient's religious beliefs are deemed to be abnormal only if they are very bizarre, represent a fairly dramatic and abrupt out-of-character change for that individual, and are very incongruent with the sociocultural group with which the individual affiliates. For example, a young Jewish man was brought to me by his secular parents because he had recently become fervently devout, was constantly preaching to his family, and had left his girlfriend and stopped seeing his friends. He ranted to me about how he had heard the voice of God the previous month. Since then, he had barely slept and was up at night reading the Torah. He wanted to drop out of engineering school to pursue a mission of returning all the nonbelieving Jews of Toronto to the ways of the Torah.


A standard definition of delusions applied by psychiatrists is “fixed, false beliefs, strongly held and immutable in the face of refuting evidence, that are not consonant with the person's educational, social, and cultural background.”6 In The God Delusion, Richard Dawkins's bestselling polemic against religion, the title phrase is meant to suggest that all belief in gods is delusional.7 While this may be an effective rhetorical device, it would be a clinically invalid use of the term “delusion” in a psychiatric clinic.


I have no interest or business in challenging my patients’ religious beliefs if these are not delusional. On the contrary, if a patient finds solace and strength through religion, I support and encourage this, despite being a nonbeliever myself. My goal is primarily to help people feel better, function better, and see their lives as meaningful and mattering. If they are believers or even semi-believers, I often encourage them to attend church, synagogue, mosque, or other houses of worship, with the hope of reconnecting them with community supports and sources of meaning.




THE UNIVERSAL HUMAN PROPENSITY FOR RELIGIOUS BELIEF


At this point, it may be helpful to review some of the many well-recognized psychological and social reasons that religious beliefs are such a universal human phenomenon. We will also acknowledge the intellectual rationale for such beliefs. Then we will examine the human cognitive biases that incline us to think that random events happen for intended reasons—habits of thought that strongly predispose us to religious thinking.


Throughout history, the vast majority of people have believed that supernatural forces governed their world. There are many reasons for this, and many excellent scholarly analyses have investigated why and how religion has been such a major and universal facet of human culture.8 Those analyses explore, among other things, elements of human nature and societal factors that contribute to religion's universal appeal. Let's briefly consider several of these factors here.


Whether you are a religious believer or not, I'm sure you could generate a list of reasons for the powerful appeal of supernatural belief. Such reasons do not invalidate belief in supernatural forces; they merely explain its prevalence. Your list might include the psychological need for reassurance and certainty, involving the need to know that there is someone or something in charge, that things happen for intended and benevolent reasons, and that our own lives have a point, especially if we experience great suffering. Another reason you would surely cite is anxiety about death—the desire to believe that some essence of ourselves is eternal and immortal, not simply ceasing at the end of our short earthly existence. It is difficult to imagine our own absolute nonexistence.


You'll also probably invoke something to do with religion providing a moral code, an absolute basis for morality. If you're a believer, you probably worry that without religion and belief in God, all morality would be relative, a matter of mere human opinion or enforcement by the strongest. You may also feel that your belief affirms cosmic justice: no matter how much suffering and apparent arbitrariness we may encounter in this limited life on earth, there will be ultimate justice and fairness beyond this parochial existence. Even nonbelievers might be concerned that without belief in an omniscient god, other people might feel unrestricted about behaving in whatever way suits them.


From a sociological and anthropological perspective, reasons for the universal



prevalence of religion could include the group-binding and social cohesion effects—religion as social glue. You might guess how this goes: Primitive animist beliefs (beliefs that inanimate objects possess conscious spirits and intentions) among Paleolithic humans would have been the antecedents of later organized religions. As beliefs in supernatural spirits evolved, primitive tribes probably developed group ritualistic worship as a means to appease the spirits and exert more control over their incomprehensible natural environment. Common allegiance to particular spirits or gods would have had a powerful and important defining and binding effect for a group, as would collective ritual. Social factors would have reinforced the central role of spiritual belief as early human societies enlarged, especially after the agricultural revolution. Some individuals would have claimed to have (or genuinely believed they had) specially attuned powers to perceive or relate to supernatural forces. These individuals would have been revered and empowered, becoming shamans and, in later eras, priests or prophets. Institutional religion in more advanced, organized societies would have been a natural extension of all this, coupled with the need for societal control and centralized administrative power by a ruling elite of priests and god-ordained kings.


THE INTELLECTUAL RATIONALE FOR RELIGIOUS BELIEF


Rational substantiation of religious belief is important to many thoughtful, intelligent believers. Supernatural beliefs provide explanations for why things exist as they do in our complex world, addressing questions thought to be beyond the reach of the scientific method. Even among believers who recognize the unsatisfying inconsistencies and gaps in the explanatory power of their supernatural beliefs, a common argument is that the belief that there is a god is more rational than the belief that there is no god. This is because it is assumed that the gaps in the explanations offered by science will always be larger than the gaps in the explanations offered by faith. I once heard a theologian in a science-religion debate shrewdly declare that whereas religious believers must explain the “problem of evil,”9 nonbelievers must explain everything else. It is assumed that faith's inconsistencies (like why good people suffer) exist because God's



ways are simply unfathomable to us or perhaps because God is testing our faith. But faith holds that there must be a purposeful reason for everything, knowable only to God.


Another intellectual defense of supernaturalism is usually based on some version of the argument that the universe must have had a beginning and could not have brought itself into existence: Why is there something rather than nothing? How can something arise from nothing?


But probably the most common intellectual rationale for belief in a higher power is based on the assumption that the immense complexity of our world must have been intelligently designed. Exemplifying this view, astronaut John Glenn on his second spaceflight marveled, “To look out at this kind of creation out here and not believe in God is to me impossible.”10 Even those theologians who accept the evidence for evolution as an explanation for biological complexity typically argue that God operates by means of evolution. The minority of believers who actually accept evolution as entirely unguided can still fall back on the argument that the laws of physics must be improbably fine-tuned to have allowed organized matter and life to arise in the first place. They might also point out that one of the most important laws of physics, the second law of thermodynamics (the law of entropy), dictates that the universe proceeds toward increasing levels of disorder. So how could order arise spontaneously?


We then get to the mystery of human consciousness, which, as noted in the introduction, seems especially enigmatic and impossible to explain in its complexity and its Platonic, nonmaterial quality without invoking a supernatural designer and a spiritual realm. And as noted, a related question is how to explain or anchor morality and ethics in a material, random universe.


These philosophical questions are intelligent and compelling arguments, and they appear seemingly insurmountable by atheists. However, as later chapters will show, recent science provides better explanations and models for the appearance of design than does the invocation of supernaturalism—better in the sense that the scientific explanations fit the data much more tightly, without the contradictions and arbitrary adjustments required to make other models fit supernatural beliefs. Importantly, the models also make much more accurate, verifiable predictions. We will see why scientists conclude that the notion of planned design, let alone benevolence, is patently contradicted by the evidence.



This becomes most stark when examining biological evolution. Of course, all these scientific insights, which we will come to understand in the course of this book, cannot definitively disprove and invalidate belief in a higher power and a higher plan—absolutely nothing in science is ever concluded with total certainty. But they do provide persuasive reasons to be skeptical of our assumptions.


INTUITION AND COGNITIVE BIAS


There are fundamental evolutionary reasons we are predisposed to supernatural belief, which have become clearer thanks to illuminating insights from the field of cognitive science that specifically concern erroneous habits (biases) in human intuition.


Psychologist Daniel Kahneman, who won the 2002 Nobel Prize in Economics for demonstrating the important role that irrationality plays in economic decision-making, refers to intuitive thinking as “System 1” and rational thinking as “System 2.”11 System 1 operates fast, often automatically, and effortlessly and is strongly influenced by emotion, whereas System 2 operates slowly, deliberately, with effort, and under conscious control. The intuitive System 1 generates automatic assumptions and jumps to conclusions. This efficient form of thinking serves us well much of the time, but the cost of all this efficiency is inevitable errors and faulty conclusions. The rational System 2, while capable of overcoming cognitive errors, is heavily biased by the intuitions of System 1. Kahneman explained:


System 1 is designed to jump to conclusions from little evidence—and it is not designed to know the size of its jumps. Because of WYSIATI [Kahneman's acronym for “What you see is all there is”], only the evidence at hand counts. Because of confidence by coherence, the subjective confidence we have in our opinions reflects the coherence of the story that System 1 and System 2 have constructed. The amount of evidence and its quality do not count for much, because poor evidence can make a very good story. For some of our most important beliefs we have no evidence at all, except that people we love and trust hold these beliefs. Considering how little we know, the confidence we have in our beliefs is preposterous—and it is also essential.)12




OVERIDENTIFICATION OF PATTERNS AND OVERATTRIBUTION OF AGENCY TO RANDOM EVENTS


Michael Shermer is the founding editor of Skeptic magazine and a Scientific American columnist. Building on the evolutionary psychology hypotheses proposed by Pascal Boyer13 and others, Shermer described two particular types of intuitive cognitive biases that play important roles in the widespread propensity for religious belief and magical/superstitious beliefs:


1. Our human brains have a strong tendency to overidentify patterns and causation, and often erroneously locate meaningful patterns in meaningless “noise.”14


2. We overattribute agency (conscious intentional action) to inanimate objects and to random natural events. This can lead people to believe that invisible agents control the world.15


These are forms of attribution bias, wherein we misattribute reasons for behaviors or events due to biased interpretations of motive or erroneous assumptions about cause. The tendency to make these kinds of cognitive errors may be a by-product of adaptive survival skills of pattern recognition and threat vigilance, and of crucial social skills favored by evolution. Shermer explained, “Our brains are belief engines: evolved pattern-recognition machines that connect the dots and create meaning out of the patterns that we think we see in nature.”16 Brains do this as part of association learning, a process that is fundamental to all animal behavior and is adaptive for survival. Our ancestors who were most successful at pattern recognition were more likely to survive and reproduce, leaving more descendants with such well-developed traits—and we are those descendants. Shermer postulated that evolution favored the tendency to identify patterns more than it favored the tendency to doubt that patterns are real. This is because the cost of believing that a false pattern is real would often have been less than the cost of failing to recognize a real pattern. For example, he considered a scenario of one of our Paleolithic hominid ancestors on the African savanna hearing a rustle in the grass. What do you think the cost would be of dismissing the noise as just the wind (i.e., an insignificant, random noise) when it is in fact



a predator (i.e., a significant pattern, a signal), versus the cost of believing it to be a predator when it is just the wind? You guessed it: the individual with the tendency to overidentify significant patterns would have been more likely to survive and consequently would have been more likely to leave descendants who inherited this trait. Shermer called our evolutionarily favored predilection for identifying patterns “patternicity.”17 He pointed out, “Unfortunately, we did not evolve a Baloney Detection Network in the brain to distinguish between true and false patterns” because the cost of overidentifying false patterns is lower than the cost of under-recognizing real ones. Thus, “people believe weird things because of our evolved need to believe non-weird things.”18


Shermer also highlighted our strong tendency to overattribute agency: “As large-brained hominids with a developed cortex and a theory of mind—the capacity to be aware of such mental states as desires and intentions in both ourselves and others—we infer agency behind the patterns we observe in a practice I call ‘agenticity’: the tendency to believe that the world is controlled by invisible intentional agents.”19 In other words, as social animals, we have evolved to be so adept at recognizing purposeful, intentional action on the part of other people, as well as on the part of predators or prey, that we are prone to erroneously ascribe intention and purpose to natural occurrences and random life events. Again, this trait would probably have been favored by natural selection because of its survival value.


Humans are wired to behave in motivated, purposeful ways in almost everything we do (all living creatures are goal-directed, each species in its own rudimentary way). We may not always be fully aware of our own motives: they may be unconscious or emotional, or we may attribute our action to one motive when in fact it is driven by another. But in all cases, we are highly intentional agents. We are purpose driven. And we assume that everyone else is too.


Because of how primed we are to perceive intention, we, like our distant ancestors, all too often think that random events are not merely coincidental and that they have occurred for some kind of intended reason. Being egocentric, as all creatures are in a sense, we naturally assume that these intentions and purposes are directed toward us. For example, we might think that adversity has befallen us so that we will learn a life lesson—perhaps to become deeper people, strengthen our relationships, learn to appreciate what really matters in life, and



stop fretting about unimportant things. This is what I vaguely believed initially when overwhelmed by the crisis of Karin's diagnosis, at the same time desperately wanting to see signs that it was all destined to work out well in the end.


I KNOW YOUR INTENTIONS


Part of people's belief in a higher power stems from our ability to form a “theory” about the mental state of another person wherein we can imagine or infer what that person might be thinking and feeling. This is referred to as “theory of mind.” At its most basic level, it involves the ability to understand that others possess independent minds, with their own thoughts and feelings. It requires being able to imagine others’ perspectives and infer intention to their actions. The capacity to form a theory of mind is usually well developed in normal humans at a young age and is the foundation of the ability to experience empathy for another.


Evolutionary psychologist Jesse Bering elaborated on the likely role that theory of mind capacity plays in the formation of supernatural beliefs:


As a direct consequence of the evolution of the human social brain, and owing to the weight of selective importance placed on our theory-of-mind skills in that process, we sometimes can't help but see intentions, desires, and beliefs in things that haven't even a smidgeon of a neural system there to generate the physiological states we perceive…. In particular, when inanimate objects do unexpected things, we sometimes reason about them just as we do for oddly behaving—or misbehaving—people. More than a few of us have kicked our broken-down, “untrustworthy” vehicles in the sides and verbally abused our “incompetent” computers. Most of us stop short of actually believing these objects possess mental states—indeed, we would likely be hauled away to an asylum if we genuinely believed that they held malicious intentions toward us—but our emotions and behaviors toward such objects seem to betray our primitive, unconscious thinking: we act as though they're morally culpable for their actions.20


Bering went on to say:


So it would appear that having a theory of mind was so useful for our ancestors in explaining and predicting other people's behaviors that it has completely



flooded our evolved social brains. As a result, today we overshoot our mental-state attributions to things that are, in reality, completely mindless. And all of this leads us, rather inevitably, to a very important question: What if I were to tell you that God's mental states, too, were all in your mind? That God, like a tiny speck floating at the edge of your cornea producing the image of a hazy, out-of-reach orb accompanying your every turn, was in fact a psychological illusion, a sort of evolved blemish etched onto the core cognitive substrate of your brain? It may feel as if there is something grander out there…watching, knowing, caring. Perhaps even judging. But, in fact, that's just your overactive theory of mind. In reality, there is only the air you breathe.21


The capacity to infer other people's thoughts varies between individuals, as do other social skills. Individuals with less developed capacities for theory of mind, such as people on the autism spectrum, may be less inclined to imagine God as a supernatural agent with humanlike intentions and more likely to think of God as an impersonal force of nature.22 Several other identifiable cognitive and personality traits influence people's differing predilections toward religious or spiritual beliefs. And of course, a person's cultural environment and upbringing also play a pivotal role in shaping the form that person's beliefs will take.23


DO WE CRAVE RELIGION LIKE FAST FOOD?


So far, we have seen that our propensity toward religious and magical or superstitious beliefs can be understood as a by-product of psychological predispositions that have survival value. Psychiatrist J. Anderson Thomson Jr. built on this evolutionary psychology model, likening this phenomenon to our cravings for fast food, which is a cultural creation that satisfies our evolutionary cravings for fat and sugar. These cravings evolved because they used to have survival value for our Paleolithic ancestors, who would consume as many calories as possible from fat (meat) and from sugar (fruit) whenever these scarcities were available. Thomson wrote, “If you understand the psychology of craving fast food, you can fully comprehend the psychology of religion.”24 Evolutionary biologist Jerry Coyne, borrowing a term that describes other kinds of evolutionary phenomena, put it this way: “Religion is likely to be what Stephen Jay Gould and



Elisabeth Vrba call an exaptation, a feature that while sometimes useful was not itself the object of natural selection, but piggybacked on features that evolved for other reasons.”25


TELEOLOGY: ROCKS ARE FOR SCRATCHING ITCHES


The human bias toward purpose-based reasoning is called “teleological reasoning.”26 Teleological explanations assume that things exist or events occur for a purpose or preconceived design. Boston University psychologist Deborah Kelemen calls humans “promiscuous teleologists.” This is particularly apparent in children: when she asked seven- to eight-year-olds why rocks are pointy, they selected answers such as “So that animals like Cryptoclidus could scratch on them when they got itchy.”27 She also found that college students employ teleological reasoning; they tended to select answers implying that the earth is designed for life, such as “The earth has an ozone layer in order to protect it from UV rays.” Nonbelievers were just as likely as believers to make these sort of statements.28 Yale psychology professor Paul Bloom and his colleagues similarly found that this human habit of thinking is so pervasive that even many atheists make assumptions about things happening for a fatalistic reason. Based on their research, they concluded, “A majority of atheists said that they believed in fate—defined as the view that life events happen for a reason and that there is an underlying order to life that determines how events turn out.”29 Bloom and colleagues also found that “even young children show a bias to believe that life events happen for a reason—to ‘send a sign’ or ‘to teach a lesson.’ This belief exists regardless of how much exposure the children have had to religion at home, and even if they've had none at all.”30


It seems that we never really grow out of teleological reasoning intuitions, and overcoming them requires more rigorous training in critical thinking and scientific reasoning than even an undergraduate college education provides. Kelemen found that even physical scientists from top-ranked American universities selected answers like the one about the ozone when they had to make true/false decisions under time pressure: The scientists did better than college undergraduates and graduates but not better than humanities professors.31 All



this suggests that an underlying belief in meaning behind natural phenomena may be a default explanatory preference that persists from early development. Kelemen commented, “Even though advanced scientific training can reduce acceptance of scientifically inaccurate teleological explanations, it cannot erase a tenacious early-emerging human tendency to find purpose in nature. It seems that our minds may be naturally more geared to religion than science.”32


I have certainly observed this in a surprising number of patients. For example, a young man seeing me for moderate depression and anxiety told me, despite declaring himself an affirmed atheist, that he had always believed that things are “meant to be”—especially the fact that his mother had changed her mind about aborting her pregnancy with him. Although he never knew his father, he had a close, loving relationship with his mother. When he was a teenager, she had admitted to him that he had been accidentally conceived during a one-night stand and that she had initially planned to terminate the pregnancy. Perhaps in an attempt to mitigate his hurt, or perhaps reflecting her genuine feelings, she had then told him that her last-minute decision to keep him was the best thing that ever happened to her. He had internalized this very meaningful, emotional narrative and become invested in it as a worldview.


The same reasoning (that things are meant to be) is applied by numerous patients of mine in an attempt to cope with and make meaning in their lives, especially if they are facing major adversity. It is consoling for people to feel that there is ultimately a point to their suffering, even if they must resign themselves to accepting that this higher purpose is beyond the comprehension of their limited human minds. To deny that there is a higher purpose feels nihilistic to many people.


CULTURE WARS: RELIGIOUS ARGUMENTS AGAINST NIHILISM


Many people are terrified by the idea that the universe might be arbitrary and indifferent. Many fear that seeing life as intrinsically purposeless will lead to a sense of alienation, meaninglessness, pointlessness, and general lack of caring about the value of human life—nihilism.


In my clinical experience, I have noticed that loss of a previously held belief



in a purposeful universe tends to lead to more intense existential crises among individuals who are part of a devout community—one that has inculcated in them the idea that such a life would be meaningless.


In the late nineteenth century, Friedrich Nietzsche, himself an atheist, expressed concern that society's gradual realization that “God is dead” might lead to nihilism.33 Other philosophers have expressed similar concerns.34 More recently, conflicting beliefs about whether or not the universe is inherently purposeful have assumed the proportions of a culture war. Newt Gingrich, who served as Speaker of the United States House of Representatives from 1995 to 1999 and was a candidate for the 2012 Republican Party presidential nomination, summed it up on the campaign trail in December 2011 from his point of view: “We're engaged in a cultural struggle with a secular elite that believes life is random and has no moral meaning.”35 People tend to view atheists as lacking a moral compass.36


Christian evangelical minister Rick Warren's 2002 book The Purpose Driven Life has sold tens of millions of copies and was on the New York Times bestseller list for one of the longest periods in history.37 In it, Warren assured readers that God put us here on the earth for a purpose (to worship him and become a disciple of Christ). Warren did urge readers not to be self-centered; the book starts with the message that “it's not about you” (it's about God). But he also argued that God created the universe and orchestrated all events so that we could be born, worship him, and give him the pleasure of loving us as his children: “Our goal is to bring pleasure to God, not ourselves…. Our motive is to bring glory and pleasure to our Creator.”38 He stated emphatically, “Without God, life has no purpose, and without purpose, life has no meaning. Without meaning, life has no significance or hope.”39


Warren assured readers that God planned every detail of who we would be; nothing is random, and we know this because the Bible tells us so. Warren also told us that life on earth is only a tiny fraction of our eternal lives and that God made life here difficult and disappointing so that we would not get too attached to it. Heaven is our true home. Judging from the enormous success of his book, Warren's message is what huge numbers of people really want to hear.


Connected to Warren's message of a purposeful universe is the belief that morality and meaning are only possible within such a universe. Along these



lines, South African Chief Rabbi Warren Goldstein, who is widely admired for his intellect, is an articulate representative of the belief that a personal (personally interested), interventionist God has a purpose for the world and for us. This kind of monotheistic religious viewpoint is central to many denominations of the Christian, Muslim, and Jewish faiths.40 Goldstein's explanation proceeded along similar lines to Rick Warren's but also contrasted this religious worldview with the scientific view of random evolution, which he considers nihilistic and cynical:


Holiness means that there is something special in this world and thus it is the very opposite of the concept of randomness. The theory of random evolution seeks to exclude God from the creation of the world, claiming that this magnificent world in all of its perfection just came about randomly. But it's even more than that: it's a philosophy which says that life is meaningless. If life came about just by chance, if we are all here because of some big accident, then life is indeed meaningless and it makes no difference what we do, whether we are good or bad, whether we lead a good life or not. From the perspective of evolutionary theory, nothing we do matters because the whole world and our existence therein is simply an accident. This is the ultimate cynicism.41


Goldstein went on to make the familiar theistic argument that a world of natural, random evolution would be an amoral world in which “anything goes.” On the problem of suffering, he added, “Even though at times we go through difficulties and suffering and we can't see the bigger picture, we believe with perfect faith that He is there and guiding our destiny.” And he concluded by affirming, “How we live our lives is so important and so precious in God's eyes and when we realise that, it brings the ultimate joy: nothing is as joyful as knowing that our lives have purpose, meaning and eternal significance.”42


These views reflect the common misconception, among others, that evolution is an entirely random process. As will be discussed in chapter 5, natural selection is actually an unguided but not random process. This misconception contributes to the perception that if morality had evolved, then it too would be wildly random and arbitrary. Later in this book, we will explore how purpose, morality, and meaning could in fact emerge and evolve quite coherently in a universe inherently lacking those properties. For now, we are simply focusing on



the widespread assumption that a purposeless, godless universe would imply a nihilistic existence.


RANDOM CHANCE: FROM AGNOSTICISM TO ATHEISM


When Karin and I were living through our time of greatest uncertainty in the face of her cancer, we would have liked to believe that everything happens for a reason. But we simply couldn't. We were not yet aware of all the research discussed in this chapter regarding the human propensity to overidentify purpose in events, but both of us had experience in dealing with other people's denial and defense mechanisms. I knew enough to distrust my eerie feelings of cosmic guidance as we found ourselves so serendipitously accessing the best available diagnostic and treatment resources at just the right time. We couldn't ignore the fact that even if we ended up being “granted” a positive outcome, there were without a doubt many others for whom the outcome would be different. We couldn't accept that we were cosmically determined to be spared such a fate, or that somehow we were different and more deserving than others of a positive outcome.


We expected the worst after the initial diagnosis. We learned that this type of cancer grows very fast and that the tumor was already massive. I asked the oncologist whether we should fly Karin's parents in right away from South Africa. But after the initial bad news, we had some punctuated reprieves. These came one test result at a time, spanning an excruciating week. Liver: clear. Lungs: clear. Bones: clear. Brain: clear (exhale). Heart: sufficiently healthy to proceed with cardiotoxic chemotherapy.


Our world-leading treatment team recommended chemo first and surgery later. This aggressive and counterintuitive treatment approach was a riskier strategy but perhaps the only chance of preventing metastatic spread. The initial response to chemo was encouraging: the tumor was shrinking. But after Karin's mastectomy, the pathology report was more sobering: while the cancer was greatly reduced, it was not completely eradicated, and it had infiltrated many lymph nodes, on its way to distant spread. More sleepless nights. We were told that a new experimental drug, Herceptin, might give Karin a better than 50



percent chance. This drug had only very recently been approved; if she had been diagnosed even a few months earlier, it would not have been available. Some of our optimistic and spiritually minded relatives and friends saw this good fortune as meant to be, evidence of a cosmic guiding hand. But what about all the women who died before the drug was available? And what about the 50 percent of patients who don't respond to the drug? We knew Karin could very well still end up in that group.


During her struggle, Karin's confrontation with mortality cultivated in her a kind of impatient directness toward life and people. She acquired an irreverent forthrightness—an intolerance of “BS.” She felt she had no time in her life for irrational nonsense, wishful or magical thinking, naïveté, or credulous beliefs. She was irritated with all the unsolicited advice she kept getting from casual acquaintances and strangers about various forms of unproven alternative therapies and lifestyle changes, as well as all the religious advice and pressure. Vague equivocation also annoyed her.


Inspired by Karin, and seeing all this through her eyes, I started to recognize my own inconsistencies. I started to recognize the cognitive dissonance resulting from the contradictions in my own beliefs.


I grew up in a sizable and close-knit Jewish community in South Africa and was educated in a fairly liberal but traditional private Jewish school until the end of high school. I was a longtime skeptic about institutional religions, particularly biblical belief systems, but was sentimental about religious traditions. I felt, and still feel, that these traditions are valuable for their cultural richness, heritage, and historical rootedness.43 I also feel that many religious teachings contain philosophical and psychological wisdom (mixed in with their more problematic content, which ought to be discarded or at least radically reinterpreted). I have long regarded religious teachings to be the products of human minds, not the word of any god. Nonetheless, I think that ancient scripture and organized religion can still have value even as human inventions.


But like many agnostics, I used to hedge on the big philosophical questions. To me, it seemed a virtue to maintain an element of open-mindedness about the possibility of a transcendent “something.” I liked to imagine that what we call God was really the laws of nature, but perhaps encompassing a kind of intentionality, or something along those lines. Not an original idea, I know, and poorly



defined. In any case, I assumed that in principle it was impossible to ever either validate or invalidate this abstract notion of God.


Through my professional career, my clinical work brought philosophical questions into sharper focus. Existential issues of life's purpose and meaning repeatedly arose in evocative ways with patients who were struggling with major adversity. I saw how people's philosophical worldviews heavily influenced how they coped with their struggles, and how their worldviews were shaped by those struggles. I started thinking more deeply about the cognitive processes and lines of reasoning through which people arrive at their beliefs—religious and other—especially when those beliefs are strongly held in the face of contradictory evidence.


But it was the crisis of Karin's cancer, and the years of uncertainty about her prognosis, that really brought these philosophical questions home. For her part, in her newfound impatience with prevarication and sentimentality, and always having been a nonconformist and a little impulsive, Karin simply started defining herself as an atheist. She felt she had in many ways always been. I was uncertain and conflicted, still preferring the term agnostic. Atheism seemed to imply a certainty I didn't think possible: I require rigorous, methodical substantiation of an argument before I am persuaded. But as I became more absorbed by these questions, and the more carefully and systematically I examined them, the more I began to feel like Martin Gardner, a renowned skeptic who apologetically explained that he believed in some form of indefinable higher power. While Gardner maintained this belief throughout his life, he conceded (quoting the philosopher Miguel de Unamuno) that “the atheists have the better arguments!”44


I was concerned that losing all religious belief would leave a void in terms of tradition, cultural rootedness, and values. I also knew many highly intelligent devout believers, even some from more or less secular backgrounds, who had turned as adults to Orthodox Jewish belief. Had they discovered some profound understanding that could only be grasped by extensive religious study? A common conversation-ender in debates with religious family and friends, especially Orthodox Jews, went something like this: “You need to study the teachings for years to appreciate their wisdom before you can presume to criticize them.” Had I failed to understand some crucial subtleties that would render the seeming absurdity of the traditional religious belief system coherent and



rational after all? And what about the devout believers I knew of among top-level scientists? Could such intelligent people be so mistaken?


In pursuing these questions, I gradually came to understand the many mechanisms by which intelligence and rationality are undermined by intuitive reasoning and by emotional factors—a few of which we have considered in this chapter. Other distorting biases will be discussed in subsequent chapters, along with the major rational arguments for and against belief in a designed, purposeful universe. It will become clearer why, until quite recent times, some of the fundamental mysteries about the universe stumped many thoughtful, educated people and seemed to support supernatural beliefs, defying rational explanations.


It turned out that my own shift from agnosticism to atheism was part of a larger shift taking place in intellectual and scientific circles in Western society. This was the decade after the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center, the decade of the outspoken New Atheists—Harris, Dawkins, Dennett, Hitchens, Stenger, and others, riding a wave of antipathy in reaction to religious fundamentalism.45 The New Atheist movement was also a pushback against increasing evangelical intrusions into politics and the education system in America. It was a response to science denial and attempts by religious lobbies to “balance” the teaching of evolution in schools with the teaching of creation science and its pseudoscience successor, intelligent design. I didn't agree with everything these strident atheists were saying. Like many readers, I felt that they were painting all religion and theology with the broad brush of fundamentalism.46 I felt that they did not adequately address the more subtle and progressive theologies, and I wondered if they even fully understood these. Nevertheless, these impressive thinkers lucidly articulated many of my still-crystallizing thoughts. In this millennium, there seems to have been a seismic shift toward definitive, convinced atheism among large numbers of previously agnostic individuals, including a great many notable public intellectuals.


This book is a synthesis of the scientifically informed, secular humanist worldview that I find to be the most coherent and life-affirming. I didn't develop it from scratch—I have integrated and reformulated ideas developed by much greater minds. I have tried to do so in ways that I think will make sense to the average educated reader—which is how I regard myself. Wherever relevant and



helpful throughout this account, I have incorporated my own perspective as a psychiatrist struggling to understand the human condition, sensitized by my own life experiences.


As things turned out, Karin and I have been extremely lucky with her cancer, so far. Aside from a few major scares, including in recent years, and some significant complications from treatment, Karin remains well and in remission at the time of writing, more than a decade after her initial diagnosis and treatment.
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