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  My dealings with Christianity and Islam, and even with Judaism, have been mainly cerebral. I was raised in a post–World War II, suburban, upper middle class, nonobservant Jewish household. Like all my Jewish friends, I was sent to Hebrew School and, at age thirteen, had a Bar Mitzvah. Then, not of my choosing, my Jewish education continued for another year or two at our conservative (but hardly traditional) “temple.” I never took that so-called education seriously and, like my schoolmates, I learned almost nothing. Then, thanks to an odd confluence of circumstances, at the age of sixteen, I rebelled into traditional Judaism or rather into the version of it that I could construct from reading and from attendance at a nearby synagogue which, though conservative, was more traditional than the one to which I had been sent. Even there, however, I had little contact with the real deal. Judaism, for me then, was largely what I imagined it to be. I went to Columbia University in New York City, partly because of its proximity to the Jewish Theological Seminary, a center of modern, but still traditional, Jewish learning. It didn’t take long in that milieu, where the real deal was much in evidence, for me to become disabused. I have never looked back.




  In partial mitigation for this adolescent lapse, I would note, with regard to what I now find especially deplorable about it, that it took place before Zionists hijacked the religion completely. In retrospect, I can see anticipations that this was about to happen in what I remember from what we were made to read in those post–Bar Mitzvah classes. But, before Israel’s game-changing 1967 War, the problems inherent in fusing faith with support for an ethnocratic settler state were not nearly so apparent as they have since become; especially not to a politically unsophisticated teenager. I would add too that, at an intellectual level, the books I read and the practices with which I became acquainted were indeed of great interest. Like their Christian and Islamic counterparts, they remain, for me, a source of endless fascination.




  At Columbia, a course called “Contemporary Civilization” was part of the core curriculum. Despite the name, there was nothing contemporary about it. In the first year, we read and discussed bits and snippets from the classics of Western intellectual history—from Greco-Roman antiquity through the French Revolution. Needless to say, in a course that ranged over so much material, there could be very little opportunity for deep thinking of the kind philosophers do, or claim to do; in effect and (I suppose) by intent, the course was a means for installing a shared cultural literacy. It performed that function well. The quip was that “CC,” as we called it, was where atheists taught Jews about Christianity. There was something to that—not just descriptively but also pedagogically. To this day, I believe that to gain a sound purchase on “faith perspectives,” to make sense of them, we can learn the most from those who have none.




  From that time on, I have read a good deal more about Judaism and Christianity and, in recent years, Islam. But my grasp of these religious traditions, including the one into which I was born, hardly qualifies as scholarly. I have been and still am a political philosopher—a worker in a different bailiwick. This too provides a perspective that can be illuminating. That was the idea in CC and in “Humanities A,” its companion course on world (Western) literature. In CC, I was taught by an economist in the first semester and a political theorist in the second. My Humanities teacher was an English professor. They had to work through material not in their bailiwicks too. That can be a good thing when the point is to convey a general sense of what is going on; it certainly was in my experience. Experts would have had to simplify; and, in this age of hyperspecialization, they often lack the requisite mastery of their respective fields to provide genuinely magisterial accounts of them. Scholars obliged to talk about fields that are not their own have to rely more on their wits. They are therefore well positioned to see the forest for the trees, and sometimes they do.




  At the University of Wisconsin, where I taught philosophy for many years, the norm was to teach one lower-level undergraduate course each semester, along with a graduate or upper-level undergraduate course in one’s specialty. Thus I spent many a semester teaching introductory philosophy where the question “Does God exist?” is a staple. Beyond that, I purposefully avoided anything smacking of philosophy of religion. But I inherited a course called “Man (later “Humanity”), Religion and Society,” which, on the grounds that it is best to teach about what one knows, I turned into a course in social theory, albeit with a focus on religion. Thus, for many years, I taught Feuerbach, Durkheim, Freud, and Nietzsche, the authors I discuss in what follows here.




  As a philosopher, I have worked on problems in contemporary political philosophy, and on historical figures—especially Jean-Jacques Rousseau and Thomas Hobbes. However, my main interest has been in Marx and Marxism. While still a graduate student and for about ten years thereafter, I approached Marx largely from the perspective provided by the French Marxist Louis Althusser. Thereafter my work fell more into the emerging fold of “analytical Marxism,” though I always remained somewhat peripheral to the core of that movement.1 However what I have to say about Feuerbach, a major influence on Marx’s early writings, is shaped mainly by Althusserian understandings. My Althusserian interests also led me to read or reread Freud and to engage Freudian theory. I would note, however, that, for me, Althusserianism, much like my adolescent encounter with Judaism, was at least partly something I figured out on my own. When I encountered real Althusserians, I became similarly disabused.




  From time to time, I also taught courses in social theory in which I developed an interest in Durkheim’s work. I have had a love–hate relationship with Nietzsche’s work since my lapse into Judaism days. For most of my time as a professional philosopher, Nietzsche was a despised figure, at least in the circles in which I traveled. Lately, the tide seems to have turned. In any case, I have been an enthusiastic reader of his for many years.




  As a political philosopher, it eventually dawned on me that the main puzzle politics poses, at least at this point in history, is not so much what ought to be the case as why it is not. Throughout my time as a political philosopher, the main figure shaping the intellectual terrain was John Rawls. There is much that can be said in defense of this focus, and much that can be said about its shortcomings.2 But one thing is very clear: there is an air of unreality to Rawlsian liberalism. Nowhere is this more evident than in the ventures his work has inspired in normative democratic theory, where a model of civil and reasonable deliberation conflicts starkly with the reality of real-world politics.




  But however that may be, by standing on his shoulders and those of the giants of modern political thought, along with many lesser thinkers as well, it is clear enough what ought to be in the political realm. To be sure, since political philosophy inevitably bears some relation to real-world politics, there will always be obstinate defenders of what is obviously mistaken. Libertarianism, or at least the kind that “conservatives” favor, is an example. Among theologians and philosophers of religion, there is an even more obdurate desire to defend the indefensible. Nevertheless, as the authors I discuss knew well, the interesting questions with regard to religion too have little or nothing to do with what ought to be. They have to do with why there is so much resistance to the obvious, with what we should make of this sorry state of affairs, and with what we should do to change it.




  It is said that it is good manners to avoid religious and political topics in polite conversation, presumably because both subjects are contentious and therefore divisive. But in fact, at the level at which most ordinary conversation proceeds, there is nothing that ought to be contentious or divisive. In both cases, we are in the realm of the obvious. Yet, hardly anyone seems to notice. This is a remarkable state of affairs, and it does indeed beg for an explanation.




  The authors I will discuss engage this problem at a level that resonates with important departures in psychology, social theory, and philosophy. But there is also a superficial reason why the obviously indefensible persists that is so commonplace that it is almost always overlooked. I have in mind the sheer inertia of human thought. We all of us some of the time, and some of us all of the time, simple-mindedly accept what we are persistently told; and we all resist taking account of evidence that runs counter to our beliefs. How often, when calamities strike, do survivors thank God for their good fortune, finding ‘proof’ in their condition that a beneficent God is real? It would be unkind, and far too easy, to ask them how, if they are believers, they account for the misfortunes for which they thank God for relief. Why is there such blindness to the incontrovertible conclusion that if God exists, he must be a sadist or an incompetent or both? Why is such willful blindness so difficult to expunge? My wonderment about the pervasive obtuseness that has become a condition for the possibility of Judaism’s, Christianity’s, and Islam’s survival motivates the inquiry that follows and serves as its point of departure.




  [image: intro]




  That greater and lesser evils have always been with us ought to be a problem for believers in an all-powerful, all-knowing, and perfectly good God; and since evils differ from the ordinary burdens of existence only in magnitude, not in kind, daily experience raises the problem continually and relentlessly. One would therefore expect believers to protest against God’s sadism or at least to concede that God has much to answer for. However, the faithful seldom inveigh against the Creator. Fearful of holding him to account or oblivious to the horrors around them or blind to the conflict between their beliefs and the facts on the ground, they acquiesce, accepting it all without complaint.1




  Remarkable as this may be, those who hold God blameless are nevertheless in the right. To be blameworthy, God would have to exist; and that he does not. Therefore, he can hardly be condemned, except in an ironic sense or in a manner of speaking.




  But faith in God can be condemned. It can be condemned for the harms it causes, but I will not have much to say about that here. What I have in mind has more to do with faith’s character than its consequences. The authors I will discuss contributed toward developing a normative standard according to which people who hold beliefs that they know, or should know, are unworthy of serious consideration are in what I will call bad faith. My claim is that, in the modern age, for all but the most benighted among us, faith in God runs afoul of this charge.




  To be clear, what I have in mind are so-called faith perspectives; I have no quarrel with the epistemic stance the word “faith” sometimes describes. When “faith” just means confidence in beliefs that are neither disproved nor sustained by compelling arguments, there is seldom anything to fault. Faith in this sense is often unavoidable and usually unobjectionable; it may even be desirable when the alternatives are indecisiveness or indifference. What is objectionable is faith in God; the kind of faith adherents of the so-called Abrahamic religions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam—evince.




  I will assume without argument that, despite their many differences, these religions are enough alike to be accused of the same failing. The term “Abrahamic” asserts this commonality. I will have nothing to say about what the actual views of the patriarch Abraham might have been, nor will I even speculate as to whether anyone like the figure depicted in the Bible and Koran ever existed. The Abrahamic religions came into being centuries after Abraham is supposed to have lived; they, not Abraham, are the issue here. These religions claim that there is one and only one God, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, his son and grandson, and they ascribe a foundational role to Abraham’s covenant with this supreme being. It will be convenient to suspend disbelief by taking these self-representations at their word. In claiming a common genealogy, Judaism, Christianity, and Islam acknowledge a common set of core beliefs. On this, they are not mistaken.




  *   *   *




  The first philosopher to use “bad faith” (mauvais foi) in roughly the sense I have in mind was Jean-Paul Sartre. However, Sartre did not directly connect the concept with belief in God. He was mainly concerned with other problems—especially the mind’s capacity for self-deception and its implications for human freedom. Faith in God surely does involve self-deception. But I will be more concerned with people holding beliefs they should reject than with how they deceive themselves into believing as they do. Sartre’s claim, operationalized and applied to Abrahamic religiosity, turns into an empirical hypothesis: that some (perhaps most) people who profess faith in God really don’t believe what they think they do. I agree mainly because I cannot fathom how otherwise reasonable people could be believers. But I cannot prove that believers are deceiving themselves—not only because empirical hypotheses require evidence, evidence that no one has, but also because it is unclear how such evidence could be obtained. It is also relevant that Sartre’s usage differs from colloquial and legal understandings of “bad faith.” In ordinary speech and in the law, the expression implies willful disingenuity; those who act in bad faith intend to deceive. This is not the case with most believers; self-deceived or not, they are sincere.




  Still, Sartrean “bad faith” is of a piece with the view I will develop. But inasmuch as the connection is indirect and vague, rather than drawing on Sartre, I will mine the work of four nineteenth- and early twentieth-century thinkers—Ludwig Feuerbach, Émile Durkheim, Sigmund Freud, and Friedrich Nietzsche. Neither Durk­heim nor Freud nor even Nietzsche, who zealously ­denigrated Judaism and Christianity, are known mainly for their views on religion; Feuerbach is the exception. However, they all dealt with the topic in writings that have become classics of philosophical criticism, social theory, and psychology. Working through what they wrote with a view to teasing out the notion of bad faith I have in mind provides a purchase on key aspects of their thought. This is worth doing in its own right. But, for the present purpose, gaining a better understanding of their thinking is a side-benefit. The point is to glean insights that clarify what is wrong with Abrahamic religiosity.




  For the most part, I will neither criticize nor endorse the views these authors advance, nor will I have much to say about the theoretical frameworks within which they operate. Doing so would be a distraction. But I will say enough to present each author’s positions sympathetically. In some instances, their views will seem incompatible; sometimes they really are, though seldom as much as may appear. But, in a very general way, these thinkers agree on what theistic faith is about and therefore on how, in general, to make sense of it. More importantly, in working out their respective explanations, each of them contributed to the development of the standard against which faith stands indicted.




  Each of the authors I will discuss believed that, because we are reflective beings, we cannot abide a meaningless existence, and that this fact of human nature, joined with a universal human capacity for constructing meanings, accounts for religion’s ubiquity and durability. They also believed that humankind can rise above faith in God or gods. And they each wondered why modern men and women had not done so long ago. They therefore each set out to account for the persistence of the idea that God exists.




  In recent years, a few investigators, drawing on work in cognitive psychology and evolutionary anthropology, have broached these questions too.2 The results of their inquiries are too underdeveloped to speak of a settled “paradigm” or even a consensus view, but it is fair to say that the idea guiding their research is that natural selection has favored the development in human populations of mental structures that identify agency not just in other persons or in animal predators and quarry, but also in things in general including unseen (and unseeable) things. This suggests that we are “hardwired,” as it were, to find agency everywhere, even when there is none to find; and that we are therefore disposed to believe in supernatural agents, beings that exist outside nature but that somehow act in the natural world.




  Whether or not this hypothesis is compatible with positions taken by Feuerbach, Durkheim, Freud and Nietzsche, it points in a different direction. It suggests that faith perspectives may be more difficult to eradicate than our authors believed. Were there not abundant evidence to the contrary, it might even be thought to imply that it is humanly impossible not to believe in God. This marks an important difference. Each of the authors I will discuss envisioned freedom from religion as a goal, and they each thought that their respective explanatory projects can have emancipatory consequences. Research agendas that emphasize powerfully constraining mental or biological causes do not have similar implications.




  Although my focus will move from Feuerbach to Durkheim to Freud and then back to Nietzsche, my aim is not to concoct a story about the emergence of an idea or set of ideas that draws on the successive contributions of these thinkers. There is no story to tell, if only because their points of agreement are so general and because the theoretical frameworks in which they operate are so diverse. My aim instead is to establish the cogency and plausibility of a diffuse but nevertheless cohesive explanatory and normative project—one that indicts the Abrahamic religions on grounds of bad faith.




  *   *   *




  The four very different thinkers whose work I will discuss shared a puzzlement that none of them formulated explicitly, though Freud came closest. In effect, they agreed that the main question Abrahamic (and perhaps other) religions pose for people living in a modern, secular culture is why they still exist at all. Why do they survive and even flourish, when the beliefs they uphold, beliefs that justify their existence, fail to pass muster according to standards that have become the norm in other aspects of life?




  The Abrahamic religions vary in the degree of importance they attach to beliefs. Christianity is at one end of the spectrum; throughout its history and in nearly all its varieties, it has emphasized doctrinal correctness. Judaism is at the other extreme; although Jews in premodern times and some orthodox Jews today believe in the literal truth of Old Testament stories, Judaism itself has generally been undemanding in matters of doctrinal conviction. Islam occupies a middle ground; the beliefs it insists upon are few in number but essential. On the other hand, until modern times, Judaism has been extremely demanding with respect to the observance of rituals and laws. To this day, orthodoxy in a Jewish context does not mean right belief, as the name suggests, but right practice. Christianity has been remarkably undemanding in this respect. From the time it began to break away from Judaism, Christian authorities were willing to permit and sometimes even to encourage local customs, mores, and traditions that are not directly at odds with Christian beliefs. As in Judaism, Islam’s laws regulate nearly every aspect of life. For understanding the Abrahamic religions, especially Judaism and Islam, it can therefore be misleading to focus on beliefs more than laws, rituals, and practices. But this is what I shall do. This is appropriate inasmuch as I aim to defend the claim that to profess allegiance to the any of the Abrahamic religions in modern times is to be in bad faith. Jews, Christians, and Muslims are at fault because of what they profess to believe.




  *   *   *




  The idea that God exists, theism, is a foundational claim in all the Abrahamic religions. Each of the authors I will discuss took for granted that this belief is untenable, and that the issue has been settled philosophically at least since the eighteenth century. I agree. I will presently rehearse some long-established arguments that support this conclusion.




  Strictly speaking, the arguments that undo belief in God’s existence are directed not at theism, but at what eighteenth century thinkers called deism. Deists believe that there exists an omnipotent, omniscient, perfectly good being who is the creator of all that is. Theists add the idea that this being takes a direct interest in what goes on in his creation—or at least with an infinitesimally small part of it, the human part. Theists believe that God intervenes in human affairs through miracles or by answering prayers or by bestowing favors or hardships according to his will, or at least by shaping the course of human history. Theists also claim that human beings can have a personal relationship with the creator of the universe.




  Because the being deists, and therefore theists, believe in is supposed to have created all there is, and because it would be pointless, if not illogical, to multiply creators beyond necessity or to imagine additional noncreative omnipotent, omniscient, and perfectly good Beings, theists are monotheists; they believe that God is One. Before monotheism became established, most pastoral peoples were polytheists; they believed that godly or godlike (theistic) powers were divided among a number of immortal, though imperfect, Beings. Some hunters and gatherers were polytheists too. Others believed in “spirits”—beings with humanlike personalities but with­out sufficient powers to count as full-fledged gods. Because these peoples lacked the distinction between the natural and the supernatural—in other words, because they lacked a concept of nature—the spirits they worshiped were gods or protogods only in retrospect. To believers, they were simple presences in the way that stones, trees, and rivers are for us.




  The Abrahamic religions are monotheistic—though, in the case of Christianity, fine arguing is needed to reconcile monotheism with the doctrine of the Trinity. But Abrahamic faith and monotheism are not quite the same. There have been full-fledged monotheistic religions that are not Abrahamic; Zoroastrianism is an example. And, by most accounts, monotheism was not an Abrahamic invention. The idea appears to be of Egyptian origin, though it may also have arisen independently in Persia and among pastoral peoples in the Near East during the late Bronze Age. Although there is little evidence to support the claim and mounting evidence against it, the conventional view is that Egyptian monotheism took root among the Pharaoh’s Hebrew slaves. This is probably more fiction than fact. It is far from clear even that the ancient Israelites ever were slaves in Egypt or, if they were, that the story of the exodus has any historical grounding. But even allowing that the Biblical account is generally correct, it is worth noting that, according to it, it required centuries for a robust monotheism to become secure in ancient Israel. As remarked, it is far from clear how secure it is even today within Christianity.




  Nowadays, Abrahamic monotheism affects nearly everyone on earth. Once Christianity became the official religion of the Roman Empire in the fourth century of the Common Era, it spread, over the centuries that followed, throughout much of the Eurasian landmass from the Atlantic Ocean to the interior of the Indian subcontinent. Then, thanks to European colonialism, its reach expanded into the Americas, Australasia, and Africa. Arab conquests spread Islam into many formerly Christian lands, but Islam also took root in previously unaffected quarters in Africa, southern and eastern Asia, Oceana, and, of course, throughout the Middle East. In China and Japan, and in Southeast Asia, neither Islam nor Christianity ever became dominant. But they have long existed in that part of the world, and their ways of thinking have spilled over into the indigenous religious traditions found there.




  Abrahamic monotheism has therefore shaped the political life of our planet for a very long time. If there were a God to thank, we should thank him heartily for the fact that, in the modern era, with the slow but in­exorable onset of enlightenment and secularism, its influence has waned. However, lately, the current appears to have shifted. The old religions, regarded as plain anachronisms in historically Jewish, Christian, and Islamic communities only decades ago, have reemerged as poles of attraction for many of the world’s peoples. I would suggest that this step backwards is a reaction to the setbacks suffered in recent decades by the agents of progressive change. But it could also be that an inexorable irrationality inherent in human nature has lately reasserted itself. The authors I will discuss shed light on both prospects and on the relation between them.




  *   *   *




  Those authors are as different as can be, in ways both obvious and subtle. Nevertheless, it is understandable that they would have unwittingly joined together in advancing a common normative standard. The idea is inherent in their respective explanatory projects, and the puzzlement that motivates them. Some of those projects—Feuerbach’s most clearly, but also Freud’s and Nietzsche’s—imply the urgency of moving from bad faith to good, where good faith retrieves bad faith’s effect without its meretricious doctrinal convictions. Durkheim stood in an intellectual tradition that insisted on an unbridgeable gap between value judgments and scientific explanations. But one cannot read what Durkheim wrote about religion without concluding that the value judgments he made were of a piece with those of the others, even if he did not think that they followed from his scientific work. He opposed bad faith for roughly the same reason as the others, and, even more clearly than Freud or Nietzsche, supported the kind of good faith Feuerbach envisioned.




  Is good faith possible? Put differently: Can we retrieve what is worth retaining in theism while denying the existence of God? Feuerbach believed not only in the possibility of good faith but also in its imminent emergence. Despite their vast theoretical and political differences, Durkheim held a similar view. He did not share Feuerbach’s conviction that bad faith would shortly give way to good, but he did think that something like what Feuerbach had in mind is in humanity’s future. Implicitly, Freud thought so too.




  Nietzsche agreed as well, though he envisioned a more profound transformation in consciousness than the others; one for which the obverse of Abrahamic religiosity would be only a transitional phase. What Nietzsche imagined is a world beyond good and bad faith; a world in which the opposition Feuerbach emphasized is superseded altogether. This would not be the first time that a type of faith was superseded. For almost two millennia, no one has cared whether, say, ancient Roman beliefs were true. It has been taken for granted that they are not; and the world has moved on. Nietzsche envisioned a time when the same would be true of faith in the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob; a time when theism would no longer matter and therefore neither would atheism in the sense that it mattered for heirs of the Enlightenment tradition. Feuerbach, Durkheim, and Freud subscribed to a similar vision. But, unlike Nietzsche, none of them had much to say about the prospect, perhaps because the fact that humankind is not yet anywhere near that goal weighed too heavily upon them. Nietzsche sometimes wrote prophetically as if “the death of God” was already an accomplished fact. But, for all his bluster, he agreed with the others on the difficulties in the way of making that vision real. He was more dramatic than they were and more focused on the end, but he was not of a different mind.




  *   *   *




  We are, however, a long way from good faith, much less from reaching the destination Nietzsche prophesied. This unfortunate fact bears on a problem none of our authors addressed. Since the French Revolution, political forces have arrayed themselves notionally and, for the most part, actually on a Left–Right spectrum, where the Left is the party of progress and the Right of tradition and order. The Left has had and still has liberal and socialist wings, and it can be reformist or revolutionary. It has been comprised of nearly as many opposing sects as any Abrahamic religion except perhaps Protestant Christianity. But a common point of agreement, particularly in the nineteenth century, was that to be for progress is to oppose secular and clerical authority, and therefore also the religions that reigning clerisies and their counterparts in the political regime promote.




  Feuerbach was the only one of the authors I will discuss who identified unequivocally with the Left; in Germany in the 1830s and ’40s, he was a leading figure in its revolutionary wing. Durkheim was a liberal, though his interests were more theoretical than political. Much the same can be said of Freud. Nietzsche, the least political of the four, was adopted long ago by the Right, though there are liberals who would claim him, too. Thus, the authors I discuss were hardly of one mind on politics. But, along with most of their contemporaries, they would have agreed that the idea of a religious Left is, if not oxymoronic, then at least highly problematic. Few think so today. Decades before the socialist movement fell into the crisis from which it has yet to recover, a religious Left took shape, dispatching the idea that anything of the sort is unthinkable. This is a remarkable phenomenon, almost as remarkable as the persistence of faith itself. When, in the final chapters of this book, I ponder how this came about, I will show that these two hard-to-account-for developments are not as independent of one another as one might think.




  I will argue that militants of the religious Left are Young Hegelian atheists without knowing it. I will argue too that, despite all they do to implement Left ideals, even they are blameworthy for not acknowledging what they are; in other words, for being in bad faith. In a sense, then, the discussion will end where it begins—with Feuerbach’s “irreligious criticism.” But only in a sense. Along the way, much will be learned about why theism has survived into the modern era and about why its survival should be condemned. These findings will vindicate Feuerbach’s contention that good faith is humanly possible. They will also underwrite the conviction, best articulated by Nietzsche but shared by the others, that the ultimate goal of irreligious criticism is to move civilization to a perspective beyond faith—to a form of life in which the opposition between faith and its antithesis is finally and definitively overcome. This was and to some extent still is one of the Left’s main goals.




  *   *   *




  The claim that Abrahamic faith is bad faith is historically situated; it pertains only to those who do or ought to know better. Before enlightened thought penetrated the haze of Abrahamic civilization, that knowledge was harder to come by than it has since become. Thus, for most of the past two and a half millennia, the faith the Abrahamic religions promoted was not bad faith in the sense in question here. Bad faith is a modern development.




  I will call the faith that preceded bad faith full-blooded, and I will suggest that, in some respects, bad faith is actually less onerous than its predecessor. Its emergence is a stage on a trajectory in which Abrahamic religiosity wanes as humanity advances towards the godless future Nietzsche and the others envisioned. Arguably, full-blooded faith survives only among the truly benighted, but there are alarmingly many believers nowadays whose faith at least appears to be full-blooded. It has become customary to call believers of this kind fundamentalists. I will not have much to say about this phenomenon, though I would question just how genuinely full-blooded faith can be in a world where news of what Nietzsche called the death of God has been in circulation for centuries. I would venture too that the fundamentalisms that currently wreak so much havoc around us have more to do with social and political than creedal factors, and that the faith of most fundamentalists is more like the bad faith of their contemporaries than may appear.




  RATIONAL THEOLOGY




  Why take the untenability of deism, and therefore of theism, for granted? The answer, in short, is that rational theology is a failed project. To be sure, those who seek to reconcile God and reason keep trying to breathe new life into the long-discredited arguments that comprise rational theology’s core. Their efforts are sometimes ingenious, and it can be interesting and instructive to examine them. However, there is no need to do that here. To explain why Feuerbach, Durkheim, Nietzsche, and Freud assumed the irrationality of theistic convictions, it will suffice to focus on the broad contours of the case against rational theology.




  First, though, we should recall what rational standards for belief acceptance are. To that end, it will be necessary to define some terms. From the days of Greek antiquity, it has been the received view that rationality has both practical and theoretical dimensions. Practical reason applies to actions and (social) practices; theoretical reason to beliefs. There is no firm agreement on what practical reason requires with respect to action; what a rational society is, is even more controversial. But the requirements of theoretical reason are universally accepted. Beliefs are rational if they can be defended by reasons of certain kinds; people are rational to the degree that they accept beliefs that are rationally defensible.
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