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Who hasn’t wondered, “What happens after death?” It would be both unreasonable and foolish to live your entire life never considering and being unprepared for an event that we all know is inevitable. The mortality rate on earth is 100 percent.

This book by my friend Dinesh D’Souza is a brilliant investigation of the fascinating and crucial issue of what happens when we die. It is an inquiry conducted on the basis of scholarship and reason, and it provides a convincing answer that is explosive in its impact.

It has often been stated that we are not ready to live until we are prepared to die. The truths in this book are not meant simply to prepare you for eternity; they are foundations on which you can build a meaningful life of purpose.

In The Purpose Driven Life, I pointed out that the Bible teaches that our time on earth is essentially preparation for eternity. We were made to last forever, and this life is like a warm-up act, a dress rehearsal, for the real show in eternity. Once we fully grasp this, it makes all the difference in the world, affecting our choices, values, relationships, goals, and how we use our time and resources. We reorder our priorities and start emphasizing the enduring, important things over temporary things that ultimately won’t matter.

So where can we learn the truth about the afterlife? We have two choices—speculation or revelation. Throughout history philosophers have conjectured about it, but even our brightest minds are just guessing. The better alternative is to discover what God has revealed in Holy Scripture. Of course, today we’ve seen the rise of an atheistic secularism that denies all revelation. But the objections of the so-called “new atheists” are not really new at all, and they have been soundly discredited by scientists, philosophers, mathematicians, and theologians for centuries. Unfortunately, most people don’t read the classic apologetics, so they become quite gullible in believing that the atheists’ arguments are new and irrefutable.

That’s why this book is so important. It clearly and boldly exposes the fallacies that are often accepted today without question. The implications of this cultural gullibility are huge. If this life is all there is, there is no basis for any meaning, hope, purpose, or significance to life. Everything in your life would simply be a random change of fate at best, or an accident at worst. Your life, and your death, would not matter at all. The logical end of such  a life is despair. Moreover, we can forget about being decent or ethical, with no basis for human dignity, rights, or liberty. Even the American constitution points out that our “inalienable rights” are “endowed by our Creator,” not by the government or any other human source.

My friend Dinesh D’Souza is an outstanding thinker and a first-rate scholar. For most of his career he was a secular policy maker and influential think-tank intellectual. His previous book What’s So Great About Christianity follows in the line of other great thinkers like C. S. Lewis. In this book, he has turned his considerable talents to an even deeper issue. Even atheists like Christopher Hitchens have acknowledged that D’Souza is a world-class advocate for theism and the Christian faith.

This is also a book for genuine seekers of the truth, not for those who are simply looking to reinforce their bias. The word “prejudice” means to pre-judge. As you read this book, I hope you will lay aside all your prejudices, and with an open mind, consider the facts, the evidence, the logic, and the implications of life after death—not just for our culture as a whole, but for you personally too.

I’d love to hear your reaction to this book.

 



—Dr. Rick Warren  
The Purpose Driven Life  
pastorrick@saddleback.com 
twitter @rickwarren





Chapter One

LET’S STOP PRETENDING

The Big Question, Considered in a New Way


 



 


But at my back I always hear
 Time’s winged chariot hurrying near.1


—Andrew Marvell, “To His Coy Mistress”

 



 



 



 



 




The year before I met Dixie, the woman who was to become my wife, she was involved in a harrowing car accident. She told me about it on one of our first dates. At the age of nineteen she was driving from North Carolina to Washington, D.C., to enroll in a journalism program. Due to some unmarked construction work, the highway narrowed and her car hit a groove and spun out of control. Dixie saw her Saab Sonnett careen off the highway and plummet into a ravine. On the way she felt the bump, bump, bump of the car hitting trees. Finally the vehicle flipped over, crashed, and landed upside down.

At this point, things got a little strange. Dixie saw a man running up to the car; he was a truck driver who had apparently witnessed the accident. He rapped on the glass and called to her. Soon some other onlookers crowded around the site. Dixie could hear one say, “How is she? Is she dead?” Dixie told me that at this point she freaked out. “The weird thing,” she said, “is that I was looking at the whole scene from outside my body. I was somewhere above, and I could see the crowd and the car and myself inside it. I tried to open my mouth and scream that I was still alive, but my body wasn’t moving and I couldn’t hear any sounds coming out of my mouth.” Eventually the ambulance arrived and extracted her from the car. She sustained some broken bones and a concussion, but “I should have been dead,” Dixie told me. Even now when she recalls the accident, she says, “I consider it a miracle that I survived.” The incident struck me as bizarre at the time, and only many years later did I realize that my wife had had an “out of body” experience. In retrospect, however, I think it was one of the first specific things that kindled my interest in what happens at the point of death.

Two other vivid incidents have made me confront death. The first occurred in the year 2000. I was going about my normal life when suddenly I had a phone call that my dad was in the hospital and being given shock treatment to keep him alive. A few hours later he was dead. My dad was my hero, and even a decade later the shock of his death has not fully abated for me. Then, a couple of years ago, my best friend Bruce went in with a routine medical complaint and was informed that he had kidney cancer. “Man, I was not ready for that,” Bruce says. “No one is ready for that. Every single thing I was doing before that, all my plans for my business and our investments and our house and everything else just became irrelevant. For two days after I heard the news, I couldn’t eat or sleep. I just walked around my house in a daze.”

These experiences have brought to center stage for me the issue of what, if anything, comes after death. I have thought about the question for many years. I am aware that it is a big taboo, but I think it is time to confront it. Is death the end, or is there something more? This is the ultimate question. It has been the defining issue for entire cultures from the ancient Egyptians to the present. And in truth, there is no more important question that any of us will face. It is the issue that makes every other issue trivial. If you have doubts about its significance, go to a hospital or a funeral or talk to a parent who has recently lost a child. You will discover very quickly that the apparent normalcy of everyday life is a sham. Death is the great wrecking ball that destroys everything. Everything that we have done, everything we are doing now, and all our plans for the future are completely and irrevocably destroyed when we die. At bottom, we already know this. Only teenagers live in that state of temporary insanity when they believe themselves immune from death. But as we get older, especially when we move beyond the midpoint of life, starting our way on the downhill slope, we begin to acknowledge our mortality. “Our life is a loan received from death,” the philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer writes, “with sleep as the daily interest on this loan.”2


Oddly enough, some people claim what comes after death is of no interest to them. One of my good friends, a successful San Francisco entrepreneur whom I highly respect, told me he would like to read my book, but only to “resolve an intellectual conundrum.” He insists that he has never given so much as a serious thought to whether he might survive beyond the grave. “Why should I?” he says with a businessman’s pragmatism. “Even if it was true, it would not affect my life in any way. Since I can’t do anything about it, I may as well not worry about it.” Perhaps, he continued, we should be content with more realistic forms of survival,  such as living on through our children, or through the memories of friends, or through lasting works of art and enterprise.

I confess I am not very consoled by all this. Yes, I would like to live in the memory of those whose lives I influence, especially my wife and daughter. George Eliot wrote a lovely poem about her aspiration to join “the choir invisible of those immortal dead who live again in minds made better by their presence.” Such a continued existence, however, can only be brief, even in the recollections of our descendants. The proof is that we know only so much about our parents, much less about our grandparents, and little or nothing about the generations that came before them. A better prospect for immortality is to write books or produce art that puts your name in the history books, or to have a college, a museum, or even a city named after you. But alas, these are bogus forms of immortality, since you wouldn’t be around to enjoy any of them. My sentiments are entirely with comedian Woody Allen, who remarked, “I don’t want to achieve immortality through my work. I want to achieve immortality through not dying. I don’t want to live on in the hearts of my countrymen. I would rather live on in my apartment.”3


I shared this quip with my entrepreneur pal, and we had a good chuckle about it, but what I refrained from telling him is that I find his attitude on this topic to be utterly incomprehensible. For me, this isn’t a mere intellectual conundrum; it is literally a matter of life and death! How can it make no difference whether we face annihilation or not? If you found out that you had six months to live, undoubtedly you would make some big changes in the way you live now. Or say that you could double your lifespan; wouldn’t that knowledge alter your retirement plans and many other priorities? Of course it would. So we cannot be indifferent to the question of whether there is life beyond the grave. If there is life after death, we have grounds for hope; if not, we must be  reconciled to our plight of hopelessness and despair. Despair seems unavoidable, because when we reflect on our life in this world, we are in the position of a man in a burning building. We know that the fire is going to consume us, and the only way to avoid being annihilated is to jump out of the open window. So then the question arises: is there a fireman’s safety net below? How odd it would be if someone in this situation were to say, “I really don’t care one way or the other.”

At first glance such obstinacy seems simply obtuse, but more likely it is the product of deep denial. So traumatic is the idea of jumping out of the window that it is easier to pretend the fire will never reach us. It is the same with death: we know it’s approaching, but we act as if it is never going to come. Notwithstanding my friend’s pragmatic pose, denial is the least practical approach in this situation. Still, he is not alone; the vast majority of us, especially here in the West, construct our lives based on a denial of death. We live each day as if we are not going to die tomorrow, and then one day we are struck with dismaying force by the recognition, “I am going to die tomorrow.” This unnerving prospect causes us to suspend the thought and continue life with the motto: “let’s pretend.” Even some religious believers avoid the topic. There is the story of the English vicar who was asked whether he expected to go to heaven and what he thought he would find there. “Well, I suppose I believe in eternal bliss if it comes to that,” he replied, “but I wish you wouldn’t bring up such depressing subjects.”4


Even our cultural institutions operate in a mode of full denial. In his study The Hour of Our Death, historian Philippe Aries notes that death used to be considered part of life. Even the young were fully acquainted with it. People typically died at home, and a common sight in communities was the funeral procession, a dramatic scene with the body on display and a good deal of conspicuous wailing and shrieking. It’s still that way in other cultures,  including that of my native country, India. But now, Aries writes, the West has developed an elaborate procedure for “hushing up” death. In America and Europe, people no longer die at home, in full view of the family; they die in hospitals, cut off from the world around them. Even family members just visit; they don’t experience death up close. In the final scene of this arid drama, the doctor comes in and solemnly informs you, “He’s passed away,” or “He’s gone.” Euphemisms abound; they don’t even have the courage to say, “He is dead.”

When you hear the news, you are permitted to grieve, but the grief must be private. No screaming or hysterics are allowed at the funeral, even for the wife or the children. Aries calls this “the indecency of mourning.” People in the West go to funerals out of a sense of obligation, but no one wants to go. It is discomforting to see a dead body in a casket. We don’t like to be put through this, and we can’t wait to get out of there and back to our normal life.5  I notice that even in conversation people avoid bringing up the names of dead people. It’s almost as if they have played their part and are now expected to permanently exit the stage. In the West, people don’t die; they just disappear. And as for the question of what death means and whether there is something beyond death, these topics are never, ever publicly discussed. For all the morbid curiosity of our tabloids and television shows, this particular issue never seems to come up. Life after death is the elephant in the living room, the one that we are not supposed to notice. Our culture, which prides itself on its open-mindedness and candor, shows an intense antipathy to facing the greatest of all human questions.

Interestingly, for most of history this great question was not even regarded as an open one. Rather, it was held to have an obvious answer. Across the cultures of the world, both East and West, and right through the long march of history, people have affirmed that this life is one chapter in a larger story of existence, and that  there is life after death. We think of this attitude as religious, fostered by the clergy, and for the most part it was. Many of the world’s greatest scientists and philosophers, however, from Socrates to Cicero to Galileo to John Locke to Isaac Newton, also affirmed their belief in the afterlife. Even skeptical Enlightenment figures such as Thomas Paine, Thomas Jefferson, and Benjamin Franklin professed similar views. Europe is the only continent where a bare majority of people believe in the afterlife. By contrast, nearly 80 percent of Americans today affirm life after death, and the percentage is even higher, in fact close to 100 percent, in non-Western cultures.6


Some people are baffled by the persistently high numbers of people who believe in the afterlife. How could people who never saw anyone come back from the dead continue to uphold the idea of survival beyond the grave? Where did they get such a crazy notion? I will answer these questions, but for now I note that our attitude of bemused incomprehension is something that itself requires explanation. We have become alienated from our own past, so that our forbears have become complete strangers to us. We are also inhibited from comprehending cultures outside the West which, even today, have the same core belief in life after death that was once universal in our society.

How did we get to this strange pass? How did such a chasm of understanding open up between us on the one side, and our ancestors and the rest of the world on the other? The reason is the emergence in America and Europe of a new way of thinking. This outlook has been adopted by many intelligent people in society and by our most influential institutions. Philosopher Charles Taylor calls this the secular ethos, but it could just as accurately be termed the Enlightened People’s Outlook. It dominates what is taught in high schools and universities, what is exhibited in our museums, what is said by our technical experts and political leaders, and what is  affirmed as true in our most reputable magazines, newspapers, and in the electronic media. It forms the dominant ideology of public discourse in the West today, and it shapes the minds of our children.

According to the Enlightened People’s Outlook, there is no life after death, and it is silly to suggest otherwise. We have this life, and that’s it. We know this because science has shown us our true nature—and our true nature, like that of other animals, is mortal. Moreover, we are material creatures in the world—creatures with material bodies—and when these bodies disintegrate there is nothing left to live on. “Once we die,” writes philosopher Owen Flanagan, “we are gone.”7 As for the soul, well, science has looked and looked and found nothing like a soul inside of us. Nor do we have free will, although we labor under the illusion that we do. “Free will,” writes biologist Peter Atkins, “is nothing more than the organized interplay of shifts of atoms . . . as chance first endows them with energy to explore and then traps them in new arrangements as their energy leaps naturally and randomly away.”8 Sure, we may want to resist these facts on religious or moral grounds, but reason and evidence compel us to accept them.

The Enlightened People’s Outlook derives its confidence from the findings of modern science. According to this view, science is the best, if not the only, means of getting reliable knowledge. Religious claims are based on faith, but scientific claims are based on reason. While the religions of the world make competing and contradictory claims, the Enlightened People’s Outlook reminds us that there is no Chinese science or Middle Eastern science or Indian science; science is universal. Even religious people seem to recognize that science works. “Those who would deny science this role,” writes physicist Victor Stenger, “had better do so on stone tablets rather than the printed page, and via smoke signals rather than the Internet.”9 The Enlightened People’s Outlook is acutely  aware that we trust our lives to science every time we get on an airplane. Consequently it holds that we should accept the conclusions of science because they are the closest to real knowledge that we are going to get.

Religion, according to the Enlightened People’s Outlook, is a big public nuisance. Enlightened People condemn religion not only for making false claims like life after death, but also for invoking those claims to endanger world peace. They blame religion not only for fostering ignorance, but also for promoting intolerance, social divisions, and conflict. Consider, for example, the nutty followers of Jim Jones, who followed his instructions to commit suicide by drinking poisoned Kool Aid, all in the hopes of an immediate entry into paradise. More recent, although equally insane, is the conduct of the September 11 terrorists and that of other Islamic radicals. In these cases, the violence was both suicidal and homicidal, but again the motivation seems to have been one of heavenly reward. As Richard Dawkins wrote a few days after September 11, “Religion teaches the dangerous nonsense that death is not the end.”10 It’s time, we’re told, to stop allowing the hope of the next world to ruin our lives in this one. Instead of focusing on the afterlife, the Enlightened People’s Outlook urges us to focus our sights on problems facing us in the world today.

By now we are accustomed to hearing such statements from people who are usually called “atheists” or “radical secularists.” In recent years a crop of new atheists has aggressively promulgated the Enlightened People’s Outlook to a mass audience. I am thinking of such figures as biologist Richard Dawkins, social critic Christopher Hitchens, neuroscientist Sam Harris, philosopher Daniel Dennett, physicist Steven Weinberg, chemist Peter Atkins, and cognitive psychologist Steven Pinker. These men have proven adept at surfing the wave of contemporary events, and they have  found receptive supporters in education and in the media. The new atheists, however, stand in the shadow of the great atheists and agnostics of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. This group includes some of the most prominent philosophers, scientists, and social critics of the era, men such as Charles Darwin, Thomas Huxley, Friedrich Nietzsche, Karl Marx, Bertrand Russell, Sigmund Freud, Martin Heidegger, and Jean-Paul Sartre. Today’s new atheists can be understood as updating and elaborating on the ideas of their distinguished predecessors. Together, both groups have shaped our public culture of unbelief.

In a negative sense, this culture can be understood as a denial of God and the afterlife. In a positive sense, it is committed to a powerful philosophy that has gathered force over the past couple centuries—the philosophy of reductive materialism. I am not using the term “materialism” to refer to the propensity of people to go on shopping sprees. Rather, materialism here refers to the philosophical position that material reality is the only reality. Materialists hold that there is only one kind of stuff that exists—material stuff. We know this because material objects are objective; their existence can be verified by the techniques of science. Even human beings and other living creatures are ultimately collections of atoms and molecules, or if we break these down further, of quarks and electrons. Quarks and electrons are all that exist in the universe; there is nothing else.

Reductive materialists don’t deny that there are subjective or immaterial experiences and entities. They insist, however, that upon examination those are caused by and are expressions of purely material forces. Love, for example, feels immaterial but it is nothing more than the electrochemical impulses that evolution has implanted in your brain and nervous system. Your soul, too, is just another word for some of the operations of the neurons in your prefrontal cortex. So everything ultimately “reduces” to  material reality and that is why the term “reductive materialism” is apt. It is easy to see why such a philosophy leaves no room for claims that there is a reality that lies outside sense perception and outside the reach of modern science. If reductive materialism is true, then belief in an immaterial God is a fiction and life after death is impossible.

Reductive materialism not only provides atheists with their arguments; it gives them an underlying philosophical framework to understand reality. Many atheists consider reductive materialism to be synonymous with reason and science, and indeed there are many philosophers and scientists who agree with them. Moreover, this form of materialism gives today’s atheists the confidence to laugh off what the vast majority of the world believes. Such beliefs, they say, have no scientific basis and therefore must be the product of wishful thinking. As Sam Harris writes, “Clearly the fact of death is intolerable . . . and faith is little more than the shadow cast by the hope for a better life beyond the grave.”11  Reductive materialism empowers atheists like Harris to believe that they are right and everyone else is wrong. Indeed atheists are convinced that in reductive materialism they have the weapon they need to wipe out religion and expose beliefs in God and the afterlife as illusions.

Even though reductive materialism is so thoroughly hostile to religious belief, it goes largely uncontested in the public arena. This is not so surprising in secular Europe, but it is very surprising in the United States. Life after death is a classic case of this. It is a belief upheld by all religions and one that is especially central to Christianity. Christ’s resurrection, after all, is the event on which Christianity is based and without which Christianity would not exist. Yet do you regularly hear Christians—even Christian pastors and leaders—defend the resurrection or life after death in the public sphere? Me neither.

In fact, Christians rarely respond to any atheistic claims that are made on the basis of science and reason. When the atheists attack them, they say nothing. Certainly some Christian groups react when their religious beliefs are directly assaulted, as in the case of atheist attempts to teach evolution as a refutation of divine creation. But even here there is a tendency to dismiss reason and science, which makes the Christians seem parochial and anti-intellectual. As an atheist friend of mine quips, “How can these Christians be against logic and inventions?” Actually, Christians aren’t opposed to either. Rather, they recognize that, to a large degree, science and reason have become enemy-occupied territory. Science and reason have been hijacked by the bad guys. And with the collaboration of many scholars, the bad guys are using science and reason in order to narrow the scope of reality, to say that “science proves this” and “reason forces us to accept that.” Christians believe that reality is much bigger, and that there are ways of apprehending reality that go beyond rational syllogisms and scientific experiments. What looks like anti-intellectualism on the part of Christians is actually a protest against reductive materialism’s truncated view of reality.

The danger of abandoning the ground of science and reason, however, is that it compels Christians to live in the land of two truths. There is one truth that we hear in church and there is another truth that we hear about in the general culture. Revelation—the language of religious faith—becomes divorced from reason, which is the language of education, work, and secular society. This produces a kind of schizophrenia, especially among Christian students and Christians who work in science and technology. Your work is based on science and your faith is based on ignoring science; the two approaches seem contradictory. Or you have the awkward dilemma of trusting either your pastor or your professors; one tells you about Scripture and the other tells you about scholarship, and there is no way to believe both.

This is a frustrating way to live, and it’s an even more frustrating way to try to communicate Christian beliefs to others. After all, we live today in a secular culture where Christian assumptions are no longer taken for granted. There are many people who practice other religions, and some who practice no religion at all. The Bible is an excellent source of authority when you are talking to Christians, but it is not likely to persuade non-Christians, lapsed Christians, or atheists. In a secular culture the only arguments that are likely to work are secular arguments, and these can only be made on the basis of science and reason. Moreover, science and reason are very powerful forces in education and the media, and these institutions have a huge impact on the development of our children. To relinquish science and reason is to concede precious cultural real estate to the atheists, and to risk losing our children to atheism and radical secularism. Indeed, as pollster George Barna shows, many young Christians do give up their childhood faith and become skeptics and unbelievers.12 In sum, a rejectionist strategy is fatal not only because it puts Christians on the defensive, but also because it plays into the hands of the atheists.

To reclaim the hijacked territory, Christians must take a fresh look at reason and science. When they do, they will see that it stunningly confirms the beliefs that they held in the first place. What was presumed on the basis of faith is now corroborated on the basis of evidence, and this is especially true of the issue of life after death. Remarkably, it is reason and science that supply new and persuasive evidence for the afterlife—evidence that wasn’t there before. The supreme irony is that the strategy designed to destroy the religious point of view ends up confirming the religious point of view. Poised as he is to kick the Christian’s rear end, the atheist ends up kicking himself in the butt!

This is what this book is all about. I write it as a Christian, although in truth I have not always been a committed Christian.  I was born Catholic in Mumbai, India. My family comes from a part of India called Goa, which was a Portuguese colony until 1961. My ancestors were converted to Catholicism by Portuguese missionaries several centuries ago. The reason, given to me by my grandfather, is that we used to be Brahmins or high-class Hindus who engaged in lofty interactions with the Portuguese top brass. This D’Souza family lore is almost certainly wrong. History shows that it was the low-class Hindus who were the most eager to convert to Christianity. So what seems to have distinguished our family was its lack of distinction.

Moreover, Portuguese conversion was not typically accomplished by lofty discussions. This was the era of the Portuguese Inquisition, in which an approved technique for changing minds was to round people up and hit them over the head. At this point the dazed converts would promptly take the Christian names of their assailants. (Now you know how I got the Portuguese name D’Souza.) Despite the blow to family pride, however, there is a poignancy to this story. Not all the conversions were the result of coercion. Indeed, many Indians rushed into the arms of the missionaries, demanding to be baptized. That’s because in the Hindu caste system, there is no way to move up from the bottom rungs of the ladder, no matter what your merits. Many untouchables and other low-rung Hindus hurried to adopt a faith that promised them equality in the eyes of God and a universal idea of brotherhood. So Christianity brought something new to India. This, by the way, was also true of Islam, which is why many low-class Hindus headed in that direction, too. In any event, recognizing the dignity that Christianity conferred on our family, I have always been grateful to those heavy-handed Portuguese missionaries.

While I recognized the cultural benefits of Christianity, however, I was little more than a social Christian. That’s the Christianity I brought to America in 1978 as a high school exchange  student. That’s the Christianity I took to Dartmouth College, where I studied, and then to Princeton, where I studied and worked. I met my wife Dixie, a committed evangelical Christian, in the Reagan White House, but even after we got married I remained lukewarm in my religious beliefs, and this carried over into my writing career. I have been a secular scholar and writer for two decades.

Only seven years ago, following my dad’s death and our family’s move to California, my wife and I started attending a Calvary Chapel church in San Diego. Here I found Christians who didn’t go to church for social reasons; they wanted to go, and they went more than once a week. Indeed, their Christianity wasn’t primarily a matter of attending services but one that passionately engaged their whole life. I found my own faith deepening. Then with the emergence of the new atheism, I saw an opportunity to bring my religious beliefs and my scholarly work together. The result was my book What’s So Great About Christianity, which became the basis for more than a dozen debates I have now had around the world with leading atheists such as journalist Christopher Hitchens, Skeptic magazine editor Michael Schermer, bible scholar Bart Ehrman, bioethicist Peter Singer, and philosopher Daniel Dennett. I love the idea of confronting the atheists in their own arena, taking them down with their own strength, and forcing them to tap out. This book is a continuation of my attempt to demonstrate Christian martial arts.

For the Christian cage fighter, it’s fun to take on your opponent with one hand tied behind your back. I do this here by giving up all claims to biblical truth or revelation. This is not because I reject such forms of truth; far from it. Rather, I want to engage atheism and reductive materialism on their own terms, and to beat them at their own game. The philosopher Immanuel Kant once wrote a book called Religion within the Limits of Reason Alone. That  defines very nicely my approach, which is to demonstrate life after death exclusively on the basis of reason. I am not going to appeal to divine intervention or miracles, because I am making a secular argument in a secular culture. To see what I am getting at, think of life after death as a great transition, akin to a caterpillar who becomes a butterfly. Imagine asking the caterpillar, do you know that you will one day be a butterfly? The answer would be, of course not, it’s impossible, it’s ridiculous, how can a caterpillar become a butterfly. But of course one doesn’t need to invoke divine intervention or miracles to show how a caterpillar becomes a butterfly; one can demonstrate this through the workings of nature and scientific laws. I am going to demonstrate the existence of life after death in precisely the same way. Later in the book, when I discuss heaven and hell, I will show God’s central role in the entire transcendental scheme.

Although this secular, “just the facts” approach may seem unusual, it is an essential part of what may be called Christian bilingualism. We speak one kind of language in church, and must learn to speak another while making our case in secular culture. This secular vocabulary is especially effective in reaching two groups that are often ignored in this debate: “seekers” and “fence-sitters.” The seekers are the ones who genuinely want to know the truth but haven’t found it. The fence-sitters are those who are alienated from traditional religion, especially traditional Christianity, but cannot bring themselves to embrace outright atheism either. Both groups have grown very large in our society, and together they are an influential “swing vote” in the culture. The atheists are convinced that reason and science will bring the seekers and fence-sitters over to their camp, and they are right that many of these people don’t respond favorably to the usual arsenal of Bible quotations. They don’t want to hear about the Garden of Eden, or about fire and brimstone. They are suspicious of what is  called the “God of the gaps”; in other words, they reject an approach popular with some Christians, which is to make routine appeals to the supernatural to account for unexplained natural phenomena. But these folks wonder if there is something more beyond death, and they are eager to hear an argument that meets them where they are, uses facts they can verify, and doesn’t already presume the conclusion it seeks to establish.

Even some atheists may be open to an argument that proceeds in this way. When I debate atheists, and especially my friends Michael Shermer and Christopher Hitchens, I always keep in mind that despite their confident assertions that there is no life after death, this is a subject on which they cannot be sure. The honest and thoughtful atheist has to consider the possibility of being wrong, and this may open his mind to persuasion by rational argument. In this book I also address atheists who are ready to turn skepticism on itself and examine their own assumptions.

Finally, a word about how I make my case for life after death. The argument proceeds as a gathering storm, moving from the significance of the issue to its possibility, then its probability, and then its practical benefits, and finally why we should go for it. I explore the main rival conceptions of life after death, including those of Eastern thought. I cover a number of fields—brain science, physics, biology, psychology, history, and philosophy—and the interdisciplinary nature of my subject ensures that no one is an expert. I attempt to proceed like a district attorney in a case where there are no eyewitnesses. The D.A. is not himself an authority on ballistics, handwriting analysis, or DNA. He summons expert testimony when necessary. The job of the D.A. is to put the pieces of the puzzle together and to communicate the argument in a coherent and understandable form to the jury. That’s what I do, and you are one of the jurors. I address you as a juror  who is intelligent but knows nothing about the matter at hand. I realize this is an unprecedented inquiry; I am taking you down an untrodden path. I also recognize this is a complex subject that will occasionally stretch your mind. To make the task easier and more enjoyable, I write in a colloquial and sometimes light-hearted tone that belies the weight and gravitas of our inquiry. One clarification up front: there is no spooky stuff in this book—no ghosts, no levitations, no exorcisms, no mediums, no conversations with the dead. I do not dismiss the paranormal out of hand, but I am dubious about it, and have chosen to exclude it altogether. My case is entirely based on reasoned argument and mainstream scholarship.

The core of the book consists of three independent arguments for life after death: one from neuroscience, one from philosophy, and one from morality. Any one of these arguments is decisive; collectively, they offer a highly persuasive legal brief for the afterlife. Still, it is in the nature of the subject that we cannot be sure. If we think of this as a courtroom trial, I do not claim to have met the criminal standard; I will not prove life after death beyond a reasonable doubt. I do, however, claim to have met the civil standard, and proven my case by a preponderance of the evidence. I also show why it is good for us to believe even in the absence of complete certainty, and which version of the afterlife is the most plausible. Finally, in the last chapter, a surprise! I provide a case study—the only one in history—that shows how life after death isn’t just a future prospect; it has already happened for a single individual. This event opens up a stunning new possibility: not just life after death, but eternal life right now.





Chapter Two

VENDORS OF UNBELIEF

Atheist False Advertising


 



 


Death, the undiscovered country
 From whose bourn no traveler returns1



—Shakespeare, Hamlet


 



 



 



 



 




On July 7, 1776, the writer James Boswell visited philosopher David Hume as Hume lay close to death. Boswell is the author of the best biography in the English language, his life of Samuel Johnson. By his own account, Boswell went to see Hume to assuage a perverse curiosity. Boswell had often heard that no one is an atheist in the trenches—in other words, the prospect of imminent death makes believers of us all—and he wanted to see if Hume, the great skeptic, would convert on his deathbed. Hume didn’t. Not only that, but Boswell found him “placid and even cheerful.” In another account of his death, given by the economist Adam Smith, Hume  mused about his quarrel with Death, in which he asked Death to give him some extra time to revise a manuscript. Death cunningly told him that manuscripts are always in need of further revision, called him a “loitering rogue,” and demanded that he get in the boat. Conversing with Boswell, Hume said that since he was a child he had never taken the idea of immortality seriously. As a Christian, Boswell was unnerved and at the same time strangely impressed to see Hume calmly and confidently face his end.2


Hume seems to have inspired some of our own atheist contemporaries. Recently I saw Richard Dawkins being interviewed on Bill Maher’s television show, and Dawkins declared that he wanted to have his own death videotaped. Asked why he might do such a strange thing, Dawkins replied that religious believers would probably spread rumors that he had converted on his deathbed, and he wanted to make sure there was a record to show he did not. Equally insistent about maintaining his unbelief in the face of death is philosopher Daniel Dennett. A few years ago, Dennett went in for a nine-hour heart operation that could well have been fatal. It was, Dennett admits, a “harrowing experience” that tested his atheism. In an essay “Thank goodness!” published after his recovery, Dennett said his atheism emerged quite intact and in some ways strengthened. Dennett reported that it was the medical community, not God, who deserved credit for his survival. Consequently Dennett conveyed all his gratitude to them. Nor did he appreciate efforts on the part of his relatives and friends to bring God into the picture. Informed by others that they were praying for him, Dennett informed them he had “gladly forgiven them” for such foolishness. Dennett says he resisted the retort that they might as well have sacrificed a goat or paid a voodoo doctor to cast spells for his recovery.3


Reviewing these episodes, I find myself mildly revolted by the arrogance of Dawkins and Dennett and, at the same time,  charmed by Hume’s affability. What I want to focus on, however, is what these incidents have in common. All three atheists seem willing to go to their deaths without taking seriously the possibility of life after death. In other words, they act as if they know that there is no such life. And this is the “knowledge” that Dawkins and Dennett are disseminating in the culture and in the classroom. So what do they know that we don’t, and how did they come to know it?

The atheist confidence that there is no afterlife is, of course, matched by the religious believer’s confidence that there is. Ask a Christian if there is survival beyond the grave and he or she will answer, “Of course there is.” Pretty soon you are getting the full details about what such a life will be like in the good place and the bad place. When you demand sources for such a thorough account, you find that they are the familiar ones: the Old Testament, the Gospels, the Book of Revelation. When I raised this issue with a member of my church, he pointed to a sticker in the parking lot, “The Bible says it. I believe it. That settles it.”

Evidence of this sort makes atheists apoplectic. In The End of Faith, Sam Harris writes, “Tell a devout Christian that his wife is cheating on him or that frozen yogurt can make a man invisible, and he is likely to require as much evidence as anyone else, and to be persuaded only to the extent that you give it. Tell him that the book he keeps by his bed was written by an invisible deity who will punish him with fire for eternity if he fails to accept its every incredible claim about the universe, and he seems to require no evidence whatsoever.” Harris insists that “it is difficult to imagine a set of beliefs more suggestive of mental illness” than religious claims, and “while religious people are not generally mad, their core beliefs absolutely are.”4


It is important to see that, notwithstanding his petulant tone, Harris is to some degree speaking common sense. Harris’s point  is that the Christian is using a kind of in-house logic. How do we know that there is an afterlife? Because the Bible says so. How do we know that the Bible is correct? Because God wrote it. How do we know that God wrote it? Because it says so in the Bible. Yes, we have to admit that this is circular reasoning, and those outside the circle are unlikely to accept it. The atheist Michael Shermer, editor of Skeptic magazine, presses the point even further. No one, he writes, has ever met a dead guy who came back to report on the afterlife. Lots of people have died, and none have filed reports or presented themselves for television interviews to give us the riveting details about what we can expect on the other side.5 Shermer’s point is that the believer has no good arguments for asserting that there is life after death. The believer’s view is held in the complete absence of evidence. It is an assertion not of reason but of faith.

Shermer has a point, but it can easily be turned around. What does the atheist know that the religious believer doesn’t? Nothing at all. Atheists haven’t interviewed dead people any more than believers have. Nor have any atheists themselves crossed the river in death’s boat to discover what lies on the other side. Death remains, as Hamlet tell us, the undiscovered country, and we don’t even have the ghost of Hamlet’s father to provide any clues. Indeed the ghost informs Hamlet that while he could tell quite a story, “I am forbid to tell the secrets of my prison house.” So mum’s the word from behind the curtain, and atheists as well as believers have got to acknowledge this. The atheist has no better proof that there isn’t life after death than the believer has that there is. Both groups are claiming knowledge that neither group actually possesses. For the atheist, no less than for the believer, it is entirely a matter of faith.

This equivalence between atheism and belief might seem equally damaging to both positions, but in fact it poses a much  bigger problem for atheism. First, the faith of the believer at least has a plausible source. That source is divine revelation as expressed in a sacred text. So the believer is trusting in what is held to be an unimpeachable source, namely God. From where, by contrast, does the atheist get his faith? Who or what is the atheist’s authority? To this, the atheist typically replies that he is trusting in reason. Sam Harris writes that the truly rational person makes “the same evidentiary demands in religious matters that we make in all others.”6 Richard Dawkins writes, “I believe not because of reading a holy book but because I have studied the evidence.”7 In this case, however, Harris and Dawkins have rejected the afterlife on the basis of no evidence whatsoever. So here we find a second difference between the religious believer and the atheist. The believer is usually honest and self-aware enough to recognize that his view is based on faith; the atheist, meanwhile, deludes himself that his position is based on reason and evidence.

How, then, do atheists convince themselves that they know things when they actually don’t? The answer, surprisingly enough, has to do with a profound misunderstanding of science. In a famous incident a few decades ago, a group of Soviet cosmonauts returned from a space mission with the triumphant announcement that they had searched and searched but not found God. On this basis the cosmonauts affirmed the Communist doctrine that there is no God. I suppose by the same evidence the cosmonauts could have declared that there is no heaven. When I mentioned this incident, over drinks, to the atheist writer Christopher Hitchens, he laughed and said, “It’s hard to believe those guys were really that naïve.” Hitchens understood right away that the Soviets were looking for God in all the wrong places. They were still captive to the medieval picture of heaven “up there” and hell “way down below” and earth somewhere in the middle. But for many centuries now, religious believers have asserted that God and heaven  can only be found in realms that transcend the universe. Imagine poor Hamlet running around the castle saying, “I’ve looked everywhere, and I can’t find Shakespeare. I’m forced to conclude that Shakespeare does not exist.”
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