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    RANDAL'S INTRODUCTION




    In October 2005, Jon Stewart, the former host of The Daily Show, appeared on CNN's Crossfire, a debate program that regularly pitted a strident conservative opinion against an equally strident liberal opinion in a no-holds-barred, no-compromise-allowed, debate.




    But this episode wasn't merely another conservative vs. liberal dispute. Instead, Stewart proceeded to eviscerate the format of the show, arguing that it encouraged polarization while distorting complicated issues in favor of simplistic sloganeering and partisanship.




    These days, debates on God's existence are often carried out in the manner of Crossfire, with theistic and atheistic apologists each aiming to demonstrate the truth of their position while showing their opponent to be not only wrong but plainly irrational or even morally suspect. It is not uncommon, for example, for atheists to denounce theists (and in particular Christians like myself) as faith-heads, a derogatory term popularized by Richard Dawkins. Alas, many Christian apologists respond in kind, as they attribute the atheist's unbelief to sinful rebellion against God.1




    Irrational faith-head theists and sinful, rebellious atheists. As if these are the only options? Yikes!




    Indeed, “Yikes” doesn't quite convey how damaging this kind of marginalizing rhetoric is. The reality is that atheism and theism are both intellectually serious, rationally defensible positions. Each position is supplemented with dozens of arguments that have been ably defended by many of history's great minds (and more than a few less-than-great minds as well!). And if we are to have any hope of learning from one another on this most important of questions, we had better start by learning to listen, even as we continue to argue our points with conviction and charity.





    That's what this book is about. Justin and I may find ourselves at opposite ends of the God question, but we respect each other and acknowledge that we are bettered by serious exchange with those with whom we disagree. We're not attempting to reinvent the wheel in this book. But we are attempting to polish the rim and try on some new tires. In short, we're aiming to provide a helpful model for rigorous and charitable intellectual exchange. Along the way, we also hope to defend some important arguments in favor of our worldviews.




    You may have noted that I referred above to both theistic and atheistic apologists. Alas, the word apologist often has negative connotations today, as if an apologist is little more than a glorified used car salesman who is merely interested in closing the sale.




    Needless to say, I have no interest in that kind of apologetic. The Greek word apologia refers first and foremost to a formal defense of one's beliefs. And what could be wrong with that? But while I definitely resonate with that pursuit, I also believe that one should only defend one's beliefs because one believes them to be true. This means that I view apologetics as a quest for truth. And if we're really serious about that, then apologetic debate should be as much about revealing weaknesses in one's own views as illuminating their strengths, for if our views fail to match up to the truth in any way, we should want to know. Serious dialogue is a fantastic testing ground for our beliefs in the manner of iron sharpening iron.




    For this reason, in one of my books I define apologetics as “the rigorous pursuit of truth in conversation.”2 The fact is that I believe I am right to maintain that God exists, and Justin believes he is right to maintain that God does not exist. But above all, I believe we should both be committed to pursuing and knowing the truth, and a conversation that is friendly, rigorous, honest, and directed at the truth reflects and embodies that commitment.




    With that in mind, my hope (dare I say my prayer?) is that this conversation can help us in that journey. If God exists, Justin wants to know, and if God doesn't exist, I want to know.




    So let's get started!





    JUSTIN'S INTRODUCTION




    When my family left the Catholic Church in which I was raised for a church in another part of town, I wholeheartedly approved. Not only were the services of our new evangelical Protestant church adorned with occasional distorted guitars and drums, the man at the helm was less than two hundred years old. I viewed this as a clear improvement.




    It was around this time that I allowed myself to begin taking Christianity seriously. I began playing worship music for the various youth programs and dove deep into what I believed to be the Word of God. Prompted by my noticeable enthusiasm, I was approached by one of the youth pastors and encouraged to take the next step—baptism. I wanted to. I really did. But I took the invitation so seriously that I wanted to be absolutely sure that I was ready for an honest commitment to Christ. It was roughly six months later that I eventually did experience the power of water-based human rituals. I came out of that water before the entire congregation and, more importantly, to the cheers and tears of family and friends. It was a profound experience.




    To the dismay of my parents, this religious high didn't last another year. Doubts slipped in and grew like an unchecked cancer. I'd always believed that the claims in the Bible were spiritually true, but at this point I was having an increasingly difficult time thinking that the events to which the texts referred were real events that happened on earth to persons like you and me. Also difficult for me was squaring the concept of love with certain divine actions and commands attributed to the character of God in the Bible. When the most violent text you read as a child is that of your religious, theistic tradition, it can induce a moral confusion with the power to stain your entire web of beliefs.




    Moreover, the silence on the other side of my prayers, which, up to that point, I had interpreted as God intently listening, was now just that—a deafening silence. I called out. I heard nothing in return. I fought like a good Christian soldier to preserve what little confidence I had in the truth of Christianity, but I lost that battle.




    However, I never fully lost interest in the topic. Since the rejection of Christianity doesn't entail a rejection of theism, and since theism is a much simpler hypothesis than Christianity, I wanted to know if theism had any substantive intellectual merit. To learn the answer to my question, I decided that I needed to hear from the best critics and defenders of theism. I therefore dove headfirst into the deep waters of academic philosophy of religion in my spare time. This was the better baptism, a renewal of an entirely different sort.




    Undergoing dramatic changes of worldview can be a frightening and exciting time. For me, coming to believe that I had been profoundly wrong about things of which I once felt certain birthed a kind of struggle in me. On the one hand, it humbled me epistemically. What else could I be so profoundly wrong about? On the other, it ushered in a brief period of arrogance and condescension toward persons of religious belief. In my experience, this is a common phase for many who fail to maintain the religious faith of their childhood. I eventually grew past that sad attitude. Books like this are what can happen when persons of two opposing sides work to mature past stereotypes and oversimplifications in an effort to uncover even just a portion of the rich philosophical landscapes surrounding one of the biggest questions: the existence of God.
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    Randal: Justin, thanks for agreeing to have this discussion on God, the universe, and everything.




    Justin: Randal, you’re very welcome. I'm always up for meaty conversations on big topics with interesting people.




    SHOULD YOU CARE IF GOD EXISTS?




    Randal: And I'm always up for meaty conversations with folks who think I'm interesting, so this could definitely work!




    As you can guess, since I'm a theologian I'm always interested in talking about God. But I admit that a lot of people don't share that interest. About a decade ago, Jonathan Rauch coined a new term, apatheism, in order to describe his attitude toward God. The word was a portmanteau of atheism and apathy. As you can guess, Rauch's point was basically that he doesn't care whether God exists or not.




    Justin: Yes! I’ve heard that before and, well, I must admit to being a sucker for a good neologism.




    Randal: Yeah, me too. (Although I admit that I was less impressed when Bill Maher came up with the term religulous, a portmanteau of ridiculous and religious.) Anyway, these days I find a growing number of people share Jonathan Rauch's attitude. They may call themselves atheists, but at an even deeper level they’re apatheists. They may believe God doesn't exist, but more fundamentally they don't really care whether God exists or not.




    Justin: I certainly have come across people with similar attitudes toward God and religion. One interesting thing about Rauch's concept of apatheism is that it can be found on all sides. Rauch writes that apatheism is “a disinclination to care all that much about one's own religion, and an even stronger disinclination to care about other people's.”1




    Here he uses the word religion broadly to mean any belief system—theistic, atheistic, or other. For example, you can have a disinterested atheist who, for whatever reason, just doesn't care about the concept of God. You can also have a disinterested theist who, while believing in, say, Christianity, never bothers to read the Bible or attend church on any regular basis.




    Randal: Good point. Apatheism is an attitude you can find across the spectrum of professed belief. In fact, I’ve met more than a few apatheists who attend church regularly. Apparently it's just what they do. But it doesn't seem to change anything in their lives. It's merely perfunctory, a matter of inertia. Those folks are sometimes called practical atheists. They may accept Christianity, but for practical purposes they might as well be atheists because they don't live out the beliefs they profess.




    But apatheism isn't just a matter of failing to live out your beliefs. After all, no Christian fully lives out the beliefs they profess because no Christian is exactly like Jesus. At its core, apatheism within the church is found in a broad indifference to theological belief and spiritual discipleship. Within this context, apatheism might manifest itself in a religious commitment that reduces Christianity to a Sunday morning self-help seminar where God is a mere life coach who wants us to have (in the words of Joel Osteen) our “best life now.”




    Justin: Right. For example, self-identified Christians might be less interested in the big points of their theology and more interested in the more common moralistic aspects. It could be seen as a kind of weekly moral therapy.




    Randal: Yup, the First Church of Apatheism!




    Justin: These churches resemble social clubs more than they do places of worship. It's an interesting phenomenon, to be sure. Though, if I might ask, what do you think lies behind the religious apatheism?




    Randal: A good question, and a complicated one too. For starters, I think one must identify the growth of secularization. The word secular comes from a Latin word meaning world. So a process of secularization is a process by which folks become less focused on matters of God, religion, and spirituality, and more focused on everyday mundane matters. To be sure, this isn't necessarily a bad thing. After all, life is about balance. Not even the most spiritually attuned person can live 24/7 with her head in the clouds. But once your religion is limited to a Sunday morning pep talk, it's hardly surprising that religious indifference becomes the norm.




    Justin: That makes sense to me. It's a kind of a reorienting of cultural priorities. As a secularist myself, this is just par for the course. Given that we are sharing the same planet, any reorienting of religious attitudes toward more practical, ground-level concerns is certainly something I endorse.




    Randal: I hope you’ll forgive me if I'm not quite as enthusiastic about secularization as you are! If you view secularization as clearing the air, I view it potentially as a build-up of smog that prevents us from seeing the sky.




    Justin: Ah, I have to disagree with the implication that an increase in, or a reorientation toward, the world must serve as a kind of smog polluting our view of our proverbial sky, which I take to mean a sense of awe. In fact, learning the very real processes of science can be a huge source of awe and empowerment. For me personally, the notion that I am connected in a very real, biological way to every living being on this planet is capable of bringing with it a crippling sense of awe at times.




    Randal: Cue “The Circle of Life” from The Lion King! But seriously, I share your awe at the natural world. I'd just say that my awe doesn't stop there.




    Anyway, lest I get sidetracked, let me come back to your question about religious apatheism. There is another factor evident in my view. In fact, I think this factor drives both Christian and secular apatheism. I'm thinking here of the perceived irrelevance of theological questions for daily life. There's an old chestnut that describes the discourse of academic theology as equivalent to debating the absurd and irrelevant question, “How many angels can dance on the head of a pin?”




    Justin: Twelve.




    Randal: Huh? Twelve what?




    Justin: That's how many angels are capable of dancing on the head of a pin at any given time! Try to keep up.





    Randal: Ahh, I need to run to keep up with you! (Although I disagree with your answer: since angels have no spatial extension, the right answer is an infinite number!)




    Justin: More seriously, I admit to viewing some theological questions similarly. I worry that those doing theology are too often building elaborate and detailed conceptual cathedrals to make their observations fit their basic theological commitments, but they so rarely question those core commitments in the first place. But I agree that this is no reason to dismiss considering the God question in a serious philosophical way.




    Randal: Got it. However, many Christians will say the same thing about sophisticated accounts of naturalism, the philosophy most commonly associated with atheism these days. That is, they’ll accuse the naturalists of building elaborate and detailed conceptual cathedrals to make their observations fit their basic metaphysical commitment, that is, the commitment that nature, whatever that turns out to be, is all that exists.




    Justin: That's certainly fair.




    Randal: Of course; I'm always fair!




    Personally, I don't see a problem either way. It seems to me that we all start with a set of assumptions, and as we seek to understand the world in light of those assumptions we craft a theory that will accommodate all the data. To those who don't share our starting assumptions, the whole endeavor can look like an exercise in painting the target around the arrow. But the fact is that everybody needs to start somewhere. We all need to begin at a particular starting place and reason from there. And where we start will determine how we go forward.




    Justin: I can agree with you here. I just don't think that this entails that all conceptual cathedrals are created equal. Some conceptual cathedrals really are much more ornate and detailed than others.




    IS GOD AS RIDICULOUS AS AN INVISIBLE PINK UNICORN?




    Randal: True. And by the way, some defenses of naturalism are very ornate, decked out with the metaphysical equivalent of Corinthian columns and flying buttresses.





    But hey, I'm heartened that you agree theism is an intellectually serious position. If you didn’t, this conversation would probably be a lot shorter!




    At the same time, I regret to report that not all atheists agree with you. Indeed, these days I regularly find belief in God being dismissed as the intellectual equivalent of belief in an invisible pink unicorn or a flying spaghetti monster or garden fairies. Apparently the idea is that a Christian's belief in the Trinity is no different from a child's belief in Tinker Bell.




    Justin: In the case of the unicorn, I'm always left puzzling over exactly what shade of pink is compatible with being invisible. I suppose that their point could be that the concept of God contains a contradiction, in which case their efforts would be better served by providing an argument to that end. Cartoonish assertions don't exactly deserve much by way of response.




    Randal: Yea and amen to that. I can't count how many times I’ve met an atheist who thought merely comparing theism to something wacky like the flying spaghetti monster was some kind of rational trump card: “Bam! I win!”




    So does that mean that you don't find any contradictions in theism?! (Fingers crossed!)




    Justin: I suppose I should have been clearer here. I think there are some significant problems for the coherence of theism. Sophisticated incompatible-properties arguments are no small part of the literature in philosophy of religion, but I'm not yet convinced that an air-tight case against theism can be found among them. Often these properties (omniscience, omnipotence, omnibenevolence, etc.) just need a bit of tinkering in their definitions in order to get them to fit together conceptually. Whether or not these ad hoc defenses of theism's coherence are indicative of a less-than-noble approach to these issues is a different question.




    Randal: Fair enough. Where the invisible pink unicorn is concerned, I agree that the surface target is the alleged contradictions involved in theological constructs. The Christian ponders how God can be one and three. And the devotee of the invisible pink unicorn ruminates on the mystery of a unicorn that is both invisible and pink.




    Justin: Let's not forget Homer Simpson's famous knock-down theological challenge, “Could Jesus microwave a burrito so hot that he himself could not eat it?”2




    Randal: Yeah, that's a real brain buster! Believe it or not, I use Homer's question as an illustration when I lecture on the divine attribute of omnipotence to my seminary students.




    But if apparent contradiction is the surface target of the invisible pink unicorn meme, I suspect that the ultimate or deep target is the credibility or intellectual seriousness of theological enquiry itself. Just as we would dismiss any sophisticated philosophical defense of an invisible pink unicorn or a flying spaghetti monster as absurd, so the objector dismisses any defense of the Judeo-Christian God.




    Justin: Right. These points can seem rhetorically powerful but, in my opinion, fail to say anything interesting.




    Randal: I do think these objections at least reveal something interesting about the objector's attitudes. It seems to me that the point of comparing God to whimsical beings like fairies, leprechauns, the Easter Bunny, and Santa Claus is more specific than merely poking at the alleged absurdity of theism. In the case of these particular comparisons, I suspect the point is to suggest the arrested intellectual development of theists by comparing God to a fanciful belief from childhood. So it goes like this: there was a time when most children believed in beings like Santa Claus, but when they grew up they put away childish things. Likewise, when people are ready to grow up intellectually, they put away the childish belief in God. So theists are like Linus still clutching onto his baby blanket.




    Justin: Unfortunately, you’re probably right about that. Some people actually believe that no intelligent adults are capable of holding theistic beliefs. And, well, let me be unequivocal in saying that, not only do these people have a profoundly simplistic understanding of human psychology and the ways we form beliefs, but their theory is pretty much destroyed by the evidence of many adult theists at all levels of intelligence.




    Randal: That's for sure. Just to underscore that important point, consider the case of Aksel Hallin. Dr. Hallin is the Professor and Canada Research Chair for Astroparticle Physics at the University of Alberta. In the 1990s, he was on a team working at the Sudbury Neutrino Observatory, and the work of that team was recognized in 2015 with a Nobel Prize. As it turns out, Dr. Hallin is also a member of my church. I know many brilliant adult Christians like Dr. Hallin. But I’ve never met a brilliant adult who believed in Santa Claus, let alone an adult believer in Santa who occupied a research chair in physics.




    So the differences are glaring. And that raises the question: why do you think these caricatures persist among atheists?




    Justin: Hmm, good question. One reason for their persistence might be that unsophisticated ways of justifying theistic belief are popular and very much related to having an unsophisticated concept of theism. Atheists living among theists with unsophisticated methods and concepts will likely be addressing the same unsophisticated concepts.




    Randal: So, if I understand you, the idea is first that people who have a simplistic understanding of God also tend to have a simplistic grasp on how to justify their belief in God. And second, when atheists are regularly exposed to those simplistic theists, they respond in kind with simplistic caricatures of their own making. Is that the idea?




    Justin: Yes, I think that's right.




    It seems to me that people in such situations are likely to place the implications of the existence of God on a par with the implications of the existence of Santa or anthropomorphic spaghetti dinners. Granted, this is more of a psychological explanation of these attitudes rather than an attempt to justify the reasoning that led to them, but I think that's what we’re after.




    Randal: Got it. I agree that some popular Christian conceptions of God are ripe for the parodies that one finds among some atheists. For example, picture the Christian who prays for a good parking spot at the shopping mall on Saturday. I can understand how the idea that God intervenes in the space-time continuum to secure parking spots at the Pottery Barn for his cherished bargain-seeking, upper-middle-class suburban followers leaves Christians ripe for some parody.




    Justin: A target-rich environment to be sure. Though, to be fair, it's a bit more understandable if we’re talking about finding a parking spot on Black Friday down here in the States.




    Randal: Granted, that would be evidence of divine intervention.




    Justin: But, more seriously, I think it also has to do with the literature of the tradition to which they belong. According to Matthew 7:7, a part of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus is recorded as saying, “Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to you.”3




    You may disagree with their interpretation or that it applies to parking spots or football games, but we can hardly blame them for a straightforward reading.




    Randal: Actually, I can blame folks for this kind of simplistic proof texting, this taking isolated verses out of context. In any case of interpretation, whether of the Bible or any other text, we should try to avoid extracting individual sentences from the contexts in which they are embedded. That said, I think a careful reading of Jesus's words in context precludes the common shallow and self-serving interpretations to which you refer. His promise applies to the selfless pursuit of God's kingdom, not the selfish pursuit of discounted material goods at suburban shopping malls.




    Regardless, you’re right to point out that this kind of simplistic, self-interested reading is not uncommon in the church. The problem, as I see it, is that too often atheists make the leap from parodying some crude form of Christianity or theism to parodying theism itself. And that's where the atheist gets into trouble because you don't judge an idea by its weakest examples. That's nothing more than the strawman fallacy, in which a position is rejected based on weak exemplars of the position.




    Justin: It's certainly true that hasty generalizations are never wise.




    Randal: Never ever? Wait a minute. Did you just make a hasty generalization? Heh heh.




    Justin: I was wondering if you were going to catch that one. Well done.




    HOW DO YOU DEFINE GOD?




    Justin: It seems to me, then, that before we can make a case for the importance of the question at the center of this book we should say something about what we mean by God here.




    Randal: Excellent observation. Here we are, engaged in a conversation of God with no definition yet on the table!




    Justin: For various reasons, both historical and philosophical, not all God concepts are taken equally seriously. In the Western world, at least, it's classical theism that reigns supreme.





    Randal: I think you’re right that in academic discussion classical theism is the go-to definition and the one we should assume as well.




    That said, I suspect not everybody knows what classical theism is. Nor should we assume that we mean the same thing by it. Heaven forbid we should waste any time talking past one another. So let's start here: how do you define classical theism?




    Justin: At least as I’ve understood it, classical theism assumes a nonphysical agent (God) who is omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly good. Now, as we’ve already hinted at, the precise nature and implications of these attributes leads to some disagreement among theologians. Once one aspect is clearly defined, it may have inescapable effects on attributes elsewhere. But, at least for now, noting these basics should suffice.




    Randal: I agree with your working definition, so far as it goes. But perhaps I can unpack it a bit more.




    As you point out, God isn't a physical thing, and so he is not made of matter. Note that I just referred to God with the male-gendered pronoun he. Let me hasten to add that this does not mean that God is more like a man than a woman. Rather, this is a reflection of the limitations of English, which lacks a personal nongendered pronoun. (The impersonal gender-neutral pronoun it is not a good option when referring to God because we don't refer to a person as it, and in classical theism God is a person.) So while I will refer to God with male-gendered pronouns, we can just treat that as a linguistic convention, one which is borne of the limitations of the English language.




    Justin: Well, I would argue that the tendency to use the male-gendered pronouns when referring to God is not just a limit of language.




    After all, in the literature for the Abrahamic religions (Bible, Qur’an, etc.), God is usually referred to with male-gendered pronouns. Somebody of that tradition could hardly be blamed for assuming that God is a male because God is seen as a father rather than a mother. These patriarchal assumptions within the literature will unavoidably influence the institutions built around them. In the Catholic Church, priests are referred to as father, whereas women are not permitted to take on the priesthood. But, even if a gendered view seems suggested by some theistic traditions, it is certainly not necessary to the core concept of theism.





    Randal: Okay, but there is plenty more data to consider before we conclude the biblical portrayal of God is patriarchal. For example, keep in mind that Genesis 1:26–27 teaches that men and women are equally made in the image of God. Man is not more godlike than woman. Moreover, the Bible includes many descriptions of God in female, and specifically maternal, terms, as in Deuteronomy 32:18 and Isaiah 66:13. I will agree that unfortunately the church has often downplayed these important female and maternal themes. But if we keep them in mind they definitely help counterbalance the tendency toward patriarchy.




    Justin: To shake up the cultural assumption of God as a male, I often will use female-gendered pronouns.




    Randal: Fine by me. Shake all you like!




    Anyway, one thing that is clear from this discussion about pronouns is that God is understood to be a person or an agent. It's worthwhile saying a bit more here, too. For God to be a person/agent means that God has a mind, he's conscious, and he can act with intentions or purposes.




    You also described God as having three great attributes: he is omniscient (all-knowing), omnipotent (all-powerful), and omnibenevolent (perfectly good).




    Justin: Right. Well, at least as God has been traditionally defined.




    Randal: Yes, and I agree with all that. But let me add one more important point. We also want to keep in mind that God is a necessarily existent being. In other words, God could not fail to exist. Philosophers and theologians sometimes describe this property as independence or aseity. This means that God exists in himself. There is nothing outside God to explain his existence.




    While I don't believe you can find all the divine attributes in the Bible, I do find divine aseity suggested, if not clearly taught, in several passages. Consider, for example, Paul's words to the Athenians as recorded in Acts 17: “The God who made the world and everything in it is the Lord of heaven and earth and does not live in temples built by human hands. And he is not served by human hands, as if he needed anything. Rather, he himself gives everyone life and breath and everything else.”4




    It's really important to underscore necessity or aseity in our definition because it reminds us that God is the end of the explanation. When folks miss this fact, all sorts of confusion can result. For example, I’ve often heard atheists object to the notion of appealing to God as the explanation for the existence of the universe by retorting, “What caused God?” But that kind of objection is a complete misfire because it shows the objector doesn't understand that the cause being invoked is necessarily existent. If God exists, it makes no sense to ask what caused God.




    Justin: It might also be worth mentioning here that many atheists, myself included, also believe themselves to be committed to some form of a necessarily existing stuff, whatever that might be. One reason for thinking this is that absolute nothingness in the philosophical sense seems like an impossibility. If that's true, then it is necessary that something must have always existed. For largely the same reasons as you’ve expressed above, these atheists view questions like “Why is there something rather than nothing?” as confused.




    Randal: Hmm, I'm not sure I agree with you that those things are equal. There is a fundamental difference between thinking, as you do, that some kind of substance exists in every possible world and thinking, as I do, that one particular substance, God, exists in every possible world. Agreed?




    Justin: That is true.




    Randal: Okay, so then let's summarize our definition going forward so we can finally get into some rip-roaring debate. We’ve agreed that God is a necessarily existent nonphysical agent who is omniscient, omnipotent, and perfectly good. That certainly doesn't say everything a theist will want to say. But it is good enough for our discussion to get going.




    Justin: Okay, great. If that's the definition of God we’re going with, I will, for the remainder of our exchange, define atheism as the belief that there is no God. I also want to supplement this definition, for the sake of our exchange, with the additional claim that there are no other supernatural entities capable of creating or otherwise interacting within the natural world.




    Randal: Good point. So now that we’ve got some definitions down, where do you want to begin?





    WHAT ABOUT AN EVIL GOD?




    Justin: Now, Randal, we seem to be in agreement that this traditional view of theism is the view that gets the most attention. Obviously, there are various other views ranging from polytheism (“There are many gods”) to pantheism (“The totality of existence is identical to God”). To be sure, I think there are good reasons to take seriously the traditional view of theism over these other views of theism. That said, are there any reasons, besides historical contingency, for this focus on considering the traditional view of God over, say, a God that is identical in every way but, instead of being perfectly good and loving, is perfectly evil?5




    Randal: No offense, but I find the question confused, not unlike the “What caused God?” query. As Anselm famously observed, God is by definition that being than which none greater can be conceived. In other words, God is the greatest or most perfect being one can imagine. Needless to say, any concept of maximal greatness or absolute perfection includes moral perfection. This is absolutely essential to the idea of God in classical theism. Since we’ve agreed to work within the limits of that idea, the question “Why not think of God as perfectly evil?” really cashes out to “Why not think that a devilish maximally evil being—a being with the greatest amount of evil imaginable—exists instead of God?”




    If one of us believed a maximally evil being exists, it would make sense to debate the reasons to believe such a being exists. Since neither of us believes in a maximally evil being, I think we can set that fanciful entity aside and get on with the discussion of God. Is that fair?




    Justin: You’re certainly right that the traditional definition of God involves moral perfection. But I want to get prior to that. If the quibble here is just on the use of the word God, then that's fair. I guess I don't see a problem with entertaining non-Western views of God. It's true that neither of us believes in such an evil being, but that seems irrelevant to my question. My question is why we should take that traditional view more seriously than a view that suggests a maximally evil being.





    Randal: I think you’re missing the point that the topic of a debate is determined by the views the participants think are plausible options for belief.




    Look, let's turn the tables and imagine that the focus of our debate is naturalism rather than theism. In that case, we’re going to start with a mainstream definition of naturalism to which you’re committed and go from there. You’ll then present arguments that favor your thesis and I’ll present arguments against it. At the same time, that requires us to set aside literally dozens of competing definitions of naturalism. But that's the way it is: if we don't do that, we’ll never get started.




    I'm not interested in defending pantheism, polytheism, henotheism, Manichaean dualism, process theism, or maximally evil beings. I take it you aren't either. So we can set all those concepts aside and get to the topic we both think is a worthwhile debate, namely classical theism vs. atheism.




    Justin: It would definitely be crazy to expect us to address such a broad swath of ideas about the divine. We are but mere mortals!




    Randal: True. Although people are often awestruck by my presence, I am indeed a mortal.




    Justin: However, there are reasons we might want to examine the maximally evil being vs. God question. For example, nearly every argument that might be used to support the God hypothesis seems to provide equal support for the maximally evil being hypothesis!




    Randal: Hold on a minute! I need to challenge your claim that “nearly every argument” supports the existence of a maximally evil being as readily as God. For example, arguments from moral value, moral accountability, moral obligation, and aesthetics clearly don't support the existence of a maximally evil entity.




    Justin: While arguments for a traditional God using moral value, accountability, obligation, and aesthetics wouldn't strictly support a maximally evil being, a mirrored version of each seems perfectly capable. I suppose an example might help. An aesthetics argument that focuses on the amount of beauty in the world might support traditional theism to some degree or other, but an argument from the amount of ugliness in the world could support the maximally evil being hypothesis. See what I mean?





    Randal: I understand what you’re thinking, but I don't agree that you can create a “mirrored version.” If you’re going to defend that claim you first need to provide an ontology that is, an account of the nature, of ugliness. On one mainstream view, ugliness is not a thing that needs to be explained. Let me give an analogy: the existence of light needs a source or explanation, but darkness doesn't need a source (or explanation) because it is merely the absence of light. Similarly, if ugliness is understood to be merely the absence of beauty, then the existence of ugliness doesn't need an explanation parallel to the existence of beauty.




    Justin: But that's my point!




    Randal: Huh?




    Justin: These are the kinds of Western theological assumptions we should at least be wary of. The idea that ugliness is merely the absence of beauty or goodness is a cultural assumption. It's no more plausible than its mirrored version that states that beauty is just the absence of ugliness!




    Randal: I don't think we’re tracking with each other here. I'm saying that you can't create a mirrored version because, on the definition I provided, aesthetic value is an existent thing that requires an explanation, but the lack of aesthetic value (in other words, ugliness) would not be an existent thing that requires an explanation. So your attempt at a mirrored argument supporting a maximally evil being doesn't work if one accepts this mainstream account of aesthetic disvalue (or ugliness).




    Justin: Right, I'm just noting that there seems to be no essential reason to prefer this view over its opposite. The arguments certainly don't favor one over the other.




    Randal: Well, I don't think we’re in a position to make that judgment yet since we haven't begun to weigh the respective arguments for various theories of the nature of beauty and ugliness.




    Regardless, at most all I see you doing here is pointing out the fact of underdetermination. (The term underdetermination refers to cases where the available evidence is not sufficient to justify a particular conclusion. For example, the fact that the driveway is wet underdetermines the conclusion that it is raining because the driveway could be wet due to other causes, like a sprinkler, for example.)





    Christians are well familiar with this fact of underdetermination. After all, most arguments for God underdetermine the truth of specifically Christian theism (and thus, they could also be used by Muslims, Jews, and deists). So it isn't surprising that some of those arguments might also underdetermine the truth of classical theism in such a way that they are consistent with your maximally evil being. That's no problem for the theist, but it is a problem for atheism, and that's what you need to worry about.




    By the way, the same point would apply if you were defending naturalism. In that scenario, much as I present an argument consistent with several versions of theism, so you could present an argument that would be consistent with several distinct versions of naturalism. But given that I reject all versions of naturalism, what I should be concerned about is the extent to which that argument contradicts theism.




    Justin: That's true. Notice though, that the move from one form of naturalism to another is a relatively minor move, while the move from classical theism to the view that a maximally evil being exists is an impressive metaphysical chasm.




    Randal: I disagree. Metaphysical chasms divide naturalistic theories as well. For example, one view of naturalism says all that exists are material atoms in a void. Another view of naturalism, on the other hand, says that reality also includes conscious minds and even an eternal, immaterial, Platonic good. Yet another view says that naturalism makes no claims about what exists at all but instead only addresses what can be known or what kind of knowledge is preferred (i.e., scientific or empirical). There are some formidable gaps separating all those views.




    Justin: Granted. I just think it's interesting that classical theism gets all the attention, while the claim that a maximally evil being exists gets practically none at all, especially since they seem to enjoy the same support and neither is more complex than the other. This difference in air-time strikes me as more cultural than logical.




    Randal: I don't think they have the same support. For one thing, I’ve already given you several examples of arguments for God's existence that would not constitute evidence for the existence of your maximally evil being. If you are really serious about defending the existence of this supremely malevolent creature, you should be writing another book since, last I checked, this book is devoted to debating theism.




    The bottom line is that evil-being theories get no attention because nobody holds that a maximally evil being exists (unless, of course, somebody believes in the devil and believes the devil is that maximally evil being). It's really that simple. Once again, if you want people to take evil-being theories seriously, you need to present arguments for the view and win people over to it.




    Justin: Perhaps you’re not as bothered by this as I am. For you, being a theist, it makes sense that an Evil God is not something you have much reason to think about. But for myself it's not that easy. I'd like some reason other than culture and history to take classical theism more seriously than a maximally evil being.




    Randal: And you can apply that same point to naturalism. If you’re a naturalist, there are countless versions of naturalism you never consider seriously. And the limitation of culture and tradition is a big factor in which views you consider possible options. The fact is that whatever your views about the nature of the world, there is an infinite number of competing theories that you ignore without a second thought. That's true of everybody, not just the theist.




    And let me add one more thing: from a Christian perspective, the fact that we naturally form beliefs in a good God rather than a malevolent being is not merely a matter of culture and tradition. Rather, we naturally form beliefs about God because we believe we are designed to function in this way. In other words, belief in God is natural, it's hardwired, while belief in a maximally evil being is not. So if a person is a theist they expect that belief in God would naturally arise and so be more common than belief in a maximally evil being.




    Justin: I understand.




    Though, it's worth noting that, while beliefs consistent with traditional monotheism are natural in the sense that they are very intuitive and easily acquired, those same beliefs are more consistent with animism and polytheism.




    Randal: Yeah, that's true. But the critical question is whether careful reflection on these naturally forming beliefs in a god of some sort is best explained by the deity as described in classical theism. I believe it is.





    Anyway, how about we move on, with my promise that I will discuss some moral arguments that explicitly support the existence of God rather than some evil being?




    Justin: That's fair. Don't let me forget to bring it up!




    Randal: You have my word.




    But it looks like you still have something else you want to say. Speak up man! There are no secrets here!




    A DEBATE ABOUT MERE (CLASSICAL) THEISM




    Justin: Right, well, at this point, I think it's very important that we make it clear that theism as we’ve defined it says nothing about an afterlife, be it pleasant or dismal. It also says nothing about any grand salvation narrative and it doesn't suggest any metaphysical law that states that the spilling of blood has redemptive powers. These are certainly popular beliefs in the Western world, but they are better seen as cultural additions. One can be a theist in the sense we’re using here without being a Christian or an adherent to any of the other major Abrahamic Faiths.




    Randal: That's a really important point. All those additional topics you mention certainly are worth discussing (though I wouldn't simply describe them merely as cultural additions). Bottom line: those doctrinal claims are not a part of this discussion. We’re debating the existence of God here. We can set specific theological particulars aside for another day.




    And, by the way, perhaps I can add that this point works for atheism, too. These days folks often lump the rejection of God in with a rejection of all sorts of other things: ghosts, crystals, ESP, mediums, dowsing rods, near-death experiences, and who knows what else. But our concern here is simply with God, not every belief you might encounter at some esoteric occult convention.




    Justin: I think that's a good point. It's important to keep the concepts relatively bare on both sides. There are certainly atheists and theists on all sides of other metaphysical questions, but we shouldn't unfairly burden everybody in a group with these assumptions.




    Randal: Exactly. We should always be careful about the baggage of added assumptions. For example, I'm Canadian, but don't assume that means that I like hockey (I don't) or that I'm polite (I'm not, especially in heavy traffic).




    As for the popular association between atheists and the rejection of crystals, ghosts, and dowsing rods, the idea, presumably, is that the same skepticism that leads a person to reject God will lead them to reject all these other things. And that's fair enough; I get that. But we should keep in mind that one can be an atheist and still believe in things like dowsing rods and an afterlife. Granted, that might be surprising, much like a rude Canadian who doesn't care for hockey. But it isn't impossible.




    So, as we proceed, let's just focus on that biggest of questions: God. We can set aside our heated debate on dowsing rods for another day.




    Justin: We agree. One of my favorite philosophers, J. L. Schellenberg, writes, “Our job as philosophers, faced with the question of God's existence, is to fight free from the distractions of local and historical contingency, to let the voice of authority grow dim in our ears, and to think for ourselves about what a God and a God-created world would be like.”6




    Randal: Hmm, without wanting to nitpick here, I find myself saying yes and no.




    Okay, I admit it: I do want to nitpick.




    Justin: Pick away, Randal.




    Randal: On the one hand, I say yes, where possible we should look into matters for ourselves. This reminds me of the spirit of the European Renaissance, which was captured with the famous Latin phrase ad fontes, meaning “back to the sources.” In other words, don't just give in to tradition. Don't just accept something because everyone else does. Take a look and discover for yourself.




    That sentiment also gained pivotal significance in the Enlightenment. Immanuel Kant made the point in his famous 1784 essay, “What Is Enlightenment?” where he challenges the reader to use their own reason.




    That spirit of individual inquiry applies to the study of the natural world, of course, and there we find the seeds being sown for modern science. And it's also what drives people to think about theological and philosophical questions without falling back on tradition.





    Justin: I can agree here.




    Randal: And yet, I also want to add a no, or at least a serious qualification to the yes. I fear that Schellenberg is a bit too hard on those voices of authority. My point here is that sometimes we can be naive and cavalier as we reject the long-established wisdom that has gone before us in favor of what just seems to us to be right.




    It seems to me that it's all about balance. We should be willing to question and look for ourselves, but we should also be willing to consider carefully the well-established positions that come before us, for there is a lot of wisdom in the past. And to borrow a phrase from Isaac Newton, if we can see far it is only because we stand on the shoulders of giants.




    Justin: That's true. Though, I think Schellenberg is not suggesting we outright dismiss prior conclusions, which themselves have been culturally reinforced over time. Rather, I read him as expressing the importance of being mindful of how cultural assumptions can sometimes inject bias into our investigations, possibly even preventing us from asking more fundamental questions. I think we can agree that that is something to avoid.




    Randal: I hear you! I'm reminded of the story of one particular Crayola crayon. Up until 1962, that crayon was labeled flesh color.




    Justin: Oh, boy. That's awkward.




    Randal: Heh, yeah. Then pressure from the civil rights movement led Crayola to relabel that color peach.




    Looking back, it's hard to believe how people could have failed to see how offensive and patently ridiculous it would be to label one color of crayon as the flesh color. But it just didn't seem that obvious in the 1950s. That's a valuable lesson for us all as we ask to what degree does our cultural background and limited experience shape the way we see the world? And where do we need to critique those assumptions?




    Justin: Absolutely. These are all essential questions for those interested in examining their own beliefs.





    SHOULD YOU HOPE THAT GOD EXISTS?




    Justin: Well, it seems we’ve now defined how the words theism and atheism are being used in this book, but we haven't yet addressed specifically why the question of God's existence is one of significant weight. Why should we bother?




    It seems to me that if, for the sake of the argument, we assume that God exists and has created finite creatures7 (like those whose eyeballs are following this line of text), then there exist benefits potentially available to us that would not be available if God did not exist. Here I refer to the increased access to moral goods, particular kinds of profoundly spiritual and life-changing experiences, and the occasional divine helping hand. There are perhaps other benefits as well.




    Randal: I agree that God's existence would make a difference in terms of providing goods for creatures that would not otherwise be available. But God's existence would not only produce goods relative to the well-being of creatures. It would be a good in itself. Indeed, by definition, God's existence would be the very greatest good possible. After all, God is defined as a maximally good being.




    So I'm guessing that whatever differences we have, we agree that, if the God of classical theism exists, then that would be an extraordinary fact.




    Justin: Indeed. It's always nice to start with some common footing.




    Randal: Yes sirree. But not only is the question of God important, I think it also follows that we ought to hope that God exists.




    Justin: Ah, but Randal, that's not immediately obvious to many.




    Randal: You’re right about that. In the last decade, I’ve found it increasingly common to find atheists stating not just that they don't believe in God but that they hope there is no God. Ironic, eh? At the same time that some atheists are yawning their way into apatheism, others are raising a closed fist to the very idea of God.




    Justin: Yes, that's certainly a view that's found some footing. Philosopher Thomas Nagel famously wrote, “I hope there is no God! I don't want there to be a God; I don't want the universe to be like that.”8




    These atheists who hope there is no God often refer to themselves as antitheists.





    Randal: Yes, not to be confused with the Auntie theist you visit every Thanksgiving. (Sorry, bad joke.) But seriously, antitheism is quite common these days. Indeed, in some camps it seems like atheism and antitheism are pretty much considered one and the same thing, so that atheism involves hoping God doesn't exist as much as it involves believing God doesn't exist.




    Christopher Hitchens (may he rest in peace) used to love comparing God to a despot like Kim Jong-il of North Korea. For Hitchens, living under God would be living under cosmic tyranny. So, not only did he believe God didn't exist, he also hoped he was right, and he was prepared to rebel against any God that should appear on the scene.




    Justin: Very true. For Hitchens, the wish for God to exist was the wish to be a slave.




    In a 2008 debate with his brother, Peter Hitchens, Christopher proclaimed the following:




    It [a desire for God to exist] is the desire for an unalterable, unchallengeable, tyrannical authority who can convict you of thoughtcrime while you are asleep…who must indeed subject you to total surveillance around the clock, every waking and sleeping minute of your life, before you are born and even worse, and where the real fun begins, after you’re dead. A celestial North Korea. Who wishes this to be true? Who but a slave desires such a ghastly fate?9




    Beyond the master/slave rhetoric, which I think is without merit,10 there exists, I think, a legitimate concern about theism. If theism is true, it does rob us of any sense of privacy. Our thoughts are not our own. So, while I agree that, all things considered, we have more to gain if theism is true and so should prefer that be the case, this is one issue that seems to bring at least some support for the opposite conclusion. Would you agree, Randal?




    Randal: That reminds me of the story of average guy Alex Moss. When he was remodeling his bedroom, Mr. Moss found the following note hidden in the fireplace: “Hello, welcome to my room. It's 2001 and I am decorating this room. Hope you enjoy your life. Remember that I will always be watching you.”11





    Always watching?! Brrr. Moss thought that was sufficiently weird to share the story online. And it quickly went viral, as people reflected on how creepy it would be to have somebody always watching you. So I get where you’re coming from.




    Having said that, let me answer your question. No, I don't agree with the objection as applied to God, because it seems to be based on a crude anthropomorphism. That is, it arises from the error of uncritically thinking of God in human terms, as someone like the mysterious voyeur who formerly lived in Alex's bedroom.




    An invasion of privacy occurs when another agent surveils your actions, as in a peeping Tom peering through your blinds or a secretive government agency listening to your phone calls or reading your emails. But God's knowledge of us is nothing like that. God doesn't surveil your actions. That is, God doesn't gain new information about his creatures by surreptitiously observing them. Rather, as a necessarily omniscient being, God simply knows all true statements from eternity. Since God's knowledge of us has no relation to the peeping Tom or secretive government agency, the suggestion that God invades our privacy just strikes me as confused.



OEBPS/Images/ch1.jpg
Chapter

WHY GOD MATTERS





OEBPS/Images/toc.jpg





OEBPS/Images/ack.jpg
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
An Atheist and
a Christian
Walk into a Bar...

Talking about GOD, the UNIVERSE,
AND EVERYTHING

RANDAL RAUSER and JUSTIN SCHIEBER





OEBPS/Images/intro.jpg





OEBPS/Images/dedi.jpg
Randal: For all those who ever cried out,
“Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24).

Justin: For all those who once wished for an audience with the divine
only to be met with an utterly indifferent cosmos.





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
An Atheist and
a Christian
Walk into a Bar...

Talking about GOD, the UNIVERSE,
AND EVERYTHING

RANDAL RAUSER and JUSTIN SCHIEBER

@ Prometheus Books






