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Against these two arguments, philosophers have lodged several criticisms. One
of the strongest takes aim at Aquinas’s claim that an infinite regress is not possible.
Aquinas thinks that a chain of causes must have a first cause; otherwise there would
be no subsequent causes in the world. In an infinite regress of causes, he contends,
there would be no first cause and therefore no subsequent causes. Critics reply that
just because an infinite chain of causes has no first cause, that doesn’t mean that the

chain of causes has no cause at all: in an infinite chain of causes, every link has a
cause. Many philosophers, including David Hume (1711-1776), see no logical con-
tradiction in the idea of an infinite regress. They hold that the universe need not have
had a beginning; it may be eternal, without beginning, and without a first cause or
a first mover. The universe may have simply always been.

My religion consists of a
humble admiration of the
illimitable superior spirit
who reveals himself (or
hersdlf) in the slight details
we are able to perceive
with our frail and feeble
minds.

—Albert Einstein

Some claim that the worst problem with Aquinas’s arguments is that at best they
prove only that the universe had a first mover or first cause—but not that the first
mover or first cause is God. For all the arguments show, the first mover or first cause
could be an impersonal substance or energy, or several minor deities, or a supreme
but evil demon. Perhaps the universe is, as many scientists and philosophers allege,
simply an eternal, uncaused brute fact.

Inspired by recent findings in scientific cosmology (the study of the origin and
structure of the universe), some philosophers have been interested in another kind
of cosmological argument. Scientific evidence suggests that the universe suddenly
came into existence about fourteen billion years ago in an unimaginably massive
explosion known as the “Big Bang.” Until that moment, the universe that we ex-

perience today simply was not. Using this fact as a starting point, William Lane
Craig defends the Kalam cosmological argument (a name derived from medieval
Islamic scholars):

L J
Science and the Uncaused Universe

‘The notion that some events in the universe are entirely uncaused is now widely accepted
among quantum physicists, the scientists who study the realm of subatomic particles (such
as electrons, positrons, and quarks). According to quantum physics, subatomic particles fre-
quently pop in and out of existence randomly—that is, they appear and disappear uncaused
out of a perfect vacuum. From these findings, some scientists have speculated that the uni-
verse itself may have arisen uncaused. This is how two physicists describe the phenomenon:

William Lane Craig, Reasonable Faith

In particular, | find the kalam cosmological argument for a temporal first cause of the
universe to be one of the most plausible arguments for God’s existence. . . . The argu-
ment is basically this: both philosophical reasoning and scientific evidence show that
the universe began to exist. Anything that begins to exist must have a cause that brings
it into being. So the universe must have a cause. Philosophical analysis reveals that
such a cause must have several of the principle theistic attributes.

10 Does the Big Bang
prove that the uni-
verse must have had
a beginning? Some
scientists have thought
that the Big Bang
was not the begin-
ning of the universe,
because the universe
is "oscillating”"—that
it expands and
contracts continually
in an eternal cycle of a
Big Bang followed by
periods of expansion
then contraction and
another Big Bang.
There is now reason to

ik that the universe
ge 96 of 498 oscillating, but if
htion were a plau-

sible possibility, would
this undermine the
claim that the universe
began to exist?

[T]he idea of a First Cause sounds somewhat fishy in light of the modern
theory of quantum mechanics. According to the most commonly accepted
interpretation of quantum mechanics, individual subatomic particles can
behave in unpredictable ways and there are numerous random, uncaused
events.—Richard Morris, Achilles in the Quantum World, 1997

[Q]uantum electrodynamics reveals that an electron, positron, and photon
occasionally emerge spontaneously in a perfect vacuum. When this hap-
pens, the three particles exist for a brief time, and then annihilate each
other, leaving no trace behind. . . . The spontaneous, temporary emergence
of particles from a vacuum is called a vacuum fluctuation, and it is utterly
commonplace in quantum field theory.—Edward Tryon, “Is the Universe a
Vacuum Fluctuation?” Nature, Vol. 246, Dec. 1973, pp. 396-397.

Suppose some subatomic events are uncaused. Does this show that the
universe is uncaused? What bearing does the phenomenon have on the
cosmological arguments of Aquinas and Craig? How might Craig reply to
the physicists quoted above?

Figure 2.5 Was the Big Bang the beginning of the universe? Did the Big Bang have a cause?
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The argument may be formulated in three simple steps.
1. Whatever begins to exist has a cause.
2. The universe began to exist.
3. Therefore, the universe has a cause.

The logic of the argument is valid and very simple; the argument has the same
logical structure as the argument: “All men are mortal; Socrates is a man; therefore,
Socrates is mortal.” So the question is, are there good reasons to believe that each of
the steps is true? | think there are.?

Craig thinks the first premise is obviously true: Nothing starts to exist without
a cause. But many dispute this, insisting that there is no logical reason why the
universe could not be uncaused. They ask why the notion of an uncaused origina-
tion of things makes no sense while the idea of a god creating things out of noth-
ing does.

Some argue against Premise 1 on empirical grounds, pointing to findings in
quantum physics suggesting that some events involving subatomic particles are un-
caused. This evidence has prompted theorists to speculate that the universe itself
may be uncaused. At the very least, they say, it proves that something’s coming into
existence uncaused is not impossible. (See the box “Philosophy Now: Science and
the Uncaused Universe.”)

Craig argues for Premise 2 (“The universe began to exist”) in much the same way
that Aquinas argues for a first cause: The universe must have begun to exist because
the alternative is an infinite regress of past events, which is impossible. He maintains
that the very idea of an actual infinity of things involves logical contradictions:

[W]hat is infinity minus infinity> Well, mathematically, you get self-contradictory an-
swers. . . . [[]nfinity minus infinity is infinity. But suppose instead you subtract all the
numbers greater than 2—how many are left? Three. So infinity minus infinity is 3! . . .
This implies that infinity is just an idea in your mind, not something that exists in
reality.:

Many philosophers reject this understanding of infinity. They agree that infinity
can be perplexing, but they point out that mathematicians know how to work with
infinity without inviting contradictions. More to the point, they hold that there is no
logical absurdity in the notion of a series of events stretching into an infinite future.
We can easily conceive of this. Likewise, they say, there is no logical absurdity in the
idea of a series of events continuing into an infinite past. We can straightforwardly
conceive of this as well.

Craig says that infinities may exist in mathematics (as in the series 0, 1,2, 3,...),
but that they are merely potential infinities, not actual infinities. Potential infinities
“approach infinity as a limit, but they never actually get there. [E]xistence in the
mathematical realm does not imply existence in the real world.™ Others reply that
we may not be able to actually count to infinity or measure an infinite number of
segments between two points, but that does not mean that the numbers or segments
are nonexistent.

11 is it obvious to
you, as it is to Craig,
that nothing starts to
exist without a cause?
Do you think that

the universe could be
uncaused? Why or why
not?

12 can you conceive
of a series of events
stretching infinitely
into the future? Can
you conceive of a series
of events continuing
infinitely into the past?
Do you think there is a
contradiction lurking
in the idea of an infi-
nite series of causes?
Does the weirdness of
infinity in mathematics
show that infinities in
the empirical world
cannot exist?

Whar we need is not the
will to believe, but the will
to find out

—Bertrand Russell
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Figure 2.6 In his book The Grand Design, world-renowned physicist Stephen Hawking declares,
“Because there is a law such as gravity, the Universe can and will create itself from nothing.
Spontaneous creation is the reason there is something rather than nothing, why the Universe
exists, why we exist. . . . It is not necessary to invoke God to light the blue touch paper and set
the Universe going.” Is Hawking’s view plausible? Why or why not?

Design Arguments

Teleological, or design, arguments for the existence of God are straightforward, the
gist being that since the world seems to show signs of purposeful design, it most
likely was purposefully designed—that is, intentionally made by an intelligent be-
ing, which we call God. A popular version takes the form of an argument from
analogy and was famously laid down by the eighteenth-century Anglican clergyman
William Paley:

—_— e

William Paley, Natural Theology

In crossing a heath, suppose | pitched my foot against a stone, and were asked how the
stone came to be there, | might possibly answer that, for anything | knew to the con-
trary, it had lain there forever; nor would it, perhaps, be very easy to show the absurdity
of this answer. But suppose | found a watch upon the ground, and it should be inquired
how the watch happened to be in that place, | should hardly think of the answer which
| had given—that, for anything | knew, the watch might have always been there. Yet
why should not this answer serve for the watch as well as for the stone? Why is it not
as admissible in the second case as in the first? For this reason and for no other; viz.,
that, when we come to inspect the watch, we perceive (what we could not discover in





image9.jpg
Arguments for the Existence of God 73

the stone) that its several parts are framed and put together for a purpose, e.g., that
they are so formed and adjusted as to produce motion, and that motion so regulated
as to point out the hour of the day; that, if the different parts had been differently
shaped from what they are, if a different size from what they are, or placed after any
other manner, or in any other order than that in which they are placed, either no motion
at all would have been carried on in the machine, or none which would have answered
the use that is now served by it. To reckon up a few of the plainest of these parts, and
of their offices, all tending to one result: We see a cylindrical box containing a coiled
elastic spring, which, by its endeavor to relax itself, turns round the box. We next ob-
serve a flexible chain (artificially wrought for the sake of flexure) communicating the
action of the spring from the box to the fuse. We then find a series of wheels, the teeth
of which catch in, and apply to, each other, conducting the motion from the fuse to the
balance, and from the balance to the pointer, and, at the same time, by the size and
shape of those wheels, so regulating that motion as to terminate in causing an index,
by an equable and measured progression, to pass over a given space in a given time.
We take notice that the wheels are made of brass, in order to keep them from rust; the
springs of steel, no other metal being so elastic; that over the face of the watch there
is placed a glass, a material employed in no other part of the work, but in the room of
which, if there had been any other than a transparent substance, the hour could not be
seen without opening the case. This mechanism being observed (it requires indeed an
examination of the instrument, and perhaps some previous knowledge of the subject,
to perceive and understand it; but being once, as we have said, observed and under-
stood), the inference, we think, is inevitable, that the watch must have had a maker;
that there must have existed, at some time, and at some place or other, an artificer or
artificers who formed it for the purpose which we find it answer; who comprehended
its construction, and designed its use. . ..

Every indication of contrivance, every manifestation of design, which existed in the
watch, exists in the works of nature; with the difference, on the side of nature, of being
greater and more, and that in a degree which exceeds all computation. | mean that
the contrivances of nature surpass the contrivances of art, in the complexity, subtlety,
and curiosity of the mechanism; and still more, if possible, do they go beyond them in
number and variety; yet in a multitude of cases, are not less evidently mechanical, not
less evidently contrivances, not less evidently accommodated to their end, or suited to
their office, than are the most perfect productions of human ingenuity.*

It is obvious, Paley says, that the “several parts [of the watch] are framed and put
together for a purpose,” which suggests that it had an intelligent designer. Likewise,
the universe manifests countless parts, all seemingly formed and arranged to achieve
various ends. From this he concludes that the universe also probably has an intel-
ligent designer, but one that surpasses immeasurably the power and understanding
of humans. This great designer must be God.

Before Paley made his case in Natural Theology (1802), David Hume (1711—
1776) had launched a famous critique of design arguments in his Dialogues Concern-
ing Natural Religion (1779), and it has been echoed and amplified by thinkers ever
since. In Dialogues, Hume presents a discussion of the issues among three fictional
characters—Demea, the orthodox believer; Cleanthes, the theologian; and Philo,
the skeptic. Using Philo as his mouthpiece, Hume assaults the design argument from
analogy on two broad fronts. He first contends that the argument fails because the

As the poct said, “Only
God can make a trec”
probably because it’s so
hard to figure out how to
gt the bark on

—Woody Allen
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13 1s Hume's argument
about reasoning from
parts to the whole cor-
rect? We certainly can't
reason that because
the bricks of a house
are light in weight, the
whole house is light in
weight. But can't we
legitimately argue that,
say, because a bucket
of water from a pond
is polluted, the whole
pond is polluted?

14 Do you agree with
Hume that we can
draw no conclusions
about the cause of
phenomena that are
“single, individual,
without parallel or
specific resemblance”?
Would contemporary
scientists accept Hume's
view?

15 Is Hume's sugges-
tion that the universe
is like a living thing at
least as plausible as the
view that it is like a
machine? Why or why
not? Suppose Hume

is right. What would
the implications be for
Paley’s argument?

analogy is weak, hampered by too few relevant similarities and too many dissimi-
larities. He then reasons that even if the argument demonstrates that the universe
has a designer, the designer may not be the traditional God of theism. Here is Philo
arguing the first point:

David Hume, Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion

If we see a house, Cleanthes, we conclude, with the greatest certainty, that it had an
architect or builder because this is precisely that species of effect which we have expe-
rienced to proceed from that species of cause. But surely you will not affirm that the
universe bears such a resemblance to a house that we can with the same certainty infer
a similar cause, or that the analogy is here entire and perfect. The dissimilitude is so
striking that the utmost you can here pretend to is a guess, a conjecture, a presump-
tion concerning a similar cause; and how that precision will be received in the world, |
leave you to consider. . . .

But can you think, Cleanthes, that your usual phlegm and philosophy have been pre-
served in so wide a step as you have taken when you compared to the universe houses,
ships, furniture, machines; and, from their similarity in some circumstances, inferred a
similarity in their causes? Thought, design, intelligence, such as we discover in men and
other animals, is no more than one of the springs and principles of the universe, as well
as heat or cold, attraction or repulsion, and a hundred others which fall under daily ob-
servation. It is an active cause by which some particular parts of nature, we find, produce
alterations on other parts. But can a conclusion, with any propriety, be transferred from
parts to the whole? Does not the great disproportion bar all comparison and inference?
From observing the growth of a hair, can we learn anything concerning the generation
of a man? Would the manner of a leaf’s blowing, even though perfectly known, afford us
any instruction concerning the vegetation of a tree? . . .

When two species of objects have always been observed to be conjoined together, |
can infer, by custom, the existence of one wherever | see the existence of the other; and
this | call an argument from experience. But how this argument can have place where
the objects, as in the present case, are single, individual, without parallel or specific
resemblance, may be difficult to explain. And will any man tell me with serious counte-
nance that an orderly universe must arise from some thought and art like the human
because we have experience of it? To ascertain this reasoning it were requisite that we
had experience of the origin of worlds; and it is not sufficient, surely, that we have seen
ships and cities arise from human art and contrivance. . . .

Now, if we survey the universe, so far as it falls under our knowledge, it bears a great
resemblance to an animal or organized body, and seems actuated with a like principle of
life and motion. A continual circulation of matter in it produces no disorder; a continual
waste in every part is incessantly repaired; the closest sympathy is perceived throughout
the entire system; and each part or member, in performing its proper offices, operates
both to its own preservation and to that of the whole. The world, therefore, | infer, is an
animal; and the Deity is the soul of the world, actuating it, and actuated by it.*

Philo asserts that trying to draw a conclusion about the cause of the universe based
on what we know about the cause of, say, a house is pointless because the dissimilarities
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between the two phenomena are enormous. We cannot make any firm inferences
about the architect of the universe from what we know about the architects of houses.
Further, he says, the intelligence that we observe in mankind is just one of the many
forces that produce changes in the world. We therefore have no reason to presume
that intelligence is the one thing that is responsible for the universe as a whole. If we
contend that it is, we commit the logical fallacy of arguing from the part to the whole:
because a part of a system has a particular characteristic, the entire system must have
that characteristic too. As Philo puts it, “From observing the growth of a hair, can we
learn anything concerning the generation of a man?” In a similar way, he says, we err
if we conclude that one event always causes another just because we observe a single
instance of such a pairing. We would need to encounter many instances of headaches
preceded by a change in the weather before we could plausibly infer that the latter
caused the former. Likewise, we can establish no firm conclusions about the cause of
the universe, because we have only a single universe to examine. Finally, Philo tries
to undermine the machine-universe analogy by offering what he considers a better
comparison. The universe, he argues, is more like a living thing than a machine. In the
world, as in living things, there is a continual circulation of matter, damage and waste
are remedied, and each part operates to preserve itself and the whole. Living things cre-
ate and regulate themselves, unlike machines, which require designers and technicians.

On the second point—that even if the universe has a designer, he may not be

God—Philo has this to say:

Now, Cleanthes, said Philo, with an air of alacrity and triumph, mark the consequences.
First, by this method of reasoning you renounce all claim to infinity in any of the at-
tributes of the Deity. For, as the cause ought only to be proportioned to the effect, and
the effect, so far as it falls under our cognizance, is not infinite: What pretensions have
we, upon your suppositions, to ascribe that attribute
to the Divine Being? You will insist that, by removing
him so much from all similarity to human creatures,
we give in to the most arbitrary hypothesis, and at the
same time weaken all proofs of his existence.
Secondly, you have no reason, on your theory,
for ascribing perfection to the Deity, even in his fi-
nite capacity; or for supposing him free from every
error, mistake, or incoherence in his undertakings.
There are many inexplicable difficulties in the works
of Nature which if we allow a perfect author to be
proved a priori, are easily solved, and become only
seeming difficulties from the narrow capacity of man,
who cannot trace infinite relations. But according to

16 If there are
many imperfections
in nature, as Hume
suggests, would we
necessarily be forced
to conclude that the
designer was also
imperfect?

your method of reasoning, these difficulties become | Figure 2.7 Was the world designed by God with humans in

all real; and, perhaps, will be insisted on as new in-
stances of likeness to human art and contrivance. At
least, you must acknowledge that it is impossible for
us to tell, from our limited views, whether this system
contains any great faults or deserves any consider-
able praise if compared to other possible and even

mind? If so, some have daimed, God must have erred, because
the earth seems more hospitable to insects than to humans.
The famous agnostic and trial lawyer Clarence Darrow once
said, “There are some millions of different species of animals
on this earth, and one-half of these are insects. . . . If the land
of the earth was made for life, it seems as if it was intended for
insect life, which can exist almost anywhere.” Do you agree?
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17 Hume suggests
that, for all we know,
there could have been
many designers of the
universe instead of
one supreme deity. Is it
reasonable to suppose
that this is a genuine
possibility?

David Hume,
Dialogues Conceming
Natural Religion

real systems. Could a peasant, if the Aeneid were read to him, pronounce that poem to
be absolutely faultless, or even assign to it its proper rank among the productions of
human wit, he who had never seen any other production?

But were this world ever so perfect a production, it must still remain uncertain
whether all the excellences of the work can justly be ascribed to the workman. If we survey
a ship, what an exalted idea must we form of the ingenuity of the carpenter who framed
so complicated, useful, and beautiful a machine? And what surprise must we feel when
we find him a stupid mechanic who imitated others, and copied an art which, through a
long succession of ages, after multiplied trials, mistakes, corrections, deliberations, and
controversies, had been gradually improving> Many worlds might have been botched
and bungled, throughout an eternity, ere this system was struck out; much labor lost;
many fruitless trials made; and a slow but continued improvement carried on during
infinite ages in the art of world-making. In such subjects, who can determine where the
truth, nay, who can conjecture where the probability lies, amidst a great number of hy-
potheses which may be proposed, and a still greater which may be imagined?

And what shadow of an argument, continued Philo, can you produce from your
hypothesis to prove the unity of the Deity? A great number of men join in building a
house or ship, in rearing a city, in framing a commonwealth; why may not several dei-
ties combine in contriving and framing a world? This is only so much greater similarity
to human affairs. By sharing the work among several, we may so much further limit the
attributes of each, and get rid of that extensive power and knowledge which must be
supposed in one deity, and which, according to you, can only serve to weaken the proof
of his existence. And if such foolish, such vicious creatures as man can yet often unite
in framing and executing one plan, how much more those deities or demons, whom we
may suppose several degrees more perfect? . . .

And why not become a perfect anthropomorphite? Why not assert the deity or dei-
ties to be corporeal, and to have eyes, a nose, mouth, ears, etc.? Epicurus maintained
that no man had ever seen reason but in a human figure; therefore, the gods must have
a human figure. And this argument, which is deservedly so much ridiculed by Cicero,
becomes, according to you, solid and philosophical.

In a word, Cleanthes, a man who follows your hypothesis is able, perhaps, to as-
sert or conjecture the universe sometime arose from something like design. But be-
yond that position he cannot ascertain one single circumstance and is left afterwards
to fix every point of his theology by the utmost license of fancy and hypothesis. This
world, for aught he knows, is very faulty and imperfect, compared to a superior stan-
dard, and was only the first rude essay of some infant deity who afterwards abandoned
it, ashamed of his lame performance. It is the work only of some dependent, inferior
deity, and is the object of derision to his superiors. It is the production of old age and
dotage in some superannuated deity; and ever since his death has run on at adven-
tures, from the first impulse and active force which it received from him. .. 7

Philo declares that if we carefully and consistently apply the kind of reasoning
used in the design argument (as Cleanthes would have us do), we would have to
accept some uncomfortable conclusions about the nature of the designer. Accord-
ing to Cleanthes, we are supposed to judge the nature of the cause by the nature of
the effect, and we are to reason from the attributes of human designers to the at-
tributes of God. By this logic, Philo says, we would have to conclude that God (the
cause) may not be infinite, because the universe (the effect) is not infinite. We would
be forced to admit that God may not be perfect, because the universe is itself not
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Do Scientists Reject Religion?

‘The answer is yes and no. A 2009 Pew Research Center survey showed that just over half of
scientists (51 percent) believe in a deity or higher power, while belief in God or a higher power
among Americans is much higher—80 to 95 percent in some surveys. But scientists’ spiritual
and religious beliefs (and disbelief) are diverse and often illuminating. Here's a sampling of
the views of some of the more eminent and influential figures.

Science is not only compatible with spirituality; it is a profound source of spiri-
tuality. When we recognize our place in an immensity of light-years and in the
passage of ages, when we grasp the intricacy, beauty, and subtlety of life, then
that soaring feeling, that sense of elation and humility combined, is surely
spiritual. So are our emotions in the presence of great art or music or litera-
ture, or acts of exemplary selfless courage such as those of Mohandas Gandhi
or Martin Luther King, Jr. The notion that science and spirituality are somehow
mutually exclusive does a disservice to both.—Carl Sagan (1934-1996)

What | have done is to show that itis possible for the way the universe began to
be determined by the laws of science. In that case, it would not be necessary to
appeal to God to decide how the universe began. This doesn't prove that there
is no God, only that God is not necessary.—Stephen Hawking (1942-2018)

Science is . . . a powerful way, indeed to study the natural world. Science is
not particularly effective . . . in making commentary about the supernatu-
ral world. Both worlds, for me, are quite real and quite important. They
are investigated in different ways. They coexist. They illuminate each other.
—Francis Collins (1950-)

1 am very astonished that the scientific picture of the real world around me
is very deficient. It gives a lot of factual information, puts all our experi-
ences in a magnificently consistent order, but is ghastly silent about all and
sundry that is really near to our heart, that really matters to us. It cannot
tell us a word about red and blue, bitter and sweet, physical pain and physi-
cal delight; it knows nothing of beautiful and ugly, good or bad, god and
eternity.—Erwin Schrédinger (1887-1961)

1 find it as difficult to understand a scientist who does not acknowledge the
presence of a superior rationality behind the existence of the universe as it
is to comprehend a theologian who would deny the advances of science.
—Wernher von Braun (1912-1977)
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Ontological Arguments

Cosmological and teleological appeals rest ultimately on the evidence of experience.
Ontological arguments rest on logic alone. Logic tells us that some things cannot
possibly exist—round squares and married bachelors, for example. They cannot ex-
ist because they involve logical contradictions. And logic tells us that it is (logically)
possible that golden mountains and flying horses exist (though they are not actual),
for they involve no logical contradictions. So isn’t it at least plausible that with logic
alone we could somehow prove the existence of God? Anselm thought so. He was the
first to articulate a precise statement of an ontological argument, and other thinkers
since him have offered their own versions. He reasons that since God by definition
is the greatest possible being, God must actually exist, because if he did not exist in
reality (and merely existed in our minds), he would not be the greatest possible be-
ing. Here is the argument in Anselm’s own words:

o———— ———— —— ———~—~

Anselm, Proslogium

And so, Lord, do thou, who dost give understanding to faith, give me, so far as thou
knowest it to be profitable, to understand that thou art as we believe; and that thou art
that which we believe. And, indeed, we believe that thou art a being than which noth-
ing greater can be conceived. Or is there no such nature, since the fool hath said in his
heart, there is no God? (Psalms xiv.1). But, at any rate, this very fool, when he hears of
this being of which | speak—a being than which nothing greater can be conceived—
understands what he hears, and what he understands is in his understanding; although
he does not understand it to exist.

For, it is one thing for an object to be in the understanding, and another to under-
stand that the object exists. When a painter first conceives of what he will afterwards
perform, he has it in his understanding, but he does not yet understand it
to be, because he has not yet performed it. But after he has made the paint-
ing, he both has it in his understanding, and he understands that it exists,
because he has made it.

Hence, even the fool is convinced that something exists in the under-
standing, at least, than which nothing greater can be conceived. For, when
he hears of this, he understands it. And whatever is understood, exists in the
understanding. And assuredly that, than which nothing greater can be con-
ceived, cannot exist in the understanding alone. For, suppose it exists in the un-
derstanding alone: then it can be conceived to exist in reality; which is greater.

Therefore, if that, than which nothing greater can be conceived, exists in
the understanding alone, the very being, than which nothing greater can be
conceived, is one, than which a greater can be conceived. But obviously this

18 Does existence al-
ways add greatness to
an entity? That is, is it
always greater to exist
than not to exist? Why
or why not?

is impossible. Hence, there is no doubt that there exists a being, than which
ge 04 f 498 nothing greater can be conceived, and it exists both in the understanding and

Why do you think that only half of scientists believe in a deity or higher power> Which inreatity. medieval philosopher and theologi
logian
scientist’s belief quoted above is closest to your own view of God and religion? Why? And it assuredly exists so truly, that it cannot be conceived not to exist. | .44 archbishop of Canterbury. He
For, it is possible to conceive of a being which cannot be conceived notto ex- | held that reason was a friend of faith,

ist; and this is greater than one which can be conceived not to exist. Hence, | not a source of religious skepticism.

Figure 2.8 St. Anselm (1033-1109),
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PHILOSOPHY NOW

Evolution and Intelligent Design

Science maintains that the best explanation for the apparent design of biological life is the the-
ory of evolution, which says that living things, in all their variety and complexity, arose through
natural processes. But some claim that life
on earth is best explained by the interven-
tion of a supreme intelligence. Michael
Behe famously argues that some biologi-
cal systems are so profoundly intricate—
so “irreducibly complex”™—that they could
not have been produced by gradual evo-
lutionary changes. Only an intelligent de-
signer can account for such complexity.
The consensus among scientists is that
evolution operates through what Darwin
called “natural selection.” The basic idea is
that offspring of organisms differ physically
from their parents in various ways, and
these differences can be passed on geneti-
cally to their offspring. If an offspring has
an inherited trait (such as sharper vision or
a larger brain) that increases its chances of

Figure 2.9 Could the human eye—a very complex surviving long enough to reproduce, the in-
system—have evolved through natural selection? dividual is more likely to survive and pass

Anselm,

Proslogium

the trait on to the next generation. After
several generations, this useful trait, or adaptation, spreads throughout a whole population
of individuals, differentiating the population from its ancestors. Behe's claim is tha it is
impossible for irreducibly complex systems to be produced through natural selection. He
says that an irreducibly complex system (for example, the eye) is composed of several inter-
connected, perfectly matched parts such that if even one part is missing, the system will not
function. An eye can improve the survival prospects of organisms only if it functions, and
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proper functioning requires that each of its parts is there to do its job. According to evolu-
tion, the eye came abour through slow, incremental changes. But, Behe asks, how can an
unfinished, nonfunctioning eye improve survival? This shows, he argues, that the eye and all
other irreducibly complex systems were created whole—not through evolution, but by some
great intelligence.

But most biologists deny that the development of irreducibly complex systems through
natural selection is physically impossible. Behe thinks natural selection requires that a com-
plex system be formed by gradual addition of components until a functioning model is
achieved. But critics point out that the components can be present all along or arise at dif-
ferent times, performing tasks that improve various processes. Then, because of a change in
the genome, the parts may be put to new uses, forming an irreducibly complex structure.

From the fact thart biologists generally do not know precisely how each step of such a
process happens, it does not follow that the process is impossible or unknowable. Philip
Kitcher thinks that the remedy for our ignorance of these matters is more and better re-
search, not the presumption of an intelligent designer:

Even if intelligent designers were right in supposing that the phenomena
they indicate couldn’t have evolved by natural selection, only a more explicit
identification of the causal mechanism that was at work could justify the
conclusion that that mechanism is intelligent.—Philip Kitcher, Living With
Darwin, 2007

Suppose evolution is true and intelligent design theory is false. Would this
mean that there is no supreme being who made biological life possible?
Can someone consistently believe in both evolution and God?

if that, than which nothing greater can be conceived, can be conceived not to exist, it
is not that, than which nothing greater can be conceived. But this is an irreconcilable
contradiction. There is, then, so truly a being than which nothing greater can be con-
ceived to exist, that it cannot even be conceived not to exist; and this being thou art,
O Lord, our God.

So truly, therefore, dost thou exist, O Lord, my God, that thou canst not be con-
ceived not to exist; and rightly. For, if a mind could conceive of a being better than
thee, the creature would rise above the Creator; and this is most absurd. And, indeed,
whatever else there is, except thee alone, can be conceived not to exist. To thee alone,
therefore, it belongs to exist more truly than all other beings, and hence in a higher

degree than all others. For, whatever else exists does not exist so truly, and hence in a
less degree it belongs to it to exist. Why, then, has the fool said in his heart, there is no
God (Psalms xiv.1r), since it is so evident, to a rational mind, that thou dost exist in the
highest degree of all> Why, except that he is dull and a fool2

Here’s the argument stated more formally:

1. God, by definition, is the greatest being possible.

2. Suppose the greatest being possible exists only in the understanding (in the
mind, as a mental object).
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19 What is the most
plausible meaning of
“exists in the under-
standing alone”?
Could it mean that the
concept of the greatest
being possible is not
actually exemplified,
that it does not refer to
anything existing in re-
ality? If so, how would
such an interpreta-
tion affect Anselm’s
argument?

If God did not exist, it
would be necessary to
invent him.

—Voltaire

I cannot conceive of a God

who rewards and punishes
his creatures, or has a will
of the kind that we experi-
ence in ourselves. Neither
can I nor would I want to
conceive of an individual
that survives his physical
death; let fecble souls,
from fear or absurd cgo-
ism, cherish such thoughs
1 am sarisfied with the
mystery of the eternity of
life and with the aware-
ness and a glimpse of the
marvelous structure of the
existing world, together
with the devoted striving
to comprehend a portion,
be it ever so tiny, of the
Reason that manifests itself
in nature.

—Albert Einstein

3. Then a greater being than the greatest being possible can be conceived, one
existing not just in the understanding, but also in reality (for a being is greater
if it exists in reality than if it exists only in the understanding).

4. But this yields a contradiction, for a being greater than the greatest being
possible is impossible.

5. Therefore, God, the greatest being possible, must exist in reality, not just in
the understanding.

Many have found fault with this line of reasoning. The first major criticism came
from an eleventh-century monk named Gaunilo, who thought that Anselm was try-
ing to define God into existence. He maintained that if Anselm’s argument were a
good piece of reasoning, we could use it to prove the existence of many things that
obviously do not exist—for instance, the greatest island possible. We could argue
that the greatest island possible must actually exist because if it existed only in the
understanding, there could conceivably be an island that is greater, namely, one that
exists in reality as well as in the understanding.

Anselm replied that his reasoning does not pertain to things like Gaunilo’s
island, but only to God, the greatest being possible. Others have suggested that
Gaunilo’s critique fails because his island is not a possibility. To them it seems that
for any island thought to be the greatest possible, we can always imagine how it can
be greater by enhancing its properties. Such an island could therefore never be the
greatest. Critics have rejected both of these suggestions, and some have countered
that Anselm’s line could prove the existence of absurd things other than a perfect
island—like a supremely evil superbeing.

In putting forth his argument, Anselm makes two assumptions: (1) existence
makes something greater (that is, something is greater if it exists in the world than ifit
exists only in the mind as an idea) and (2) existence can be a defining property. Critics
have questioned both of these. On the first count, they contend that there is no good
reason to think that existence adds to the value of an entity. After all, it is not obvious
that it is better for, say, a thoroughly evil being to exist than not to exist. On the second
count, they doubt that existence can be any kind of defining property at all. Anselm
assumes that one thing can be greater than another thing even though they have ex-
actly the same properties, differing only in that the first thing exists and the second
does not. In his view, existence is another defining property—the essential attribute
that the one thing has and the other lacks. But is this plausible? Suppose you imagine
an incredibly beautiful beach, detailing in your mind its every property (white sand,

Figure 2.10 Could there be such a thing as the greatest possible beach?
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lovely palm trees, blue water, etc)). Then you add one more attribute—actual exis-
tence. Does this last step change the defining properties of your beach—or does it
simply indicate that the beach with all its defining properties is actual? Many philoso-
phers, including Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), would choose the latter. As Kant says,

Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason

“Being” is obviously not a real predicate [term designating a property]; that is, it is not
a concept of something which could be added to the concept of a thing. It is merely
the positing of a thing, or of certain determinations, as existing in themselves. . . . By
whatever and by however many predicates we may think a thing—even if we completely
determine it—we do not make the least addition to the thing when we further declare
that this thing is.”

In any case, some detractors think the weakest link in Anselm’s chain of reason-
ing is Premise 2, the supposition that the greatest being possible exists only in the
understanding. This claim gives rise to the contradiction thar a greater being than
the greatest being possible can be conceived (one existing in reality). But they argue
that the contradiction dissolves if we take Premise 2 to mean not that the greatest
being possible exists in some sense in the mind (the view that Anselm seems to take),
but simply that the concept of the greatest being possible does not refer to any actu-
ally existing thing. The latter, they insist, is the more reasonable reading of “exists
only in the understanding,” and it does not yield any contradictions about the nature
of God. With this reading of Premise 2, Anselm’s argument does not go through.

WRITING TO UNDERSTAND:

CRITIQUING PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS SECTION 2.2

What is Aquinas’s first-cause argument? Does it prove the existence of
the traditional God of theism? Does it prove that the universe had a
first cause?

. What is Craig’s cosmological argument? Critique its two premises. Are
they true? Explain why you think they are true (or false). If the argu-
ment is sound, what does it prove? Does it prove that God exists?
What are the relevant similarities and differences between Paley’s
watch and the universe? Is the watch analogy a good one?

. Are Hume's criticisms of the design argument cogent? Does he suc-
cessfully refute it?

Are the assumptions behind Anselm’s argument justified? That is, are
there good reasons for accepting them?

If triangles made a g
they would give him three
sides

—Charles de Montesquicu
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Moral evil is cvil that
comes from human
choices and actions and
the bad things that arise
from them.

Natural evil is evil that
results from the workings
of nature.

2.3 GOD AND THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

Some people doubt the existence of God because they believe that the traditional ar-
guments for theism fall short and that no other evidence in God’s favor seems forth-
coming. Others take a stronger stand against theism by setting forth the argument
from evil. They ask, in effect, “If God exists, how can there be so much unnecessary
evil in the world? An all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-good God might allow some
evils because they are necessary to bring about some greater good. But much of the
world’s evils seem to be entirely and blatantly gratuitous. So how can we conclude
anything other than that there must be no such God?”

Philosophers and theologians have generally concerned themselves with two
types of evil. Moral evil comes from human choices and actions and the bad things
that arise from them. Injustice, murder, deceit, theft, and torture are moral evils
from which flow pain, suffering, injury, loss, and death. Natural evil results from
the workings of nature. From hurricanes, floods, earthquakes, fires, disease, and
drought come vast sums of evil in the form of human and animal suffering. To make
their case, atheists have usually appealed to both kinds of evil, challenging theists to
explain why a perfectly good and powerful God would allow such horrors.

Rowe’s Argument from Evil

One of the more influential versions of the argument from evil is provided by philo-
sopher William L. Rowe, who focuses on evil as “intense human and animal suffering™

William L. Rowe, Philosophy of Religion

Taking human and animal suffering as a clear instance of evil which occurs with great
frequency in our world, the . . . problem of evil can be stated in terms of the following
argument for atheism.

1. There exist instances of intense suffering which an omnipotent, omniscient
being could have prevented without thereby preventing the occurrence of any
greater good.

2. An omniscient, wholly good being would prevent the occurrence of any in-
tense suffering it could, unless it could not do so without thereby preventing
the occurrence of some greater good.

Therefore,
3. There does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good being.

What are we to say about this argument for atheism, an argument based on the
profusion of one sort of evil in the world? The argument is valid; therefore, if we have
rational grounds for accepting its premises, to that extent we have rational grounds for
accepting atheism. Do we, however, have rational grounds for accepting the premises
of this argument?
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Figure 2.11 Does a fawn’s suffering alone in the forest lead to a greater good? Could an
omnipotent God obtain this greater good some other way?

The second premise of the argument expresses a belief about what a morally good
being would do under certain circumstances. According to this belief, if a morally good
being knew of some intense suffering that was about to occur and he was in a position
to prevent its occurrence, he would prevent it unless he could not do so without thereby
losing some greater good of which he was aware. This belief (or something very close
to it) is, | think, held in common by theists and nontheists. Of course, there may be
disagreement about whether something is good, and whether, if it is good, one would
be morally justified in permitting some intense suffering to occur in order to obtain it.
Someone might hold, for example, that no good is great enough to justify permitting
an innocent child to suffer terribly. To hold such a view, however, is not to deny premise
2 which claims only that if an omniscient, wholly good being permits intense suffering
then there must be some greater good (a good which outweighs the suffering in ques-
tion) which the good being could not obtain without permitting the intense suffering.
So stated, 2 seems to express a belief that accords with our basic moral principles,
principles shared by both theists and nontheists. If we are to fault this argument, there-
fore, we must find some fault with its first premise.

Suppose in some distant forest lightning strikes a dead tree, resulting in a forest
fire. In the fire a fawn is trapped, horribly burned, and lies in terrible agony for several
days before death relieves its suffering. So far as we can see, the fawn’s intense suffer-
ing is pointless, leading to no greater good. Could an omnipotent, omniscient being
have prevented the fawn’s apparently pointless suffering? The answer is obvious, as
even the theist will insist. An omnipotent, omniscient being could easily have pre-
vented the fawn from being horribly burned, or, given the burning, could have spared
the fawn the intense suffering by quickly ending its life, rather than allowing the fawn to
lie in terrible agony for several days. Since no greater good, so far as we can see, would
have been lost had the fawn’s intense suffering been prevented, doesn’t it appear that
premise 1 of the argument is true, that there exist instances of intense suffering which
an omnipotent, omniscient being could have prevented without thereby preventing the
occurrence of any greater good? . . .

20 Do you agree with
Rowe that it seems un-
likely that all instances
of intense human and
animal suffering lead
to greater goods? And
do you think that if

all that suffering does
lead to greater goods,
that “an omnipotent,
omniscient being could
not have achieved at
least some of those
goods without permit-
ting the instances of
suffering that lead to
them”?
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William L. Rowe,
Philosophy of Religion

The truth is that we are not in a position to prove that 1 is true. We cannot know with
certainty that instances of suffering of the sort described in 1 do occur in our world. But
it is one thing to know or prove that 1 is true and quite another thing to have rational
grounds for believing 1 to be true. We are often in the position where in the light of our
experience and knowledge it is rational to believe that a certain statement is true, even
though we are not in a position to prove or to know with certainty that the statement is
true. In the light of our past experience and knowledge it is, for example, very reason-
able to believe that neither Goldwater nor McGovern will ever be elected president, but
we are scarcely in the position of knowing with certainty that neither will be elected
president. So, too, with 1, although we cannot know with certainty that it is true, it per-
haps can be rationally supported, shown to be a rational belief.

Consider again the case of the fawn’s suffering. There are two distinct questions
we need to raise: “Does the fawn’s suffering lead to some greater good?” and “Is the
greater good to which it might lead such that an omnipotent, omniscient being could
not obtain it without permitting the fawn’s suffering?” It may strike us as unlikely that
the answer to the first question is yes. And it may strike us as quite a bit more unlikely
that the answer to the second question is yes. But even if we should think it is reason-
able to believe that the fawn’s suffering leads to a greater good unobtainable without
that suffering, we must then ask whether it is reasonable to believe that all the instances
of profound, seemingly pointless human and animal suffering lead to greater goods.
And, if they should somehow all lead to greater goods, is it reasonable to believe that
an omnipotent, omniscient being could not have brought about any of those goods
without permitting the instances of suffering which supposedly lead to them? When we
consider these more general questions in the light of our experience and knowledge of
the variety and profusion of human and animal suffering occurring daily in our world,
it seems that the answer must be no. It seems quite unlikely that all the instances of
intense human and animal suffering occurring daily in our world lead to greater goods,
and even more unlikely that if they all do, an omnipotent, omniscient being could not
have achieved at least some of those goods without permitting the instances of suffer-
ing that lead to them. In the light of our experience and knowledge of the variety and
scale of human and animal suffering in our world, the idea that none of those instances
of suffering could have been prevented by an omnipotent being without the loss of a
greater good seems an extraordinary, absurd idea, quite beyond our belief. It seems
then that although we cannot prove that premise 1 is true, it is, nevertheless, altogether
Q reasonable to believe that 1 is true, that it is a rational belief.”

Some theists reject Premise 1 by appealing to human ignorance. They argue that
there could be goods unknown to us that justify the evil we see—goods compre-
hended by God but beyond our ken. Or our concept of good may not be God’s, for
his morality is of a higher, purer kind than ours. In God'’s eyes, then, what we believe
is evil might be good, or what we think is good might be evil.

Defenders of Premise 1 reply that we may indeed be unaware of goods that God
discerns, but none of the goods we do know about could ever compensate for life’s
vast burden of seemingly gratuitous evil. We need not know what God knows to be
justified in believing Premise 1. As Rowe says,

That things appear to us to be a certain way is itself justification for
thinking things are this way. Of course, this justification may be de-
feated. But apart from such defeat, the fact that things appear to us
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to be a certain way renders us rationally justified in believing that they
are that way.”

And to assert that God’s morality is higher than ours, some argue, is to cast
doubt on all our moral judgments and to render meaningless our terms good and
evil. J. L. Mackie observes that on this higher-morality view, “When the theist says
that God is wholly good he does not mean that God has anything like the purposes
and tendencies that would count as good in a human being. But then why call him
good? Is not this description misleading?™"*

The Free Will Defense

To many theists, the best way to counter the argument from evil is to present a theo-
dicy, an explanation of why God permits evil. The point is to provide good reasons
why evil may be a necessary part of God'’s creation, thereby showing that the argument
from evil fails. Chief among such approaches is the free will defense, which is usually
offered as an explanation of moral evil. It says that human free will is an enormous
good, so much so that a universe where humans have free will is better than one where
they don’t, even if their exercise of freedom brings about much evil. Moral evil is the

unavoidable byproduct of God’s gift of free will. According to Richard Swinburne,
®

Richard Swinburne, Is There a God?

The free-will defence claims that it is a great good that humans have a certain sort of
free will which 1 shall call free and responsible choice, but that, if they do, then neces-
sarily there will be the natural possibility of moral evil. . . . A God who gives humans
such free will necessarily brings about the possibility, and puts outside his own control
whether or not that evil occurs. It is not logically possible—that is, it would be self-
contradictory to suppose—that God could give us such free will and yet ensure that we
always use it in the right way."s

Here free will may sound like a serious restriction of God’s power (a denial of
his omnipotence), but most philosophers, whether theistic or not, have not taken
that view. They have interpreted God’s omnipotence not as the power to do any-
thing whatsoever, but as the power to do anything that is logically possible. They
have acknowledged that God cannot make a square circle or a married bachelor,
cause 2 + 2 to equal 5, or create a triangle with four sides. But logical impossibili-
ties are fundamental facts about reality and are not thought to set any restrictions
on God’s power.

Against the free will defense, two main objections have been raised. The first is the
contention that there is no reason why an omnipotent God could not have created free
agents who always choose the good. As Mackie says, “If God has made men such that
in their free choices they sometimes prefer what is good and sometimes what is evil,
why could he not have made men such that they always freely choose the good?™ But

What mean and cruel
things men do for the love
of God

—W. Somerset Maugham

21 Is Mackie correct in
saying that an omnipo-
tent God could have
created people with
free will who always
choose the good? Is
such a state of affairs
logically possible?

You can say thar you trust
God anyway—that no
arguments can undermine
your faith. Bur that is just
a statement describing
how stubborn you arc; it
has no bearing whatsocver
on the questions of God's
goodncss.

—B. C. Johnson
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many theists assert that to ensure people always freely do what is right, God would
have to force them to do so—and forcing people to act freely is logically impossible.
The second objection is that even if God could not have made humans so they
always freely choose the good, he could have at least made people such that they
do less evil than they actually do. In this view, God could have given people bet-
ter moral character so their desire to do good would be stronger and their desire to
do evil would be weaker. Such an alteration in their character would not diminish
their capacity to act freely, and even a slight change would reduce the amount of evil
in the world. Many theists would object to this line, however, charging that such
manipulation of character by God would indeed curtail free will. God’s tinkering
with people’s psychological makeup would be analogous to controlling a person’s

behavior through hypnosis or drugs.

The Soul-Making Defense

In any case, free will is not the only good that has been offered as a justification
for God’s permitting evil. The philosopher John Hick says that the greatest good
is “soul-making.” In his theodicy, he argues that evil in the form of suffering is
necessary to provide humans with a world where moral and spiritual progress is pos-
sible. Personal growth—soul-making—can take place only when people make free
choices in response to the pain and anguish of living. Hick explains:

John Hick, Evil and the God of Love

Instead of regarding man as having been created by God in a finished state, as a finitely
perfect being fulfilling the divine intention for our human level of existence, and then
falling disastrously away from this, the [minority view] sees man as still in process of
creation. Irenaeus himself expressed the point in terms of the (exegetically dubious)
distinction between the ‘image’ and the ‘likeness’ of God referred to in Genesis i.26:
‘Then God said, Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.’ His view was that
man as a personal and moral being already exists in the image, but has not yet been
formed into the finite likeness of God. By this ‘likeness’ Irenaeus means something
more than personal existence as such; he means a certain valuable quality of personal
life which reflects finitely the divine life. This represents the perfecting of man, the ful-
filment of God's purpose for humanity, the ‘bringing of many sons to glory’, the creat-
ing of ‘children of God’ who are “fellow heirs with Christ’ of his glory.

And so man, created as a personal being in the image of God, is only the raw mate-
rial for a further and more difficult stage of God's creative work. This is the leading of
men as relatively free and autonomous persons, through their own dealings with life in
the world in which He has placed them, towards that quality of personal existence that
is the finite likeness of God. . . .

In the light of modern anthropological knowledge some form of two-stage concep-
tion of the creation of man has become an almost unavoidable Christian tenet. At the
very least we must acknowledge as two distinguishable stages the fashioning of homo
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sapiens as a product of the long evolutionary process, and his sudden or gradual spiri-
tualization as a child of God. But we may well extend the first stage to include the devel-
opment of man as a rational and responsible person capable of personal relationship
with the personal Infinite who has created him. This first stage of the creative process
was, to our anthropomorphic imaginations, easy for divine omnipotence. By an exer-
cise of creative power God caused the physical universe to exist, and in the course of
countless ages to bring forth within it organic life, and finally to produce out of organic
life personal life; and when man had thus emerged out of the evolution of the forms of
organic life, a creature had been made who has the possibility of existing in conscious
fellowship with God. But the second stage of the creative process is of a different kind
altogether. It cannot be performed by omnipotent power as such. For personal life is
essentially free and self-directing. It cannot be perfected by divine fiat, but only through
the uncompelled responses and willing co-operation of human individuals in their ac-
tions and reactions in the world in which God has placed them. Men may eventually
become the perfected persons whom the New Testament calls ‘children of God’, but
they cannot be created ready-made as this.

The value-judgement that is implicitly being invoked here is that one who has
attained to goodness by meeting and eventually mastering temptations, and thus by
rightly making responsible choices in concrete situations, is good in a richer and more
valuable sense than would be one created ab initio in a state either of innocence or
of virtue. In the former case, which is that of the actual moral achievements of man-
kind, the individual’s goodness has within it the strength of temptations overcome, a
stability based upon an accumulation of right choices, and a positive and responsible
character that comes from the investment of costly personal effort. | suggest, then, that
it is an ethically reasonable judgement, even though in the nature of the case not one
that is capable of demonstrative proof, that human goodness slowly built up through
personal histories of moral effort has a value in the eyes of the Creator which justifies
even the long travail of the soul-making process. . ..

If, then, God's aim in making the world is ‘the bringing of many sons to glory’, that
aim will naturally determine the kind of world that He has created. Antitheistic writers
almost invariably assume a conception of the divine purpose which is contrary to the
Christian conception. They assume that the purpose of a loving God must be to create
a hedonistic paradise; and therefore to the extent that the world is other than this, it
proves to them that God is either not loving enough or not powerful enough to create
such a world. They think of God'’s relation to the earth on the model of a human being
building a cage for a pet animal to dwell in. If he is humane he will naturally make his
pet’s quarters as pleasant and healthful as he can. Any respect in which the cage falls
short of the veterinarian’s ideal, and contains possibilities of accident or disease, is
evidence of either limited benevolence or limited means, or both. Those who use the
problem of evil as an argument against belief in God almost invariably think of the
world in this kind of way. David Hume, for example, speaks of an architect who is try-
ing to plan a house that is to be as comfortable and convenient as possible. If we find
that ‘the windows, doors, fires, passages, stairs, and the whole economy of the build-
ing were the source of noise, confusion, fatigue, darkness, and the extremes of heat
and cold’ we should have no hesitation in blaming the architect. It would be in vain
for him to prove that if this or that defect were corrected greater ills would result: “still
you would assert in general, that, if the architect had had skill and good intentions, he
might have formed such a plan of the whole, and might have adjusted the parts in such
a manner, as would have remedied all or most of these inconveniences’.

22 According to Hick,
what is the “soul-
making process”? Is
it, as he says, of such
great value that it
justifies all the human
and animal suffering
involved in it?
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John Hick,
Evil and the God of Love

But if we are right in supposing that God’s purpose for man is to lead him from
human Bios, or the biological life of man, to that quality of Zoe, or the personal life of
eternal worth, which we see in Christ, then the question that we have to ask is not, Is
this the kind of world that an all-powerful and infinitely loving being would create as an
environment for his human pets? or, Is the architecture of the world the most pleasant
and convenient possible? The question that we have to ask is rather, Is this the kind
of world that God might make as an environment in which moral beings may be fash-
ioned, through their own free insights and responses, into ‘children of God"?

Such critics as Hume are confusing what heaven ought to be, as an environment
for perfected finite beings, with what this world ought to be, as an environment for be-
ings who are in process of becoming perfected. For if our general conception of God's
purpose is correct the world is not intended to be a paradise, but rather the scene of a
history in which human personality may be formed towards the pattern of Christ. Men
are not to be thought of on the analogy of animal pets, whose life is to be made as
agreeable as possible, but rather on the analogy of human children, who are to grow
to adulthood in an environment whose primary and overriding purpose is not immedi-
ate pleasure but the realizing of the most valuable potentialities of human personality.

Needless to say, this characterization of God as the heavenly Father is not a merely
random illustration but an analogy that lies at the heart of the Christian faith. Jesus treated
the likeness between the attitude of God to man and the attitude of human parents at
their best towards their children, as providing the most adequate way for us to think
about God. And so it is altogether relevant to a Christian understanding of this world to
ask, How does the best parental love express itselfin its influence upon the environment
in which children are to grow up? | think it is clear that a parent who loves his children,
and wants them to become the best human beings that they are capable of becoming,
does not treat pleasure as the sole and supreme value. Certainly we seek pleasure for our
children, and take great delight in obtaining it for them; but we do not desire for them
unalloyed pleasure at the expense of their growth in such even greater values as moral
integrity, unselfishness, compassion, courage, humour, reverence for the truth, and per-
haps above all the capacity for love. We do not act on the premise that pleasure is the su-
preme end of life; and if the development of these other values sometimes clashes with
the provision of pleasure, then we are willing to have our children miss a certain amount
of this, rather than fail to come to possess and to be possessed by the finer and more
precious qualities that are possible to the human personality. A child brought up on the
principle that the only or the supreme value is pleasure would not be likely to become an
ethically mature adult or an attractive or happy personality. And to most parents it seems
more important to try to foster quality and strength of character in their children than to
fill their lives at all times with the utmost possible degree of pleasure. If, then, there is any
true analogy between God's purpose for his human creatures, and the purpose of loving
and wise parents for their children, we have to recognize that the presence of pleasure
and the absence of pain cannot be the supreme and overriding end for which the world
exists. Rather, this world must be a place of soul-making. And its value is to be judged,
not primarily by the quantity of pleasure and pain occurring in it at any particular mo-
ment, but by its fitness for its primary purpose, the purpose of soul-making. . ..

If, then, the evil in human life finally reveals its nature according as it becomes or
fails to become a phase in the fulfilment of God's purpose, we must conclude, so far
as the present life is concerned, that there are both good and evil suffering, and that
there are redeemed and unredeemed sinners. Any revision of the verdict must depend
upon lengthening the perspective out until it reaches a new and better conclusion.
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If there is any eventual resolution of the interplay between good and evil, any decisive
bringing of good out of evil, it must lie beyond this world and beyond the enigma of
death. Therefore we cannot hope to state a Christian theodicy without taking seriously
the doctrine of a life beyond the grave. This doctrine is not, of course, based upon any
theory of natural immortality, but upon the hope that beyond death God will resurrect
or re-create or reconstitute the human personality in both its inner and its outer as-
pects. The Christian claim is that the ultimate life of man—after what further scenes of
‘soul-making’ we do not know—lies in that Kingdom of God which is depicted in the
teaching of Jesus as a state of exultant and blissful happiness, symbolized as a joyous
banquet in which all and sundry, having accepted God’s gracious invitation, rejoice to-
gether. And Christian theodicy must point forward to that final blessedness, and claim
that this infinite future good will render worthwhile all the pain and travail and wicked-
ness that has occurred on the way to it. Theodicy cannot be content to look to the past,
seeking an explanation of evil in its origins, but must look towards the future, expecting
a triumphant resolution in the eventual perfect fulfilment of God’s good purpose.”

Critics have assailed Hick’s view on several fronts, arguing that suffering can
warp character as well as build it, that God’s allowing people to suffer for their own
good constitutes morally repugnant paternalism, and that Hick’s theodicy has the
bizarre implication that our trying to eradicate evil would be wrong. Rowe’s main
criticism is that far more evil afflicts people than is required for soul-making:

The problem Hick's theodicy leaves us is that it is altogether rea-
sonable to believe that some of the evils that occur could have been
prevented without either diminishing our moral and spiritual devel-
opment or undermining our confidence that the world operates ac-
cording to natural laws.’*

WRITING TO UNDERSTAND:

CRITIQUING PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS SECTION 2.3
Do you think Hick’s soul-making theodicy is an adequate response to
the argument from evil? Explain.

. Do you believe that Rowe’s argument from evil is sound? Do you
accept his first premise? Why or why not?

. Consider this view: The evil experienced on this earth is nil when
compared to the infinite and eternal happiness that Christians will ex-
perience after death. If this assertion is true, does it successfully rebut
the argument from evil?

. Some say that what humans might consider evil is actually good in the
eyes of an omniscient God with infinite wisdom. Evaluate this claim.

. Do you believe that physical good is impossible without physical evil?
That is, is evil necessary for good to exist? Alternatively, is evil needed
so we can understand and appreciate the good?

Woc unto them that call
evil good, and good cvil

23 Do you think
Rowe’s criticism of the
soul-making theodicy
is cogent? Can you
conceive of a world
that has slightly less
suffering than our
world has, yet in which
plenty of soul-making
takes place?
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24 can all religious ex-
periences be explained
in naturalistic terms?
Are the naturalistic ex-
planations better than
the theistic one? What

2.4 THEISM AND RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

Many people affirm that their belief in God does not rest on the kinds of appeals we
have just examined. The cosmological, teleological, and ontological arguments carry
no weight with them. They believe in God because they have had a religious experi-
ence that they think gives them knowledge of God’s existence. For them, it is this
religious experience that justifies their theism.

Some maintain that their encounters with the divine involve sensory content—
they hear a voice, feel a touch, or see a light or a face or a form. Many biblical
accounts—such as St. Paul’s encounter on the road to Damascus and Moses” hearing
a voice from a burning bush—are like this. Other people report having no sensations
at all but nonetheless sensing a divine presence. Here is one such description from
St. Teresa of Avila:

—_— e

St. Teresa of Avila, The Life of Teresa of Jesus

| was at prayer on a festival of the glorious Saint Peter when | saw Christ at my side—
or, to put it better, | was conscious of Him, for neither with the eyes of the body nor
with those of the soul did | see anything. | thought He was quite close to me and | saw
that it was He Who, as | thought, was speaking to me.”

And here, from William James, is another:

[A]ll at once | experienced a feeling of being raised above myself, | felt
the presence of God—I tell of the thing just as | was conscious of it—
as if his goodness and his power were penetrating me altogether. The
throb of emotion was so violent that | could barely tell the boys to pass
on and not wait for me. . . . Then, slowly, the ecstasy left my heart;
that is, | felt that God had withdrawn the communion which he had
granted, and | was able to walk on, but very slowly, so strongly was I still
possessed by the interior emotion. . . . | think it well to add that in this
ecstasy of mine God had neither form, color, odor, nor taste; moreover,
that the feeling of his presence was accompanied with no determinate
localization. It was rather as if my personality had been transformed
by the presence of a spiritual spirit. . . . At bottom the expression most
apt to render what | felt is this: God was present, though invisible; he
fell under no one of my senses, yet my consciousness perceived him.*
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Premise 1 is true. Few deny that people have experiences that they take to be of
God. Premise 2, however, is not obviously true and is often contested. Some critics
reject it on the grounds that naturalistic explanations of religious experiences are as
good as, or better than, theistic explanations. J. L. Mackie, for example, points out
that religious experiences are generally indistinguishable from experiences with a
known psychological or physical cause.

). L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism

We are all familiar with dreams. Waking visions and hallucinations are relatively infre-
quent, but still common enough. Many people have occasionally had the impression of
hearing words spoken when there have been no such physical sounds in the neighbour-
hood. Many religious experiences closely resemble, even in their sequences of contrast-
ing phases, the almost universal human experience of being in love. Hysteria, delusions,
cycles of mania and depression are known and reasonably well understood psychopathic
phenomena in innumerable cases where there is no religious component; but experi-
ences which have such components, which count as religious par excellence, share many
features with these pathological ones. Experiences of the mystical kind are often induced
by certain drugs. Some of the experiences reported by mystics almost irresistibly invite in-
terpretation as expressions of violent sexual passion. From a psychological point of view,
as [William] James himself makes clear, the phenomena of conversion,
‘mind-cure’, sensory or motor automatisms (such as hearing voices), in-
spiration, mysticism, and so on lend themselves very readily to being un-
derstood in terms of the operation of unconscious or subconscious parts
of the mind. . . . Theologians themselves have long recognized that it is
not easy to decide, about particular visions and messages, whether they
come from God or from the devil. As James says . . . ‘No appearances
whatever are infallible proofs of grace. . . . The good dispositions that a vi-
sion, a voice, or other apparently heavenly favor leave behind them are the
only marks by which we may be sure that they are not possible deceptions
of the tempter’. Admittedly these alternatives, God and the devil, would
both fall under the broad heading of ‘some supernatural source’. But it
will be fairly readily admitted today that the experiences initially ascribed
to the devil are fully explicable in terms of purely human but subconscious
motives; since it is also admitted that those which the theologian would
ascribe to God are not intrinsically distinguishable from those which he
would initially ascribe to the devil, it follows that even what he classes as
genuinely religious experiences do not intrinsically resist explanation in
purely human terms. And this in itself seems fatal to any argument from

criteria would you use

religious experience to any supernatural conclusions whatever. e |
to decide?

age 118 of 498 Still, some contend that a religious experience can give us good :m::;e:’ 'C:r:: ;I:;e:;lekr ‘::;:';:‘::
reasons for believing that God exists, just as ordinary sense experience  blind during an encounter with God on
can give us good reasons for believing that a cat is on the mat. Richard ~ the road to Damascus. Was it possible for
Swinburne takes this line. He maintains that by applying a basic prin- o e e e e

instead of, say, a very powerful Greek or
ciple of rationality (what he calls the “principle of credulity”), we can  Roman deity?

Since such occurrences are thought to justify belief in God, we can devise an
argument from religious experience that looks like this:

1. Religious experiences occur in which God seems to be sensed.

2. The best explanation for these experiences is that God is indeed sensed (God
caused the experience).

3. Therefore, God probably exists.

God is real since he pro-
duces real effects.
—William James
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Read the two sets of statements below. On the left is a list of sensory or perceprual
experiences that people have from time to time. There is no question about the re-
ality of these experiences; both common sense and science show that they do in fact
occur. On the right is a list of experiences that religious people often report. Not
everyone agrees that these experiences have a spiritual or religious cause.
‘They sometimes feel a “sense of They sometimes feel the presence

presence,” a psychological state of God.

that engenders a feeling that

someone unseen is nearby, even

though no one is really there.

or claim even when they are facrually of ceruainty about religious

They sometimes feel that something They sometimes have seemingly
or someone unseen is touching physical sensations that suggest
them even when nothing is that God is touching them.
there—a known psychological or
physiological reaction.

Suppose you are religious and you have the experiences listed on
the right. How do you distinguish these from the natural occur-
rences on the left? Saying that you “just know” does not answer
the question. Do you have a special faculty unknown to science that
helps you distinguish the two? What exactly allows you to separate
the natural phenomena from the genuinely spiritual? Does faith en-
able you to tell the difference between the two kinds of events? Is it
possible to misidentify your sensations?

be justified in believing that our experience reveals God’s presence. The principle
is roughly this: In the absence of reasons to the contrary, if something seems to be
present, then it probably is present. When applied to religious experiences, the prin-
ciple tells us that “in the absence of special considerations, all religious experiences
ought to be taken by their subjects as genuine, and hence as substantial grounds for
belief in the existence of their apparent object—God, Mary, or Ultimate Reality,
or Poseidon.”* The special considerations include doubts about the reliability of the
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perception (for example, when the person involved is known to hallucinate or to be
under the influence of alcohol or drugs) and strong evidence that the object of the
perception does not exist.

Clearly, to make sense of our ordinary experience and to acquire true beliefs, we
must apply an epistemological rule like Swinburne’s principle of credulity. But his
principle is faulty, some say, inclining us to believe that an object is present when it
isn’t. Others doubt that any such principle could ever justify us in believing that a

religious experience accurately reveals reality. As William L. Rowe says,

r -—————

William L. Rowe, Philosophy of Religion

[Tlhe Principle of Credulity presupposes that we have some understanding of what
reasons there might be for questioning our experiences and some way of telling whe-
ther or not these reasons are present. Consider again our example of your experience
which you take to be a perception of a large, coiled snake. Like other physical objects
that make up the world we perceive by our five senses, snakes are public objects that
are observable by others who satisfy certain conditions. That is, we can predict that
people with good eyesight will see a snake (if one is there) provided there is good light
and they look in the right direction. It is because physical objects are subject to such
predictions that we can understand what reasons there might be for questioning an
experience which seems to be a perception of a snake and can often tell whether such
reasons are present. In the case of divine beings, however, matters are quite different.
Presumably, it is entirely up to God whether to reveal his presence to some human be-
ing. If God does so, he may or may not disclose himself to others who are in a similar
situation. What this means is that it is quite difficult to discover reasons for thinking
that someone’s ordinary religious experience is delusive. But since the Principle of
Credulity supposes that we understand what reasons there might be to question an
experience, some doubt exists as to whether the principle can be fairly applied to ex-
periences whose subjects take them be perceptions of the presence of a divine being.”

By the lights of any adequate principle of rationality, we generally have good
reason to doubt the truth of an experience if those who have it disagree about it.
That is, we rightfully doubt experiences if they are not reliable. Many point to the
apparent incompatibility of religious experiences as proof that they are indeed un-
reliable. Generally, religious experiences in Western traditions are of 2 God who is
a divine person separate from the world. But experiences in Eastern traditions are
often of a divine something that is entirely impersonal or identical with the world.
Believers may have an experience of God as one being, God as a trinity of persons,
God as many, God as emptiness or nothingness, or God as an ultimate reality. If
someone experiences God as a person and another experiences God as impersonal,
how can both of these experiences be true? How can both of them provide a window
on reality? Religious experiences tend to arise out of and support specific religious
traditions—traditions that differ drastically and disagree substantially in their views
of spiritual reality. Conflicts among experiences or traditions that spawn experiences
seem to cast doubt on the trustworthiness of all alleged encounters with the divine.

25 Why does Rowe
doubt that Swinburne’s
principle of credulity
can be successfully
applied to religious ex-
perience? Do you agree
with him?
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Proof of the Power of Prayer?

Praying for others (intercessory prayer) is a common practice of millions worldwide, and its
efficacy is an article of faith for numerous religious groups. For most, it isn't necessary to prove
somehow that prayer works; they have faith that it does, and thar’s that. But a few have sought
proof through science, hop-

ing to uncover evidence that

praying for sick people can

make them well.

A famous 1988 study by
cardiologist Randolph Byrd
looked at medical complica-
tions in heart patients, some
of whom were prayed for and
some not. Those who were
prayed for seemed to do bet-
ter than the others. In 1999,

a larger, similar study of

heart patients found that the

prayed-for group had fewer

medical problems than a

group not prayed for. In a Figure 2.13 Can science prove that prayer works?

2001 study of eight hundred

heart patients, researchers found no significant effect of intercessory prayer on the patients’
health. In 2006, researchers studied eighteen hundred people who had undergone heart
surgery and discovered that prayer had no effect on their recovery.

Unfortunately, most prayer studies have been too flawed for their results to be taken seri-
ously. The upshot is that so far, science has not shown thar intercessory prayer can improve
people’s health.

Many critics (both religious and nonreligious) think this kind of research is hopelessly
misguided. To them, since intercessory prayer is neither well defined nor explained, studying
it seems like chasing shadows. Some ask, Do the effects of prayer depend on the number or
the faith of the people praying? If a deity can intervene in human affairs at any time, how
can researchers ever trust study results? How can scientists take into account the influence
of prayers from people not involved in the studies?

Do you believe that intercessory prayer works? What are your grounds for
believing or not believing? Could science ever prove that prayer has real
effects?
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Swinburne, however, thinks otherwise:

Richard Swinburne, The Existence of God

Now, of course, devotees of different religions describe their religious experiences in
the religious vocabulary with which they are familiar. But in itself this does not mean
that their different descriptions are in conflict—God may be known under different
names to different cultures (as both Old and New Testaments acknowledge—see Exo-
dus 6:2-3 and Acts 17:23). Likewise a Greek’s claim to have talked to Poseidon is not
necessarily in conflict with a Jew’s claim to have talked to the angel who watches over
the sea; it is so only if to admit the existence of Poseidon is to commit one to a whole
polytheistic theology, and there is no need to suppose that generally it is.

Admittedly, sometimes the giving of one description to the object of religious ex-
perience does carry commitment to a doctrine regarded as false by devotees of another
religion. Claiming to have experienced the heavenly Christ commits one to a belief in
an Incarnation that an orthodox Jew would not admit. But in these cases, if the oppo-
nent of the doctrine can produce good grounds for regarding the doctrine as false, that
is reason for the subject of the experience to withdraw his original claim. Among those
grounds may be that others have had conflicting experiences and that their experiences
are more numerous and better authenticated; but there may be many grounds of other
kinds as well. The subject of the religious experience need not in such a case withdraw
his original claim totally; he need only describe it in a less committed way—for ex-
ample, claim to have been aware of some supernatural being, not necessarily Dionysus
(as originally claimed). The fact that sometimes . . . descriptions of the object of a
religious experience are in conflict with descriptions of the object of another religious
experience means only that we have a source of challenge to a particular detailed claim,
not a source of scepticism about all claims of religious experience.

Suppose, then, that religious experiences did not clash in any important way.
Could we then conclude that such experiences show that God exists? Perhaps, but

agreement among experiences in itself cannot show that they yield knowledge of the
divine, for we know that people can have the same sensory experience that turns out
to be illusory (such as seeing a mirage).

Skeptics give another reason for denying that harmony among religious experiences
attests to divine presence: the difficulty of recognizing God. They ask, How can you ever
be sure that you are perceiving or experiencing God? Can you recognize an all-powerful,
all-knowing, and all-good being when you encounter it? How can you distinguish such
a being from one that is incredibly powerful but finite, or one that is enormously power-
ful and knowledgeable but demonic? In any case, how can we use our senses to detect
God, since he presumably cannot be sensed? Some say their experiences come with a
feeling of certainty that God is present. But how can such feelings give us knowledge?
Feelings are not a reliable source of knowledge, for we can feel certain about many
things and still be wrong. Some think we can recognize God through a kind of spiritual
sixth sense. But unlike our ordinary senses, which have been tested again and again for
reliability, no extra sense has been shown to be trustworthy. So how can we rely on ie?
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Theists have tried in various ways to answer these questions. One frequently
heard defense is that the validity of religious experience does not depend on agree-
ment or disagreement among various descriptions of it, for the true religious experi-
ence cannot be described at all. The experience is the same for everyone, but it gives
rise to different descriptions because it is ineffable. It simply is not possible to put
into words an encounter with the divine.

Perhaps an experience of God is indeed ineffable, but if so then nothing at all
can be truthfully asserted about it, including the claim that religious experience
can give us knowledge of God’s existence. If nothing can be truthfully stated about
something, then any statement about it would be false. So to affirm that ineffable
religious experience gives us knowledge of God is to likewise assert something false.

WRITING TO UNDERSTAND:
CRITIQUING PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS SECTION 2.4

. Some argue that the truth of religious experiences is corroborated by
positive effects in the lives of those who have them—such as leading
a morally better life. But consider: People can be inspired to be more
virtuous by reading compelling works of fiction, but that doesn’t show
that the works are true. If an alleged experience of God inspires some-
one to lead a better life, is that reason enough to conclude thar the
experience is indeed of God?

. What is the best explanation of religious experiences? Evaluate these two
rival hypotheses: (1) religious experiences are caused by God; (2) religious
experiences arise from people’s own minds (due to hallucinations, wish-
ful thinking, drugs, etc.). Which explanation is better? Why?

. What is Swinburne’s principle of credulity? What is Rowe’s criticism of
it? Do you agree with Rowe?

. Do disagreements among religious experiences cast doubt on the trust-
worthiness of those experiences? Do you agree with Swinburne’s view
that such disagreements do not necessarily undermine the truth of the
experiences?

. Is it possible for someone to distinguish between an experience of an
omnipotent God and an experience of a being that is extremely power-
ful but finite?

2.5 BELIEF WITHOUT REASON

The point of the arguments we've considered so far is to provide epistemic justification
for believing (or not believing) in God—that is, reasons for believing that theism is
true (or false). But there are also arguments intended to offer pragmatic justification
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for belief—reasons to think that believing in God offers practical advantages. Many
who make pragmatic appeals deny that there can be any rational grounds for theism.
They are convinced that the best-made arguments for God’s existence are doomed to
fail, but that we should believe anyway because belief brings with it certain invalu-
able benefits. In this way they can maintain that even though the truth of theism is
not backed by reasons, belief in God can nevertheless be rational.

The best examples of such arguments come from William James (1842-1910),
the distinguished American philosopher and psychologist, and Blaise Pascal (1623
1662), the French philosopher and mathematician who devised what we now call
“Pascal’s wager.”

James: Pragmatic Faith

Contrary to his scientifically minded colleagues, James argues that sometimes we
may be justified in making a leap of faith to embrace a belief that is entirely unsup-
ported by evidence. In the absence of any evidence that could help us decide an is-
sue, when we are presented with a true choice between opposing beliefs (a “genuine
option”), believing on faith may be the rational thing to do. To James, a genuine
option is one that is live, forced, and momentous. A live option presents someone
with alternatives that he believes could possibly be actualized. A forced option is
one that is unavoidable because the two possibilities are mutually exclusive, and not
deciding is the same as choosing one of the alternatives. (An example from James is,
“Either accept this truth or go without it.”) A momentous option is one that really
matters, because the stakes are high, the decision is irreversible, or the choice offers a
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. When we are confronted with a genuine option with
no evidence to go by, James says, we have the right to let our “passional nature™—our
feelings and desires—decide.

James thus repudiates evidentialism, the view that we are justified in believing
something only if it is supported by sufficient evidence. In James’s day, the foremost
champion of evidentialism was W. K. Clifford, who declared, “It is wrong always,
everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.” In
other words, it is morally wrong to believe beyond the evidence. Against this position
James asserts, “Our passional nature not only lawfully may, but must, decide an op-
tion between propositions, whenever it is a genuine option that cannot by its nature
be decided on intellectual grounds.”*

To James, the decision to believe or not to believe in a divine reality (the “reli-
gious hypothesis”) is a genuine option that the intellect cannort help us decide. It is
indeed momentous, for “we are supposed to gain, even now, by our belief, and to
lose by our nonbelief, a certain vital good.”” The skeptic, out of fear of being wrong,
would have us refrain from believing and wait until evidence tilts one way or the
other. But James insists that the wiser choice—and the more advantageous—is to
believe the religious hypothesis, to refuse to forfeit your “sole chance in life of get-
ting upon the winning side.” Moreover, to discover whether a divine being exists,
we may first have to have faith that it does. Unless we first believe, we may not be
able to confirm the truth through our own experience. One who insists on evidence

Belicve that life is worth
living, and your belicf will
help create that fact

— William James

Evidentialism is the view
that we are justified in
belicving something only if
it is supported by sufficient
cvidence.

The way to see by faith is
to shut the cye of reason.

—Benjamin Franklin
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before belief “might cut himself off forever from his only opportunity of making the
gods’ acquaintance.”
This is how James makes his case:

William James, “The Will to Believe”

Let us give the name of hypothesis to anything that may be proposed to our belief; and
just as the electricians speak of live and dead wires, let us speak of any hypothesis as
either live or dead. A live hypothesis is one which appeals as a real possibility to him to
whom it is proposed. If | ask you to believe in the Mahdi, the notion makes no electric
connection with your nature—it refuses to scintillate with any credibility at all. As an hy-
pothesis it is completely dead. To an Arab, however (even if he be not one of the Mahdi's
followers), the hypothesis is among the mind’s possibilities: it is alive. This shows that
deadness and liveness in an hypothesis are not intrinsic properties, but relations to
the individual thinker. They are measured by his willingness to act. The maximum of
liveness in an hypothesis means willingness to act irrevocably. Practically, that means
belief; but there is some believing tendency wherever there is willingness to act at all.

Next, let us call the decision between two hypotheses an option. Options may be
of several kinds. They may be—, living or dead; 2, forced or avoidable; 3, momentous or
trivial; and for our purposes we may call an option a genuine option when it is of the
forced, living and momentous kind.

1. A living option is one in which both hypotheses are live ones. If | say to you: “Be
a theosophist or be a Mohammedan,” it is probably a dead option, because for you
neither hypothesis is likely to be alive. But if | say “Be an agnostic or be a Christian” it
is otherwise: trained as you are, each hypothesis makes some appeal, however small,
to your belief.

2. Next, if | say to you: “Choose between going out with your umbrella or without
it,” 1 do not offer you a genuine option for it is not forced. You can easily avoid it by not
going out at all. Similarly, if | say “Either love me or hate me,” “Either call my theory
true or call it false,” your option is avoidable. You may remain indifferent to me, neither
loving nor hating, and you may decline to offer any judgment as to my theory. But if
| say “Either accept this truth or go without it,” | put on you a forced option for there
is no standing place outside of the alternative. Every dilemma based on a complete
logical disjunction, with no possibility of not choosing, is an option of this forced kind.

3. Finally, if | were Dr. Nansen and proposed to you to join my North Pole expedi-
tion, your option would be momentous; for this would probably be your only similar
opportunity, and your choice now would either exclude you from the North Pole sort of
immortality altogether or put at least the chance of it into your hands. He who refuses
to embrace a unique opportunity loses the prize as surely as if he tried and failed.
Per contra, the option is trivial when the opportunity is not unique, when the stake is
insignificant, or when the decision is reversible if it later proves unwise. Such trivial op-
tions abound in the scientific life. A chemist finds an hypothesis live enough to spend
a year in its verification: he believes in it to that extent. But if his experiments prove
inconclusive either way, he is quit for his loss of time, no vital harm being done.
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It will facilitate our discussion if we keep all these distinctions well in mind.

. ... It fortifies my soul to know

That, though | perish, Truth is so—

sings Clough, whilst Huxley exclaims: “My only consolation lies in the reflection
that, however bad our posterity may become, so long as they hold by the plain rule of
not pretending to believe what they have no reason to believe because it may be to their
advantage so to pretend [the word ‘pretend’ is surely here redundant], they will not have
reached the lowest depths of immorality.” And that delicious enfant terrible Clifford
writes: “Belief is desecrated when given to unproved and unquestioned statements,
for the solace and private pleasure of the believer. . . . Whoso would deserve well of his
fellows in this matter will guard the purity of his belief with a very fanaticism of jealous
care, lest at any time it should rest on an unworthy object, and catch a stain which can
never be wiped away. . . . If [a] belief has been accepted on insufficient evidence [even
though the belief be true, as Clifford on the same page explains], the pleasure is a sto-
len one. . . . It is sinful, because it is stolen in defiance of our duty to mankind. That
duty is to guard ourselves from such beliefs as from a pestilence, which may shortly
master our own body and then spread to the rest of the town. . . . It is wrong always,
everywhere, and for every one to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.”

All this strikes one as healthy, even when expressed, as by Clifford, with somewhat
too much of robustious pathos in the voice. Free-will and simple wishing do seem, in
the matter of our credences, to be only fifth wheels to the coach. Yet if anyone should
thereupon assume that intellectual insight is what remains after wish and will and
sentimental preference have taken wing, or that pure reason is what then settles our
opinions, he would fly quite as directly in the teeth of the facts. . . .

Here in this room, we all of us believe in molecules and the conservation of energy,
in democracy and necessary progress, in protestant Christianity and the duty of fight-
ing for “the doctrine of the immortal Monroe,” all for no reasons worthy of the name.
We see into these matters with no more inner clearness, and probably with much less,
than any disbeliever in them might possess. . . . Our reason is quite satisfied, in nine
hundred and ninety-nine cases out of every thousand of us, if it can find a few argu-
ments that will do to recite in case our credulity is criticized by some one else. Our
faith is faith in someone else’s faith, and in the greatest matters this is most the case.
Our belief in truth itself, for instance, that there is a truth, and that our minds and it
are made for each other,—what is it but a passionate affirmation of desire, in which
our social system backs us up? We want to have a truth; we want to believe that our
experiments and studies and discussions must put us in a continually better and better
position towards it; and on this line we agree to fight out our thinking lives. But if a pyr-
rhonistic sceptic asks us how we know all this, can our logic find a reply? No! Certainly
it cannot. It is just one volition against another,—we are willing to go in for life upon
a trust or assumption which he, for his part, does not care to make. . . . As a rule we
disbelieve all facts and theories for which we have no use. . . .

Evidently, then, our nonintellectual nature does influence our convictions. There
are passional tendencies and volitions which run before and others which come after
belief, and it is only the latter that are too late for the fair; and they are not too late when

“Faith” means not wanting
to know
—Friedrich Nietzsche

26 Do you agree

with Clifford that it is
immoral to believe any-
thing on insufficient
evidence? Why or why
not?
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© William James,
“The Will to Believe”

27 Is it ever rational
to believe something
without evidence?
James says yes; Clifford
says no. Who is right?

the previous passional work has been already in their own direction. Pascal’s argu-
ment, instead of being powerless, then seems a regular clincher, and is the last stroke
needed to make our faith in masses and holy water complete. The state of things is
evidently far from simple; and pure insight and logic, whatever they might do ideally,
are not the only things that really do produce our creeds.

v

Our next duty, having recognized this mixed up state of affairs, is to ask whether it be
simply reprehensible and pathological, or whether, on the contrary, we must treat it as
a normal element in making up our minds. The thesis | defend is, briefly stated, this:
Our passional nature not only lawfully may, but must, decide an option between proposi-
tions, whenever it is a genuine option that cannot by its nature be decided on intellectual
grounds; for to say, under such circumstances, “Do not decide, but leave the question
open,” is itself a passional decision just like deciding yes or no,—and is attended with the
same risk of losing the truth. . . .

vil

... There are two ways of looking at our duty in the matter of opinion,—ways entirely
different, and yet ways about whose difference the theory of knowledge seems hitherto
to have shown very little concern. We must know the truth; and we must avoid error,—
these are our first and great commandments as would-be knowers; but they are not
two ways of stating an identical commandment, they are two separable laws. Although
it may indeed happen that when we believe the truth A, we escape as an incidental
consequence from believing the falsehood B, it hardly ever happens that by merely
disbelieving B we necessarily believe A. We may in escaping B fall into believing other
falsehoods, C or D, just as bad as B; or we may escape B by not believing anything at
all, not even A.

Believe truth! Shun errorl—these, we see, are two materially different laws; and by
choosing between them we may end by colouring differently our whole intellectual life.
We may regard the chase for truth as paramount, and the avoidance of error as second-
ary; or we may, on the other hand, treat the avoidance of error as more imperative, and
let truth take its chance. Clifford, in the instructive passage which | have quoted, exhorts
us to the latter course. Believe nothing, he tells us, keep your mind in suspense forever,
rather than by closing it on insufficient evidence incur the awful risk of believing lies. You,
on the other hand, may think that the risk of being in error is a very small matter when
compared with the blessings of real knowledge, and be ready to be duped many times in
your investigation rather than postpone indefinitely the chance of guessing true. | myself
find it impossible to go with Clifford. We must remember that these feelings of our duty
about either truth or error are in any case only expressions of our passional life. Biologi-
cally considered, our minds are as ready to grind out falsehood as veracity, and he who
says “Better go without belief forever than believe a lie!” merely shows his own prepon-
derant private horror of becoming a dupe. He may be critical of many of his desires and
fears, but this fear he slavishly obeys. He cannot imagine anyone questioning its binding
force. For my own part, | have also a horror of being duped; but | can believe that worse
things than being duped may happen to a man in this world: so Clifford’s exhortation has
to my ears a thoroughly fantastic sound. It is like a general informing his soldiers that it is
better to keep out of battle forever than to risk a single wound. Not so are victories either
over enemies or over nature gained. Our errors are surely not such awfully solemn things.
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In a world where we are so certain to incur them in spite of all our caution, a certain light-
ness of heart seems healthier than this excessive nervousness on their behalf. At any rate,
it seems the fittest thing for the empiricist philosopher.

vin

.. The question next arises: Are there not somewhere forced options in our speculative
questions, and can we (as men who may be interested at least as much in positively
gaining truth as in merely escaping dupery) always wait with impunity till the coercive
evidence shall have arrived? It seems a priori improbable that the truth should be so
nicely adjusted to our needs and powers as that. In the great boardinghouse of nature,
the cakes and the butter and the syrup seldom come out so even and leave the plates
so clean. Indeed, we should view them with scientific suspicion if they did.

X

Moral questions immediately present themselves as questions whose solution cannot
wait for sensible proof. A moral question is a question not of what sensibly exists, but
of what is good, or would be good if it did exist. Science can tell us what exists; but to
compare the worths, both of what exists and of what does not exist, we must consult
not science, but what Pascal calls our heart. Science herself consults her heart when
she lays it down that the infinite ascertainment of fact and correction of false belief are
the supreme goods for man. Challenge the statement and science can only repeat it
oracularly, or else prove it by showing that such ascertainment and correction bring
man all sorts of other goods which man’s heart in turn declares. The question of having
moral beliefs at all or not having them is decided by our will. Are our moral preferences
true or false, or are they only odd biological phenomena, making things good or bad
for us, but in themselves indifferent> How can your pure intellect decide? If your heart
does not want a world of moral reality, your head will assuredly never make you believe
in one. Mephistophelian scepticism, indeed, will satisfy the head’s play-instincts much
better than any rigorous idealism can. Some men (even at the student age) are so
naturally cool-hearted that the moralistic hypothesis never has for them any pungent
life, and in their supercilious presence the hot young moralist always feels strangely ill
at ease. The appearance of knowingness is on their side, of naiveté and gullibility on
his. Yet, in the inarticulate heart of him, he clings to it that he is not a dupe, and that
there is a realm in which (as Emerson says) all their wit and intellectual superiority is
no better than the cunning of a fox. Moral scepticism can no more be refuted or proved
by logic than intellectual scepticism can. When we stick to it that there is truth (be it of
either kind), we do so with our whole nature, and resolve to stand or fall by the results.
The sceptic with his whole nature adopts the doubting attitude; but which of us is the
wiser, Omniscience only knows.

Turn now from these wide questions of good to a certain class of questions of fact,
questions concerning personal relations, states of mind between one man and another.
Do you like me or not?—for example. Whether you do or not depends, in countless in-
stances, on whether | meet you halfway, am willing to assume that you must like me,
and show you trust and expectation. The previous faith on my part in your liking’s exis-
tence is in such cases what makes your liking come. But if | stand aloof, and refuse to
budge an inch until | have objective evidence, until you shall have done something apt,
as the absolutists say, ad extorquendum assensum meum, ten to one your liking never
comes. How many women's hearts are vanquished by the mere sanguine insistence

I respect faith, but doubr
is what gets you an
cducarion.

—Wilson Mizner

28 Are the beliefs
involved in James's
do-you-like-me exam-
ple really groundless?
Or are they backed
by basic principles of
human psychology?





image24.jpg
104 Chapter2 God and Religion

Figure 2.14 s it your faith that can change
others’ attitudes, or is it your behavior?

William James,
“The Wil to Believe”

29 James assumes that
we are better off in
this life if we believe
the religious hypothesis
than if we don't. Is this
assumption correct?
What evidence can you
bring to bear on this
question?

of some man that they must love him! He will not consent to the
hypothesis that they cannot. The desire for a certain kind of truth
here brings about that special truth’s existence; and so it is in in-
numerable cases of other sorts. Who gains promotions, boons,
appointments, but the man in whose life they are seen to play
the part of live hypotheses, who discounts them, sacrifices other
things for their sake before they have come, and takes risks for
them in advance? His faith acts on the powers above him as a
claim, and creates its own verification. . . .

There are, then, cases where a fact cannot come at all unless
a preliminary faith exists in it coming. And where faith in a fact can
help create the fact, that would be an insane logic which should
say that faith running ahead of scientific evidence is the “lowest
kind of immorality” into which a thinking being can fall. Yet such
is the logic by which our scientific absolutists pretend to regulate
our lives!

X

In truths dependent on our personal action, then, faith based on
desire is certainly a lawful and possibly an indispensable thing.

But now, it will be said, these are all childish human cases,
and have nothing to do with great cosmical matters, like the ques-
tion of religious faith. Let us then pass on to that. Religions differ so much in their
accidents that in discussing the religious question we must make it very generic and
broad. What then do we now mean by the religious hypothesis? Science says things
are; morality says some things are better than other things; and religion says essentially
two things.

First, she says that the best things are the more eternal things, the overlapping
things, the things in the universe that throw the last stone, so to speak, and say the
final word. “Perfection is eternal”—this phrase of Charles Secrétan seems a good way
of putting this first affirmation of religion, an affirmation which obviously cannot yet be
verified scientifically at all.

The second affirmation of religion is that we are better off even now if we believe
her first affirmation to be true.

Now let us consider what the logical elements of this situation are in case the
religious hypothesis in both its branches be really true. (Of course, we must admit that
possibility at the outset. If we are to discuss the question at all, it must involve a living
option. If for any of you religion be a hypothesis that cannot, by any living possibility be
true, then you need go no farther. | speak to the ‘saving remnant’ alone.) So proceed-
ing, we see, first, that religion offers itself as a momentous option. We are supposed
to gain, even now, by our belief, and to lose by our nonbelief, a certain vital good. Sec-
ondly, religion is a forced option so far as that good goes. We cannot escape the issue by
remaining sceptical and waiting for more light, because, although we do avoid error in
that way if religion be untrue, we lose the good, if it be true, just as certainly as if we posi-
tively chose to disbelieve. It is as if a man should hesitate indefinitely to ask a certain
woman to marry him because he was not perfectly sure that she would prove an angel
after he brought her home. Would he not cut himself off from that particular angel-
possibility as decisively as if he went and married someone else? Scepticism, then, is
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not avoidance of option; it is option of a certain particular kind of risk. Better risk loss
of truth than chance of error,—that is your faith-vetoer’s exact position. He is actively
playing his stake as much as the believer is; he is backing the field against the religious
hypothesis, just as the believer is backing the religious hypothesis against the field. To
preach scepticism to us as a duty until ‘sufficient evidence’ for religion be found, is
tantamount therefore to telling us, when in presence of the religious hypothesis, that
to yield to our fear of its being error is wiser and better than to yield to our hope that
it may be true. It is not intellect against all passions, then; it is only intellect with one
passion laying down its law. And by what, forsooth, is the supreme wisdom of this pas-
sion warranted? Dupery for dupery, what proof is there that dupery through hope is so
much worse than dupery through fear? 1, for one, can see no proof; and | simply refuse
obedience to the scientist’s command to imitate his kind of option, in a case where my
own stake is important enough to give me the right to choose my own form of risk. If
religion be true and the evidence for it be still insufficient, | do not wish, by putting your
extinguisher upon my nature (which feels to me as if it had after all some business in
this matter), to forfeit my sole chance in life of getting upon the winning side,—that
chance depending, of course, on my willingness to run the risk of acting as if my pas-
sional need of taking the world religiously might be prophetic and right.

All this is on the supposition that it really may be prophetic and right, and that,
even to us who are discussing the matter, religion is a live hypothesis which may be
true. Now to most of us religion comes in a still farther way that makes a veto on our
active faith even more illogical. The more perfect and more eternal aspect of the uni-
verse is represented in our religions as having personal form. The universe is no longer
a mere It to us, but a Thou, if we are religious; and any relation that may be possible
from person to person might be possible here. For instance, although in one sense we
are passive portions of the universe, in another we show a curious autonomy, as if we
were small active centers on our own account. We feel, too, as if the appeal of religion
to us were made to our own active good-will as if evidence might be forever withheld
from us unless we met the hypothesis halfway. To take a trivial illustration: just as a
man who in a company of gentlemen made no advances, asked a warrant for every
concession, and believed no one’s word without proof, would cut himself off by such
churlishness from all the social rewards that a more trusting spirit would earn,—so
here, one who should shut himself up in snarling logicality and try to make the gods
extort his recognition willy-nilly, or not get it at all, might cut himself off forever from
his only opportunity of making the gods’ acquaintance. This feeling, forced on us we
know not whence, that by obstinately believing that there are gods (although not to do
so0 would be so easy both for our logic and our life) we are doing the universe the deep-
est service we can, seems part of the living essence of the religious hypothesis. If the
hypothesis were true in all its parts, including this one, then pure intellectualism, with
its veto on our making willing advances, would be an absurdity; and some participa-
tion of our sympathetic nature would be logically required. | therefore, for one, cannot
see my way to accepting the agnostic rules for truth-seeking, or willfully agree to keep
my willing nature out of the game. | cannot do so for this plain reason, that a rule of
thinking which would absolutely prevent me from acknowledging certain kinds of truth if
those kinds of truth were really there, would be an irrational rule. That for me is the long
and short of the formal logic of the situation, no matter what the kinds of truth might
materially be.**

30 s it reasonable to
expect that by first
having faith in God
you can confirm his
existence in your expe-
rience? Would having
faith before you get
confirmation distort
this method of inquiry
and bias the results?
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Faith indeed tells what the
senses do not tell, but not
the contrary of what they
see. It is above them and
not contrary to them.

—Blaise Pascal

Despite the eloquence of James’s argument, it has many detractors. For starters,
they deny his assumption that the claims of religion cannot be decided by argument
and evidence. As we have seen, many theists and atheists think that reason can in-
deed decide the issue of God’s existence, and the traditional arguments that we've
examined are attempts to do just that.

Others doubt James'’s assertion that it is better to believe the religious hypothesis
than not to believe it because by believing we acquire “even now . . . a certain vital
good.” He doesn’t say what this vital good is, but if he means something like a better
life, happiness, or spiritual satisfaction in this life, he seems to be on shaky ground.
It is not obvious that religious believers of any sort lead better, happier, or more sat-
isfying lives than nonbelievers.

Some have also taken issue with James’s notion of verifying through our experi-
ences the religious hypothesis by first believing it. Faith is supposed to be the prereq-
uisite for experiences that will enable us to confirm some divine re
say that having faith first is not likely to corroborate anything. Michael \hrun
explains the point this way:

Michael Martin, Atheism: A Philosophical Justification

James talks as if believing in God and seeing whether the hypothesis that God exists
is confirmed in one’s experience is like an experiment. But his procedure lacks an es-
sential element of standard experimental procedure: he does not seem to allow for
the disconfirmation of the hypothesis by the results of the experiment. Suppose one
believes in some god and yet no evidence of his existence is revealed in one’s experi-
ence. James does not entertain the possibility that this failure would count against the
hypothesis that this god exists.*

Pascal: Betting on God

Pascal thinks that reason is impotent in
helping us discern whether God exists.
“If there is a God,” he declares, “he is in-
finitely beyond our comprehension. . . .
We are therefore incapable of knowing
cither what he is, or if he is.”* So Pas-
cal insists that we can have only a prag-
matic justification for believing in God.
We should believe because believing is
advantageous; it is our best bet. “Pascal’s
wager” then says thatif we believe in God
and he really does exist, we win infinite
happiness; if we believe and he doesn’t
exist, we lose nothing. On the other
hand, if we don’t believe and he exists, ~ Figure 2.15 Blaise Pascal (1623-1662).
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‘ WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE?

Do You Live by Faith?

In urging others to accept the existence of God on faith rather than evidence, many contend
that all of us—theists, atheists, and agnostics—live by faith every day. Here is a typical state-

ment of this view:

In this physical world that we live in, we all live by faith, whether we know it
or not. For instance, we trust that our cars will start every morning to take
us to work. We trust that we will get paid on payday. Am | right? Well, you
know what, on the spiritual side of things, the Christian SHOULD live by
faith, too! . . . [As the scripture says] “Behold, his soul [which] is lifted up is

not upright in him: but the just shall live by his faith.”

Is it accurate to say that we have faith that these everyday events will oc-
cur? Or are we merely expecting them to occur based on good evidence—

our many previous experiences with the events?

we lose the infinite happiness that believing leads to; if we don't believe and he
doesn’t exist, we lose nothing. Thus, by believing in God, we have everything to gain
and nothing to lose—a bet that only an irrational person would turn down.

But what if you are an agnostic or atheist who wants to go along with this bet?
Can you believe in God simply by deciding to? Not likely. Pascal’s answer to this
problem is that those who want to believe can develop faith by behaving as if they
believe, by taking holy water, having masses said, and undertaking other religious
practices.

Here is Pascal laying out the wagering options:

Blaise Pascal, Pensees and Other Writings

Let us therefore examine this point, and say: God is, or is not. But towards which side
will we lean? Reason cannot decide anything. There is an infinite chaos separating us.
At the far end of this infinite distance a game is being played and the coin will come
down heads or tails. How will you wager? Reason cannot make you choose one way or
the other, reason cannot make you defend either of the two choices.

So do not accuse those who have made a choice of being wrong, for you know
nothing about it! “No, but | will blame them not for having made this choice, but for

31 1s it morally per-
missible to believe in
God just because it is
to your advantage to
believe? Why or why
not?

107




image26.jpg
108 Chapter2 God and Religion

32 1s it plausible that
God would look kindly
on atheists and agnos-
tics because they refuse
to believe without evi-
dence? After all, aren't
they simply using God's
gift of reason to arrive
at their decision?

The reason Pascal's wager
does not work is the same
reason why you should
never plan your retirement
on winning the lotto
—Massimo Pigliucci

Blaise Pascal,
Pensees and Other
Witings

having made any choice. For, though the one who chooses heads and the other one are
equally wrong, they are both wrong. The right thing is not to wager at all.”

Yes, but you have to wager. It is not up to you, you are already committed. Which
then will you choose? Let us see. Since you have to choose, let us see which interests
you the least. You have two things to lose: the truth and the good, and two things to
stake: your reason and will, your knowledge and beatitude; and your nature has two
things to avoid: error and wretchedness. Your reason is not hurt more by choosing
one rather than the other, since you do have to make the choice. That is one point
disposed of. But your beatitude? Let us weigh up the gain and the loss by calling
heads that God exists. Let us assess the two cases: if you win, you win everything;
if you lose, you lose nothing. Wager that he exists then, without hesitating! “This
is wonderful. Yes, | must wager. But perhaps | am betting too much.” Let us see.
Since there is an equal chance of gain and loss, if you won only two lives instead of
one, you could still put on a bet. But if there were three lives to win, you would have
to play (since you must necessarily play), and you would be unwise, once forced to
play, not to chance your life to win three in a game where there is an equal chance
of losing and winning. But there is an eternity of life and happiness. And that being
so, even though there were an infinite number of chances of which only one were
in your favour, you would still be right to wager one in order to win two, and you
would be acting wrongly, since you are obliged to play, by refusing to stake one life
against three in a game where out of an infinite number of chances there is one in
your favour, if there were an infinitely happy infinity of life to be won. But here there
is an infinitely happy infinity of life to be won, one chance of winning against a finite
number of chances of losing, and what you are staking is finite. That removes all
choice: wherever there is infinity and where there is no infinity of chances of losing
against one of winning, there is no scope for wavering, you have to chance every-
thing. And thus, as you are forced to gamble, you have to have discarded reason if
you cling onto your life, rather than risk it for the infinite prize which is just as likely
to happen as the loss of nothingness.*'

Would you take this bet? Many philosophers would not. They fault Pascal for as-
suming only two alternatives (that his God exists and will bestow eternal happiness
on believers, or that his God does not exist) and ignoring countless other possibili-
ties. By his own lights, Pascal should take these other possibilities seriously if we are
as ignorant of God’s nature as he says. Consider: (1) that God ignores or punishes
those who believe for self-serving reasons; (2) that God favors honest doubters who
use their God-given power of reasoning to believe only according to the evidence;
(3) that nothing people do or believe matters because they are predestined by God to
go to heaven or hell; (4) that God hates people who gamble; (5) that people are re-
warded for believing not in Pascal’s Christian God, but in Yahweh, Apollo, Krishna,
Ammon, Odin, or Shiva; or (6) that God is malicious, withholding eternal happi-
ness from both nonbelievers and believers alike. Critics say that if we take such pros-

pects into account, Pascal’s wager loses its force and cultivating faith for pragmatic

reasons seems unreasonable.

WRITING TO UNDERSTAND:
CRITIQUING PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS SECTION 2.5

. Do you agree with James that faith in the religious hypothesis can
bring about a “vital good” in one’s life now? What evidence can you
cite to back up your answer? For example, is there evidence showing
that those who accept the religious hypothesis are happier than those
who don'??

. Suppose it is true that sometimes, as James says, “faith in a fact can
help create the fact.” Is the existence of God one of the facts that we
can create by believing it?

. Is evidentialism true? Are we sometimes justified in believing some-
thing even if it is unsupported by evidence? If so, in what situations?
If not, why not?

. Suppose God is a vicious deity who inflicts eternal punishment on
anyone who believes in him and grants eternal bliss to anyone who
refuses to believe in him. How would Pascal’s wager apply to belief
regarding such a deity?

. Evaluate this quotation from Alan Dershowitz: “I have always con-
sidered ‘Pascal’s Wager’ as a questionable bet to place, since any God
worth believing in would prefer an honest agnostic to a calculating
hypocrite.”

2.6 EASTERN RELIGIONS

Eastern religious traditions—including Buddhism, Hinduism, Confucianism,
Daoism, Jainism, and many others—diverge from Western religions in ways that
both shock and intrigue those who trace their faith back to Moses, Muhammad, or
Christ. But both domains of religious belief are rich in philosophical thought. While
the West has used reason to defend or critique its religious doctrines, the East has
buile philosophical systems that try to plumb the depths of physical and spiritual
reality. In the expanse of Eastern religious thought, Western philosophers see both
drastically different conceptions of the world and many of their own ideas in new
form staring back at them.

Buddhism

In its own fashion, Buddhism typifies the ways that most Eastern traditions differ
from Western ones. Buddhism posits no creator God, no all-powerful, all-knowing
deity who rules the universe, takes an interest in humans, or answers prayers. It

Eastern Religions
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Figure 2.16 Siddhartha Gautama, the Buddha
(c. 563-483 sce).

Karma is the universal
principle that our actions
result in deserved pleasure
or pain in this life or the
next.

teaches that the Buddha himself was neither God nor the
child of a god. He was instead the ultimate teacher and an
example for all Buddhists to follow. In accordance with
the Buddha’s wishes, Buddhism has no central religious
authority. There is no Buddhist pope; there are only the
Buddha’s teachings. An individual achieves salvation not
through faith in God, but primarily through his or her
own efforts, by self-discipline and self-transformation.
Buddhists must work out their own salvation.

The term Buddhism disguises the religion’s complexi-
ties. Although Buddhists everywhere may hold in com-
mon some teachings of the Buddha, these core beliefs are
few, allowing a great many meandering trails within a
broad doctrinal highway. Buddhism therefore has no sin-
gle set of authorized practices or a common rulebook or
a universal statement of the articles of faith. Instead there
are many schools of thought and practice in Buddhism
(some would say Buddhisms), Zen Buddhism and Tibetan
Buddhism being only the most familiar.

During a time of wrenching social change and clash-
ing religious viewpoints, Buddhism arose in northern
India (now southern Nepal) in the sixth century BCE.
The spiritual landscape was dotted by religious and phil-
osophical worldviews of all sorts, with each one com-
peting for recognition and the allegiance of devotees.
The practices advocated by various groups included meditation, celibacy, animal

sacrifices, vegetarianism, nonviolence, worship of numerous gods, and asceticism
(the denial of physical comfort or pleasures for religious ends). Some believed in
rebirth and karma (the universal principle that our actions result in deserved plea-
sure or pain in this life or the next); some did not. Some accepted the notion of
spiritual progress through one’s own efforts; others denied it. Some thought that
the actions of humans are never done freely but are fated to occur; some insisted
that humans have free will. Into this chaos came the man destined to become
the Buddha (a title meaning “The Enlightened One”), born a prince in the tiny
kingdom of Sakya in northern India and given the name Siddhartha Gautama
(c. 563483 BCE). After many years of reflection and searching for ultimate wis-
dom, he attained enlightenment—what he believed was a perfect understanding
of the true nature of the universe, of life and death, and of suffering and liberation.

The teachings of the Buddha astonished many of his day who were used to

the doctrines and practices of Indian religions. In contrast to the orthodoxies of
the time, the Buddha rejected the caste system, extreme asceticism, the practice of] [e[ 136 of 498

animal sacrifice, the authority of the Vedas (Hindu scriptures), submission to the
Brahmins (members of the Hindu priestly caste), and the existence of the soul (@
permanent, unchanging identity). Contradicting the Hindu social conventions, he
taught that women should not be barred from the spiritual life he proposed—they

too could attain enlightenment. Contrary to doctrines of the major Western reli-
gious traditions, he was nontheistic in the sense that he had no use for the idea of
a personal creator God. He believed that gods, goddesses, and demons exist, but
that they are—like all other living things—finite, vulnerable, and mortal. They are
trapped in the cycle of death and rebirth just as humans are. He therefore renounced
religious devotion to any deity.

On some deep questions about the nature of reality—questions that most reli-
gions try to address—the Buddha was silent. He refused to conjecture about what
happens after death, whether the universe is eternal, whether it is infinite, whether
body and soul are the same thing, and what constitutes the divine. He taught that
such speculations are pointless, since they overlook what is truly important in exis-
tence: the fact of suffering and the path of liberation from it. A person who spends his
time trying to answer these imponderable questions, he said, is like 2 man struck by
an arrow who will not pull it out until he has determined all the mundane facts about
the arrow, bow, and archer—and dies needlessly while gathering the information.

The Buddha meant his teachings to be useful—a realistic, accurate appraisal of
our burdensome existence and how to rise above it. To an unusual extent, his ap-
proach was also rational and empirical. He tried to provide a reasonable explanation
for the problem of existence and offer a plausible solution. He thought that people
should not accept his views on faith but test them out through their own experience
in everyday life.

The Buddha’s system of teachings about the true nature of reality and how to
live correctly to transcend it is known as the dharma, the heart of which is the Four
Noble Truths:

1. Life is suffering.

2. Suffering is caused by desires (“craving” or “thirst”).

3. To banish suffering, banish desires.

4. Banish desires and end suffering by following the Noble Eightfold Path.

The First Noble Truth is that living brings suffering, or dukkba. In the tradi-
tional Buddhist way of putting it, “birth is painful, old age is painful, sickness is
painful, death is painful, sorrow, lamentation, dejection, and despair are painful.
Contact with unpleasant things is painful, not getting what one wishes is painful.”
Dukkha comes in small and large doses—from mild stress and frustration to the
agonies of devastating disease and the heartbreak of overwhelming loss and grief.
But in any dose, suffering is inherent to living: an inescapable cost of existence. An-
other aspect of dukkba is impermanence (anicca)—the fact that things do nor last,
that whatever pleasures we enjoy soon fade, that whatever we possess we eventually
lose, that whatever we do will be undone by time. The very transitory nature of life
brings suffering, dissatisfaction, and pain.

Dukkha also arises because of another fact of life: anatta, the impermanence
of the self, or not-self, or no-soul. A person—the “I” that we each refer to—is
merely an ever-changing, fleeting assemblage of mental states or processes. (The
Western philosopher David Hume argued for the same view of the self) And if
there is no permanent self, there is no way for any “I” to grope for happiness,
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Do not belicve in anything
simply because you have
heard it. Do not believe in
traditions simply because
they have been handed
down for many genera
tions. . .. Do not believe
in anything simply because

it is found written in your

when, after obscrvation
and analysis, you find
anything that agrees with
reason, and is conducive
to the good and bencfit of
onc and all, then accept it
and live up to it

—The Buddha’s Kalama Sutra

The dharma is the Bud-
dhas system of teachings
about the true nature of
reality and how to live cor-
rectly to transcend it.

You must be your own
lamps, be your own
refuges. Take refuge in
nothing outside yourselves
Hold firm to the truth asa
lamp and a refuge, and do
not look for refuge to any-
thing besides yo

—The Buddha
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Do not dwell in the past
do not dream of the fu
ture, concentrate the mind
on the present moment.

—The Buddha

33 Contrast the Bud-
dhist and Christian
views of the cause

of human suffering.
Which seems to you
more plausible?

Nirvana, or Enlighten-
ment, is the ultimate aim
of all Buddhist practice
and the final liberation
to which all the Buddha's
teachings point.

satisfaction, pleasure, contentment, or anything else. The thought of not-self
frightens people, but to most Buddhists, anatta is a very soothing doctrine. As
one Buddhist monk says,

Ajahn Sumedho, Buddha-Nature

When you open the mind to the truth, then you realize there is nothing to fear. What
arises passes away, what is born dies, and is not self—so that our sense of being
caught in an identity with this human body fades out. We don’t see ourselves as some
isolated, alienated entity lost in a mysterious and frightening universe. We don’t feel
overwhelmed by it, trying to find a little piece of it that we can grasp and feel safe with,
because we feel at peace with it. Then we have merged with the Truth.

This focus on dukkha may seem like a dreary perspective on life, but it sets the
stage for the Buddha’s more optimistic views on the ultimate conquest of suffering.
His message is not that we are doomed to unremitting suffering, but that there is a
way to escape our torment, to attain true and lasting happiness.

The Second Noble Truth is that the cause of dukkha is selfish desire (“craving”
or “thirst”)—desire for things that we can never obtain, no matter how hard we try.
We desire possessions, pleasures, power, money, life, and more. We want things to be
different from what they are or to remain the way they are forever. But we can never
have any of these for long because everything is ephemeral, constantly changing. We
have no distinct, permanent identity; the “self” is no more than a locus of shifting,
flowing energy. Such an insubstantial, transient thing can never acquire anything
permanent, even if permanent objects exist. We desire this or that, but our desires
are continually frustrated. The result is discontent, unhappiness, and pain—dukkha.

The Third Noble Truth is that suffering can be extinguished if desire is extin-
guished. Dukkha will end if desire ends. To quench selfish desires and therefore to
end dukkha is to attain nirvana, the ultimate aim of all Buddhist practice and the
final liberation to which all the Buddha’s teachings point. It is the extinguishing of
the flames of attachment, delusion, and hatred; it is also the blossoming of content-
ment and inner peace, the “quietude of the heart.” The Buddhist scholar and monk

Walpola Rahula describes it like this:

Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha Taught

He who has realized the Truth, Nirvana, is the happiest being in the world. He is free
from all ‘complexes’ and obsessions, the worries and troubles that torment others.
His mental health is perfect. He does not repent the past, nor does he brood over the
future. He lives fully in the present. Therefore he appreciates and enjoys things in the
purest sense without self-projections. He is joyful, exultant, enjoying the pure life, his

faculties pleased, free from anxiety, serene and peaceful. As he is free from selfish de-
sire, hatred, ignorance, conceit, pride, and all such ‘defilements’, he is pure and gentle,
full of universal love, compassion, kindness, sympathy, understanding and tolerance.
His service to others is of the purest, for he has no thought of self. He gains nothing,
accumulates nothing, not even anything spiritual, because he is free from the illusion
of Self, and the ‘thirst’ for becoming .

Nirvana is manifested both in life and at death. In life, it is—as Rahula
suggests—a psychological and moral transformation and, ultimately, an enlightened
way of living. At death, for an enlightened one, the continuing cycle, or wheel, of
death and rebirth ends. Dukkba, the ever-recurring pain of existence, stops. And the
controlling force behind the turning wheel—karma—ceases. So nirvana’s quench-
ing of “defilements” not only quenches dukkha in life, but also terminates the repeat-
ing pattern of death—rebirth. Beyond this profound release, what nirvana entails at
one’s death is uncertain. The Buddha insisted that nirvana is beyond description and
impossible to imagine, for it is neither annihilation nor survival of a soul. He said
that people should devote themselves to attaining it rather than trying to plumb
its depths. Buddhist sources, however, refer to nirvana with words such as freedom,
absolute truth, peace, and bliss.

In Buddhism, one’s cycle of repeated deaths and rebirths—called samsara, or
“wandering”—is a painful process that can go on for millennia unless there is release
from it through nirvana. The thing that wanders from one life to the next (what we
refer to as “I”) is not an eternally existing, permanent soul, self,
or atman, but an ever-changing mix of personality fragments that
recombine in each new life. The Buddha’s classic illustration of
this point is a flame (the “I”) that is transferred from one candle to
another. Only one flame is passed among multiple candles, so there
is some continuity from one candle to the next. But the flame itself
is also different from moment to moment.

Karma is the universal principle that governs the character-
istics and quality of each rebirth, or future life. In the sense used
in Buddhism, karma is not a system of justice decreed by a God;
nor is it a cosmic force driven toward some purpose or goal. It is
essentially a law of nature, a universal fact about the effects of a be-
ing's past actions. Karma dictates that people’s deeds—their acts of
will or intentions—form their present character and determine the
general nature of their future lives. Good deeds (good karma) tend
to lead to more pleasant rebirths; bad deeds (bad karma) are likely
to yield less pleasant, even horrific, rebirths. Depending on karma,
then, a rebirth may occur at any one of several different levels—
from life in various hells to existence as an animal, ghost, human,
or god. Karma can also affect the guality of life at each level.

In the Buddha’s view of karma, through their own moral
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choices and acts people are free to try to change theirkarma andits  Eigure 2.17 Buddhist Temple of the Dawn
associated results, and no one is trapped in a given level of existence  in Bangkok, Thailand.
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Fig. 2.18 A Buddhist monk meditating.

PHILOSOPHY NOW

Does Buddhism  conflict
with science? For several
reasons, many Buddhists
believe it does not. First,
Buddhism is thought to be
empirical, just as science is.
The Buddha urged his fol-
lowers to take nothing on
faith but to test it out in their
own experience. The current
Dalai Lama has echoed this
sentiment: “If there’s good,
strong evidence from science
that such and such is the case
and this is contrary to Bud-
dhism, then we will change.”
In addition, some elements
of Buddhist cosmology seem to agree, at least superficially, with ideas in modern science: every
event has a cause, everything is connected or interdependent in some fundamental way, no
eternally immutable objects exist (the whole cosmos is in flux). And of course the principles of
Buddhist morality do not collide with science, because science is not in that line of work.

But philosophers of science would say something like this: science’s job is to test theo-
ries, and it judges the worth of theories according to certain criteria (including how well the
theory fits with existing theories or evidence, how many assumptions it makes, and whether
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it has successfully predicted any novel phenomena). If a theory is not needed to explain a
phenomenon (because science explains it better), the theory is discredited. Scientists would
reject the theory that Zeus causes lightning because they have much better theories to ex-
plain lightning. By this measure, scientists would say, many Buddhist theories would be
rejected—for example, hungry ghosts, demons, gods, spiritual realms, karma, and reincar-
nation or rebirth. And the evidence for such theories provided by the Buddhist’s direct expe-
rience (meditation or mystical practice) must also be rejected. We can accept truths acquired
through meditation or mysticism, says the scientist, only if they can be corroborated by our
usual tests based on reason and evidence—and these truths fail the test.

How can a Buddbhist respond to such allegations? Here are three ways: (1) the Buddhist
can, on various grounds, deny the scientific view altogether (or large parts of it); (2) the Bud-
dhist can agree with the scientists and reject Buddhism entirely; or (3) the Buddhist can em-
brace his or her religion but only after stripping out the scientifically dubious content. Some
who take this latter path may end up with 2 Buddhism that fits better with our scientific age,
and some may arrive at a purely secular Buddhism, accepting only ideas that are supported,
or at least not refuted, by science. The secular Buddhist, for example, may accept meditation
for its scientifically proven physiological and psychological benefits while embracing the
ethical content for its moral guidance.

Do you believe that Buddhism is in serious conflict with modern science?
Why or why not?

I've developed a new phi
losophy. . . . T only dread
one day at a time.
—Charles M. Schulz

34 The Buddha
assumes the doctrine
of reincarnation (the
transmigration of the
soul at death into a
new body). Is this view
plausible? Why or why
not?

forever. There is always the hope of rising to a higher point through spiritual effort or
of halting the cycle of rebirths altogether through nirvana.

The notions of rebirth and karma lead naturally to the Buddhist attitude of
compassion, tolerance, and kindness for all living things. After all, every being must
follow the karmic current, being reborn as many different creatures from the lowest
to the highest. Each human being has an implied empathetic connection with all
other beings (humans, animals, and others) because he or she is likely to have been
such beings at one time or another and to have endured the same kind of pain and
grief they have.

The Fourth Noble Truth says that the way to end dukkha and to attain nirvana
is to follow the Noble Eightfold Path. The Path consists of eight factors, or modes of
practice, whose purpose is the development, or perfection, of the three fundamental
aspects of Buddbhist life: wisdom, moral conduct, and mental discipline or focus. The
cight factors have been described as “steps,” as if they should be done in order, but

they are actually intended to be implemented in concert. Each one complements and
enhances the others, and a complete life cultivates them all. Together they consti-
tute a way of purposeful living that the Buddha is said to have discovered through
his own experience—the “Middle Way” or “Middle Path” between the extremes of
brutal asceticism and sensual self-indulgence. (Aristotle also taught that the good life
is a virtuous one balanced between having too much and not having enough.) Here
are the eight factors sorted into their three basic categories:

For the perfection of wisdom:

1. Right understanding is a deep understanding of the true nature of reality as
revealed in the Four Noble Truths. This kind of wisdom refers not just to an
intellectual grasp of the facts, but, more importantly, to profound insight that
penetrates to how things really are in themselves, insight gleaned experien-
tially through a trained mind free of spiritual impediments.

Lifc must be understood
backward. But it must be
lived forward.

—Soren Kierkegaard
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2. Right thought refers to the proper motivations underlying our thoughts and ac-
tions. Right motivations are selflessness, compassion, nonviolence, gentleness,
and love. They are directed not toward a few, but toward all living things.
Selfishness, hatred, violence, and malice undermine spiritual progress and
impede true wisdom.

For the perfection of moral conduct:

3. Right speech means refraining from lying, slander, gossip, unkind or rude
words, malicious or abusive talk, and idle or misleading assertions. Right
speech, then, is truthful, kind, and constructive, fostering harmony, trust,
and honesty.

. Right action involves following the Buddha’s Five Precepts: refraining from
(1) harming living beings (a principle known as ahimsa, “non-harm” or
“nonviolence”), (2) taking what is not given (stealing), (3) engaging in miscon-
duct regarding sexual or sensual pleasures, (4) lying or speaking falsely, and
(5) impairing the mind with intoxicating substances. To the Buddhist, these
precepts are not moral laws or commandments that demand strict adherence
as if they were laid down by divine authority. They are moral ideals to strive
for, affirmations to oneself for living a more compassionate, mindful life.

. Right livelihood means avoiding jobs or professions that involve harming
other living beings. These include occupations that traffic in weapons of war,
intoxicants, and poisons; that entail the buying and selling of human beings;
that cause harm or death to animals; and that involve greed, dishonesty, or
deception.

For the perfection of mental discipline:

6. Right effort is cultivating wholesome states of mind and eliminating or
minimizing unwholesome ones. It means fostering compassion, selflessness,
empathy, and understanding and banishing selfish desire, hatred, attachment,
and self-delusion.

. Right mindfulness refers to the development through meditation of an extraor-
dinary awareness of the functioning of one’s own body and mind. It yields
clear understanding of, and keen sensitivity to, one’s bodily processes, emo-
tional states, the attitudes and tendencies of the mind, and mental concepts
that may help or hinder spiritual progress.

. Right concentration is the development through meditation of a sublime inner
peace and profound mental tranquility. Such inner calm is thought to yield
insight.

Hinduism

Hinduism can claim to be the world’s oldest living religion (dating back three thousand
years) and the third largest (with about one billion adherents). Many observers are
amazed that it boasts of no common creed, founder, text, or deity. It comprises not
one mode of devotion but a confounding diversity of them. Offerings to deity im-
ages, the chanting of mantras, temple worship, sensual rites, mystical experiences,

ascetic privations, animal sacrifices—such practices may be embraced by
some Hindus and ignored by others, but the broad tent of Hinduism ac-
commodates them all. The sacred texts range from hymns to instructions
for conducting rituals to philosophical treatises, and these are revered or
disregarded to varying degrees by thousands of discrete religious groups. A
Hindu may bow to many gods (polytheism), one supreme God (monothe-
ism), one god among a whole pantheon (henotheism), or no gods whatso-
ever (atheism). And Hinduism’s gods are said to number over a million.

The Western traditions of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam are generally
faithful to a core of more or less coherent doctrines. Hinduism is different.
It’s a large, unwieldy family of beliefs and practices that seem reasonable
and practical to Hindus but perplexing and contradictory to outsiders. Yet
in the twenty-first century this family thrives both in its mother country
(India) and on foreign soil, has devotees in both the East and the West,
and influences the worldviews of persons high and low. And among this
cacophony of views, systems of philosophical reflection and even scriptures
containing philosophical speculation have their say.
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Figure 2.19 Stone carving of one
of India’s more popular deities—

Hinduism began in northwest India, emerging from a blend of native ~ Ganesha, the elephant-headed god.

religions and the religious traditions of an Indo-European people who mi-

grated there from central Asia. The indigenous populace established an advanced civ-
ilization that flourished in the Indus River region and beyond as early as 2500 BcE.
This Indus Valley civilization, as it is called, rivaled in many ways the Roman Em-
pire, which was to come later. It devised a writing system, erected planned cities,
and built impressive structures small and large—two-story houses, civic centers,
porticos, baths, bathrooms, stairways, drainage systems, and worship halls.

Around 1500 BCE, the migrating Indo-Europeans, called Aryans, moved into
northwest India, carrying their distinctive culture with them. Most importantly,
they brought their speech, from which was derived the ancient language of Sanskrit,
the medium of Hindu scripture. They were polytheistic, worshiping gods that were
thought to embody powerful elements of nature such as the sun, moon, and fire.
And they sacrificed animals (including horses) and proffered animal byproducts
(such as butter and milk) as offerings to these gods.

Aryan culture was partitioned into four social classes called varnas. From these,
the hereditary caste system was developed in Hindu society and still holds sway in
modern India, although it has been refined into thousands of subdivisions based on
social and occupational criteria. Traditionally the dominant class consisted of brah-
mins, the priests and teachers who alone could study and teach scripture. Brahmins
still play a priestly role and are prevalent among India’s professionals and civil servants.

For Hinduism, the most important result of the melding of the Aryan and Indus
Valley cultures was a set of sacred compositions known as the Vedas (“knowledge”),
regarded by almost all Hindus as eternal scripture and the essential reference point
for all forms of Hinduism. They were produced by the Aryans between 1500 and
600 BCE (what has been called the Vedic era), which makes these compositions In-
dia’s oldest existing literature. For thousands of years the Vedas were transmitted
orally from brahmin to brahmin until they were finally put into writing. They are

The great secret of true
success, of truc happiness,
is this: the man or woman
who asks for no return, the
perfectly unselfish person,
is the most successful
—Swami Vivekananda

In the morning I bathe my
intellect in the stupendous
and cosmogonal philoso-
phy of the Bhagavad-Gita,
in comparison with which
our modern world and its
literature scems puny and
trivial

—Henry David Thoreau

35 What is the caste
system? Why is its exist-
ence in modern India
controversial?

The Vedas arc carly Hindu
scripturcs, developed
between 1500 and 600 Bc.
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36 What is the
difference between
sruti and smriti? Does
the difference matter
much to Hindus?

‘The Upanishads are Vedic
literacure concerning the
sclf, Brahman, samsans,

and liberation.

Samsara is onc’s cycle
of repeated deaths and
rebirths.

Atman is onc’s soul or self.

I must confess to you that
when doubt haunts me,
when disappointments
stare me in the face, and
when I see not one ray of
light on the horizon, I turn
to the Bhagavad Gita and
find a verse to comfort me;
and I immediately begin
to smile in the midst of
overwhelming sorrow
—Mahatma Gandhi

said to be sruti (“that which was heard”)—revealed directly to Hindu seers (rishis)
and presumed to be of neither human nor divine authorship. Later scriptures are
thought to be smriti (“what is remembered”)—of human authorship. These consist
of commentaries and elaborations on the sruti. Hindus revere the Vedas, even though
the majority of adherents are ignorant of their content, and their meanings are stud-
ied mostly by the educated. In fact, most Hindu devotional practices are derived not
from the Vedas, but from the sacred texts that came later.

The Vedas consist of four collections, or books, of writings, each made up of
four sections. The four books are the Rig-Veda, the Yajur-Veda, the Sama-Veda, and
the Atharva-Veda. The sections are (1) sambitas: hymns, or chants, of praise or in-
vocation to the gods (including many Aryan deities), mostly to be uttered publicly
during sacrifices; (2) brahmanas: treatises on, and how-to instructions for, rituals;
(3) Aranyakas: “forest treatises” for those who seck a reclusive religious life; and
(4) the Upanishads: philosophical and religious speculations.

The oldest book is the Rig-Veda, which contains a section of over one thousand
ancient hymns, each one invoking a particular god or goddess—for example, Indra
(the ruler of heaven), Agni (the god of fire), and Varuna (the god of moral order in
the universe). Most of the hymns in the other books are taken from the Rig-Veda.

There are 123 Upanishads, but only 13 or 14 (called the principal Upanishads)
are revered by all Hindus. The Upanishads were the latest additions to the Vedas,
composed primarily from about 900 to 400 sCE during a time of intellectual and
religious unease. The ancient certainties—the authority of the brahmins, the status
of the Vedas, the caste system, the sacrificial rites, and the nature of the deities—were
being called into question. The Upanishads put these issues in a different light and
worked out some philosophical doctrines that became fundamental to Hinduism
right up to the twenty-first century.

In the early Vedas, there is an emphasis on improving one’s lot in life through
religious practice and faith in the gods. But in the Upanishads, the central aim is
release from this world. Specifically, the goal is liberation from samsara, one’s re-
peating cycle of deaths and rebirths. The essential Hindu belief is that at death, one’s
soul or self (atman) departs from the lifeless body and is reborn into a new body,
residing for a time until death, then being reborn in yet another physical form—a
dreary sequence that may be repeated for thousands of lifetimes. (Westerners call
this the doctrine of reincarnation.) And with each new incarnation comes the pain
of living and reliving all the miseries of mortal existence.

The force that regulates samsara is karma, the universal principle that governs
the characteristics and quality of each rebirth, or future life. Karma is like a law of
nature; it is simply the way the world works. It dictates that people’s actions and
intentions form their present character and determine the general nature of their
future lives. Good deeds (good karma) lead to more pleasant rebirths; bad deeds
(bad karma) beget less pleasant, even appalling, rebirths. Depending on karma, the
atman may be reborn into a human, an animal, an insect, or some other lowly crea-
ture. This repeating pattern of rebirth—death—rebirth continues because humans are
ignorant of the true nature of reality, of what is real and what is merely appearance.
They are enslaved by illusion (maya) and act accordingly, with predictable results.

According to the Upanishads, this ignorance and its painful consequences can
only be ended, and liberation (moksha) from samsara and karma can only be won,
through the freeing power of an ultimate, transcendent wisdom. This wisdom comes
when an atman realizes that the soul is not separate from the world or from other
souls but is one with the impersonal, all-pervading Spirit known as Brahman.
Brahman is the universe, yet Brahman transcends all space and time.

Brahman is eternal and thus so is the atman. Brahman is Absolute Reality,
and the atman is Brahman—a fact expressed in the famous adage “You are that
[Brahman],” or “You are divine.” The essential realization, then, is the oneness of
Brahman and afman. Once an individual fully understands this ultimate unity,
moksha occurs, samsara stops, and the atman attains full union with Brahman.

Achieving moksha is difficult, requiring great effort and involving many lifetimes
through long expanses of time. The Upanishads stress that Brahman is ineffable—it
cannot be described in words and must therefore be experienced directly through
several means: meditation, various forms of yoga (both mental and physical disci-
plines), and asceticism. The aim of these practices is to look inward and discern the
true nature of atman and its unity with Brahman. The rituals and sacrifices of the
carly Vedas are deemed superfluous.

As noted earlier, the sruti scriptures of the Vedic period (written roughly 1500
to 600 BCE) are thought to be of divine origin, revealed to the rishis, who received
them via an intuitive or mystical experience. Hindus regard the Vedas as authorita-
tive, eternal, and fixed. This canon remains as it was written, without further revela-
tions or later emendations. But after the Vedic period, the human-authored smriti
scriptures appeared. They too are venerated yet are considered less authoritative than
the Vedas. They are also open-ended, a sacred work in progress. Over the centuries
revered figures have added to them and continue to do so. But these facts have not
diminished the influence of the smriti scriptures, which have probably had a greater
impact on Hindu life than the Vedas have.

In Hindu scripture, newer writings generally do not supersede the old; they are
added to the ever-expanding canon. Thus many ideas and practices found in both
the Vedas and the post-Vedic scriptures are still relevant to contemporary Hinduism.
Likewise, the ancient Vedic gods and goddesses were never entirely replaced by dei-
ties that arose later in history. The pantheon was simply enlarged. Today many of the
old gods are ignored or deemphasized, while some of them are still revered.

The smriti material is voluminous and wide-ranging. It consists mainly of (1) the
epics (the Mahabharata and the Ramayana), (2) myths and legends (the Puranas),
and legal and moral codes (the Laws of Manu).

The great epics have served Indian and Hindu civilization much as Homer's lliad
and Odyssey served the ancient Greek and Hellenistic world: The stories express the
culture’s virtues, heroes, philosophy, and spiritual lessons. With eighteen volumi-
nous chapters (or books) and 100,000 verses, the Mahabharata is the longest poem
in existence, many times more extensive than the Christian Bible. Composed be-
tween 400 BCE and 400 CE, the epic recounts the ancient conflict between two great
families, both of which are descendants of the ruler of Bharata (northern India).
Their struggle culminates in a fateful battle at Kurukshetra. Among the warriors
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Brahman is the imper-
sonal, all-pervading spirit
that is the universe yet
transcends all space and
time. A brahmin is a pricst
or teacher; 2 man of the

priestly caste.

37 What is the dif-
ference between the
main goal in life as
presented in the early
Vedas and life's central
aim as discussed in the
Upanishads?

“The apparent multiplica-
tion of gods is bewildering
at the first glance, bur you
soon discover that they are
the same GOD. There is
always onc uttermost God
who defics personification.
This makes Hinduism the
most tolerant religion in
the world, because its one
transcendent God includes
all possible gods. In fact
Hinduism is so clastic and
so subtle that the most
profound Methodist, and
crudest idolater, arc cqually
at home with it

—George Bernard Shaw

38 What is the relation-
ship between Brahman
and atman? How are
moksha and samsara
related to Brahman?
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PHILOSOPHY NOW

The Caste System

Much of the social and religious landscape of modern India has been shaped by two-thousand-

year-old Hindu treatises on religious, legal, and moral duty (dharma), the most famous being

the Laws of Manu. (According to legend, all humans are descended from Manu, the original

man.) Completed by around the first century of the Common Era, the Laws provided the

basic outlines of India’s caste system, laid down a code of conduct for each social class, and
marked out the four stages
of life for upper-class Indian
men. The Laws, in effect, de-
fined the ideal Hindu society,
a framework that served as a
reference point for modern
laws and social rules in India
today.

India’s premodern Aryan
culture was divided into four
hierarchical classes called
varnas, which became the
basis of the four main castes

y of Hinduism. In later eras

Figure 2.20 Sisters who belong to the dalit caste in India.  these divisions were refined

into myriad subdivisions and

hardened to forbid social movement in one’s lifetime from one class to another. In modern

India both the four classes and the hundreds of subdivisions are referred to as castes; the sub-

divisions are also sometimes called jatis. These subcastes are based on occupation, kinship,

geography, and even sectarian affiliation, and they are especially influential in rural areas of

India. In general, caste protocol forbids members of one caste to marry members of another,
and interactions with people from another caste are often restricted.
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In ancient India the concepts of dharma and karma were central to the caste system, and
the same is true today. Each caste is prescribed a dharma, a set of duties mandated for that
caste. Theoretically no upward movement is possible during one’s lifetime, bur diligently
performing one’s dharma could lead to better karma and a higher-level rebirth in the next life.

Eventually the caste system was modified to include a fifth group—the “untouchables,” or
dalits (“oppressed ones”), who are thought to be “too polluting” to be included in any of the higher
castes. This group comprises those who do “polluting” work such as sweeping streets; deaning
wilets; and handling leather, human waste, or dead bodies. The term “untouchables” comes from
the traditional Hindu idea that upper-class persons who touch someone from the lowest class will
be polluted and must therefore perform rituals to cleanse themselves. For generations dalits have
been subjected to violence and discrimination—and they still are even in modern India, even
though the untouchable class has been officially outlawed. Mohandas Gandhi called the dalits
the “children of God” and advocated for their rights and their equal status in society.

In recent years the caste system has drawn fire from many critics. The main complaint
is that the system is inherently unfair. The plight of the dalits is just one example. The Laws
of Manu mandate a lower status for the lowest class, and caste hierarchy itself implies that
some people are inherently less worthy than others, or that some deserve better treatment
under the law than others, or that the highest classes are privileged and therefore should get
special treatment. In practice, caste rules are not as rigid, and adherence to caste rules is not
as widespread, as their advocates might prefer. The influence of caste in people’s daily lives is
weak in urban areas and much stronger in the countryside.

What do you think the civil rights leader Martin Luther King would say
about India’s caste system and the treatment of the dalits? Do you think the
caste system is morally wrong? If so, what are your reasons?

‘The Bhagavad-Gita is
the most highly vencrated
and influcntial scriprure in
Hinduism.

who are to fight there is the war hero Arjuna, who has serious misgivings about a
battle that will pit brothers against brothers and cousins against cousins. Before the
fight begins, as Arjuna contemplates the bloody fratricide to come, he throws down

his bow in anguish and despair. He turns to his charioteer, Krishna—who in fact is
God incarnate—and asks whether it is right to fight against his own kin in such a
massive bloodletting. The conversation that then takes place between Krishna and
Arjuna constitutes the most famous part of the Mahabharata: the Bhagavad-Gita,
the most highly venerated and influential book in Hinduism.

The seven-hundred-verse Bhagavad-Gita (Song of the Lord) is no mere war

story. In dramatic fashion, it confronts the moral and philosophical questions and

conflicts that arise in Hindu concepts and practice—in devotion to the gods, the
caste system, obligations to family, duties in time of war, the nature of the soul, the
concept of Brahman, and the correct paths toward moksha.

In the Gita, we get a new account of the nature of God. In the Upanishads, Brah-
man is the impersonal Ultimate Reality, or World-Soul, pervading and constituting
the universe but aloof from humans and their concerns. But Krishna turns out to be
the Supreme Being incarnate, a personal deity who loves and cares for humans and
who often takes human form to help them.

Throughout history, many Hindus have believed there is only one path to
liberation—solely through meditation or only through asceticism, for example. But

In the great books of
India, an empire spoke to
us, nothing small or un
worthy, but large, serene,
consistent, the voice of an
nce, which in
and climate
and thus
of the questions
us

—Ralph Waldo Emerson
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India has two million gods,
and worships them all. In
religion all other countrics
are paupers; India is the
only millionaire.

—Mark Twain

in the Gita, Krishna insists that several paths (marga) can lead to moksha, a view that
fits well with modern Hinduism. (Since these paths amount to spiritual disciplines,
they are also referred to as forms of yoga.) Today there is a general awareness of mul-
tiple paths to liberation, each appropriate for a particular kind of person.

The path to liberation that Krishna speaks of most often is devotion to a personal
god (bhakti-marga), the path chosen by most Hindus. Bhakti-marga entails over-
whelming love and adoration of one’s favored manifestation of God. The candidates
for adoration are many—Krishna, Vishnu, Shiva, Varuna, Indra, Ganesha, Kali,
and many other deities. The Hindu view of bhakti is that to love one of these finite
manifestations of God is to move closer to the infinite God of everything. Brahman
is supreme but impersonal. It is difficult to adore the all-encompassing essence of all
that is; it is easier to love one of God’s incarnations represented in countless earthly
images. Thus a Hindu may bring an offering of flowers to a stone image of Krishna
and pray for help or healing, expecting that Krishna himself will be pleased and
perhaps answer the plea. The devotee will feel that moksha is a little closer and that
Brahman is a little nearer.

Hinduism contains complex systems, or schools (darshana), of philosophical re-
flection offered by ancient sages and commentators. To immerse oneself in one of
these is to follow the path of knowledge (jnana-marga), a route taken by only a
minority of Hindus. The schools include six major orthodox ones, some of which
appeared as far back as 500 BCE: Samkhya (probably the oldest), Yoga, Nyaya, Vais-
esika, Mimamsa, and Vedanta. They all differ in important ways but presuppose
the authority of the Vedas; accept the doctrines of reincarnation (the cycle of birth
and death) and moksha (liberation); and set forth their doctrines in discourses, or
books (sutras).

The Nyaya school focuses on developing a theory of knowledge (epistemol-
ogy) and a system of logical proof that can yield indubitable truths. Some early

Nyaya scholars were atheistic (as was Gautama), but later ones added
the concept of a supreme divinity. The Vedanta school maintains a thor-
oughgoing monism (nondualism, advaita), claiming that reality con-
sists not of two kinds of essential stuff (as the dualistic Samkhya school
holds), but of only one kind, and this kind is Brahman, who alone is
real. Brahman is all, and the self is identical to Brahman. The most
influential proponent of this view was Shankara (788-820 ck). He ar-
gued that people persist in believing they are separate from Brahman
because of maya—illusion. Only by shattering this ignorance with
knowledge of true reality can they escape the torturous cycle of death and
rebirth. The Samkhya school, in contrast, sees the world as dualistic—
that is, consisting of two kinds of stuff or essences: spirit and matter. In
its earlier forms, the school was atheistic in that it rejected the notion
of a personal god; theistic elements were introduced later. The central
belief of this view is that myriad souls are lodged in matter, and to
be dislodged is to attain blissful liberation. The Yoga school accepts

Figure 2.21 Reading the Vedictexts.  the philosophical outlook of Samkhya regarding spirit, matter, and

liberation but goes further in emphasizing meditative and physical techniques for
binding the spirit to Brahman and thus achieving moksha. It also makes room for
a qualified theism.

Daoism

For two thousand years Daoism (or Taoism) has been molding Chinese culture and
changing the character of religions in the East. It has both philosophical and re-
ligious sides, and each of these has many permutations. It gets its name from the
impossible-to-define notion of Dao, which has been translated as the “Way” or the
“Way of Nature.” Daoism is said to have been founded by Lao-Tzu, the supposed
author of the classical Daoist text the Tao-te ching (Classic of the Way and Its Power),
destined to become, along with Confucius’s Analects, one of the two most respected
books of Chinese writings. Scholars are unsure whether Lao-Tzu is a historical figure
or a product of legend, but most agree that if Lao-Tzu was real, he probably lived in
the sixth century BCE and may have been a contemporary of Confucius. The second
most important text in philosophical Daoism is the Chuang Tzu, named after its
presumed author. Regardless of their authorship, these two books laid the ground-
work for a Daoism philosophy that influenced Chinese thinkers and nobles and has
shaped the worldviews of the Chinese right up to the present.

The Dao (pronounced dow) is the mysterious first principle of the universe: It is
the eternal source of all that is real and the invisible process and underpinning of
the world. It is the Way—the impersonal power that gives order and stability to the
cosmos. Like the force of gravity, the Dao holds everything together, gives shape and
structure to what is, and determines the way that everything must go. The Chuang
Tzu characterizes the Dao as literally everything—it is the whole of all that exists,
and we are of this whole. The Chuang Tzu asserts:

®
Chuang Tzu, All Things Are One

In the universe, all things are one. For him who can but realize his indissoluble unity
with the whole, the parts of his body mean no more than so much dust and dirt, and
death and life, end and beginning, are no more to him than the succession of day and
night. They are powerless to disturb his tranquility.ss

When it comes to the concept of the Dao, the West seems to parallel the East.
The pre-Socratic Greek philosopher Heraclitus declared that there is a source
of all that exists, the fount of rationality, a first principle of the cosmos that he
called logos. And there are hints of similar cosmic forces elsewhere in Western
thought—in Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover, for example, and in Christianity’s om-
nipotent God.
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Knowing others is intel-
ligence; knowing yourself
is truc wisdom. Mastering
others is strength; master-
ing yoursclf is true power.
If you realize that you have
enough, you are truly rich
—LaoTa
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If the descriptions of the Dao seem obscure or perplexing, it cannot be other-
wise, the Daoist would say. For the Dao is beyond words; it is “nameless” (unname-
able) and thus can only be hinted at. As the Tao-te ching says,

Lao-Tzu, Tao-te ching

The way that can be spoken of

Is not the constant way;

The name that can be named

Is not the constant name.

The nameless was the beginning of heaven and earth;
The named was the mother of the myriad creatures. . . .
There is a thing confusedly formed,

Born before heaven and earth.

Silent and void

It stands alone and does not change,

Goes round and does not weary.

It is capable of being the mother of the world.

| know not its name

So | style it “the way.”

1 give it the makeshift name of “the great.”

A fundamental notion in Daoism is that since everything and everyone is subject
to the power of the Dao, since nothing can withstand its inexorable flow, the best
human life is one lived in harmony with it. To live well is to go with the current of
the Dao; to struggle against the stream is to invite discord, strife, and woe. The good
Daoist, then, discerns the way of nature, the “grain of the universe,” and lets the
cosmic order guide his or her life.

Living in harmony with the Dao means realizing the virtue of wu-wei—active
inaction, or effortless action. This paradoxical attitude does not amount to passivity
or apathy. According to some scholars it suggests acting effortlessly without straining
or struggling and without feverish obsession with the objects of desire. To others it
implies acting naturally, spontaneously, without predetermined ideas of how things
should go. Thus the Daoist does not try to take charge of a problem, for that often
just makes matters worse. She instead acts instinctively and efficiently, letting the
solution unfold naturally, waiting for the right moment, harnessing the flow of the
Dao by using the natural momentum in the situation, letting change happen by
doing nothing. The Daoist is wise like the fighter who rolls with a punch, using its
force to come round and return the blow, expending almost no energy of her own.
In cither interpretation, the point is not to interfere with nature but to let nature
follow its own path.

Daoists differ on exactly what practices wu-wei implies. To many it suggests
a rejection of worldly pleasures or a disregard for society and its conventions and

values (like those stressed in Confucianism). The Tao-te ching makes explicit this
abhorrence of regimented life:

Lao-Tzu, Tao-te ching

Exterminate the sage, discard the wise,

And the people will benefit a hundredfold;

Exterminate benevolence, discard rectitude,

And the people will again be filial;

Exterminate ingenuity, discard profit,

And there will be no more thieves and bandits.

These three, being false adornments, are not enough

And the people must have something to which they can attach themselves:
Exhibit the unadorned and embrace the uncarved block,

Have little thought of self and as few desires as possible.”

To some Daoists, wu-wei implies the opposite: a Daoism consistent with the
demands of everyday life and Confucian values.
Lao-Tzu says that even in matters of governance, struggle and strain are useless,

but wu-wei accomplishes much:

Lao-Tzu, Tao-te ching

Govern the state by being straightforward;

Wage war by being crafty;

But win the empire by not being meddlesome.

How do | know that it is like that?

By means of this.

The more taboos there are in the empire

The poorer the people;

The more sharpened tools the people have

The more benighted the state;

The more skills the people have

The further novelties multiply;

The better known the laws and edicts

The more thieves and robbers there are.

Hence the sage says,

| take no action and the people are transformed of themselves;
I prefer stillness and the people are rectified of themselves;

| am not meddlesome and the people prosper of themselves;

| am free from desire and the people of themselves become simple like the uncarved

block:* O
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A man with ourward
courage dares to dic;

a man with inner courage
dares to live

—Lao-Tzu
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In the Tao-te ching, wu-wei seems to imply a nearly invisible, hands-off, small-scale
government. The job of the wise ruler is to shield the people from excessive regulation,
overbearing laws and decrees, and unsettling ideas. Such policies may bring people
closer to the natural order, but they have also been criticized as a recipe for despotism.

WRITING TO UNDERSTAND:
CRITIQUING PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS SECTION 2.6

. The central aim of Buddhism is to quench all desire. What would
be the moral implications of a life in which that goal is successfully
achieved?

. What is your opinion of the Buddhist doctrines of karma and rebirth?
Do they seem plausible? What is your judgment based on—personal
experience, faith, science, or philosophical or logical considerations?

. Do you agree with some critics of Hinduism that the caste system is
inherently unjust? Why or why not?

. What is the ultimate goal in life according to Daoism?

. What is the Buddhist view of the self? How does it differ from the
Christian view? What evidence or argument can be used to support
cach view?

Review Notes
2.1 OVERVIEW: GOD AND PHILOSOPHY

* The impact of religion on the world is reason enough to examine its claims criti-
cally and dispassionately—that is, philosophically. To judge the worth of any reli-
gious claims, we need the objective stance and critical reasoning of philosophical
inquiry—to ask whether the claims are supported by good reasons.

2.2 ARGUMENTS FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

* Cosmological arguments begin with the empirical fact that the universe, or one of
its essential properties, exists—and end with the conclusion that only God could be
responsible for this fact. For example, in his first-cause argument, Aquinas contends
that some things in the universe are caused to exist, and that nothing can cause
itself to exist or come into being through an infinite series of causes. So there must
be a first uncaused cause of everything—and this first uncaused cause is God. Using
the Big Bang as a starting point, Craig defends the Kalam cosmological argument.

* Teleological, or design, arguments for the existence of God reason that since the
world seems to show signs of purposeful design, it most likely was purposefully
designed—that is, intentionally made by an intelligent being, which we call God.
Paley articulates the classic design argument, and Hume contends, among other
things, that such arguments fail because the analogy is weak and demonstrates only
that the universe has a designer, which may not be the traditional God of theism.

* Ontological arguments appeal not to the empirical facts about the cosmos, but to
the concept of God itself. From the definition of God, we try to prove with logic
alone that a supreme deity is a reality. Anselm was the first to articulate such an
argument, and other versions have followed, all of which have been subjected to
critical scrutiny.

2.3 GOD AND THE PROBLEM OF EVIL

 The argument from evil says that if an all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-good God
existed, unnecessary evil would not exist. An all-powerful and all-knowing God
would know about, and be able to prevent, evil, and an all-good God would want
to prevent it. But there is in fact unnecessary evil in the world. Many have offered
counterarguments, or theodicies, to the argument from evil, denying that unneces-
sary evil exists in the world.

2.4 THEISM AND RELIGIOUS EXPERIENCE

* Some put forth an argument from religious experience: Religious experiences occur
in which God seems to be sensed; the best explanation for these experiences is that
God is indeed sensed (God caused the experience); therefore, God probably exists.
Richard Swinburne maintains that by applying a basic principle of rationality, we
can be justified in believing that our experience reveals God’s presence.

2.5 BELIEF WITHOUT REASON

* Some arguments are intended to offer pragmatic justification for belief—reasons
to think that believing in God offers practical advantages. Pascal’s wager is such an
argument, and James offers another one.

2.6 EASTERN RELIGIONS

* Buddhism posits no creator God, no all-powerful, all-knowing deity that rules the
universe, takes an interest in humans, or answers prayers. It teaches that the Buddha
himself was neither God nor the child of a god. He was instead the ultimate teacher
and an example for all Buddhists to follow.
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* The Buddha’s teachings are known as the dharma, the heart of which is the Four
Noble Truths: 1. Life is suffering. 2. Suffering is caused by desires. 3. To banish suf-
fering, banish desires. 4. Banish desires and end suffering by following the Noble
Eightfold Path.

The ultimate aim of all Buddhist practice and the liberation to which all the
Buddha’s teachings point is known as nirvana. It is the extinguishing of the flames
of desire and all that accompanies it—greed, hatred, pride, delusion, and more.
The Vedas are regarded by almost all Hindus as eternal scripture and the essential
reference point for all forms of Hinduism. They are India’s oldest existing literature.
Hindus revere the Vedas, even though the majority of adherents are ignorant of
their content, and their meanings are studied mostly by the educated.

In the early Vedas, there is an emphasis on improving one’s lot in life through
religious practice and faith in the gods. But in the Upanishads, the central aim is
release from this world. Specifically, the goal is liberation from samsara. The essen-
tial Hindu belief is that at death, one’s soul or self (atman) departs from the lifeless
body and is reborn into a new body, residing for a time until death, then being
reborn in yet another physical form—a dreary sequence that may be repeated for
thousands of lifetimes.

The Upanishads say that release from samsara can only come through the frecing
power of a transcendent wisdom, which is achieved when an aman realizes the soul
is not separate from the world or from other souls but is one with the impersonal,
all-pervading Spirit known as Brahman.

‘The Bhagavad-Gita confronts the moral and philosophical questions and conflicts
that arise in Hindu concepts and practice—in devotion to the gods, the caste sys-
tem, obligations to family, duties in time of war, the nature of the soul, the concept
of Brahman, and the correct paths toward moksha.

Daoism gets its name from the impossible-to-define notion of the Dao, which has
been translated as the “Way” or the “Way of Nature.” Daoism is said to have been
founded by Lao-Tzu, the supposed author of the classical Daoist text the Tao-re
ching (Classic of the Way and Its Power), destined to become, along with Confucius’s
Analects, one of the two most respected books of Chinese writings.

A fundamental notion in Daoism is that since everything and everyone is subject to
the power of the Dao, the best human life is one lived in harmony with it. To live
well is to go with the current of the Dao; to struggle against the stream is to invite
discord, strife, and woe.

WRITING TO UNDERSTAND:
ARGUING YOUR OWN VIEWS

. If you believe in God, why do you believe? Explain your view in detail.
Is it based on one or more of the traditional arguments for God, your
personal experience, faith, or something else? If your answer is per-
sonal experience or faith, explain why you think it is a good basis for
believing that God exists.

. If you do not believe in God (if you are either an atheist or an agnos-
tic), why not? Explain your view in detail. Is it based on the argument
from evil, the failure of theistic arguments, personal experience, or
something else? If your answer is personal experience, explain why you
think it is a good basis for not believing in God.

. Critique Aquinas’s first-cause argument. Explain the argument, discuss
the strengths and weaknesses of the reasoning and each premise, and
render your own verdict as to the argument’s soundness.

. Critique Paley’s design argument. Explain the argument, discuss the
strengths and weaknesses of the reasoning and each premise, and
render your own verdict as to the argument’s cogency. If you think his
argument fails, can you devise a better design argument?

. What are some of the practical implications of living according to the
Four Noble Truths? In other words, what would your life be like if you
based all your actions on these Truths? Would you prefer a life like
this compared to your life now? Why or why not?

Key Terms

agnostic Someone who neither accepts nor denies
God’s existence. (64)

argument from evil An argument purporting to show
that since there is unnecessary evil, an all- powerful,
all-knowing, and all-good God must not exist. (63)

argument from religious experience An argument of

this form: A person seems to have experienced God;
the experience must have actually been a genuine en-
counter with God; therefore, God probably exists. (62)

atheism The denial of the existence of God. (64)

atheist Someone who denies God’s existence. (64)

atman Oné’s soul or self. (118)
Bbhagavad-Gita The most highly venerated and influen-
tial scripture in Hinduism. (120)
Brahman The impersonal, all-pervading Spirit that is

the universe yet transcends all space and time. (119)

brahmin A priest or teacher; 2 man of the priestly
caste. (119)

cosmological arguments Arguments that try to show
that from the fact that the universe exists, God exists.

(61)
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« Summarize and evaluate
James’s pragmatic argument
for believing the religious
hypothesis.
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wager.

« Explain how Buddhism
differs from Western religious
traditions

« State and explain the Buddha's
Four Noble Truths.
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GOD AND RELIGION

CHAPTER OBJECTIVES |

2.1 OVERVIEW: GOD AND
PHILOSOPHY

« Understand the importance of
religious beliefs in the world
and how they can influence
what people think, do, and
value.

« Know how philosophy tries
to understand and evaluate
religious claims.

« Give an overview of the
traditional arguments for the
existence of God and objections
to them.

« Define theism, atheism,
agnosticism, monotheism,
polytheism, deism, pantheism,
and panentheism.

2.2 ARGUMENTS FOR THE

EXISTENCE OF GOD

« Explain and evaluate Aquinas’s
first-cause argument and Craig's
Kalam cosmological argument.

« Explain and evaluate Paley’s
analogical design argument
and the best-explanation design
argument.

« Explain and evaluate Anselm’s
ontological argument.

2.3 GOD AND THE PROBLEM

OF EVIL

« Understand Rowe’s argument
from evil and some major
criticisms of it.

« Critically examine the free will
defense.

« Explain and evaluate Hick's
soul-making theodicy.

2.4 THEISM AND RELIGIOUS
EXPERIENCE

- State and evaluate the argument
from religious experience.

« Summarize Swinburne’s
argument from religious
experience and assess
criticisms of it.

« Assess the claim that the
argument from religious
experience fails because
religious experiences are
incompatible.

2.1 OVERVIEW: GOD AND PHILOSOPHY

What does philosophy have to do with religion? Throughout history they have
often been intertwined. At times the two have bowed respectfully to each other
(although sometimes from a distance), thrown stones at each other’s conceptual
temples, worked in each other’s backyards, and chased wisdom along divergent
paths that often crossed. For Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, doing philosophy is
not merely a search for truth; it is a spiritual quest, a journey to higher, invaluable
things. From the Eastern religious traditions of Buddhism, Hinduism, Confu-
cianism, and Daoism come philosophical insights that have influenced millions
and earned the respect of Western thinkers. To the great philosophers of the
medieval period—Augustine, Boethius, Avicenna, Anselm, Maimonides, Aqui-
nas, and others—reason is a gift from God, and philosophy can reveal hidden
knowledge and sacred truths. In modern philosophy, from Descartes to the pres-
ent, philosophers (both religious and secular) examine claims about God, immor-
tality, good and evil, and ultimate reality. Many contemporary thinkers would
insist that philosophy, using its own distinctive methods of inquiry, secks truth
and, through truth, transcendence.

What some of the great philosophers have to say about God and religion is the
subject of this chapter. Of course, being philosophers, they do not simply declare
their views to be correct—they argue their cases. It is then up to us to evaluate their
arguments to see if their claims are worthy of our acceptance. To embrace a view
merely because it is comfortable, familiar, and emotionally satisfying is to violate the
spirit of philosophical inquiry, which asks us to believe for good reasons.

—Augustine

1 Are reasons or
arguments relevant to
your current religious
beliefs? If so, how? If
not, do you think your
beliefs are nonetheless
rational? Explain.
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deism Belief in one God who created the world but
left it unattended to run on its own. (65)

dharma The Buddha’s system of teachings about the
true nature of reality and how to live correctly to tran-
scend it. (111)

evidentialism The view that we are justified in be-
lieving something only if it is supported by sufficient
evidence. (99)

karma The universal principle that our actions result

in deserved pleasure or pain in this life or the next.
(110)

monotheism Belief in one God. (65)

moral evil Evil that comes from human choices and
actions and the bad things that arise from them. (84)

natural evil Evil that results from the workings of na-
ture. (84)

nirvana Enlightenment: the ultimate aim of all Bud-
dhist practice and the final liberation to which all the
Buddha’s teachings point. (112)

ontological argument An argument that tries to dem-
onstrate God’s existence by logical analysis of the con-
cept of God. (62)

panentheism The view that God is in the universe
and the universe is in God. (65)

pantheism The view that God and the universe are
one and the same thing, a divine Whole. (65)

polytheism Belief in many gods. (65)

samsara One’s cycle of repeated deaths and rebirths.
(118)

teleological arguments Arguments that try to show
that God must exist because features of the universe
show signs of purpose or design. (61)

theism Belief in the existence of God. (64)
theist Someone who believes in God. (64)

theodicy A defense of the traditional conception of
God in light of the existence of evil. (64)

Upanishads Vedic literature concerning the self, Brah-

man, samsara, and liberation. (118)

Vedas Early Hindu scriptures, developed between
1500 and 600 Bck. (117)

FICTION

The Star 131

The Star

Arthur C. Clarke

Sir Arthur C. Clarke (1917-2008) was one of the world’s great masters of science
fiction. He is probably most famous for his novel Childhood’s End and his screenplay

for the movie 2001: A Space Odyssey.

It is three thousand light-years to the Vatican. Once, | be-
lieved that space could have no power over faith, just as
| believed the heavens declared the glory of God's handi-
work. Now | have seen that handiwork, and my faith is sorely
troubled. | stare at the crucifix that hangs on the cabin wall
above the Mark VI Computer, and for the first time in my
life | wonder if it is no more than an empty symbol.

I have told no one yet, but the truth cannot be con-
cealed. The facts are there for all to read, recorded on the
countless miles of magnetic tape and the thousands of
photographs we are carrying back to Earth. Other scien-
tists can interpret them as easily as | can, and | am not
one who would condone that tampering with the truth
which often gave my order a bad name in the olden days.

The crew were already sufficiently depressed: | won-
der how they will take this ultimate irony. Few of them
have any religious faith, yet they will not relish using
this final weapon in their campaign against me—that
private, good-natured, but fundamentally serious war
which lasted all the way from Earth. It amused them to
have a Jesuit as chief astrophysicist: Dr. Chandler, for
instance, could never get over it. (Why are medical men
such notorious atheists?) Sometimes he would meet
me on the observation deck, where the lights are always
low so that the stars shine with undiminished glory. He
would come up to me in the gloom and stand staring
out of the great oval port, while the heavens crawled
slowly around us as the ship turned over and over with
the residual spin we had never bothered to correct.

“Well, Father,” he would say at last, “it goes on for-
ever and forever, and perhaps Something made it. But
how you can believe that Something has a special inter-
est in us and our miserable little world—that just beats
me.” Then the argument would start, while the stars and

From The Nine Billion Names of God: The Best Short Stories
of Arthur C. Clarke (New York: Signet/NAL, 1974), 235-240;
full text from http://faculty.winthrop.edu/kosterj/englsio/star.
htm. Reprinted by permission of the author and the author’s
agents, Scovil Galen Ghosh Literary Agency, Inc.

nebulae would swing around us in silent, endless arcs be-
yond the flawlessly clear plastic of the observation port.

It was, | think, the apparent incongruity of my posi-
tion that caused most amusement among the crew. In
vain | pointed to my three papers in the Astrophysical
Journal, my five in the Monthly Notices of the Royal As-
tronomical Society. | would remind them that my order
has long been famous for its scientific works. We may
be few now, but ever since the eighteenth century we
have made contributions to astronomy and geophysics
out of all proportion to our numbers. Will my report on
the Phoenix Nebula end our thousand years of history?
It will end, 1 fear, much more than that.

1 do not know who gave the nebula its name, which
seems to me a very bad one. If it contains a proph-
ecy, it is one that cannot be verified for several billion
years. Even the word “nebula” is misleading; this is a far
smaller object than those stupendous clouds of mist—
the stuff of unborn stars—that are scattered through-
out the length of the Milky Way. On the cosmic scale,
indeed, the Phoenix Nebula is a tiny thing—a tenuous
shell of gas surrounding a single star.

Orwhat is left of a star. . . .

The Rubens engraving of Loyola seems to mock me
as it hangs there above the spectrophotometer tracings.
What would you, Father, have made of this knowledge
that has come into my keeping, so far from the little world
that was all the Universe you knew? Would your faith have
risen to the challenge, as mine has failed to do?

You gaze into the distance, Father, but | have traveled
a distance beyond any that you could have imagined when
you founded our order a thousand years ago. No other
survey ship has been so far from Earth: we are at the very
frontiers of the explored Universe. We set out to reach the
Phoenix Nebula, we succeeded, and we are homeward
bound with our burden of knowledge. I wish I could lift
that burden from my shoulders, but | call to you in vain
across the centuries and the light-years that lie between us.

On the book you are holding the words are plain to
read. AD MAIOREM DEI GLORIAM, the message runs,
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but it is a message | can no longer believe. Would you
still believe it, if you could see what we have found?

We knew, of course, what the Phoenix Nebula was.
Every year, in our Galaxy alone, more than a hundred
stars explode, blazing for a few hours or days with hun-
dreds of times their normal brilliance until they sink back
into death and obscurity. Such are the ordinary novas—
the commonplace disasters of the Universe. | have re-
corded the spectrograms and light curves of dozens
since | started working at the Lunar Observatory.

But three or four times in every thousand years oc-
curs something beside which even a nova pales into
total insignificance.

When a star becomes a supernova, it may for a little
while outshine all the massed suns of the Galaxy. The
Chinese astronomers watched this happen in A.D. 1054,
not knowing what it was they saw. Five centuries later, in
1572, a supernova blazed in Cassiopeia so brilliantly that
it was visible in the daylight sky. There have been three
more in the thousand years that have passed since then.

Our mission was to visit the remnants of such a ca-
tastrophe, to reconstruct the events that led up to it, and,
if possible, to learn its cause. We came slowly in through
the concentric shells of gas that had been blasted out
six thousand years before, yet were expanding still. They
were immensely hot, radiating even now with a fierce vio-
let light, but were far too tenuous to do us any damage.
When the star had exploded, its outer layers had been
driven upward with such speed that they had escaped
completely from its gravitational field. Now they formed
a hollow shell large enough to engulf a thousand solar
systems, and at its center burned the tiny, fantastic ob-
ject which the star had now become—a White Dwarf,
smaller than earth, yet weighing a million times as much.

The glowing gas shells were all around us, banish-
ing the normal night of interstellar space. We were flying
into the center of the cosmic bomb that had detonated
millennia ago and whose incandescent fragments were
still hurtling apart. The immense scale of the explosion,
and the fact that the debris already covered a volume of
space many millions of miles across, robbed the scene
of any visible movement. It would take decades before
the unaided eye could detect any motion in these tor-
tured wisps and eddies of gas, yet the sense of turbu-
lent expansion was overwhelming.

We had checked our primary drive hours before,
and were drifting slowly toward the fierce little star
ahead. Once it had been a sun like our own, but it
had squandered in a few hours the energy that should
have kept it shining for a million years. Now it was a

shrunken miser, hoarding its resources as if trying to
make amends for its prodigal youth.

No one seriously expected to find planets. If there
had been any before the explosion, they would have
been boiled into puffs of vapor, and their substance lost
in the greater wreckage of the star itself. But we made
the automatic search, as we always do when approach-
ing an unknown sun, and presently we found a single
small world circling the star at an immense distance.
It must have been the Pluto of this vanished Solar Sys-
tem, orbiting on the frontiers of the night. Too far from
the central sun ever to have known life, its remoteness
had saved it from the fate of all its lost companions.

The passing fires had seared its rocks and burned
away the mantle of frozen gas that must have covered
it in the days before the disaster. We landed, and we
found the Vault.

Its builders had made sure that we should. The
monolithic marker that stood above the entrance was
now a fused stump, but even the first long-range pho-
tographs told us that here was the work of intelligence.
A little later we detected the continent-wide pattern
of radioactivity that had been buried in the rock. Even
if the pylon above the Vault had been destroyed, this
would have remained, an immovable and all-but eter-
nal beacon calling to the stars. Our ship fell toward this
gigantic bull’s eye like an arrow into its target.

The pylon must have been a mile high when it was
built, but now it looked like a candle that had melted down
into a puddle of wax. It took us a week to drill through
the fused rock, since we did not have the proper tools
for a task like this. We were astronomers, not archaeolo-
gists, but we could improvise. Our original purpose was
forgotten: this lonely monument, reared with such labor
at the greatest possible distance from the doomed sun,
could have only one meaning. A civilization that knew it
was about to die had made its last bid for immortality.

It will take us generations to examine all the treasures
that were placed in the Vault. They had plenty of time to
prepare, for their sun must have given its first warnings
many years before the final detonation. Everything that
they wished to preserve, all the fruits of their genius, they
brought here to this distant world in the days before the
end, hoping that some other race would find it and that
they would not be utterly forgotten. Would we have done
as well, or would we have been too lost in our own misery
to give thought to a future we could never see or share?

If only they had had a little more time! They could
travel freely enough between the planets of their own
sun, but they had not yet learned to cross the interstellar

gulfs, and the nearest Solar System was a hundred light-
years away. Yet even had they possessed the secret of
the Transfinite Drive, no more than a few millions could
have been saved. Perhaps it was better thus.

Even if they had not been so disturbingly human as
their sculpture shows, we could not have helped admir-
ing them and grieving for their fate. They left thousands
of visual records and the machines for projecting them,
together with elaborate pictorial instructions from which it
will not be difficult to learn their written language. We have
examined many of these records, and brought to life for the
first time in six thousand years the warmth and beauty of a
civilization that in many ways must have been superior to
our own. Perhaps they only showed us the best, and one
can hardly blame them. But their worlds were very lovely,
and their cities were built with a grace that matches any-
thing of man’s. We have watched them at work and play,
and listened to their musical speech sounding across the
centuries. One scene is still before my eyes—a group of
children on a beach of strange blue sand, playing in the
waves as children play on Earth. Curious whiplike trees
line the shore, and some very large animal is wading in the
shallows, yet attracting no attention at all.

And sinking into the sea, still warm and friendly
and life-giving, is the sun that will soon turn traitor and
obliterate all this innocent happiness.

Perhaps if we had not been so far from home and
so vulnerable to loneliness, we should not have been so
deeply moved. Many of us had seen the ruins of ancient
civilizations on other worlds, but they had never affected
us so profoundly. This tragedy was unique. It is one thing
for a race to fail and die, as nations and cultures have
done on Earth. But to be destroyed so completely in the
full flower of its achievement, leaving no survivors—how
could that be reconciled with the mercy of God?

My colleagues have asked me that, and | have given
what answers | can. Perhaps you could have done bet-
ter, Father Loyola, but | have found nothing in the Exer-
citia Spiritualia that helps me here. They were not an evil
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people: 1 do not know what gods they worshiped, ifindeed
they worshiped any. But | have looked back at them across
the centuries, and have watched while the loveliness they
used their last strength to preserve was brought forth
again into the light of their shrunken sun. They could have
taught us much: why were they destroyed?

| know the answers that my colleagues will give when
they get back to Earth. They will say that the Universe has
no purpose and no plan, that since a hundred suns explode
every year in our Galaxy, at this very moment some race is
dying in the depths of space. Whether that race has done
good or evil during its lifetime will make no difference in
the end: there is no divine justice, for there is no God.

Yet, of course, what we have seen proves nothing of
the sort. Anyone who argues thus is being swayed by
emotion, not logic. God has no need to justify His ac-
tions to man. He who built the Universe can destroy it
when He chooses. It is arrogance—it is perilously near
blasphemy—for us to say what He may or may not do.

This | could have accepted, hard though it is to look
upon whole worlds and peoples thrown into the fur-
nace. But there comes a point when even the deepest
faith must falter, and now, as | look at the calculations
lying before me, | have reached that point at last.

We could not tell, before we reached the nebula,
how long ago the explosion took place. Now, from the
astronomical evidence and the record in the rocks of
that one surviving planet, | have been able to date it
very exactly. | know in what year the light of this colossal
conflagration reached the Earth. | know how brilliantly
the supernova whose corpse now dwindles behind our
speeding ship once shone in terrestrial skies. | know
how it must have blazed low in the east before sunrise,
like a beacon in that oriental dawn.

There can be no reasonable doubt: the ancient mys-
tery is solved at last. Yet, oh God, there were so many
stars you could have used. What was the need to give
these people to the fire, that the symbol of their passing
might shine above Bethlehem?

1. What is the terrible irony revealed in the last sentence of this story? Could this irony arise
in real life? That is, could the events recounted actually happen?

2. Why is the Jesui astrophysicist's faith shaken? If you were in his position and knew what

he did, would your faith falter?

3. What does this story suggest about the design of the universe? Do the events in the story
imply that there is a designer God—or that there isn'©? Explain.
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Why Religion Matters

Belief in God or in a spiritual reality has shaped civilizations and altered history. In
the name of the divine, devotees have raised up and laid low mighty empires. They
have built temples, created art, produced sacred texts, and crafted ceremony and
song. They have bequeathed to the world moral and legal codes, explanations of
how the universe works, and conceptual maps showing where individuals belong in
a divine plan. From such things, countless millions have drawn a sense of purpose,
meaning, and courage in the face of loss.

But there is also a dark side of the religious realm. Faith has often engendered moral
blindness, intolerance, narrow-mindedness, and cruelty. With unshakeable confidence
in a transcendent power, believers have burned places of worship, books, heretics, and
unbelievers. In the name of their gods they have trampled on human rights, blocked sci-
entific inquiry, oppressed women, waged holy wars, and inflicted terrorism on innocents.

It seems that however we tally these lists of good and evil, we must conclude that
the impact of religion on earth is incalculably large. This fact alone is reason enough to
examine the claims of religion critically and dispassionately—that is, philosophically.

Religious belief or disbelief moves not just societies, but also individual lives. What-
ever your ideas about God and religion, they will surely influence your thinking about
some very important matters. Based on these beliefs, you may decide what sort of
entities exist in the universe, what claims are true or false, and what things are good or
bad. And from such views, your choices flow, and from your choices, your life is made.

Overview: The Philosopher’s Quest

You may already have strong views about the existence of God and about the merits
of a specific religious tradition. Where did those views come from? Chances are
good that you believe what you do because you were raised that way, trained in a
particular faith by your parents or culture. If so, you came by your religious beliefs
accidentally. Out of the many religions of the world (and the thousands of faith
groups), you found yourself in one of them. And the mere fact that your parents or
your society handed those beliefs to you does not mean they are true. The point is
not that the religious views we inherit are false, but that blindly accepting them is a
poor way to discover the truth about them.

To judge the worth of any religious claims, to decide among the many compet-
ing assertions, we need the objective stance and critical reasoning of philosophical
inquiry. The way of the philosopher is not to ask how you came to have a belief, but
whether the belief is supported by good reasons. She knows that to judge a religious view
from the standpoint of the religious tradition that spawned it is to beg the question
and to bias her inquiry from the start. She strives instead for the philosophical ideal
of unbiased evaluation in the court of reason.

This court has been in session for hundreds of years as philosophers and theolo-
gians have debated religious issues, particularly the existence or nonexistence of God.
They have put forth a number of arguments to try to demonstrate the latter, several
of which are discussed in this chapter and its readings. The arguments concern the

2 How has your belief
or nonbelief in God
influenced the major
choices you've made in
your life? How has your
belief or nonbelief
affected your attitude
toward science, mor-
ality, your education,
people who don‘t
share your beliefs,
atheists, abortion, and
terrorist acts?

1 do not feel obliged to
belicve that the same God
who has cndowed us with
sense, reason, and inecllect
has intended us to forgo
their usc

—Galileo Galilei

3 Suppose you, like
many people, have
come by your beliefs
about religion acciden-
tally (because you were
born at a particular
place and time). How
do you think you
should respond to

this fact? Should you
(1) still assume your be-
liefs are true, (2) reject
all your current beliefs,
(3) suspend judgment
about the beliefs, or
(4) evaluate your be-
liefs using reason and
evidence?
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Who Believes in God?
According to many surveys, belief in God, or gods, is widespread on the planet but is neither

universal nor unchanging.

% of American adults who say

2014
Pew Research Center, 2014

Belief in God by Level of Education

High school or less Some college College

Believe in God; 43% 33% 9%
absolutely certain
Believe in God; not too/ 38% 28% 19%
not at all certain
Pew Research Center, 2014

Percentage of people who do not identify with any religion

Percentage of people who do 2007 2009 2011
not identify with any religion 15.3% 16.8% 18.6%
Pew Rescarch Center, 2012
Certainty of God's existence vs. atheism
Japan  Sweden France  Great
Britain
Percentage of people who said they  4.3% 102% 155%  16.8%
were certain of God’s existence
Atheist 8.7% 19.3% 23.3% 18.0%
Live Science, 1991-2008

Why do you think “absolutely certain” belief in God in the United States
declined slightly between 2007 and 2014? Does the fact that the vast major-
ity of Americans believe in God provide evidence for God's existence? Why
or why not? Why do you think “absolutely certain” belief in God declines
the more education a person has? European countries have much lower
rates of belief in God (and higher rates of atheism) than the United States
does. What conclusions can you draw from this?
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Figure 2.1 Most people probably acquire their religious beliefs in childhood. Did you come by
your current religious beliefs that way? If so, do you think you should critically examine them in
adulthood? Why or why not?

God of the three main Western religious traditions—Christianity, Judaism, and
Islam. This being is thought to be the creator of the universe, a person (as opposed to
an impersonal force or substance, as in some Eastern religions) who is all-powerful
(omnipotent), all-knowing (omniscient), and all-good (omnibenevolent).

To try to prove the existence of this God, many thinkers have advanced
cosmological arguments, which reason from the existence of the universe, or cos-
mos (or some fundamental feature of it), to the conclusion that God exists. For ex-
ample, St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) argues that some things in the universe are
caused to exist, and that nothing can cause itself to exist or come into being through
an infinite series of causes. So there must be a first uncaused cause of everything—
and this first uncaused cause is God.

Philosophers, of course, aren't the only ones who argue this way. Many people—
perhaps you are one of them—have thought or said something along these lines: “If
God doesn’t exist, how did the universe come into being? How did we come into
being? To say that the world wasn't caused by anyone or that it was the result of an
accident makes no sense. Only a supreme being could have caused it to exist.” Phi-
losophers have simply given this kind of argument more precision and coherence, as
well as more critical scrutiny.

Many try to make their case for God through teleological arguments, which rea-
son from apparent signs of design or purposeful creation in the world to the existence
of a supreme designer. William Paley (1743-1805), an English theologian and moral
philosopher, presents a classic version of this approach. Arguing by analogy, he asserts
that a watch is devised by an intelligent designer; the universe resembles a watch in

Clriticism of religious
belicfs is often cons
impolite or cven uncon
stitutional (although it
isn't). Religion is treated
like a senile relative whose
bizarre statements are not
to be questioncd

— Walter Sinnott-Armstrong

Cosmological arguments
are arguments that try to
show that from the fact
that the universe exists,
God exists.

Telcological argumén®,
are arguments that )
show that God must exist
because features of the

universe show signs of pur-

pose or design.
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An ontological argument
is an argument tha tries to
demonstrate God’s exist-
ence by logical analysis of
the concept of God.

I think we must attack
wherever we meet it—the
nonsensical idea that mu
tually exclusive proposi
tions about God can both
be true.

—C. S. Lewis

An argument from
religious experience is an
argument of this form: A
person scems to have ex-
perienced God; the experi-
ence must have actually
been a genuine encounter
with God; therefore, God
probably exists.

Figtre 2.2 Some people think the world so wondrous that a divine
designer must have brought it forth, but others have thought the
world so thoroughly flawed in its design that we might well con-
clude that the designer was incompetent. Which view are you more

sympathetic to?

that it too looks as if it were designed by some intelligent being; therefore, the universe
was probably also created by an intelligent designer—in other words, by God.

Some philosophers have cast the design argument as an inference to the best
explanation. This version begins by pointing to some impressive features of the uni-
verse such as the intricate workings of biological systems or the just-so calibration
of physical properties that allows the universe to exist. It then claims that the best
explanation of such amazing facts is that God designed the universe. God must be
the best explanation for these facts because it seems utterly improbable that the;
could have just happened without the intervention of a deity. So if God is the best
explanation, then God must exist.

Ontological arguments appeal not to empirical facts about the cosmos, but o
the concept of God itself. From the definition of God, we prove with logic alone
that a supreme deity is a reality. St. Anselm (1033-1109) was the first to articulate
such an argument, and ever since, other philosophers have been offering their own
versions. He first posits a definition of God as the greatest possible being. This asser-
tion, Anselm says, implies that God must actually exist, because if he did not exist in
reality (and only existed in our minds), he would not be the greatest possible being.

(Existing in reality is thought to make something greater than if it exists merely in
someone’s mind.) Therefore, God exists.

Anselm’s argument is not easy to grasp on a quick reading. To appreciate it, you
may need to read it several times and spend some extra time with it. Just keep this in

There are good reasons why intrigued philosophers have been examining and
reexamining Anselm’s argument for the past nine hundred years. (We will take a
closer look at the argument later in this chapter.)

For Anselm and others, the strongest ar-
guments for God’s existence spring from
pure reason. But for many people, definitive
evidence that God exists comes from personal
experience—from direct awareness of what
seems to be God’s divine presence. People ex-
perience something that they believe is God or
is of God, and this apparent encounter forms
the basis of an argument from religious ex-
perience. The argument says that a person
seems to have experienced God; the experience
must have actually been a genuine encounter
with God; therefore, God probably exists. This
way of arguing is essentially an inference to the
best explanation. The best explanation of the
person’s experience is that God’s presence was
somechow sensed, and if so, God likely exists.

Philosophers have subjected all the preced-
ing arguments to critical examination, ques-
tioning both their conclusions and the truth
of their premises. In the following sections, we
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will review some of these criticisms as well as reasoned responses to them. For now,
it is important to understand that even if the arguments fail to prove their case, that
doesn’t demonstrate the nonexistence of God. If scientists have so far failed to find
evidence for life outside our solar system, that doesn’t prove that life doesn’t exist
somewhere out there. The failure of these arguments would show only that they give
us no good reasons to believe in the traditional God of Western religion.

But there is another kind of argument that does purport to establish God’s non-
existence: the argument from evil. You have probably heard this argument, or the
complaint that inspires it, before. When you have seen people confronted with un-
bearable evil—pain, suffering, and injustice—you may have heard them say some-

thing like this: “Why did this tragedy happen? Why did God allow my mother—a

‘ WHAT DO YOU BELIEVE?

Hard-Wired for God?

An argument from evil is
an argument purporting
to show that since there
is unnecessary evil, an
all-powerful, all-knowing,
and all-good God must

not exist.

Do you believe in God? If so, why? Some scientists think they know why. Here is a recent

report on the issue:

Humans are programmed to believe in God because it gives them a bet-
ter chance of survival, researchers claim. A study into the way children’s
brains develop suggests that during the process of evolution those with
religious tendencies began to benefit from their beliefs—possibly by work-
ing in groups to ensure the future of their community.

The findings of Bruce Hood, professor of developmental psychology at
Bristol University, suggest that magical and supernatural beliefs are hard-
wired into our brains from birth, and that religions are therefore tapping into
a powerful psychological force. His work is supported by other researchers
who have found evidence linking religious feelings and experience to par-
ticular regions of the brain. They suggest people are programmed to re-
ceive a feeling of spirituality from electrical activity in these areas.

The findings challenge atheists such as Richard Dawkins, the author of
The God Delusion, who has long argued that religious beliefs result from
poor education and childhood “indoctrination.”—Daily Mail, September
7,2009

Suppose it is true that we are all programmed to believe in God. Would
this fact support or undermine the proposition that God exists? If theism
has evolutionary advantages, would this fact constitute a good reason for
believing in God? Why or why not?
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4 Think about the four
types of arguments for
the existence of God
glossed here. At this
point in your reading
of this chapter, which
type do you think
makes the strongest
case for God? Why?
‘Which do you think
makes the weakest?

5 If you were to have

a religious experience
that seemed to be

of God, would your
experience be strong
evidence for God's
existence? Why or why
not? Would you be able
to distinguish a genu-
ine experience of God
from a false one—say,
instances of wishful
thinking, hallucination,
or fantasy? If so, how?
If not, would this fact
change your degree of
confidence that the ex-
perience was genuine?

I don't want a God that
would go around killing
peoples lieele girls. Neither
do I want a God who
would kill his own son

—Bishop John Spong

A theodicy is a defense of

the traditional conception
of God in light of the

existence of evil.

A theist is somcone who

in God.
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existence of God.

An atheist is someone who
denies God's existence.

devout and loving person—to suffer so horribly for so long and then die so young? If
there is a God, why does he permit such evils?” Believers in every age have struggled
to reconcile the existence of evil with their belief in an all-powerful, all-knowing,
and all-good God. The argument from evil asserts that these two things cannot be
reconciled, and we are therefore forced by reason to abandon our belief.

Stated more precisely, the argument from evil says that if an all-powerful, all-
knowing, and all-good God existed, unnecessary evil would not exist. (Some evil
is deemed necessary, as when a child is given a painful injection to save her life, or
when a farmer endures months of backbreaking work to assure a good harvest to
feed his family. Unnecessary evil is thought to have no such excuses for occurring.)
An all-powerful and all-knowing God would know about, and be able to prevent,
evil, and an all-good God would want to prevent it. But there is in fact unnecessary
evil in the world. Therefore, an all-powerful, all-knowing, and all-good God does
not exist.

Philosophers have tried to answer the argument from evil in a variety of ways.
Probably the most dramatic response is that unnecessary evil exists because God
cannot or will not prevent it; that is, he is a finite deity, lacking one or more of the
traditional divine attributes. This line, however, would seem to most people to make
God unworthy of worship.

Other approaches try to defend against the argument from evil while retain-
ing all the attributes in the traditional notion of God. These counterarguments are
known as theodicies. They admit that evil exists but claim that it is necessary evil,
required to achieve some greater good. So they deny that unnecessary evil exists in the
world, which is the crucial premise in the argument from evil. The point of a theo-
dicy is not to prove that God exists, but to show that the argument from evil does
not succeed. It tries to demonstrate that there may be good reasons to think that the
crucial premise is false—that is, to think that all the evil in the world is necessary.
Among the possibilities are that evil is necessary to effect the moral improvement of
individuals, to better the human race, to punish humans for sin, or to help people
understand the true nature of evil.

Perhaps the most promising theodicy is the free will defense. It maintains that
evil is a necessary result of humans having free will. God created people with the
freedom to choose between good and evil, but he could not give people free will and
at the same time ensure that they would never do evil. That’s impossible even for
God. So the evil produced by humans is a necessary result of their enjoying God’s
gift of freedom.

Belief and Disbelief

A wide spectrum of beliefs regarding the existence of God is possible, and fortu-
nately there is some standard terminology to help us sort them out. A person who
believes in the existence of God is a theist, and belief in the existence of God is
theism. Someone who denies the existence of God is an atheist, and such denial
is atheism. A person who neither believes nor disbelieves in God is known as an
agnostic. If you are an agnostic, you may think that the evidence for or against
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Figure 2.3 There are thousands of religious groups in the
world, worshiping thousands of gods in countless ways. Do you
believe that one of these groups is the true one? Is one of these
gods the right god?

theism is inconclusive, that you do not know what is the case. Or you may take the
more radical agnostic view that knowledge of the existence or nonexistence of God
is impossible. That is, the truth about God is unknowable.

Beliefin God or the divine can take different forms, and there are terms to reflect
that fact. The view taken by many religions, including Christianity, Judaism, and
Islam, is monotheism, belief in one God. Belief in several gods is polytheism, also
prevalent throughout the world. A doctrine that arose among prominent thinkers in
France and England in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries is deism, the notion
that there is one God who is essentially an “absentee landlord.” This God created
the universe but put it on autopilot and now ignores it, taking no interest in human
affairs. Prominent deists of the past include George Washington, Thomas Paine,
Thomas Jefferson, and Voltaire. Pantheism is the view that God and the universe
are one and the same, a divine Whole. God and the world are basically identical. The
great philosopher Baruch Spinoza (1632-1677) held this view, and other thinkers,
including Albert Einstein (1879-1955), were sympathetic to it. Pantheism is distinct
from panentheism, the idea that God is in the universe and the universe is in God.

Some thinkers have questioned the basic approach to the God question that
most philosophers have taken. They reject the notion that has guided much of tradi-
tional philosophical inquiry—the view that rational belief in God requires reasons
or evidence. They insist that we may rationally believe in the existence of God even
though we have no good reasons for doing so. Others believe that faith and reason

Atheism is the denial of
the existence of God.

An agnostic is someone
who neither accepts nor
denies God's existence.

A man can no more
diminish God's glory by
refusing to worship Him
than a lunatic can put out
the sun by scribbling the
word, ‘darkness’ on the
walls of his cell

—C. S. Lewis

6 Do you think the
argument from evil is
a strong argument for
the nonexistence of
God? Why or why not?
If you believe in God,
how do you reconcile
that belief with the
existence of evil? If you
don’t believe in God,
is the argument from
evil a factor in your
nonbelief?

Monotheism is a belicf in
one God.

Polytheism is a belicf in
many gods.

Deism is a belicf in one
God who created the
world but left it unat-

tended to run on its own.

Pantheism is the view that

God and the universe are
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If God lived on carth,
people would break his
windows.

—Jewish Proverb

7 Rabbi Harold Kush-
ner, author of When
Bad Things Happen to
Good People, argues
that unnecessary evil
exists in the world
because God is not
able to prevent it. That
is, God is finite, a less
powerful deity than
the traditional God.
Do you think this is a
good explanation of
unnecessary evil? Why
or why not? Would a
finite God deserve your
respect and devotion?

A God that can be under
stood is no God. Who
can explain the Infinite in
words?

—W. Somerset Maugham

Reason in man is rather
like God in the world
—Thomas Aquinas

one and the same thigg
a divine Whole. Page 92 498

Panentheism is the view
that although God and
the world are distinct, the
world is part of God.

are incompatible, and that we can legitimately come to know religious truths, in-
cluding the existence of God, only through a leap of faith.

WRITING TO UNDERSTAND:

CRITIQUING PHILOSOPHICAL VIEWS SECTION 2.1

. Do you believe in God? If so, can you state reasons for your belief2 Do
you think your belief is rational? Would you believe in God whether or
not you had good reasons? Explain your position on these questions.

. Would you consider yourself an agnostic or atheist? If so, do you have
reasons for your lack of belief in God? Is your lack of belief rational?
Do you think that believers are irrational? Explain.

. What is William Paley’s teleological argument? Do you think the
analogy between a watch and the universe is strong enough to prove
the existence of a designer?

. What is the argument from evil? Do you think the existence of evil
shows that God doesn’t exist? Why or why not?

. Some philosophers and theologians believe that reason is a gift from
God and should be used in the search for truth about God. Do you

agree?

2.2 ARGUMENTS FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD

We can sort the arguments for God’s existence into two categories: (1) those that
appeal to the evidence of experience (what philosophers call 2 posteriori arguments)
and (2) those that appeal to logical relations (called @ priori arguments). A poste-
riori arguments reason from empirical facts about the world to the conclusion that
God exists. Cosmological, teleological, and religious-experience arguments are of
this kind. A priori arguments logically derive the conclusion that God exists from
concepts of God. Ontological arguments take this form.

Cosmological Arguments

Cosmological arguments can boast a long lineage, having been set out by many
theorists from Aristotle, Plato, Ghazali, Averroés, Aquinas, and Spinoza to contem-
porary philosophers such as Richard Swinburne and William Lane Craig. They all
begin with the empirical fact that the universe, or one of its essential properties,
exists—and end with the conclusion that only God could be responsible for this fact.
In his masterpiece Summa Theologica, the Roman Catholic scholar Thomas Aquinas
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offers five “proofs” (his famous “Five Ways”) of God’s existence, the first three of
which are cosmological arguments. This is how Aquinas lays out the first two:

Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica

The existence of God can be shown in five ways.

The first and more manifest way is the argument from motion. It is certain, and
evident to our senses, that in the world some things are in motion. Now whatever is
in motion is put in motion by another, for nothing can be in motion except it is in po-
tentiality to that towards which it is in motion; whereas a thing moves inasmuch as it
is in actuality.

For motion is nothing else than the reduction of something from potentiality to actu-
ality. But nothing can be reduced from potentiality to actuality, except by something in a
state of actuality. Thus that which is actually hot, as fire, makes wood, which is potentially
hot, to be actually hot, and thereby moves and changes it. Now it is not possible that the
same thing should be at once in actuality and potentiality in the same respect, but only in
different respects. For what is actually hot cannot simultaneously be potentially hot; but
it is simultaneously potentially cold. It is therefore impossible that in the same respect
and in the same way a thing should be both mover and moved, i.e. that it should move
itself. Therefore, whatever is in motion must be put in motion by another. If that by which
it is put in motion be itself put in motion, then this also must needs be put in motion by
another, and that by another again. But this cannot go on to infinity, because then there
would be no first mover, and, consequently, no other mover; seeing that subsequent mov-
ers move only inasmuch as they are put in motion by the first mover; as the staff moves
only because it is put in motion by the hand. Therefore it is necessary to arrive at a first
mover, put in motion by no other; and this everyone understands to be God.

The second way is from the nature of the efficient cause. In the world of sense we
find there is an order of efficient causes. There is no case known (neither is it, indeed,
possible) in which a thing is found to be the efficient cause of itself; for so it would be
prior to itself, which is impossible. Now in efficient causes it is not possible to go on to
infinity, because in all efficient causes following in order, the first is the cause of the in-
termediate cause, and the intermediate is the cause of the ultimate cause, whether the
intermediate cause be several, or only one. Now to take away the cause is to take away
the effect. Therefore, if there be no first cause among efficient causes, there will be no
ultimate, nor any intermediate cause. But if in efficient causes it is possible to go on to
infinity, there will be no first efficient cause, neither will there be an ultimate effect, nor
any intermediate efficient causes; all of which is plainly false. Therefore it is necessary
to admit a first efficient cause, to which everyone gives the name of God.'

Aquinas’s argument from motion (his first way) goes like this: It is obvious that
some things in the universe are moving (that is, changing), and if they are mov-
ing, something else must have caused them to move. And this “something else”
must also have been moving, set in motion by yet another thing that was moving,
and this thing set in motion by another moving thing, and so on. But this series of
things-moving-other-things cannot go on forever, to infinity, because then there

8 Why does Aquinas
think there cannot

be an infinite chain

of movers? Do you
accept his reasons for
this? Can you conceive
of a series of movers
stretching infinitely
into the past? If so,
can you detect any
contradictions inherent
in your conception?

Belicve nothing, no matter

where you read it, or who
said it, no matter if I said
it, unless it agrees with
O ——————— your own reason and your
9 Why does Aquinas

insist that there must
be a first cause? Does
his argument sho
that the first cau

hepsieim Page 94 of 498
for example, that the

first cause could not

be an evil demon or an

impersonal force?

own common sense.

—The Buddha
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St. Thomas Aquinas

‘Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) was born into 2 no-

ble family in southern Italy to eventually become the
greatest philosopher of the medieval period and, to this
day, the official theologian of the Roman Catholic Church.
Because his family had decided that he should be a
great church leader, they packed him off before the
age of six to the Benedictine monastery of Monte
Cassino for training. At fourteen, he was sent to the
University of Naples for further study, and there his life took what his family con-
sidered a radical turn. At age twenty, he joined the scholarly Dominican order and
pursued, not a leadership position in the church, but the rarefied life of the intellect.

Becoming alarmed at Aquinas’s change of plans, his family had him kid-
napped and locked in the family castle for several months. When it became clear
that he was not going to relinquish his scholarly ambitions, they released him, and
he continued his studies and his writing at the University of Paris and in Cologne,
Rome, Naples, Viterbo, and Orvieto.

Aquinas’s great contribution to both philosophy and Christianity was his
fusion of Aristotle’s philosophy with Christian doctrines. In theology he distin-
guished between reason and faith, giving each its own domain of inquiry. Reason
can be used to prove the existence of God, he says, but only through faith can we
know such mysteries as the incarnation and the trinity.

Figure 2.4 Thomas Aquinas
(1225-1274), the philosopher who
fused Aristotle with Christianity.

would not be something that started all the moving. There must therefore be an ini-
tial mover (a “First Mover”), an extraordinary being that started the universe moving
but is not itself moved by anything else—and this being we call God.

Aquinas’s second way is his famous first-cause argument. He maintains that ev-
erything we can observe has a cause, and it is clear that nothing can cause itself. For
something to cause itself, it would have to exist prior ro itself, which is impossible.
Neither can something be caused by an infinite regress of causes—that is, a series
of causes stretching to infinity. In any series of causes, Aquinas says, there must be
a first cause, which causes the second, which causes the third, and so on. But in an
infinite series of causes, there would be no first cause and thus no subsequent causes,
including causes existing now. So infinite regresses make no sense. Therefore, there
must be a first cause of everything, and this first cause we call God. (Here Aquinas is
not thinking of a first cause of a temporal series of causes, as in a sequence of falling
dominoes, but of a first cause that sustains the whole series of causes, like the bottom
building block that holds up all the others in a stack.)









