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Part
1

Religion and
Superstition


Chapter 1

Does God Exist? Is Our Vision of God
Outdated?

For those who believe, no proof is
necessary. For those who don’t believe, no proof is
possible.

 


—Stuart Chase

 


I don’t know. I just don’t
know.

 


—Larry King

 


God is unknown; he does not
reveal himself to us mere mortals. God is inexplicable, not only
more complex than we imagine, but more complex than we can imagine.
If we are not even close to understanding the complexities of the
universe, how can we possibly understand the entity which created
it? The greatest threat to Christianity is not The Da Vinci Code; it is science itself.

 


—G. R. Pafumi

 


the title of this
book sums up the entirety of its message. Scientific discovery
reveals secrets of the universe which sometimes conflict with
religious belief and dogma. Often, what we believe does not agree
with what we observe in nature and in the universe, whether it be
via laboratory experiment, observation with a telescope, the fossil
record, or DNA analysis. Not since Galileo has religion had the
ability to suppress knowledge and repress new scientific theories
and discoveries. Never again will scientific theories be altered by
religious philosophy. The same cannot be said about science in
relation to religion. Science and discovery will unquestionably
change religious beliefs in the future as they have throughout
history. Does this imply, as Freidrich Nietzsche said, that “God is
dead“? There are just three boldface words on the front cover of
the April 8, 1966, edition of Time magazine, “Is God Dead?”
There are books readily available on Amazon.com ridiculing the
prevailing notion of God. The God Delusion and
God is Not Great: How
Religion Poisons Everything are two that come
to mind. They advocate that God does not exist except in the minds
of mortal men.

This is not a book about atheism. This is not
another work denying the existence of God, however he is perceived
in various religions and cultures. I am not an atheist. I was
baptized a Roman Catholic as an infant. I am not an agnostic. I am
a follower of deism, believing in something akin to the God of
Baruch de Spinoza, the seventeenth century Dutch philosopher.
According to Webster’s dictionary, deism is a “movement or system
of thought advocating natural religion, emphasizing morality, and
in the eighteenth century denying the interference of the Creator
with the laws of the universe.” Deism is a religious and
philosophical belief that a supreme being created the universe, and
that this (and religious truth in general) can be determined using
reason and observation of the natural world alone, without a need
for either faith or organized religion. Deists generally reject the
notion of divine interventions in human affairs—such as by miracles
and revelations. But I also identify with pantheism. Pantheism is
“a doctrine that equates God with the forces and laws of the
Universe.” In pantheism the Universe, or nature, and God are
equivalent. It emphasizes the idea that God is better understood as
an abstract principle representing natural law, existence, and the
Universe, the sum total of all that is, was, and shall be, rather
than an anthropomorphic (having human form) entity. If a reader is
confused about the difference between deism and pantheism, he
shouldn’t feel bad. So am I. So was Einstein.

Deism was the religious view of Albert
Einstein. Einstein was asked about his perception of God and
whether there was an inherent conflict between religion and
science. Einstein, who was Jewish, stated that he believed in God,
but that his God did not interfere in our daily lives. Einstein
said, “I do not believe in a personal God and I have never denied
this but have expressed it clearly. If something is in me that can
be called religious, then it is the unbounded admiration for the
structure of the world so far as our science can reveal
it . . . My position concerning God is that of an
agnostic. I believe in Spinoza’s God, who reveals himself in the
lawful harmony of the world, not in a God Who concerns himself with
the fate and the doings of mankind.” His feelings about God may
appear to have been inconsistent; sometimes claiming to be an
agnostic and other times a believer in the God of Spinoza,
Einstein’s favorite philosopher. However, his view of God does not
coincide with the God commonly perceived by the churchgoing
community. Since Einstein did not believe in a personal God, it
would be unlikely to see him at shul (the synagogue) on any given
Saturday except, perhaps, for an occasional bar mitzvah. It makes
sense. Why go to shul and pray? God is not listening. A person
would be better off praying to the stars. “When you wish upon a
star, makes no difference who you are.”

Einstein was a Jew but his parents were not
religious and he attended Catholic elementary school for three
years. It was easy to spot little Albert. He was the young lad most
likely to get a crack across the knuckles by Sister Mary Grace with
her ruler. She often reprimanded him. “Albert this is a Catholic
school, not a yeshiva. Take off that yarmulke!” In 1889, family
friend Max Talmud, a medical student, introduced the ten-year-old
Einstein to key science, mathematics and philosophy texts,
including Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason and Euclid’s Elements
(Einstein called it the “holy little geometry book”). Talmud had
Albert read and discuss many books with him. These included a
series of twenty popular science books that convinced the
perceptive little Albert that “a lot in the Bible stories could not
be true.” Talmud gave him a textbook about plane geometry which
launched Einstein on a course of self-study of mathematics, years
ahead of the school curriculum. From Euclid, Einstein began to
understand deductive reasoning and by the age of twelve he had
learned Euclidean geometry. Soon thereafter, he began to
investigate infinitesimal calculus. Einstein realized at a tender
young age that the study of science was a much better way to
understand the universe than the study of the Bible. Clearly,
Einstein did not accept the God of Abraham as his personal God.
However he did not deny the existence of God or the concept of a
God. He stated, “I’m not an atheist. I don’t think I can call
myself a pantheist. The problem involved is too vast for our
limited minds. We are in the position of a little child entering a
huge library filled with books in many languages. The child knows
someone must have written those books. It does not know how. It
does not understand the languages in which they are written. The
child dimly suspects a mysterious order in the arrangement of the
books but doesn’t know what it is. That, it seems to me, is the
attitude of even the most intelligent human being toward God. We
see the universe, marvelously arranged, and obeying certain laws
but only dimly understand these laws.”

It seems Einstein, like me, had trouble
distinguishing between deism and pantheism. John Toland, an Irish
philosopher, coined the term pantheism to describe the philosophy
of Spinoza. Didn’t Einstein say, “I believe in Spinoza’s God”? But
he also said, “I don’t think I can call myself a pantheist.” I
think agnosticism, deism and pantheism are the religious equivalent
of vanilla, chocolate and strawberry ice cream. In the end,
vanilla, chocolate and strawberry are all just another flavor of
ice cream; agnostics, deists, and pantheists are all just another
flavor of nonbelievers in a personal God.

Why does God endow extraordinary
intelligence upon the people who are the most likely to deny his
very existence?

 


—G. R. Pafumi

 


The Nobel Prize winning physicist Paul Dirac
once said, “I cannot understand why we idle discussing religion. If
we are honest—and as scientists honesty is our precise duty—we
cannot help but admit that any religion is a pack of false
statements, deprived of any real foundation. The very idea of God
is a product of human imagination. I do not recognize any religious
myth, at least because they contradict one another.” The Nobel
Laureate physicist Richard Feynman, referred to as the smartest man
since Einstein, once told a friend, “I was as strong an atheist as
he was likely to find.” Here is what the legendary physicist
Stephen Hawking had to said about God in his best selling book,
A Brief History of Time.
“Science seems to have uncovered a set of laws . . .
These laws may have been originally decreed by God, but it appears
that he has since left the universe to evolve according to them and
does not now intervene in it . . . . God chose
the initial configuration of the universe for reasons that we
cannot hope to understand.” Hawking’s ex-wife called him a “most
profound atheist.” To me he sees God much like Einstein and Spinoza
did. I find it most interesting and peculiar that people with
extraordinary minds, such as Einstein and Hawking, are quite often
nonbelievers in a personal God who answers prayers and performs
miracles. This begs the question, “Why aren’t popes geniuses?” Why
doesn’t God reveal the secrets of the universe to popes and
evangelists instead of nonbelievers?

It is important for the reader to understand
my feelings and biases about God so that he can understand my
perspective within its proper context. Let me start by comparing
religion with politics. In modern American politics, liberals are
considered the far left, and conservatives, the far right. There is
no political center line. Republicans are a bit right of center
while Democrats a bit left. This may be an oversimplification but
it serves its purpose. In religion, I will define atheists as those
at the far left, and theists at the far right. Unlike politics,
however, there is a center line in religion, the agnostic. Larry
King, the CNN talk show host, is among the most famous of agnostics
today. Listeners of his old, late night radio show may remember his
response about his belief in God; “I don’t know. I just don’t
know!” Since God’s existence cannot be proven, King seems to have
the most pragmatic view. In his book, “The God Delusion,” British
evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins contends that “a
supernatural creator almost certainly does not exist, and that
belief in a personal god qualifies as a delusion,” which he defines
as “a persistent false belief held in the face of strong
contradictory evidence.”

My religious philosophy is a bit right of
center, but not far enough right that I believe in what is commonly
referred to as intelligent design. Intelligent design asserts that
certain features of the universe and of living things are best
explained by an intelligent cause, not an undirected process such
as natural selection or evolution. Its primary proponents believe
the designer to be God. Pope John Paul II partially disagreed with
this concept when he addressed the Pontifical Academy of Sciences
in October 1996, stating, “New knowledge lead to the recognition of
the theory of evolution as more than a hypothesis. It is indeed
remarkable that this theory has been progressively accepted by
researchers, following a series of discoveries in various fields of
knowledge. The convergence, neither sought nor fabricated, of the
results of work that was conducted independently is in itself a
significant argument in favor of the theory.” However, the Pope
also said that theories of evolution were sound as long as they
took into account that creation was the work of God. This view
tacitly has a trace of intelligent design embedded into it,
although the Vatican does not have an explicit intelligent design
document. Pope Benedict XVI, John Paul’s successor, went further in
advocating something similar to intelligent design by saying that
God directs the process of evolution. This suggests that belief in
evolution, in the view of the Catholic Church, is endorsable so
long as a person believes that it is guided by divine intelligence,
i.e., God, and not random chance, i.e., adaptive
mutation.

Does God’s intervention explain why the AIDS
virus mutates? Patients with HIV in their blood are given a
cocktail of drugs to maintain their T-cell count and the efficacy
of their immune system. After a while the AIDS virus mutates, and
the drugs no longer work. The T-cell count drops. The patients are
taken off of the cocktail of drugs, the mutated AIDS virus dies,
and the original AIDS virus returns. The cocktail of drugs again
works and the T-cell count improves. Does the hand of God mutate
the AIDS virus to become immune to the cocktail of drugs, and then
mutate it back so that the cocktail of drugs work again? I think
not. Is not random mutation the reason that germs mutate and
sometimes create new diseases, such as the 2009 swine flu, or
develop immunity to drugs designed to destroy them? What about
mutating MRSA bacteria? Does God intervene to mutate the
Methicillin-resistant Staphylococcus aureus (MRSA) bacteria so that
some people die as a result of non-random evolutionary mutations,
which allow the bacteria to continue to exist in the hostile
environment of beta-lactam antibiotics? It appears that believers
of intelligent design also believe in the Old Testament’s wrathful
and vengeance-oriented God. Perhaps the Pope does too. But the Pope
is a New Testament kind of guy!

I believe in a form of intelligent design, but
not the one ascribed to by Popes John Paul II and Benedict XVI. I
like the vision of God proposed by astronomer Carl Sagan. He said,
“The idea that God is an oversized white male with a flowing beard,
who sits in the sky and tallies the fall of every sparrow is
ludicrous. But if by ‘God’ one means the set of physical laws that
govern the universe, then clearly there is such a God. This God is
emotionally unsatisfying—it does not make much sense to pray to the
law of gravity.” He further stated in his book Broca’s
Brain, “Some people think God is an outsized, light-skinned
male with a long white beard, sitting on a throne somewhere up
there in the sky, busily tallying the fall of every sparrow.
Others—for example, Baruch de Spinoza and Albert
Einstein—considered God to be essentially the sum total of the
physical laws which describe the universe. I do not know of any
compelling evidence for anthropomorphic [humanlike] patriarchs
controlling human destiny from some hidden celestial vantage point,
but it would be madness to deny the existence of physical laws.”
Sagan was not an atheist. “I’m agnostic” was his response when
asked. “An atheist has to know a lot more than I know. An atheist
is someone who knows there is no God. By some definitions atheism
is very stupid.” I agree. How can anyone know there is no God? Just
because it cannot be shown that God does exist, it does not
necessarily mean that he does not exist. The null argument cannot
be proven by another null argument. A person can’t say with
certainty that God does not exist just because his existence cannot
be proven.

I must say that although I respect Sagan’s
arguments, I don’t regard gravity, the law of gravity, or any other
physical phenomenon or law as God. If there is no Creator who
created and designed the universe and the laws which govern it,
then it seems to me that natural laws are just that: nature not
god. Sagan sound like a pantheist and Richard Dawkins may be right
when he calls pantheism water-downed atheism. My conception of God
is based on a notion I call “an unexplained rigorous authority, or
AURA.” Again using Webster’s, I refer to a particular definition of
rigorous, the one which says that rigorous means scrupulously
accurate or precise. But as a deist, I could also define AURA as
“an unexplained religious (or higher power) authority.” As I will
discuss later in my book the universe, and by inference God, is not
comprehensible to humans. But it is impeccably precise. Since we
can’t understand the universe, how can we possibly understand or
know anything about the entity which created it? If I were asked
about the nature of the cosmos, or God’s existence, I would cite my
Glenny-isms (axioms) to express the views I hold dear. (Hey, if
Yogi Berra can have his Yogi-sms, I can have my Glenny-isms.) My
underlying philosophy can best be summarized by the following two
statements:

Man cannot know the unknowable;
man cannot prove the unprovable. We live in a twenty-first century
world, with a fifteenth century vision of God.

 


—G. R. Pafumi

 


It is indeed arrogant of us mere mortals to
think that we understand squat about God. God is unknowable. We
cannot prove that he exists. But our inability to prove his
existence is not a reason to deny him. I suggest that it is too
early to deny God’s existence, but too late to continue to believe
in a God, and a vision of the universe, that is better suited to
the fifteenth century and the Middle Ages.

The Greek astronomer and mathematician
Aristarchus of Samos (Greece), 310 BCE-230 BCE (Before the Common
or Christian Era), was the first person to present an explicit
hypothesis for a heliocentric (sun-centered) description of the
solar system. It placed the sun, not the earth, at the center of
the known universe. His astronomical ideas were rejected in favor
of the geocentric (earth-centered) theories of Aristotle and
Ptolemy until they were successfully brought back to life nearly
eighteen hundred years later by Copernicus. It was in the sixteenth
century that Nicolaus Copernicus, Galileo Galilei, Giordano Bruno,
and Johannes Kepler altered our view of the known universe and the
solar system from geocentric to heliocentric. This was a major
revision in the previous understanding of the cosmos developed by
Claudius Ptolemaeus (Ptolemy), a second century Roman citizen of
Greek
or Egyptian ancestry.
Ptolemy’s model of the universe was quite accurate in predicting
the location of planets and constellations in the night sky.
However he was completely wrong about the earth being the center of
the solar system as well as the entire cosmos. Science moved
forward. Yet religion continues to toil with a perception of God
which was more believable in the time of Copernicus, Galileo, Bruno
and Kepler than it is today. Scientists changed the view of the
cosmos and, by extension, they changed the view of God believable
to the avant-garde intelligentsia of the day. Didn’t Father Heller
say this? Perhaps God exists only in the minds of men. If there
were no God, I suppose man would have to invent him. Didn’t
Voltaire say that? (See the following quotes.) Are we,
collectively, Peter Pans? Do we wish to never grow up but to
continue to keep our minds in Neverland? Without progress, where
would mankind be? Wouldn’t we still be living in caves?



Our image of God strongly depends
on our image of the world, and our image of the world continuously
changes under the influence of science and scientific
discoveries.

 


—Father Michal Heller,
Cosmologist

 


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

 


—Voltaire

 


Each day, a man discovers
something new about his world, there is one less aspect of the
universe whose only explanation can be the intelligent design of
The Creator. If God can explain everything, then what is the
purpose of scientists, engineers, and creative thinkers? Were it
not for science and discovery, we would still be living in caves.
Man created his conception of God to explain that which cannot be
explained. Scientific discovery dilutes the importance of God’s
contribution. We will never completely understand the universe;
every question science answers generates new, more complex ones. We
will always feel compelled to acknowledge some kind of unknown
intelligence to explain that which we cannot comprehend.

 


—G. R. Pafumi

 


There is no way to deny that man had a need
for a god, a god of some or any type. The philosopher Ludwig
Feuerbach and the inventor of modern psychology Sigmund Freud (both
atheists) argued that god and other religious beliefs are human
inventions created to fulfill various psychological and emotional
wants or needs. Voltaire famously said, “If God did not exist, it
would be necessary to invent him.” This cannot be denied.
Throughout history, god was needed to fill in the gaps between what
we know and what we do not know, the proverbial God of the Gaps.
The term goes back to Henry Drummond, a nineteenth century
evangelist lecturer, and his Lowell Lectures on the Ascent of Man.
He chastises those Christians who point to the things that science
cannot yet explain (“gaps which they will fill up with God”) and
urges them to embrace all nature as God’s work. He speaks of
“. . . an immanent God, which is the God of
Evolution—infinitely grander than the occasional wonder-worker, who
is the God of an old theology.”

The God of the Gaps argument tries to relegate
god to the spaces in scientific theories. This, by default, implies
that when scientific knowledge increases, the explanation of the
universe which can only be attributed to god decreases. This
challenges the argument of today’s intelligent designers. They say
that since we do not have a complete understanding of evolution or
other aspects of the universe, the gaps have to be attributed to an
intelligent designer. But what would happen to intelligent design
theory if science were able to fill in all of the gaps? What then
would be the purpose of the intelligent designer, i.e. God?
Intelligent design (ID) advocates want to teach ID in high school
science/biology class as an alternative hypothesis to the currently
accepted scientific theories of Darwinism. Even the former
president, George W. Bush, thinks ID should be part of high school
science education.

The August 3, 2005, edition of the Washington
Post reported, “President Bush invigorated proponents of teaching
alternatives to evolution in public schools with remarks saying
that schoolchildren should be taught about ‘intelligent design,’ a
view of creation that challenges established scientific thinking
and promotes the idea that an unseen force is behind the
development of humanity. Although he said that curriculum decisions
should be made by school districts rather than the federal
government, Bush told Texas newspaper reporters in a group
interview at the White House on Monday that he believes that
intelligent design should be taught alongside evolution as
competing theories.” Unbelievable! He wants to teach our children
science fiction in science class! I wonder if George’s wife Laura,
a former second grade school teacher, shares this view. I could not
find any articles regarding Laura Bush’s opinion of intelligent
design, or intelligent cause, when I did a Google search on this
topic. Hmmm! Laura speaks volumes by her conspicuous silence.
Perhaps George ought to see the play or movie Inherit
the Wind, by Jerome Lawrence and Robert Edwin Lee.
The play’s title is derived from the Old Testament (OT) Book of
Proverbs, Chapter 11: Verse 29 [11:29],

He that troubleth
his own house shall inherit
the wind: and the fool
shall be servant to the
wise of heart.

Inherit the Wind is a fictionalized account of
the 1925 “Scopes Monkey Trial” which resulted in John T. Scopes’
conviction for teaching Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution to a
high school science class. This was in violation of a Tennessee
state law which prohibited the teaching of anything besides
creationism in Tennessee’s public schools. It took a long time but
now even the U.S. Supreme Court endorses the idea that science
fiction based on religion should not be taught in public school
science classes. The teaching of creationism was struck a mortal
blow by the Court on June 19, 1987, in “Edwards,
Governor of Lousiana, et al.
v. Aguillard et al.” The “Act” in
Louisiana was a little different from Tennessee’s law. In this
case, it forbade the teaching of evolution theory in public schools
unless accompanied by instruction in “creation science.” The court
said, “The Act is facially invalid as violative of the
Establishment Clause of the First Amendment, because it lacks a
clear secular purpose.” The implication is that “creation science”
is a form of religious philosophy or dogma. The Establishment
Clause was written into the Bill of Rights of the U.S. Constitution
to specifically separate church and state in America. Perhaps
George W might consider taking a class in constitutional law as
well as evolutionary science.

Michal Heller is the recipient of the 2008
Templeton Prize. He is a Polish cosmologist, Roman Catholic priest,
and currently professor of philosophy at the Pontifical Academy of
Theology in Krakow, Poland. (Until 2001, the prize was called the
“Templeton Prize for Progress in Religion,” and from 2002 to 2008,
it was called the “Templeton Prize for Progress Toward Research or
Discoveries about Spiritual Realities.”) He is also an adjunct
member of the Vatican Observatory staff. The Vatican Observatory is
an astronomical research and educational institution supported by
the Catholic Church. Heller had this to say about ID. “Adherents of
the so-called intelligent design ideology commit a grave
theological error. They claim that scientific theories, that
ascribe the great role to chance and random events in the
evolutionary processes, should be replaced, or supplemented, by
theories acknowledging the thread of intelligent design in the
universe. Such views are theologically erroneous. They implicitly
revive the old manicheistic error (the error of the doctrine of a
cosmic conflict between forces of light and darkness) postulating
the existence of two forces acting against each other: God and an
inert matter; in this case, chance and intelligent design. There is
no opposition here. Within the all-comprising Mind of God, what we
call chance and random events is well composed into the symphony of
creation.”

Heller should know. His current research is
concerned with the singularity problem in general relativity and
the use of noncommutative geometry in seeking the unification of
general relativity (gravity) and quantum mechanics. He has
published nearly two hundred scientific papers not only in general
relativity and relativistic cosmology but also in philosophy, the
history of science, and the history of science and theology. Heller
is the author of more than twenty books. He advocates that “modern
theologians should go back to the traditional doctrine that the
creation of the Universe was an act that occurred outside space and
time.” In other words, creation has nothing to do with the material
world in which we currently exist. In his book Is
Physics an Art?, Heller writes about
mathematics as the language of science and also explores such
humanistic issues as beauty as a criterion of truth, creativity,
and transcendence (that being beyond comprehension). Is God not
transcendent, beyond comprehension by us mere mortals? As a
scientist, and even as a Catholic priest, Heller realizes that ID
makes no contribution to the understanding of how we evolved from
the ape. He said, “Science is but a collective effort of the human
mind to read the mind of God from question marks out of which we
and the world around us seem to be made.”

At this moment in time, evolution is an
incomplete theory and a question mark. But it is the most accurate
theory that we now have to explain how man in his present form
evolved from the monkey, based on observation, data and DNA
analysis. I have only argument with Heller. If the creation of the
universe “occurred outside space and time,” then by extension God
Almighty also exists outside of space and time. But Jesus lived on
our planet, inside of space and time. When he asked God the Father
why he had forsaken him, Jesus was addressing God the Father inside
space and time (NT Gospel of Mark [15:34]). After the resurrection,
Jesus descended into hell and then ascended into heaven. It says in
the Apostles’ Creed, “He descended into hell. The third day he rose
again from the dead. He ascended into heaven, and sitteth on the
right hand of God, the Father almighty.” Aren’t heaven and hell
outside of space and time too? They have never been observed or
identified in the cosmos. How did Jesus, a manifestation of God
Almighty, live inside of space and time while he ascended into
heaven to sit on the right hand of God the Father? Doesn’t God the
Father live outside of space and time? And if Jesus is sitting at
the right hand of God the Father, how does that make Jesus equal to
God the Father? Jesus lives inside of space and time while God the
Father lives outside of it. I can’t figure this out. Father Heller,
please tell us. Inquiring minds want to know. Father Heller’s
hypothesis about God the Father, Jesus, and space and time generate
more questions than they answer.

ID proponents, including George Bush, want to
teach our children science fiction in science class! Is it any
wonder that our kids are declining, on a worldwide basis, in
science and math, or at least have such little respect for these
disciplines? The math skills of United States’ fifteen-year-olds
rank twenty-fourth out of the thirty industrialized nations who
belong to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development, according to a 2006 international test. They ranked
seventeenth in science. Is it any wonder that children in Asia are
improving, on a worldwide basis, in science and math? ID and its
nonmathematical, nonscientific foundation is not taught in Asian
schools. Yes, biological evolution, quantum mechanics (describing
three of the four fundamental forces in the universe), and
Einstein’s theory of general relativity (describing gravity, the
fourth fundamental force) are not complete theories. They are all
works in progress. But to suggest that the classical view of a
Creator (God) as an alternative explanation of the forces which
control the universe is utter nonsense. It has no verifiable basis.
Thus it is not science. I say again. Man created his conception of
God to explain that which cannot be explained. His historical
conception is obsolete in the twenty-first century. It is as
obsolete as Native Americans’ one-time thinking that they could get
moisture out of a cloud by performing a rain dance to placate a
Thunderbird, one of the Native American Gods of Thunder, or the
Aztec god Chaac, who was believed to use his axe to strike clouds
and produce thunder and rain. A scientifically proven way to get
rain out of cloud is by cloud seeding, releasing a fine powder of
silver iodide from an aircraft. Native Americans never seeded
clouds. They did not understand the chemistry and they had no
airplanes. Aren’t we better educated and more sophisticated than
Native Americans of times long past? I don’t see how we can be
better educated and more sophisticated when there are those who
continue to attribute not completely explained physical phenomena,
such as evolution, to God.

Native Americans are not alone in believing
that praying produces rain. In the central African nation of
Cameroon, along the Nigerian border, is the home of the Mofu
people. For generations they have been farmers and need drenching
rain to grow their crops. According to Mofu tradition, a drought is
a sign that their ancestors are angry. If someone commits an
offense, such as adultery, or if work remains undone, the chief
can’t call for rain from the sky. In a recently dry year, the
tribal chief agreed about the need to call for rain. He wanted to
waken the stones which make the rain fall. But first he had to
judge the adulterers. Also some roofs in the village needed to be
repaired before he could waken the stones.

Only members of the chief’s clan know the
village traditions and rituals. And only these few are permitted to
rub the rain stones, which are among the most powerful objects in
the chief’s possession. In order to liberate their magic, the chief
feeds the stones with leaves and python fat. The stones also
receive the contents of the stomach of a sacrificial goat, along
with its blood. This ritual has been handed down through
generations of Mofu elders. The rain stones are then returned to
their resting place in the chief’s house while the entire village
waits for signals from above that their prayers will be answered.
The Mofu believe that water and the sun are not the only things
required for a successful harvest. There must also be peace and
harmony in the spiritual world of their ancestors. The mountains
where the Mofu live are a sacred place. Mazengel Rock, one of the
highest points, is an important spot for rituals. Here the Mofu pay
tribute to the spirits of the mountains to ensure that the crops
grow ripe and full. The Mofu are so poor and primitive that they
consume insects for food. Children eat many different kinds of
insects, depending on the season. They learn at a young age to
distinguish between edible and toxic bugs.

The lesson of the Mofu is that even in the
twenty-first century there are people on the planet with a
knowledge of science which is so primitive that they still believe
in rubbing stones for rain. They believe that God starves people if
they sleep with persons other than their spouses, and that he also
starves them if they have leaky roofs. We “intelligent” folks might
think it is foolish that American Indians performed rain dances to
Thunderbirds while Aztecs danced to Chaac. But before we laugh at
the Mofu, American Fable-believing
Indians, or Aztecs (which I shall label the MAFIA),
we might consider our own vision of God. People in glass houses
should not throw stones. Modern science is less than five hundred
years old. It does not provide all of the answers to all of the
mysteries of the universe. Religion has been around a lot longer
and it does not provide any of the answers to these mysteries. In
2006, Associate Professor Sheila Coulson from the University of
Oslo, Norway, found that modern humans, Homo sapiens,
had performed advanced rituals (serpent worship) in Africa seventy
thousand years ago. (In this case the serpent was a python. And no,
not Monty Python. Didn’t Eve sin by venerating the serpent and
disobeying God in the Garden of Eden?) Religion has not done a good
job of explaining the universe over the last seventy thousand
years, and I do not believe it will in the next seventy thousand
years. ID has not explained the ascent of man in the past and it
will not explain the ascent of man in the future. Before we in
glass houses throw stones and laugh at the beliefs of the MAFIA, we
might consider our own beliefs which have no scientific basis
whatsoever, such as ID. Are the believers in ID any more advanced
than the MAFIA? Not! The only difference is that ID
advocates replace rain dances and serpent worship with the myths of
intelligent design, intelligent cause and irreducible complexity
(discussed in Chapter 6). It seems they have not really advanced
vey far from the primitive, archaic and ignorant beliefs of the
MAFIA.

Human sacrifice is the worst form of deity
worship in that it involves the killing of humans including
children. (Children are sacrificed because of the presumption that
they are pure and innocent.) Wasn’t Abraham asked by God to
sacrifice his son to prove his devotion? It says in the OT Book of
Genesis [22:2], “And he [God] said, Take now thy son, thine only
son Isaac, whom thou lovest, and get thee into the land of Moriah;
and offer him there for a burnt offering upon one of the mountains
which I will tell thee of.” Wasn’t Jesus sacrificed by God the
Father for our sins? Scientists believe that as recently as about
five hundred years ago the “Children of Llullaillaco” were
sacrificed in a ceremony marking the annual corn harvest to thank
the Incan gods. They were sacrificed by being frozen to death in an
icy pit on top of Llullaillaco volcano in the Andes Mountains (in
northwest Argentina near the border with Chile). They were dressed
in fine clothes and given corn alcohol to put them to sleep, then
left to freeze to death at an elevation of 22,080 feet. Each
February children were sacrificed to the maize (Indian corn) gods
on the mountain tops. In 1999, at the Llullaillaco volcano,
archaeologists found the frozen remains of a fifteen-year-old girl
they named “la Doncella,” along with a six-year-old boy and a
seven-year-old boy. They were sacrificial lambs, or sacrificial
children. Reuters reported in June 2004, “Researchers at an
archeological site in northern Peru have made an unusually large
discovery of nearly three dozen people sacrificed some six hundred
years ago by the Incan civilization . . . . The
sacrifices were made just decades before Spanish explorers arrived
in what is now Peru. Although archeologists regularly find evidence
of human sacrifice from Incan and pre-Incan cultures, it is rare to
find the remains of thirty-three people in one place. Scientists
say human sacrifice was common within the Incan culture, which
flourished immediately before the arrival of the Spanish in what is
now parts of Peru, Chile, and Ecuador between 1400 and the
mid-1500s.”

Even today human sacrifice exists. Some people
in India are adherents of a set of theistic philosophies called
Tantrism (not to be confused with Tantric Buddhism). Most either
use animal sacrifice or symbolic effigies, but a minority continues
to practice human sacrifice despite the risk of prosecution. Human
sacrifice, in the context of religious ritual, still occurs in
other traditional religions, for example, in muti killings in
Eastern Africa. (Muti is a term for traditional medicine in
Southern Africa as far north as Lake Tanganyika. Muti killings,
medicine murder, are not human sacrifice strictly in a religious
sense, but rather involve the murder of someone in order to excise
body parts for incorporation as ingredients into medicine and
concoctions used in witchcraft-Devil worship.) In January 2008,
Milton Blahyi of Liberia confessed to being involved in human
sacrifices which “included the killing of an innocent child and
plucking out the heart, which was divided into pieces for us to
eat.”

Why does god want us to kill our fellow humans
and his creations? Why does he want us to destroy what he has made?
We all know why the Devil wants us to destroy god’s creations. It
seems to me that human sacrifice and the concept that this is a way
to please and worship the Creator, or the Devil in the case of Muti
killings, is a superb illustration as to why superstitions and
theism (the belief in a personal god) often harm humanity more than
it helps it. Isn’t the story of Abraham’s willingness to sacrifice
his own son, and God’s instruction to not lay a hand on his son, a
lesson to end human sacrifice? In Genesis [22:12], “And he said,
Lay not thine hand upon the lad, neither do thou any thing unto
him: for now I know that thou fearest God, seeing thou hast not
withheld thy son, thine only son from me.” In Genesis [22:13], “And
Abraham lifted up his eyes, and looked, and behold behind him a ram
caught in a thicket by his horns: and Abraham went and took the
ram, and offered him up for a burnt offering in the stead of his
son.” The sacrifice of the ram was the end of human sacrifice for
Abraham and his descendents. This was the lesson and the message of
Abraham. It is too bad other cultures have not adopted this lesson
from the Bible sooner.

In a 1949 speech, the British intellectual
Bertrand Russell said, “As a philosopher, if I were speaking to a
purely philosophic audience I should say that I ought to describe
myself as an Agnostic, because I do not think that there is a
conclusive argument by which one can prove that there is not a God.
On the other hand, if I am to convey the right impression to the
ordinary man in the street I think that I ought to say that I am an
Atheist, because, when I say that I cannot prove that there is not
a God, I ought to add equally that I cannot prove that there are
not the Homeric gods.” Russell maintained that religion is little
more than superstition and, despite any positive effects that
religion might have, it is largely harmful to people. “Religion is
based, I think, primarily and mainly upon fear. It is partly the
terror of the unknown and partly, as I have said, the wish to feel
that you have a kind of elder brother who will stand by you in all
your troubles and disputes.” He believed religion and the religious
outlook (he considered communism and other systematic ideologies to
be forms of religion) serve to impede knowledge, foster fear and
dependency, and are responsible for much of the war, oppression and
misery that have beset the world. This sounds a lot like the
philosophy of Nobel Prize winning physicist Steven Weinberg who
said, “Religion is an insult to human dignity. With or without it,
you’d have good people doing good things and evil people doing bad
things, but for good people to do bad things, it takes religion.”
Blaise Pascal (June 1623-August 1662), the French mathematician,
physicist and theologian said, “Men never do evil so completely and
cheerfully as when they do it from religious conviction.” Russell,
Pascal and Weinberg not only have no faith in a personal God, but
they view religion as inherently harmful to society. I cannot
deliver a good argument to conflict with their view. (Actually
Pascal wavered between being a believer and a sensible agnostic. He
reasoned, “If God does not exist, one will lose nothing by
believing in him, while if he does exist, one will lose everything
by not believing . . . seeing too much to deny him,
and too little to assure me, I am in a pitiful state, and I would
wish a hundred times that if a God sustains nature, it would reveal
him without ambiguity.” Note that Pascal wrote this at a time when
the Catholic Church’s power was nearly absolute and belief in a
personal God was almost universal.)

I have often asked, “What if there is no God?
Then why do we kill in his name?” But then we need to recognize
that man, not God, created religion. This book was written
primarily to question the existence of a commonly-perceived
personal God, not to specifically criticize religion. Christopher
Hitchens’ book, God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons
Everything, is among the best at addressing that issue.
However, there is a significant change in religious thinking that
is taking place in modern America. In June 1954, early in the
presidency of Dwight Eisenhower, legislation was enacted adding
“under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance. A little more than half a
century later Barack Obama in his inaugural address said, “We are a
nation of Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus and
nonbelievers.” We have come a long way, baby, when a sitting
President acknowledges nonbelievers. I doubt such a statement would
ever have been made by George W. Bush or John McCain, had McCain
been elected President. This book was written to represent the
views of nonbelievers. According to a 2008 survey by the Pew Forum,
92 percent of Americans believe in God. But more than 25 percent of
Christians expressed some doubt about the existence of God; 60
percent of Jews had some doubt. Seventy percent of religious
Americans believe that many faiths can lead to eternal life while
68 percent said there is more than one true way to interpret the
teachings of their own religions.

It does appear that nonbelief, or at least
doubt, is increasing. In March 2009, MSNBC reported 15 percent of
respondents said they had no religion, an increase from 14.2
percent in 2001, and 8.2 percent in 1990. Not all the “no religion”
respondents are necessarily committed atheists or agnostics, but
they make up a pool of potential supporters for the “I am not so
sure about a personal God” belief. Interestingly, despite the loud
voice of the Evangelical right in politics, Christians are a
declining segment of the country. In 2008, Christians comprised 76
percent of U.S. adults, compared to about 77 percent in 2001, and
about 86 percent in 1990. And deists/pantheists, such as me, are on
the rise. People are becoming more educated and less gullible as
time passes. Many are questioning a belief and trust in a god with
whom no one has ever had any verifiable contact, notwithstanding
Moses and the “burning bush.” Is this really any different from
believing in Santa Claus? The concept “For those who believe, no
proof is necessary” is wearing thin. About 12 percent of Americans
believe in a higher power but not the “personal” God at the core of
monotheistic faiths. This data is in the American
Religious Identification Survey (ARIS)
2008 from The Program on Public
Values at Trinity College in Hartford, Connecticut. As for
the believers, in a July 2009 study, The Pew Research Center
indicated 31 percent of the public believes “humans and other
living things have existed in their present form since the
beginning of time,” and another 22 percent believe that “a supreme
being guided the evolution of living things for the purpose of
creating humans and other life in the form it exists today.” I
can’t believe 53 percent of the public believes either in
creationism or divine intervention in the human evolutionary
process, i.e., intelligent design (ID). For Christ’s sake, it has
been 150 years since Charles Darwin published his 1859 book,
On the
Origin of Species, describing evolutionary
theory.

If I have seen farther than other
men, it is by standing on the shoulders of giants.

 


Sir Isaac
Newton

 


In this book I will minimize my own views and
concepts of God. There is no reason for a reader to believe me or
believe in my philosophy. I am not an Oxford University educated
theologian or professor of religious studies. I am not a Nobel
Prize winning physicist or chemist. I am not an evolutionary
biologist. I am a simple man trying to understand the meaning of
life and my place in the universe. I no longer believe Popes,
clerics, rabbis and evangelical preachers. Most of what they preach
is highly-subjective opinion, dogma or propaganda, but not
fact. Most religious texts and scripture are myths. Thus I look to
the great philosophers and scientists since the Renaissance to be
my mentors. (The Renaissance is the transitional movement in Europe
between medieval and modern times, which began in the fourteenth
century in Italy, and focused on the arts, literature and the
beginnings of modern science). I choose to follow their lead. I
prefer scientists to philosophers as mentors, however, for the
reason that science is subject to far more intense peer scrutiny
than philosophy. Science can present testable hypotheses;
philosophy cannot. And it can be far more rigorously
challenged.

Perhaps in my quest for truth about God, if
any can be obtained, I can provide some guidance to the 25 plus
percent of Christians and 60 percent of Jews in America who
question their most fundamental beliefs in God. There is one
additional point I would lke to make about Jewish belief, or lack
thereof. The October 26, 1962 edition of Time magazine
published the following about David Ben-Gurion, the first prime
minister of Israel. “Premier David Ben-Gurion has a persisting
intellectual interest in Buddhism, infrequently attends synagogue.
But his parliamentary coalition is held together with votes from
two religious parties, and he has been unable to prevent Orthodox
Judaism from becoming the state religion of a country that is 40
percent agnostic.” Wow! Well over one-third of the Israeli
population in his time did not believe in the Hebrew God of Abraham
yet the Israeli Declaration of Independence describes the country
as a “Jewish state,” although it also provides for full social and
political equality regardless of religious affiliation.

Not much has changed since the time of
Ben-Gurion. The number of nonbelievers in Israel remains high. A
2004 survey commissioned by the BBC indicated that 15 percent of
Israelis are atheists. A 2003 study by Ephraim Yuchtman-Yaar at Tel
Aviv University indicated that 54 percent of Israelis identify
themselves as secular. According to Peri Kedem of Bar-IIan
University (1995), in “Dimensions of Jewish Religiosity,” 37
percent of Israelis are either atheist or agnostic. Arnold
Dashefsky, a University of Connecticut professor, found that 41
percent of Israelis identify themselves as not religious. Maybe the
Jews know something we Christians don’t. Einstein is only one of
many great Jewish scientists who did not believe in the God of
Abraham, a personal God. After the Holocaust, it might be expected
that Jews would lose or question their belief in God. Ben-Gurion
was the Israeli prime minister from May 1948 until December 1953,
and then resumed this position from November 1955 until June 1963.
The Time magazine article indicating that 40 percent of the
Jews in Israel at that time were agnostic came near the end of his
second term and less than two decades after the end of the
Holocaust. But we are now well over half a century after the end of
the Holocaust and the level of non belief or questioning of belief
by Jews is up to 60 percent in America. In Israel, 44 percent of
the population describe themselves as “secular” according to a 2006
survey. There seems to be no evidence that this trend will change
and that Jewish belief will rise even 100 years after the
Holocaust.

The most startling of nonbelievers is Mother
Teresa. In the book, Mother Teresa: Come
Be My Light—The Private Writings
of the Saint of Calcutta, it is
disclosed that Mother Teresa, born as Agnes Gonxha Bojaxhiu in
Macedonia in 1910, had persistently tried and failed to feel the
presence of God during more than fifty years of her life, and
consequently felt “lost and empty.” In her darkest moments, she
came perilously close to doubting his very existence. In secret
letters that Mother Teresa insisted should be burned after her
death, but which the Vatican ordered should be preserved for the
world, she also described the “darkness, loneliness, and torture”
she constantly felt, which made her doubt the existence of Heaven
and God. “Where is my faith? Even deep down—there is nothing but
emptiness and darkness. If there be God—please forgive me. When I
try to raise my thoughts to Heaven, there is such convicting
emptiness that those very thoughts return like sharp knives and
hurt my very soul. How painful is this unknown pain! I have no
Faith. What do I labor for? If there be no God, there can be no
soul. If there be no soul then, Jesus, You also are not true.” This
is an excerpt from the book written by Mother Teresa and Brian
Kolodiejchuk (2007).
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