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For Sammie and Lilly who both helped me immeasurably by taking me on long walks during which I could think through ideas.
Are we spirits or are we matter?
Some say the former, others the latter.
Are we good or evil basically?
This too depends on your philosophy.
Is there a God who loves and holds us dear,
Or does nature even know we're here?
Again this depends on who you're talking to.
So many claims that this or that is true.
Are there past lives or is each the first,
A single solitary transient burst?
Are we eternal in some other way,
Or do we yield to darkness like the day?
Is there wisdom to be learned from life,
Or is it purposeless and pointless strife?
All the contradicting answers here,
Born of hope, born of fear!
Some say truth is found in observation.
Others claim it's in interpretation.
Is truth after all an empty hoax
Worthy only of our bitter jokes?
If there's meaning why is it obscure?
We just want to know what's what for sure,
Work out some kind of identity,
Find our place within reality.
But, maybe we have got it all reversed
Asking about the world around us first,
Judging ourselves by what we think we've found.
Shouldn't it be the other way around?
Maybe a deep and earnest look within
Is the way and place we should begin.
Once we know ourselves we have the key
To understanding our reality.
We're a vital aspect of creation
Integrated into its formation
Of its fundamental composition
Every basic change and each transition.
And we're capable of deep reflection,
Perhaps the cosmos means of Self inspection.
Is it so wild to suppose that we
Are the blueprints for reality?
Then the differences in what we find
Turn out to be the complementary kind.
Different takes on a universe,
Whole, dynamic and diverse.
And where viewpoints seemingly oppose
Become the very places each one grows.
Yes, outer truth no longer seems to hide
When we let inner truth become our guide. . .
When we let inner truth become our guide.
According to tradition, God watches over us from heaven. He watches how we respond to our weaknesses and vulnerabilities. Weaknesses and vulnerabilities that He gave us. Weaknesses and vulnerabilities that He, being omnipotent, never had nor ever will have. He watches how we grapple with ignorance and uncertainty. Ignorance and uncertainty that He, being omniscient and omnipresent, never had nor ever will have. He watches us face trouble, trials and tribulations, struggle with life through the vast limitations He gave us. Limitations that He, being pretty much omni-everything never had nor ever will have to overcome. He watches us contend with all our divinely imposed frailties and He judges us. He judges us then metes out reward and punishment. The reward bears further scrutiny but the punishment, in keeping with His absolute nature is absolutely cruel. Eternal suffering for failing to overcome the limitations, vulnerabilities and weaknesses He saddled us with, limitations, vulnerabilities and weaknesses He never had to share. From the point at which you are damned, your only purpose for existing is to suffer for having displeased Him or for having the audacity to find cause to be displeased with Him. It is good to be God. Oh, yes, by the way, we're talking about an all-loving, all-merciful, all benevolent God.
Question: What isn't wrong with this picture?
We said the reward for pleasing God bears further scrutiny. Reward: We get to sing His praises for all eternity. Reward or punishment we never truly belong to ourselves. Ours is a one-sided existence wherein we owe God forever and ever. It just seems incredible that anyone could be at peace with this.
But heaven is a place of perfect peace, or so we allow ourselves to anticipate. Yet, this doesn't quite fit with the lore surrounding heaven, does it? After all, there has been strife and there is precedent for being expelled from heaven. So, what makes us believe things will be different once we get there? How do we know our place will be secured and guaranteed for all eternity? Why are we so assured we won't have to keep earning our place in everlasting bliss by our eternal praising? Recall the story of the servant who was thrown out into the darkness for not having made the best use of his single talent! (Matthew 25: 14-30) Or do we suppose that somehow, upon entering heaven we will be rendered suddenly incapable of displeasing God?
And further consider this perfect peace and everlasting bliss. How is it maintained alongside the knowledge that others, maybe some you personally know and love, and certainly members of a humanity the love of which was your ticket into heaven in the first place, are even now writhing and screaming through your hosannas and hallelujahs?
Our current portrait of God is riddled with flaws and outdated conventions which only worked once upon a time because people were not allowed to think about them and question them. Today we don't have that excuse. And yet we cling to a host of ideas about our relationship to the cosmos that stand to neither reason nor observation. We have turned over our spiritual selves to any one of an assortment of religious institutions each supporting its own variation of a harsh, dictatorial, demanding and judgmental God conceived in and for a time when absolute authority was an ideal. Or we swing to the opposite extreme and decide that we have no spiritual dimension or connection to or universe.
A cynical position might be that there really is no difference between these two extremes except that the latter is honest and the former is simply playing spirituality games. When you look at organized religion and its adherents it's hard to refute this position. Preserving the status quo of religious thought seems to be far more important than trying to understand ourselves for what we are spiritually. Belief and taking ourselves seriously as spiritual beings has nothing to do with it. It's a game and the rules were set down long before we were born. We are but the players and our first loyalty is to the home team.
But, we ask in our cynicism, why do this? Why play such a game? Why bother? What is our motivation? What do we get out of it?
Self-presentation.
Permeating all of society is a game of self-presentation. We have various roles to play in society and each requires a self to present to those around us. We present our physical self, our business self, our thinking self, our emotional self, our playful self, our serious self, our family self, the self of our heritage, the self of our convictions. . . . And society looks to see our spiritual self, providing an assortment of established options through which to turn that self to the public eye— the various churches and houses of worship.
This presentation of a self for our various social roles is not a bad thing in its essence. It makes it easier to call upon those facets of your complex self, needed for whichever role you are playing at any given time. In most cases society lets the expression of that role be, within acceptable parameters, about you. After all, it's your business, your thoughts, your emotional ties, your family, your heritage, your convictions that go into the presentation of self. But society's conventional regard for the spiritual self is different. It's not primarily about you. It's about God. We may speak glibly of our personal relationship to our God, whichever God it may be, but by and large that "relationship" is always the same. He is the worshipped, you are the worshipper. Further, because our conceptions of God are necessarily vague and loosely formed, but more importantly, because they are steeped in traditions we had no say in, that which we define as our spiritual self is rendered more fiction than anything else and the presentation of it to society becomes more game than anything else. It is a game of ritual, routine and superficial spoutings and there is a society-wide tacit agreement to pretty much keep it at that level. Usually you join the church, temple, synagogue, whatever. . . the team your family already belongs to. Then you learn and adopt the party line and you're ready to play ball.
This pretty much represents the sum and substance of thought we give to our spirituality— unless, of course, we choose to deny it altogether.
It also fairly describes my own introduction to my spiritual being. I played for the team of the Christian God; you know, that benevolent One who sits in judgment of our foibles and follies, those He built into us but did not choose to share.
Beneath all the layers and layers of sugar coating which literally takes a child years to suck through and, to extend the analogy, adds empty calories to one's spiritual self- perception as well as decay-promoting rot to one's "wisdom teeth", my introduction to my essential self, courtesy of the church, went something like this: Your soul is evil, weak and corrupt and of itself fit only for the cosmic trash heap. Fortunately the Creator of our universe, and of you incidentally, loves you and sent His only Son into our world to pay the penalty your pathetic soul has incurred by merely existing, and all you have to do to claim this astounding mercy for yourself is thank Him profusely for the rest of eternity.
I am somewhat embarrassed to recall that I subscribed to this hokum for a good number of years. Notice I didn't say believed. Perhaps in the beginning when I was at the age where anything adults told you was beyond question I did believe. I remember hearing people give their personal testimonies and talk about wrestling with their doubts. Doubts? About something so unanimously, thoroughly and solemnly endorsed by the leaders and teachers of our church? How is skepticism even possible alongside the utter sincerity and unswerving consistency with which the grown men and women of our church speak of God, as though He is an automatic given? Why would it even occur to our young minds to question? I didn't understand where these doubts could have come from so, now looking back, I guess at that time I must not have had any. It was about the same time I puzzled over the expression, "seeing the world through rose-colored glasses." How unaccountably misguided to see the world as anything but invariably rosy.
But somewhere in my Christian years I must have started to surrender myself to the game. How else do I explain letting all the inherent absurdities and self-contradictions of its tenets slide? How else do I explain defending them before others?
Take, for instance, that alluded to above; the unworthy human soul saved by God's Son, Jesus, through crucifixion. Arguably the single most popular Bible verse in all Christiandom is John 3:16. "For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son that whosoever believeth in Him shall not perish but have everlasting life." The veneer of the simple beauty of this verse washes completely away after only the most cursory of inspections.
For the moment let's forget the rampant self-denigration and the denigration of the whole human race that is entailed in the crucifixion doctrine so pleasantly alluded to by the Bible verse above. Let's set aside that we must view ourselves as so completely undeserving of cosmic grace on our own. The crucifixion itself, the reasons for its necessity and efficacy don't make sense even as they are presented to us by the church.
Jesus, we are told, died on the cross to pay the penalty for our sinful nature. For the wages of sin is death. To underscore His sacrifice on our behalf He was crucified, a particularly gruesome death in which the faithful seem to take special pride. (Although, if one pays close attention one notices that, while normally it would take the crucified days to die, tradition says that Jesus gave it six hours. [9AM to 3PM; Mark 15:25] After the six hours were up Jesus uttered the equivalent of "I'm outta here" and gave up the ghost thus lending an air of mere formality to His sacrifice as though He only nominally submitted Himself to what we mortals would have to endure in the same situation.) Jesus, sinless Himself, paid the penalty for our sins. Paid the penalty? To whom? To God? Why does God's infinite love for us require such payment? Can He not embrace us freely as we are, as He made us? Or did Jesus pay the penalty to some cosmic principle, some cosmic law? But then, who or what is the author of that law? If it is God, then we're back to the first consideration. Jesus paid the penalty to Him. If not, if it is something separate from and beyond God that demands payment, something even He has to appease then at the very least "omnipotent" God is not all powerful.
And how does it work, anyway? What exactly is the connection between Jesus's death and our sins? What is changed in the cosmic order, the constitution of reality that now permits us to partake of eternal life and gain passage to the heavenly realm of God? What is this veil between us and God that was split and by what means did Jesus's temporary death split it? Certainly we should be capable of understanding something of the metaphysical mechanism here. Certainly a more detailed, plausibility-promoting, cause effect explanation of what Jesus actually accomplished besides a spectacular guilt-imposing death should be possible. And His resurrection? Neat symbol of victory over death. You die but you don't stay dead. But again, what does this mean from a cause effect perspective? Was universal victory over death previously impossible? Why? What exactly changed with Jesus's resurrection? And how? How are we reclaimed from our death-meriting sinful nature by it?
As a game playing member of my church I learned to accept and pass along certain buzz phrases meant to serve as "answers" to these questions or, ideally, to head them off. We intoned:
Jesus takes your sins upon Himself.
He washes you in His blood.
He saves you.
He redeems you.
He pays the ransom for your soul.
He restores your soul.
He makes you whole by His blood.
He fills you with the Holy Spirit.
He makes you once more as little children.
He provides you with the only way to the Father. . . .
It smacks of magic. Grand scale ritualistic magic. Indeed, Christian author C.S. Lewis describes it just this way to his young readers in his famous The Lion, The Witch and the Wardrobe. (It is plainly there in his chapter titles.) It all makes Jesus sound like some sort of reverse voodoo doll. God sticks His pins and needles of divine judgment into Jesus instead of you. And somehow, through reverse voodoo magic and provided, of course, that you accept Jesus as your Lord and Savior pledging love, devotion and obedience, what happened to Jesus doesn't happen to you. This, for all its pretense at mercy and compassion, is primitive spirituality. Lull your sensibilities with enough buzz phrases and you can remain forever oblivious that you are after all the victim of a loving but blood thirsty extortionist God.
It is not my intention to pick on faith per se here. As the reader will see, I think faith is critical to our well-being. It is lazy faith, spoon-fed faith, off the rack faith, un-experienced faith, fashionable faith, faith for the sake of self-presentation as part of a social game I find scary, sad and unconscionable. How little thought people put into what they claim to be the most important facet of their lives! One woman speaking of the rapture (when Jesus returns at the end time to gather up those devoted to Him so they can escape the final tribulation) commented that while, of course, no one may know the day or the hour (Matthew 24:36), she thought Jesus would return at night. I pointed out that it is always night somewhere just as it is always day somewhere and this took her fanciful speculation by surprise. Of course she knew this. Who doesn't? So why had she never factored it into her spiritual ruminations? Could it be that her "faith" in a mapped-out divine plan was more of a social game to her than heartfelt conviction and it was just more fun to fantasize about it than look logically and critically at it?
The game can be fun as we "share our personal relationship to God with others". I've known so many people who claimed to have received the spirit of Jesus into themselves, filled with the Holy Spirit, as they said. I was one of them. But in truth I felt no different. And I could see no fundamental difference between those who boasted of this spiritual renovation and others. They were the same sort of self-promoting, self-seeking, vain, sometimes jealous, sometimes grasping people you see everywhere. Indeed, there might have been an extra measure of shallowness to those of us filled by God as we had a built-in excuse to be sanctimonious, superior and intolerant of viewpoints and ways of life not in keeping with our own.
One way to play the game of "Me and God" was to share with fellow Christians ways God helped you with your personal problems. Looking back on this I can only cringe at the memory of conceit and pampered vanity. To suppose that the same Supreme Being would take an interest in our petty predicaments and miniscule concerns who let millions die miserable, horrible deaths in concentration camps just a few short decades ago! We would blithely sidestep such considerations as we joyfully contemplated the wondrous nature of our God.
Hymn singing was sometimes a fun aspect of the Christian game (although I can remember often— and I'm sure I'm not alone— hoping the minister would call for only the first and last stanzas of the selected hymn). The hymn melodies were often borrowed masterworks. Example: Joyful, Joyful, We Adore Thee is of course Beethoven's Ode to Joy, so giving voice to them, individual musical talents notwithstanding, was pleasurable enough. But the lyrics were just as often dreadful— stilted, insincere, nauseatingly pious and shamelessly sycophantic. It did not do well to pay close attention to them. I don't think any of us really did.
We were also not guilty of paying overly scrupulous attention to the pseudointellectual games we played as we pretended— thinking Christians as we flatteringly thought of ourselves— to apply reason and logic to our contemplations of the existence and nature of God and our relationship with Him. I've reserved the next chapter for looking at our arguments and demonstrations for God's existence, a perennial topic for believers and non-believers alike and a core aspect of the spirituality game. But somehow from the collage of confusion constituted by the collected books of the Bible, we Christians managed to extract certain clever observations about God's nature and how we fit into it. And we have further been able to fold some of these observations neatly into intellectually catchy and memorably gimmicky packages.
I think my favorite has always been the Christian prescription for joy. It is, as I said, satisfyingly catchy and gimmicky. Joy comes to you when you put Jesus first, Others second and Yourself last. It's really a good thing the game requires of us to think no more deeply about this than to appreciate and admire the clever acronym. Because if we tried to discern its meaning we would be at best confused. Putting Jesus first, ahead even of others separates His interests from humanity's. Even looking past the logical conundrum here, consider the consequences of doing so. What vile, horrendous things have we done to each other in the name and spirit of putting Jesus first!
Putting others before yourself sounds nice on its surface but as a blanket policy it's neither practical nor healthy. Certainly one might sacrifice wants and needs for the sake of loved ones. But then is this really putting yourself last? Are not your own wants and needs tied into your "sacrifice"? The practice of putting others before yourself simply for the sake of it does not in fact lead to spiritual joy but to a self-created martyr complex and then to the resentment of others who are under no obligation to acknowledge and appreciate what you ceaselessly do for them. If you always put yourself last, be prepared to always be last. If this brings you spiritual joy you may then rewrite the book on human nature.
To get ahead of myself a little bit here, joy, spiritual self-knowledge and awareness is actually the result of travelling this pathway in the opposite direction from that prescribed. You start with scrutinizing yourself spiritually. I believe Jesus referred to it as removing the beam from your own eye to see clearly enough to be able to remove the speck from your brother's (Matthew 7:5). However you want to say it, spiritual awareness must begin with the only spirit you have direct, firsthand and intimate contact with— your own. This leads you to then see its relationship, its unity with others. Then. . . then if you want to use the powerful examples of religious and spiritual icons to illustrate your insights and observations you just may be able to do so with discretion and wisdom.
Impatient Christians, myself once among them, in the pursuit of a fast-paced and interesting game, want to jump right to the third step. Well, we've seen the results of that, haven't we? Jesus placed above humanity is a ready-made device with which to trample humanity.
We use the iconic figure of Jesus to give weight to, to authenticate and validate our spiritual and religious claims. He is the immediate and exclusive voice of God. In another exercise of pseudo-logic, which in the end is more clever than sound and so more indicative of spiritual game playing than taking the matter seriously, we defend this assertion.
Our logic runs as follows: Jesus is either who and what He claims to be, the one and only Son of God, the Savior of humanity, God made flesh or He was a complete madman. This is used to counter the idea that, while Jesus may have existed, He was nothing more than a great teacher, a gifted visionary, charismatic motivational speaker who was after all an ordinary man. This argument presents us with an either/or proposition that demands we make a choice. Unfortunately for the carelessly conceived argument a choice is not necessary. It is easy to make an end run around it by simply coming up with a third alternative. And here it is: Jesus was indeed an ordinary man who was a great moral and spiritual teacher and never claimed to be anything but. All that (among other highly questionable utterances attributed to Jesus) was inserted later to satisfy the agendas of power seekers and authoritarians when the record of Jesus's life and ministry was made, when the Bible, New Testament specifically, was written and compiled. That such tampering with Biblical texts is part of its history becomes obvious to anyone who has made even a cursory study of the Bible's origins as, for example, in Bart D. Ehrman's Misquoting Jesus.
At this point in the dialogue between the faithful and skeptic, the faithful asserts that God protects the integrity of His word. Maybe so, but one can't use that as an argument here because the integrity of the Bible is precisely what's at issue. One must presuppose that the Bible is a flawless divine record in order to accept the reason given for such assurance.
All this of course says nothing about whom or what Jesus was or is. It is only meant to demonstrate the lax credulity that is part of the game of pseudo-intellectualism played by Christians when contemplating their faith.
Not surprisingly, this game is frequently encouraged from the pulpit. I once heard it claimed during a sermon that there is more evidence that Jesus rose from the dead than there is for the very existence of Julius Caesar. I found this a bit outrageous but was willing to hear how the minister developed and supported his claim— except he didn't. The bald faced statement was all we were going to get. What could he possibly have been thinking? That among the gospels there is a greater volume of words referring to the resurrection than there is in surviving ancient documents which make direct and unmistakable reference to Julius Caesar? We'll never know.
But in the end it doesn't matter. It was the game. He felt comfortable throwing this unsupported statement out to the congregation and they, for all I could tell, were comfortable taking it as is. It was a moment of mutual self-congratulations for the faithful. There is evidence out there for what I believe. I don't know what it is but there is historical evidence supporting me. I heard it in church. Hallelujah!
These few examples are given to sketch the culture in which conventional Christianity is grown. A somewhat long winded minister was once asked why his sermons were always so lengthy. He replied, "Sermonettes make Christianettes". Well, whatever that means, superficial game-playing Christianity makes superficial game-playing Christians. Displayed faith is more important than heartfelt, spirit-felt faith. We consistently, constantly, perpetually display for one another a regard for God, the Supreme Being of the universe, in which we cannot possibly be sincere.
I once heard a woman discussing a plane crash in which almost everyone was killed. The only survivor turned out to be a baby. The woman's summation: God was certainly with that little baby!
Seriously?
Had her faith truly come down to spouting this singularly thoughtless, absurd cliche? Are we really going to see the hand of God in the survival of one among a plane load of victims? Could all-powerful God do no better? Did all-loving God not care to?
Ah, but there's a standard "out" here. You see, it was all God's will. All of it. Everything about the plane crash was an expression of His will, His purpose, His wondrous plan for us all. But if we truly believed that shouldn't we then find reason to celebrate not only the saving of the baby but the deaths of all the other passengers (including, presumably, the baby's parent(s)?
In order to preserve the image of an all loving, all powerful Heavenly Father, the recipient of our communally professed, shared and displayed adoration, in order to play society's spirituality game we have to do some serious philosophical prestidigitation. We have to see His unfailing mercy in the coldest and cruelest of events.
The victim of a hurricane interviewed on television speaks gratefully of relief workers sent to his ravaged community by God. Well, of course God sent them. We all know they wouldn't have thought or bothered to come on their own. And who sent the hurricane? It had to be God, undoubtedly so He could then send the relief workers and give us further cause to extol His glory and mercy.
This practice of mindlessly invoking our substandard, inconsistent, unsupportable image and portrait of a Father-figure God in order to speak with fashionable sagacity about the events in our lives is not merely a harmless if empty convention. First, it cheats honest reflection. Why work through something in your heart and head when a mouthed platitude will do? Second, it darkens humanity's view of itself. Anything good, even if it comes from human endeavor, is actually to God's credit. This leaves us with nothing but the blame and responsibility for the bad. It breeds contempt for our fellow humanity and makes a virtue of abandoning final accountability for our spiritual development. We are too evil. Turn it over to God.
Our spiritual creed calls upon us to be scrupulous, persevering and strong in our spiritual quest. Its effect is to make us lazy, weak and slipshod. By and large we have made a travesty of our potential for spiritual awareness, of our inner spiritual sense. We either throw up our hands in disgust at the whole idea of our having spirits, souls, a vital connection to the cosmos, or we cheapen the idea by turning it into a social game. We take our cue from religious institutions which foist on us a representation of our most vital self, derived from a God who is essentially not much different from the depiction of Santa Claus given to our innocent, unquestioning children. We, otherwise intelligent, thoughtful discerning, careful, savvy beings are inexplicably sloppy when it comes to our spirituality. It is nothing short of incredible! This willingness to be duped, to dupe ourselves reminds me of Winston Smith, the protagonist of George Orwell's 1984. His very job is to help perpetuate the dark social games of his culture. As one of his duties Smith amends those predictions made by Big Brother which did not actually come to pass. He rewrites them so that, for the record, Big Brother is never wrong. And then, so reminiscent of our duties to traditional religions as we willingly gloss over their inherent absurdities and obvious falsehoods, Smith somehow forgets what he's done effectively leaving Big Brother right by all accounts. Good for Smith. Must be why he gets the big bucks.
Proof in the existence of God! I don't know. Does humanity get any more pretentious than that?
To conceive of a God, or gods, a Supreme Being or collection of super beings or at least magical forces at work in our universe is one thing. Perhaps when humanity first started trying to understand itself and its world, creating deities for the unexplainable was the only option. Not only did you have a way of apprehending the mysteries of existence, or at least incorporating them into your metaphysical view, but if you played your cards right with the gods or mystical forces, the might of nature could be persuaded to favor you. Then, of course, the existence of the gods was "self-evident". When humanity started flirting with reason and logic it learned to question and doubt. But at the same time it wasn't quite willing to abandon cherished and often socially useful notions of beings who had control over that vast reality outside mortal reach. So perhaps it was after all inevitable that the new kids on the block, reason and logic, would want to hang out and ingratiate themselves with the old gang, worship and devotion.
Philosophers and the clergy alike went to work on the problem of blending a world of ritual and magic with one of empirical observation and rationality. Well, the effort wasn't quite that clean or clear cut. The old gang, to continue the metaphor, was a violent one and fought ruthlessly to control its turf. It hounded and persecuted independent scholastic pursuit. But over time humanity's pride in its intellect forged an uneasy conciliation between the divinely inspired and the diligently investigated. Where faith could it reinvented itself, repackaged itself, reformed itself to be more rational, to acknowledge a world that was discovering the benefits of thinking things through. Faith recognized that sometimes it actually had to give reasons for its founding assertions, to temper its claims to keep them from running head-on into scientific discovery and pragmatic insight, to admit the use of metaphor and poetic representation as elements of what was once dispensed as uncontestable literal truth. Where heart and soul could it welcomed the head into its fold.
Still, it's hard to imagine the sheer conceit of presuming one can use reason and logic to deduce, to prove the existence of God.
There are literally hundreds of such proofs ranging from the philosophically convoluted to the deliberately ridiculous. In the latter category we find "Boatwright's Argument".
(1) Ha Ha Ha
(2) Therefore God exists.
Yeah, okay.
The most popular of these proofs is the God through His handiworks argument. It goes something like this. We see the effects of the invisible, electricity say, and therefore reasonably conclude that electricity exists. I'm using electricity here simply because I once heard it offered as an example in a sermon. I'm aware that sometimes you can see electricity but this didn't seem to bother the congregation and it's still possible to appreciate the spirit of the illustration. I could just as easily use magnetism which is only known by its effects. Anyway, the argument runs that in the same way we know electricity exists, by its effects, we can know that God exists by His effects, by the undeniable majesty of His handiwork seen everywhere. Objective observation followed by logical, reasonable analysis. The scientific, scholarly method. Ipso, facto, quod erat demonstrandum, QED, thus it is proved. God exists.
What, you're not convinced? You say I have the proverbial cart before the horse, that by calling what surrounds us "handiwork" I am slipping the conclusion into the analysis?
Hm-m-m.
We may find nature beautiful but is it because it was created by a supreme artist (the Nature of whom, if revealed by nature, must be at least as fiendish as majestic) or is it because our means of apprehending it developed— for our biological benefit— with a bias toward perceiving it favorably? The systems of nature interact effectively. Nature "works". But is this because of a divine engineer or because, through trial and error, if it doesn't work it doesn't last?
What in nature speaks compellingly of conscious design? We see a fragment of reality that suggests underlying order to the receptive mind. And perhaps from our tiny perspective within that order and with no real knowledge of its context, or lack thereof, it may very well seem to be something to be awed by and thought of as deliberate. But couldn't the genesis of our universe also go something like this: Existence is forever randomly fluxing through states. I guess the formal word for this, one underscoring our limited standards of judgment, is chaos. Imagine an ever churning state of being with no laws or consistency, an ever broiling storm of possibilities. Inevitably one of these possibilities sustains itself long enough to call itself ordered. But this ordered state is but a wisp in the eternal flux of being. And all without conscious design.
I realize I am somewhat at odds with conventional science here which now cites time itself as a product of the Big Bang. So, if time wasn't a condition of being "before" the Big Bang, how can I talk about existence forever randomly fluxing?
But how do we know the Big Bang and its attendant bloom into the universe (or even multi-verse) we "know" is the full scope of being or even that there is one? How can we assert that all this isn't encompassed by even broader realities? (Do you remember that final scene in Men in Black?) To arbitrarily and arrogantly encapsulate being into a strictly "Big Bang" scenario is as narrow as fundamentalist religion trying to cram all of being into the six day wonder of Creationism.
Besides, forever doesn't have to mean duration. It could simply mean that the flux of being is forever varied. In terms of time, if we cared to apply them, these infinite and, by our standards, chaotic variations are simultaneous.
Anyway, the Big Bang theory doesn't account for the existence of the original singularity, and someone claiming the universe is God's handiwork and thus proof of His existence might maintain that the singularity is His means of implementation. And perhaps it is. Or perhaps what we call the singularity is part of the eternal random flux of an altogether different kind of reality which we are not currently in a position to know. We can guess, suppose, wish, hope and why not? Let's just not call it proof.
We see the effects of electricity all around us, effects that can be repeated, predicted and manipulated in specific and consistent ways. Yes, by this we know a certain phenomenon exists. We call it electricity. Not the same as extrapolating the existence of God from that of the universe.
This same principle of argument is given in the example of the watch and the watchmaker. The watch is a mechanism in which all the parts fit together and work in conjunction with one another. From this watch and the ordered meshing of its constituent parts we infer the existence of a watchmaker. A design is apparent. So do we, from the working interactions of the universe deduce the existence of a designer, God.
Perhaps in this example the inherent fallacy is easier to appreciate. The watch is clearly an artifact. It was designed for a single specific purpose. We can plainly see how its parts were measured and crafted to interact with one another to achieve this single specific purpose. And if need be we can repair the watch if and when it breaks down. The watch is an artifact and we have many obvious reasons to call it one. Not so with the universe whose parts and aspects constantly change in their relationship with one another, which has no identifiable purpose and must "repair" itself by means of slow, evolutionary process which continually changes its very essence. The analogy is patently false.
As I said, proving God's existence by seeing design in the cosmos is perhaps the most popular of the standard proofs. It or something like it is invariably thrown into the conversation whenever the subject arises. It is also found among the five famous proofs handed down to us by St. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274). Aquinas, Catholic priest and theological philosopher, gives us five logical reasons to acknowledge the existence of God.
In a nutshell Aquinas credits God as the source of all being. God is the First Cause, Prime Mover, Author of physical existence, Standard Setter of degrees and variability within the universe and, yes, its Ultimate Designer.
By and large Aquinas demonstrates his proofs by presenting the universe as a place of cause effect regression. Its various aspects at any given moment are the results of earlier manifestations which lead to or become these aspects which in turn were caused by even earlier manifestations. This, he reasons, can't go on forever and ever without origin. God, or as he puts it, what everyone calls "God" is that origin.
Aquinas has addressed himself to what is arguably the most fundamental, and so fascinating, philosophical question— what is the source of all being? And he protects himself nicely in his answer with the qualifier "what everyone calls" before he uses the word God. And as I'll later show I am somewhat in accord with this. You can't really argue with it but you can ask, has he really solved the problem? What is this thing that "everyone calls God"? Is it conscious? Is it deliberate? Is it aware? Is it purposeful? Does it have expectations. . . demands of us? Is it that which is described in the Bible? Then again, which Bible? Which, if any, of the many apprehensions of God is Aquinas alluding to?
But, getting back to the philosophical poser, what is the source of all being, Aquinas's contemplative instincts are good.
What is the source of all being, what is reality in its simplest, finally irreducible essence, what is the nature of that which always is? Because SOMETHING MUST ALWAYS BE. Even if it is just naked darkness and void, the stark unadorned state of being is inescapable. Always has been, always will be. Forever and ever and ever and ever throughout any set of dimensions or states of dimensionlessness, realities that would drive you mad to behold. All is possible except abject nothingness. Being cannot not be. Nobody or nothing imposes this condition; nobody or nothing can cancel it out. It is a dizzyingly bottomless contemplation, when fully apprehended, to really do a free-fall into! It haunts and intrigues. It ignites religious awe.
Unfortunately, it is blunted by conventional treatment and met by the rather pedestrian scenario of a Supreme Being deciding to call forth our existence presumably to relieve His loneliness or boredom.
A quick interjection here before I continue. The reader may note that I seem to fall into the conventional trap of making convention the butt of my criticisms. For the record, I have nothing against conventional ideas per se. It is the presumption of unchallenged authority and legitimacy conventionality seems to have lent them that bothers me. They are too often mindlessly invoked to fit this or that given situation. In their day, I'm sure the tenets of today's conventional thinking provided creative and innovative observations and perspectives and, to a degree, many are still serviceable. But they've been around long enough for society to have assimilated them, adapted them to its status quo-preserving agenda and watered them down for safe popular consumption. Said ideas are like the sound of The Beatles. Once wild and radical. Today it's elevator music.
Aquinas alludes to a First Cause and Prime Mover as that which "everyone calls God". But God is given many names, many backgrounds, many histories, many personalities by the religious community. We are left with the question then, which God does Aquinas believe he's proven exists? Well, Aquinas was a Catholic priest. So a conscious, aware, deliberate God with explicit expectations made the universe and everything within it.
Fine. Who or what made God?
This is not as facetious a question as it might first appear. If God as the source of all being is to make any sense to us beyond a convenient stop gap, catch-all term, shouldn't we have some idea as to the source of His being as revealed by His nature? God as we have portrayed Him, or, if the reader prefers, as He has portrayed Himself to us, is a collection of specifics. According to tradition He is good, loving, just and by His own admission (Exodus 20:5) a jealous God. What makes Him these things? What makes God jealous and not unpossessive, loving and not indifferent, just and not biased, good and not evil? If one were to say God chose these as His own qualities over the inexplicably already existing alternatives or that they are the prerequisite of Absolute Being, appointed so by God, the Author of Creation, then you are left with the awkward, unsatisfying and probably meaningless position that somehow God made Himself. (Actually, this is the answer of convenience I was given when as a child I asked, if God made everything, who made God?) To say that the God of Tradition, Originator, Prime Mover and First Cause of all, always was (and so always was as we portray Him) is to severely and arbitrarily limit absolute potential. And it is easily refuted since we know the opposite attributes of those we ascribe to God do indeed exist.
Aquinas demonstrated the philosophical attractiveness of an Ultimate or First Cause. But he did not connect it to the God whose team uniform he wore and, given his qualifier, he probably knew it. But traditional religion remains undaunted by this trivial technicality. Aquinas's five proofs comprise the foundation of religion's responses to those who venture to wonder about the origin, the fundamental nature of God and the state of His being. Oh, unless, of course, you want to count the third, perhaps favorite and certainly generically handy response at tradition's disposal to the question, who or what made God or to any other question that probes beneath the tender and sensitive skin of dogma.
Your question is impertinent.
You cannot know the ultimate nature of God, (although that never stopped the faithful from making definitive claims about Him when it suited their purpose) and it is presumptuous in the extreme for you to even try. When you question Biblically-derived doctrine it is the same as challenging God. If you love and fear Him you just don't do that.
Loving and fearing God. There's a concept. It's the emotional response we try to drum up and justify toward a God who claims eternal love for us but threatens eternal torment if we don't toe His line. How unstable this proves to be as a basis for spiritual philosophy! We can either love a Supreme Being in the role of Heavenly Father or we can fear an Authoritative Being holding the sword of His wrath and damnation over our heads. But both together lay a schizoid foundation on which to build one's spirituality. And we see it clearly in a Christianity that teaches love for all but practices intolerance for anything— lifestyle, philosophy, passion— or anyone not conforming to its prescription for living. Never mind for the moment Christianity's brutal, bloody past. Even today when enlightenment is supposed to temper religious fervor, intolerance of non-conforming viewpoints prevails.
I once heard the story of a woman who was looking to join a certain church. Apparently, however, it was more important to the members she spoke with that she concede that while she had a soul and a chance for everlasting bliss, her beloved pets had no soul and faced everlasting extinction at death. Unable to accept God's selective mercy, she walked away. Said parishioners may have lost a prospective member but they faithfully upheld their precious doctrine.
Why would anyone want anything to do with a God that demands we love Him or else?
If our proofs for God's existence leave fundamental questions and holes in our contemplation of Him, what good are they especially if His nature forbids even by implication further inquiry? Or at best when inquiry leads to confusion and contradiction if we are expected to shrug our shoulders and say, ah well, the limitation is not in the proof of God's existence or even in the seeking of such proof but in our capacity to understand. (As we'll see later this stance is not confined solely to the matter of God's existence.) Let us be thankful that reason and logic are enough to show that God does indeed exist even if the proof derived from them leaves us more bewildered about Him than ever.
And, as I said, there are hundreds of these proofs. There is, for instance, a whole tangent of proofs founded on the principle that if I can conceive of God, this is proof that He exists.
Huh?
Perhaps the presumptuousness is not to refuse to quietly accept these proofs as some of their proponents charge, but to indulge ourselves in them in the first place. We are so proud of our capacity for reason and logic we just have to take it along for the ride wherever we go, even as we ponder questions with no boundaries, to which reason and logic, being a discipline of measurement and evaluation, have no application— except maybe as guides to keep us from lapsing into ridiculous and absurd assertions. When reason and logic tells us that a God of Love who tortures His creations for doubting His existence— which He seems to have applied all His divine skill to hide— just doesn't make sense, THEN we start citing reason and logic's limitations!
And how exactly do proofs of God's existence even in principle enrich our appreciation of Him? Do they not simply highlight our doubts? Does it not require just as much willingness to believe in their validity as it does to believe in God without them? And really, at the end of the day doesn't everybody know this?
But we set aside these considerations, once again for the sake of the game of spiritual self- presentation. I am a reverend soul, a worshipful soul, a devout soul, a religious soul. . . and an intelligent soul.
What is it that makes this preferable to actually trying to see our spiritual connection to the cosmos for what it is? If we need a God to complete the picture why do we not look deeply enough to find one who is a Supreme Being in all ways? Do we fear we won't find Him? Do we fear we will just be "making Him up" if we do? Are we convinced, despite our rhetoric, that the cosmos is not after all a warm, open, all-receiving, all-embracing, all-enlightening, all-revealing, all-comforting place?
Could it be a want of faith among the faithful?
Faith is a tricky thing. We like to think of it as uncritical, unconditional adherence and devotion especially when placed in God. But is this realistic? Note the case of Job found in the Biblical book entitled, well, Job. Job is a man of faith. But the devil challenges this faith before God charging that it is based merely on God's good and loving treatment of Job— as if this isn't reasonable. So, in a display of all-too-human pride and to prove the devil wrong, God allows Job to be stripped of everything— wealth, family, health to see if his faith endures. As Job suffers, three well-meaning friends drop by to comfort him. But their "comfort" takes the form of insisting that Job must have done something dreadful to offend their always just and benevolent God. Job is equally insistent that he has done nothing of the kind. And we, privy to the real reason for Job's plight, know this to be true. In the end, Job's faith remains intact, but when he asks God for an explanation of why he is being tormented God pulls rank and pointedly refuses to answer. But, hey, thanks for playing our game. And your prize behind door number one is a new family to replace the one I allowed to be murdered, more wealth than ever which we'll tap from your friends who are our losing contestants (just remember your tithe) and a clean bill of health which, of course, you kind of already had in the first place.
Job's example is our own. Are we really expected to maintain a loving, adoring, admiring faith in a God who callously launches us into a nightmare reality where we're caught in the middle of a feud between Himself and the devil? Even a dog, deservedly noted and lauded for its unconditional love and loyalty isn't stupid enough to continue to love and trust a master who neglects and abuses it. A lover, a heartmate, a soulmate, a kindred spirit, a family member, a partner, a leader all can lose the faith and devotion of others if that faith is neglected or betrayed. Yet we profess to maintain a faith in a God of dubious behavior and, worse, one who refuses to come out of hiding especially after such a hands on policy of two and three millenia ago.
Sincere faith is not uncritical. It is loyalty and devotion to someone or something that in some way enriches you; and faith must be critical in assessing that enrichment. Beware of those who would tell you that true faith is unquestioning, absolute, unreserved, unconditional. They want something. In truth, blind faith is handicapped faith. Faith needs inspiration. Trust, at least, must be inspired whether the faith in question comes from the heart, the brain, the spirit or the soul, from reason or from intuition. So, to put it bluntly, what enrichment is offered by the God of tradition? How are we inspired to see Him as a loving, benevolent God who has our best interest at heart?
There are two kinds of relationships we can have with the God of tradition, one based on love or one based on fear. I already admitted I can't make heads or tails of a relationship with God based on love and fear and I never met anybody who could. When I write about building and nurturing a faith in God it will be a faith based on love. If yours is a fearsome God before whom you tremble in dread of damnation or punishment I can say very little to you except that your relationship of faith in Him will be based on fear forever even after you've gone to your "reward". If this is the kind of God you want or are willing to accept. . . . But if you are looking to cultivate a relationship and faith in God based on loving Him and on the assurance that He loves you, what grounds does tradition offer on which to build it?
Well, God made us. We have His Word (literally) for that. How could He not love us? How could we not be moved to devote everything we have, everything we are to Him?
But why did He create us as He did? Why did He make us so inferior to Himself that He can't have had more in common with us than we with an amoeba? Why didn't He create us as beings like Himself? Once when I posed this question aloud I actually received the answer that God was not about to create beings like Himself for fear that they, not choosing to be good as God has, might gang up on Him and kill Him. A thoughtful, four star answer from the ranks of the faithful!
Did God decide to create us because He was bored, lonely or otherwise unfulfilled in some vague way despite His general omni-ness which should have left Him without want or need? Further, did He not only need company but a reason to perpetually celebrate His greatness by surrounding Himself with beings who must be in awe of Him? Why else would He have made us so weak, vulnerable, ignorant and hungry and thus so supremely susceptible to the seductions of evil? Is this what we're supposed to buy as the basis and expression of His divine love for us, our best interest at His heart?
Yes, I know the response of tradition here. God gave us free will to choose between good and evil and if we choose to be evil that is our responsibility and the consequences are earned by us alone. Of course, given our built-in imperfections it's a rigged game. Naturally, we're going to fall short of our potential best. Naturally, we're going to find ourselves in need of God's grace, mercy and forgiveness. All the more since apparently God is somehow holding us responsible for Adam and Eve's little indiscretion (original sin). We're born with three strikes already against us. And that's one strike against the whole using free-will-to-blame-ourselves argument.
But, let's take an even closer look at this free will thing. Is it truly the culprit here? Doesn't God have free will? So, what is it about God's constitution that makes Him so perfectly good (no matter what He does, apparently) and why is it so glaringly left out of our own? Why did God not give us the oomph He has for goodness whether it's a total love to inspire good, a perfect knowledge to fortify good, a strength to adhere to the good or a core satisfaction taken from good? Obviously in the reality provided by Him free will and absolute good can coexist in the same being. So what's the problem? Why is God holding back on His best stuff? How is this a demonstration of His love for us? How is this in our best interest? How is objective appreciation of this faith sustaining?
But perhaps the God of tradition inspires faith and trust through His sterling example of spiritually enlightened behavior as Supreme Being of the universe. Actually, we've already looked at one sample of it in His treatment of Job. And how He treats Job is how He treats us. If the Old Testament is the accurate record it claims to be of God's and man's early joint adventures we find a God who is consistently vain, jealous, anal, temperamental, obsessive, arbitrary, harsh, self-seeking, cavalier with life; not much different it would seem from the gods of the ancient Greeks and Romans.
Everyone is familiar with the story of Moses leading his people out of Egypt over the continued objections of Pharaoh (Exodus 3-14). Each time Pharaoh stood in Moses's way God visited another plague on Egypt. The last plague was the systematic murder of every Egyptian first born. This is commemorated with solemn pride via the holiday, Passover.
An interesting detail of this story, in light of our previous discussion on free will, is that God repeatedly "hardened Pharaoh's heart" against the Israelites to ensure he would give Moses a difficult time at every turn and thus "necessitate" the plagues. One must assume Pharaoh would otherwise have been more open to Moses's demands or why would he need a push from God? So much for free will! And as we know, courtesy of Cecil B. DeMille, God wasn't satisfied until He was able to drown Pharaoh's men in the Red sea by closing its waters upon them.
But what if Pharaoh had refused to accommodate Moses even without his free will being unscrupulously tampered with? Could God not have found a less drastic, less violent way of handling the situation? When God made Eve from Adam's rib (I'm not even going to touch that one) He first put Adam to sleep (Genesis 2: 21-22). So, why couldn't He have put the Egyptians to sleep long enough for Moses and his people to slip out of Egypt unmolested? Of course, this leaves us with the question, would Pharaoh have come after them once God woke him? Well, yes, probably, if God had anything to say about it.
On one level I'm just having fun with the basic silliness of the story. But I also wish to demonstrate here how this, along with other comparable Old Testament accounts, depicts a God who falls far short of the loving, caring Supreme Being we would like to envision. We are instead confronted by a violent, murderous, destructive cosmic bully and tyrant whom religious tradition blithely places at the head of our universe. In the New Testament God tries to clean up His act a little by talking about peace on earth, love and brotherhood for all, but He still needs His blood sacrifice and He's still pretty intolerant of those who don't see things His way.
On top of all this, the God of tradition proves disappointingly, dishearteningly fallible. How does an omniscient God make so many mistakes? He creates two sentient beings to live forever in a garden paradise and does not have the prescience or even common sense to divine that, given eternity, eventually they will break the one mandate He has laid down for them. After He expels them from Eden He posts a fierce angelic guard to keep them out. Now He has a garden that isn't doing anybody any good. Why didn't He see fit to post guards to keep out the serpent who brought temptation to Adam and Eve in the first place? How could this all-knowing, all-benevolent God have been so clumsy as to inspire the first murder (Cain and Abel)? Why did God not foresee that one day He would have to firebomb whole cities and even drown an entire world for not living up to His expectations? Why today are we living in a world of His creation which is slipping into such a state of depravity He will one day have to deal with it with even more violence? (By assuming He did not foresee any of these developments I am actually giving God the benefit of the doubt. Better to believe He began His creative endeavors and then saw where they were going. If He knew of the pain and misery He would cause before He got started, that just makes Him the worst kind of sadist imaginable!) Why must we endure this suffering, indignity and horror because the God of tradition wanted something or someone to love?
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