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In Memoriam
Douglas Adams (1952-2001)

'Isn't it enough to see that a garden is beautiful without having to
believe that there are fairies at the bottom of it too?'
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Preface
As a child, my wife hated her school and wished she could leave.
Years later, when she was in her twenties, she disclosed this
unhappy fact to her parents, and her mother was aghast: 'But
darling, why didn't you come to us and tell us?' Lalla's reply is my
text for today: 'But I didn't know I could.'

I didn't know I could.
I suspect - well, I am sure - that there are lots of people out there

who have been brought up in some religion or other, are unhappy
in it, don't believe it, or are worried about the evils that are done in
its name; people who feel vague yearnings to leave their parents'
religion and wish they could, but just don't realize that leaving is an
option. If you are one of them, this book is for you. It is intended
to raise consciousness - raise consciousness to the fact that to be an
atheist is a realistic aspiration, and a brave and splendid one. You
can be an atheist who is happy, balanced, moral, and intellectually
fulfilled. That is the first of my consciousness-raising messages. I
also want to raise consciousness in three other ways, which I'll
come on to.

In January 2006 I presented a two-part television documentary on
British television (Channel Four) called Root of All Evil? From the
start, I didn't like the title. Religion is not the root of all evil, for
no one thing is the root of all anything. But I was delighted with the
advertisement that Channel Four put in the national newspapers.
It was a picture of the Manhattan skyline with the caption 'Imagine
a world without religion.' What was the connection? The twin
towers of the World Trade Center were conspicuously present.

Imagine, with John Lennon, a world with no religion. Imagine
no suicide bombers, no 9/11, no 7/7, no Crusades, no witch-hunts,
no Gunpowder Plot, no Indian partition, no Israeli/Palestinian
wars, no Serb/Croat/Muslim massacres, no persecution of Jews
as 'Christ-killers', no Northern Ireland 'troubles', no 'honour
killings', no shiny-suited bouffant-haired televangelists fleecing
gullible people of their money ('God wants you to give till it
hurts'). Imagine no Taliban to blow up ancient statues, no public
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beheadings of blasphemers, no flogging of female skin for the crime
of showing an inch of it. Incidentally, my colleague Desmond
Morris informs me that John Lennon's magnificent song is some-
times performed in America with the phrase 'and no religion too'
expurgated. One version even has the effrontery to change it to 'and
one religion too'.

Perhaps you feel that agnosticism is a reasonable position, but
that atheism is just as dogmatic as religious belief? If so, I hope
Chapter 2 will change your mind, by persuading you that 'the God
Hypothesis' is a scientific hypothesis about the universe, which
should be analysed as sceptically as any other. Perhaps you have
been taught that philosophers and theologians have put forward
good reasons to believe in God. If you think that, you might enjoy
Chapter 3 on 'Arguments for God's existence' - the arguments turn
out to be spectacularly weak. Maybe you think it is obvious that
God must exist, for how else could the world have come into being?
How else could there be life, in all its rich diversity, with every
species looking uncannily as though it had been 'designed'? If your
thoughts run along those lines, I hope you will gain enlightenment
from Chapter 4 on 'Why there almost certainly is no God'.
Far from pointing to a designer, the illusion of design in the living
world is explained with far greater economy and with devastating
elegance by Darwinian natural selection. And, while natural selection
itself is limited to explaining the living world, it raises our conscious-
ness to the likelihood of comparable explanatory 'cranes' that may
aid our understanding of the cosmos itself. The power of cranes such
as natural selection is the second of my four consciousness-raisers.

Perhaps you think there must be a god or gods because anthro-
pologists and historians report that believers dominate every
human culture. If you find that convincing, please refer to Chapter
5, on 'The roots of religion', which explains why belief is so
ubiquitous. Or do you think that religious belief is necessary in
order for us to have justifiable morals? Don't we need God, in order
to be good? Please read Chapters 6 and 7 to see why this is not so.
Do you still have a soft spot for religion as a good thing for the
world, even if you yourself have lost your faith? Chapter 8 will
invite you to think about ways in which religion is not such a good
thing for the world.
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If you feel trapped in the religion of your upbringing, it would
be worth asking yourself how this came about. The answer is
usually some form of childhood indoctrination. If you are religious
at all it is overwhelmingly probable that your religion is that of
your parents. If you were born in Arkansas and you think
Christianity is true and Islam false, knowing full well that you
would think the opposite if you had been born in Afghanistan,
you are the victim of childhood indoctrination. Mutatis mutandis
if you were born in Afghanistan.

The whole matter of religion and childhood is the subject of
Chapter 9, which also includes my third consciousness-raiser. Just
as feminists wince when they hear 'he' rather than 'he or she', or
'man' rather than 'human', I want everybody to flinch whenever we
hear a phrase such as 'Catholic child' or 'Muslim child'. Speak of a
'child of Catholic parents' if you like; but if you hear anybody
speak of a 'Catholic child', stop them and politely point out that
children are too young to know where they stand on such issues,
just as they are too young to know where they stand on economics
or politics. Precisely because my purpose is consciousness-raising,
I shall not apologize for mentioning it here in the Preface as well
as in Chapter 9. You can't say it too often. I'll say it again. That
is not a Muslim child, but a child of Muslim parents. That child is
too young to know whether it is a Muslim or not. There is no
such thing as a Muslim child. There is no such thing as a Christian
child.

Chapters 1 and 10 top and tail the book by explaining, in their
different ways, how a proper understanding of the magnificence of
the real world, while never becoming a religion, can fill the
inspirational role that religion has historically - and inadequately -
usurped.

My fourth consciousness-raiser is atheist pride. Being an atheist
is nothing to be apologetic about. On the contrary, it is something
to be proud of, standing tall to face the far horizon, for atheism
nearly always indicates a healthy independence of mind and,
indeed, a healthy mind. There are many people who know, in their
heart of hearts, that they are atheists, but dare not admit it to
their families or even, in some cases, to themselves. Partly, this is
because the very word 'atheist' has been assiduously built up as a
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terrible and frightening label. Chapter 9 quotes the comedian Julia
Sweeney's tragi-comic story of her parents' discovery, through
reading a newspaper, that she had become an atheist. Not believing
in God they could just about take, but an atheist! An ATHEIST}
(The mother's voice rose to a scream.)

I need to say something to American readers in particular at this
point, for the religiosity of today's America is something truly
remarkable. The lawyer Wendy Kaminer was exaggerating only
slightly when she remarked that making fun of religion is as risky
as burning a flag in an American Legion Hall.1 The status of
atheists in America today is on a par with that of homosexuals fifty
years ago. Now, after the Gay Pride movement, it is possible,
though still not very easy, for a homosexual to be elected to public
office. A Gallup poll taken in 1999 asked Americans whether they
would vote for an otherwise well-qualified person who was a woman
(95 per cent would), Roman Catholic (94 per cent would), Jew (92 per
cent), black (92 per cent), Mormon (79 per cent), homosexual (79
per cent) or atheist (49 per cent). Clearly we have a long way to go.
But atheists are a lot more numerous, especially among the educated
elite, than many realize. This was so even in the nineteenth century,
when John Stuart Mill was already able to say: 'The world would be
astonished if it knew how great a proportion of its brightest
ornaments, of those most distinguished even in popular estimation for
wisdom and virtue, are complete sceptics in religion.'

This must be even truer today and, indeed, I present evidence for
it in Chapter 3. The reason so many people don't notice atheists is
that many of us are reluctant to 'come out'. My dream is that this
book may help people to come out. Exactly as in the case of the gay
movement, the more people come out, the easier it will be for others
to join them. There may be a critical mass for the initiation of a
chain reaction.

American polls suggest that atheists and agnostics far out-
number religious Jews, and even outnumber most other particular
religious groups. Unlike Jews, however, who are notoriously one of
the most effective political lobbies in the United States, and unlike
evangelical Christians, who wield even greater political power,
atheists and agnostics are not organized and therefore exert almost
zero influence. Indeed, organizing atheists has been compared to
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herding cats, because they tend to think independently and will not
conform to authority. But a good first step would be to build up a
critical mass of those willing to 'come out', thereby encouraging
others to do so. Even if they can't be herded, cats in sufficient
numbers can make a lot of noise and they cannot be ignored.

The word 'delusion' in my title has disquieted some psychiatrists
who regard it as a technical term, not to be bandied about. Three
of them wrote to me to propose a special technical term for
religious delusion: 'relusion'.2 Maybe it'll catch on. But for now I
am going to stick with 'delusion', and I need to justify my use of it.
The Penguin English Dictionary defines a delusion as 'a false belief
or impression'. Surprisingly, the illustrative quotation the diction-
ary gives is from Phillip E. Johnson: 'Darwinism is the story of
humanity's liberation from the delusion that its destiny is controlled
by a power higher than itself.' Can that be the same Phillip E.
Johnson who leads the creationist charge against Darwinism in
America today? Indeed it is, and the quotation is, as we might
guess, taken out of context. I hope the fact that I have stated as
much will be noted, since the same courtesy has not been extended
to me in numerous creationist quotations of my works, deliberately
and misleadingly taken out of context. Whatever Johnson's own
meaning, his sentence as it stands is one that I would be happy to
endorse. The dictionary supplied with Microsoft Word defines a
delusion as 'a persistent false belief held in the face of strong
contradictory evidence, especially as a symptom of psychiatric dis-
order'. The first part captures religious faith perfectly. As to
whether it is a symptom of a psychiatric disorder, I am inclined to
follow Robert M. Pirsig, author of Zen and the Art of Motorcycle
Maintenance, when he said, 'When one person suffers from a
delusion, it is called insanity. When many people suffer from
a delusion it is called Religion.'

If this book works as I intend, religious readers who open it will
be atheists when they put it down. What presumptuous optimism!
Of course, dyed-in-the-wool faith-heads are immune to argument,
their resistance built up over years of childhood indoctrination
using methods that took centuries to mature (whether by evolution
or design). Among the more effective immunological devices is a
dire warning to avoid even opening a book like this, which is surely
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a work of Satan. But I believe there are plenty of open-minded
people out there: people whose childhood indoctrination was not
too insidious, or for other reasons didn't 'take', or whose native
intelligence is strong enough to overcome it. Such free spirits should
need only a little encouragement to break free of the vice of religion
altogether. At very least, I hope that nobody who reads this book
will be able to say, 'I didn't know I could.'

For help in the preparation of this book, I am grateful to many
friends and colleagues. I cannot mention them all, but they include
my literary agent John Brockman, and my editors, Sally Gaminara
(for Transworld) and Eamon Dolan (for Houghton Mifflin), both
of whom read the book with sensitivity and intelligent understand-
ing, and gave me a helpful mixture of criticism and advice. Their
whole-hearted and enthusiastic belief in the book was very en-
couraging to me. Gillian Somerscales has been an exemplary copy
editor, as constructive with her suggestions as she was meticulous
with her corrections. Others who criticized various drafts, and to
whom I am very grateful, are Jerry Coyne, J. Anderson Thomson,
R. Elisabeth Cornwell, Ursula Goodenough, Latha Menon and
especially Karen Owens, critic extraordinaire, whose acquaintance
with the stitching and unstitching of every draft of the book has
been almost as detailed as my own.

The book owes something (and vice versa) to the two-part
television documentary Root of All Evil?, which I presented on
British television (Channel Four) in January 2006. I am grateful to
all who were involved in the production, including Deborah Kidd,
Russell Barnes, Tim Cragg, Adam Prescod, Alan Clements and
Hamish Mykura. For permission to use quotations from the docu-
mentary I thank IWC Media and Channel Four. Root of All Evil?
achieved excellent ratings in Britain, and it has also been taken by
the Australian Broadcasting Corporation. It remains to be seen
whether any US television channel will dare to show it. *

This book has been developing in my mind for some years.
During that time, some of the ideas inevitably found their way into
lectures, for example my Tanner Lectures at Harvard, and articles
in newspapers and magazines. Readers of my regular column in

*Bootleg copies are being downloaded from numerous US websites.
Negotiations are under way for legitimate DVDs to be marketed. At the time of
going to press these negotiations are incomplete - updates will be posted at
www.richarddawkins.net.
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Free Inquiry, especially, may find certain passages familiar. I am
grateful to Tom Flynn, the Editor of that admirable magazine, for
the stimulus he gave me when he commissioned me to become a
regular columnist. After a temporary hiatus during the finishing of
the book, I hope now to resume my column, and will no doubt use
it to respond to the aftermath of the book.

For a variety of reasons I am grateful to Dan Dennett, Marc
Hauser, Michael Stirrat, Sam Harris, Helen Fisher, Margaret
Downey, Ibn Warraq, Hermione Lee, Julia Sweeney, Dan Barker,
Josephine Welsh, Ian Baird and especially George Scales.
Nowadays, a book such as this is not complete until it becomes the
nucleus of a living website, a forum for supplementary materials,
reactions, discussions, questions and answers - who knows what
the future may bring? I hope that www.richarddawkins.net/, the
website of the Richard Dawkins Foundation for Reason and
Science, will come to fill that role, and I am extremely grateful to
Josh Timonen for the artistry, professionalism and sheer hard work
that he is putting into it.

Above all, I thank my wife Lalla Ward, who has coaxed me
through all my hesitations and self-doubts, not just with moral
support and witty suggestions for improvement, but by reading the
entire book aloud to me, at two different stages in its development,
so I could apprehend very directly how it might seem to a reader
other than myself. I recommend the technique to other authors, but
I must warn that for best results the reader must be a professional
actor, with voice and ear sensitively tuned to the music of language.



CHAPTER 1

A deeply religious
non-believer

I don't try to imagine a personal God; it suffices to
stand in awe at the structure of the world, insofar as it

allows our inadequate senses to appreciate it.

ALBERT EINSTEIN
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DESERVED RESPECT

The boy lay prone in the grass, his chin resting on his hands. He
suddenly found himself overwhelmed by a heightened awareness of
the tangled stems and roots, a forest in microcosm, a transfigured
world of ants and beetles and even - though he wouldn't have
known the details at the time - of soil bacteria by the billions,
silently and invisibly shoring up the economy of the micro-world.
Suddenly the micro-forest of the turf seemed to swell and become
one with the universe, and with the rapt mind of the boy contem-
plating it. He interpreted the experience in religious terms and it led
him eventually to the priesthood. He was ordained an Anglican
priest and became a chaplain at my school, a teacher of whom I was
fond. It is thanks to decent liberal clergymen like him that nobody
could ever claim that I had religion forced down my throat. *

In another time and place, that boy could have been me under
the stars, dazzled by Orion, Cassiopeia and Ursa Major, tearful
with the unheard music of the Milky Way, heady with the night
scents of frangipani and trumpet flowers in an African garden. Why
the same emotion should have led my chaplain in one direction and
me in the other is not an easy question to answer. A quasi-mystical
response to nature and the universe is common among scientists
and rationalists. It has no connection with supernatural belief. In
his boyhood at least, my chaplain was presumably not aware (nor
was I) of the closing lines of The Origin of Species - the famous
'entangled bank' passage, 'with birds singing on the bushes, with
various insects flitting about, and with worms crawling through the
damp earth'. Had he been, he would certainly have identified with
it and, instead of the priesthood, might have been led to Darwin's
view that all was 'produced by laws acting around us':

* Our sport during lessons was to sidetrack him away from scripture and towards
stirring tales of Fighter Command and the Few. He had done war
service in the RAF and it was with familiarity, and something of the affection that
I still retain for the Church of England (at least by comparison with the competi-
tion), that I later read John Betjeman's poem:

Our padre is an old sky pilot,
Severely now they've clipped his wings,
But still the flagstaff in the Rect'ry garden
Points to Higher Things . . .
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Thus, from the war of nature, from famine and death, the
most exalted object which we are capable of conceiving,
namely, the production of the higher animals, directly
follows. There is grandeur in this view of life, with its
several powers, having been originally breathed into a few
forms or into one; and that, whilst this planet has gone
cycling on according to the fixed law of gravity, from so
simple a beginning endless forms most beautiful and most
wonderful have been, and are being, evolved.

Carl Sagan, in Pale Blue Dot, wrote:

How is it that hardly any major religion has looked at
science and concluded, 'This is better than we thought!
The Universe is much bigger than our prophets said,
grander, more subtle, more elegant'? Instead they say, 'No,
no, no! My god is a little god, and I want him to stay that
way.' A religion, old or new, that stressed the magnifi-
cence of the Universe as revealed by modern science might
be able to draw forth reserves of reverence and awe hardly
tapped by the conventional faiths.

All Sagan's books touch the nerve-endings of transcendent wonder
that religion monopolized in past centuries. My own books have
the same aspiration. Consequently I hear myself often described as
a deeply religious man. An American student wrote to me that she
had asked her professor whether he had a view about me. 'Sure,' he
replied. 'He's positive science is incompatible with religion, but
he waxes ecstatic about nature and the universe. To me, that is
religion!' But is 'religion' the right word? I don't think so.
The Nobel Prize-winning physicist (and atheist) Steven Weinberg
made the point as well as anybody, in Dreams of a Final
Theory:

Some people have views of God that are so broad and
flexible that it is inevitable that they will find God
wherever they look for him. One hears it said that 'God is
the ultimate' or 'God is our better nature' or 'God is the
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universe.' Of course, like any other word, the word 'God'
can be given any meaning we like. If you want to say that
'God is energy,' then you can find God in a lump of
coal.

Weinberg is surely right that, if the word God is not to become
completely useless, it should be used in the way people have gener-
ally understood it: to denote a supernatural creator that is
'appropriate for us to worship'.

Much unfortunate confusion is caused by failure to distinguish
what can be called Einsteinian religion from supernatural religion.
Einstein sometimes invoked the name of God (and he is not the
only atheistic scientist to do so), inviting misunderstanding by
supernaturalists eager to misunderstand and claim so illustrious a
thinker as their own. The dramatic (or was it mischievous?) ending
of Stephen Hawking's A Brief History of Time, 'For then we should
know the mind of God', is notoriously misconstrued. It has led
people to believe, mistakenly of course, that Hawking is a religious
man. The cell biologist Ursula Goodenough, in The Sacred Depths
of Nature, sounds more religious than Hawking or Einstein. She
loves churches, mosques and temples, and numerous passages in
her book fairly beg to be taken out of context and used as
ammunition for supernatural religion. She goes so far as to call her-
self a 'Religious Naturalist'. Yet a careful reading of her book
shows that she is really as staunch an atheist as I am.

'Naturalist' is an ambiguous word. For me it conjures my child-
hood hero, Hugh Lofting's Doctor Dolittle (who, by the way, had
more than a touch of the 'philosopher' naturalist of HMS Beagle
about him). In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, naturalist
meant what it still means for most of us today: a student of the
natural world. Naturalists in this sense, from Gilbert White on,
have often been clergymen. Darwin himself was destined for the
Church as a young man, hoping that the leisurely life of a country
parson would enable him to pursue his passion for beetles. But
philosophers use 'naturalist' in a very different sense, as the
opposite of supernaturalist. Julian Baggini explains in Atheism: A
Very Short Introduction the meaning of an atheist's commitment to
naturalism: 'What most atheists do believe is that although there is
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only one kind of stuff in the universe and it is physical, out of this
stuff come minds, beauty, emotions, moral values - in short the full
gamut of phenomena that gives richness to human life.'

Human thoughts and emotions emerge from exceedingly com-
plex interconnections of physical entities within the brain. An
atheist in this sense of philosophical naturalist is somebody who
believes there is nothing beyond the natural, physical world, no
supernatural creative intelligence lurking behind the observable
universe, no soul that outlasts the body and no miracles - except in
the sense of natural phenomena that we don't yet understand. If
there is something that appears to lie beyond the natural world as
it is now imperfectly understood, we hope eventually to understand
it and embrace it within the natural. As ever when we unweave a
rainbow, it will not become less wonderful.

Great scientists of our time who sound religious usually turn out
not to be so when you examine their beliefs more deeply. This is
certainly true of Einstein and Hawking. The present Astronomer
Royal and President of the Royal Society, Martin Rees, told me that
he goes to church as an 'unbelieving Anglican . . . out of loyalty to
the tribe'. He has no theistic beliefs, but shares the poetic
naturalism that the cosmos provokes in the other scientists I have
mentioned. In the course of a recently televised conversation, I
challenged my friend the obstetrician Robert Winston, a respected
pillar of British Jewry, to admit that his Judaism was of exactly this
character and that he didn't really believe in anything supernatural.
He came close to admitting it but shied at the last fence (to be fair,
he was supposed to be interviewing me, not the other way around).3

When I pressed him, he said he found that Judaism provided a good
discipline to help him structure his life and lead a good one.
Perhaps it does; but that, of course, has not the smallest bearing on
the truth value of any of its supernatural claims. There are many
intellectual atheists who proudly call themselves Jews and observe
Jewish rites, perhaps out of loyalty to an ancient tradition or to
murdered relatives, but also because of a confused and confusing
willingness to label as 'religion' the pantheistic reverence which
many of us share with its most distinguished exponent, Albert
Einstein. They may not believe but, to borrow Dan Dennett's
phrase, they 'believe in belief'.4
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One of Einstein's most eagerly quoted remarks is 'Science
without religion is lame, religion without science is blind.' But
Einstein also said,

It was, of course, a lie what you read about my religious
convictions, a lie which is being systematically repeated. I
do not believe in a personal God and I have never denied
this but have expressed it clearly. If something is in me
which can be called religious then it is the unbounded
admiration for the structure of the world so far as our
science can reveal it.

Does it seem that Einstein contradicted himself? That his words
can be cherry-picked for quotes to support both sides of an argu-
ment? No. By 'religion' Einstein meant something entirely different
from what is conventionally meant. As I continue to clarify the dis-
tinction between supernatural religion on the one hand and
Einsteinian religion on the other, bear in mind that I am calling only
supernatural gods delusional.

Here are some more quotations from Einstein, to give a flavour
of Einsteinian religion.

I am a deeply religious nonbeliever. This is a somewhat
new kind of religion.

I have never imputed to Nature a purpose or a goal, or
anything that could be understood as anthropomorphic.
What I see in Nature is a magnificent structure that we
can comprehend only very imperfectly, and that must fill
a thinking person with a feeling of humility. This is a
genuinely religious feeling that has nothing to do with
mysticism.

The idea of a personal God is quite alien to me and seems
even naive.

In greater numbers since his death, religious apologists under-
standably try to claim Einstein as one of their own. Some of his
religious contemporaries saw him very differently. In 1940 Einstein
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wrote a famous paper justifying his statement 'I do not believe in a
personal God.' This and similar statements provoked a storm of
letters from the religiously orthodox, many of them alluding to
Einstein's Jewish origins. The extracts that follow are taken from
Max Jammer's book Einstein and Religion (which is also my main
source of quotations from Einstein himself on religious matters).
The Roman Catholic Bishop of Kansas City said: 'It is sad to see a
man, who comes from the race of the Old Testament and its teach-
ing, deny the great tradition of that race.' Other Catholic clergymen
chimed in: 'There is no other God but a personal God . . . Einstein
does not know what he is talking about. He is all wrong. Some men
think that because they have achieved a high degree of learning in
some field, they are qualified to express opinions in all.' The notion
that religion is a proper field, in which one might claim expertise,
is one that should not go unquestioned. That clergyman presum-
ably would not have deferred to the expertise of a claimed
'fairyologist' on the exact shape and colour of fairy wings. Both he
and the bishop thought that Einstein, being theologically untrained,
had misunderstood the nature of God. On the contrary, Einstein
understood very well exactly what he was denying.

An American Roman Catholic lawyer, working on behalf of an
ecumenical coalition, wrote to Einstein:

We deeply regret that you made your statement . . . in
which you ridicule the idea of a personal God. In the past
ten years nothing has been so calculated to make people
think that Hitler had some reason to expel the Jews from
Germany as your statement. Conceding your right to free
speech, I still say that your statement constitutes you as
one of the greatest sources of discord in America.

A New York rabbi said: 'Einstein is unquestionably a great
scientist, but his religious views are diametrically opposed to
Judaism.'

'But'? 'But'? Why not 'and'?
The president of a historical society in New Jersey wrote a letter

that so damningly exposes the weakness of the religious mind, it is
worth reading twice:
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We respect your learning, Dr Einstein; but there is one
thing you do not seem to have learned: that God is a spirit
and cannot be found through the telescope or microscope,
no more than human thought or emotion can be found by
analyzing the brain. As everyone knows, religion is based
on Faith, not knowledge. Every thinking person, perhaps,
is assailed at times with religious doubt. My own faith has
wavered many a time. But I never told anyone of my
spiritual aberrations for two reasons: (1) I feared that I
might, by mere suggestion, disturb and damage the life
and hopes of some fellow being; (2) because I agree with
the writer who said, 'There is a mean streak in anyone
who will destroy another's faith.' . . . I hope, Dr Einstein,
that you were misquoted and that you will yet say some-
thing more pleasing to the vast number of the American
people who delight to do you honor.

What a devastatingly revealing letter! Every sentence drips with
intellectual and moral cowardice.

Less abject but more shocking was the letter from the Founder
of the Calvary Tabernacle Association in Oklahoma:

Professor Einstein, I believe that every Christian in
America will answer you, 'We will not give up our belief
in our God and his son Jesus Christ, but we invite you, if
you do not believe in the God of the people of this nation,
to go back where you came from.' I have done everything
in my power to be a blessing to Israel, and then you come
along and with one statement from your blasphemous
tongue, do more to hurt the cause of your people than all
the efforts of the Christians who love Israel can do to
stamp out anti-Semitism in our land. Professor Einstein,
every Christian in America will immediately reply to you,
'Take your crazy, fallacious theory of evolution and go
back to Germany where you came from, or stop trying to
break down the faith of a people who gave you a welcome
when you were forced to flee your native land.'
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The one thing all his theistic critics got right was that Einstein
was not one of them. He was repeatedly indignant at the suggestion
that he was a theist. So, was he a deist, like Voltaire and Diderot?
Or a pantheist, like Spinoza, whose philosophy he admired: 'I
believe in Spinoza's God who reveals himself in the orderly
harmony of what exists, not in a God who concerns himself with
fates and actions of human beings'?

Let's remind ourselves of the terminology. A theist believes in a
supernatural intelligence who, in addition to his main work of cre-
ating the universe in the first place, is still around to oversee and
influence the subsequent fate of his initial creation. In many theistic
belief systems, the deity is intimately involved in human affairs. He
answers prayers; forgives or punishes sins; intervenes in the world
by performing miracles; frets about good and bad deeds, and
knows when we do them (or even think of doing them). A deist,
too, believes in a supernatural intelligence, but one whose activities
were confined to setting up the laws that govern the universe in the
first place. The deist God never intervenes thereafter, and certainly
has no specific interest in human affairs. Pantheists don't believe in
a supernatural God at all, but use the word God as a non-
supernatural synonym for Nature, or for the Universe, or for the
lawfulness that governs its workings. Deists differ from theists in
that their God does not answer prayers, is not interested in sins or
confessions, does not read our thoughts and does not intervene
with capricious miracles. Deists differ from pantheists in that the
deist God is some kind of cosmic intelligence, rather than
the pantheist's metaphoric or poetic synonym for the laws of the
universe. Pantheism is sexed-up atheism. Deism is watered-down
theism.

There is every reason to think that famous Einsteinisms like
'God is subtle but he is not malicious' or 'He does not play dice' or
'Did God have a choice in creating the Universe?' are pantheistic,
not deistic, and certainly not theistic. 'God does not play dice'
should be translated as 'Randomness does not lie at the heart of all
things.' 'Did God have a choice in creating the Universe?' means
'Could the universe have begun in any other way?' Einstein was
using 'God' in a purely metaphorical, poetic sense. So is Stephen
Hawking, and so are most of those physicists who occasionally slip
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into the language of religious metaphor. Paul Davies's The Mind of
God seems to hover somewhere between Einsteinian pantheism and
an obscure form of deism - for which he was rewarded with the
Templeton Prize (a very large sum of money given annually by
the Templeton Foundation, usually to a scientist who is prepared to
say something nice about religion).

Let me sum up Einsteinian religion in one more quotation from
Einstein himself: 'To sense that behind anything that can be experi-
enced there is a something that our mind cannot grasp and whose
beauty and sublimity reaches us only indirectly and as a feeble
reflection, this is religiousness. In this sense I am religious.' In this
sense I too am religious, with the reservation that 'cannot grasp'
does not have to mean 'forever ungraspable'. But I prefer not to
call myself religious because it is misleading. It is destructively mis-
leading because, for the vast majority of people, 'religion' implies
'supernatural'. Carl Sagan put it well: '. . . 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.'

Amusingly, Sagan's last point was foreshadowed by the
Reverend Dr Fulton J. Sheen, a professor at the Catholic University
of America, as part of a fierce attack upon Einstein's 1940 dis-
avowal of a personal God. Sheen sarcastically asked whether
anyone would be prepared to lay down his life for the Milky Way.
He seemed to think he was making a point against Einstein, rather
than* for him, for he added: 'There is only one fault with his
cosmical religion: he put an extra letter in the word - the letter "s".'
There is nothing comical about Einstein's beliefs. Nevertheless, I
wish that physicists would refrain from using the word God in their
special metaphorical sense. The metaphorical or pantheistic God of
the physicists is light years away from the interventionist, miracle-
wreaking, thought-reading, sin-punishing, prayer-answering God
of the Bible, of priests, mullahs and rabbis, and of ordinary
language. Deliberately to confuse the two is, in my opinion, an act
of intellectual high treason.
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UNDESERVED RESPECT

My title, The God Delusion, does not refer to the God of Einstein
and the other enlightened scientists of the previous section. That is
why I needed to get Einsteinian religion out of the way to begin
with: it has a proven capacity to confuse. In the rest of this book I
am talking only about supernatural gods, of which the most
familiar to the majority of my readers will be Yahweh, the God of
the Old Testament. I shall come to him in a moment. But before
leaving this preliminary chapter I need to deal with one more
matter that would otherwise bedevil the whole book. This time it is
a matter of etiquette. It is possible that religious readers will be
offended by what I have to say, and will find in these pages in-
sufficient respect for their own particular beliefs (if not the beliefs
that others treasure). It would be a shame if such offence prevented
them from reading on, so I want to sort it out here, at the outset.

A widespread assumption, which nearly everybody in our
society accepts - the non-religious included - is that religious faith
is especially vulnerable to offence and should be protected by an
abnormally thick wall of respect, in a different class from the
respect that any human being should pay to any other. Douglas
Adams put it so well, in an impromptu speech made in Cambridge
shortly before his death,5 that I never tire of sharing his words:

Religion . . . has certain ideas at the heart of it which we
call sacred or holy or whatever. What it means is, 'Here is
an idea or a notion that you're not allowed to say any-
thing bad about; you're just not. Why not? - because
you're not!' If somebody votes for a party that you don't
agree with, you're free to argue about it as much as you
like; everybody will have an argument but nobody feels
aggrieved by it. If somebody thinks taxes should go up or
down you are free to have an argument about it. But on
the other hand if somebody says 'I mustn't move a light
switch on a Saturday', you say, 'I respect that'.

Why should it be that it's perfectly legitimate to support
the Labour party or the Conservative party, Republicans
or Democrats, this model of economics versus that,
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Macintosh instead of Windows - but to have an opinion
about how the Universe began, about who created the
Universe . .. no, that's holy? . .. We are used to not
challenging religious ideas but it's very interesting how
much of a furore Richard creates when he does it!
Everybody gets absolutely frantic about it because you're
not allowed to say these things. Yet when you look at it
rationally there is no reason why those ideas shouldn't be
as open to debate as any other, except that we have agreed
somehow between us that they shouldn't be.

Here's a particular example of our society's overweening respect
for religion, one that really matters. By far the easiest grounds for
gaining conscientious objector status in wartime are religious. You
can be a brilliant moral philosopher with a prizewinning doctoral
thesis expounding the evils of war, and still be given a hard time by
a draft board evaluating your claim to be a conscientious objector.
Yet if you can say that one or both of your parents is a Quaker you
sail through like a breeze, no matter how inarticulate and illiterate
you may be on the theory of pacifism or, indeed, Quakerism itself.

At the opposite end of the spectrum from pacifism, we have a
pusillanimous reluctance to use religious names for warring
factions. In Northern Ireland, Catholics and Protestants are
euphemized to 'Nationalists' and 'Loyalists' respectively. The very
word 'religions' is bowdlerized to 'communities', as in 'inter-
community warfare'. Iraq, as a consequence of the Anglo-American
invasion of 2003, degenerated into sectarian civil war between
Sunni and Shia Muslims. Clearly a religious conflict - yet in the
Independent of 20 May 2006 the front-page headline and first lead-
ing article both described it as 'ethnic cleansing'. 'Ethnic' in this
context is yet another euphemism. What we are seeing in Iraq is
religious cleansing. The original usage of 'ethnic cleansing' in the
former Yugoslavia is also arguably a euphemism for religious
cleansing, involving Orthodox Serbs, Catholic Croats and Muslim
Bosnians.6

I have previously drawn attention to the privileging of religion
in public discussions of ethics in the media and in government.7

Whenever a controversy arises over sexual or reproductive morals,
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you can bet that religious leaders from several different faith groups
will be prominently represented on influential committees, or on
panel discussions on radio or television. I'm not suggesting that we
should go out of our way to censor the views of these people. But
why does our society beat a path to their door, as though they had
some expertise comparable to that of, say, a moral philosopher, a
family lawyer or a doctor?

Here's another weird example of the privileging of religion. On
21 February 2006 the United States Supreme Court ruled that a
church in New Mexico should be exempt from the law, which
everybody else has to obey, against the taking of hallucinogenic
drugs.8 Faithful members of the Centro Espirita Beneficiente Uniao
do Vegetal believe that they can understand God only by drinking
hoasca tea, which contains the illegal hallucinogenic drug dimethyl-
tryptamine. Note that it is sufficient that they believe that the drug
enhances their understanding. They do not have to produce
evidence. Conversely, there is plenty of evidence that cannabis eases
the nausea and discomfort of cancer sufferers undergoing
chemotherapy. Yet the Supreme Court ruled, in 2005, that all
patients who use cannabis for medicinal purposes are vulnerable to
federal prosecution (even in the minority of states where such
specialist use is legalized). Religion, as ever, is the trump card.
Imagine members of an art appreciation society pleading in court
that they 'believe' they need a hallucinogenic drug in order to
enhance their understanding of Impressionist or Surrealist paint-
ings. Yet, when a church claims an equivalent need, it is backed by
the highest court in the land. Such is the power of religion as a
talisman.

Seventeen years ago, I was one of thirty-six writers and artists
commissioned by the magazine New Statesman to write in support
of the distinguished author Salman Rushdie,9 then under sentence
of death for writing a novel. Incensed by the 'sympathy' for Muslim
'hurt' and 'offence' expressed by Christian leaders and even some
secular opinion-formers, I drew the following parallel:

If the advocates of apartheid had their wits about them
they would claim - for all I know truthfully - that allow-
ing mixed races is against their religion. A good part of
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the opposition would respectfully tiptoe away. And it is
no use claiming that this is an unfair parallel because
apartheid has no rational justification. The whole point of
religious faith, its strength and chief glory, is that it does
not depend on rational justification. The rest of us are
expected to defend our prejudices. But ask a religious
person to justify their faith and you infringe 'religious
liberty'.

Little did I know that something pretty similar would come to
pass in the twenty-first century. The Los Angeles Times (10 April
2006) reported that numerous Christian groups on campuses
around the United States were suing their universities for enforcing
anti-discrimination rules, including prohibitions against harassing
or abusing homosexuals. As a typical example, in 2004 James
Nixon, a twelve-year-old boy in Ohio, won the right in court to
wear a T-shirt to school bearing the words 'Homosexuality is a sin,
Islam is a lie, abortion is murder. Some issues are just black and
white!'10 The school told him not to wear the T-shirt - and the boy's
parents sued the school. The parents might have had a conscionable
case if they had based it on the First Amendment's guarantee of
freedom of speech. But they didn't: indeed, they couldn't, because
free speech is deemed not to include 'hate speech'. But hate only has
to prove it is religious, and it no longer counts as hate. So, instead
of freedom of speech, the Nixons' lawyers appealed to the con-
stitutional right to freedom of religion. Their victorious lawsuit was
supported by the Alliance Defense Fund of Arizona, whose business
it is to 'press the legal battle for religious freedom'.

The Reverend Rick Scarborough, supporting the wave of similar
Christian lawsuits brought to establish religion as a legal justifi-
cation for discrimination against homosexuals and other groups,
has named it the civil rights struggle of the twenty-first century:
'Christians are going to have to take a stand for the right to be
Christian.'11 Once again, if such people took their stand on the right
to free speech, one might reluctantly sympathize. But that isn't what
it is about. The legal case in favour of discrimination against
homosexuals is being mounted as a counter-suit against alleged
religious discrimination! And the law seems to respect this. You
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can't get away with saying, 'If you try to stop me from insulting
homosexuals it violates my freedom of prejudice.' But you can get
away with saying, 'It violates my freedom of religion.' What, when
you think about it, is the difference? Yet again, religion trumps all.

I'll end the chapter with a particular case study, which tellingly
illuminates society's exaggerated respect for religion, over and
above ordinary human respect. The case flared up in February 2006
- a ludicrous episode, which veered wildly between the extremes of
comedy and tragedy. The previous September, the Danish news-
paper Jyllands-Posten published twelve cartoons depicting the
prophet Muhammad. Over the next three months, indignation was
carefully and systematically nurtured throughout the Islamic world
by a small group of Muslims living in Denmark, led by two imams
who had been granted sanctuary there.12 In late 2005 these malev-
olent exiles travelled from Denmark to Egypt bearing a dossier,
which was copied and circulated from there to the whole Islamic
world, including, importantly, Indonesia. The dossier contained
falsehoods about alleged maltreatment of Muslims in Denmark,
and the tendentious lie that Jyllands-Posten was a government-run
newspaper. It also contained the twelve cartoons which, crucially,
the imams had supplemented with three additional images whose
origin was mysterious but which certainly had no connection with
Denmark. Unlike the original twelve, these three add-ons were
genuinely offensive - or would have been if they had, as the zealous
propagandists alleged, depicted Muhammad. A particularly
damaging one of these three was not a cartoon at all but a faxed
photograph of a bearded man wearing a fake pig's snout held on
with elastic. It has subsequently turned out that this was an
Associated Press photograph of a Frenchman entered for a pig-
squealing contest at a country fair in France.13 The photograph had
no connection whatsoever with the prophet Muhammad, no con-
nection with Islam, and no connection with Denmark. But the
Muslim activists, on their mischief-stirring hike to Cairo, implied
all three connections .. . with predictable results.

The carefully cultivated 'hurt' and 'offence' was brought to an
explosive head five months after the twelve cartoons were
originally published. Demonstrators in Pakistan and Indonesia
burned Danish flags (where did they get them from?) and hysterical
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demands were made for the Danish government to apologize.
(Apologize for what? They didn't draw the cartoons, or publish
them. Danes just live in a country with a free press, something that
people in many Islamic countries might have a hard time under-
standing.) Newspapers in Norway, Germany, France and even
the United States (but, conspicuously, not Britain) reprinted the
cartoons in gestures of solidarity with Jyllands-Posten, which
added fuel to the flames. Embassies and consulates were trashed,
Danish goods were boycotted, Danish citizens and, indeed,
Westerners generally, were physically threatened; Christian
churches in Pakistan, with no Danish or European connections at
all, were burned. Nine people were killed when Libyan rioters
attacked and burned the Italian consulate in Benghazi. As
Germaine Greer wrote, what these people really love and do best is
pandemonium.14

A bounty of $1 million was placed on the head of 'the Danish
cartoonist' by a Pakistani imam - who was apparently unaware
that there were twelve different Danish cartoonists, and almost
certainly unaware that the three most offensive pictures had never
appeared in Denmark at all (and, by the way, where was that
million going to come from?). In Nigeria, Muslim protesters against
the Danish cartoons burned down several Christian churches, and
used machetes to attack and kill (black Nigerian) Christians in the
streets. One Christian was put inside a rubber tyre, doused with
petrol and set alight. Demonstrators were photographed in Britain
bearing banners saying 'Slay those who insult Islam', 'Butcher those
who mock Islam', 'Europe you will pay: Demolition is on its way'
and, apparently without irony, 'Behead those who say Islam is a
violent religion'.

In the aftermath of all this, the journalist Andrew Mueller inter-
viewed Britain's leading 'moderate' Muslim, Sir Iqbal Sacranie.15

Moderate he may be by today's Islamic standards, but in Andrew
Mueller's account he still stands by the remark he made when
Salman Rushdie was condemned to death for writing a novel:
'Death is perhaps too easy for him' - a remark that sets him in igno-
minious contrast to his courageous predecessor as Britain's most
influential Muslim, the late Dr Zaki Badawi, who offered Salman
Rushdie sanctuary in his own home. Sacranie told Mueller how
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concerned he was about the Danish cartoons. Mueller was con-
cerned too, but for a different reason: 'I am concerned that the
ridiculous, disproportionate reaction to some unfunny sketches in an
obscure Scandinavian newspaper may confirm that . . . Islam and the
west are fundamentally irreconcilable.' Sacranie, on the other hand,
praised British newspapers for not reprinting the cartoons, to which
Mueller voiced the suspicion of most of the nation that 'the restraint
of British newspapers derived less from sensitivity to Muslim discon-
tent than it did from a desire not to have their windows broken'.

Sacranie explained that 'The person of the Prophet, peace be
upon him, is revered so profoundly in the Muslim world, with a
love and affection that cannot be explained in words. It goes
beyond your parents, your loved ones, your children. That is part
of the faith. There is also an Islamic teaching that one does not
depict the Prophet.' This rather assumes, as Mueller observed,

that the values of Islam trump anyone else's - which is
what any follower of Islam does assume, just as any
follower of any religion believes that theirs is the sole way,
truth and light. If people wish to love a 7th century
preacher more than their own families, that's up to them,
but nobody else is obliged to take it seriously . ..

Except that if you don't take it seriously and accord it proper
respect you are physically threatened, on a scale that no other
religion has aspired to since the Middle Ages. One can't help
wondering why such violence is necessary, given that, as Mueller
notes: 'If any of you clowns are right about anything, the
cartoonists are going to hell anyway - won't that do? In the mean-
time, if you want to get excited about affronts to Muslims, read the
Amnesty International reports on Syria and Saudi Arabia.'

Many people have noted the contrast between the hysterical
'hurt' professed by Muslims and the readiness with which Arab
media publish stereotypical anti-Jewish cartoons. At a demon-
stration in Pakistan against the Danish cartoons, a woman in a
black burka was photographed carrying a banner reading 'God
Bless Hitler'.

In response to all this frenzied pandemonium, decent liberal
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newspapers deplored the violence and made token noises about free
speech. But at the same time they expressed 'respect' and
'sympathy' for the deep 'offence' and 'hurt' that Muslims had
'suffered'. The 'hurt' and 'suffering' consisted, remember, not in
any person enduring violence or real pain of any kind: nothing
more than a few daubs of printing ink in a newspaper that nobody
outside Denmark would ever have heard of but for a deliberate
campaign of incitement to mayhem.

I am not in favour of offending or hurting anyone just for the
sake of it. But I am intrigued and mystified by the disproportionate
privileging of religion in our otherwise secular societies. All
politicians must get used to disrespectful cartoons of their faces,
and nobody riots in their defence. What is so special about religion
that we grant it such uniquely privileged respect? As H. L. Mencken
said: 'We must respect the other fellow's religion, but only in the
sense and to the extent that we respect his theory that his wife is
beautiful and his children smart.'

It is in the light of the unparalleled presumption of respect for
religion that I make my own disclaimer for this book. I shall not go
out of my way to offend, but nor shall I don kid gloves to handle
religion any more gently than I would handle anything else.



CHAPTER 2

The God
Hypothesis

The religion of one age is the literary
entertainment of the next.

RALPH WALDO EMERSON
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The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant
character in all fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust,
unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser;
a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, fili-
cidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously
malevolent bully. Those of us schooled from infancy in his ways can
become desensitized to their horror. A naif blessed with the
perspective of innocence has a clearer perception. Winston
Churchill's son Randolph somehow contrived to remain ignorant of
scripture until Evelyn Waugh and a brother officer, in a vain
attempt to keep Churchill quiet when they were posted together
during the war, bet him he couldn't read the entire Bible in a fort-
night: 'Unhappily it has not had the result we hoped. He has never
read any of it before and is hideously excited; keeps reading
quotations aloud "I say I bet you didn't know this came in the
Bible . . . " or merely slapping his side & chortling "God, isn't God
a shit!"'16 Thomas Jefferson - better read - was of a similar
opinion: 'The Christian God is a being of terrific character - cruel,
vindictive, capricious and unjust.'

It is unfair to attack such an easy target. The God Hypothesis
should not stand or fall with its most unlovely instantiation,
Yahweh, nor his insipidly opposite Christian face, 'Gentle Jesus
meek and mild'. (To be fair, this milksop persona owes more to his
Victorian followers than to Jesus himself. Could anything be more
mawkishly nauseating than Mrs C. F. Alexander's 'Christian
children all must be / Mild, obedient, good as he'?) I am not attack-
ing the particular qualities of Yahweh, or Jesus, or Allah, or any
other specific god such as Baal, Zeus or Wotan. Instead I shall
define the God Hypothesis more defensibly: there exists a super-
human, supernatural intelligence who deliberately designed and
created the universe and everything in it, including us. This book
will advocate an alternative view: any creative intelligence, of
sufficient complexity to design anything, comes into existence only
as the end product of an extended process of gradual evolution.
Creative intelligences, being evolved, necessarily arrive late in the
universe, and therefore cannot be responsible for designing it. God,
in the sense defined, is a delusion; and, as later chapters will show,
a pernicious delusion.
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Not surprisingly, since it is founded on local traditions of private
revelation rather than evidence, the God Hypothesis comes in many
versions. Historians of religion recognize a progression from
primitive tribal animisms, through polytheisms such as those of the
Greeks, Romans and Norsemen, to monotheisms such as Judaism
and its derivatives, Christianity and Islam.

POLYTHEISM

It is not clear why the change from polytheism to monotheism
should be assumed to be a self-evidently progressive improvement.
But it widely is - an assumption that provoked Ibn Warraq (author
of Why I Am Not a Muslim) wittily to conjecture that monotheism
is in its turn doomed to subtract one more god and become
atheism. The Catholic Encyclopedia dismisses polytheism and
atheism in the same insouciant breath: 'Formal dogmatic atheism is
self-refuting, and has never de facto won the reasoned assent of any
considerable number of men. Nor can polytheism, however easily it
may take hold of the popular imagination, ever satisfy the mind of
a philosopher.'17

Monotheistic chauvinism was until recently written into the charity
law of both England and Scotland, discriminating against polytheistic
religions in granting tax-exempt status, while allowing an easy ride to
charities whose object was to promote monotheistic religion, sparing
them the rigorous vetting quite properly required of secular charities.
It was my ambition to persuade a member of Britain's respected
Hindu community to come forward and bring a civil action to test this
snobbish discrimination against polytheism.

Far better, of course, would be to abandon the promotion of
religion altogether as grounds for charitable status. The benefits
of this to society would be great, especially in the United States,
where the sums of tax-free money sucked in by churches, and
polishing the heels of already well-heeled televangelists, reach lev-
els that could fairly be described as obscene. The aptly named Oral
Roberts once told his television audience that God would kill him
unless they gave him $8 million. Almost unbelievably, it worked.
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Tax-free! Roberts himself is still going strong, as is 'Oral Roberts
University' of Tulsa, Oklahoma. Its buildings, valued at $250 mil-
lion, were directly commissioned by God himself in these words:
'Raise up your students to hear My voice, to go where My light is
dim, where My voice is heard small, and My healing power is not
known, even to the uttermost bounds of the Earth. Their work will
exceed yours, and in this I am well pleased.'

On reflection, my imagined Hindu litigator would have been as
likely to play the 'If you can't beat them join them' card. His
polytheism isn't really polytheism but monotheism in disguise.
There is only one God - Lord Brahma the creator, Lord Vishnu the
preserver, Lord Shiva the destroyer, the goddesses Saraswati, Laxmi
and Parvati (wives of Brahma, Vishnu and Shiva), Lord Ganesh the
elephant god, and hundreds of others, all are just different mani-
festations or incarnations of the one God.

Christians should warm to such sophistry. Rivers of medieval
ink, not to mention blood, have been squandered over the 'mystery'
of the Trinity, and in suppressing deviations such as the Arian
heresy. Arius of Alexandria, in the fourth century AD, denied that
Jesus was consubstantial (i.e. of the same substance or essence) with
God. What on earth could that possibly mean, you are probably
asking? Substance? What 'substance'? What exactly do you mean
by 'essence'? 'Very little' seems the only reasonable reply. Yet the
controversy split Christendom down the middle for a century, and
the Emperor Constantine ordered that all copies of Arius's book
should be burned. Splitting Christendom by splitting hairs - such
has ever been the way of theology.

Do we have one God in three parts, or three Gods in one? The
Catholic Encyclopedia clears up the matter for us, in a masterpiece
of theological close reasoning:

In the unity of the Godhead there are three Persons, the
Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, these Three Persons
being truly distinct one from another. Thus, in the words
of the Athanasian Creed: 'the Father is God, the Son is
God, and the Holy Spirit is God, and yet there are not
three Gods but one God.'
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As if that were not clear enough, the Encyclopedia quotes the third-
century theologian St Gregory the Miracle Worker:

There is therefore nothing created, nothing subject to
another in the Trinity: nor is there anything that has been
added as though it once had not existed, but had entered
afterwards: therefore the Father has never been without
the Son, nor the Son without the Spirit: and this same
Trinity is immutable and unalterable forever.

Whatever miracles may have earned St Gregory his nickname, they
were not miracles of honest lucidity. His words convey the
characteristically obscurantist flavour of theology, which - unlike
science or most other branches of human scholarship - has not
moved on in eighteen centuries. Thomas Jefferson, as so often, got
it right when he said, 'Ridicule is the only weapon which can be
used against unintelligible propositions. Ideas must be distinct
before reason can act upon them; and no man ever had a distinct
idea of the trinity. It is the mere Abracadabra of the mountebanks
calling themselves the priests of Jesus.'

The other thing I cannot help remarking upon is the over-
weening confidence with which the religious assert minute details
for which they neither have, nor could have, any evidence. Perhaps
it is the very fact that there is no evidence to support theological
opinions, either way, that fosters the characteristic draconian
hostility towards those of slightly different opinion, especially, as it
happens, in this very field of Trinitarianism.

Jefferson heaped ridicule on the doctrine that, as he put it,
'There are three Gods', in his critique of Calvinism. But it is
especially the Roman Catholic branch of Christianity that pushes
its recurrent flirtation with polytheism towards runaway inflation.
The Trinity is (are?) joined by Mary, 'Queen of Heaven', a goddess
in all but name, who surely runs God himself a close second as a
target of prayers. The pantheon is further swollen by an army of
saints, whose intercessory power makes them, if not demigods, well
worth approaching on their own specialist subjects. The Catholic
Community Forum helpfully lists 5,120 saints,18 together with their
areas of expertise, which include abdominal pains, abuse victims,
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anorexia, arms dealers, blacksmiths, broken bones, bomb
technicians and bowel disorders, to venture no further than the Bs.
And we mustn't forget the four Choirs of Angelic Hosts, arrayed in
nine orders: Seraphim, Cherubim, Thrones, Dominions, Virtues,
Powers, Principalities, Archangels (heads of all hosts), and just
plain old Angels, including our closest friends, the ever-watchful
Guardian Angels. What impresses me about Catholic mythology is
partly its tasteless kitsch but mostly the airy nonchalance with
which these people make up the details as they go along. It is just
shamelessly invented.

Pope John Paul II created more saints than all his predecessors
of the past several centuries put together, and he had a special
affinity with the Virgin Mary. His polytheistic hankerings were
dramatically demonstrated in 1981 when he suffered an assassin-
ation attempt in Rome, and attributed his survival to intervention
by Our Lady of Fatima: 'A maternal hand guided the bullet.' One
cannot help wondering why she didn't guide it to miss him
altogether. Others might think the team of surgeons who operated
on him for six hours deserved at least a share of the credit; but per-
haps their hands, too, were maternally guided. The relevant point
is that it wasn't just Our Lady who, in the Pope's opinion, guided
the bullet, but specifically Our Lady of Fatima. Presumably Our
Lady of Lourdes, Our Lady of Guadalupe, Our Lady of
Medjugorje, Our Lady of Akita, Our Lady of Zeitoun, Our Lady of
Garabandal and Our Lady of Knock were busy on other errands at
the time.

How did the Greeks, the Romans and the Vikings cope with
such polytheological conundrums? Was Venus just another name
for Aphrodite, or were they two distinct goddesses of love? Was
Thor with his hammer a manifestation of Wotan, or a separate
god? Who cares? Life is too short to bother with the distinction
between one figment of the imagination and many. Having gestured
towards polytheism to cover myself against a charge of neglect, I
shall say no more about it. For brevity I shall refer to all deities,
whether poly- or monotheistic, as simply 'God'. I am also conscious
that the Abrahamic God is (to put it mildly) aggressively male, and
this too I shall accept as a convention in my use of pronouns. More
sophisticated theologians proclaim the sexlessness of God, while
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some feminist theologians seek to redress historic injustices by
designating her female. But what, after all, is the difference between
a non-existent female and a non-existent male? I suppose that, in
the ditzily unreal intersection of theology and feminism, existence
might indeed be a less salient attribute than gender.

I am aware that critics of religion can be attacked for failing to
credit the fertile diversity of traditions and world-views that have
been called religious. Anthropologically informed works, from Sir
James Frazer's Golden Bough to Pascal Boyer's Religion Explained
or Scott Atran's In Gods We Trust, fascinatingly document the
bizarre phenomenology of superstition and ritual. Read such books
and marvel at the richness of human gullibility.

But that is not the way of this book. I decry supernaturalism in
all its forms, and the most effective way to proceed will be to con-
centrate on the form most likely to be familiar to my readers - the
form that impinges most threateningly on all our societies. Most of
my readers will have been reared in one or another of today's three
'great' monotheistic religions (four if you count Mormonism), all of
which trace themselves back to the mythological patriarch
Abraham, and it will be convenient to keep this family of traditions
in mind throughout the rest of the book.

This is as good a moment as any to forestall an inevitable retort
to the book, one that would otherwise - as sure as night follows
day - turn up in a review: 'The God that Dawkins doesn't believe
in is a God that I don't believe in either. I don't believe in an old
man in the sky with a long white beard.' That old man is an
irrelevant distraction and his beard is as tedious as it is long.
Indeed, the distraction is worse than irrelevant. Its very silliness is
calculated to distract attention from the fact that what the speaker
really believes is not a whole lot less silly. I know you don't believe
in an old bearded man sitting on a cloud, so let's not waste any
more time on that. I am not attacking any particular version of God
or gods. I am attacking God, all gods, anything and everything
supernatural, wherever and whenever they have been or will be
invented.
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MONOTHEISM

The great unmentionable evil at the center of our
culture is monotheism. From a barbaric Bronze Age
text known as the Old Testament, three anti-human
religions have evolved - Judaism, Christianity, and
Islam. These are sky-god religions. They are, literally,
patriarchal - God is the Omnipotent Father - hence
the loathing of women for 2,000 years in those
countries afflicted by the sky-god and his earthly male
delegates.

G O R E VIDAL

The oldest of the three Abrahamic religions, and the clear ancestor
of the other two, is Judaism: originally a tribal cult of a single
fiercely unpleasant God, morbidly obsessed with sexual
restrictions, with the smell of charred flesh, with his own
superiority over rival gods and with the exclusiveness of his chosen
desert tribe. During the Roman occupation of Palestine,
Christianity was founded by Paul of Tarsus as a less ruthlessly
monotheistic sect of Judaism and a less exclusive one, which
looked outwards from the Jews to the rest of the world. Several
centuries later, Muhammad and his followers reverted to the
uncompromising monotheism of the Jewish original, but not its
exclusiveness, and founded Islam upon a new holy book, the Koran
or Qur'an, adding a powerful ideology of military conquest to
spread the faith. Christianity, too, was spread by the sword,
wielded first by Roman hands after the Emperor Constantine
raised it from eccentric cult to official religion, then by the
Crusaders, and later by the conquistadores and other European
invaders and colonists, with missionary accompaniment. For most
of my purposes, all three Abrahamic religions can be treated as
indistinguishable. Unless otherwise stated, I shall have Christianity
mostly in mind, but only because it is the version with which
I happen to be most familiar. For my purposes the differences
matter less than the similarities. And I shall not be concerned
at all with other religions such as Buddhism or Confucianism.
Indeed, there is something to be said for treating these not as
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religions at all but as ethical systems or philosophies of life.
The simple definition of the God Hypothesis with which I began

has to be substantially fleshed out if it is to accommodate the
Abrahamic God. He not only created the universe; he is a personal
God dwelling within it, or perhaps outside it (whatever that might
mean), possessing the unpleasantly human qualities to which I have
alluded.

Personal qualities, whether pleasant or unpleasant, form no part
of the deist god of Voltaire and Thomas Paine. Compared with the
Old Testament's psychotic delinquent, the deist God of the
eighteenth-century Enlightenment is an altogether grander being:
worthy of his cosmic creation, loftily unconcerned with human
affairs, sublimely aloof from our private thoughts and hopes, caring
nothing for our messy sins or mumbled contritions. The deist God
is a physicist to end all physics, the alpha and omega of mathe-
maticians, the apotheosis of designers; a hyper-engineer who set up
the laws and constants of the universe, fine-tuned them with
exquisite precision and foreknowledge, detonated what we would
now call the hot big bang, retired and was never heard from again.

In times of stronger faith, deists have been reviled as indistin-
guishable from atheists. Susan Jacoby, in Freethinkers: A History of
American Secularism, lists a choice selection of the epithets hurled
at poor Tom Paine: 'Juclas, reptile, hog, mad dog, souse, louse,
archbeast, brute, liar, and of course infidel'. Paine died in penury,
abandoned (with the honourable exception of Jefferson) by
political former friends embarrassed by his anti-Christian views.
Nowadays, the ground has shifted so far that deists are more likely
to be contrasted with atheists and lumped with theists. They do,
after all, believe in a supreme intelligence who created the universe.

SECULARISM, THE FOUNDING FATHERS AND
THE RELIGION OF AMERICA

It is conventional to assume that the Founding Fathers of the
American Republic were deists. No doubt many of them were,
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although it has been argued that the greatest of them might have
been atheists. Certainly their writings on religion in their own time
leave me in no doubt that most of them would have been atheists
in ours. But whatever their individual religious views in their own
time, the one thing they collectively were is secularists, and this is
the topic to which I turn in this section, beginning with a - perhaps
surprising - quotation from Senator Barry Goldwater in 1981,
clearly showing how staunchly that presidential candidate and hero
of American conservatism upheld the secular tradition of the
Republic's foundation:

There is no position on which people are so immovable as
their religious beliefs. There is no more powerful ally one
can claim in a debate than Jesus Christ, or God, or Allah,
or whatever one calls this supreme being. But like any
powerful weapon, the use of God's name on one's behalf
should be used sparingly. The religious factions that are
growing throughout our land are not using their religious
clout with wisdom. They are trying to force government
leaders into following their position 100 percent. If you
disagree with these religious groups on a particular moral
issue, they complain, they threaten you with a loss of
money or votes or both. I'm frankly sick and tired of the
political preachers across this country telling me as a
citizen that if I want to be a moral person, I must believe
in A, B, C, and D. Just who do they think they are? And
from where do they presume to claim the right to dictate
their moral beliefs to me? And lam even more angry as a
legislator who must endure the threats of every religious
group who thinks it has some God-granted right to
control my vote on every roll call in the Senate. I am
warning them today: I will fight them every step of the
way if they try to dictate their moral convictions to all
Americans in the name of conservatism.19

The religious views of the Founding Fathers are of great interest
to propagandists of today's American right, anxious to push their
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version of history. Contrary to their view, the fact that the United
States was not founded as a Christian nation was early stated in the
terms of a treaty with Tripoli, drafted in 1796 under George
Washington and signed by John Adams in 1797:

As the Government of the United States of America is not,
in any sense, founded on the Christian religion; as it has
in itself no character of enmity against the laws, religion,
or tranquillity, of Musselmen; and as the said States never
have entered into any war or act of hostility against any
Mehomitan nation, it is declared by the parties that no
pretext arising from religious opinions shall ever produce
an interruption of the harmony existing between the two
countries.

The opening words of this quotation would cause uproar in today's
Washington ascendancy. Yet Ed Buckner has convincingly demon-
strated that they caused no dissent at the time,20 among either
politicians or public.

The paradox has often been noted that the United States,
founded in secularism, is now the most religiose country in
Christendom, while England, with an established church headed by
its constitutional monarch, is among the least. I am continually
asked why this is, and I do not know. I suppose it is possible that
England has wearied of religion after an appalling history of inter-
faith violence, with Protestants and Catholics alternately gaining
the upper hand and systematically murdering the other lot. Another
suggestion stems from the observation that America is a nation of
immigrants. A colleague points out to me that immigrants,
uprooted from the stability and comfort of an extended family in
Europe, could well have embraced a church as a kind of kin-
substitute on alien soil. It is an interesting idea, worth researching
further. There is no doubt that many Americans see their own local
church as an important unit of identity, which does indeed have
some of the attributes of an extended family.

Yet another hypothesis is that the religiosity of America stems
paradoxically from the secularism of its constitution. Precisely
because America is legally secular, religion has become free
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enterprise. Rival churches compete for congregations - not least for
the fat tithes that they bring - and the competition is waged with
all the aggressive hard-sell techniques of the marketplace. What
works for soap flakes works for God, and the result is something
approaching religious mania among today's less educated classes. In
England, by contrast, religion under the aegis of the established
church has become little more than a pleasant social pastime,
scarcely recognizable as religious at all. This English tradition is
nicely expressed by Giles Fraser, an Anglican vicar who doubles as
a philosophy tutor at Oxford, writing in the Guardian. Fraser's
article is subtitled 'The establishment of the Church of England
took God out of religion, but there are risks in a more vigorous
approach to faith':

There was a time when the country vicar was a staple of
the English dramatis personae. This tea-drinking, gentle
eccentric, with his polished shoes and kindly manners,
represented a type of religion that didn't make non-
religious people uncomfortable. He wouldn't break into
an existential sweat or press you against a wall to ask if
you were saved, still less launch crusades from the pulpit
or plant roadside bombs in the name of some higher
power.21

(Shades of Betjeman's 'Our Padre', which I quoted at the beginning
of Chapter 1.) Fraser goes on to say that 'the nice country vicar in
effect inoculated vast swaths of the English against Christianity'.
He ends his article by lamenting a more recent trend in the Church
of England to take religion seriously again, and his last sentence is
a warning: 'the worry is that we may release the genie of English
religious fanaticism from the establishment box in which it has
been dormant for centuries'.

The genie of religious fanaticism is rampant in present-day
America, and the Founding Fathers would have been horrified.
Whether or not it is right to embrace the paradox and blame the
secular constitution that they devised, the founders most certainly
were secularists who believed in keeping religion out of politics,
and that is enough to place them firmly on the side of those who
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object, for example, to ostentatious displays of the Ten
Commandments in government-owned public places. But it is
tantalizing to speculate that at least some of the Founders might
have gone beyond deism. Might they have been agnostics or even
out-and-out atheists? The following statement of Jefferson is in-
distinguishable from what we would now call agnosticism:

To talk of immaterial existences is to talk of nothings. To
say that the human soul, angels, god, are immaterial, is to
say they are nothings, or that there is no god, no angels,
no soul. I cannot reason otherwise .. . without plunging
into the fathomless abyss of dreams and phantasms. I am
satisfied, and sufficiently occupied with the things which
are, without tormenting or troubling myself about
those which may indeed be, but of which I have no
evidence.

Christopher Hitchens, in his biography Thomas Jefferson: Author
of America, thinks it likely that Jefferson was an atheist, even in his
own time when it was much harder:

As to whether he was an atheist, we must reserve judg-
ment if only because of the prudence he was compelled to
observe during his political life. But as he had written to
his nephew, Peter Carr, as early as 1787, one must not be
frightened from this inquiry by any fear of its
consequences. 'If it ends in a belief that there is no God,
you will find incitements to virtue in the comfort and
pleasantness you feel in this exercise, and the love of
others which it will procure you.'

I find the following advice of Jefferson, again in his letter to
Peter Carr, moving:

Shake off all the fears of servile prejudices, under which
weak minds are servilely crouched. Fix reason firmly in
her seat, and call on her tribunal for every fact, every
opinion. Question with boldness even the existence of a
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God; because, if there be one, he must more approve of
the homage of reason than that of blindfolded fear.

Remarks of Jefferson's such as 'Christianity is the most per-
verted system that ever shone on man' are compatible with deism
but also with atheism. So is James Madison's robust anti-
clericalism: 'During almost fifteen centuries has the legal
establishment of Christianity been on trial. What has been its
fruits? More or less, in all places, pride and indolence in the clergy;
ignorance and servility in the laity; in both, superstition, bigotry
and persecution.' The same could be said of Benjamin Franklin's
'Lighthouses are more useful than churches' and of John Adams's
'This would be the best of all possible worlds, if there were no
religion in it.' Adams delivered himself of some splendid tirades
against Christianity in particular: 'As I understand the Christian
religion, it was, and is, a revelation. But how has it happened that
millions of fables, tales, legends, have been blended with both
Jewish and Christian revelation that have made them the most
bloody religion that ever existed?' And, in another letter, this time
to Jefferson, T almost shudder at the thought of alluding to the
most fatal example of the abuses of grief which the history of
mankind has preserved - the Cross. Consider what calamities that
engine of grief has produced!'

Whether Jefferson and his colleagues were theists, deists,
agnostics or atheists, they were also passionate secularists who
believed that the religious opinions of a President, or lack of them,
were entirely his own business. All the Founding Fathers, whatever
their private religious beliefs, would have been aghast to read the
journalist Robert Sherman's report of George Bush Senior's answer
when Sherman asked him whether he recognized the equal citizen-
ship and patriotism of Americans who are atheists: 'No, I don't
know that atheists should be considered as citizens, nor should they
be considered patriots. This is one nation under God.'22 Assuming
Sherman's account to be accurate (unfortunately he didn't use a
tape-recorder, and no other newspaper ran the story at the time),
try the experiment of replacing 'atheists' with 'Jews' or 'Muslims'
or 'Blacks'. That gives the measure of the prejudice and dis-
crimination that American atheists have to endure today. Natalie
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Angier's 'Confessions of a lonely atheist' is a sad and moving
description, in the New York Times, of her feelings of isolation as
an atheist in today's America.23 But the isolation of American
atheists is an illusion, assiduously cultivated by prejudice. Atheists
in America are more numerous than most people realize. As I said
in the Preface, American atheists far outnumber religious Jews,
yet the Jewish lobby is notoriously one of the most formidably
influential in Washington. What might American atheists achieve if
they organized themselves properly?*

David Mills, in his admirable book Atheist Universe, tells a story
which you would dismiss as an unrealistic caricature of police
bigotry if it were fiction. A Christian faith-healer ran a 'Miracle
Crusade' which came to Mills's home town once a year. Among
other things, the faith-healer encouraged diabetics to throw away
their insulin, and cancer patients to give up their chemotherapy and
pray for a miracle instead. Reasonably enough, Mills decided to
organize a peaceful demonstration to warn people. But he made the
mistake of going to the police to tell them of his intention and ask
for police protection against possible attacks from supporters of the
faith-healer. The first police officer to whom he spoke asked, 'Is you
gonna protest fir him or 'gin him?' (meaning for or against the
faith-healer). When Mills replied, 'Against him,' the policeman said
that he himself planned to attend the rally and intended to spit
personally in Mills's face as he marched past Mills's demonstration.

Mills decided to try his luck with a second police officer. This
one said that if any of the faith-healer's supporters violently con-
fronted Mills, the officer would arrest Mills because he was 'trying to
interfere with God's work'. Mills went home and tried telephoning the
police station, in the hope of finding more sympathy at a senior level.
He was finally connected to a sergeant who said, 'To hell with you,
Buddy. No policeman wants to protect a goddamned atheist. I hope
somebody bloodies you up good.' Apparently adverbs were in short
supply in this police station, along with the milk of human kindness
and a sense of duty. Mills relates that he spoke to about seven or eight
policemen that day. None of them was helpful, and most of them
directly threatened Mills with violence.

* Tom Flynn, Editor of Free Inquiry, makes the point forcefully ('Secularism's
breakthrough moment', Free Inquiry 26: 3, 2006, 16-17): 'If atheists are lonely
and downtrodden, we have only ourselves to blame. Numerically, we are strong.
Let's start punching our weight.'
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Anecdotes of such prejudice against atheists abound, but
Margaret Downey, of the Freethought Society of Greater
Philadelphia, maintains systematic records of such cases.24 Her
database of incidents, categorized under community, schools,
workplace, media, family and government, includes examples of
harassment, loss of jobs, shunning by family and even murder.25

Downey's documented evidence of the hatred and misunderstand-
ing of atheists makes it easy to believe that it is, indeed, virtually
impossible for an honest atheist to win a public election in America.
There are 435 members of the House of Representatives and 100
members of the Senate. Assuming that the majority of these 535
individuals are an educated sample of the population, it is
statistically all but inevitable that a substantial number of them
must be atheists. They must have lied, or concealed their true feel-
ings, in order to get elected. Who can blame them, given the
electorate they had to convince? It is universally accepted that an
admission of atheism would be instant political suicide for any
presidential candidate.

These facts about today's political climate in the United States,
and what they imply, would have horrified Jefferson, Washington,
Madison, Adams and all their friends. Whether they were atheists,
agnostics, deists or Christians, they would have recoiled in horror
from the theocrats of early 21st-century Washington. They would
have been drawn instead to the secularist founding fathers of post-
colonial India, especially the religious Gandhi ('I am a Hindu, I am
a Moslem, I am a Jew, I am a Christian, I am a Buddhist!'), and the
atheist Nehru:

The spectacle of what is called religion, or at any rate
organised religion, in India and elsewhere, has filled me
with horror and I have frequently condemned it and
wished to make a clean sweep of it. Almost always it
seemed to stand for blind belief and reaction, dogma and
bigotry, superstition, exploitation and the preservation of
vested interests.

Nehru's definition of the secular India of Gandhi's dream (would
that it had been realized, instead of the partitioning of their country
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amid an interfaith bloodbath) might almost have been ghosted by
Jefferson himself:

We talk about a secular India . . . Some people think that
it means something opposed to religion. That obviously is
not correct. What it means is that it is a State which
honours all faiths equally and gives them equal oppor-
tunities; India has a long history of religious tolerance . . .
In a country like India, which has many faiths and
religions, no real nationalism can be built up except on the
basis of secularity.26

The deist God is certainly an improvement over the monster of
the Bible. Unfortunately it is scarcely more likely that he exists, or
ever did. In any of its forms the God Hypothesis is unnecessary.*
The God Hypothesis is also very close to being ruled out by the
laws of probability. I shall come to that in Chapter 4, after dealing
with the alleged proofs of the existence of God in Chapter 3.
Meanwhile I turn to agnosticism, and the erroneous notion that the
existence or non-existence of God is an untouchable question, for-
ever beyond the reach of science.

THE POVERTY OF AGNOSTICISM

The robust Muscular Christian haranguing us from the pulpit of
my old school chapel admitted a sneaking regard for atheists. They
at least had the courage of their misguided convictions. What this
preacher couldn't stand was agnostics: namby-pamby, mushy pap,
weak-tea, weedy, pallid fence-sitters. He was partly right, but for
wholly the wrong reason. In the same vein, according to Quentin
de la Bedoyere, the Catholic historian Hugh Ross Williamson
'respected the committed religious believer and also the committed
atheist. He reserved his contempt for the wishy-washy boneless
mediocrities who flapped around in the middle.'27

There is nothing wrong with being agnostic in cases where we
lack evidence one way or the other. It is the reasonable position.

* 'Sire, I had no need of that hypothesis,' as Laplace said when Napoleon won-
dered how the famous mathematician had managed to write his book without
mentioning God.
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Carl Sagan was proud to be agnostic when asked whether there was
life elsewhere in the universe. When he refused to commit himself,
his interlocutor pressed him for a 'gut feeling' and he immortally
replied: 'But I try not to think with my gut. Really, it's okay to
reserve judgment until the evidence is in.'28 The question of extra-
terrestrial life is open. Good arguments can be mounted both ways,
and we lack the evidence to do more than shade the probabilities
one way or the other. Agnosticism, of a kind, is an appropriate
stance on many scientific questions, such as what caused the end-
Permian extinction, the greatest mass extinction in fossil history. It
could have been a meteorite strike like the one that, with greater
likelihood on present evidence, caused the later extinction of the
dinosaurs. But it could have been any of various other possible
causes, or a combination. Agnosticism about the causes of both
these mass extinctions is reasonable. How about the question of
God? Should we be agnostic about him too? Many have said
definitely yes, often with an air of conviction that verges on protest-
ing too much. Are they right?

I'll begin by distinguishing two kinds of agnosticism. TAP, or
Temporary Agnosticism in Practice, is the legitimate fence-sitting
where there really is a definite answer, one way or the other, but we
so far lack the evidence to reach it (or don't understand the
evidence, or haven't time to read the evidence, etc.). TAP would be
a reasonable stance towards the Permian extinction. There is a
truth out there and one day we hope to know it, though for the
moment we don't.

But there is also a deeply inescapable kind of fence-sitting, which
I shall call PAP (Permanent Agnosticism in Principle). The fact that
the acronym spells a word used by that old school preacher is
(almost) accidental. The PAP style of agnosticism is appropriate for
questions that can never be answered, no matter how much
evidence we gather, because the very idea of evidence is not applic-
able. The question exists on a different plane, or in a different
dimension, beyond the zones where evidence can reach. An
example might be that philosophical chestnut, the question whether
you see red as I do. Maybe your red is my green, or something
completely different from any colour that I can imagine.
Philosophers cite this question as one that can never be answered,
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no matter what new evidence might one day become available. And
some scientists and other intellectuals are convinced - too eagerly
in my view - that the question of God's existence belongs in the
forever inaccessible PAP category. From this, as we shall see, they
often make the illogical deduction that the hypothesis of God's
existence, and the hypothesis of his non-existence, have exactly
equal probability of being right. The view that I shall defend is very
different: agnosticism about the existence of God belongs firmly in
the temporary or TAP category. Either he exists or he doesn't. It is
a scientific question; one day we may know the answer, and mean-
while we can say something pretty strong about the probability.

In the history of ideas, there are examples of questions being
answered that had earlier been judged forever out of science's
reach. In 1835 the celebrated French philosopher Auguste Comte
wrote, of the stars: 'We shall never be able to study, by any method,
their chemical composition or their mineralogical structure.' Yet
even before Comte had set down these words, Fraunhofer had
begun using his spectroscope to analyse the chemical composition
of the sun. Now spectroscopists daily confound Comte's
agnosticism with their long-distance analyses of the precise
chemical composition of even distant stars.29 Whatever the exact
status of Comte's astronomical agnosticism, this cautionary tale
suggests, at the very least, that we should hesitate before proclaim-
ing the eternal verity of agnosticism too loudly. Nevertheless, when
it comes to God, a great many philosophers and scientists are glad
to do so, beginning with the inventor of the word itself, T. H.
Huxley.30

Huxley explained his coining while rising to a personal attack
that it had provoked. The Principal of King's College, London, the
Reverend Dr Wace, had poured scorn on Huxley's 'cowardly
agnosticism':

He may prefer to call himself an agnostic; but his real
name is an older one - he is an infidel; that is to say,
an unbeliever. The word infidel, perhaps, carries an
unpleasant significance. Perhaps it is right that it should.
It is, and it ought to be, an unpleasant thing for a man to
have to say plainly that he does not believe in Jesus Christ.
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Huxley was not the man to let that sort of provocation pass him by,
and his reply in 1889 was as robustly scathing as we should expect
(although never departing from scrupulous good manners: as
Darwin's Bulldog, his teeth were sharpened by urbane Victorian
irony). Eventually, having dealt Dr Wace his just comeuppance and
buried the remains, Huxley returned to the word 'agnostic' and
explained how he first came by it. Others, he noted,

were quite sure they had attained a certain 'gnosis' - had,
more or less successfully, solved the problem of existence;
while I was quite sure I had not, and had a pretty strong
conviction that the problem was insoluble. And, with
Hume and Kant on my side, I could not think myself
presumptuous in holding fast by that opinion . . . So I
took thought, and invented what I conceived to be the
appropriate title of 'agnostic'.

Later in his speech, Huxley went on to explain that agnostics have
no creed, not even a negative one.

Agnosticism, in fact, is not a creed, but a method, the
essence of which lies in the rigorous application of a single
principle. . . . Positively the principle may be expressed: In
matters of the intellect, follow your reason as far as it will
take you, without regard to any other consideration. And
negatively: In matters of the intellect, do not pretend that
conclusions are certain which are not demonstrated or
demonstrable. That I take to be the agnostic faith, which
if a man keep whole and undefiled, he shall not be
ashamed to look the universe in the face, whatever the
future may have in store for him.

To a scientist these are noble words, and one doesn't criticize
T. H. Huxley lightly. But Huxley, in his concentration upon the
absolute impossibility of proving or disproving God, seems to have
been ignoring the shading of probability. The fact that we can neither
prove nor disprove the existence of something does, not put existence
and non-existence on an even footing. I don't think Huxley would



5 0 T H E G O D D E L U S I O N

disagree, and I suspect that when he appeared to do so he was bend-
ing over backwards to concede a point, in the interests of securing
another one. We have all done this at one time or another.

Contrary to Huxley, I shall suggest that the existence of God is
a scientific hypothesis like any other. Even if hard to test in practice,
it belongs in the same TAP or temporary agnosticism box as the
controversies over the Permian and Cretaceous extinctions. God's
existence or non-existence is a scientific fact about the universe, dis-
coverable in principle if not in practice. If he existed and chose to
reveal it, God himself could clinch the argument, noisily and
unequivocally, in his favour. And even if God's existence is never
proved or disproved with certainty one way or the other, available
evidence and reasoning may yield an estimate of probability far
from 50 per cent.

Let us, then, take the idea of a spectrum of probabilities
seriously, and place human judgements about the existence of God
along it, between two extremes of opposite certainty. The spectrum
is continuous, but it can be represented by the following seven
milestones along the way.

1 Strong theist. 100 per cent probability of God. In the words of
C. G. Jung, 'I do not believe, I know.'

2 Very high probability but short of 100 per cent. De facto
theist. 'I cannot know for certain, but I strongly believe
in God and live my life on the assumption that he is
there.'

3 Higher than 50 per cent but not very high. Technically agnostic
but leaning towards theism. 'I am very uncertain, but I am
inclined to believe in God.'

4 Exactly 50 per cent. Completely impartial agnostic. 'God's
existence and non-existence are exactly equiprobable.'

5 Lower than 50 per cent but not very low. Technically agnostic
but leaning towards atheism. 'I don't know whether God exists
but I'm inclined to be sceptical.'

6 Very low probability, but short of zero. De facto atheist. 'I
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cannot know for certain but I think God is very improbable,
and I live my life on the assumption that he is not
there.'

7 Strong atheist. 'I know there is no God, with the same
conviction as Jung "knows" there is one.'

I'd be surprised to meet many people in category 7, but I include
it for symmetry with category 1, which is well populated. It is in the
nature of faith that one is capable, like Jung, of holding a belief
without adequate reason to do so (Jung also believed that particular
books on his shelf spontaneously exploded with a loud bang).
Atheists do not have faith; and reason alone could not propel one
to total conviction that anything definitely does not exist. Hence
category 7 is in practice rather emptier than its opposite number,
category 1, which has many devoted inhabitants. I count
myself in category 6, but leaning towards 7 - 1 am agnostic only to
the extent that I am agnostic about fairies at the bottom of the
garden.

The spectrum of probabilities works well for TAP (temporary
agnosticism in practice). It is superficially tempting to place PAP
(permanent agnosticism in principle) in the middle of the spectrum,
with a 50 per cent probability of God's existence, but this is not
correct. PAP agnostics aver that we cannot say anything, one way
or the other, on the question of whether or not God exists. The
question, for PAP agnostics, is in principle unanswerable, and they
should strictly refuse to place themselves anywhere on the spectrum
of probabilities. The fact that I cannot know whether your red is
the same as my green doesn't make the probability 50 per cent. The
proposition on offer is too meaningless to be dignified with a prob-
ability. Nevertheless, it is a common error, which we shall meet
again, to leap from the premise that the question of God's existence
is in principle unanswerable to the conclusion that his existence and
his non-existence are equiprobable.

Another way to express that error is in terms of the burden of
proof, and in this form it is pleasingly demonstrated by Bertrand
Russell's parable of the celestial teapot.31
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Many orthodox people speak as though it were the
business of sceptics to disprove received dogmas rather
than of dogmatists to prove them. This is, of course, a
mistake. If I were to suggest that between the Earth and
Mars there is a china teapot revolving about the sun in an
elliptical orbit, nobody would be able to disprove my
assertion provided I were careful to add that the teapot is
too small to be revealed even by our most powerful
telescopes. But if I were to go on to say that, since my
assertion cannot be disproved, it is intolerable pre-
sumption on the part of human reason to doubt it, I
should rightly be thought to be talking nonsense. If, how-
ever, the existence of such a teapot were affirmed in
ancient books, taught as the sacred truth every Sunday,
and instilled into the minds of children at school,
hesitation to believe in its existence would become a mark
of eccentricity and entitle the doubter to the attentions of
the psychiatrist in an enlightened age or of the Inquisitor
in an earlier time.

We would not waste time saying so because nobody, so far as I
know, worships teapots;* but, if pressed, we would not hesitate to
declare our strong belief that there is positively no orbiting teapot.
Yet strictly we should all be teapot agnostics: we cannot prove, for
sure, that there is no celestial teapot. In practice, we move away
from teapot agnosticism towards a-teapotisin.

A friend, who was brought up a Jew and still observes the
sabbath and other Jewish customs out of loyalty to his heritage,
describes himself as a 'tooth fairy agnostic'. He regards God as no
more probable than the tooth fairy. You can't disprove either
hypothesis, and both are equally improbable. He is an a-theist to
exactly the same large extent that he is an a-fairyist. And agnostic
about both, to the same small extent.

Russell's teapot, of course, stands for an infinite number of
things whose existence is conceivable and cannot be disproved.
That great American lawyer Clarence Darrow said, 'I don't believe

* Perhaps I spoke too soon. The Independent on Sunday of 5 June 2005 carried
the following item: 'Malaysian officials say religious sect which built sacred teapot
the size of a house has flouted planning regulations.' See also BBC News at
http://news.bbc.co.Uk/2/hi/asia-pacific/4692039.stm.
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in God as I don't believe in Mother Goose.' The journalist Andrew
Mueller is of the opinion that pledging yourself to any particular
religion 'is no more or less weird than choosing to believe that the
world is rhombus-shaped, and borne through the cosmos in
the pincers of two enormous green lobsters called Esmerelda and
Keith'.32 A philosophical favourite is the invisible, intangible,
inaudible unicorn, disproof of which is attempted yearly by the
children at Camp Quest.* A popular deity on the Internet at present
- and as undisprovable as Yahweh or any other - is the Flying
Spaghetti Monster, who, many claim, has touched them with his
noodly appendage.33 I am delighted to see that the Gospel of the
Flying Spaghetti Monster has now been published as a book,34 to
great acclaim. I haven't read it myself, but who needs to read a
gospel when you just know it's true? By the way, it had to happen
- a Great Schism has already occurred, resulting in the Reformed
Church of the Flying Spaghetti Monster.35

The point of all these way-out examples is that they are un-
disprovable, yet nobody thinks the hypothesis of their existence is
on an even footing with the hypothesis of their non-existence.
Russell's point is that the burden of proof rests with the believers,
not the non-believers. Mine is the related point that the odds in
favour of the teapot (spaghetti monster / Esmerelda and Keith /
unicorn etc.) are not equal to the odds against.

The fact that orbiting teapots and tooth fairies are undisprov-
able is not felt, by any reasonable person, to be the kind of fact that
settles any interesting argument. None of us feels an obligation to
disprove any of the millions of far-fetched things that a fertile or
facetious imagination might dream up. I have found it an amusing
strategy, when asked whether I am an atheist, to point out that the
questioner is also an atheist when considering Zeus, Apollo, Amon
Ra, Mithras, Baal, Thor, Wotan, the Golden Calf and the Flying
Spaghetti Monster. I just go one god further.

All of us feel entitled to express extreme scepticism to the point

* Camp Quest takes the American institution of the summer camp in an entirely
admirable direction. Unlike other summer camps that follow a religious or scout-
ing ethos, Camp Quest, founded by Edwin and Helen Kagin in Kentucky, is run
by secular humanists, and the children are encouraged to think sceptically for
themselves while having a very good time with all the usual outdoor activities
(www.camp-quest.org). Other Camp Quests with a similar ethos have now sprung
up in Tennessee, Minnesota, Michigan, Ohio and Canada.
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of outright disbelief - except that in the case of unicorns, tooth
fairies and the gods of Greece, Rome, Egypt and the Vikings, there
is (nowadays) no need to bother. In the case of the Abrahamic God,
however, there is a need to bother, because a substantial proportion
of the people with whom we share the planet do believe strongly in
his existence. Russell's teapot demonstrates that the ubiquity of
belief in God, as compared with belief in celestial teapots, does not
shift the burden of proof in logic, although it may seem to shift it
as a matter of practical politics. That you cannot prove God's non-
existence is accepted and trivial, if only in the sense that we can
never absolutely prove the non-existence of anything. What matters
is not whether God is disprovable (he isn't) but whether his
existence is probable. That is another matter. Some undisprovable
things are sensibly judged far less probable than other undisprov-
able things. There is no reason to regard God as immune from
consideration along the spectrum of probabilities. And there is
certainly no reason to suppose that, just because God can be neither
proved nor disproved, his probability of existence is 50 per cent.
On the contrary, as we shall see.

NOMA

Just as Thomas Huxley bent over backwards to pay lip service to
completely impartial agnosticism, right in the middle of my seven-
stage spectrum, theists do the same thing from the other direction, and
for an equivalent reason. The theologian Alister McGrath makes it the
central point of his book Dawkins' God: Genes, Memes and the
Origin of Life. Indeed, after his admirably fair summary of my
scientific works, it seems to be the only point in rebuttal that he has
to offer: the undeniable but ignominiously weak point that you can-
not disprove the existence of God. On page after page as I read
McGrath, I found myself scribbling 'teapot' in the margin. Again
invoking T. H. Huxley, McGrath says, 'Fed up with both theists and
atheists making hopelessly dogmatic statements on the basis of in-
adequate empirical evidence, Huxley declared that the God question
could not be settled on the basis of the scientific method.'
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McGrath goes on to quote Stephen Jay Gould in similar vein:
'To say it for all my colleagues and for the umpteenth millionth
time (from college bull sessions to learned treatises): science simply
cannot (by its legitimate methods) adjudicate the issue of God's
possible superintendence of nature. We neither affirm nor deny it;
we simply can't comment on it as scientists.' Despite the confident,
almost bullying, tone of Gould's assertion, what, actually, is the
justification for it? Why shouldn't we comment on God, as
scientists? And why isn't Russell's teapot, or the Flying Spaghetti
Monster, equally immune from scientific scepticism? As I shall
argue in a moment, a universe with a creative superintendent would
be a very different kind of universe from one without. Why is that
not a scientific matter?

Gould carried the art of bending over backwards to positively
supine lengths in one of his less admired books, Rocks of Ages.
There he coined the acronym NOMA for the phrase 'non-
overlapping magisterial

The net, or magisterium, of science covers the empirical
realm: what is the universe made of (fact) and why does it
work this way (theory). The magisterium of religion
extends over questions of ultimate meaning and moral
value. These two magisteria do not overlap, nor do they
encompass all inquiry (consider, for example, the
magisterium of art and the meaning of beauty). To cite the
old cliches, science gets the age of rocks, and religion the
rock of ages; science studies how the heavens go, religion
how to go to heaven.

This sounds terrific - right up until you give it a moment's thought.
What are these ultimate questions in whose presence religion is an
honoured guest and science must respectfully slink away?

Martin Rees, the distinguished Cambridge astronomer whom I
have already mentioned, begins his book Our Cosmic Habitat by
posing two candidate ultimate questions and giving a NOMA-
friendly answer. 'The pre-eminent mystery is why anything exists at
all. What breathes life into the equations, and actualized them in a
real cosmos? Such questions lie beyond science, however: they are
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the province of philosophers and theologians.' I would prefer to say
that if indeed they lie beyond science, they most certainly lie beyond
the province of theologians as well (I doubt that philosophers
would thank Martin Rees for lumping theologians in with them). I
am tempted to go further and wonder in what possible sense
theologians can be said to have a province. I am still amused when
I recall the remark of a former Warden (head) of my Oxford
college. A young theologian had applied for a junior research
fellowship, and his doctoral thesis on Christian theology provoked
the Warden to say, 'I have grave doubts as to whether it's a subject
at all.'

What expertise can theologians bring to deep cosmological
questions that scientists cannot? In another book I recounted the
words of an Oxford astronomer who, when I asked him one of
those same deep questions, said: 'Ah, now we move beyond the
realm of science. This is where I have to hand over to our good
friend the chaplain.' I was not quick-witted enough to utter the
response that I later wrote: 'But why the chaplain? Why not
the gardener or the chef?' Why are scientists so cravenly respectful
towards the ambitions of theologians, over questions that
theologians are certainly no more qualified to answer than
scientists themselves?

It is a tedious cliche (and, unlike many cliches, it isn't even true)
that science concerns itself with how questions, but only theology
is equipped to answer why questions. What on Earth is a why
question? Not every English sentence beginning with the word
'why' is a legitimate question. Why are unicorns hollow? Some
questions simply do not deserve an answer. What is the colour of
abstraction? What is the smell of hope? The fact that a question can
be phrased in a grammatically correct English sentence doesn't
make it meaningful, or entitle it to our serious attention. Nor, even
if the question is a real one, does the fact that science cannot answer
it imply that religion can.

Perhaps there are some genuinely profound and meaningful
questions that are forever beyond the reach of science. Maybe
quantum theory is already knocking on the door of the un-
fathomable. But if science cannot answer some ultimate question,
what makes anybody think that religion can? I suspect that neither
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the Cambridge nor the Oxford astronomer really believed that
theologians have any expertise that enables them to answer
questions that are too deep for science. I suspect that both
astronomers were, yet again, bending over backwards to be polite:
theologians have nothing worthwhile to say about anything else;
let's throw them a sop and let them worry away at a couple of
questions that nobody can answer and maybe never will. Unlike my
astronomer friends, I don't think we should even throw them a sop.
I have yet to see any good reason to suppose that theology (as
opposed to biblical history, literature, etc.) is a subject at all.

Similarly, we can all agree that science's entitlement to advise us
on moral values is problematic, to say the least. But does Gould
really want to cede to religion the right to tell us what is good and
what is bad? The fact that it has nothing else to contribute to
human wisdom is no reason to hand religion a free licence to tell us
what to do. Which religion, anyway? The one in which we happen
to have been brought up? To which chapter, then, of which book of
the Bible should we turn - for they are far from unanimous and
some of them are odious by any reasonable standards. How many
literalists have read enough of the Bible to know that the death
penalty is prescribed for adultery, for gathering sticks on the
sabbath and for cheeking your parents? If we reject Deuteronomy
and Leviticus (as all enlightened moderns do), by what criteria do
we then decide which of religion's moral values to accept} Or
should we pick and choose among all the world's religions until we
find one whose moral teaching suits us? If so, again we must ask,
by what criterion do we choose? And if we have independent
criteria for choosing among religious moralities, why not cut out
the middle man and go straight for the moral choice without the
religion? I shall return to such questions in Chapter 7.

I simply do not believe that Gould could possibly have meant
much of what he wrote in Rocks of Ages. As I say, we have all been
guilty of bending over backwards to be nice to an unworthy but
powerful opponent, and I can only think that this is what Gould
was doing. It is conceivable that he really did intend his un-
equivocally strong statement that science has nothing whatever to
say about the question of God's existence: 'We neither affirm nor
deny it; we simply can't comment on it as scientists.' This sounds
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like agnosticism of the permanent and irrevocable kind, full-blown
PAP. It implies that science cannot even make probability judge-
ments on the question. This remarkably widespread fallacy - many
repeat it like a mantra but few of them, I suspect, have thought it
through - embodies what I refer to as 'the poverty of agnosticism'.
Gould, by the way, was not an impartial agnostic but strongly
inclined towards de facto atheism. On what basis did he make that
judgement, if there is nothing to be said about whether God exists?

The God Hypothesis suggests that the reality we inhabit also
contains a supernatural agent who designed the universe and - at
least in many versions of the hypothesis - maintains it and even
intervenes in it with miracles, which are temporary violations of his
own otherwise grandly immutable laws. Richard Swinburne, one of
Britain's leading theologians, is surprisingly clear on the matter in
his book 7s There a God?:

What the theist claims about God is that he does have a
power to create, conserve, or annihilate anything, big or
small. And he can also make objects move or do anything
else . . . He can make the planets move in the way that
Kepler discovered that they move, or make gunpowder
explode when we set a match to it; or he can make planets
move in quite different ways, and chemical substances
explode or not explode under quite different conditions
from those which now govern their behaviour. God is not
limited by the laws of nature; he makes them and he can
change or suspend them - if he chooses.

Just too easy, isn't it! Whatever else this is, it is very far from
NOMA. And whatever else they may say, those scientists who sub-
scribe to the 'separate magisteria' school of thought should concede
that a universe with a supernaturally intelligent creator is a very
different kind of universe from one without. The difference
between the two hypothetical universes could hardly be more
fundamental in principle, even if it is not easy to test in practice.
And it undermines the complacently seductive dictum that science
must be completely silent about religion's central existence claim.
The presence or absence of a creative super-intelligence is



T H E G O D H Y P O T H E S I S 5 9

unequivocally a scientific question, even if it is not in practice - or
not yet - a decided one. So also is the truth or falsehood of every
one of the miracle stories that religions rely upon to impress multi-
tudes of the faithful.

Did Jesus have a human father, or was his mother a virgin at the
time of his birth? Whether or not there is enough surviving evidence
to decide it, this is still a strictly scientific question with a definite
answer in principle: yes or no. Did Jesus raise Lazarus from the
dead? Did he himself come alive again, three days after being
crucified? There is an answer to every such question, whether or
not we can discover it in practice, and it is a strictly scientific
answer. The methods we should use to settle the matter, in the
unlikely event that relevant evidence ever became available, would
be purely and entirely scientific methods. To dramatize the point,
imagine, by some remarkable set of circumstances, that forensic
archaeologists unearthed DNA evidence to show that Jesus really
did lack a biological father. Can you imagine religious apologists
shrugging their shoulders and saying anything remotely like the
following? 'Who cares? Scientific evidence is completely irrelevant
to theological questions. Wrong magisterium! We're concerned
only with ultimate questions and with moral values. Neither DNA
nor any other scientific evidence could ever have any bearing on the
matter, one way or the other.'

The very idea is a joke. You can bet your boots that the scientific
evidence, if any were to turn up, would be seized upon and
trumpeted to the skies. NOMA is popular only because there is no
evidence to favour the God Hypothesis. The moment there was the
smallest suggestion of any evidence in favour of religious belief,
religious apologists would lose no time in throwing NOMA out of
the window. Sophisticated theologians aside (and even they are
happy to tell miracle stories to the unsophisticated in order to
swell congregations), I suspect that alleged miracles provide the
strongest reason many believers have for their faith; and miracles,
by definition, violate the principles of science.

The Roman Catholic Church on the one hand seems sometimes
to aspire to NOMA, but on the other hand lays down the
performance of miracles as an essential qualification for elevation
to sainthood. The late King of the Belgians is a candidate for
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sainthood, because of his stand on abortion. Earnest investigations
are now going on to discover whether any miraculous cures can be
attributed to prayers offered up to him since his death. I am not
joking. That is the case, and it is typical of saint stories. I imagine
the whole business is an embarrassment to more sophisticated
circles within the Church. Why any circles worthy of the name of
sophisticated remain within the Church is a mystery at least as deep
as those that theologians enjoy.

When faced with miracle stories, Gould would presumably
retort along the following lines. The whole point of NOMA is that
it is a two-way bargain. The moment religion steps on science's turf
and starts to meddle in the real world with miracles, it ceases to be
religion in the sense Gould is defending, and his amicabilis
concordia is broken. Note, however, that the miracle-free religion
defended by Gould would not be recognized by most practising
theists in the pew or on the prayer mat. It would, indeed, be a grave
disappointment to them. To adapt Alice's comment on her sister's
book before she fell into Wonderland, what is the use of a God
who does no miracles and answers no prayers? Remember
Ambrose Bierce's witty definition of the verb 'to pray': 'to ask that
the laws of the universe be annulled in behalf of a single petitioner,
confessedly unworthy'. There are athletes who believe God helps
them win - against opponents who would seem, on the face of it,
no less worthy of his favouritism. There are motorists who believe
God saves them a parking space - thereby presumably depriving
somebody else. This style of theism is embarrassingly popular, and
is unlikely to be impressed by anything as (superficially) reasonable
as NOMA.

Nevertheless, let us follow Gould and pare our religion down to
some sort of non-interventionist minimum: no miracles, no
personal communication between God and us in either direction,
no monkeying with the laws of physics, no trespassing on the
scientific grass. At most, a little deistic input to the initial conditions
of the universe so that, in the fullness of time, stars, elements,
chemistry and planets develop, and life evolves. Surely that is an
adequate separation? Surely NOMA can survive this more modest
and unassuming religion?

Well, you might think so. But I suggest that even a
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non-interventionist, NOMA God, though less violent and clumsy
than an Abrahamic God, is still, when you look at him fair and
square, a scientific hypothesis. I return to the point: a universe in
which we are alone except for other slowly evolved intelligences is
a very different universe from one with an original guiding agent
whose intelligent design is responsible for its very existence. I accept
that it may not be so easy in practice to distinguish one kind of
universe from the other. Nevertheless, there is something utterly
special about the hypothesis of ultimate design, and equally special
about the only known alternative: gradual evolution in the broad
sense. They are close to being irreconcilably different. Like nothing
else, evolution really does provide an explanation for the existence
of entities whose improbability would otherwise, for practical
purposes, rule them out. And the conclusion to the argument, as I
shall show in Chapter 4, is close to being terminally fatal to the
God Hypothesis.

THE GREAT PRAYER EXPERIMENT

An amusing, if rather pathetic, case study in miracles is the Great
Prayer Experiment: does praying for patients help them recover?
Prayers are commonly offered for sick people, both privately and in
formal places of worship. Darwin's cousin Francis Galton was the
first to analyse scientifically whether praying for people is
efficacious. He noted that every Sunday, in churches throughout
Britain, entire congregations prayed publicly for the health of the
royal family. Shouldn't they, therefore, be unusually fit, compared
with the rest of us, who are prayed for only by our nearest and
dearest?* Galton looked into it, and found no statistical difference.
His intention may, in any case, have been satirical, as also when he
prayed over randomized plots of land to see if the plants would
grow any faster (they didn't).

More recently, the physicist Russell Stannard (one of Britain's
three well-known religious scientists, as we shall see) has thrown

* When my Oxford college elected the Warden whom I quoted earlier, it happened
that the Fellows publicly drank his health on three successive evenings. At the third
of these dinners, he graciously remarked in his speech of reply: 'I'm feeling better
already.'
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his weight behind an initiative, funded by - of course - the
Templeton Foundation, to test experimentally the proposition that
praying for sick patients improves their health.36

Such experiments, if done properly, have to be double blind, and
this standard was strictly observed. The patients were assigned,
strictly at random, to an experimental group (received prayers) or
a control group (received no prayers). Neither the patients, nor
their doctors or caregivers, nor the experimenters were allowed to
know which patients were being prayed for and which patients
were controls. Those who did the experimental praying had to
know the names of the individuals for whom they were praying -
otherwise, in what sense would they be praying for them rather
than for somebody else? But care was taken to tell them only the
first name and initial letter of the surname. Apparently that would
be enough to enable God to pinpoint the right hospital bed.

The very idea of doing such experiments is open to a generous
measure of ridicule, and the project duly received it. As far as I
know, Bob Newhart didn't do a sketch about it, but I can distinctly
hear his voice:

What's that you say, Lord? You can't cure me because I'm
a member of the control group? . . . Oh I see, my aunt's
prayers aren't enough. But Lord, Mr Evans in the next-
door bed . . . What was that, Lord? . . . Mr Evans received
a thousand prayers per day? But Lord, Mr Evans doesn't
know a thousand people . . . Oh, they just referred to him
as John E. But Lord, how did you know they didn't mean
John Ellsworthy? . . . Oh right, you used your
omniscience to work out which John E they meant. But
Lord . . .

Valiantly shouldering aside all mockery, the team of researchers
soldiered on, spending $2.4 million of Templeton money under the
leadership of Dr Herbert Benson, a cardiologist at the Mind/Body
Medical Institute near Boston. Dr Benson was earlier quoted in a
Templeton press release as 'believing that evidence for the efficacy
of intercessory prayer in medicinal settings is mounting'.
Reassuringly, then, the research was in good hands, unlikely to be
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spoiled by sceptical vibrations. Dr Benson and his team monitored
1,802 patients at six hospitals, all of whom received coronary
bypass surgery. The patients were divided into three groups. Group
1 received prayers and didn't know it. Group 2 (the control group)
received no prayers and didn't know it. Group 3 received prayers
and did know it. The comparison between Groups 1 and 2 tests for
the efficacy of intercessory prayer. Group 3 tests for possible
psychosomatic effects of knowing that one is being prayed for.

Prayers were delivered by the congregations of three churches,
one in Minnesota, one in Massachusetts and one in Missouri, all
distant from the three hospitals. The praying individuals, as
explained, were given only the first name and initial letter of the
surname of each patient for whom they were to pray. It is good
experimental practice to standardize as far as possible, and they
were all, accordingly, told to include in their prayers the phrase
'for a successful surgery with a quick, healthy recovery and no
complications'.

The results, reported in the American Heart Journal of April
2006, were clear-cut. There was no difference between those
patients who were prayed for and those who were not. What a sur-
prise. There was a difference between those who knew they had
been prayed for and those who did not know one way or the other;
but it went in the wrong direction. Those who knew they had been
the beneficiaries of prayer suffered significantly more complications
than those who did not. Was God doing a bit of smiting, to show
his disapproval of the whole barmy enterprise? It seems more prob-
able that those patients who knew they were being prayed for
suffered additional stress in consequence: 'performance anxiety', as
the experimenters put it. Dr Charles Bethea, one of the researchers,
said, 'It may have made them uncertain, wondering am I so sick
they had to call in their prayer team?' In today's litigious society, is
it too much to hope that those patients suffering heart compli-
cations, as a consequence of knowing they were receiving
experimental prayers, might put together a class action lawsuit
against the Templeton Foundation?

It will be no surprise that this study was opposed by theologians,
perhaps anxious about its capacity to bring ridicule upon religion.
The Oxford theologian Richard Swinburne, writing after the study
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failed, objected to it on the grounds that God answers prayers only
if they are offered up for good reasons.37 Praying for somebody
rather than somebody else, simply because of the fall of the dice in
the design of a double-blind experiment, does not constitute a good
reason. God would see through it. That, indeed, was the point of
my Bob Newhart satire, and Swinburne is right to make it too. But in
other parts of his paper Swinburne himself is beyond satire. Not for
the first time, he seeks to justify suffering in a world run by God:

My suffering provides me with the opportunity to show
courage and patience. It provides you with the oppor-
tunity to show sympathy and to help alleviate my
suffering. And it provides society with the opportunity to
choose whether or not to invest a lot of money in trying
to find a cure for this or that particular kind of suffering
. . . Although a good God regrets our suffering, his
greatest concern is surely that each of us shall show
patience, sympathy and generosity and, thereby, form a
holy character. Some people badly need to be ill for their
own sake, and some people badly need to be ill to provide
important choices for others. Only in that way can some
people be encouraged to make serious choices about the
sort of person they are to be. For other people, illness is
not so valuable.

This grotesque piece of reasoning, so damningly typical of the
theological mind, reminds me of an occasion when I was on a
television panel with Swinburne, and also with our Oxford
colleague Professor Peter Atkins. Swinburne at one point attempted
to justify the Holocaust on the grounds that it gave the Jews a
wonderful opportunity to be courageous and noble. Peter Atkins
splendidly growled, 'May you rot in hell.'*

* This interchange was edited out of the final broadcast version. That Swinburne's
remark is typical of his theology is indicated by his rather similar comment about
Hiroshima in The Existence of God (2004), page 264: 'Suppose that one less
person had been burnt by the Hiroshima atomic bomb. Then there would have
been less opportunity for courage and sympathy . . .'
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Another typical piece of theological reasoning occurs further
along in Swinburne's article. He rightly suggests that if God wanted
to demonstrate his own existence he would find better ways to do
it than slightly biasing the recovery statistics of experimental versus
control groups of heart patients. If God existed and wanted to
convince us of it, he could 'fill the world with super-miracles'. But
then Swinburne lets fall his gem: 'There is quite a lot of evidence
anyway of God's existence, and too much might not be good for
us.' Too much might not be good for us! Read it again. Too much
evidence might not be good for us. Richard Swinburne is the
recently retired holder of one of Britain's most prestigious
professorships of theology, and is a Fellow of the British Academy.
If it's a theologian you want, they don't come much more
distinguished. Perhaps you don't want a theologian.

Swinburne wasn't the only theologian to disown the study after
it had failed. The Reverend Raymond J. Lawrence was granted a
generous tranche of op-ed space in the New York Times to explain
why responsible religious leaders 'will breathe a sigh of relief that
no evidence could be found of intercessory prayer having any
effect.38 Would he have sung a different tune if the Benson study
had succeeded in demonstrating the power of prayer? Maybe not,
but you can be certain that plenty of other pastors and theologians
would. The Reverend Lawrence's piece is chiefly memorable for the
following revelation: 'Recently, a colleague told me about a devout,
well-educated woman who accused a doctor of malpractice in his
treatment of her husband. During her husband's dying days, she
charged, the doctor had failed to pray for him.'

Other theologians joined NOMA-inspired sceptics in contending
that studying prayer in this way is a waste of money because super-
natural influences are by definition beyond the reach of science. But
as the Templeton Foundation correctly recognized when it financed
the study, the alleged power of intercessory prayer is at least in
principle within the reach of science. A double-blind experiment
can be done and was done. It could have yielded a positive result.
And if it had, can you imagine that a single religious apologist
would have dismissed it on the grounds that scientific research has
no bearing on religious matters? Of course not.

Needless to say, the negative results of the experiment will not
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shake the faithful. Bob Barth, the spiritual director of the Missouri
prayer ministry which supplied some of the experimental prayers,
said: 'A person of faith would say that this study is interesting, but
we've been praying a long time and we've seen prayer work, we
know it works, and the research on prayer and spirituality is just
getting started.' Yeah, right: we know from our faith that prayer
works, so if evidence fails to show it we'll just soldier on until
finally we get the result we want.

THE NEVILLE CHAMBERLAIN SCHOOL OF
EVOLUTIONISTS

A possible ulterior motive for those scientists who insist on NOMA
- the invulnerability to science of the God Hypothesis - is a
peculiarly American political agenda, provoked by the threat of
populist creationism. In parts of the United States, science is under
attack from a well-organized, politically well-connected and, above
all, well-financed opposition, and the teaching of evolution is in the
front-line trench. Scientists could be forgiven for feeling threatened,
because most research money comes ultimately from government,
and elected representatives have to answer to the ignorant and
prejudiced, as well as to the well-informed, among their constituents.

In response to such threats, an evolution defence lobby has
sprung up, most notably represented by the National Center for
Science Education (NCSE), led by Eugenie Scott, indefatigable
activist on behalf of science who has recently produced her own
book, Evolution vs. Creationism. One of NCSE's main political
objectives is to court and mobilize 'sensible' religious opinion:
mainstream churchmen and women who have no problem with
evolution and may regard it as irrelevant to (or even in some
strange way supportive of) their faith. It is to this mainstream of
clergy, theologians and non-fundamentalist believers, embarrassed
as they are by creationism because it brings religion into disrepute,
that the evolution defence lobby tries to appeal. And one way to do
this is to bend over backwards in their direction by espousing
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NOMA - agree that science is completely non-threatening, because
it is disconnected from religion's claims.

Another prominent luminary of what we might call the Neville
Chamberlain school of evolutionists is the philosopher Michael
Ruse. Ruse has been an effective fighter against creationism,39 both
on paper and in court. He claims to be an atheist, but his article in
Playboy takes the view that

we who love science must realize that the enemy of our
enemies is our friend. Too often evolutionists spend time
insulting would-be allies. This is especially true of secular
evolutionists. Atheists spend more time running down
sympathetic Christians than they do countering
creationists. When John Paul II wrote a letter endorsing
Darwinism, Richard Dawkins's response was simply that
the pope was a hypocrite, that he could not be genuine
about science and that Dawkins himself simply preferred
an honest fundamentalist.

From a purely tactical viewpoint, I can see the superficial appeal of
Ruse's comparison with the fight against Hitler: 'Winston Churchill
and Franklin Roosevelt did not like Stalin and communism. But in
fighting Hitler they realized that they had to work with the Soviet
Union. Evolutionists of all kinds must likewise work together to
fight creationism.' But I finally come down on the side of my
colleague the Chicago geneticist Jerry Coyne, who wrote that Ruse

fails to grasp the real nature of the conflict. It's not just
about evolution versus creationism. To scientists like
Dawkins and Wilson [E. O. Wilson, the celebrated
Harvard biologist], the real war is between rationalism
and superstition. Science is but one form of rationalism,
while religion is the most common form of superstition.
Creationism is just a symptom of what they see as the
greater enemy: religion. While religion can exist without
creationism, creationism cannot exist without religion.40

I do have one thing in common with the creationists. Like me,
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but unlike the 'Chamberlain school', they will have no truck with
NOMA and its separate magisteria. Far from respecting the
separateness of science's turf, creationists like nothing better than to
trample their dirty hobnails all over it. And they fight dirty, too.
Lawyers for creationists, in court cases around the American
boondocks, seek out evolutionists who are openly atheists. I know
- to my chagrin - that my name has been used in this way. It is an
effective tactic because juries selected at random are likely to
include individuals brought up to believe that atheists are demons
incarnate, on a par with pedophiles or 'terrorists' (today's
equivalent of Salem's witches and McCarthy's Commies). Any
creationist lawyer who got me on the stand could instantly win over
the jury simply by asking me: 'Has your knowledge of evolution
influenced you in the direction of becoming an atheist?' I would
have to answer yes and, at one stroke, I would have lost the jury.
By contrast, the judicially correct answer from the secularist side
would be: 'My religious beliefs, or lack of them, are a private
matter, neither the business of this court nor connected in any way
with my science.' I couldn't honestly say this, for reasons I shall
explain in Chapter 4.

The Guardian journalist Madeleine Bunting wrote an article
entitled 'Why the intelligent design lobby thanks God for Richard
Dawkins'.41 There's no indication that she consulted anybody
except Michael Ruse, and her article might as well have been ghost-
written by him.* Dan Dennett replied, aptly quoting Uncle Remus:

I find it amusing that two Brits - Madeleine Bunting and
Michael Ruse - have fallen for a version of one of the
most famous scams in American folklore (Why the
intelligent design lobby thanks God for Richard Dawkins,
March 27). When Brer Rabbit gets caught by the fox, he
pleads with him: 'Oh, please, please, Brer Fox, whatever
you do, don't throw me in that awful briar patch!' -
where he ends up safe and sound after the fox does just
that. When the American propagandist William Dembski
writes tauntingly to Richard Dawkins, telling him to keep

* The same could be said of an article, 'When cosmologies collide', in the New
York Times, 22 Jan. 2006, by the respected (and usually much better briefed) jour-
nalist Judith Shulevitz. General Montgomery's First Rule of War was 'Don't march
on Moscow.' Perhaps there should be a First Rule of Science Journalism: 'Interview
at least one person other than Michael Ruse.'
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up the good work on behalf of intelligent design, Bunting
and Ruse fall for it! 'Oh golly, Brer Fox, your forthright
assertion - that evolutionary biology disproves the idea of
a creator God - jeopardises the teaching of biology in
science class, since teaching that would violate the
separation of church and state!' Right. You also ought to
soft-pedal physiology, since it declares virgin birth
impossible .. .42

This whole issue, including an independent invocation of Brer
Rabbit in the briar patch, is well discussed by the biologist P. Z.
Myers, whose Pharyngula blog can reliably be consulted for trench-
ant good sense.43

I am not suggesting that my colleagues of the appeasement lobby
are necessarily dishonest. They may sincerely believe in NOMA,
although I can't help wondering how thoroughly they've thought
it through and how they reconcile the internal conflicts in their
minds. There is no need to pursue the matter for the moment, but
anyone seeking to understand the published statements of scientists
on religious matters would do well not to forget the political con-
text: the surreal culture wars now rending America. NOMA-style
appeasement will surface again in a later chapter. Here, I return to
agnosticism and the possibility of chipping away at our ignorance
and measurably reducing our uncertainty about the existence or
non-existence of God.

LITTLE GREEN MEN

Suppose Bertrand Russell's parable had concerned not a teapot in
outer space but life in outer space - the subject of Sagan's
memorable refusal to think with his gut. Once again we cannot dis-
prove it, and the only strictly rational stance is agnosticism. But the
hypothesis is no longer frivolous. We don't immediately scent
extreme improbability. We can have an interesting argument based
on incomplete evidence, and we can write down the kind of
evidence that would decrease our uncertainty. We'd be outraged if
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our government invested in expensive telescopes for the sole
purpose of searching for orbiting teapots. But we can appreciate the
case for spending money on SETI, the Search for Extraterrestrial
Intelligence, using radio telescopes to scan the skies in the hope of
picking up signals from intelligent aliens.

I praised Carl Sagan for disavowing gut feelings about alien life.
But one can (and Sagan did) make a sober assessment of what we
would need to know in order to estimate the probability. This
might start from nothing more than a listing of our points of
ignorance, as in the famous Drake Equation which, in Paul Davies's
phrase, collects probabilities. It states that to estimate the number
of independently evolved civilizations in the universe you must
multiply seven terms together. The seven include the number of
stars, the number of Earth-like planets per star, and the probability
of this, that and the other which I need not list because the only
point I am making is that they are all unknown, or estimated with
enormous margins of error. When so many terms that are either
completely or almost completely unknown are multiplied up, the
product - the estimated number of alien civilizations - has such
colossal error bars that agnosticism seems a very reasonable, if not
the only credible stance.

Some of the terms in the Drake Equation are already less
unknown than when he first wrote it down in 1961. At that time,
our solar system of planets orbiting a central star was the only one
known, together with the local analogies provided by Jupiter's and
Saturn's satellite systems. Our best estimate of the number of orbit-
ing systems in the universe was based on theoretical models,
coupled with the more informal 'principle of mediocrity': the feel-
ing (born of uncomfortable history lessons from Copernicus,
Hubble and others) that there should be nothing particularly
unusual about the place where we happen to live. Unfortunately,
the principle of mediocrity is in its turn emasculated by the
'anthropic' principle (see Chapter 4): if our solar system really were
the only one in the universe, this is precisely where we, as beings
who think about such matters, would have to be living. The very
fact of our existence could retrospectively determine that we live in
an extremely unmediocre place.

But today's estimates of the ubiquity of solar systems are no
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longer based on the principle of mediocrity; they are informed by
direct evidence. The spectroscope, nemesis of Comte's positivism,
strikes again. Our telescopes are scarcely powerful enough to see
planets around other stars directly. But the position of a star is per-
turbed by the gravitational pull of its planets as they whirl around
it, and spectroscopes can pick up the Doppler shifts in the star's
spectrum, at least in cases where the perturbing planet is large.
Mostly using this method, at the time of writing we now know of
170 extra-solar planets orbiting 147 stars,44 but the figure will
certainly have increased by the time you read this book. So far, they
are bulky 'Jupiters', because only Jupiters are large enough to
perturb their stars into the zone of detectability of present-day
spectroscopes.

We have at least quantitatively improved our estimate of one
previously shrouded term of the Drake Equation. This permits a
significant, if still moderate, easing of our agnosticism about the
final value yielded by the equation. We must still be agnostic about
life on other worlds - but a little bit less agnostic, because we are
just that bit less ignorant. Science can chip away at agnosticism, in
a way that Huxley bent over backwards to deny for the special case
of God. I am arguing that, notwithstanding the polite abstinence of
Huxley, Gould and many others, the God question is not in
principle and forever outside the remit of science. As with the
nature of the stars, contra Comte, and as with the likelihood of life
in orbit around them, science can make at least probabilistic
inroads into the territory of agnosticism.

My definition of the God Hypothesis included the words 'super-
human' and 'supernatural'. To clarify the difference, imagine that a
SETI radio telescope actually did pick up a signal from outer space
which showed, unequivocally, that we are not alone. It is a non-
trivial question, by the way, what kind of signal would convince us
of its intelligent origin. A good approach is to turn the question
around. What should we intelligently do in order to advertise our
presence to extraterrestrial listeners? Rhythmic pulses wouldn't do
it. Jocelyn Bell Burnell, the radio astronomer who first discovered
the pulsar in 1967, was moved by the precision of its 1.33-second
periodicity to name it, tongue in cheek, the LGM (Little Green
Men) signal. She later found a second pulsar, elsewhere in the sky
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and of different periodicity, which pretty much disposed of the
LGM hypothesis. Metronomic rhythms can be generated by many
non-intelligent phenomena, from swaying branches to dripping
water, from time lags in self-regulating feedback loops to spinning
and orbiting celestial bodies. More than a thousand pulsars have
now been found in our galaxy, and it is generally accepted that each
one is a spinning neutron star emitting radio energy that sweeps
around like a lighthouse beam. It is amazing to think of a star
rotating on a timescale of seconds (imagine if each of our days
lasted 1.33 seconds instead of 24 hours), but just about everything
we know of neutron stars is amazing. The point is that the pulsar
phenomenon is now understood as a product of simple physics, not
intelligence.

Nothing simply rhythmic, then, would announce our intelligent
presence to the waiting universe. Prime numbers are often
mentioned as the recipe of choice, since it is difficult to think of a
purely physical process that could generate them. Whether by
detecting prime numbers or by some other means, imagine that
SETI does come up with unequivocal evidence of extraterrestrial
intelligence, followed, perhaps, by a massive transmission of
knowledge and wisdom, along the science-fiction lines of Fred
Hoyle's A for Andromeda or Carl Sagan's Contact. How should we
respond? A pardonable reaction would be something akin to
worship, for any civilization capable of broadcasting a signal over
such an immense distance is likely to be greatly superior to ours.
Even if that civilization is not more advanced than ours at the time
of transmission, the enormous distance between us entitles us to
calculate that they must be millennia ahead of us by the time the
message reaches us (unless they have driven themselves extinct,
which is not unlikely).

Whether we ever get to know about them or not, there are very
probably alien civilizations that are superhuman, to the point of
being god-like in ways that exceed anything a theologian could
possibly imagine. Their technical achievements would seem as
supernatural to us as ours would seem to a Dark Age peasant trans-
ported to the twenty-first century. Imagine his response to a laptop
computer, a mobile telephone, a hydrogen bomb or a jumbo jet. As
Arthur C. Clarke put it, in his Third Law: 'Any sufficiently
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advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic' The miracles
wrought by our technology would have seemed to the ancients no
less remarkable than the tales of Moses parting the waters, or Jesus
walking upon them. The aliens of our SETI signal would be to us
like gods, just as missionaries were treated as gods (and exploited
the undeserved honour to the hilt) when they turned up in Stone
Age cultures bearing guns, telescopes, matches, and almanacs
predicting eclipses to the second.

In what sense, then, would the most advanced SETI aliens not be
gods? In what sense would they be superhuman but not super-
natural? In a very important sense, which goes to the heart of this
book. The crucial difference between gods and god-like extrater-
restrials lies not in their properties but in their provenance. Entities
that are complex enough to be intelligent are products of an
evolutionary process. No matter how god-like they may seem when
we encounter them, they didn't start that way. Science-fiction
authors, such as Daniel F. Galouye in Counterfeit World, have even
suggested (and I cannot think how to disprove it) that we live in a
computer simulation, set up by some vastly superior civilization.
But the simulators themselves would have to come from some-
where. The laws of probability forbid all notions of their
spontaneously appearing without simpler antecedents. They prob-
ably owe their existence to a (perhaps unfamiliar) version of
Darwinian evolution: some sort of cumulatively ratcheting 'crane'
as opposed to 'skyhook', to use Daniel Dennett's terminology.45

Skyhooks - including all gods - are magic spells. They do no bona
fide explanatory work and demand more explanation than they
provide. Cranes are explanatory devices that actually do explain.
Natural selection is the champion crane of all time. It has lifted life
from primeval simplicity to the dizzy heights of complexity, beauty
and apparent design that dazzle us today. This will be a dominant
theme of Chapter 4, 'Why there almost certainly is no God'.
But first, before proceeding with my main reason for actively
disbelieving in God's existence, I have a responsibility to dispose
of the positive arguments for belief that have been offered through
history.



CHAPTER 3

Arguments for
God's existence

A professorship of theology should have no place
in our institution.

THOMAS JEFFERSON
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Arguments for the existence of God have been codified for centuries
by theologians, and supplemented by others, including purveyors of
misconceived 'common sense'.

THOMAS AQUINAS' 'PROOFS'

The five 'proofs' asserted by Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth
century don't prove anything, and are easily - though I hesitate to
say so, given his eminence - exposed as vacuous. The first three are
just different ways of saying the same thing, and they can be con-
sidered together. All involve an infinite regress - the answer to a
question raises a prior question, and so on ad infinitum.

1 The Unmoved Mover. Nothing moves without a prior mover.
This leads us to a regress, from which the only escape is God.
Something had to make the first move, and that something we
call God.

2 The Uncaused Cause. Nothing is caused by itself. Every effect
has a prior cause, and again we are pushed back into regress.
This has to be terminated by a first cause, which we call
God.

3 The Cosmological Argument. There must have been a time
when no physical things existed. But, since physical things exist
now, there must have been something non-physical to bring
them into existence, and that something we call God.

All three of these arguments rely upon the idea of a regress and
invoke God to terminate it. They make the entirely unwarranted
assumption that God himself is immune to the regress. Even if we
allow the dubious luxury of arbitrarily conjuring up a terminator to
an infinite regress and giving it a name, simply because we need
one, there is absolutely no reason to endow that terminator with
any of the properties normally ascribed to God: omnipotence,
omniscience, goodness, creativity of design, to say nothing of such
human attributes as listening to prayers, forgiving sins and reading
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innermost thoughts. Incidentally, it has not escaped the notice of logi-
cians that omniscience and omnipotence are mutually incompatible. If
God is omniscient, he must already know how he is going to intervene
to change the course of history using his omnipotence. But that means
he can't change his mind about his intervention, which means he is not
omnipotent. Karen Owens has captured this witty little paradox in
equally engaging verse:

Can omniscient God, who
Knows the future, find
The omnipotence to
Change His future mind?

To return to the infinite regress and the futility of invoking God
to terminate it, it is more parsimonious to conjure up, say, a 'big
bang singularity', or some other physical concept as yet unknown.
Calling it God is at best unhelpful and at worst perniciously mis-
leading. Edward Lear's Nonsense Recipe for Crumboblious Cutlets
invites us to 'Procure some strips of beef, and having cut them into
the smallest possible pieces, proceed to cut them still smaller, eight
or perhaps nine times.' Some regresses do reach a natural
terminator. Scientists used to wonder what would happen if you
could dissect, say, gold into the smallest possible pieces. Why
shouldn't you cut one of those pieces in half and produce an even
smaller smidgen of gold? The regress in this case is decisively
terminated by the atom. The smallest possible piece of gold is a
nucleus consisting of exactly seventy-nine protons and a slightly
larger number of neutrons, attended by a swarm of seventy-nine
electrons. If you 'cut' gold any further than the level of the single
atom, whatever else you get it is not gold. The atom provides a
natural terminator to the Crumboblious Cutlets type of regress. It
is by no means clear that God provides a natural terminator to the
regresses of Aquinas. That's putting it mildly, as we shall see later.
Let's move on down Aquinas' list.

4 The Argument from Degree. We notice that things in the world
differ. There are degrees of, say, goodness or perfection. But
we judge these degrees only by comparison with a maximum.
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Humans can be both good and bad, so the maximum goodness
cannot rest in us. Therefore there must be some other maxi-
mum to set the standard for perfection, and we call that
maximum God.

That's an argument? You might as well say, people vary in smelli-
ness but we can make the comparison only by reference to a perfect
maximum of conceivable smelliness. Therefore there must exist a
pre-eminently peerless stinker, and we call him God. Or substitute
any dimension of comparison you like, and derive an equivalently
fatuous conclusion.

5 The Teleological Argument, or Argument from Design. Things
in the world, especially living things, look as though they
have been designed. Nothing that we know looks designed
unless it is designed. Therefore there must have been a designer,
and we call him God.* Aquinas himself used the analogy of an
arrow moving towards a target, but a modern heat-seeking
anti-aircraft missile would have suited his purpose better.

The argument from design is the only one still in regular use
today, and it still sounds to many like the ultimate knockdown
argument. The young Darwin was impressed by it when, as a
Cambridge undergraduate, he read it in William Paley's Natural
Theology. Unfortunately for Paley, the mature Darwin blew it out
of the water. There has probably never been a more devastating
rout of popular belief by clever reasoning than Charles Darwin's
destruction of the argument from design. It was so unexpected.
Thanks to Darwin, it is no longer true to say that nothing that we
know looks designed unless it is designed. Evolution by natural
selection produces an excellent simulacrum of design, mounting
prodigious heights of complexity and elegance. And among these
eminences of pseudo-design are nervous systems which - among
their more modest accomplishments - manifest goal-seeking
behaviour that, even in a tiny insect, resembles a sophisticated heat-
seeking missile more than a simple arrow on target. I shall return to
the argument from design in Chapter 4.

* I cannot help being reminded of the immortal syllogism that was smuggled into
a Euclidean proof by a schoolfriend, when we were studying geometry together:
'Triangle ABC looks isosceles. Therefore . . .'
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THE ONTOLOGICAL ARGUMENT AND
OTHER A PRIORI ARGUMENTS

Arguments for God's existence fall into two main categories, the a
priori and the a posteriori. Thomas Aquinas' five are a posteriori
arguments, relying upon inspection of the world. The most famous
of the a priori arguments, those that rely upon pure armchair
ratiocination, is the ontological argument, proposed by St Anselm
of Canterbury in 1078 and restated in different forms by numerous
philosophers ever since. An odd aspect of Anselm's argument is that
it was originally addressed not to humans but to God himself, in
the form of a prayer (you'd think that any entity capable of listen-
ing to a prayer would need no convincing of his own existence).

It is possible to conceive, Anselm said, of a being than which
nothing greater can be conceived. Even an atheist can conceive of
such a superlative being, though he would deny its existence in the
real world. But, goes the argument, a being that doesn't exist in
the real world is, by that very fact, less than perfect. Therefore we
have a contradiction and, hey presto, God exists!

Let me translate this infantile argument into the appropriate
language, which is the language of the playground:

'Bet you I can prove God exists.'
'Bet you can't.'
'Right then, imagine the most perfect perfect perfect

thing possible.'
'Okay, now what?'
'Now, is that perfect perfect perfect thing real? Does it

exist?'
'No, it's only in my mind.'
'But if it was real it would be even more perfect,

because a really really perfect thing would have to be
better than a silly old imaginary thing. So I've proved that
God exists. Nur Nurny Nur Nur. All atheists are fools.'

I had my childish wiseacre choose the word 'fools' advisedly.
Anselm himself quoted the first verse of Psalm 14, 'The fool hath
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said in his heart, There is no God,' and he had the cheek to use the
name 'fool' (Latin insipiens) for his hypothetical atheist:

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

The very idea that grand conclusions could follow from such logo-
machist trickery offends me aesthetically, so I must take care to
refrain from bandying words like 'fool'. Bertrand Russell (no fool)
interestingly said, 'It is easier to feel convinced that [the ontological
argument] must be fallacious than it is to find out precisely where
the fallacy lies.' Russell himself, as a young man, was briefly
convinced by it:

I remember the precise moment, one day in 1894, as I was
walking along Trinity Lane, when I saw in a flash (or
thought I saw) that the ontological argument is valid. I
had gone out to buy a tin of tobacco; on my way back, I
suddenly threw it up in the air, and exclaimed as I caught
it: 'Great Scott, the ontological argument is sound.'

Why, I wonder, didn't he say something like: 'Great Scott, the
ontological argument seems to be plausible. But isn't it too good to
be true that a grand truth about the cosmos should follow from a
mere word game? I'd better set to work to resolve what is perhaps
a paradox like those of Zeno.' The Greeks had a hard time seeing
through Zeno's 'proof that Achilles would never catch the
tortoise.* But they had the sense not to conclude that therefore

* Zeno's paradox is too well known for the details to be promoted out of a foot-
note. Achilles can run ten times as fast as the tortoise, so he gives the animal, say,
100 yards' start. Achilles runs 100 yards, and the tortoise is now 10 yards ahead.
Achilles runs the 10 yards and the tortoise is now 1 yard ahead. Achilles runs the
1 yard, and the tortoise is still a tenth of a yard ahead . . . and so on ad infinitum,
so Achilles never catches the tortoise.
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Achilles really would fail to catch the tortoise. Instead, they called
it a paradox and waited for later generations of mathematicians to
explain it (with, as it turned out, the theory of infinite series con-
verging on a limiting value). Russell himself, of course, was as well
qualified as anyone to understand why no tobacco tins should be
thrown up in celebration of Achilles' failure to catch the tortoise.
Why didn't he exercise the same caution over St Anselm? I suspect
that he was an exaggeratedly fair-minded atheist, over-eager to be
disillusioned if logic seemed to require it.* Or perhaps the answer
lies in something Russell himself wrote in 1946, long after he had
rumbled the ontological argument:

The real question is: Is there anything we can think of
which, by the mere fact that we can think of it, is shown
to exist outside our thought? Every philosopher would
like to say yes, because a philosopher's job is to find out
things about the world by thinking rather than observing.
If yes is the right answer, there is a bridge from pure
thought to things. If not, not.

My own feeling, to the contrary, would have been an automatic,
deep suspicion of any line of reasoning that reached such a signifi-
cant conclusion without feeding in a single piece of data from the
real world. Perhaps that indicates no more than that I am a scientist
rather than a philosopher. Philosophers down the centuries have
indeed taken the ontological argument seriously, both for and
against. The atheist philosopher J. L. Mackie gives a particularly

* We might be seeing something similar today in the over-publicized tergiversation
of the philosopher Antony Flew, who announced in his old age that he had been
converted to belief in some sort of deity (triggering a frenzy of eager repetition all
around the Internet). On the other hand, Russell was a great philosopher. Russell
won the Nobel Prize. Maybe Flew's alleged conversion will be rewarded with the
Templeton Prize. A first step in that direction is his ignominious decision to accept,
in 2006, the 'Phillip E. Johnson Award for Liberty and Truth'. The first holder
of the Phillip E. Johnson Award was Phillip E. Johnson, the lawyer credited
with founding the Intelligent Design 'wedge strategy'. Flew will be the second
holder. The awarding university is BIOLA, the Bible Institute of Los Angeles.
One can't help wondering whether Flew realizes that he is being used. See
Victor Stenger, 'Flew's flawed science', Free Inquiry 25: 2, 2005, 17-18;
www.secularhumanism.org/index.php?section=library&page=stenger_25_2.
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clear discussion in The Miracle of Theism. I mean it as a compli-
ment when I say that you could almost define a philosopher as
someone who won't take common sense for an answer.

The most definitive refutations of the ontological argument are
usually attributed to the philosophers David Hume (1711-76) and
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804). Kant identified the trick card up
Anselm's sleeve as his slippery assumption that 'existence' is more
'perfect' than non-existence. The American philosopher Norman
Malcolm put it like this: 'The doctrine that existence is a perfection
is remarkably queer. It makes sense and is true to say that my future
house will be a better one if it is insulated than if it is not insulated;
but what could it mean to say that it will be a better house if it
exists than if it does not?'46 Another philosopher, the Australian
Douglas Gasking, made the point with his ironic 'proof that God
does not exist (Anselm's contemporary Gaunilo had suggested a
somewhat similar reductio).

1 The creation of the world is the most marvellous achievement
imaginable.

2 The merit of an achievement is the product of (a) its intrinsic
quality, and (b) the ability of its creator.

3 The greater the disability (or handicap) of the creator, the more
impressive the achievement.

4 The most formidable handicap for a creator would be non-
existence.

5 Therefore if we suppose that the universe is the product of an
existent creator we can conceive a greater being - namely, one
who created everything while not existing.

6 An existing God therefore would not be a being greater than
which a greater cannot be conceived because an even more for-
midable and incredible creator would be a God which did not
exist.

Ergo:

7 God does not exist.
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Needless to say, Gasking didn't really prove that God does not
exist. By the same token, Anselm didn't prove that he does. The
only difference is, Gasking was being funny on purpose. As he
realized, the existence or non-existence of God is too big a question
to be decided by 'dialectical prestidigitation'. And I don't think the
slippery use of existence as an indicator of perfection is the worst
of the argument's problems. I've forgotten the details, but I once
piqued a gathering of theologians and philosophers by adapting the
ontological argument to prove that pigs can fly. They felt the need
to resort to Modal Logic to prove that I was wrong.

The ontological argument, like all a priori arguments for the
existence of God, reminds me of the old man in Aldous Huxley's
Point Counter Point who discovered a mathematical proof of the
existence of God:

You know the formula, m over nought equals infinity, m
being any positive number? Well, why not reduce the
equation to a simpler form by multiplying both sides by
nought. In which case you have m equals infinity times
nought. That is to say that a positive number is the prod-
uct of zero and infinity. Doesn't that demonstrate the
creation of the universe by an infinite power out of no-
thing? Doesn't it?

Or there is the notorious eighteenth-century debate on the existence
of God, staged by Catherine the Great between Euler, the Swiss
mathematician, and Diderot, the great encyclopedist of the
Enlightenment. The pious Euler advanced upon the atheistic
Diderot and, in tones of the utmost conviction, delivered his
challenge: 'Monsieur, (a + bn)/n = x, therefore God exists. Reply!'
Diderot was cowed into withdrawal, and one version of the story
has him withdrawing all the way back to France.

Euler was employing what might be called the Argument from
Blinding with Science (in this case mathematics). David Mills, in
Atheist Universe, transcribes a radio interview of himself by a
religious spokesman, who invoked the Law of Conservation of
Mass-Energy in a weirdly ineffectual attempt to blind with science:
'Since we're all composed of matter and energy, doesn't that
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scientific principle lend credibility to a belief in eternal life?' Mills
replied more patiently and politely than I would have, for what the
interviewer was saying, translated into English, was no more than:
'When we die, none of the atoms of our body (and none of the
energy) are lost. Therefore we are immortal.'

Even I, with my long experience, have never encountered wishful
thinking as silly as that. I have, however, met many of the wonder-
ful 'proofs' collected at http://www.godlessgeeks.com/LINKS/
GodProof.htm, a richly comic numbered list of 'Over Three
Hundred Proofs of God's Existence'. Here's a hilarious half-dozen,
beginning with Proof Number 36.

36 Argument from Incomplete Devastation: A plane crashed
killing 143 passengers and crew. But one child survived
with only third-degree burns. Therefore God exists.

37 Argument from Possible Worlds: If things had been
different, then things would be different. That would be
bad. Therefore God exists.

38 Argument from Sheer Will: I do believe in God! I do
believe in God! I do I do I do. I do believe in God!
Therefore God exists.

39 Argument from Non-belief: The majority of the world's
population are non-believers in Christianity. This is just
what Satan intended. Therefore God exists.

40 Argument from Post-Death Experience: Person X died an
atheist. He now realizes his mistake. Therefore God exists.

41 Argument from Emotional Blackmail: God loves you.
How could you be so heartless as not to believe in him?
Therefore God exists.



8 6 T H E G O D D E L U S I O N

THE ARGUMENT FROM BEAUTY

Another character in the Aldous Huxley novel just mentioned
proved the existence of God by playing Beethoven's string quartet
no. 15 in A minor ('heiliger Dankgesang') on a gramophone.
Unconvincing as that sounds, it does represent a popular strand of
argument. I have given up counting the number of times I receive
the more or less truculent challenge: 'How do you account for
Shakespeare, then?' (Substitute Schubert, Michelangelo, etc. to
taste.) The argument will be so familiar, I needn't document it
further. But the logic behind it is never spelled out, and the more
you think about it the more vacuous you realize it to be. Obviously
Beethoven's late quartets are sublime. So are Shakespeare's sonnets.
They are sublime if God is there and they are sublime if he isn't. They
do not prove the existence of God; they prove the existence of
Beethoven and of Shakespeare. A great conductor is credited with
saying: 'If you have Mozart to listen to, why would you need God?'

I once was the guest of the week on a British radio show called
Desert Island Discs. You have to choose the eight records you
would take with you if marooned on a desert island. Among my
choices was 'Mache dich mein Herze rein' from Bach's St Matthew
Passion. The interviewer was unable to understand how I could
choose religious music without being religious. You might as well
say, how can you enjoy Wuthering Heights when you know per-
fectly well that Cathy and Heathcliff never really existed?

But there is an additional point that I might have made, and
which needs to be made whenever religion is given credit for, say,
the Sistine Chapel or Raphael's Annunciation. Even great artists
have to earn a living, and they will take commissions where they
are to be had. I have no reason to doubt that Raphael and
Michelangelo were Christians - it was pretty much the only option
in their time - but the fact is almost incidental. Its enormous wealth
had made the Church the dominant patron of the arts. If
history had worked out differently, and Michelangelo had been
commissioned to paint a ceiling for a giant Museum of Science,
mightn't he have produced something at least as inspirational as the
Sistine Chapel? How sad that we shall never hear Beethoven's
Mesozoic Symphony, or Mozart's opera The Expanding Universe.



A R G U M E N T S F O R G O D ' S E X I S T E N C F , 8 7

And what a shame that we are deprived of Haydn's Evolution
Oratorio - but that does not stop us from enjoying his Creation. To
approach the argument from the other side, what if, as my wife
chillingly suggests to me, Shakespeare had been obliged to work to
commissions from the Church? We'd surely have lost Hamlet, King
Lear and Macbeth. And what would we have gained in return?
Such stuff as dreams are made on? Dream on.

If there is a logical argument linking the existence of great art to
the existence of God, it is not spelled out by its proponents. It is
simply assumed to be self-evident, which it most certainly is not.
Maybe it is to be seen as yet another version of the argument from
design: Schubert's musical brain is a wonder of improbability, even
more so than the vertebrate's eye. Or, more ignobly, perhaps it's
a sort of jealousy of genius. How dare another human being
make such beautiful music/poetry/art, when I can't? It must be God
that did it.

THE ARGUMENT FROM PERSONAL
'EXPERIENCE'

One of the cleverer and more mature of my undergraduate con-
temporaries, who was deeply religious, went camping in the
Scottish isles. In the middle of the night he and his girlfriend were
woken in their tent by the voice of the devil - Satan himself; there
could be no possible doubt: the voice was in every sense diabolical.
My friend would never forget this horrifying experience, and it was
one of the factors that later drove him to be ordained. My youthful
self was impressed by his story, and I recounted it to a gathering
of zoologists relaxing in the Rose and Crown Inn, Oxford. Two of
them happened to be experienced ornithologists, and they roared
with laughter. 'Manx Shearwater!' they shouted in delighted
chorus. One of them added that the diabolical shrieks and cackles
of this species have earned it, in various parts of the world and
various languages, the local nickname 'Devil Bird'.

Many people believe in God because they believe they have seen
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a vision of him - or of an angel or a virgin in blue - with their own
eyes. Or he speaks to them inside their heads. This argument from
personal experience is the one that is most convincing to those who
claim to have had one. But it is the least convincing to anyone else,
and anyone knowledgeable about psychology.

You say you have experienced God directly? Well, some people
have experienced a pink elephant, but that probably doesn't
impress you. Peter Sutcliffe, the Yorkshire Ripper, distinctly heard
the voice of Jesus telling him to kill women, and he was locked up
for life. George W. Bush says that God told him to invade Iraq (a
pity God didn't vouchsafe him a revelation that there were no
weapons of mass destruction). Individuals in asylums think they are
Napoleon or Charlie Chaplin, or that the entire world is conspiring
against them, or that they can broadcast their thoughts into other
people's heads. We humour them but don't take their internally
revealed beliefs seriously, mostly because not many people share
them. Religious experiences are different only in that the people
who claim them are numerous. Sam Harris was not being overly
cynical when he wrote, in The End of Faith:

We have names for people who have many beliefs for
which there is no rational justification. When their beliefs
are extremely common we call them 'religious'; otherwise,
they are likely to be called 'mad', 'psychotic' or
'delusional' . . . Clearly there is sanity in numbers. And
yet, it is merely an accident of history that it is considered
normal in our society to believe that the Creator of the
universe can hear your thoughts, while it is demonstrative
of mental illness to believe that he is communicating with
you by having the rain tap in Morse code on your bed-
room window. And so, while religious people are not
generally mad, their core beliefs absolutely are.

I shall return to the subject of hallucinations in Chapter 10.
The human brain runs first-class simulation software. Our eyes

don't present to our brains a faithful photograph of what is out
there, or an accurate movie of what is going on through time. Our
brains construct a continuously updated model: updated by coded



A R G U M E N T S F O R G O D ' S E X I S T E N C E 8 9

pulses chattering along the optic nerve, but constructed never-
theless. Optical illusions are vivid reminders of this.47 A major class
of illusions, of which the Necker Cube is an example, arise because
the sense data that the brain receives are compatible with two alter-
native models of reality. The brain, having no basis for choosing
between them, alternates, and we experience a series of flips from
one internal model to the other. The picture we are looking at
appears, almost literally, to flip over and become something else.

The simulation software in the brain is especially adept at con-
structing faces and voices. I have on my windowsill a plastic mask
of Einstein. When seen from the front, it looks like a solid face, not
surprisingly. What is surprising is that, when seen from behind - the
hollow side - it also looks like a solid face, and our perception of it
is very odd indeed. As the viewer moves around, the face seems to
follow - and not in the weak, unconvincing sense that the Mona
Lisa's eyes are said to follow you. The hollow mask really really
looks as though it is moving. People who haven't previously seen
the illusion gasp with amazement. Even stranger, if the mask is
mounted on a slowly rotating turntable, it appears to turn in the
correct direction when you are looking at the solid side, but in
the opposite direction when the hollow side comes into view. The
result is that, when you watch the transition from one side to the
other, the coming side appears to 'eat' the going side. It is a
stunning illusion, well worth going to some trouble to see.
Sometimes you can get surprisingly close to the hollow face and still
not see that it is 'really' hollow. When you do see it, again there is
a sudden flip, which may be reversible.

Why does it happen? There is no trick in the construction of the
mask. Any hollow mask will do it. The trickery is all in the brain of
the beholder. The internal simulating software receives data
indicating the presence of a face, perhaps nothing more than a pair
of eyes, a nose and a mouth in approximately the right places.
Having received these sketchy clues, the brain does the rest. The
face simulation software kicks into action and it constructs a fully
solid model of a face, even though the reality presented to the eyes
is a hollow mask. The illusion of rotation in the wrong direction
comes about because (it's quite hard, but if you think it through
carefully you will confirm it) reverse rotation is the only way to
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make sense of the optical data when a hollow mask rotates while
being perceived to be a solid mask.48 It is like the illusion of a
rotating radar dish that you sometimes see at airports. Until the
brain flips to the correct model of the radar dish, an incorrect
model is seen rotating in the wrong direction but in a weirdly cock-
eyed way.

I say all this just to demonstrate the formidable power of the
brain's simulation software. It is well capable of constructing
'visions' and 'visitations' of the utmost veridical power. To simulate
a ghost or an angel or a Virgin Mary would be child's play to soft-
ware of this sophistication. And the same thing works for hearing.
When we hear a sound, it is not faithfully transported up the
auditory nerve and relayed to the brain as if by a high-fidelity Bang
and Olufsen. As with vision, the brain constructs a sound model,
based upon continuously updated auditory nerve data. That is why
we hear a trumpet blast as a single note, rather than as the com-
posite of pure-tone harmonics that gives it its brassy snarl. A
clarinet playing the same note sounds 'woody', and an oboe sounds
'reedy', because of different balances of harmonics. If you carefully
manipulate a sound synthesizer to bring in the separate harmonics
one by one, the brain hears them as a combination of pure tones for
a short while, until its simulation software 'gets it', and from then
on we experience only a single note of pure trumpet or oboe or
whatever it is. The vowels and consonants of speech are con-
structed in the brain in the same kind of way, and so, at another
level, are higher-order phonemes and words.

Once, as a child, I heard a ghost: a male voice murmuring, as if
in recitation or prayer. I could almost, but not quite, make out the
words, which seemed to have a serious, solemn timbre. I had been
told stories of priest holes in ancient houses, and I was a little
frightened. But I got out of bed and crept up on the source of the
sound. As I got closer, it grew louder, and then suddenly it 'flipped'
inside my head. I was now close enough to discern what it really
was. The wind, gusting through the keyhole, was creating sounds
which the simulation software in my brain had used to construct a
model of male speech, solemnly intoned. Had I been a more im-
pressionable child, it is possible that I would have 'heard' not just
unintelligible speech but particular words and even sentences. And
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had I been both impressionable and religiously brought up, I
wonder what words the wind might have spoken.

On another occasion, when I was about the same age, I saw a
giant round face gazing, with unspeakable malevolence, out
through the window of an otherwise ordinary house in a seaside
village. In trepidation, I approached until I was close enough to see
what it really was: just a vaguely face-like pattern created by the
chance fall of the curtains. The face itself, and its evil mien, had
been constructed in my fearful child's brain. On 11 September
2001, pious people thought they saw the face of Satan in the smoke
rising from the Twin Towers: a superstition backed by a photo-
graph which was published on the Internet and widely circulated.

Constructing models is something the human brain is very good
at. When we are asleep it is called dreaming; when we are awake
we call it imagination or, when it is exceptionally vivid, hallucin-
ation. As Chapter 10 will show, children who have 'imaginary
friends' sometimes see them clearly, exactly as if they were real. If
we are gullible, we don't recognize hallucination or lucid dreaming
for what it is and we claim to have seen or heard a ghost; or an
angel; or God; or - especially if we happen to be young, female and
Catholic - the Virgin Mary. Such visions and manifestations are
certainly not good grounds for believing that ghosts or angels, gods
or virgins, are actually there.

On the face of it mass visions, such as the report that seventy
thousand pilgrims at Fatima in Portugal in 1917 saw the sun 'tear
itself from the heavens and come crashing down upon the
multitude',49 are harder to write off. It is not easy to explain how
seventy thousand people could share the same hallucination. But it
is even harder to accept that it really happened without the rest of
the world, outside Fatima, seeing it too - and not just seeing it, but
feeling it as the catastrophic destruction of the solar system, includ-
ing acceleration forces sufficient to hurl everybody into space.
David Hume's pithy test for a miracle comes irresistibly to mind:
'No testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the
testimony be of such a kind, that its falsehood would be more
miraculous than the fact which it endeavours to establish.'

It may seem improbable that seventy thousand people could
simultaneously be deluded, or could simultaneously collude in a
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mass lie. Or that history is mistaken in recording that seventy
thousand people claimed to see the sun dance. Or that they all
simultaneously saw a mirage (they had been persuaded to stare at
the sun, which can't have done much for their eyesight). But any of
those apparent improbabilities is far more probable than the alter-
native: that the Earth was suddenly yanked sideways in its orbit,
and the solar system destroyed, with nobody outside Fatima
noticing. I mean, Portugal is not that isolated.*

That is really all that needs to be said about personal
'experiences' of gods or other religious phenomena. If you've had
such an experience, you may well find yourself believing firmly that
it was real. But don't expect the rest of us to take your word for it,
especially if we have the slightest familiarity with the brain and its
powerful workings.

THE ARGUMENT FROM SCRIPTURE

There are still some people who are persuaded by scriptural
evidence to believe in God. A common argument, attributed among
others to C. S. Lewis (who should have known better), states that,
since Jesus claimed to be the Son of God, he must have been either
right or else insane or a liar: 'Mad, Bad or God'. Or, with artless
alliteration, 'Lunatic, Liar or Lord'. The historical evidence that
Jesus claimed any sort of divine status is minimal. But even if that
evidence were good, the trilemma on offer would be ludicrously
inadequate. A fourth possibility, almost too obvious to need
mentioning, is that Jesus was honestly mistaken. Plenty of people
are. In any case, as I said, there is no good historical evidence that
he ever thought he was divine.

The fact that something is written down is persuasive to people
not used to asking questions like: 'Who wrote it, and when?' 'How
did they know what to write?' 'Did they, in their time, really mean
what we, in our time, understand them to be saying?' 'Were they
unbiased observers, or did they have an agenda that coloured their
writing?' Ever since the nineteenth century, scholarly theologians
have made an overwhelming case that the gospels are not reliable

* Although admittedly my wife's parents once stayed in a Paris hotel called the
Hotel de I'Univers et du Portugal.
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accounts of what happened in the history of the real world. All
were written long after the death of Jesus, and also after the epis-
tles of Paul, which mention almost none of the alleged facts of
Jesus' life. All were then copied and recopied, through many
different 'Chinese Whispers generations' (see Chapter 5) by fallible
scribes who, in any case, had their own religious agendas.

A good example of the colouring by religious agendas is the
whole heart-warming legend of Jesus' birth in Bethlehem, followed
by Herod's massacre of the innocents. When the gospels were
written, many years after Jesus' death, nobody knew where he was
born. But an Old Testament prophecy (Micah 5:2) had led Jews to
expect that the long-awaited Messiah would be born in Bethlehem.
In the light of this prophecy, John's gospel specifically remarks that
his followers were surprised that he was not born in Bethlehem:
'Others said, This is the Christ. But some said, Shall Christ come
out of Galilee? Hath not the scripture said, That Christ cometh of
the seed of David, and out of the town of Bethlehem, where David
was?'

Matthew and Luke handle the problem differently, by deciding
that Jesus must have been born in Bethlehem after all. But they get
him there by different routes. Matthew has Mary and Joseph in
Bethlehem all along, moving to Nazareth only long after the birth
of Jesus, on their return from Egypt where they fled from King
Herod and the massacre of the innocents. Luke, by contrast,
acknowledges that Mary and Joseph lived in Nazareth before Jesus
was born. So how to get them to Bethlehem at the crucial moment,
in order to fulfil the prophecy? Luke says that, in the time when
Cyrenius (Quirinius) was governor of Syria, Caesar Augustus
decreed a census for taxation purposes, and everybody had to go 'to
his own city'. Joseph was 'of the house and lineage of David' and
therefore he had to go to 'the city of David, which is called
Bethlehem'. That must have seemed like a good solution. Except
that historically it is complete nonsense, as A. N. Wilson in Jesus
and Robin Lane Fox in The Unauthorized Version (among others)
have pointed out. David, if he existed, lived nearly a thousand years
before Mary and Joseph. Why on earth would the Romans have
required Joseph to go to the city where a remote ancestor had lived
a millennium earlier? It is as though I were required to specify, say,
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Ashby-de-la-Zouch as my home town on a census form, if it
happened that I could trace my ancestry back to the Seigneur de
Dakeyne, who came over with William the Conqueror and settled
there.

Moreover, Luke screws up his dating by tactlessly mentioning
events that historians are capable of independently checking. There
was indeed a census under Governor Quirinius - a local census, not
one decreed by Caesar Augustus for the Empire as a whole - but it
happened too late: in AD 6, long after Herod's death. Lane Fox
concludes that 'Luke's story is historically impossible and internally
incoherent', but he sympathizes with Luke's plight and his desire to
fulfil the prophecy of Micah.

In the December 2004 issue of Free Inquiry, Tom Flynn, the
Editor of that excellent magazine, assembled a collection of articles
documenting the contradictions and gaping holes in the well-loved
Christmas story. Flynn himself lists the many contradictions
between Matthew and Luke, the only two evangelists who treat the
birth of Jesus at all.50 Robert Gillooly shows how all the essential
features of the Jesus legend, including the star in the east, the virgin
birth, the veneration of the baby by kings, the miracles, the
execution, the resurrection and the ascension are borrowed - every
last one of them - from other religions already in existence in the
Mediterranean and Near East region. Flynn suggests that
Matthew's desire to fulfil messianic prophecies (descent from
David, birth in Bethlehem) for the benefit of Jewish readers came
into headlong collision with Luke's desire to adapt Christianity for
the Gentiles, and hence to press the familiar hot buttons of pagan
Hellenistic religions (virgin birth, worship by kings, etc.). The
resulting contradictions are glaring, but consistently overlooked by
the faithful.

Sophisticated Christians do not need George Gershwin to
convince them that 'The things that you're li'ble / To read in the
Bible / It ain't necessarily so'. But there are many unsophisticated
Christians out there who think it absolutely is necessarily so - who
take the Bible very seriously indeed as a literal and accurate record
of history and hence as evidence supporting their religious beliefs.
Do these people never open the book that they believe is the literal
truth? Why don't they notice those glaring contradictions?
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Shouldn't a literalist worry about the fact that Matthew traces
Joseph's descent from King David via twenty-eight intermediate
generations, while Luke has forty-one generations? Worse, there is
almost no overlap in the names on the two lists! In any case, if Jesus
really was born of a virgin, Joseph's ancestry is irrelevant and can-
not be used to fulfil, on Jesus' behalf, the Old Testament prophecy
that the Messiah should be descended from David.

The American biblical scholar Bart Ehrman, in a book whose
subtitle is The Story Behind Who Changed the New Testament and
Why, unfolds the huge uncertainty befogging the New Testament
texts. * In the introduction to the book, Professor Ehrman movingly
charts his personal educational journey from Bible-believing funda-
mentalist to thoughtful sceptic, a journey driven by his dawning
realization of the massive fallibility of the scriptures. Significantly,
as he moved up the hierarchy of American universities, from rock
bottom at the 'Moody Bible Institute', through Wheaton College (a
little bit higher on the scale, but still the alma mater of Billy
Graham) to Princeton in the world-beating class at the top, he was
at every step warned that he would have trouble maintaining his
fundamentalist Christianity in the face of dangerous progressivism.
So it proved; and we, his readers, are the beneficiaries. Other
refreshingly iconoclastic books of biblical criticism are Robin Lane
Fox's The Unauthorized Version, already mentioned, and Jacques
Berlinerblau's The Secular Bible: Why Nonbelievers Must Take
Religion Seriously.

The four gospels that made it into the official canon were cho-
sen, more or less arbitrarily, out of a larger sample of at least a
dozen including the Gospels of Thomas, Peter, Nicodemus, Philip,
Bartholomew and Mary Magdalen.51 It is these additional gospels
that Thomas Jefferson was referring to in his letter to his nephew:

I forgot to observe, when speaking of the New Testament,
that you should read all the histories of Christ, as well of

* I give the subtitle because that is all I am confident of. The main title of my copy
of the book, published by Continuum of London, is Whose Word Is It?
I can find nothing in this edition to say whether it is the same book as the
American publication by Harper San Francisco, which I haven't seen, whose
main title is Misquoting Jesus. I presume they are the same book, but why do
publishers do this kind of thing?
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those whom a council of ecclesiastics have decided for us,
to be Pseudo-evangelists, as those they named Evangelists.
Because these Pseudo-evangelists pretended to inspiration,
as much as the others, and you are to judge their
pretensions by your own reason, and not by the reason of
those ecclesiastics.

The gospels that didn't make it were omitted by those
ecclesiastics perhaps because they included stories that were even
more embarrassingly implausible than those in the four canonical
ones. The Gospel of Thomas, for example, has numerous anecdotes
about the child Jesus abusing his magical powers in the manner of
a mischievous fairy, impishly transforming his playmates into goats,
or turning mud into sparrows, or giving his father a hand with the
carpentry by miraculously lengthening a piece of wood. * It will be
said that nobody believes crude miracle stories such as those in the
Gospel of Thomas anyway. But there is no more and no less reason
to believe the four canonical gospels. All have the status of legends,
as factually dubious as the stories of King Arthur and his Knights
of the Round Table.

Most of what the four canonical gospels share is derived from a
common source, either Mark's gospel or a lost work of which Mark
is the earliest extant descendant. Nobody knows who the four
evangelists were, but they almost certainly never met Jesus person-
ally. Much of what they wrote was in no sense an honest attempt
at history but was simply rehashed from the Old Testament,
because the gospel-makers were devoutly convinced that the life of

* A. N. Wilson, in his biography of Jesus, casts doubt on the story that Joseph was
a carpenter at all. The Greek word tekton does indeed mean carpenter, but it was
translated from the Aramaic word naggar, which could mean craftsman or learned
man. This is one of several constructive mistranslations that bedevil the Bible, the
most famous being the mistranslation of Isaiah's Hebrew for young woman
(almah) into the Greek for virgin (parthenos). An easy mistake to make (think of
the English words 'maid' and 'maiden' to see how it might have happened), this
one translator's slip was to be wildly inflated and give rise to the whole prepos-
terous legend of Jesus' mother being a virgin! The only competitor for the title of
champion constructive mistranslation of all time also concerns virgins. Ibn Warraq
has hilariously argued that in the famous promise of seventy-two virgins to every
Muslim martyr, 'virgins' is a mistranslation of 'white raisins of crystal clarity'.
Now, if only that had been more widely known, how many innocent victims of sui-
cide missions might have been saved? (Ibn Warraq, 'Virgins? What virgins?', Free
Inquiry 26: 1, 2006, 45-6.)
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Jesus must fulfil Old Testament prophecies. It is even possible to
mount a serious, though not widely supported, historical case that
Jesus never lived at all, as has been done by, among others,
Professor G. A. Wells of the University of London in a number of
books, including Did Jesus Exist?.

Although Jesus probably existed, reputable biblical scholars do
not in general regard the New Testament (and obviously not the
Old Testament) as a reliable record of what actually happened in
history, and I shall not consider the Bible further as evidence for any
kind of deity. In the farsighted words of Thomas Jefferson, writing
to his predecessor, John Adams, 'The day will come when the
mystical generation of Jesus, by the Supreme Being as his father, in
the womb of a virgin, will be classed with the fable of the gener-
ation of Minerva in the brain of Jupiter.'

Dan Brown's novel The Da Vinci Code, and the film made from
it, are arousing huge controversy in church circles. Christians are
encouraged to boycott the film and picket cinemas that show it. It
is indeed fabricated from start to finish: invented, made-up fiction.
In that respect, it is exactly like the gospels. The only difference
between The Da Vinci Code and the gospels is that the gospels are
ancient fiction while The Da Vinci Code is modern fiction.

THE ARGUMENT FROM ADMIRED
RELIGIOUS SCIENTISTS

The immense majority of intellectually eminent men
disbelieve in Christian religion, but they conceal the
fact in public, because they are afraid of losing their
incomes.

BERTRAND RUSSELL

'Newton was religious. Who are you to set yourself up as superior
to Newton, Galileo, Kepler, etc. etc. etc.? If God was good enough
for the likes of them, just who do you think you are?' Not that it
makes much difference to such an already bad argument, some




