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Editor’s Note

The following consists of work penned by multiple authors. While proof-reading has
been done, it was decided at an early stage that each section would be independent of the
others in terms of style and presentation. To that end, readers will notice that some au-
thors have used footnotes while others have put their sources in parentheses at the end of
a quotation. Furthermore, some may list full bibliographical information in a citation
whereas others may abbreviate their citation. We have decided not to “standardize” these
across the entire book, so as to keep more of the original style and authorial voice intact.

With some limited variance, the order in which the authors submitted material was: Steve
Hays followed by Jason Engwer, then Patrick Chan, concluding with Paul Manata.

While each writer penned his section on his own, later writers were able to have read
some of the early drafts penned by previous writers, so there are a few references within
this volume to other authors of this work.

Finally, many sources cited in this work consist of internet URLs. I have personally veri-
fied that each of these links is working as of July 18, 2010.

With that, it is my pleasure to present The Infidel Delusion.

— Peter Pike
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Introductions

Steve Hays

A. Raising the Bar

This is a review of The Christian Delusion,' edited by John Loftus. According to Michael
Martin, who wrote a blurb for this book, “John Loftus and his distinguished colleagues
have produced arguably the best critique of the Christian faith the world has ever
known.”

Well, in that event, if The Christian Delusion turns out to be just another white elephant
in the overcrowded zoo of militant atheism, then that’s a vindication of the Christian
faith.

B. Who Cares?

According to James McGrath, who wrote a blurb for The Christian Delusion: “Christians
who wish to critically examine and reflect on their beliefs will benefit from the outsider
perspectives offered here. | join with its authors in encouraging you to dare to doubt. If
you follow that courageous path, you may at times draw the wrong conclusions. If you do
not, you will certainly be wrong at least as often.”

But does that really makes sense?

1) To begin with, courage is only a virtue if there are moral absolutes. Yet the contributor
to The Christian Delusion who wrote the chapter on secular ethics denies moral realism.
And other contributors also subscribe to moral relativism or—which comes to the same
thing—cultural relativism.

So, in that case, why be courageous? If there’s no such thing as objective morality, then
there’s no moral duty to be courageous—or epistemic duty to avoid wrong conclusions.

i1) Likewise, from an atheistic standpoint, what does it matter if you draw the right con-
clusions or the wrong conclusions? Suppose, for the sake of argument, that atheism is
true. There is no heaven or hell. This is it.

In the mortuary lie two corpses: the corpse of Billy Graham and the corpse of Hector
Avalos. Suppose the clinical pathologist removes the brain of each decedent, and puts
each brain in separate jars of formaldehyde.

'J. Loftus, ed. The Christian Delusion (Prometheus Books 2010).
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In one jar floats the brain of Hector Avalos. The necrotic brain of a man with a doctorate
from Harvard. In the other jar floats the brain of Billy Graham. The necrotic brain of a
Christian evangelist.

In one jar floats the brain of an atheist, in the other jar the brain of an evangelist. You
can’t tell which is which by looking at the jars. If the jars were switched or mislabeled,
you couldn’t tell the Christian brain from the atheist brain.

If you dissected the atheist brain, you couldn’t tell that it belonged to an atheist. If you
dissected the Christian brain, you couldn’t tell that it belonged to a Christian.

From a secular perspective, the atheist brain drew the right conclusions while the Chris-
tian brain drew the wrong conclusions. When it was still alive, the brain of Hector Avalos
disapproved of what Billy Graham’s brain believed.

So there you have it—a dead disapproving brain! My dead brain is better than your dead
brain! (On second thought, I guess a dead brain can’t disapprove of anything anymore.)

Okay, so tell me why I should care which is which? Someday that will be your brain or
my brain floating in the formaldehyde. What difference does it make if your dead brain
drew the right conclusions while my dead brain drew the wrong conclusions? What dif-
ference does it make if your brain disapproved of my brain? At that point it makes no dif-
ference to either one of us.

Perhaps you’d say that while it makes no difference after we’re dead, it makes a big dif-
ference while we’re alive. And what difference would that be?

For one thing, how I think the trip will end certainly affects my capacity to enjoy the trip.
Given a choice, it’s better to end well even if [ begin badly, than to end badly even if
begin well.

Suppose I win a free ticket to a tropical resort. There I will be treated to every sensuous
pleasure. But suppose I have a premonition. Suppose I know that at the end of my vaca-
tion I’ll be kidnapped, imprisoned, and tortured for months on end.

Wouldn’t that ominous presentiment spoil the anticipation of the whole vacation? How
could I enjoy the tropical resort with that foreboding finale in view?

If, as a good little atheist, I know that when I die I’ll just be a dead brain floating in for-
maldehyde, then that does, indeed, make a difference to my outlook in life. A depressing
difference.

Do I think that’s a reason to be a Christian? No.

It is, however, a reason to appreciate the fundamental asymmetry between the truth-
claims of Christianity and atheism. It’s a reason not to wax noble about the “courage” to
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be an atheist.

And it’s a reason not to go down that road in the first place. Not to take that fork in the
road. For, by definition, atheism is a wrong turn. Even if atheism were “right,” it is still a
wrong turn.

Atheism is not a viable option. If you’re a seeker or a doubter, don’t waste your time on
atheism. Rather, explore the other option which, if true, offers you more than a brain in a
jar—alongside rows of other dead brains—neatly labeled and arranged on the dusty shelves
of a steel cabinet in a storage room.

When atheists write books like The Christian Delusion, that very exercise illustrates the
folly of atheism. Their incorrigible intellectual obtusity.

C. We’re Review

In the introduction, Loftus tells us that “Richard Carrier did a yeomen’s job with peer-
reviewed comments on each one of the chapters, which has made this a better book” (17).

“Peer reviewed”? That’s a pretty self-serving definition of peer review. Considering the
fact that Carrier is a militant apostate and co-contributor to The Christian Delusion, he’s
hardly an impartial referee. Rather, this is making a team member the umpire. It comes as
no surprise, then, that Carrier always calls the ball in favor of his own teammates. Loftus
has redefined “peer review” as “we’re review”’—we review each other!

D. Credentials

1) The Christian Delusion makes a point of highlighting which contributors have docto-
rates. And it does the same thing with the blurbs.

This suggests the importance which it assigns to academic credentials. Yet, not all of the
contributors have doctorates (Babinski, Loftus, Tobin).

If the point of highlighting advanced degrees is to show that a contributor is qualified to
speak to the issue, then does the lack of such credentials mean a contributor is not quali-
fied to speak to the issue?

i1) On a related note, not all of the contributors are writing within their field of expertise.
For example, Avalos has a chapter entitled “Yahweh is a Moral Monster.” However,
Avalos doesn’t have a doctorate in ethics or bioethics.

Likewise, Avalos has a chapter on “Atheism Was Not the Cause of the Holocaust.” How-
ever, Avalos doesn’t have a doctorate in modern European history.

Likewise, Jason Long has a chapter on “The Malleability of the Human Mind.” However,
Long doesn’t have a doctorate in neurology.
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So, once again, are relevant academic credentials important or unimportant?
E. Standards

The natural audience for The Christian Delusion consists of like-minded atheists. How-
ever, a number of folks who wrote blurbs for the book say Christians have a duty to read
it as well. For instance, Allison says “Defenders of the faith will do believer and unbe-
liever alike a disservice if they do not rise to the challenge and wrestle with the thought-
provoking arguments of Loftus and company.”

And Knopp says, “in this book he has prepared a buffet with other notable atheistic chefs
that ‘honest Christians’ dare not ignore. Many will simply refuse the menu because of its
perceived poisonous entrées. But Christians need to chew on what these cooks are serv-
ing, even though much may be hard to swallow or difficult to digest.”

If, however, The Christian Delusion is directed at believers as well as unbelievers, then
the contributors can’t simply take their own methods and assumptions for granted. They
can’t treat their own social mores as the default position. They can’t treat secular moral
realism as the default position. They can’t treat methodological naturalism as the default
position. And so on.

If the contributors are attempting to persuade Christians to abandon their faith, then the
contributors must justify their operating assumptions. Otherwise, the whole exercise is
question-begging and unconvincing from the get-go.
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Jason Engwer

We live in a complicated universe. No worldview has an easy answer for every question.
There are advantages to complexity, though. The depth of human relationships makes life
more enjoyable in some ways, but more difficult in other ways. The complexities of lan-
guage are an advantage in some contexts and a disadvantage in others. Life involves a lot
of tradeoffs. One thing is gained at the expense of something else. Any belief system can
be made to look bad by inordinately focusing on some elements of it while neglecting
others.

To put The Christian Delusion in perspective, think about what issues the book does and
doesn’t address. Much of what you’d expect such a book to cover is there: the problem of
evil, the alleged gullibility of ancient people, supposed errors in the Bible, etc. But what
isn’t there? And does the book adequately deal with what it does address?

When the Biblical documents argue for the Divine origin of Judaism, then Christianity,
they do so largely on the basis of prophecy. Biblical authors and many of the most prom-
inent figures in Biblical history are referred to as prophets, and the New Testament has
much to say about fulfillment. When twenty-first-century critics write a book against
Christianity that’s more than four hundred pages long, with chapters focusing on topics
like the malleability of the human mind and atheism’s role in the Holocaust, how much
do they say about prophecy? Not much. There’s one chapter that focuses on a small por-
tion of Biblical prophecy, arguing that Jesus was a failed apocalyptic prophet, but there’s
little coverage of the subject elsewhere. And the best Christian arguments for fulfilled
prophecy are ignored.

The Biblical documents also have much to say about the reliability of historical testimony
and the evidence of eyewitness testimony in particular. The highest church office, that of
apostle, required its holders to be eyewitnesses, and the most prominent churches in early
post-apostolic history were ones that had been in close contact with at least one of the
apostles. In the late first century, First Clement 63 refers to old Christians who had been
in the Christian communities of that day since youth, a reminder of the presence of wit-
nesses who could have observed the sort of corruptions in early Christianity that the au-
thors of The Christian Delusion allege. Polycarp, at least a contemporary of the apostles
and probably one of their close disciples, lived into the second half of the second century.
Likewise, early Jewish and Gentile opponents of Christianity, especially Jewish oppo-
nents, would have passed on information about the religion from generation to genera-
tion. It’s not as though the enemies of Christianity would have waited until the second
century or later to start coming up with arguments to use against the religion. Nor would
we expect widespread memory losses or widespread apathy about the claims Christians
were making among the early enemies of Christianity. Likewise, docetists would have
had an interest in noting if Jesus never even seemed to exist on earth, early heretical
groups who opposed Paul would have had an interest in noting that several of the letters
attributed to him didn’t arise until after his death, etc.
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Avre the historical claims made by the authors of The Christian Delusion evidenced in the
historical record in the manner we would expect? For example, Richard Carrier argues
that the gospel of Mark was written in a non-historical genre (303). Do the early Christian
and non-Christian sources interpret the document in that manner? Or when John Loftus
suggests that a false date for Jesus’ second coming was a prominent teaching of Jesus and
His earliest followers, do the early enemies of Christianity seem to be aware of such a
falsification of the religion?

What we find, again and again, is that the extra-Biblical and early post-Biblical evidence
is largely contrary to the theories put forward by the authors of The Christian Delusion,
and such evidence is frequently neglected by those authors. When they argue against a
traditional authorship attribution of a Biblical book or argue for an alternative interpreta-
tion of what the New Testament says about Jesus’ resurrection, for example, they do so
with highly speculative theories that neglect or even entirely ignore large strands of rele-
vant data.

The authors of The Christian Delusion are aware of the significance of the evidence I’'m
referring to. They sometimes appeal to it themselves, though not enough and in a mislea-
dingly selective way. John Loftus cites the eschatological beliefs of post-apostolic Chris-
tians in support of his own reading of the Bible, for example (335). He even appeals to
sources as late as Lactantius and some information about the Montanists preserved by
Epiphanius. Paul Tobin, like other critics of Luke’s census, appeals to sources who wrote
around a century or more after the purported event (163). Richard Carrier refers to the
significance of what non-Christian sources thought of Christianity, but he doesn’t say
much beyond telling us that he wants sources “observing the originating events of the
Christian religion” (297). The Christian Delusion doesn’t show much interest in some of
the most significant evidence we have. You won’t find much consideration of the patris-
tic evidence or the arguments of Christianity’s early opponents.

It could be argued that we can’t trust sources like the church fathers and the early oppo-
nents of Christianity, since ancient people were so ignorant and undiscerning. That sort of
objection based on the alleged gullibility of ancient sources is common in skeptical cir-
cles, and it’s a prominent part of The Christian Delusion. John Loftus tells us that Chris-
tianity comes from “an ancient superstitious people” (86). Paul Tobin dismisses the pur-
ported witnesses of the resurrection as “a few ill-educated, first-century Galilean pea-
sants” (172). Robert Price refers to “ancient credulity” (279-280).

I’ve had many discussions about this issue with the editor of The Christian Delusion,
John Loftus.> I’ve directed him to Glenn Miller’s treatment of this subject.® 1’ve pointed
out that a witness to an empty tomb, for example, could be ignorant of modern chemistry
or superstitious in some of his beliefs on other subjects, yet be credible in what he reports
about that tomb. Modern law courts don’t dismiss the testimony of a witness to a murder
just because he’s illiterate, carries a good luck charm in his pocket, or believes in horos-
copes. Yet, neither John Loftus’ material in The Christian Delusion nor the material of

2 http:/triablogue.blogspot.com/2008/07/were-ancient-people-gullible-enough-to.html
3 http://www.christian-thinktank.com/mqfx.html
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the other contributors makes much of an effort to interact with Christian counterargu-
ments concerning the alleged gullibility of ancient people. You won’t find a detailed inte-
raction with something like Glenn Miller’s article on the subject or Richard Bauckham’s
material on eyewitness testimony.

Something you will find, however, is frequent appeal to scholarly majorities on issues
like Biblical authorship (154, 166, 302). Yet, the contributors to the book sometimes dis-
agree with scholarly majorities. Some of the contributors are even supportive of the view
that Jesus didn’t exist, a position rejected by the vast majority of modern scholarship.
John Loftus, in the process of discussing Biblical eschatology, gives an example of how
modern scholarship can change significantly even within a short period of time (322-
323). The authors of The Christian Delusion often appeal to scholarly majorities without
giving their readers much reason to agree with the majority and without interacting much,
if at all, with the minority. And much of that majority scholarship relies on the sort of
highly speculative theorizing | described above, in which a lot of the relevant evidence is
neglected.

At some points in my reading of John Loftus’ introduction to the book, I thought to my-
self, “He sounds like a Roman Catholic.” The book frequently criticizes the Bible for be-
ing unclear, and it’s often suggested that we can’t reliably discern what scripture means
(17-19, 52, 378). Everything from pro-homosexual to Nazi interpretations of the Bible
are cited, and it’s often suggested that we can’t reach a reliable conclusion about which
interpretation is correct and which isn’t. Yet, the authors of The Christian Delusion often
tell us what scripture means and why it’s supposedly wrong. They sometimes refer to
scripture (and other sources) as clear even on disputed points, if what’s supposedly clear
is something they want to criticize. For example, while discussing Biblical and extra-
Biblical sources related to the census of Luke 2, Paul Tobin uses terms like “clincher”,
“unassailable”, “inescapable”, and “insurmountable” (161, 163), even to describe inter-
pretations that are disputed. John Loftus approvingly cites Paul Copan’s comments about
what scripture “clearly” says on a disputed matter, and he then comments that Copan is
“surely” right (246). Loftus’ argument in chapter 12 depends on his own interpretation of
the eschatology of the gospels, which he acknowledges to be a disputed issue (333).

It would have been helpful if we had been told up front about the rejection of objective
moral standards by contributors like Hector Avalos and David Eller rather than hearing of
it so late in the book (232, 358). That way, the frequent moral pronouncements we get
from the book’s contributors could have been held in better perspective.

I’ll have more to say about these and other issues as my review of the book unfolds.
These introductory comments are just an outline of why | consider the book a failure.

There is a lot that’s good about the book, though. | disagree with some of the decisions
about what topics to cover and to what extent to cover them, but most of the topic selec-
tion makes sense. | think animal suffering is a significant issue that’s often neglected, for
example. The book is generally well-written, and | didn’t notice many typographical,
spelling, or grammatical errors. A lot of the criticism of modern and past Christians is
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warranted. Contributors like David Eller and Valerie Tarico are correct in noting the cul-
tural and shallow nature of many people’s alleged commitment to Christianity. There’s a
lot of valuable information in the book, like Richard Carrier’s material on the history of
science, in spite of the presence of other content that’s not helpful.
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Paul Manata

On his blog, Richard Carrier noted that the fifteen chapters that combine to make 7he
Christian Delusion are “sufficient to establish that Christianity is a delusion.” However,
one of Dr. Carrier’s co-authors, David Eller, tells us that there is “no such thing as Chris-
tianity, only Christianities” (26). The editor of the book agrees (196); both of them think
there are thousands of Christianities. So the book Carrier lauds on his blog states that
there is no such thing as Christianity, and since Carrier thinks fifteen chapters sufficient
to show that thousands of Christianities are a delusion, we might want to think twice
about the proper functioning of Carrier’s inductively aimed cognitive faculties.

Apart from this hiccup, Carrier is likewise wrong about his claim. Why Carrier would
think a load of self-refuting chapters, exercises in confirmation bias, and childish snicker-
ing and giggling is sufficient to refute Christianity is beyond me. Beyond that, the last
two chapters have no bearing on whether Christianity is a delusion. Christianity’s sane
status is logically consistent with these claims: (1) Atheism is not the cause of the holo-
caust and (2) Christianity is not responsible for the rise of modern science. When you add
the chapters that argue that Christianity is false because God didn’t make chocolate milk
oceans with soil made from Oreo cookie crumbs (obviously, the beach is made of Nilla
Wafers, not Oreos) (ch.9), chapters that argue for alethic and epistemic relativism and
social constructionism (chs. 1-4), chapters that argue that we don’t know what the Bible
means (chs. 6, 7) conjoined with chapters that tell us what the Bible means (chs. 5, 6, 7,
8, 10, 11, and 12), and chapters that affirm moral relativism (chs. 8, 13) combined with
chapters that feign moral outrage at the Bible (ch. 8, 9, 14), then you have something suf-
ficient to show that you 're stuck in a delusion: The Infidel Delusion.

Reviewing this book was hard because it was so bad. At times | just wanted to stop and
relieve myself with bamboo shoots under my finger nails. | guess “review” isn’t really
correct. My contribution to this joint “review” is more critical. | don’t just disagree with
the authors and point out what relevant information they have ignored, but I get into some
lengthy polemics too. | spend the most time on chapters 1 - 4, since my co-reviewers left
me the most to pick up on in these chapters. | did not review chapters 10 and 11 because
there were hardly any scraps left and my co-reviewers are far more competent than I am
in those areas.

The best part of The Christian Delusion was that it pointed out that Christians have com-
promised and confused their unique religion with passing fads of culture. (Of course,
Christians have made these criticisms too, and they have been making them longer and in
a stronger form.) The worst parts were those parts meant to be substantive. These were
some of the most poorly argued material | have ever seen. | know with a high degree of
probability that the atheists who blurbed this book, like Michael Martin and Graham Op-
py, did not read it. If they did, that’s embarrassing for them. Most of the time, and at cru-
cial moments, arguments were not given, the reader was merely given a footnote refuta-
tion (assert and then send someone elsewhere to go look it up). Also, the authors did not
engage the best representatives or arguments the other side could give, showing that the
book is an exercise in confirmation bias. Skeptics were unquestioningly appealed to, hav-
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ing a “thus-sayeth” kind of authority. Free thinkers and skeptics ought not like this exer-
cise in dogmatic pulpit pounding.

That this lengthy review of ours destroys The Christian Delusion can be demonstrated by
looking at another claim Carrier made on his blog. Of the argument in chapter 4, John
Loftus’s “The Outsider Test for Faith Revisited,” Carrier says: “It’s the lynch pin of the
whole book, the fulcrum on which every other chapter does Christianity in” [sic]
(http://richardcarrier.blogspot.com/2010/04/christian-delusion.html). Since Carrier says
this, and I’m sure humble John Loftus doesn’t disagree, and since our book review lays
waste to his “outsider test for faith,” Carrier must say that we have laid waste to the entire
book.

At the end of the day, The Christian Delusion is not a worry for the Christian. It is a pa-
per tiger. Its authors stand on the mountain top, beating their chests and waving their
swords in victory. They fail to realize that the battle is going on down in the valley below
them and their sword is made of tinfoil. If you are looking for a serious critique of the
Christian faith, The Christian Delusion is not the place to go. However, it is a good book
for Christian fathers to use if they need lightweight material to teach their fifth-graders
how to do apologetics. Of course this may offend the authors of the book. If so, they
might want to think twice about (a) writing a book where believers are called idiots and
foolish and dumb, and their God is called “stupid,” and (b) writing a book with such
weak and self-refuting content as is found in The Christian Delusion.


http://richardcarrier.blogspot.com/2010/04/christian-delusion.html
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Part 1: Why Infidelity Fails
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A Review of Chapter One
Steve Hays

I. Self-Refuting Cultural Relativism

1.In chap. 1, Eller says, “One of the great mysteries is why, despite the best arguments
against it, religion survives. After all, every argument in support of religion has been
shown to be inconclusive or demonstrably false, yet religion persists...” (25).

Nothing like a topic sentence that blatantly begs the question. But wasn’t The Christian
Delusion supposed to disprove the Christian faith?

2.Eller says, “with the help of the missiologists, we have solved the mystery at the open-
ing of this chapter...” (44).

Since the mystery assumes what he needs to prove, that’s a solution to a pseudoproblem.

“Christians are not easily reasoned out of religion since they are not usually reasoned into
it...they are not so much indoctrinated as enculturated...Like a pair of glasses, humans
see with culture, but they do not usually see culture” (44).

But, of course, that solution, if valid, is a universal solvent which dissolves atheism as
well as theism. For unbelievers are just as subject to the forces of social conditioning as
believers.

Eller forgot to wear rubber gloves when he tried to pour acid on the Christian faith. As a
result, he himself is now smarting from third-degree burns.
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Jason Engwer

A Christian can agree with David Eller that culture has highly influenced Christianity and
that Christianity has highly influenced culture. The disagreement is over the degree of
influence. Is Eller right to claim that Christianity is “just” a cultural phenomenon (26)?

He makes that assertion, but he doesn’t demonstrate it. Yet, he tells us that he’ll “show” it
(26). Judged by the objective he sets for his own chapter, he fails. It’s not as though his
chapter demonstrates the falsity and strictly cultural nature of belief in prophecy fulfill-
ment, Jesus’ resurrection, and other evidence Christians cite to argue for the Divine ori-
gin of their religion.

But Eller is right in much of what he says along the way. Since culture was initiated
through God’s creation of the first humans and the characteristics He gave them and their
surrounding universe, and since culture has been molded along the way by His revelation
and His activity in history, for example, we would expect Christianity to be highly inte-
grated with culture. From a Christian perspective, God often works through natural
means, means that are part of the nature He created. But it’s not as though Eller has prov-
en that every convert to Christianity who claims to have been influenced by a vision, a
supernatural dream, a Divine orchestration of circumstances, or some other supernatural
process is mistaken. Eller set the goal for his chapter too high, and that’s his fault.

Eller’s claim that Christianity makes “no sense at all” to outsiders (29) is vague. Surely
he isn’t claiming that Christians and non-Christians have nothing in common. And since
Christianity claims to have a revelation from God that involves specific historical indi-
viduals, specific commandments given by God, etc., we wouldn’t expect people unfami-
liar with that revelation or unconvinced by the evidence for it to agree with all of the spe-
cifics involved. If you arrive at such specifics by means of accepting a particular view of
Divine revelation, then why expect people who haven’t accepted that view to agree with
its contents?

I think it’s significant that while Eller rightly notes such a high degree of Christian influ-
ence on Western society and the United States in particular (33), John Loftus highlights
the religious pluralism of modern America (90), and Hector Avalos highlights the West’s
secularism (219). Such notions can be compatible with each other, but comments like
those of Loftus and Avalos should be taken with Eller’s qualification in mind. There has
been some pluralizing and secularizing of Western cultures in modern times, but there’s
still been, and is, a large Christian influence.

Eller’s claim that the December 25 date for celebrating Jesus’ birth “was borrowed from
previous religions like Mithraism” (40-41) is dubious.* He goes on to say that there’s no
basis for December 25 in scripture (41), but why would there need to be?

4 http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2008/12/december-25-and-paganism.html
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Paul Manata

In what hindsight might declare to be an embarrassing gaffe, David Eller opens up a book
purporting to show “The Christian Delusion” with the claim that there is “no such thing
as Christianity but rather Christianities” (26). Of course, the book represents itself as
showing that Christianity as such is a delusion, and this in fifteen chapters. Apparently
there are some essential beliefs various Christians hold to such that there can be some-
thing like the Christian delusion. If not, then | dare say fifteen chapters is nowhere near
the inductive accumulation needed to show that all these thousands of “Christianities” are
deluded. But surely the retort is, “The belief that there is anything like Christianity (sin-
gular) is one of the delusions; for you see, there are only Christianities (plural).” In that
case, perhaps | should take a seat and politely whistle until the authors get around to
showing that my Christianity is deluded.

No doubt this would be considered rude and the authors of the book would feel slighted.
They might say, “Why, the Resurrection was critiqued and Jesus’ life was shown to be
best classified as myth. And you see, you just can’t be considered a good card-carrying
Christian if you don’t hold these beliefs.” It is rather like pointing out that though there
are many ducks (plural) on the pond, there is something that unites them such that we can
classify them all as instances of duck (singular) and distinguish them from, say, the fish
swimming in the pond. So there turns out to be such a thing a Christianity after all. |
mean, surely the authors would cry foul if I said that nothing in their book showed that
Christianity is a delusion for I hold no belief that was addressed in the book. I could
claim Christianity is the various beliefs about my local town, like the best fishing holes or
the best place for happy hour, for instance. No doubt that would be met with an indignant
David Eller, shouting, “No, no, no! That’s not Christianity.” Setting aside this slip of the
lip, 1 will now offer some criticisms of Eller’s chapter.

It might be upsetting for those atheists who want to show that they can be moral and can
provide a basis for morality without religion to learn that they’re simply, and quite igno-
rantly, regurgitating the Christian ethos they swim in.

[N]on-Christians living in Christian-dominated societies live a life permeated
with Christian assumptions and premises. Christians and non-Christians alike are
literally immersed in Christian cultural waters, and like fish they usually take for
granted the water they swim in (33).

According to Eller, these “cultural waters” include everything. 1t “grounds and informs a
particular view of reality” (29). So much for those atheists, like Richard Carrier, who, in
the same volume, writes a chapter that Christianity is not responsible for modern science.
If he were listening to Eller he would not have made this mistake. Eller gives us Corne-
lius VVan Til on steroids. This is an admission to “borrowed capital” in excelsis!

Yet, it is not the odd view of Christianity that Eller holds that I’m going to comment on,
tempting as it is (he’s been hornswoggled by some evangelicals into viewing Christianity
in hyper-worldview terms, intimating that there are specifically Christian ways to turn
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wrenches and pound nails). | mean, I would love to jump all over Eller for telling us that
there is no such thing as Christianity (just Christianities) on page twenty-six, only to later
tell us:

Christianity’s disdain for the physical and bodily does not mean that Christianity
is content to leave the body alone. Christianity, like all other religions, sets stan-
dards for how the body should be dressed, groomed, and treated.

He seems to be treating Christianity as a single religion that can be identified and demar-
cated from other religions by common themes. Not only that, he apparently doesn’t think
the Book of Genesis belongs to Christianity, for it is right from the start that God declares
his physical creation to be good. Indeed, God gave us bodies and he will physically resur-
rect our bodies.

Eller constantly confuses what some Christians have said and done with Christianity gua
revealed religion. That some Christians have thought the Bible has set standards for
dressing and grooming and eating is about as profound as calling atheism a religion be-
cause John Loftus lectures us for eating meat rather than tofu. Further, Loftus tells us
that atheism entails leftist politics, along with all of its trappings. Would Eller want to say
that atheists can’t be argued out of their religion? Just because Loftus thinks eating a Big
Mac is cruel—even if he thinks his atheism entails that view—does not mean that athe-
ism really does entail that view. Surely Eller can see this distinction.

Now, if he wants to argue that atheism entails these views, by all means, he should do so.
If he wants to argue that Christianity entails details on what to wear, eat, and how to vote,
then by all means, let him do so. But let us not have this sophomoric appeal to what some
Christians have said or done be turned into an argument that Christianity is about these
things just because the mere fact that some Christians have said the Bible tells us, say, to
wear certain clothing. Surely, someone like Graham Oppy does not think me impious for
not wearing my camel hair tunic while typing this review, does he? After all, it’s at the
cleaners.

No, not even these kinds of inanities Eller has peppered through the pages of his chapter
are the subject of my critique. Neither will | waste time interacting with Eller’s Johnny-
come-lately indictment of “Christian” rap, rock music, video games, mega churches, Joel
Osteen, and consumer-driven marketing strategies for a relevant and sexy church. These
criticisms have been around for quite some time, and in more scathing form than Eller
could ever muster. The best criticisms have come from Christians, like David Wells, Mi-
chael Horton, Darryl Hart, Christian Smith, and Mark Noll. It has been shown by writers
like these that much of American Christianity counts more as American than Christian.
Eller doesn’t even engage that relevant literature. He offers nothing profound here.

Where Christianity does allow variations because of culture has already been found in the
religion itself. The Westminster Confession of Faith recognizes that,



Page | 16 The Infidel Delusion

there are some circumstances concerning the worship of God, and government of
the church, common to human actions and societies, which are to be ordered by
the light of nature, and Christian prudence, according to the general rules of the
Word, which are always to be observed (1.6).

Eller doesn’t even mention the concepts of adiaphora and Christian liberty let alone en-
gage them in a critical discussion. If he applied this reasoning to his own beliefs then he
would not say that science, logic, and evidence are the “stock in trade” of the atheist (26).
He would not act as if he’s pointing out something interesting, unique, and devastating
for the Christian faith.

Atheists are diverse. They are relativists and realists; libertarians, compatibilists and illu-
sionists with respect to free will; conservatives and liberals; Dapper Dans and Steve Ur-
kles. Atheists like John Loftus can say, “the only thing we can and should trust is the
sciences” (Loftus 89), while trained atheistic scientists like Larry Zimmerman can say, “I
personally do reject science as a privileged way of seeing the world” (Boghassian, Fear
of Knowledge, Oxford, 2). Eller, an anthropologist, fails to let his readers know that many
in the scientific community do not even consider anthropology and the other social
sciences to be science. They lag behind the natural sciences in “sophistication and rigor”
and need to “catch up” by “aping the methods of natural science.” Social scientists have
gone so far as to wonder whether the “methods of natural science are not necessarily ap-
propriate for studying social phenomena” (Okasha, Philosophy of Science: A Very Short
Introduction, Oxford, 11, 124).

Eller doesn’t mention the claims of Kuhnians, who argue that science is a social and cul-
tural activity and that what scientists see is heavily dependent on background beliefs ob-
tained from their culture or sub-culture. Eller doesn’t mention anthropologists like Jona-
than Marks who argues in his book Why I Am Not a Scientist: Anthropology and Modern
Knowledge (University of California, 2009) that scientists often see what they want to see
and that the peer review and test-and-check methods are nowhere near as objective as
some naively suppose. Marks points out how politics and grant money drive scientific
findings, causing evidence to be falsified or exaggerated. Eller fails to mention what
atheistic sociologists have said about science and scientists:

Scientists are people who work in an unusual kind of local community. This
community is characterized by high prestige, lengthy training and initiation, noto-
riously bad fashion choices, and expensive toys. But according to sociologists, it
is still a community in which beliefs are established and defended via local norms
that are human creations, maintained by social interaction (Godfrey-Smith,
Theory and Reality: An Introduction to the Philosophy of Science, The University
of Chicago, 126).

For Eller to pretend his cultural claims about Christianity affect the positive epistemic
status a Christian may have for her beliefs, while not bothering to let his readers know
about the double-edged nature of this criticism, is simply an exercise in confirmation bi-
as. For the “sociology of science in the latter part of the twentieth century [has] tended to
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suggest an unusual picture of science. This is a picture in which science is controlled en-
tirely by human collective choices and social interests” (Godfrey-Smith, 134). | would
never think of devaluing science merely because of the wasteland of divergent beliefs
many atheistic scientists hold to regarding the nature of science. Yet the implications of
Eller’s post are devastating to science, while this Christian defends science against those
very unsettling implications. That has to sting.

An unfortunate conclusion that can be inferred from the above is that Eller’s co-writers
must either accept the evisceration of their esteemed trust in science, or they can hide EI-
ler away in the closet, ashamed of his “critique” of Christianity. Or a third option: they
can engage in confirmation bias and laud the epistemic vice of treating opposing beliefs
to a double standard.

Everything Eller says of Christianity can be pushed back at him and his atheism. The
contributors to The Christian Delusion worship science and adhere to a form of scien-
tism, yet Eller doesn’t apply the identical “critique” he gives Christianity to his fellow
contributors. For some reason, Eller doesn’t claim that when atheists and scientists rec-
ognize this “diversity, plasticity, and relativity” pointed out above, they “will see little
merit in [atheism or science] . . .” (Eller 45). No, he exempts himself and his fellow con-
tributors from his own criticisms, like a man who looks in the mirror and forgets his own
image.

Come to think of it, there is nothing to critique in Eller’s chapter. If he could get outside
his bubble and his fascination with confirming his biases, he’d note that Christians, like
my fellow reviewers, are well aware of the different beliefs Christians have. We are
aware of heretical cults that claim to be in the same line of descent. We are aware that
some Christians try to baptize video games. We are aware of the snake dancers and poi-
son drinkers. They exist. But their existence does nothing to determine the truth value of
the propositions Christians confess. That Christians have made bad music and movies has
no bearing on whether Jesus was a real, historical individual who is fully God and fully
man, who came to earth, fulfilled the law, died, and was resurrected from the dead for the
justification of His people. It has no bearing on whether the universe shows signs of intel-
ligent design. It has no bearing on whether the universe was caused to exist by the inten-
tion of a personal first cause. It has no bearing on whether reasoning presupposes theism.
It has no bearing on whether God is required to ground moral truths. It has no bearing on
whether the conjunction of naturalism and evolution is self-defeating. That some Chris-
tians have grown up in Christian households and in a Christian culture has no bearing on
the truth of the claims Christians make. Eller can describe how Christians have behaved
and all the thousands of beliefs they have held all he wants, but let’s not pretend that it
does anything to overturn the degree of warrant a Christian has for the truth of her be-
liefs. It’s something like that which is needed to show “the Christian delusion.”
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A Review of Chapter Two
Steve Hays

II. Filtered Infidelity

1.Tarico says, “The problem is—research on human cognition suggests that [ am neither
fair-minded nor reasonable. None of us are. And it’s not just a matter of sloppy thinking.
Our brains have built-in biases that stack the odds against objectivity...One of the strong-
est built-in mental distortions we have is called confirmation bias. Once we have a hunch
about how things work, we seek information that fits what we already think. It’s like our
minds set up filters—with contradictory evidence stuck in gray tones on the outside and
the confirmatory evidence flowing through in bright and shining color...Bias is our de-
fault setting, and most of the distortions happen below the level of conscious awareness”
(50-52).

Needless to say, this generates a dilemma for the atheist:

1) If, on the one hand, we are hardwired to filter out counterevidence, then that under-
mines cognitive science. For cognitive science would also be prey to confirmation bias.

i1) If, on the other hand, we waive the self-referential incoherence, then confirmation bias
cuts equally against theism and atheism.

So why would this essay be included in a book critiquing the Christian faith? For this es-
say can be turned against the various contributors. Infidels are neither “fair-minded” nor
“reasonable.” They have “built-in biases” that “stack the odds against objectivity.” They
filter out evidence that falsifies their atheism. And this operates at a subliminal level, so
it’s uncorrectable.

2.Tarico says, “When we overstate our ability to know, we play into the fundamentalist
fallacy that certainty is possible” (55).

1) And does her denial that certainty is possible play into the same fallacy? Is she certain
that certainty is unattainable? But she can’t be certain that uncertainty is unattainable
since, by her own admission, that’s fallacious.

i) Her claim that certainty is unattainable is only as certain as the cognitive science
which underwrites her claim. But if certainty is unattainable, then cognitive science is
uncertain, in which case she can’t invoke cognitive science to make blanket claims about
the limits of certainty.

3.Tarico says, “Despite these limitations, cognitive research does offer what is rapidly
becoming a sufficient explanation for the phenomenon of belief. More and more, we can
explain Christian belief with the same set of principles that explain supernaturalism gen-
erally” (62).
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1) Even if Christian belief had the same belief-forming mechanisms as other beliefs (e.g.
our belief in the existence of an external world), how would that undermine Christianity?
If God is the Creator, he designed our belief-forming mechanisms.

i1) Once again, her argument, if sound, cuts both ways. If it cuts against theism, it cuts
against atheism.

ii1) In addition, the question of why people believe what they do is secondary to the ques-
tion of evidence. Invoking cognitive science doesn’t explain away evidence for the Re-
surrection, any more than it can explain away evidence for gravity, or 9/11. Analyzing
the psychodynamics of belief does nothing to address the objective challenges to atheism.
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Jason Engwer

Valerie Tarico writes:

“Arriving at belief in an infallible God by way of an inerrant Bible requires an unwar-
ranted belief in yourself....\WWhen we overstate our ability to know, we play into the fun-
damentalist fallacy that certainty is possible.” (53, 55)

She notes that beliefs are often formed by unreliable means (53-54).

But the existence of a false sense of certainty in some contexts doesn’t prove that there
can’t be a true sense of certainty. And a Christian doesn’t have to claim certainty in order
to have faith (Mark 9:24 and its surrounding context). Trust is trust, even if its object is
considered a probability rather than a certainty. Tarico isn’t the only contributor to the
book who misrepresents faith (78, 191).

She asks:

“How can a minister with a high school education - or a doctorate, for that matter - be
convinced after two thousand years of theological blood feuds that he knows how God
meant the book of Genesis to be interpreted?” (52)

She should pose that question to another contributor to the book, Edward Babinski, who
suggests that he knows what cosmology Genesis teaches. A Christian could claim to have
a supernatural certainty that comes from God concerning the Bible’s meaning, but he
could also arrive at conclusions about Genesis that he considers probable rather than cer-
tain, much like Babinski.

Tarico’s suggestion that Paul’s Damascus Road experience was “possibly a temporal lobe
seizure” (62) is a grossly inadequate suggestion that doesn’t even come close to explain-
ing all of the relevant data.

Like David Eller’s earlier chapter, Tarico’s chapter makes some good points that are
worth considering, and her naturalistic explanation for Christian belief surely is an accu-
rate assessment of many professing Christians. But there’s no reason to think her expla-
nation is exhaustive. The existence of spurious faith, or true faith partly brought about or
altered by natural means, doesn’t prove the nonexistence of reliable Christian faith.

5 http:/triablogue.blogspot.com/2009/07/pauls-conversion.html
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Patrick Chan

Dr. Valerie Tarico seeks to understand Christian religious belief and experience in light
of cognitive science in order to call into question the objective veracity of Christian belief
and Christianity itself.

Brain in a Vat

Pursuant to this she applies the scientific method to Christian religious belief and expe-
rience. Among several laudatory statements about modern science, she positively quotes
that the scientific method has been called “what we know about how not to fool our-
selves” (50).

But this is not necessarily true. For example, if Tarico is an atheist, evolutionist, and me-
taphysical naturalist, then it is quite possible her cognitive faculties are unreliable and
thus she would not be able to make veridical observations in the first place. Her own be-
liefs would not necessarily have any correspondence to reality. Here she would need to
address Alvin Plantinga’s evolutionary argument against naturalism for starters.®

Oddly enough, Charles Darwin had a similar notion’: “But then with me the horrid doubt
always arises whether the convictions of man’s mind, which has been developed from the
mind of the lower animals, are of any value or at all trustworthy. Would any one trust in
the convictions of a monkey’s mind, if there are any convictions in such a mind?”

Speaking a bit more broadly, the scientific method, and in fact science as a whole, has its
limitations. We might start with the demarcation problem, for instance, which pertains to
the parameters of what qualifies as science vs. non-science or pseudoscience.

In fact, “science” covers many different areas of physical phenomena. Science could
mean anything from dissecting a frog to understand its anatomy, peering at the starry
skies through a telescope in order to identify celestial objects, looking at slides of a bac-
terial sample under a microscope, mixing chemicals in a test tube to get a specific reac-
tion, studying chimpanzee behavior in Tanzania, colliding atomic particles together,
looking at the physiology of the heart pumping blood to the rest of the body, replicating
DNA, tagging birds to investigate seasonal migration patterns, using functional neuroi-
maging techniques to study brain behavior, or using thought-experiments about time,
space, and motion to better understand the nature of gravity.

So how does one define “science” or decide what constitutes science and what does not?
Is “science” best defined by empiricism? If so, then science begins with making an ob-
servation and then developing a hypothesis based on the observation. But there are inhe-
rent problems even in making a simple observation. How many observations will a scien-

% Beilby J. (ed.). (2002). Naturalism Defeated?: Essays on Plantinga’s Evolutionary Argument Against
Naturalism. New York: Cornell University Press.
7 http://www.darwinproject.ac.uk/entry-13230
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tist need to make before he can be certain the next observation will be the same or similar
enough to his previous observation(s) such that he can formulate a hypothesis? For all the
scientist knows, the next observation could be entirely different than the previous obser-
vation(s).®

Likewise, the scientist lacks epistemic certainty that what he perceives in his observation
is necessarily veridical. At best, the observation is a sensory-mediated perception which
may or may not correspond to the real external world.” Given Tarico’s beliefs, how will
she surmount this in order to arrive at objective truth?

Related, there are debates over whether the scientist should always only assume metho-
dological naturalism in conducting science. Also, there are difficulties determining cer-
tain features of the scientific method such as falsifiability and testability. Not to mention
science must make several assumptions in order to properly function at all. First, it must
assume the universe is ordered such that the scientist can discover causes of physical
phenomena and formulate scientific theories of physical phenomena. There must be regu-
larity for there to be predictability. In the same way, the principle of uniformity must be
assumed for science to be as accurate as Tarico implies it is. If the speed of light is not
constant, or if gravity operates differently in the Milky Way than in other galaxies, then
science would be further limited. As well, scientific theories and laws must maintain
throughout all time — past, present, and future.

Scientists cannot have absolute certainty that the scientific theory du jour will not some-
day become passé. Humoralism, luminiferous ether, the Piltdown man, and phlogiston
have all come and gone. At best, there is a spectrum of relative certainty. Some scientific
theories are, relatively speaking, more certain than other scientific theories. But no single
theory is absolutely certain such that scientists can know the theory will not be super-
seded by a better theory in the future.

Or as philosopher William Lane Craig has put it, there at least five things which science
cannot demonstrate™;

1. Logical truths.

2. Metaphysical truths (e.g. the existence of other minds, the external world, that the
universe was not created five minutes ago with the appearance of age).

3. Ethical judgments.

4. Aesthetic judgments.

5. Science itself (e.g. the universal constancy of the speed of light).

I don’t say all this to invalidate science or scientific theories or discoveries. Rather, I
point these things out in order to show that science is hardly the be-all and end-all in the

¥ Birkett K. (1997). Unnatural Enemies: An introduction to science and Christianity. Kingsford: Matthias
Media.

? Berkeley G. (1713). Three Dialogues between Hylas and Philonous;
http://thirdmill.org/newfiles/ste_hays/PT.Hays.Why.Believe.apologetics.2.html

1 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gkBD20edOco
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acquisition of true knowledge about the world around us that Tarico appears to wish for
us to believe it is. Again, science has its limitations.

In short, Tarico must address the metascientific issues before she can use the scientific
method to investigate phenomena including our cognitive faculties and processes. This is
especially true given her atheism, among other things. She needs to put her own house in
order before she can adequately mount a critique of Christianity. **

Neurulation

Tarico all but argues that belief in God is nothing more than the byproduct of certain
cognitive processes. She contends Christian religious beliefs and experiences can be ex-
plained by neuroscience and neuropsychology, and, as such, falsifies Christianity.

The problem is, if this is her argument, it commits the genetic fallacy: if one can explain
the origin of a phenomenon (Christian religious belief), then the phenomenon is false.
But if God exists and created humans, then it is possible God made our cognitive facul-
ties function as they do. As Plantinga notes™?: “To show that there are natural processes
that produce religious belief does nothing, so far, to discredit it; perhaps God designed us
in such a way that it is by virtue of those processes that we come to have knowledge of
him.”

This point alone is enough to discredit Tarico’s entire argument. But we can say more.
Reductionism

Tarico references psychological and neurological studies on confirmation bias (inclina-
tion to favor data which confirms one’s preconceptions), confabulation (false memories
which we believe true), and how humans are inclined to create narratives in order to ex-
plain the world around them. She cites hyperactive agency detection (over-attribution of
events to conscious beings), apophenia (perception of meaningfulness in discrete pheno-
mena), and the sense of knowing or feeling of certainty which she maintains stems from
specific regions in the brain independent of regions where reasoning occurs. And Tarico
mentions rare disorders such as the Capgras delusion (belief that a loved one has been
replaced by an imposter) and prosopagnosia (the inability to recognize faces) as lending
further credence to her argument. These are meant to support her argument that our belief
in God is no more than a result of certain neurological processes, and hence the existence
of God is no more than a human construct.

For the moment, let us grant the validity of each of the above. That is, let us grant that no
psychologists or neuroscientists significantly dispute the fact that “normal,” healthy hu-
mans are prone to confirmation bias, confabulation, hyperactive agency detection, apo-
phenia, feelings of certainty in spite of the evidence, and so forth. At this point, a reason-
able question one might ask is, what is the least we can infer from all this? When one has

' For example, she might consider books by Del Ratzsch or Bas Van Fraassen.
' Plantinga A. (2000). Warranted Christian Belief. New York: Oxford University Press, p. 145.
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made an inference, one might then proceed to build a case for other positions, building
greater claims upon these lesser claims. Hence one logically moves from the least to the
greater. But as | read her Tarico instead seems to ask, what is the most we can infer from
all this? She bypasses the hard spade work of building reasonable arguments and jumps
to what may or may not be a warranted conclusion, i.e. Christian religious belief is no
more than a cognitive process.

Meditation over Mediation

What’s more, Tarico jumps to the conclusion that, because it is possible cognitive
processes mediate religious beliefs and experiences, then cognitive processes must create
religious beliefs and experiences. However, “mediate” is not automatically identical to
“create.” At least Tarico has not built a reasonable case for why she thinks the former
should somehow be correlated with the latter.

Turing Test

Another problem is, even if what Tarico argues is true, subjective feelings of certainty or
uncertainty do nothing to invalidate objective truths. If one has a right temporal lobe le-
sion, and subsequently has a religious experience, does this mean Christianity is not ob-
jectively true? No. One would have to examine the objective evidence.

Take the reverse: feelings of uncertainty. Many Christians struggle with the assurance of
salvation. Does this mean they are not genuine Christians? Not necessarily. One needs to
examine objective evidences as well.

Artificial Intelligence

Tarico compares the human mind or brain to computers or information processing ma-
chines and the like. However, such language is ironic because, on the one hand, machines
have been purposefully designed by humans using their higher cognitive faculties; but, on
the other hand, as an atheist Tarico would presumably not accept that our brains were in-
tentionally designed by an intelligent designer. From her perspective, the human brain
might be a random happenstance in the universe, but it cannot be a deliberately manufac-
tured machine like a computer.

Mind over Matter

More importantly, perhaps, not all neuroscientists would agree the neurophysiology of
religious belief makes the existence of God no more than a figment of one’s imagination.
In fact, the cognitive and neural foundations of religious belief are hotly disputed among
scientists and physicians, not to mention other academics such as philosophers, sociolo-
gists, and anthropologists.

At a minimum, the theory that religion is a byproduct of cognitive processes is not the
only or arguably best theory in town among academics. Another competitive theory post-
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ulates that religion is a social-cultural adaptation which enabled our species to better
bond in groups or communities and thus contributed to our survival. Of course, many
subscribe to both theories simultaneously as the one theory does not preclude the other;
the two are not mutually exclusive. But Tarico makes it seem as if the byproduct theory is
the definitive theory. But as someone with an earned doctorate trained to seek objectivity,
one would think Tarico ought to give more disclosure about the available competing
theories.

To take another example about divergence of opinions regarding the neuropsychology of
religion, a recent paper comments*®: “Overall, these findings show a low degree of cor-
respondence and no relationship to any proposed psychological architecture underlying
religious belief.” Other scientists also using neuroimaging studies believe they have dis-
covered significant cultural influences in human cognition'®, which again could indicate
that religious belief is not solely determined by the underlying neurophysiology. Similar-
ly, neuroscientist Mario Beauregard, quantum physicist Henry Stapp, and psychiatrist
Jeffrey Schwartz have published research and written books which would seem to con-
tradict Tarico’s contentions'”.

At any rate, the least inference we can draw from all this is that there is disagreement
among working scientists familiar with the latest research over the contribution cognitive
processes make in the formation of religious belief. This sits in contrast to Tarico’s chap-
ter which makes it seem as if the matter was all but conclusively settled.

Other avenues which might be relevant and worth pursuing are studies of individuals who
have had out-of-body experiences (OBEs) or near-death experiences (NDEs).

Free Your Mind

In a controversial neuroimaging-based study'®, an African-American psychologist named
Jennifer Richeson found “a positive correlation between racial bias scores and the re-
cruitment of executive control regions [in the right dorsolateral prefrontal cortex] upon
exposure to black faces.”

She therefore concluded “our results suggest that individuals with high scores on subtle
measures of racial bias may put forth additional effort to control their thoughts and beha-

1 Kapogiannis D., Barbey A., Su M., Zamboni G., Krueger F., & Grafman J. (2009). Cognitive and neural
foundations of religious belief. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States of
America, 106, 4876-4881.

' Han S. & Northoff G. (2008). Culture-sensitive neural substrates of human cognition: a transcultural neu-
roimaging approach. Nature Reviews: Neuroscience, 9, 646-654.

'3 Schwartz J., Stapp H., & Beauregard M. (2005). Quantum physics in neuroscience and psychology: a
neurophysical model of mind-brain interaction. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of London,
360, 1309-1327; Schwartz J. & Begley S. (2002). The Mind and the Brain: Neuroplasticity and the Power
of Mental Force. New York: Reagan Books; Beauregard M. & O’Leary D. (2007); The Spiritual Brain: A
Neuroscientist’s Case for the Existence of the Soul. New York: HarperOne.

'® Richeson J., Baird A., Gordon H., Heatherton T., Wyland C., Trawalter S., & Shelton J. (2003). An fMRI
investigation of the impact of interracial contact on executive function. Nature: Neuroscience, 6, 1323-
1328.



Page | 26 The Infidel Delusion

viors.” That is, Richeson believed that a certain region of the brain (i.e. the right dorsola-
teral prefrontal cortex) showed high activity when looking at African-American faces be-
cause volunteers were exerting extra effort to keep themselves from racially prejudicial
thoughts and actions.

Richeson’s conclusion was apparently met with a storm of controversy. But even if we
ignore her conclusion, the fMRI scans do seem to show high activity in a certain region
of the brain when looking at African-American faces which is positively correlated with
racial bias scores.

As such, would this not mean it is possible we have found a “racism” part of the brain? If
so, then would Tarico explain the history of racism (at least in regard to African-
Americans) as due to an active right dorsolateral prefrontal cortex?

Jedi Mind Tricks

In a parenthetical comment, Tarico thinks it is possible the Apostle Paul’s Damascus
Road experience is attributable to a temporal lobe seizure. There are several problems
with this. Jason Engwer has pointed out resources which would help. Please refer to his
chapter.

At the same time, | would like to note an additional problem: this assumes such an expe-
rience can in part be isolated to a particular region of the brain. Specifically, it assumes
the temporal lobe is the most likely candidate for religious experiences. But as a pair of
scientists summarize in their research on the mystical experiences of a certain group of
nuns:

The main goal of this functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) study was to
identify the neural correlates of a mystical experience. The brain activity of
Carmelite nuns was measured while they were subjectively in a state of union
with God. This state was associated with significant loci of activation in the right
medial orbitofrontal cortex, right middle temporal cortex, right inferior and supe-
rior parietal lobules, right caudate, left medial prefrontal cortex, left anterior cin-
gulate cortex, left inferior parietal lobule, left insula, left caudate, and left brains-
tem. Other loci of activation were seen in the extra-striate visual cortex. These re-
sults suggest that mystical experiences are mediated by several brain regions and
systems.*’

In other words, religious experiences are not necessarily isolatable to a specific region of
the brain. At the very least, the claim is open for debate.

' Beauregard M. & Paquette V. (2006). Neural correlates of a mystical experience in Carmelite nuns. Neu-
roscience Letters, 405, 186-190.
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Paul Manata

What better way to show that Christians are deluded than to enlist the aid of someone up-
set with Christians and other religious “zealots” for getting in the way of her self-
described “spiritual journey in search of love and truth” (valerietarico.com home page,
accessed 7/5/10). Though Deepak Chopra and Eckhart Tolle might be upset with some-
one stealing their thunder, atheists such as cognitive scientists Paul and Pat Churchland
might simply giggle at the grip folk-psychology has on fundamentalist village atheists.
After reading Eller tell us “logic and evidence” are the stock atheists trade in, | wasn’t
expecting to come across a chapter by someone on a spiritual vision quest inspired by the
kind of koans you might have heard bandied about in the Haight-Ashbury district of San
Francisco back in the sixties. More than that, | certainly wasn’t expecting to see “Chris-
tian belief” in the chapter title considering Eller just told us that Christianity is not even
about “beliefs” (26). On the other hand, Tarico does inform her readers that she is Italian.
Same here. That means | better get started on the review before she yells “non rompere!”
at me.

As mentioned, Tarico begins her chapter by contradicting Eller, claiming that Christianity
is primarily a religion about right belief, orthodoxy. So far so good. She takes it as her job
to look at Christian belief through the lens of cognitive science, to “understand the psy-
chology of belief” (50). In doing so Tarico puts on the various hats of cognitive scientist,
sociologist, religious studies major, and philosopher. This awkward jack of all trades ap-
proach makes for some very confusing reading. At times, it is painfully clear that Tarico
dabbles in she knows not what. Other times, Tarico destroys the credibility of her entire
chapter—indeed, the entire book.

For example, she writes that, “We humans are not rational about anything, let alone reli-
gion” (48, emphasis mine). Thus: for any X, if x is a subject of human thought, then for
any human, y, y is irrational with respect to x. | leave it to the reader to plug into x any
subject of human thought and see the dire outcomes that result. (If the reader is stuck, she
can begin by plugging “cognitive science” in for x.)

There are several aspects of Tarico’s chapter that | would like to comment on more tho-
roughly but will only mention briefly. First, Tarico seems to endorse the “module” ap-
proach to the mind (57) but ignores the fact that the debate on the module/general-
purpose-problem-solver view of the mind is still alive and well in cognitive science.
However, “religious belief” has not been considered one of the modules. Perhaps she en-
dorses something like Jerry Fodor’s approach in The Modularity of Mind (MIT 1993),
where the mind is viewed as both. But then religious beliefs still would not be a module
on his view because the operation of modules is mandatory. Since there are atheists, |
don’t suspect they would want to endorse a modular view of religious beliefs. The prob-
lem with the opposite view is non-modular systems cannot be studied scientifically, ac-
cording to Fodor.

Secondly, Tarico assumes that the characteristically mental is physical. That is, she as-
sumes without argument that features of consciousness like thought, intentions, belief
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content, and subjective reports are the proper subject of scientific study, being identical
to, or a function of, brain states. But it seems very hard to say what a belief (for example)
would be on this materialist understanding. In discussing Christian belief through the lens
of cognitive science, Tarico construes beliefs as essentially having propositional content.
But what would this mean on a materialist understanding of the mind? How do assem-
blages of neurons have content? What is it for them to have content? Indeed, much of
what Tarico purports to be explaining seems to me to be outside the reach of scientific
investigation. A materialist view of the mind can’t give us a view of Christian belief
through the lens of cognitive science because a materialist view of the mind can’t give us
a view of belief (if we assume content or semantics is a necessary feature of a belief).

What is it to give a physicalist or naturalistic explanation of Christian belief? Either natu-
ralists like Tarico explain a phenomenon in terms of basic laws of physics; or, if they
can’t, they eliminate those things from their ontology. Since Tarico admits that Christians
have beliefs and intentional attitudes, then she has to give a naturalistic account of how
this is so. But since Tarico says God isn’t a useful hypothesis, and since she thinks her
naturalistic analysis can explain all the relevant data, then she “doesn’t have need for that
God hypothesis.”

So that’s her basic program: to give a “scientific” or “naturalistic”” explanation of some
event. What does that look like? (I rely on Edward Feser's Philosophy of Mind (One
World, 2006) for some of what follows.) Well, even though there’s disagreement among
naturalist philosophers here I think something like this is pretty fair: naturalists repudiate
the view that there could exist any entities or events which lie, in principle, beyond the
scope of scientific explanation. Naturalist David Papineau believes that a robust natural-
ism holds a commitment to the completeness of physics such that a purely physical speci-
fication of the world, plus physical laws, will always explain what happens. This account
will not include reference to mental entities that are not identical with, or realized by, cer-
tain non-mental properties. They view reality as consisting of nothing but the spatio-
temporal system, and that system is closed. Nothing that is not part of the system can
cause anything in the system to occur.

Okay, so what is this basic “stuff” that everything is made of or explained by? Well, it’s
not stuff like rocks, trees, tables and chairs. In one sense, none of these things exist as we
observe it. All of these have been explained as a collection of molecules, atoms, elec-
trons, protons, quarks, etc. So tables, chairs, trees, rocks and the like are made up of co-
lorless, odorless, tasteless, particles. Therefore, the world we see isn’t anything like how
physics tells us thing “really” are.

The book The Christian Delusion Seems impenetrable to my hands, and it doesn’t seem
anything like a cloud. Yet science tells us that a cloud of sorts is exactly what this book is
(ironically, this is true of its content too: intellectual fluff!). It’s a cloud of unobserved
particles, each occupying an extremely small volume of space with vast distances be-
tween particles. Thus this book, apparently solid and impenetrable, is mostly empty
space. So science has taught us that our senses are basically all wrong. In the sense that
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we see colors, taste flavors, feel texture, have auditory experience, this is not the touch-
stone of reality. That touchstone is the world of unobserved entities mentioned above.

We are doing what physicists call reductionism. The book is “nothing but” a collection of
particles, and the appearance that it is something other than those particles is simply an
illusion. Its properties are likewise reduced. So when | feel the book and sense its solidi-
ty, that sense is not something inherent in the book. What the book really is, is the state
its molecules happen to be in when the field of force they generate repels the field of
force associated with the collection of particles in my hand.

Everything real can be so reduced, and if it can’t be then it’s not real. In continuing this
all-too-brief romp through the naturalist view | should point out that it follows from the
above that only objective, third-person observational explanations of events matter. Any
consideration of ultimately and irreducibly subjective, first-person accounts are not al-
lowed. And to a certain extant this makes sense. When the scientist wants to give a scien-
tific explanation of “hot” and “cold” he can’t rely on private, subjective reports. If you
stick your hand in freezing water, it feels like it is burning. If you take it out and stick it
in lukewarm water it still feels hot for a while. Or if you place your left hand in a bucket
of warm water and your right in a bucket of cool water, and after a few minutes you pull
them out and place both of them both in a bucket of lukewarm water, the left hand would
feel cool and the right would feel warm. There could also be other beings, aliens maybe,
that feel cold for what we feel as hot. So to get at what “hot” and “cold” really mean, the
scientist can’t rely on subjective accounts. Thus, heat is defined in terms of objective,
mind-independent facts. Facts about mean molecular kinetic energy and the like. And
these objective, mind-independent facts are the sum of reality.

Remember, the “real” world is colorless, odorless, tasteless—and we can further add that
it is purposeless, in the sense of teleology, and meaningless. That is to say, nothing is in-
trinsically meaningful. There may be what’s called “derived” or “as-if” meaning, but
nothing is irreducibly meaningful.

So the above is something of a whirlwind tour of the naturalist program of all phenome-
na. It follows from the above, then, that if something is irreducibly meaningful or subjec-
tive (and I use subjective simply to mean only directly verifiable by a subject, not in the
sense of “relative”); that is, if some feature of common sense cannot be reduced to the
above type explanation, then it is eliminated. It is as if you are packing for a trip and you
try to shove as much as possible into your suitcase before you attempt to close it—
perhaps by sitting on it or jumping up and down on it to get everything to fit—and some
pant legs and shirt sleeves are left hanging out. One response would be to acknowledge:
“Oh, I guess I can’t fit everything into this suitcase.” But another response would be to
take scissors and cut around the suitcase and say, “See, everything does fit.”” In other
words, you just eliminate anything that can’t fit into the suitcase regardless of what it
does to the items in the suitcase.

Now, to continue with this quick romp, there are arguments given by many in the philos-
ophy of mind, or in the field of ethics, or in the field of metaphysics—and, by the way,
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not all of these people are theists—that think there are features of the world that do not fit
into the naturalist suitcase | mentioned earlier. I’ll offer some real brief reasons why. Bas-
ically, it just seems that this is part of the essence or intrinsic nature of the mind, that it
has these subjective features. My experiences of colors and felt pain are not things that
are objective and mind independent. There’s a certain “what it is like” for me to be in
pain. When | am in pain, or experience a red flash, it’s not as if a scientist can crawl in-
side my head and see the “what it is like” for me to feel that pain or experience that flash
of red. This isn’t to deny that he won’t observe any neural activity, but the description of
that will never include the “what it is like” for me to be in pain. You can’t pinpoint the
“pain.” And it also seems that there is an “I”” that is the center or seat of the experience.
That is, there is a unity to the conscious experience. | have direct experience and evi-
dence of these, what are referred to in the literature as “qualia.” No one else does. You
may have indirect evidence of my being in pain. For example, | may jump and shout after
I slam my hand in a car door. That’s all you have access to. | may be acting. And even if
not, you still can’t observe “what it is like” for me to be in pain. At best you reason in-
ductively from what it is like for you to be in pain, to what it must be like for me to be in
pain. But the private, subjective experience | have seems only accessible to me.

There are a few arguments establishing this. I’ll quickly run through a couple. One devel-
oped by Ned Block is called the Chinese nation argument. Simply put, the argument takes
a common materialist understanding of the mind, one that tries to reduce the above see-
mingly private and subjective experience and direct evidence to simply the communica-
tion of cells and nerves to neurons. And of course this is observable via third-person. This
view is basically what is known as a “functionalist” account of the mind. It is probably
the most popular materialist theory of the mind today. It claims, basically, that mental
states are defined simply in terms of their causal relation. The upshot of all of this for the
functionalist is that they need not identify the mind with the brain. The “identity theory of
mind” has major problems and functionalism seems to avoid those problems. Entities
other than the brain could fulfill the requirements, such as a computer or even aliens who
do not have anything like what we call “brains.” So a computer could, if the chips were
arranged properly and as complexly, be said to have a “mind” so long as the proper caus-
al relations were obtained.

At this point Block reasons: if the receiving and transmitting of information function of
our neurons could be fulfilled by silicon chips, or any other properly arranged material
structure playing the relevant causal roles, what if we had a huge group of people—the
population of China, for example—and organized them to play the relevant roles of neu-
rons, paralleling the interaction that goes on between them in the brain. They passed in-
formation back and forth, say, via cell phones. Now, say that a robot were made and
hooked up by a radio transmitter to the Chinese. In the literature the robot has been
dubbed, “China Head.” This robot is complex and can receive information sent by the
Chinese. So say that the Chinese have all been given relevant roles or functions to play
such that if the robot gets kicked in the shin this send a signal up to a few hundred thou-
sand Chinese. They call a few hundred thousand other Chinese and relay some relevant
information. Those send signals to a few hundred thousand more Chinese, and ultimately
a signal is sent down to the robot so that it yells “Ouch!”” and rubs its shin. In none of this
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was there anything like a “feeling” of pain. There was also not unified conscious expe-
rience of pain. The qualia, which is a feature of the mind, would be absent.

Another argument is called the Zombie argument—and incidentally all these arguments
against materialist versions of the mind have been developed by atheists—and it states
that it is broadly or logically conceivable that creatures known as Zombies exist. These
creatures, by definition, have no conscious experience. They do not exhibit qualia in a
mind, but they do have a brain. Thus a Zombie could exhibit the same behavioral, physi-
cal, and functional properties as we do yet lack any qualia. There would be no subjective
experience of pain at all, yet the same neural activity would be taking place. This would
mean that qualia would be something additional, over and above, anything physical.

Lastly, Frank Jackson has developed what is called The Knowledge Argument. Simply
put: Say at some point in the future we have a complete physics, such that we know all
there is to know about everything in terms of the laws of physics. Now say that there is a
girl named Mary. Mary is raised in a black and white room and never subjected to a con-
scious experience of red, for example. But Mary is also taught everything there is to
know about the world in terms of a physical picture. So she knows everything there is to
know about colors. She knows that red is caused by light reflecting at 650 nanometers,
this wavelength hits your optic nerves, in turn sending signals into your brain, activating
such and such neurons firing at such and such rate, as well as everything else there is to
know about “red” and the experience of it. Now, after 40 years, Mary is released. Upon
being released she is given a shiny red apple. She sees red for the first time. She now
knows “what it is like” to experience red. This would seem to be a new item of know-
ledge for her. But if it is, and if she knew everything there was to know about physics,
then it would appear that the subjective experience and “felt” quality of seeing red is
something over and above the physical world.

What does the above have to do specifically with Tarico’s claim about explaining Chris-
tian belief? Beliefs fall into the above camp too. For example, beliefs seem to be intrinsi-
cally intentional. Tarico repeatedly shows an ignorance of her own side of the debate. She
pretends to be a knowledgeable scientist giving scientific explanations of events. But |
maintain that she’s not doing that. You see, she appealed to things like “fear” in her anal-
ysis. She appealed to things like “propositional attitudes.” But these things also need to
be given a good old naturalistic reducing!

A complete naturalistic account of Christian belief needs to talk about C-fibers firing at
such and such a rate. This has nothing to do with beliefs or desires. In fact, Tarico should
not even be appealing to those kinds of things since they, if they existed, are reducible to
neurons. The neural structure would be the same, one would think, regardless of the
propositional content associated with it. For example, to explain how an opera singer
shattered the glass when she sang 2+2=4 in a high C is not to appeal at all to the proposi-
tional content of her singing! The glass would have shattered even if she sang 2+2=5.

It’s not even clear to me how Tarico can explain how immaterial things such as proposi-
tional content can cause things to happen in the physical world (like a change in behavior,
etc).
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A complete naturalistic account doesn’t refer to beliefs, religious or otherwise, then. It’s
not that “religion” or “God” caused anything here. And it’s not as if some feature of folk-
psychology (as atheist Paul Churchland called it) labeled “belief” caused Christian con-
version experiences. But when this naturalizing is all done, do we have anything like a
case against Christian “belief”? Religious belief doesn’t cause anything—neural patterns
do. And those patterns seemingly would be the same with our without that attendant
propositional content associated with them. It’s hard to see how Tarico can even avoid
epiphenomenalism—the view that beliefs are causally inefficacious. And | have my
doubts as to whether she even understands any of the implications of her own worldview.
A rigorous and consistent naturalizing of the facts destroys her case, in my opinion. So
when Tarico tries to bring out her big gun called scientific reduction, she behaves just
like a cognitive fundy. She places her entire explanation in the realm of folk psychology.

Thirdly, Tarico admits to a radical relativism, holding a social constructivist approach to
our view of reality (60). This of course means that the truth about Christians and their
beliefs is simply a construction of Tarico’s social circle. Indeed, many have worried that
social constructivism leads to social solipsism (solipsism with a select “we” instead of an
“I,” what we might call solusism!). This claims that the truth about everything and every
other social group is a construct of your own social group. Thus Tarico is really looking
at the constructed beliefs of her own social group through the lens of cognitive science. If
Tarico wants to avoid these absurdities, she needs to detail what her precise views on
these matters are.

When it comes to putting on her philosopher’s cap, Tarico is terribly confused. She says,

Philosophy assumes that if its arguments can be made logic-tight, then it will be
persuasive. It assumes people can be compelled by reason. It assumes that we
make moral decisions by doing some calculus that prioritizes harm avoidance or
the greater good (51).

However, on a/l of these points, the majority of philosophers do not believe these things,
and why would Tarico think they would believe these things? What does she mean by
“logic tight”? A charitable assumption is that she means “logical validity.” But why
would Tarico think a philosopher would claim that a mere valid argument is, ipso facto, a
persuasive argument? At best, an argument that persuades and compels is what philoso-
phers would want to call a cogent argument (cf. A.P. Martinich, Philosophical