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When Steve Hays, Jason Engwer, Paul Manata, and Patrick Chan collaborated to pro-
duce The Infidel Delusion in response to The Christian Delusion (edited by John Lof-
tus), it was my privilege to edit, format, and present the book to the world. Loftus
and his co-contributors were well aware of the existence of The Infidel Delusion and
other similar responses, but one will search in vain to find proof of that in their se-
quel, The End of Christianity. The writers largely ignore evidence presented against
their views in the first book even while professing to be open-minded, genuine skep-
tics. Indeed, their boasts ring hollow when one examines the content of their sequel
and find little response to the numerous arguments levied against their position.

The paucity of such response cannot be because they are unaware of the existence
of works like The Infidel Delusion, for Loftus himself spent several posts on his blog
trying to patch up his arguments after that work was published. Failing to achieve
success on that front, the new atheists seem to have resorted to the old trick of just
ignoring the opposing view.

On one level, therefore, it may be perceived as a chasing after the wind for Steve
Hays and Jason Engwer to return in this follow-up book, The End of Infidelity. To de-
tail with such labor the new (and many repeated old) errors that Loftus and his co-
writers put forth, even as the atheists have refused to address any challenges to
their view, can seem daunting. Yet new atheists will only further marginalize each
other if they continue with hands clasped firmly over eyes and ears, as if the opposi-
tion to their philosophy is not growing.

It is therefore my honor to present another refutation of John Loftus and his cohorts.
[ give you Steve Hays’ and Jason Engwer’s The End of Infidelity. For those unfamiliar
with their previous work, generally Hays and Engwer write separate sections of a
chapter. Because of differences in style between the two authors, each chapter is
divided and the author of the following section indicated with a header. The excep-
tions are chapters 7, 12, and 14, which are written solely by Hays and therefore con-
tain no division. In addition to the responses, several articles are contained in the
appendices at the end of the book. The last two appendices were penned by Eng-
wer; all others by Hays.

— Peter Pike



Introductions

Steve Hays

Preliminaries

Before delving into the particulars, I'd like to make a general observation. The con-
tributors to TEC proudly view themselves as “skeptics.” Ironically, this self-image
disarms their critical judgment. No one is more easily fooled than someone who as-
sumes he’s foolproof. It’s a recipe for confirmation bias. His skeptical self-image
leads him to let his guard down, to credulously accept whatever his fellow skeptics
say, to default to one-sided “skeptical” literature rather than conducting indepen-
dent research and reviewing both sides of the argument. A professed skeptic doesn’t
take basic intellectual precautions because he’s already convinced himself that he
can’t be hoodwinked, unlike those gullible Christians.

Introduction

Loftus thanks Carrier for “peer reviewing” TEC. Why he thinks any reasonable per-
son is taken in by this charade of in-house “peer review” already tells you something
about the self-delusive nature of infidelity.

In the introduction, Loftus tries, once more, to shore up the Outsider Test for Faith
(OTF).

[) Loftus says

According to conclusive scientific studies in this area of research, we believe
what we prefer to be true. Once our minds are made up, it is very hard to
change them. We seek to justify our decisions, especially the costly ones in
terms of commitment, money, effort, time, and inconvenience (18).

[ appreciate Loftus’ candid diagnosis of how atheists think.
II) Loftus says

Most importantly, the problem of who has the burden of proof will have been
resolved as well. For then it’s agreed that the person with the burden of proof
is the one making an extraordinary claim about supernatural beings and
forces... (17-18)

By casting the issue in such tendentious terms, Loftus put his thumb on the scales.
Whether claims about supernatural forces or beings are “extraordinary” is a pre-
judicial characterization. That's hardly “impartial.” That’s not something Loftus is
entitled to stipulate.
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[1T) Loftus says

The whole reason Christians object to the OTF is because they intuitively
know their faith will not pass the test, though this tacitly concedes the whole
argument (16).

To the contrary, the fact that Loftus must default to naturalism tacitly concedes the
whole argument going into the debate.

IV) Loftus says

Christians confronted with this scientific data usually proceed with the all too
familiar “You Too” (tu quoque) informal fallacy, saying, “Hey, cognitive dis-
sonance theory applies to you, too” (18-19).

What makes Loftus think the tu quoque is fallacious? Did he read that on the Inter-
net?

Isn’t the tu quoque just a type of argument from analogy? Does he think arguments
from analogy are inherently fallacious? While particular instances of the tu quoque
can be fallacious, it’s hard to see how that type of argument can be fallacious, unless
you think the argument from analogy is a fallacious type of argument. Is that what
Loftus is alleging? Does he even know what he’s talking about?

V) Loftus says

To the outsider, the sciences are the paragon of knowledge...The only true
outsider position is agnosticism, which I've called the default position-as
such, it is the neutral point of view. An agnostic as defined here in this in-
stance is one who is skeptical of all metaphysical claims...All metaphysical
claims must pass the OTF before we should believe them (15).

1) Even if we accept his hyperbolic claim that scientific knowledge is the paragon of
knowledge, that doesn’t create any presumption against theism or the paranormal.l

2) Loftus has a hopelessly naive view of scientific realism. For scientific realism is
not metaphysically neutral. To the contrary, scientific realism is up to its eyeballs in
metascientific presuppositions. Let’s spell this out:

i) The existence of the external world.

There’s a physical world, which is ontologically independent of the observer.

1 Cf. ]. Hannam, The Genesis of Science: How the Christian Middle Ages Launched the Scientific Revolu-
tion (Regnery 2011);R. Sheldrake, The Science Delusion: Freeing the Spirit of Enquiry (Coronet 2012).
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[ronically, this bedrock presupposition is called into question by quantum mechan-
ics, which seems to suggest that observables are dependent on observers.2 That
seems counterintuitive, but quantum mechanics is notoriously counterintuitive.

ii) The regularity of nature

Nature is cyclical. The same causes yield the same effects.

iii) The general reliability of induction

The future generally resembles the past. Nature is predictable.

iv) The general intelligibility of nature

v) The general reliability of the senses

vi) The general reliability of the mind (or brain) to interpret sensory input.

vii) The adequacy of mathematics to describe nature

viii) Appearances correspond to reality

ix) Scientific theories accurately describe or successfully refer to the natural world.

Needless to say, Loftus hasn’t begun to argue for a single one of these metascientific
presuppositions.

3) Even if, for the sake of argument, we affirm scientific realism, that doesn’t exist in
a vacuum. For the presuppositions which undergird scientific realism are arguably
theological presuppositions.3

Loftus not only needs to justify his metascientific presuppositions, but he needs to
justify each and every one of them on purely secular grounds.

4) W. V. Quine was an eminent philosopher who attempted, as far as possible, to re-
duce philosophy to science. Ironically, this circled back on itself, resulting in a deep-
ly skeptical view of scientific knowledge.

It would address the question of how we, physical denizens of the physical
world, can have projected our scientific theory of that whole world from our
meager contacts with it; from the mere impacts of rays and particles on our

2 D. Mermin, “Is the moon there when nobody looks? Reality and the Quantum Theory,” Physics Today
(April 1985), 38-47; http://tinyurl.com/3kyvmkk
3 Cf. Del Ratsch, “Humanness in Their Hearts”; http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2006/11/where-

science-and-religion-fuse.html
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surfaces and a few odds and ends such as the strain of walking uphill.

There is a puzzle here. Global stimuli are private: each is a temporally or-
dered set of some one individual’s receptors. Their perceptual similarity, in
part innate and in part modeled by experience, is private as well. Whence
then this coordination of behavior across the tribe?4

The sensory atomist was motivated, I say, by his appreciation that any infor-
mation about the world is channeled to us through the sensory surfaces of
our bodies; but this motivation remained obscure to him. It was obscured by
his concern to justify our knowledge of the external world. The justification
would be vitiated by circularity if sensory surfaces and external impacts on
nerve endings had to be appealed to at the outset of the justification.

There is much clarity to be gained by dropping the project of justifying our
knowledge of the external world but continuing to investigate the relation of
that knowledge to its sensory evidence. Obscurity about the nature of the
given, or epistemic priority, is then dissipated by talking frankly of the trig-
gering of nerve endings. We then find ourselves engaged in an internal ques-
tion within the framework of natural science. There are these impacts of mo-
lecules and light rays upon our sensory receptors, and there is all this output
on our part of scientific discourse about sticks, stones, planets, numbers, mo-
lecules, light rays, and, indeed, sensory receptors; and then we pose the prob-
lem of linking that input causally and logically to that output.

Much as I admire [David] Lewis’s reduction, however, it is not for me. My
own line is a yet more sweeping structuralism, applying to concrete and ab-
stract objects indiscriminately. I base it, paradoxically as this may seem, on a
naturalistic approach to epistemology. Natural science tells us that our ongo-
ing cognitive access to the world around us is limited to meager channels.
There is the triggering of our sensory receptors by the impact of molecules
and light rays. Also there is the difference in muscular effort sensed in walk-
ing up or down hill. What more? Even the notion of a cat, let alone a class or
number, is a human artifact, rooted in innate predisposition and cultural tra-
dition. The very notion of an object at all, concrete or abstract, is a human
contribution, a feature of our inherited apparatus for organizing the amorph-
ous welter of neural input.

The conclusion is that there can be no evidence for one ontology as over
against another, so long anyway as we can express a one-to-one correlation
between them. Save the structure and you save all. Certainly we are depen-

4W. V. Quine, From Stimulus to Science (Harvard 1999), 16,20.
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dent on a familiar ontology of middle-sized bodies for the inception of reifica-
tion, on the part both of the individual and of the race; but once we have an
ontology, we can change it with impunity.

This global ontological structuralism may seem abruptly at odds with real-
ism, let alone naturalism. It would seem even to undermine the ground on
which I rested it: my talk of impacts of light rays and molecules on nerve end-
ings. Are these rays, molecules, and nerve endings themselves not disquali-
fied now as mere figments of an empty structure?>

Naturalism itself is what saves the situation. Naturalism looks only to natural
science, however, fallible, for an account of what there is and what what
there is does. Science ventures its tentative answers in man-made concepts,
perforce, couched in man-made language, but we can ask no better. The very
notion of object, or of one and many, is indeed as parochially human as the
parts of speech; to ask what reality is really like, however, apart from human
categories, is self-stultifying. It is like asking how long the Nile really is, apart
from parochial matters of miles or meters. Positivists were right in branding
such metaphysics as meaningless.

So far as evidence goes, then, our ontology is neutral. Nor let us imagine
beyond it some inaccessible reality. The very terms ‘thing’ and ‘exist’ and
‘real,’ after all, make no sense apart from human conceptualization. Asking af-
ter the thing in itself apart from human conceptualization, is like asking how
long the Nile really is, apart from our parochial miles or kilometers.

So it seems best for present purposes to construe the subject’s stimulus on a
given occasion simply as his global neural intake on that occasion. But I shall
refer to it only as neural intake, not stimulus, for other notions of stimulus
are wanted in other studies, particularly where different subjects are to get
the same stimulus. Neural intake is private, for subjects do not share recep-
tors.

But in contrast to the privacy of neural intakes, and the privacy of their per-
ceptual similarity, observation sentences and their semantics are a public
matter, since the child has to learn these from her elders. Her learning then
depends indeed both on the public currency of the observation sentences
and on a preestablished harmony of people’s private scales of perceptual si-
milarity.

5ibid. 405.
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These reflections on ontology are a salutary reminder that the ultimate data
of science are limited to our neural intake, and that the very notion of object,
concrete or abstract, is of our own making, along with the rest of natural
science and mathematics.®

VI) Loftus says

Nonetheless, this objection confuses a set of religious beliefs with a total
worldview (11).

But as we just saw, science is not worldview-invariant. Science is underwritten by
metaphysical, indeed, theological, presuppositions.

VII) Loftus says
If our parents said something was true, then we believed it as children (10).

Parenting would be so much simpler if only that were so. Clearly, Loftus doesn’t
have much experience in that department.

VIII) Loftus says

Another objection to the OTF is that it should equally be applied to morali-
ty...Carrier argues in the last chapter that moral facts exist and that science
can find them, while Eller, a cultural anthropologist, had argued instead in
favor of cultural relativism. In neither case do their views on morality under-
cut the OTF... (11).

1) We'd only have an obligation to take the OTF in case we have epistemic duties,
and we’d only have epistemic duties in case we have moral duties. Epistemic duties
are a subset of moral duties.

But if moral relativism is correct, then we have no moral obligation to be honest or
intellectually responsible-even assuming the OTF is otherwise valid.

2) And appealing to Carrier’s failed attempt to defend secular ethics is a nonstarter.
As we shall see, Carrier unwittingly illustrated the inability of atheism to underwrite
objective moral norms.

[X) Loftus says

One thing we can all agree upon is that we want to be happy. The need for
happiness drives all our moral values... (12).

6 W. V. Quine, Confessions of a Confirmed Extentionalist (Harvard 2008), 328, 402-403, 405, 416, 463-
464,471.
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1) Indeed, even a sadist can agree with that. A sadist wants to be happy. Torturing
men, women, children, and animals makes him happy. That drives his moral values.

2) Conversely, atheism is depressing. Just ask Woody Allen. Or the antinatalist.
Therefore, if you want to be happy, don’t be an atheist. In particular, don’t be an ep-
istemically self-conscious atheist.

X) Loftus says

This, then, if anything, is the basis for our choosing which moral values pro-
duce the most good for the most people (12).

1) That's a utilitarian slogan. If Loftus is a utilitarian, then he needs to argue for utili-
tarian ethics. He needs to identify which version of utilitarian ethics he espouses,
and he needs to defend his position against stock criticisms of utilitarian ethics.”

2) A little earlier in the same paragraph (see IX above), we had Loftus endorsing he-
donism. But hedonism and utilitarianism can easily come into conflict. Suppose
what makes me happy comes at the expense of others? What makes me happy
doesn’t make you happy. What makes you happy doesn’t make me happy.

XI) Loftus says

...Then the religionists can use the same epistemology to defend their own
faiths... (14).

That’s simple-minded.

1) There is no general presumption against supernatural explanations. At that level,
there’s no antecedent bias against the miraculous claims, if any, of rival religions.

2) However, that doesn’t mean every miraculous claim enjoys the same initial sta-
tus. We can still judge on a case-by-case basis. We can also judge based on the gen-
eral credibility (or lack thereof) of rival religions.

Reported miracles aren’t born equal. It depends on the reporter, as well as the cha-
racter of the miracle. Is it meaningful? Purposeful? Or just something weird for the
sake of weirdness?

Besides, the few miracles attributed to the angel showed a certain mental
disorder, like the blind man who didn't recover his sight but grew three new
teeth, or the paralytic who didn't get to walk but almost won the lottery, and
the leper whose sores sprouted sunflowers. Those consolation miracles,

7 E. g. http://www.mindspring.com/~mfpatton/Tissues.htm
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which were more like mocking fun, had already ruined the angel's reputation
when the woman who had been changed into a spider finally crushed him
completely.8

XII) Loftus says

If nonbelievers are to take the OTF, then Christians need to tell us what an
outsider perspective for us would be...The problem is that there just isn’t any
worthy religious contender from out of the myriad number of religions that
can be considered from an outsider perspective for nonbelievers (14).

1) Of course, for Loftus to say there aren’t any worthy contenders is a backdoor ad-
mission that he’s put his thumb on the scales. That’s not a “neutral” starting-point.

2) An outsider standpoint relative to atheism needn’t be religious. For instance, not
prejudging what'’s extraordinary is one alternative.

It's not as if we were born with innate knowledge of the history of the universe. We
don’t know in advance what has happened, will happen, or can happen. That’s some-
thing we can only learn through observation, revelation, or testimony.

XIII) Loftus says

There seems to be some moral values that human beings all share irrespec-
tive of their religious beliefs...one problem in subjecting moral values to the
same skepticism demanded of religious faiths is that we need common
shared moral values to live our lives in our respective cultures (12).

1) This fails to distinguish between objective moral norms and moral beliefs. The
fact that a group of people may share the same values doesn’t make those values ob-
jectively true. That could just be a “language game” or type of social etiquette, like
dress codes or table manners.

2) One way to help everyone get along is to eradicate the nonconformists. If atheists
can’t stand Christians, and Christians outhumber atheists, then atheism is a threat to

the social fabric.

So perhaps we should have an annual hunting season to hunt down infidels. That
would also be good for the taxidermist industry.

I'm just trying to alleviate Loftus’ concerns about the breakdown of the social order.

8 G. Marquez, “A very old man with enormous wings,” http://salvoblue.homestead.com/wings.html
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XIV) Loftus says

While philosophers debate the minutia of what makes science science,
science proceeds to deliver the goods... (14-15).

Apparently, Loftus is utterly ignorant about longstanding debates over scientific
progress.?

XV) Loftus says

The OTF does not entail such radical skepticism. We have more than enough
evidence to conclude the existence of the material world is far more probable
than any proposed alternative-which is why we think it exists (16).

1) There is no direct or independent evidence for the existence of the material
world. Any evidentiary appeals will be circular.

2) But assuming it does exist, that’s a metaphysical claim. And it’s not a metaphysi-
cal claim which science can test. To the contrary, that’s a metascientific presupposi-
tion which science must postulate to do science in the first place.

3) Moreover, science itself raises questions about the existence of the material
world, viz. quantum mechanics.

XVI) Loftus says

Otherwise there are billions of rational non-Christians who were raised in
different cultures who could not believe by virtue of the fact that they were
born as outsiders and will subsequently be condemned to hell...let [Chris-
tians] admit that God is allowing people born into non-Christian cultures to
be condemned to hell merely by virtue of the fact that they were born as out-
siders into different religious cultures (16-17).

i) Actually, many people are born outside the pale of the gospel, born to live and die
in ignorance, because they already stand condemned. That’s symptomatic of God'’s
preemptory judgment.

Sinners aren’t damned because they refuse to believe a gospel they never heard. Ra-
ther, sinners are condemned because they are sinners. Rejecting the gospel is an ag-
gravating circumstance, not a necessary condition.

Loftus says
And let Christians stop all cross-cultural, missionary-evangelistic work, too...
(17).

9 http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/scientific-progress
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That’s a non sequitur. If “outsiders” respond to the gospel, that goes to show you
that they are God'’s elect.

XVIII) Loftus says

Christian, the mental pain you may feel as you read this book is called cogni-
tive dissonance (18).

Actually, what I feel when I read this book is more like watching a Pink Panther
movie. Like Inspector Clouseau, there’s a conspicuous gap between the self-image of
the contributors and the actual level of their performance. And the comic element
lies in drastic difference between what the character perceives about himself and
what the viewer perceives about the character. Clouseau is oblivious to the drama-
tic irony, much like the contributors to this book.

XVIII) Loftus says,
We simply cannot turn back the hands of time and become Amish (15).
[ wasn’t planning to. However, it’s not as if the Amish are fictional characters.
XIX) Loftus says
Skepticism is an adult attitude for arriving at the truth (13).
That fails to draw a rudimentary distinction between rational and irrational skeptic-

ism. Skepticism is not an adult attitude-skepticism is a demented attitude. The men-
tal ward is full of skeptics. Delusive paranoia.

Jason Engwer

What world are John Loftus and his colleagues living in? Loftus writes:
In my world, miracles do not happen. What world are you living in?...

If in our world miracles do not happen, then they did not happen in first-
century Palestine, either. (TEC, 79-80)

In the previous book in Loftus' series, other contributors made similar comments:

He [David Hume] is merely appealing to what everyone knows: the frequent
reports of the extraordinary we hear from UFO abductees, Loch Ness Mon-
ster fans, people who see ghosts or claim psychic powers, always seem to
turn out to be bunk upon examination. Ask Joe Nickell. Ask James Randi. Ask
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the evangelical stage magician Andre Kole, who exposed Filipino "psychic
surgeons." (Robert Price, TCD, 277)

See, also, Richard Carrier's comments on page 292 of that same book. In the sequel,
we get more of the same: see pages 265, 277, 307, and 312-313, for example. Matt
McCormick asks:

If these things [paranormal phenomena] are real and are so common, then
where are they and why can we not find any better evidence in their favor
than the passionate testimonials of unscientific converts? Do the demons and
miracles only manifest themselves when there are no credible witnesses or
skeptics present? (213)

Two of the most prominent leaders of early Christianity, James and Paul, were crit-
ics of the religion who claimed to see Jesus risen from the dead.1? Similar scenarios
have been documented in the modern world. Craig Keener notes that people fre-
quently convert to Christianity on the basis of modern miracle accounts, including
their own experience of a miracle or the experience of somebody they know well.11

Paranormal phenomena often occur in the presence of credible and skeptical wit-
nesses in non-Christian circles as well:

Those séances [involving Eusapia Palladino] led to the publication of a mas-
sive, graphically detailed account of eleven sessions with Eusapia, conducted
by three very experienced researchers. That report describes, play by play,
what happened during the séances, and perhaps most important, it docu-
ments how the investigators were all reluctantly converted to a belief in the
genuineness of Eusapia's phenomena....

Since the earliest days of the British SPR [Society for Psychical Research],
many of its influential members had been reluctant to deal seriously with the
physical phenomena of spiritualism....

Eventually, the SPR felt pressured to respond, and so they assembled a team
of their most experienced, highly skilled, and skeptical investigators to study
Eusapia one more time, apparently with the aim of justifying the Society's
negative assessment of the medium. Indeed, it seems that the SPR officers
and investigators all expected to find nothing but fraud when they tested
Eusapia. The members of this team were the Hon. Everard Feilding,
Hereward Carrington, and W.W. Baggally. Feilding had already detected
numerous fraudulent mediums and claimed to be a complete skeptic.

10 On the significance of James' conversion, see http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2010/11/review-of-
michael-liconas-resurrection 17.html; on Paul’s, see http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2009/07 /pauls-
conversion.html.

11 e.g, Miracles, Vol. 1 (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2011), 265, 277, 284, 286, 289, 297
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Carrington was an amateur magician who had recently published a book,
three-fourths of which was devoted to the analysis of fraudulent
mediumship. And Baggally was a skilled conjuror who "claimed to have
investigated almost every medium in Britain since Home without finding one
who was genuine."...

Despite the rigid controls and good light, many impressive phenomena
occurred during the eleven séances. In fact, the table levitated completely so
many times that the experimenters eventually tired of that effect and asked
Eusapia to produce something else. Moreover, many impressive things
happened even while experimenters virtually draped themselves all over
Eusapia....After the séances had ended, Baggally itemized and counted all the
phenomena reported. He concluded, "Eusapia was not detected in fraud in
any one of the 470 phenomena that took place at the eleven séances."...

Far more riveting, however, are the reflections of the investigators written
after each session with Eusapia. They document, with great candor, the
intellectual struggle each investigator experienced as he reluctantly came to
believe that Eusapia's phenomena were genuine. Skeptical accusations of
favorable experimenter bias in this case would be outrageous.?

The contributors to TCD and TEC sometimes appeal to sources like James Randi to
support their naturalistic view of the modern world (TCD, 277; TEC, n. 19 on 398).13
Such reliance on Randi is precarious. In the words of Michael Sudduth, a philoso-
pher who's studied paranormal phenomena, "Randi? Surely you jest."1* We dis-
cussed some of the problems with an appeal to Randi in TID (142-143). It takes
more than appealing to people like Randi to explain the best paranormal cases.

The problem isn't just that Loftus and his colleagues have no explanation. They
demonstrate no familiarity with even the general outlines of the evidence, and they
make claims that are easily shown to be false. They're at least ignorant, if not dis-
honest, in their treatments.

We've already recommended some resources on modern paranormal phenomena,
above and in TID. I'll mention a few more at this point.

Stephen Braude recently gave a lecture in which he discussed two of the most signif-
icant paranormal cases in modern times, the mediumship of Daniel Home and the

12 Stephen Braude, The Gold Leaf Lady (Chicago, Illinois: The University of Chicago Press, 2007), 47-
49,51

13 See, as well, Matt McCormick's recommendation of "any of James Randi's books" near the end of a
May 8, 2010 interview found at http://www.blogtalkradio.com/thinkatheist/2011/05/09/think-
atheist-radio-show-episode-7-dr-matt-mccormick-may-8-2011. He was recommending books on
critical thinking in the context of analyzing supernatural claims. See, also, Victor Stenger's citation of
Randi's work in Physics And Psychics (Buffalo, New York: Prometheus Books, 1990), 154.

14 http://triablogue.blogspot.com /2007 /02 /dark-side.html
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photographic phenomena produced by Ted Serios.1> In the lecture, he outlines some
of the principles involved in analyzing the evidence for paranormal phenomena, and
he discusses some of the evidence skeptics have failed to explain in cases like the
two I've mentioned above. Craig Keener, a New Testament scholar I cited earlier,
recently completed a book on the historicity of miracles. The book addresses both
ancient and modern miracles, and he discussed the subject with another New Tes-
tament scholar in a recent interview.1¢ Regarding experimental evidence for the pa-
ranormal, see the discussion between Rupert Sheldrake and Richard Wiseman on
the March 8, 2010 Skeptiko webcast.1” See, also, Stanley Krippner and Harris L.
Friedman, edd., Debating Psychic Experience (Santa Barbara, California: Praeger,
2010).

John Loftus tells us, "the sciences are the paragon of knowledge...Show me the expe-
riment, and the argument is over." (TEC, 15) That standard has been met. Loftus
should abandon his rejection of the paranormal, since some paranormal phenomena
have been demonstrated in a scientific experiment. But it's more likely that he'll
change his standard, as other critics of the paranormal have done.18

Nobody familiar with the sort of evidence I've mentioned above should be per-
suaded by the facile naturalistic claims made by Loftus and his colleagues. Their as-
sumption of a naturalistic modern world, for which they offer nothing approaching a
convincing argument, is highly dubious.

The most significant attempt to support their perspective is found in Victor Sten-
ger's chapter in TEC. But that chapter is about evidence for an afterlife, not evidence
for the supernatural in general. And, as we'll see when we review that chapter, even
Stenger's treatment of that one aspect of the paranormal is inadequate.

In TID, we noted that Loftus and his colleagues hadn't handled the subject of mod-
ern miracles well. There isn't much of an improvement in TEC. The same can be said
of a lot of other problems with TCD. Like its predecessor, TEC doesn't interact much
with conservative scholarship (or moderate or liberal scholarship in some cases) on
issues like Biblical authorship and the textual transmission of the New Testament.
The patristic evidence is frequently neglected, even where there's a vast amount of
it and it's highly relevant to the assertions being made by the authors of TEC. Corro-
boration of early Christian claims from non-Christian sources is likewise neglected.
Prophecy fulfillment and eyewitness testimony, two lines of evidence frequently ap-
pealed to by the Bible itself, receive little attention. And so on.

15 http: //www.youtube.com /watch?v=V34EjMHzTk

16 http://apologetics315.blogspot.com/2011/04/question-of-miracles-interview-with.html

17 http: //www.skeptiko.com /rupert-sheldrake-and-richard-wiseman-clash /

18 [n addition to the discussion between Rupert Sheldrake and Richard Wiseman cited above, see
pages 57-58, 61-62, 114, 182, and 213 of the book I cited afterward.
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[ suspect that even many skeptics will think that TEC overreaches at points. The au-
thors of TEC who also contributed to TCD don't seem to have learned much from
their experiences with the previous book. I'll give a few examples.

Despite his education, his experience as a pastor, and decades of studying Christiani-
ty, Loftus continues to pose ridiculous objections that he ought to have abandoned
long ago. He suggests that Christians think that people in non-Christian cultures go
to Hell "merely" because they were born in the wrong place (16-17). He tells us,
without demonstrating it, that historians can't detect miracles (80) and that they
"must assume a natural cause for events in history" (81). There's "simply no way"
we can know that God raised Jesus from the dead "with the historical tools available
to us" (80). He tells us that "extraordinary claims" must be "what science considers
naturally possible" in order to be acceptable (81). Is he saying that supernatural
events must be natural in order for him to believe that the events occurred? That
doesn't make sense. On the next page, he tells us that he'll accept a historical argu-
ment for a miracle if there's "a ton of evidence" (82). Elsewhere, he tells us that he'd
need "a lot" of evidence to believe that a supernatural event occurred (14). But if
historians and others who are studying history can't detect the supernatural, and a
claimed event must be considered natural by science in order for Loftus to believe
that the event occurred, then how can there be "a ton of evidence" or "a lot" of it that
would convince him that a supernatural event occurred in history? He repeatedly
suggests that an absence of faith among ancient Israelites and other non-Christians
proves that there isn't enough evidence for Christianity, since sufficient evidence
would have produced faith (80, 101). Yet, he doesn't conclude that there must be
insufficient evidence for his own beliefs when people disagree with him. Loftus fre-
quently makes these kinds of claims that are highly unclear and misleading at best.
More likely, the claims are self-contradictory.

Richard Carrier tells us that "we find no evidence that any Christian convert did any
fact-checking before converting or even would have done so" (62). Note that he
claims that we have no reason to think that these people were even interested in
evidence. He tells us that "every third-person account of conversions" (62) has the
fideistic quality he describes. It doesn't take much reading of the New Testament
and patristic literature to see that Carrier is wrong.

In a chapter on Jesus' resurrection, Robert Price tells us that he's assuming a high
view of the historicity of the gospels for the sake of argument. He then claims that,
even when such an assumption is granted, the Swoon Theory and other alternatives
to Jesus' resurrection have "not the least improbability" (222) and cause "no prob-
lem at all" (232). He says there's "no need to posit special circumstances or to mul-
tiply hypotheses" (232). He tells us that the gospels probably originally taught that
Jesus didn't die on the cross (223). If the absurdity of those claims isn't apparent to
you already, it should be after you read our review of Price's chapter.
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The authors of TEC repeatedly cite ancient extra-Biblical texts as if they know what
those texts originally said.l® Yet, they keep casting doubt on the reliability of the
New Testament text20, which is supported by much better evidence.

The examples above are just several of many more that could be cited. And consider
the context in which those errors are occurring. Most of the authors of TEC have a
doctorate in some relevant field. They had a long time to think about their argu-
ments, before producing the book and while it was being put together. TEC isn't
their first book against Christianity. They had many opportunities to learn from past
mistakes. Much of what they get wrong in TEC was corrected previously, by review-
ers and others, in response to TCD and in other contexts. Loftus and Carrier were
editing and "peer reviewing" (9) the other authors' contributions. They were giving
each other feedback along the way. At least some of them have been studying Chris-
tianity and related issues for decades, often in an academic setting. Think of how
many authors are involved in these books and the help they've received from their
publisher and individuals who reviewed their material prior to its publication.
They've been marketing TCD and TEC with descriptions like "perhaps the most de-
finitive refutation of Christianity yet in print", "tour de force", "awesome", "arguably
the best critique of the Christian faith the world has ever known...this book com-
pletely destroys Christianity", "Loftus and his friends annihilate the Christian Go-
liath", "the first book I give to anyone who wants to understand why I am no longer
a Christian", "the sharpest set of intellectual criticisms [of Christianity] found under
the cover of a single volume", and "This book should win the game: Christianity, it's
strike three and you are out!"2! In that sort of context, wouldn't you expect a much

better book?

Like its predecessor and like Loftus' work in general, TEC is far more about the au-
thors' objections to Christianity than how they explain the evidence for the religion.
The book is somewhat good at offering the former, but poor at addressing the latter.
It's no wonder Loftus and his colleagues consider Christianity "wildly improbable”
(104) when they're engaging in such a one-sidedly incomplete calculation of the
odds. The same approach could be reversed. Loftus' "smorgasbord” (76) of objec-
tions to Christianity, accompanied by such an inadequate treatment of the evidence
for the religion, could be replaced by a lengthy list of objections to his belief system
and a similar neglect of the evidence he would cite in support of it. It's not difficult to
give a belief system a surface-level appearance of being wildly improbable under
those circumstances. If TCD and TEC present the best arguments against Christiani-
ty, as some of the endorsers have suggested, then the end of infidelity is more ap-
propriate than the end of Christianity.

1956, 60,113, 194, 199-200, 229, 234-235, 276

20109,115-116,128,n.12 on 399

21 http://richardcarrier.blogspot.com/2010/04 /christian-delusion.html;
http://richardcarrier.blogspot.com/2011/07 /end-of-christianity.html; inside and back cover en-
dorsements of TCD and TEC
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Steve Hays

I) How Eller’s chapter is supposed to support the main thesis of the book is hard to
tell. Even if we accept his Darwinian analogy, the fact that, according to him, Chris-
tianity is highly adaptable in time and place hardly suggests the end of Christianity
is coming anytime soon. To the contrary, that suggests Christianity is here to stay.
It's an exceptionally survivable, time-tested religion.

II) On p29, Eller rehashes the pop stock narrative of Bart Ehrman and Elaine Pagels
about lost gospels and lost Christianities. He shows no awareness of, much less re-
sponsible interaction with, the evangelical counterargument.22

Like other contributors to TEC, Eller is simply playing to the galleries. TEC is a pep
talk for fellow infidels. Telling the faithful faithless what they want to hear.

But suppose we play along with this urban legend for the sake of argument. Suppose
the NT apocrypha had just as much or more right to be in the NT canon as the books
sanctioned by the church. What would that admission accomplish for the sake of
atheism?

The NT apocrypha also contain miracles. The NT apocrypha depict Jesus as a divine
or supernatural figure.

True, the NT apocrypha are sometimes heretical, but how is that relevant to athe-
ism? What atheism finds fundamentally objectionable about Christianity is not
Christian orthodoxy but Christian supernaturalism.

[IT) On p30, Eller claims Paul had no knowledge of the historical Jesus. Once more,
he ignores (probably through self-reinforcing ignorance) scholarship to the con-
trary.23

IV) Eller says

Paul’s main contribution was the creation of what Robert Wright in a cagey
recent article called “a good Jesus,” a gentle teacher whose only “doctrine”
was “love”... (30).

One wonders if Eller has even read the Pauline Epistles. This characterization disre-
gards the role of penal substitution and eschatological judgment in Pauline Christol-

ogy.

22 E.g. http://www.denverseminary.edu/article/beyond-belief-the-secret-gospel-of-thomas/;
http://ehrmanproject.com/more-resources
23 E.g. D. Wenham, Paul: Follower of Jesus or Founder of Christianity? (Eerdmans 1995).
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V) He also classifies anything that calls itself Christian as Christian. But, of course,
Christians distinguish Christianity from the cults.

Jason Engwer

A lot of what we wrote in response to David Eller's first chapter in TCD is applicable
to his first chapter in TEC. His view of Christianity hasn't developed much. He's criti-
cal of the evolution of Christianity, but his thinking on these issues would benefit
from some evolution.

Differences among forms of professing Christianity don't prove that there isn't one
form or group of forms that's true. Eller is mistaken when he claims that such diver-
sity "does undermine any possible claim of uniqueness or truth in Christianity" (25).
Let's say that denominations A, B, and C disagree with each other on some issues.
And they've each changed their views over time on issues X, Y, and Z. Does it follow
that none of those denominations can represent a unique or true form of Christiani-
ty? No, nor does it even follow that they aren't all sufficiently unique and true. If
they agree on a core set of beliefs that are true, and the issues they've changed their
mind about over time are inessential, what do their external and internal inconsis-
tencies on lesser matters prove? If church A has been consistent on essential issues,
while churches B and C haven’t been, how is church A thereby invalidated? Or if all
three have been inconsistent or have been consistently wrong, how does it follow
that what was taught by Jesus and the apostles is wrong? Eller isn't connecting the
dots. Rather, he's presenting a large amount of data and some conclusions he draws
from the data, but without connecting the two.

Any movement that exists in this world is going to be "secular, worldly, changing,
and evolving to adjust to social circumstances" (23-24) to some extent. Why should
we think that's objectionable? This is, after all, a world that God created. And if He
intends that Christianity be lived out in this world, then not every form of interac-
tion with the world, change, etc. is going to be inappropriate. It's hardly scandalous
if a Christian wears blue jeans rather than a tunic, uses a cell phone, or has to take
some time and effort to discern what he should think about embryonic stem cell re-
search, a new economic theory, or the implications of some aspect of Trinitarian
theology. Different professing Christians will reach different conclusions on such
issues, and that, too, is hardly scandalous. Some of the people involved in something
like a dispute over Trinitarianism may be wrong, but the existence of such disputes
doesn't prove that Christianity itself is at fault. Christianity doesn't have to provide
every answer in order to provide some, and it doesn't have to produce maximal clar-
ity and unity in every circumstance in order to produce sufficient clarity and unity.
The characteristics of professing Christianity that Eller cites, as if they're problemat-
ic, would only be problematic under some circumstances, and the degree to which
they're problematic will vary from one case to another. Eller doesn't say much about
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such distinctions. The reader has to connect the dots or, in the case of more discern-
ing readers, recognize that there is no connection.

Eller's argument is as stale as it is wrong. Celsus objected to the diversity of Chris-
tianity in the second century (Origen, Against Celsus, 3:10-12), as have many other
critics of the religion since then. Origen made some of the same observations in re-
sponse to Celsus that a Christian today could put forward in response to Eller. But
Eller doesn't seem to have learned much from what Christians have already said in
response to arguments like his. Maybe that's because he doesn't have much familiar-
ity with the responses.

He cites the often-repeated claim that there are tens of thousands of Christian de-
nominations in the world (24). A lot of numbers have been circulating over the
years, some far larger than others, and the issue often comes up in disputes between
Roman Catholics and Protestants. Eric Svendsen and James White, for example, have
replied to the Catholic citation of such numbers.2# The large number Eller cites is
produced by classifying even minor differences as constituting a separate denomi-
nation. The Roman Catholic Church, for example, is divided up into hundreds of de-
nominations by the source Eller cites. Two governmentally independent Baptist
churches that agree on every or almost every issue would be considered two differ-
ent denominations. Eller's number wouldn't seem nearly as significant to his read-
ers if he provided such details. But he doesn't. Instead, he lets his readers fill in a lot
of the blanks for themselves, banking on the fact that they'll fill in the blanks with a
lot of false assumptions.

He takes a step in the right direction when he mentions that there are "some fifty
sects of Methodism alone" (24), but he doesn't explain how minor the differences
can be that qualify a group as a separate sect. He doesn't acknowledge the insignific-
ance of the number of denominations he cites, even though some readers may real-
ize its insignificance when they see his comment about Methodism.

Eller gives us a tour through church history to illustrate how Christianity has
evolved over time. But it's a largely lopsided tour that ignores a lot of what's good in
church history while highlighting the bad.

He explains that Christianity was "born in a moment of cultural crisis", namely "the
conquest of Palestine by the Romans, and before that the introduction of Greek or
Hellenistic culture" (28). He says that the background Christianity came out of is
similar to the backgrounds of other movements. But given how broad his terms are,
so what? Many things can be called a "crisis", and a world so large, with so many
people in it, will frequently have circumstances in place that could be cited as the
background that allegedly gave birth to a movement. If something like the Roman
conquest is responsible for the rise of Christianity, then to what extent is it respon-

24 Eric Svendsen, Upon This Sllppery Rock (AmltyVllle New York, Calvary Press, 2002), 58-64;
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sible? The significance of the Roman conquest in this context depends on the degree
to which it was a factor. As with so many other issues, Eller doesn't go into much de-
tail, but instead lets his readers fill in the blanks. The crisis Eller cites in this case is
so vague as to span multiple centuries. Even if Christianity arose in circumstances
similar to those surrounding other movements, sometimes only vaguely similar, it
doesn't follow that nothing supernatural was involved. If God is acting in response
to common human problems, then we'd expect much of Christianity's background to
be common.

But there are uncommon elements as well, and discussing the common ones doesn't
address those that are uncommon. It's doubtful that Eller knows much about the
evidence for Christianity. Other contributors to these books, like Richard Carrier
and Robert Price, address issues like Jesus' resurrection while Eller says little or
nothing about those issues. If people like Carrier and Price are wrong, as they are,
then Eller's highlighting of the more common aspects of Christianity is insufficient.

In a ridiculous paragraph about the Biblical canon, Eller refers to how books were
"voted out", mentions documents like the Gospel of Judas and the Apocalypse of Pe-
ter as if their credibility is comparable to that of the canonical books, and cites the
work of Elaine Pagels (29). There was widespread consensus on the gospels and
other portions of the canon long before any vote occurred. Eller doesn't show much
familiarity with the evidence and doesn't interact with conservative scholarship, or
even much liberal or moderate scholarship, on the canon.25

He tells us that Paul shaped Christianity as much as or more than Jesus did in some
ways (30). But did Paul do so in any way that would undermine Christianity? Paul
tells us that the core elements of the faith that defined the gospel were passed on to
him by others who were Christians before him (1 Corinthians 15:1-11). The faith he
taught was, in its essentials, the same one he opposed as a non-Christian (Galatians
1:23). The gospels and Revelation say nothing about Paul, and the non-Pauline epis-
tles say next to nothing about him. He was a prominent church leader (as we see in
Acts, Paul's letters, 2 Peter 3:15-16, and many extra-Biblical sources), probably the
foremost of the apostles (as Peter was before Paul's conversion), but Eller doesn't
demonstrate that he was prominent in any way that would be a significant problem
for Christianity.

Eller tells us that "Jesus' quotes had not been recorded yet" when Paul wrote (30).
He's assuming late dates for the gospels and other New Testament documents that
quote or allude to Jesus' sayings. He's also assuming, against Luke 1:1, that Jesus'
words weren't circulating outside of those documents. And he's assuming that Paul

25 [ wrote a series of articles on the New Testament canon at
http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2009/06/new-testament-canon.html. On the gospels, see C.E. Hill,
Who Chose The Gospels? (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010). Hill's book includes some inte-
raction with Elaine Pagels.
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isn’t referring to such Jesus traditions in passages like 1 Corinthians 7:25, 9:14,
11:23-25, and 1 Timothy 5:18. Eller doesn't argue for any of those assumptions.

While he says a lot about the disunity of the early Christians, he doesn't address the
many affirmations of unity that we find in the New Testament and extra-Biblical li-
terature.26 The existence of groups like the Gnostics and Marcionites doesn't have
much significance if those groups were minorities with little credibility. They were
preceded by apostles and other early Christian leaders who were united in contra-
dicting those later groups.

We learn a lot from the arguments used by groups like the Gnostics. They appealed
to alleged secret traditions of Jesus and the apostles, while mainstream Christianity
appealed to public teachings and many public records and other forms of evidence.
Mainstream Christianity appealed to the harmonious teachings of the united apos-
tles, whereas groups like the Gnostics and Marcionites set the apostles against each
other, thus admitting that one or more of the apostles contradicted those later
groups. It's not difficult to determine who's more credible under such circums-
tances. Yet, people like Eller act as if the mere existence of such heretical groups
creates a major problem for Christianity. How is disunity with groups like the ones I
just mentioned supposed to be problematic? The significance of early Christian dis-
unity depends on details that Eller says little or nothing about.

Much more could be said about his inaccurate portrayal of early Christianity, but I'll
stop at this point. His treatment of later church history isn't as significant, but also
has some problems. According to Eller, Tertullian and "others" taught that you must
shed your blood in order to be saved (33). No source is cited. I suspect that Eller is
leaving out some significant qualifications, such as the qualification that a person
must be willing to shed his blood in particular circumstances. It's not as though these
Christians were claiming, without qualification, that nobody is saved who hasn't
shed his blood for Christ. Similarly odd is Eller's dating of the Council of Chalcedon
to the year 380 (34). He comments that there "might someday" be an "African pope"
(50). The Roman bishops Victor I and Gelasius [ were Africans. Most of Eller's ma-
terial isn't so problematic. But most of it also isn't of much significance to the truth-
fulness of the Christian religion.

He repeatedly refers to forms of "pseudo-Christianity"” (36, 46). But, earlier, he said
that there is no Christianity, and later he claims that no form of Christianity is truer
than another. How can there be pseudo-Christianities in such a context? A pseudo
form suggests the existence of a true form to which the pseudo is being contrasted.
Eller is at least being unclear in what he's saying, if not self-contradictory.

He concludes his chapter with the claim I referred to above, that no form of Chris-
tianity is any more true or special than another (51). Even a broken clock is right

26 1 Corinthians 15:11; First Clement, 42; Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 1:10:1; etc.
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twice a day, but Christianity apparently isn't even right that often. Or Eller is being
overly critical, to the point of absurdity.

If a liberal Methodist church claims that Jesus didn't physically rise from the dead,
while a conservative Presbyterian church claims that He did, then what's the third
alternative that Eller would consider the correct one? If he isn't denying that some
forms of Christianity are truer than others in that sense, then why didn't he make
his point more clearly? And whatever that point is, is it one that he argues for? Or
just another unsupported assertion?

We know that Eller considers the diversity of professing Christianity to be inconsis-
tent with the existence of any form of Christianity that's true. What he doesn't tell us
is why we should agree with him. Surely every reader will agree with Eller in finding
some of the Christian diversity objectionable in some way, but whether that diversi-
ty leads us to all of Eller's conclusions is another matter. We can agree that there's
some ugliness in the picture of Christian diversity that Eller paints. But he doesn't
give us much reason to agree with him about the degree of ugliness or its implica-
tions.



Steve Hays

I) Richard Carrier introduces the theme of his chapter with the following, unattri-
buted claim:

It is often claimed that Christianity could never have begun or succeeded un-
less the people of its first three centuries had overwhelming evidence that it
was true (53).

He doesn’t cite any documentation to support his claim. Pulling books off my shelf, I
can’t say that's a prominent argument among Christian apologists like
Boa/Bowman, Winfried Corduin, W. L. Craig, Bill Dembski, John Frame, Norman
Geisler, Gary Habermas, Tim Keller, C. S. Lewis, Mike Licona, Hugo Mynell, J]. W.
Montgomery, ]J. P. Moreland, Ronald Nash, Alvin Plantinga, Jay Richards, Ken Sam-
ples, Lee Strobel, Richard Swinburne, or Cornelius Van Til. Indeed, it’s fairly conspi-
cuous by its absence.

Seems more like Carrier was casting about for a pretext to opine about this topic.
[1) Carrier says

It can therefore claim no supernatural success in winning converts. Its rate
of development and success was entirely natural. Since that rate was natural,
we should expect its cause was natural, which alone closes the book on Chris-
tianity having any supernatural evidence or guidance. Had it had such, its
rate of success would reflect that. It does not (54).

But even if (arguendo) we accept the premise, the conclusion is patently fallacious.
Carrier is playing semantic games, where he uses “natural” as a synonym for “natu-
ralistic.”

But in Christian theology, even natural causes ultimately have a supernatural cause.
Likewise, Christian theology has a doctrine of ordinary providence.

It's not as if God had to override conditions in the Roman Empire to advance the
Christian faith. Rather, such conditions would be providentially in place with that
very end in view. Of course, Carrier denies that, but he’s not engaging the real argu-
ment.

III) A crippling problem with Carrier’s chapter is that his argument suffers from
several central contradictions. On the one hand he says things like:
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Clearly, the most repugnant beliefs could command large followings-all the
more so among the powerless, oppressed, and disenfranchised, for whom
humiliated heroes sometimes became a rallying point for opposition to an
unjust imperial order (56).

Like modern Marxism (also once wildly popular despite stalwart elite hostili-
ty), it promised to subvert the most despised of elite values and produce an
egalitarian utopia of justice for the common man... (62).

The Christians promised that the faithful will even inherit the earth itself,
gaining all the power and plenty they always longed for while watching their
oppressors and exploiters suffer utter downfall and defeat...They will smile
inside, knowing their abusers will “get it” in the end while they will them-
selves get twice the reward (65).

Within a system like that of the Roman Empire, which lacked real democracy
or even a sufficient scale of freedom of speech, there could only be two kinds
or rebellion; the violent or the cultural (66).

Christianity had tons of customers just waiting to be sold on the idea (61).

The Roman Empire was tailor-made to breed exactly such resentment and
deprivation (65).

Contrariwise, he also says things like:

...only when Christianity acquired absolute despotic power (first in the hands
of Emperor Constantine, and then by all his subsequent family and imperial
heirs thereafter)... (54).

In actual fact, the Romans didn’t “hunt them all down.” All reliable evidence
confirms that persecution of Christians was limited, occasional, and sporadic
at best (64).

Medieval missionaries used the same tactic by first converting kings, chief-
tains, or other heads of state, and thus inspiring or compelling the rest of

their nation or tribe to follow suit (67).

All evidence and scholarship confirms Christianity was for a long time a tiny
fringe cult... (53).

Notice how his arguments cancel each other out:

On the one hand, Christianity was long a tiny fringe cult. It only became mainstream
when the power elite imposed Christianity on the unwilling masses.
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On the other hand, Christianity had tremendous popular appeal, tapping into preex-
isting religious movements and social grievances.

On the one hand, Christianity was successful because Christian martyrs were bank-
ing on eschatological payback for all they suffered at the hands of their Roman per-
secutors.

On the other hand, persecution of Christians was “limited, occasional, and sporadic
at best.”

On the one hand, Christianity was successful because it had a seditious ideology that
challenged the power elite.

On the other hand, Christianity was successful because the power elite adopted and
sponsored an ideology which was inimical to their power base.

Christianity was a tool of social control. No, Christianity was a subversive, egalita-
rian movement.

[V) Carrier indulges in his penchant for parallelomania. Yet this implicates him in
yet another central contradiction, for Carrier speaks with forked tongue on this mat-
ter. He tries to trump up a case for pagan parallels when he’s attacking the Christian
faith and pandering to his fellow infidels, but when he has a different agenda, he
admits the paucity and dubiety of the alleged parallels:

Although I have not exhaustively investigated this matter, I have confirmed
only two real "resurrected” deities with some uncanny similarity to Jesus
which are actually reported before Christian times, Zalmoxis and Inanna, nei-
ther of which is mentioned by Graves or John G. Jackson (another Gravesian
author—though both mention Tammuz, for whom Inanna was mistaken in
their day). This is apart from the obvious pre-Christian myths of Demeter,
Dionysos, Persephone, Castor and Pollux, Isis and Osiris, and Cybele and At-
tis, which do indeed carry a theme of metaphorical resurrection, usually in
the terms of a return or escape from the Underworld, explaining the shifting
seasons. But these myths are not quite the same thing as a pre-Christian pas-
sion story. It only goes to show the pervasiveness in antiquity of an agricul-
tural resurrection theme, and the Jesus story has more to it than that, al-
though the cultural influence can certainly be acknowledged.

The only pre-Christian man to be buried and resurrected and deified in his
own lifetime, that I know of, is the Thracian god Zalmoxis (also called Sal-
moxis or Gebele'izis), who is described in the mid-5th-century B.C.E. by He-
rodotus (4.94-96), and also mentioned in Plato's Charmides (156d-158b) in
the early-4th-century B.C.E. According to the hostile account of Greek infor-
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mants, Zalmoxis buried himself alive, telling his followers he would be resur-
rected in three years, but he merely resided in a hidden dwelling all that
time. His inevitable "resurrection” led to his deification, and a religion sur-
rounding him, which preached heavenly immortality for believers, persisted
for centuries.

The only case, that I know, of a pre-Christian god actually being crucified and
then resurrected is Inanna (also known as Ishtar), a Sumerian goddess
whose crucifixion, resurrection and escape from the underworld is told in
cuneiform tablets inscribed c. 1500 B.C.E., attesting to a very old tradition.
The best account and translation of the text is to be found in Samuel Kra-
mer's History Begins at Sumer, pp. 154ff,, but be sure to use the third revised
edition (1981), since the text was significantly revised after new discoveries
were made. For instance, the tablet was once believed to describe the resur-
rection of Inanna's lover, Tammuz (also known as Dumuzi). Graves thus mis-
takenly lists Tammuz as one of his "Sixteen Crucified Saviors." Of course,
Graves cannot be discredited for this particular error, since in his day scho-
lars still thought the tablet referred to that god (Kramer explains how this
mistake happened).2’

V) Carrier says

All of this does mean that the claim that the rise of Christianity caused the fall
of the Roman Empire is a myth (54).

He makes it sound as if he’s debunking Christian apologetic myth, when-in fact-it
was Edward Gibbon, the notoriously anti-Christian historian, who popularized that
myth.

VI) Carrier says
We should also expect that a compassionate god who wanted us to know his
message of salvation would not allow any errors or alterations to be made to

the book containing that message... (71).

1) Like a well-engineered device, Scripture has information-redundancy. Therefore,
scribal errors are insufficient to garble the message.

2) Scribal errors never prevented Jews and Christians from knowing and believing
the Bible.

3) For that matter, infidels like Carrier believe the extant text of Scripture is suffi-
ciently reliable for them to allege all manner of error in the Bible. If, however, our

27 http://www.infidels.org/library/modern/richard carrier/graves.html
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MSS were hopelessly corrupt, infidels couldn’t distinguish untextual errors from
merely scribal errors.

VII) Carrier says

If Christianity is false, we should expect exactly this: (a) reported revelations
of a newly risen Jesus would occur only to diehard believers, only for a very
brief time, only in one single geographic location, and only exceedingly rarely
to anyone else... (70).

1) He didn’t appear to diehard believers. Rather, his resurrection made them di-
ehard believers.

2) At the risk of stating the obvious, he appeared to people who knew him since
they’d be in a position to recognize who he was. That the same individual who died
had risen. What would be the point of appearing to strangers?

3) There’s nothing suspicious about the fact that his post-Resurrection appearances
are geographically localized. He appeared in the same area where he ministered.

4) If more people said Jesus appeared to them, Carrier would simply dismiss that as
hallucinatory.

And if we had more 1C records of Jesus’ sightings, Carrier would contest the authen-
ticity of the records.

VIII) Carrier says

The same goes for notions of blood sacrifice and vicarious atonement-which
were commonplace then and very much in the mindset of the time, but which
are now seen for what they are: silly (73).

Of course, that's not an argument. It’s just a circular appeal-you shouldn’t believe it
since it’s...unbelievable!

“

Yet hundreds of millions of people today don’t think it’s “silly.”

Jason Engwer

Richard Carrier is responding to a variation of an argument by J.P. Holding. But that
variation differs from Holding's position, and it often doesn't represent the strong-
est form the argument could take.

For example, Carrier responds to the notion that "pagans were all drunken, orgy-
loving rapscallions” (60). He replies to the claim that the Romans "hunted [all the
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early Christians] down" (63). He interacts with the idea that a willingness to die for
a belief proves that the belief is true (64). He argues against the position that “no
one trusted the testimony of women" (67). Yes, some Christians make such claims,
but the best Christian arguments on those subjects are more nuanced. Do Christiani-
ty's best representatives claim that the Romans were "hunting down" all Christians,
that willingness to die for a belief proves that belief's correctness, etc.? Carrier goes
after a lot of low-hanging fruit. There can be good reasons to respond to weaker ar-
guments. Readers should realize, though, that Carrier is going after easier targets
while more formidable ones are ignored.

For those interested in a response to Carrier by somebody who uses an argument
somewhat similar to the one he's critiquing, though in a stronger form than what
Carrier addresses, see Holding's book The Impossible Faith (United States: Xulon
Press, 2007) and his online material on the subject.28 That material includes some
responses to Carrier.2?

One of the problems with Carrier's approach is that he appeals to such a wide diver-
sity of sources. Patching together such a disparate collection of parallels to Chris-
tianity is misleading. If he has to cite one pagan god popular in one region during a
particular timeframe to parallel one aspect of the early Christian view of Jesus, some
other pagan gods popular in other parts of the world at other times to parallel some-
thing else, and some gods popular in other contexts to parallel a third item, then the
diversity of the sources weakens his argument. A god popular under one set of cir-
cumstances may not have been popular in a context like Christianity's.

In the modern world, you can find some people who enjoy pain. And some people
are polytheists. Some are communists. But if somebody in the modern United States
were beginning a new movement, it would be problematic in that setting to make
things like the enjoyment of pain, polytheism, and communism prominent in that
new movement. Yes, you can find some people who have considered such things ap-
pealing. But that fact doesn't overturn the general thrust of the argument that a
movement prominently featuring such things would be hindered by those characte-
ristics in a setting like the modern United States.

And the success of a movement with one unpopular characteristic may not reflect
the prospects of a movement that combines that characteristic with a few others
that are unpopular. The combined effect of the characteristics in one movement is
more significant than the existence of, say, one or two such characteristics in each of
several other movements.

Parallels to Christianity can weaken a Christian argument without removing all of its
force. For example, Carrier mentions that some pagan gods were humiliated in some
way, similar to how Jesus was crucified (55-57). But not all types of humiliation are

28 http: //www.tektonics.org/lp /nowayjose.html
29 http://www.tektonics.org/ezine/carrierindex.html
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equal. Working a lowly job doesn't have the same implications as being executed as
a criminal. Some of Carrier's parallels aren't of much significance. And something
like the crucifixion wouldn't have to be an insurmountable obstacle in order to be an
obstacle to some extent. Saying that some people believed in humiliated gods
doesn't remove the fact that the humiliation of Jesus caused problems for Christiani-

ty.

Similarly, the fact that female testimony was accepted in some ancient contexts les-
sens, but doesn't eliminate, the difficulty of the Christian appeal to female witnesses
of the empty tomb and the risen Jesus.

Carrier is correct in observing that Romans "often" held relatively high moral stan-
dards (60). But his argument that Christianity had "tons of [potential] customers"
for its morality (61) should be qualified. Eric Osborn notes:

Yet Christians were seen by Jews and Gentiles to be profoundly legalist. Ter-
tullian describes a cartoon in which a Christian is depicted as a book-reading
donkey dressed in a toga (nat. 1.1.14). Similarly a Jew like Trypho could read
and admire the Gospel, yet declare to Justin that its precepts were too hard
for practice (dial. 10).3°

In the second century, Galen describes Christianity in terms of a philosophical
school with some commendable moral standards.3! Yes, the same could be said of
some non-Christians, but how many? When we read what the early Christians said
about their moral standards in comparison to those of non-Christians32, do we get
the impression that most non-Christians agreed with the Christian system of morali-
ty or didn't think it was significantly more difficult to follow than their own? Carrier
may agree with my point here, but I think the point still bears mentioning. He's cor-
rect to criticize Christians who underestimate the morality of ancient non-
Christians. The fact remains, though, that disagreement with its moral system was a
significant obstacle that Christianity had to overcome.

We also have evidence that other early Christian beliefs caused problems for Chris-
tianity among a majority of non-Christians. For example, Paul refers to the crucifix-
ion as a difficulty for both Jews and Gentiles in general (1 Corinthians 1:23). Justin
Martyr anticipates mockery of Jesus' sufferings among non-Christian Jews when he
comments, "Say no evil thing, my brothers, against Him that was crucified, and treat
not scornfully the stripes wherewith all may be healed, even as we are healed." (Di-
alogue With Trypho, 137) He goes on, in the same section of his work, to suggest
that non-Christian Jews have been taught by their leaders to ridicule Jesus in that

30 Tertullian: First Theologian Of The West (New York, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003),
240

31 Robert Wilken, The Christians As The Romans Saw Them (New Haven and London: Yale University
Press, 1984), 68-93

32 e.g., Philippians 2:15, 1 Peter 4:3-4, The Epistle To Diognetus, 5-6
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manner. He tells them to "pour no ridicule on the Son of God; obey not the Pharisaic
teachers, and scoff not at the King of Israel, as the rulers of your synagogues teach
you to do after your prayers". Origen commented that the suffering of Jesus "in the
eyes of most people brings shame on the doctrine of the Christians" (Against Celsus,
3:28).

Justin Martyr expects his pagan audience to be skeptical of the concept of resurrec-
tion (First Apology, 19). Sebastian Moll notes, "It can be considered almost certain
that a pagan audience would have sided with Marcion on that point [i.e.,, would have
rejected physical resurrection]."33

Carrier takes his argument so far as to claim that Christians eventually "had so mag-
nified and exalted their God-man that he was exactly to everyone's liking" (56-57).
Exactly to everyone's liking? Critics like Celsus and Julian the Apostate don't seem to
have found Jesus so appealing. Just who were Athenagoras, Origen, and other Chris-
tians responding to when they defended concepts like bodily resurrection and the
incarnation if there were no critics of such concepts?

Carrier cites the example of an alleged change in the portrayal of Jesus from Mark's
gospel to John's. Contrasting Mark 15:15-37 and John 19:16-30, he writes:

Thus, the story could be changed to suit any audience, from the subversively
humiliated hero [in the gospel of Mark] to the triumphant divine dignitary
who's always in charge and needs no one's help [in the gospel of John].
There's certainly nothing supernatural about rewriting history to market
your product. (57)

It's not as though John's gospel replaced Mark's, and it's not as though the two pas-
sages Carrier has cited are all we have to go by. Rather, John's gospel was accepted
along with Mark's and was considered supplementary material, not a competitor.
Papias quotes the positive assessment of Mark's gospel given by a man he identifies
as "the elder"”, most likely the apostle John.3* The early Christian treatment of the
two gospels doesn't imply that they were as different as Carrier is suggesting.
Mark's gospel was part of how Christians were "marketing their product” from the
first century onward. It wasn't abandoned and replaced with something else.

Mark's Jesus, like John's, is "always in charge". That's why He predicted His resur-
rection, a fact that His unfaithful followers had to be reminded about (Mark 9:31,
16:7). Passages like Mark 14:62 suggest that Jesus was very much "in charge". And
John's high view of Jesus doesn't deny that He was troubled at times (John 12:27)
and sought the help of others, even though He was sovereign (19:28). There is more
of an emphasis on Jesus' deity in John's gospel, but the Divine and human aspects

33 jn Sara Parvis and Paul Foster, edd., Justin Martyr And His Worlds (Minneapolis, Minnesota: For-
tress Press, 2007), 151
34 http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2010/11 /review-of-michael-liconas-resurrection 15.html
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are both present in both gospels. The early Christian tradition that John's gospel was
meant to supplement the others is likely true. The fourth gospel is different from the
others, but not as different as Carrier suggests.

He draws vague parallels between Christianity and themes we find in other ancient
religions, like "dying-and-rising gods" (59) and gods who "impregnate women" (72).
The pagan gods in question didn't experience a resurrection of a physical body that
died. They "rose" in some other sense. And the term "impregnate women" can refer
to anything from having sex with a woman to a virgin birth as described in Matthew
and Luke.3> Carrier's fellow skeptics often overestimate the similarities and rela-
tionships between Christianity and ancient pagan religions. Carrier himself has cor-
rected that tendency at times, as Steve Hays noted in his review. It's counterproduc-
tive, then, for Carrier to make so many unqualified references to concepts like "dy-
ing-and-rising gods" and "impregnating women". And Carrier doesn't address some
of the anti-pagan themes in Christianity that accompanied the vague similarities he
focuses on.

The earliest Christians believed that their gospel was "to the Jew first" (Romans
1:16). They considered the Jewish people their "fathers” (Romans 9:5). They viewed
pagan religion as a system of "ignorance" (Acts 17:23) and "foolishness" (Romans
1:22-23). Pagan gods were "no gods" (Galatians 4:8). Pagan religions were viewed
as demonic (1 Corinthians 10:14-22). Pagan religions left people "dead in trespasses
and sins" and "without God and without hope" (Ephesians 2:1, 2:12). The infancy
narratives and resurrection accounts were written in a highly Jewish context, with
many citations of Old Testament scripture, references to Jewish tradition, Hebra-
isms, etc. These Christian documents were viewed as the word of God, and they con-
tinued to have the highest place of authority in Christianity after it became a majori-
ty Gentile religion. The same Gentile who could see vague similarities between Je-
sus' virgin birth and a pagan god's impregnation of a woman through sexual inter-
course could also notice the differences. And he could notice that he was being con-
demned as somebody dead in sin who was coming from a depraved religion.

Carrier cites Justin Martyr in support of the notion that Christianity and pagan reli-
gions were similar (60). But Justin's comments on the similarities between the two
were accompanied by references to the differences between them. Other ancient
Christians often discussed the differences as well.3¢ Carrier's treatment of Justin is
misleading.3” He selectively cites Justin while neglecting other passages from the
other end of the spectrum in the same author and in other early Christian sources.
Not only does Justin himself note that there are differences that accompany the si-
milarities between Christianity and pagan religions, but the apparent reason why

35 See, for example, Craig Keener's discussion of such issues in A Commentary On The Gospel Of Mat-
thew (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 1999), 83-86, 705-710.

36 Aristides (Apology, 8); Tatian (Address To The Greeks, 21); Theophilus of Antioch (To Autolycus,
2:6); Athenagoras (A Pleas For The Christians, 14); Tertullian (Apology, 21)

37 See 435-452 in This Joyful Eastertide at http://www.triapologia.com /hays/ebooks.html.
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he's emphasizing the similarities is because some pagans didn't think the religions
were so similar. Justin is trying to convince them of something he thought they
didn't yet believe.

And it's not as though Justin's evaluation is all we have to go by. We know the details
involved in many of these pagan religions, and we know that their similarities to
Christianity are vague.

The fact that Justin sometimes emphasized their similarities, in an attempt to per-
suade pagans, therefore doesn't carry much weight. Elsewhere, Justin comments on
how pagans have difficulty accepting Christian concepts, such as resurrection38, and
he contrasts the evidence offered for Christian claims to the lack of evidence for pa-
gan claims (First Apology, 19-20). Justin's view might be summarized in this sen-
tence:

If, therefore, on some points we teach the same things as the poets and philo-
sophers whom you honour, and on other points are fuller and more divine in
our teaching, and if we alone afford proof of what we assert, why are we un-
justly hated more than all others? (20)

A lot more could be said about the similarities and differences between Christianity
and pagan religions. And a book-length treatment of the likelihood of Christianity's
success in the ancient world could be written (as Richard Carrier and J.P. Holding
have done). But [ want to turn now to what I consider the most significant portion of
Carrier's chapter, where he addresses something Justin refers to above.

Justin tells us that "we alone afford proof of what we assert"”, whereas Carrier
writes:

When we pore over all the documents that survive, we find no evidence that
any Christian convert did any fact-checking before converting or even would
have done so. We can rarely even establish that they could have, had they
wanted to. There were people in antiquity who could and would, but curious-
ly we have no evidence that any of those people converted. Instead, every
Christian who actually tells us what convinced him explicitly says he didn't
check any facts but merely believed upon hearing the story and reading the
scriptures and just "feeling" it was right. Every third-person account of con-
versions we have tells the same story. Likewise, every discussion we have

38 While Carrier keeps drawing vague parallels to "dying-and-rising gods", Sebastian Moll notes: "It
can be considered almost certain that a pagan audience would have sided with Marcion on that point
[i.e.,, would have rejected physical resurrection].” (in Sara Parvis and Paul Foster, edd., Justin Martyr
And His Worlds [Minneapolis, Minnesota: Fortress Press, 2007], 151). Celsus, a second-century pa-
gan critic of Christianity, referred to physical resurrection as "revolting", "impossible”, and "the hope
of worms" (cited in Origen, Against Celsus, 5:14). Carrier misleadingly claims that "pagans would
have no problem with one more dying-and-rising son of god and savior" (60), ignoring the fact that

many pagans did object to the type of rising Christians were referring to.
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from Christians regarding their methodology for testing claims either omits,
rejects, or even denigrates rational, empirical methods and promotes instead
faith-based methods of finding secrets hidden in scripture and relying on spi-
ritual inspirations and revelations, and then verifying all of this by whether
their psychosomatic "miracles" worked and their leaders were willing to suf-
fer for the cause. Skepticism and doubt were belittled; faith without evidence
was praised and rewarded....

There just wasn't any evidence Jesus really rose from the dead other than the
word of a few fanatics and a church community demonstrably full of regular
hallucinators and fabricators. The only miracles Christians themselves could
perform in public were some faith-healings and exorcisms and unremarkable
bouts of prophesy - in other words, quite suspiciously, only things that we
know have natural causes (being entirely cultural and psychosomatic pheno-
mena).

Even if every public, checkable claim made by Christian missionaries were
entirely true, it still cannot be concluded that their private, uncheckable
claims were true as well; yet only the latter had any plausible claim to being
supernatural. (62-63)

[ronically, Carrier's assessment reflects his own irrationality. Notice not only his re-
peated use of terms like "any" and "every", which we'll see are false, but also his
claim to know things he couldn't know. How would Carrier know that all of Paul's
miracles, for example, had natural causes? Paul often refers to his performance of
miracles without going into much detail.3® And his miracles described in Acts go
beyond "faith-healings and exorcisms and unremarkable bouts of prophesy". Carri-
er's claim that "only" private miracle claims "had any plausible claim to being su-
pernatural” is likewise absurd. The gospels repeatedly refer to highly public mi-
racles that would be "plausibly supernatural” if they occurred (Jesus' feeding of
thousands of people, the raising of the Nain widow's son, etc.). Similarly, Acts
records many highly public miracles that would be "plausibly supernatural”. Then
there's Carrier's ridiculous characterization of the resurrection evidence as "the
word of a few fanatics and a church community demonstrably full of regular halluci-
nators and fabricators”. We addressed Carrier's claims on those subjects in chapter
11 and appendices VII and VIII of TID.

He raises the issue of whether Christians claimed to have converted on the basis of
evidence. Only a tiny percentage of ancient Christians tell us why they converted. A
larger number tell us what their evidential standards were after conversion.

Even if an ancient Christian had converted on the sort of non-evidential basis Carri-
er refers to, that Christian could still be sufficiently concerned about evidence later
in life. When Carrier was a five-year-old, I suspect he accepted many claims from his

39 Romans 15:19, 1 Corinthians 2:4, 2 Corinthians 12:12, Galatians 3:5
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parents, teachers, etc. without much, if any, evidence. All of us accept claims about
history, science, and other subjects without having much or any evidence for those
claims. In the case of children, an early lack of concern for evidence is often replaced
by more of a concern for evidence later in life. If a thirty-year-old man believes what
he does about George Washington based on good evidence, it isn't much of a refuta-
tion of his conclusions to note a lack of an evidential basis for his same beliefs about
Washington when he was a seven-year-old.

And Carrier is wrong about ancient Christian conversion accounts anyway. Some of
the apostles are described as having converted on the basis of miracles they wit-
nessed (John 1:45-50, Acts 9:1-21). The gospels refer to other people who believed
on the same basis (John 7:31, 11:45, 12:11). We see the same in Acts. Peter's Pente-
cost sermon included appeals to evidence (Acts 2:22, 2:32-33). Other individuals in
Acts are described as having been converted by means of evidence as well (9:42,
13:12). The converts of Acts 17:4 were persuaded by Paul's "explaining and giving
evidence" that Jesus fulfilled Old Testament prophecy (17:3). He presumably wasn't
arguing for the facts of Jesus' life on the basis of New Testament documents, but by
means of extra-Biblical evidence. Paul refers to his performance of miracles as a
regular part of his ministry and as evidence authenticating his claims (Romans
15:19, 1 Corinthians 2:4, 2 Corinthians 12:12, Galatians 3:5). In the patristic era, Ta-
tian refers to fulfilled prophecy as one of the factors involved in persuading him to
convert (Address To The Greeks, 29). Theophilus of Antioch also appeals to the evi-
dence of prophecy to explain his conversion and in an attempt to persuade others
(To Autolycus, 1:14, 2:33).

It should be noted that conversion accounts are often brief summaries. We're even
told at times that some material is being left out, such as when Acts 2:40 tells us that
Peter said many other things. Justin Martyr tells us that the Christian who converted
him said more than he's recording (Dialogue With Trypho, 8). It doesn't make sense
to expect the authors of the documents I've cited above to go into a high level of de-
tail about their historiography or other evidential standards or the standards of the
other individuals they're discussing.

Critics sometimes object that the early Christian documents fall short of the highest
historiographic standards or the best historiographic practices of their day. Since
Luke records so much accurate historical information, for example, he's sometimes
criticized for not attaining to an even higher standard. He's criticized for not citing
more of his sources or not saying more about his methodology, for instance. I ad-
dressed Carrier's use of such an objection in TID.%? There's a difference between ob-
jecting that the ancient Christians didn't possess or present any evidence and object-
ing that they didn't possess or present enough evidence. If Carrier is going to make
claims like the ones he does in TEC, quoted above, he can't defend those claims by
arguing that Christians like Paul, Luke, and Justin Martyr showed some concern
about evidence, but not enough. If he's going to claim that the early Christians nei-

40168-169



39 — The End of Infidelity

ther possessed nor desired evidence, then he needs to defend that claim, not some-
thing else.

It also doesn't make sense to suggest, as Carrier has in the past, that eyewitnesses
and contemporaries of events should do further investigation, such as by interview-
ing witnesses. It may be necessary or beneficial for them to do further investigation
in some cases, but there's no reason to assume that it's needed in every case.

We don't expect eyewitnesses in modern law courts to seek additional evidence,
beyond their own eyewitness experience. A witness to a bank robbery could seek
out the bank's camera footage, in order to confirm his memories or add further de-
tails. But we don't conclude that his testimony has no evidential value without the
addition of the camera footage, nor do we consider him irrational for thinking that
his memory of his experience is sufficient. To object that we don't have more details
about the historiography or sources in an eyewitness account, like Paul's testimony
about the resurrection or Luke's testimony about Paul's miracles, isn't much of an
objection.

Much the same can be said about contemporaries of an event who aren't eyewit-
nesses, though their testimony is generally of less value than that of an eyewitness.
Just as we today often assume the historicity of recent events that few or no people
dispute, without presenting our historiography, sources, or evidence every time we
discuss those events, so would people in antiquity. For example, if the empty tomb
was a fact widely accepted by both the early Christians and their early enemies, as
the evidence suggests*!, then somebody like Luke could refer to that widely ac-
cepted fact without thinking that he needed to argue for it. It doesn't follow that he
wasn't concerned about evidence, nor does it follow that we should think he wasn't
concerned.

Even if a Christian didn't say much about his methodology or sources, we can learn a
lot from the results he produced. Luke doesn't need to tell us much about his me-
thodology or sources in order for us to observe that he records a large amount of
accurate historical information, including on matters that wouldn't be easy to inves-
tigate. Whatever his methodology and sources, the results are impressive.42 Or if
Justin Martyr shows familiarity with extra-Biblical Jewish sources*3 or extra-Biblical

41 http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2011/02/early-jewish-acknowledgment-of-empty.html
42 http://www.christiancadre.org/Acts%20Article.DOC
43 Justin is familiar with many Jewish responses to Christianity, as his interactions with their scrip-
ture interpretations, for example, demonstrate. See, also, section 108 in his Dialogue With Trypho. He
"shows acquaintance with rabbinical discussions" (Michael Slusser, ed., Dialogue With Trypho
[Washington, D.C.: The Catholic University Of America Press, 2003], n. 9 on 33). Bruce Chilton writes
that Justin "appears to adapt motifs of Judaism", and Rebecca Lyman comments that Justin "is aware
of Samaritan customs as well as some patterns of rabbinic exegesis" (in Sara Parvis and Paul Foster,
edd., Justin Martyr And His Worlds [Minneapolis, Minnesota: Fortress Press, 2007], 83, 163). He
wasn't just repeating what he read in the New Testament documents. He's aware of Jewish argu-
ments outside of those reflected in the New Testament, and he's aware of post-apostolic develop-
ments in Judaism.
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information about the gospels*4, we don't need to have a passage in which he ex-
plains to us that he consulted such sources. The results speak for him. Similarly, we
have good evidence that Origen consulted non-Christian sources on evidential mat-
ters and was aware of the evidential significance of hostile corroboration.*> We
don't need to have any one passage in which Origen gathers all of that information
together for us or presents us with an overview of his methodology and sources. We
can piece such things together by the comments he makes in different places and the
results he produces.

Since I just referred to Origen, this would be a good place to mention that his trea-
tise Against Celsus is a valuable source on the subject currently under consideration.
Celsus made claims about Christian anti-intellectualism similar to Carrier's, and it's
significant to note how Origen responded and what Celsus admitted elsewhere. For
those who are interested, [ wrote an article on the subject a few years ago.4®

Though Carrier is dismissive of those who convert to Christianity on the basis of
reading scripture, it should be noted that people would come to scripture with
knowledge of extra-Biblical information. The fact that a Christian refers to his being
convinced of prophecy fulfillment by reading the scriptures, for example, doesn't
prove that he didn't have any extra-Biblical evidence for that fulfillment. On the con-
trary, the ancient Christians sometimes appeal to ongoing fulfillment of prophecy,
beyond what's recorded in scripture (e.g., Justin Martyr, Dialogue With Trypho, 7;
Theophilus of Antioch, To Autolycus, 1:14). Even if they hadn't made such com-
ments, the most Carrier could claim is that Christians might have believed in proph-
ecy fulfillment without any extra-Biblical evidence. But if the matter is inconclusive,
then Carrier can't claim to know that these Christians weren't interested in evi-
dence.

The same can be said of other evidential categories, not just fulfilled prophecy. Take
eyewitness testimony, for example. How does Carrier know that people who ac-

44 Consider, for example, his knowledge that the gospels were written by apostles (plural) and asso-
ciates of apostles (plural), which reflects some knowledge of the documents' authorship, perhaps
even the fact that two were written by apostles and two were written by non-apostles (Dialogue With
Trypho, 103).

45 Much could be cited here. See, for example, section 1:51 of Against Celsus. John McGuckin notes
that Origen "consulted on several occasions with famous rabbis...Talmudic texts also have Origen in
discussion with the Caesarean Jewish scholar Hoschaia Rabba." (The Westminster Handbook To Ori-
gen [Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004], n. 62 on 11) Elsewhere, McGuckin
refers to "the apologetic exchanges between the Christian and Jewish scholars of the respective Cae-
sarean schools" (ibid., 27). Henry Chadwick wrote, "In the contra Celsum Origen does not merely
vindicate the character of Jesus and the credibility of the Christian tradition; he also shows that
Christians can be so far from being irrational and credulous illiterates such as Celsus thinks them to
be that they may know more about Greek philosophy than the pagan Celsus himself, and can make
intelligent use of it to interpret the doctrines of the Church. In the range of his learning he towers
above his pagan adversary, handling the traditional arguments of Academy and Stoa with masterly
ease and fluency." (Origen: Contra Celsum [New York, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003],
xii)

46 http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2007/08/early-christian-discernment.html
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cepted New Testament documents as eyewitness testimony didn't have any evi-
dence for that conclusion? The Biblical documents themselves appeal to means of
verification, like trusted messengers and handwriting (e.g., 2 Thessalonians 3:17, 1
Peter 5:12). The Christians of the second century repeatedly appeal to individuals
and churches who verified the authorship of the New Testament.*” Even without
such comments in our extant sources, it would be unreasonable to suggest that the
early Christians didn't have such information passed on to them or weren't con-
cerned about it. How likely is it that the Roman and Corinthian churches didn't dis-
cuss the authorship of Romans and 1 and 2 Corinthians, for example, or that the ear-
ly Christians weren't concerned about what those churches said? As documents like
First Clement and Polycarp's Letter To The Philippians illustrate, eyewitnesses and
contemporaries of the apostles would have discussed authorship issues in a variety
of contexts, probably frequently and before many audiences.*8

It should also be noted that a combination of more subjective and more objective
factors can be involved in a person's conversion. The presence of one doesn't prec-
lude the presence of the other. In John 10:38, Jesus comments that people can be-
lieve for more than one reason, including on the basis of objective evidence. Similar-
ly, the Christian who converted Justin Martyr appealed to both more subjective and
more objective criteria (Justin Martyr, Dialogue With Trypho, 7). What's relevant
here is not only the descriptions we have of early conversions, but also the prin-
ciples laid down for conversions in general.

Some early Christian appeals to evidence don't specify whether they're addressing a
conversion or post-conversion context, but presumably they'd be relevant to both.
The Old Testament and the New appeal to evidential concepts like fulfilled prophecy
and eyewitness testimony.#? Richard Bauckham has documented the presence of
many ancient historiographical concepts and terminology in the New Testament
documents.>? The highest church office, that of apostle, consisted only of eyewit-
nesses (Acts 1:21-22, 1 Corinthians 9:1), and the churches that had a historical rela-
tionship with the apostles were the most prominent in the second century (Rome,

47 e.g., Papias on Mark's gospel (cited in Eusebius, Church History, 3:39), Clement of Alexandria on
Mark and John (see http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2010/11/some-early-sources-on-infancy.html),
Tertullian on the gospels (Against Marcion, 4:5)

48 Another example is the labeling of manuscripts. Christians consulted old manuscripts, sometimes
even "ancient” ones (Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 5:30:1), and compared them to newer ones. The
name of a document's author could be attached to a document in a variety of ways, such is in a docu-
ment title, on a tag, or on the spine of a codex. When a Christian picked up a previous generation's
copy of, say, one of the gospels, he would be getting testimony about that document's authorship
from that older source. Tertullian tells us that it was normal to attach an author's name to a docu-
ment, at least in the context he was addressing (Against Marcion, 4:2), and the New Testament ma-
nuscripts we have support his claim.

49 e.g., Isaiah 41:21-23, John 19:35, Acts 1:21-22, 1 Corinthians 9:1, 2 Peter 1:16

50 Jesus And The Eyewitnesses (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2006)
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Smyrna, Ephesus, etc.). Last year, [ wrote a three-part series of articles about some
of the relevant patristic material.>! I'll cite several examples here.

Justin Martyr refers to the importance of evidence, including hostile corroboration
(First Apology, 20, 30, 33-34, 53). Tatian is aware of the value of hostile corrobora-
tion (Address To The Greeks, 31) and firsthand knowledge (Address To The Greeks,
35). Rhodo considered it shameful for a person who claimed to be a Christian teach-
er to not be able to support his teachings with arguments. He comments about his
interactions with a heretic, "I said to him, 'What is your proof for a single Source [of
good and evil]? Please explain,'...I laughed in condemning him, because he called
himself a teacher yet did not know how to confirm what he taught" (in Eusebius,
Church History, 5:13). Irenaeus appeals to eyewitness testimony and the earliness
of sources (Against Heresies, 3:3:3-4; Fragments, 2). Tertullian appeals to informa-
tion about the apostles and their associates available from apostolic churches (The
Prescription Against Heretics, 32). Dionysius of Alexandria evaluates the New Tes-
tament books on the basis of their internal evidence, making some of the same ob-
servations that have been made by modern scholarship (Eusebius, Church History,
7:24-25). Eusebius appeals to internal evidence as well (Church History, 3:25). Etc.52

Sometimes the Christians of antiquity weren't as concerned about evidence as they
should have been. And some of their conclusions were wrong. But the same can be
said of ancient non-Christian sources, as well as modern ones. There's a lot that's
bad in ancient Christianity, but also far more that's good than Carrier suggests.

And what about ancient non-Christian sources? Dismissing the early Christians as
unconcerned with evidence, even if an accurate characterization (which it isn't),
leaves other sources unexplained. Josephus, Tacitus, Justin Martyr's Jewish oppo-
nents, Celsus, and many other ancient sources who weren't Christians agreed with
Christian claims, including some claims Carrier has disputed.53 If Carrier has to so
often dismiss the united testimony of so many Christian and non-Christian sources,
the problem most likely is with him rather than them.

http: //trlablogue blogsnot com/2010/10/hlstor1cal nature- of—earlv christianity 19. html

http://triablogue.blogspot.com/2010/10 /historical-nature-of-early-christianity 20.html

52 See appendlx 10 for further discussion.
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Steve Hays

I. The Burden of Proof

Loftus tells the reader that he’s taking a “smorgasbord” approach (76). On 76-77, he
gives 10 alleged examples of how Christianity is “wildly improbable.” Then, on 99-
105, he gives another 15 alleged examples of how Christianity is “wildly improba-
ble.” Plus other miscellaneous examples randomly strewn throughout the chapter.

In giving these examples to illustrate the “wild improbability” of Christianity, Loftus
automatically assumes a burden of proof. If the aim of TEC is to disprove Christiani-
ty, then Loftus must actually make a case for his position. If he’s going to give 25+
examples of how Christianity is “wildly improbable,” then that needs to be accom-
panied by 25+ corresponding arguments. Each example is only as good as the quali-
ty of the supporting argument (or absence thereof).

I can’t overstate the fact that a Christian is under no obligation to respond to mere
assertions regarding the alleged improbability of the Christian faith. If Loftus fails to
argue for his examples, then he fails to make good on his claims.

25+ assertions that Christianity is wildly improbably don’t create the slightest pre-
sumption to that effect, much less establish that claim. To paraphrase Christopher
Hitchens, what’s asserted without argument may safely be dismissed without argu-
ment.

This is also a test for the reader. Infidels pride themselves on their rationality. Will
they hold Loftus to elementary standards of intellectual accountability? Or will they
nod approvingly and applaud whatever he says? If the latter, then their self-image is
self-delusional.

However, the deficiency actually runs much deeper, which brings us to the remain-
ing points.

II. Rules of evidence
According to Loftus:

[ am skeptical of the extraordinary claim that Jesus resurrected because I
cannot dismiss my present experience. [ must judge my past from my
present. I cannot do otherwise (79).

An obvious problem with this evidentiary standard is that Loftus relies on science to
supply a key criterion for the Outsider Test for Faith (OTF). Yet, Loftus’ scientific be-
liefs are hearsay beliefs. Loftus is not a scientist. He has not done his own fieldwork
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or lab work to independently confirm his scientific beliefs. This is no part of his per-
sonal experience. His scientific beliefs come from third-hand popularizations.

Indeed, his claim is odd even from a secular standpoint. Normally an atheist will
claim the present must resemble the past. But Loftus has upended this claim: for
him, the past must resemble the present.

II1. “Extraordinary claims”
Loftus says:

When we factor in claims of miracles, it gets even worse, for extraordinary
claims of miracles demand a greater deal of solid evidence for them... (78).

An extraordinary claim is a claim about an alleged event considered improb-
able because it’s outside the realm of the ordinary, something we wouldn’t
expect to happen...The most improbable kinds of extraordinary claims are
about alleged events that cannot be explained within nature and thereby re-
quire supernatural being(s) or forces to explain them (81).

There are several basic problems with this contention:

1) Is it improbable that a poker player had five royal flushes in a row? Well, that’s
highly improbable if the deck is randomly shuffled. If, on the other hand, the dealer
is a cardsharp, then it may be highly probable (even inevitable) that the player had
five royal flushes in a row.

So you really can’t say, in the abstract, what is probable or improbable. That de-
pends on other variables, known or unknown.

2) Apropos (1), what does Loftus mean when he says a miracle is improbable? Does
he mean it's improbable that a miracle would happen by chance? Sure. But that’s
hardly an argument against miracles, for miracles aren’t definable as chance events.

Or does he mean it's improbable that God would perform a miracle? If so, how does
he figure the antecedent odds on God performing a miracle?

Or does he mean God’s existence is improbable? If so, then he can’t begin with the
probability of miracles; rather, he must begin with the probability of God (whatever
that means).

3) Another problem with his maxim is that it cuts both ways.

On the one hand, Christians don’t regard the existence of God as extraordinary. Ra-
ther, they regard the existence of God as necessary. There’s nothing extraordinary
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about the existence of a necessary being. To the contrary, it would be extraordinary
if a necessary being did not exist. Indeed, it would be impossible.

Conversely, Christians regard nature as extraordinary. And that’s because nature is
contingent. Its existence is unnecessary. Therefore, the existence of nature demands
a special explanation.

Given the existence of nature, then nature is ordinary, but the given is extraordinary.
As Leibniz famously asked, why does something exist rather than nothing?

Beyond the general “specialness” of nature, you also have fine-tuning arguments
which contend for the extraordinary character of the big bang, or life on earth, &c.

At the moment, my purpose is not to expound or defend any of these arguments. Ra-
ther, I'm making the point that Loftus’ maxim is a double-edged sword. It doesn’t
carry any presumption in favor of naturalism. It doesn’t create any presumption
against supernaturalism.

Both sides of the debate can begin with this maxim and draw opposing conclusions.
Both sides of the debate can try to use this maxim against the other side. So this
maxim doesn’t assign a distinctive or disproportionate burden of proof on the Chris-
tian. As far as the maxim is concerned, the onus falls equally on believer and unbe-
liever alike.

4) Finally, it doesn’t occur to Loftus that his maxim cuts both ways in another, fatal
respect. For it only takes a single instance to establish a miracle. One will do.

By contrast, Loftus has to eliminate every single reported miracle. Loftus must take
the antecedent, unfalsifiable position that each and every witness to a miracle was
either a deceiver or deceived. Just one isolated exception will dash the entire argu-
ment.

So there’s no parity between these two propositions. And it’s Loftus’ position which
comes up short.

Surely the claim that there’s a 100% failure rate in the whole of human history to
reported miracles is nothing if not an utterly extraordinary claim. And that, in turn,
demands extraordinary evidence.

By what possible evidence could Loftus overcome the standing presumption against
his extraordinary claim? He wasn’t there. He’s in no position to examine every re-
port. Or interview the witnesses.
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Also, it’s safe to say that for every reported miracle, many similar incidents go unre-
ported. Not every witness had occasion to write it down. Not every witness was lite-
rate.

Even if he wrote it down in a private diary, many diaries are never published. Many
diaries are forever lost to the ravages of time.

If extraordinary claims demand extraordinary evidence, then extraordinary disclai-
mers demand extraordinary evidence.

IV) Levitation
Loftus says

If someone claimed he or she levitated, that would be an extraordinary claim
of this sort because it would be something against what is expected in the
natural course of events-something like the Transfiguration...If that same
person also claimed he or she vanished, that would be an additional extraor-
dinary claim. If that person then claimed to have rematerialized in a remote
part of the globe, that would be a third extraordinary claim. The important
point is that these are three independent extraordinary claims (81-82).

Several problems:

1) Is levitation analogous to the Transfiguration? The Transfiguration is a purpose-
ful, meaningful event in a way that levitation generally is not.

2) Why do I have to have an opinion about levitation? Perhaps I haven’t studied the
relevant literature in sufficient depth to venture an educated opinion. The intellec-
tually responsible position would be for me to take no position.

3) As a matter of fact, levitation is a well-attested phenomenon.>* So that creates a
prima facie presumption that it really occurs. Of course, that presumption could be
overcome by sufficient counterevidence. But as it stands, there is probative evidence
for levitation.

4) Loftus’ characterization is simplistic. Whether or not I find a reported levitation
plausible depends, in part, on the nature of the claimant. If, say, | happen to know
that the claimant is deeply involved in witchcraft, then his paranormal powers are
not unexpected.

54 Cf. S. Braude, The Limits of Influence: Psychokinesis and the Philosophy of Science (Routledge & Ke-
gan Paul 1986).
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Put another way, while it might be “extraordinary” for an ordinary person to levi-
tate, it'’s not extraordinary for someone who'’s dedicated to the occult.>>

Do I have a special reason to believe something special happened? That's a better
way to frame the question.

5) By the same token, we’re not dealing with three independent variables. For, in
each case, we're dealing with the same agent. If an agent exhibits one paranormal
ability, then it's not surprising if he exhibits more than one paranormal ability.
These are interdependent insofar as these are all dependent on the nature of the
agent.

V) Truth by definition
Loftus says

An extraordinary claim is a claim about an alleged event considered improb-
able because it's outside the realm of the ordinary, something we wouldn'’t
expect to happen. The only kinds of out of the ordinary or extraordinary
claims I can accept are those that meet two criteria (a) They are within the
range of what science considers naturally possible...(81).

But that’s the fallacy of truth by definition. He concocts a self-serving definition that
conveniently anticipates the desired conclusion. He begins with his conclusion, then
works back from his conclusion to a definition that not so coincidentally includes his
own position while automatically excluding the opposing position. Funny how that
manages to line up.

But that’s not an argument. To the contrary, that takes for granted the very issue in
dispute.

Indeed, it’s a backdoor admission that there is no argument for his position. So he
puts some floral wallpaper over the hole in his argument. It looks solid until poke
your finger through the wallpaper and discover empty space on the other side.

VI) Devil take the hindmost
Let’s take a specific example of what Loftus asserts to be “extraordinary”:

There exists a devil, Satan, and numerous other demonic beings as well as
angels, archangels, cherubim, seraphim and other types of supernatural be-
ings (76).

55 At the moment I'm not taking a position on whether levitation is inherently occultic, but merely
using that to illustrate a larger principle.
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We do not believe in supernatural beings or forces and hence do not make
any extraordinary claims about nonnatural entities that are beyond what we
can or should expect (83).

Let’s pick on the devil. In what respect is that existential proposition “extraordi-
nary”? Suppose we ask the following question:

If the devil exists, is it extraordinary that he exists?

On the face of it, there’s nothing extraordinary about that claim. What’s extraordi-
nary about admitting that something which exists...exists? [ mean, isn’t that a tau-
tology?

Of course, Loftus will challenge the premise. He doesn’t think the devil exists.

But therein lies the hidden, question-begging assumption which underwrites his
classification. Unless you already know that the devil does not exist, you're in no po-
sition to classify existential claims about the devil as extraordinary claims. For if the
devil is real, then what’s so extraordinary about acknowledging the existence of an
actual existent?

Loftus can’t preemptively classify existential claims about the devil as extraordinary
claims. That’s not something he’s entitled to define ahead of time.

If the devil exists, then there’s no presumption that he doesn’t exist. There’s no ex-
traordinary onus to overcome.

So Loftus' maxim generates a dilemma. If, on the one hand, he already knows the
devil doesn’t exist, then shifting the burden of proof is superfluous. For if he’s
known not to exist, why bother discussing the odds of his nonexistence?

On the other hand, Loftus can’t say in advance of the fact that his existence is ex-
traordinary, for if he does exist, what's extraordinary about an existent existing?
You can’t use some fact-free maxim to prejudge a factual question. You can’t use
that maxim as a metaphysical shortcut. For you have to know what reality is like to
apply the maxim. Even if the maxim were sound, it can’t predict what the world is
like. It can’t forecast what’s ordinary and what's extraordinary.

That requires prior knowledge. But if you have prior knowledge of the particulars
(one way or the other), then the maxim is gratuitous.

If supernatural beings don’t exist, then their existence is unexpected-but if they do
exist, then their existence is not unexpected.

So even if the maxim (that extraordinary claims demand extraordinary evidence)
were sound, you can’t use that maxim to prejudge what's extraordinary. You can on-
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ly apply that in case you already know what'’s actual or possible in any given case.
An abstract maxim is uninformative. It has no predictive power. A blind maxim.

VII. Miracles
Loftus says

In my world, miracles do not happen. What world are you living in? (79).

1) Loftus completely disregards the massive ostensible evidence to the contrary.>6
He assumes what he needs to prove.

2) Even on its own terms, his claim raises the question: if miracles occur, to what
extent will we experience their occurrence?

Let’s take a paradigm-case:

Now Abraham was old, well advanced in years. And the LORD had blessed
Abraham in all things. And Abraham said to his servant, the oldest of his
household, who had charge of all that he had, "Put your hand under my thigh,
that I may make you swear by the LORD, the God of heaven and God of the
earth, that you will not take a wife for my son from the daughters of the Ca-
naanites, among whom I dwell, but will go to my country and to my kindred,
and take a wife for my son Isaac." The servant said to him, "Perhaps the
woman may not be willing to follow me to this land. Must I then take your
son back to the land from which you came?" Abraham said to him, "See to it
that you do not take my son back there. The LORD, the God of heaven, who
took me from my father’s house and from the land of my kindred, and who
spoke to me and swore to me, 'To your offspring I will give this land,' he will
send his angel before you, and you shall take a wife for my son from there.
But if the woman is not willing to follow you, then you will be free from this
oath of mine; only you must not take my son back there." So the servant put
his hand under the thigh of Abraham his master and swore to him concerning
this matter.

Then the servant took ten of his master’s camels and departed, taking all
sorts of choice gifts from his master; and he arose and went to Mesopotamia
to the city of Nahor. And he made the camels kneel down outside the city by
the well of water at the time of evening, the time when women go out to
draw water. And he said, "O LORD, God of my master Abraham, please grant
me success today and show steadfast love to my master Abraham. Behold, I
am standing by the spring of water, and the daughters of the men of the city
are coming out to draw water. Let the young woman to whom I shall say,

56 Cf. C. Keener, Miracles: The Credibility of the New Testament Accounts (Baker 2011).
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'Please let down your jar that [ may drink,' and who shall say, 'Drink, and I
will water your camels'—let her be the one whom you have appointed for
your servant Isaac. By this I shall know that you have shown steadfast love to
my master."

Before he had finished speaking, behold, Rebekah, who was born to Bethuel
the son of Milcah, the wife of Nahor, Abraham’s brother, came out with her
water jar on her shoulder. The young woman was very attractive in appear-
ance, a maiden whom no man had known. She went down to the spring and
filled her jar and came up. Then the servant ran to meet her and said, "Please
give me a little water to drink from your jar." She said, "Drink, my lord." And
she quickly let down her jar upon her hand and gave him a drink. When she
had finished giving him a drink, she said, "I will draw water for your camels
also, until they have finished drinking." So she quickly emptied her jar into
the trough and ran again to the well to draw water, and she drew for all his
camels. The man gazed at her in silence to learn whether the LORD had
prospered his journey or not (Gen 24:1-21).

Let’s examine some features of this miracle:

i) This miracle is an answer to prayer. It's what we call a coincidence miracle. Out-
wardly speaking, it seems to be a perfectly natural event. Yet it’s actually a miracle
of timing.

ii) Abraham’s servant is the only direct witness to this miracle. Others could witness
the event, but only he could perceive the special providential character of the event.

That’s because it involves a private understanding between just two parties: God
and Abraham’s servant.

Abraham’s servant asked for a sign. And, outwardly speaking, there’s nothing “ex-
traordinary” about the sign. What makes it miraculous is the conjunction between
the petition and the answer.

iii) Abraham’s servant shared his prayer with others, but that’s after the fact. That’s
dependent on his testimony.

Likewise, you and I only know about it because it was recorded for posterity in
Scripture. It's not the type of miracle that leaves any trace evidence of its miraculous
character.

iv) In a way, the resultant births of Jacob and Esau are just as miraculous as the birth
of Isaac. Yet Isaac’s birth was overtly miraculous whereas their birth was covertly
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miraculous.

There was nothing miraculous about the immediate circumstances of their concep-
tion. Yet their conception was contingent on a miraculous answer to prayer-further
back. If God hadn’t guided Abraham’s servant to find Rebekah, Jacob and Esau
wouldn’t be born.

v) In addition, there’s a chain of events leading up to Rebekah’s arrival at the well
that day. For instance, unless her parents were born, unless they married each oth-
er, unless they happened to be living there or move to that area, where she was born
and bred, she wouldn’t be there to come to the well that day. So there’s a series of
seemingly ordinary events leading up to that particular event. The miracle of timing
wasn’t confined to coordinating her arrival with the arrival of Abraham’s servant on
that particular day, at that particular time of day.

Behind that lay a carefully coordinated series of events stretching back for centuries,
so that all the salient variables would line up to yield the desired result. Many prior
events had to occur, and occur just so, for that one event to occur. So many other
things had to happen at a particular time and place for this event to happen at a par-
ticular time and place. God’s hand is behind the entire process. Not just one “coinci-
dence,” but an interconnected sequence of opportune “coincidences.” Yet to a hu-
man observer, there was nothing special about any of this.

vi) Not only does this miraculous answer to prayer presuppose an orchestrated
past, but it also has long-range future repercussions. For one thing, it contributes to
a genealogy. Because Isaac and Rebekah married, they had Jacob and Esau. And, of
course, as a delayed effect of that event, Jacob and Esau also found wives, by whom
they had kids, and grandkids, and great-grandkids, &c. So you have a family tree that
branches out in a very different direction than if that prayer went unanswered.

vii) And, of course, this isn’t just anyone’s family. This event has worldwide conse-
quences. It's a link in the lineage of the Messiah. Moreover, it’s a conduit of the Ab-
rahamic promise.

Billions of human beings experience the effect of that answered prayer. And yet the
miraculous character of the precipitating event is indiscernible. Unless we had a
record of the event, including an interpretation of the event, we’'d have no idea that
this was a miracle.

Mere empirical experience is blind to the ulterior significance of this event. It looks
like any other “natural” event. Yet that's just one answer to prayer.

In terms of antecedent probabilities, the evidence doesn’t point in one direction or



The End of Infidelity — 52

another.

3) Apropos (2), what distinguishes a miracle from a natural event is that you can’t
extrapolate from past conditions to the occurrence of a miracle. For it lacks causal
continuity. It doesn’t belong to the chain of events.

One potential objection to this definition is that it doesn’t cover coincidental mi-
racles. Miracles of timing. These may involve natural factors, but the timing is op-
portune in a way that suggests personal prevision and provision. Natural events
were coordinated to yield this unexpected, but fortuitous outcome.

Yet there’s a sense in which a miraculous coincidence is both predictable and un-
predictable. In principle, it would be possible to anticipate that outcome if you knew
the prior conditions.

On the other hand, what makes it a miracle is not merely the event itself, but the
conjunction of that event with a human need. We couldn’t anticipate being in the
situation where we need that particular event, and we couldn’t anticipate that event
occurring just when we need it.

Be that as it may, is there a presumption against believing that some events are un-
predictable? That you can’t extrapolate some events from past conditions?

That would only be implausible if you subscribe to a closed system. So the presump-
tion is only as good as the metaphysical claim which undergirds it. And the past
doesn’t create any such presumption, for the very question at issue is whether all
future events are inferable from past events. Put another way, whether any particu-
lar event is antecedently inferable from past conditions.

Undoubtedly many events are the end-result of past conditions. But that’s not some-
thing you can know in advance. That’s only something you can know after the fact.
Which is also true of miracles. Subsequent validation or falsification.

Of course, there’s a sense in which miracles are predictable. But not because we can
infer a miracle from past conditions. Rather, a miracle is predicable in case God pre-
dicts a miracle, or promises a miracle. Predicable because the agent who ultimately
performs the miracle has advance knowledge of his future actions. (“Future” in rela-
tion to us, if not to himself.) He knows what he will do.

VIIL. Dwindling probabilities
Loftus says:

If we rightly define the larger viewpoint as the one having the greater num-
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ber of extraordinary claims chained together as a cluster, where the whole
cluster can only be as probable as the weakest link (83).

An obvious problem with this characterization is that Biblical miracles aren’t a
string of independent, unrelated events. Rather, they have a common source in the
purpose and power of God. That’s a unifying principle.

Loftus' mischaracterization is like reducing poker to the odds. But if you try to play
poker by simply playing the odds, you're going to lose. That's because there’s more
to winning or losing at poker than random card combinations. There’s also the
strategy of the poker player. What a rational agent does with the options.

Same thing with chess. If Capablanca plays a game of chess, you can’t go back and
handicap each move based on the sheer number of forking paths. For behind each
move is a mind-the mind of the chess player.

IX. Dueling with a double-edged sword
Loftus says

Christians must also show that the doctrines they derive from the supposed
biblical events are true. However, this task is fatally hamstrung by virtue of
the fact that their interpretations of the biblical texts are historically situated
and culturally conditioned, as is evident from the number of Christianities
that have existence and exist today (78).

Assuming (arguendo) that this diagnosis is correct, Loftus’ objection curves back on
his own position. For he’s cited many prooftexts to show that Christianity is “wildly
improbable.” But his appeal is fatally hamstrung by virtue of the fact that his inter-
pretation of biblical texts is historically situated and culturally conditioned.

VIIL Involuntary brain mechanisms
Loftus says (quoting Robert Burton)

Certainty and similar states of “knowing what we know” arise out of involun-
tary brain mechanisms that, like love or anger, function independently of
reason (79).

Well, I admit that goes a long way in clarifying the mindset of Richard Dawkins,
Christopher Hitchens, Hector Avalos, Thom Stark, Robert Price, Richard Carrier,
Keith Parsons, et al. All the same, it does seem counterproductive for John Loftus to
preemptively discredit himself and his teammates so early in the game, but who am
[ to disagree?
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IX. Double burden of proof
Loftus says

That miracles took place even though believing in them demands a near im-
possible double burden of proof. What believers must show is that an alleged
biblical miracle could not have happened within the natural world because it
was impossible (or else it’s not considered miraculous). Then they must turn
right around and claim such an impossible event probably took place anyway
(102; cf. 79).

Several problems:

i) Loftus is confusing the classification of an event with the occurrence of an event.
It’s not as if we have to decide whether or not an event is miraculous before we can
decide whether or not it occurred. Is it not more logical to classify an event after the
fact?

ii) Christians don’t have to operate with a ready-made definition of a “miracle.”
Christians can simply affirm the occurrence of ev