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Thank you for coming this evening for our special event Atheism vs. Christianity. We are delighted that you are here and believe that you will find the evening stimulating and thought provoking.

My name is Pete Scheller. I am the pastor of Destiny Christian Fellowship. 

Let me be completely upfront with you, I am not a scientist or a philosopher or even a theologian. I am simply someone trying to make sense of the issues being discussed and debated, sometimes pretty aggressively in the US today.
So anyway, why am I giving this talk? Why am I adding my two cents?

Well firstly, it seems to me that too many people are buying into Richard Dawkins’ arguments wholesale. If you will forgive the joke, too many people take his words as “gospel”!

From personal experience I can vouch, that many Americans are too willing to trust almost anyone with an English accent, regardless of what they are saying.
Also as Alister and Joanna Collicutt McGrath, write in their book The Dawkins Delusion (p13):

It is clear that a response of some sort is needed to The God Delusion, if only because the absence of one might persuade some that no answer could be given.
There are reasonable answers to the points Dawkins raises, though I want to respond to the arguments of atheism in general and not just those promoted specifically by Dawkins.

When I first became a follower of Jesus Christ, I feared that atheists held the intellectual high ground, that their arguments made more sense and were more reasonable than those of Christianity – that was the byproduct of growing up in a largely secular Britain despite having churchgoing parents.

However, the more I began to dig into the arguments, the more convinced I became that this was not actually true.

In fact, I hope to demonstrate to you tonight that Christianity is more reasonable, more consistent, more livable and more tolerant than atheism.

I think that sets the bar pretty high.
But why does any of this matter anyway?

Well it matters because at the end of the day we live out what we believe. Not what we say we believe but what we truly believe.

In his book What’s so Great about Christianity? Dinesh D’Sousa (p15-16) writes:

The Reverend Randy Alcorn, founder of Eternal Perspective Ministries in Oregon, sometimes presents his audiences with two creation stories and asks them whether it matters which one is true. In the secular account, “You are the descendant of a tiny cell of primordial protoplasm washed up on an empty beach three and a half billion years ago. You are the blind and arbitrary product of time, chance, and natural forces. You are a mere grab-bag of atomic particles, a conglomeration of genetic substance. You exist on a tiny planet in a minute solar system in an empty corner of a meaningless universe. You are a purely biological entity, different only in degree but not in kind from a microbe, virus, or amoeba. You have no essence beyond your body, and at death you will cease to exist entirely. In short, you came from nothing and are going nowhere.”

In the Christian view, by contrast, “You are the special creation of a good and all-powerful God. You are created in His image, with capacities to think, feel and worship that set you above all other life forms. You differ from the animals not simply in degree but in kind. Not only is your kind unique, but you are unique among your kind. Your Creator loves you so much and so intensely desires your companionship and affection that he has a perfect plan for your life. In addition, God gave the life of His only son that you might spend eternity with Him. If you are willing to accept the gift of salvation, you can become a child of God.”

Dinesh goes on to ask whether the view you subscribe to will make a difference to how you live.

The obvious answer is “Yes.”

Wrestling with questions of purpose and value is very dear to my heart as those questions played a significant role in steering me to faith in the first place.

So let’s consider these two world views: Atheism and Christianity and hold them up side by side.

What is a worldview anyway?

A worldview is: 

· A basic belief system

· A frame of reference 

· A paradigm

· The lenses through which you interpret and make sense of life 

The McGraths write (p58):

A worldview is a comprehensive way of viewing reality that tries to make sense of its various elements within a single overarching way of looking at things. Some, of course, are religious; many are not. Buddhism, existentialism, Islam, atheism and Marxism all fall into this category. 

We all have a world view of some kind. It may not be very thought through or held with much conviction but we all view life and try to understand it in some way or other. 
Therefore, all world views start on a level footing. There is no greater burden of proof on either Atheism or Christianity. They are just competing ways to explain life.
Keep in mind too that while holding an atheist world view makes you an atheist, holding a Christian world view does not make you a Christian. This is because the essence of Christianity is a relationship not a system of belief.

Actually, I do not believe any world view including atheism or Christianity is ultimately provable. The question is really which one is more reasonable, more likely and more believable based on the evidence.

So, I challenge you to try to suspend your prejudice and keep an open mind as we focus on these two commonly held views.
Anyway, a world view is shaped by the answers to four questions:

1. Where did the cosmos and humankind come from?

2. Of all that exists what has value?
3. How do you know the answers to 1-2?

4. Where is the cosmos and humankind going? 

So let’s consider the prevailing atheist answers first. 

Typically, the atheist answers to the question: Where did the cosmos and humankind come from? Are:

· I don’t know

· It’s impossible to know

· Or some form of naturalistic cause (e.g. Evolution)

The key ingredient, of course, being that there is no supernatural explanation.

People who subscribe to these views could be Atheists, Agnostics or Evolutionists or a combination of those.

It’s probably worth stopping for a moment to define evolution.

We might want to think of evolution with a “small e” as a fact of life, as forms naturally evolve to some extent.
And Evolution with a “big E”, as a philosophical doctrine of ultimate explanation

The issue is not whether evolution (small e) was the mechanism by which diversity of life appears on the earth; the issue is whether Evolution (big E) was the stand alone means by which life came into being to begin with.

In fact, when we ask the question how life began there are essentially only two options.

Either there are an infinite number of causes or there is some kind of uncaused cause.

Virtually nobody Atheist, Christian or any other world view, has proposed the first.

Ray Abraham Varghese writes (p170):

Absolute nothingness cannot produce something given endless time – in fact, there can be no time in absolute nothingness.

That leaves an uncaused cause.

Varghese adds (p165):

Theists and atheists can agree on one thing: if anything at all exists, there must be something preceding it that always existed. How did this eternally existing reality come to be? The answer is that it never came to be. It always existed. Take your pick: God or the universe. Something always existed.

Historically Atheists have argued that the universe always existed and only recently after science discovered the big bang have atheists begun to argue that something else, perhaps an infinite number of universes a.k.a. the multiverse, is the uncaused cause.
Wikipedia’s entry for the multiverse begins like this:

The multiverse (or meta-universe, metaverse) is the hypothetical set of multiple possible universes (including the historical universe we consistently experience) that together comprise everything that exists: the entirety of space, time, matter, and energy as well as the physical laws and constants that describe them. The term was coined in 1895 by the American philosopher and psychologist William James. The various universes within the multiverse are sometimes called parallel universes.

The idea of a multiverse is that life can be explained because out of the infinite number of universes one of them “had” to be conducive to life.
Dawkins writes (p137-138):

Scientists invoke the magic of large numbers… And the beauty of the anthropic principle is that it tells us, against all intuition, that a chemical model need only predict that life will arise in one planet in a billion billion to give us a good and entirely satisfying explanation for the presence of life here.
Varghese comments (p173):

Given this type of reasoning, which is better described as an audacious exercise in superstition, anything we desire should exist somewhere if we just “invoke the magic of large numbers.” Unicorns or the elixir of youth, even if “staggeringly improbable,” are bound to occur “against all intuition.” The only requirement is “a chemical model” that “need only predict” these occurring “on one planet in a billion billion.”

The problem is that there is zero scientific evidence that there are an infinite number of universes, in other words this is a hypothetical explanation not fact. You may have noticed that the term “multiverse” was coined not by a scientist but by a philosopher. 

It seems to me that atheists are seeking to make the unbelievable believable by putting a distance of billions of years and hundreds of millions of miles between now and the beginning of life.

Rather than solve the problem, Flew believes it creates a greater problem. He comments (p137): 
If the existence of one universe requires an explanation, multiple universes require a much bigger explanation: the problem is increased by the factor of whatever the total number of universes is. It seems a little like the case of the schoolboy whose teacher doesn’t believe his dog ate his homework, so he replaces the first version of the story with the story that a pack of dogs – too many to count – ate his homework.
We will consider the second candidate for an uncaused cause e.g. God, later.

Atheists will typically answer the second question: “Of all that exists what has value?” in one of the following ways.
· Human Beings

· Matter

· Nothing

Hence we get:

· Humanism

· Materialism

· Nihilism

The difficulty to the first two answers is “Why?” Why should human beings have value if you don’t know or can’t know where we have come from or if we are a random consequence of a cosmic anomaly? 

And on what basis can you make a distinction between human beings and matter? Or between anything else for that matter.

On what basis can you attribute greater or lesser values?

Perhaps, the basis is pride/delusion – I want to think that people are of greater value because I am one!

Or maybe utility - Human beings have value based on their usefulness.

But that does not bode well for the old or people with disabilities or anyone else who consumes more than they contribute…

The answer to this question that is most consistent with the answer to the previous question is actually, “Nothing” but is that answer livable.

Can you live out a lifestyle that is consistent with the belief that nothing has value? Would you want to? Would you want your kids or your best friend to?

Richard Dawkins thinks so, he quotes his friend Jim Watson (p100):
 ‘Well I don’t think we’re here for anything. We’re just products of evolution. You can say, “Gee, your life must be pretty bleak if you don’t think there’s a purpose.” But I’m anticipating having a good lunch.’ 

I don’t know about you but that sounds pretty hollow to me. A good lunch might sustain you through a chipper weekend but it’s not going to be much help when your wife says she’s leaving you or you find out you have breast cancer!

The next question is “How do you know?”

How do you know where the cosmos and humankind came from? And how do you know what has value?

Normally the answers are:

· By intuition, “I know because I know”

· By reason “I have thought it through” 

· Or based on the opinions of the experts “Charles Darwin and Richard Dawkins said so…”

The difficulties here are that intuition actually tells you the opposite, I will explain that later but for now I just want you to recall that even Dawkins admits that he believes “against all intuition”.
Secondly, we need to acknowledge that there is a limit to people’s knowledge, whether it is mine, yours or even an expert’s.

How much knowledge can any one person, claim to have?

Think about it: What percentage of all the knowledge in the world do you or I have? It would be so minimal that we wouldn’t even want to guess at it.

That raises the question: Could something or someone exist outside the limits of our or their knowledge? Obviously the answer is YES.
So is it a reasonable for Richard Dawkins to include a chapter in his book The God Delusion titled “Why there is almost certainly no God” (Chapter 4) 
Well I certainly don’t think so.
Although he would dispute it, the reality is that science has limitations. 

Anthony Flew argues (p 89) 
When you study the interaction of two physical bodies, for instance, two subatomic particles, you are engaged in science. When you ask how is it that those subatomic particles - or anything physical – could exist and why, you are engaged in philosophy. When you draw philosophical conclusions from scientific data, then you are thinking as a philosopher.
The McGraths quote Peter Medawar, an Oxford immunologist who won the Nobel Prize for medicine as saying (p39):

That there is indeed a limit upon science is made very likely by the existence of questions that science cannot answer, and that no conceivable advance of science would empower it to answer…I have in mind such questions as: 

How did everything begin?

What are we all here for?

What is the point of living?

I think that is my main problem with Richard Dawkins’ book. 

I cannot argue with his science but his philosophical and theological conclusions are at times completely ridiculous.

For example, Dawkins argues (p253):

Christians seldom realize that much of the moral consideration for others which is apparently promoted in the Old and New Testaments was originally intended to apply only to a narrowly defined in-group. ‘Love thy neighbor’ didn’t mean what we now think it means. It meant only ‘Love another Jew.’

This statement is not only false it is intellectually dishonest.

Think about it: According to the Bible in Luke 10, Jesus was specifically asked for a definition of “neighbor”. His response was the parable of the Good Samaritan. Samaritans were another race and absolutely definitely not consider part of the in-group. In fact, Jesus chose Samaritans precisely because his point was “everyone is a neighbor”. 

A man of Dawkins’ intelligence knows better.

Throughout the book his primary argument, which he returns to over and over again, is drum roll please: “Who made God?” 
For some absurd reason he thinks this is his unbeatable trump card, when it is a question more suitable for a child than a scientific genius.

Finally, we come to question 4: Where is the cosmos and humankind going?

Typically the answers are:

· Destruction/annihilation

· Utopia/paradise

· Or destruction for most, utopia for the ones who survive.

While most people think the first, a hard core evolutionist would have to say the second because humankind is (according to him/her) constantly improving.

However, 20th Century atheists often tried to achieve utopia via the annihilation of their enemies.

Peter Hitchens (brother of famous atheist Christopher) writes in The Rage Against God (p153-154): 
Atheist states have a consistent tendency to commit mass murders in the name of the greater good.
He has in mind Stalin’s Russia, Mao’s China and Pol Pot’s Cambodia all of which massacred millions – for the greater good.
Keep in mind these are the only officially atheist states, unless you want to include Hitler’s Germany, which hardly improves their human rights record! 

An older example might be the bloodthirsty atheistic French Revolution.

A current example might be North Korea.

In fact, David Robertson argues in the Dawkins Letters (p39):

Atheistic secular fundamentalism is in my view more intolerant and coercive than almost any religious position. 

Given the evidence of the 20th Century it is hard to argue with that statement.

Of course, it should be said that atheists who committed massive atrocities did not do so in the name of atheism per se but of their political ideology. This simply illustrates the point that atheists cannot make a belief system of atheism alone, which is meaningless, but have to combine it with something else that gives apparent meaning.

By comparison, Christianity is extremely tolerant.

Certainly Dawkins’ version is not. Here are a couple of examples (p 317):
Once, in the question time after a lecture in Dublin, I was asked what I thought about the widely publicized cases of sexual abuse by Catholic priests in Ireland. I replied that, horrible as sexual abuse no doubt was, the damage was arguably less than the long-term psychological damage inflicted by bringing the child up Catholic in the first place.

David Robertson responds (p113):

If it is right for the State to take children away from parents who would sexually abuse them, and if you believe that bringing that child up in the Christian faith is more abusive, then logically you must believe that the State should have the right to remove children from such abusive situations.

Robertson also responds to Dawkins frequent assertions that Atheists don’t start wars or commit acts of violence by saying (p79):

Atheists don’t bomb or burn? Try telling that to the members of 77 churches in Norway which were burnt down when some over-zealous young atheists took on board the teaching about how dangerous and evil religion was. Clearly you have also forgotten the clarion calls of some of the great atheist thinkers of the recent past. Bakunin and Lenin for example both argued that religion was a virus which needed to be eradicated – they both advocated and implemented the killing of believers as a social obligation. 

Dawkins asks (p278):

Why would anyone go to war for the sake of an absence of belief?

Robertson responds (p110):

It could be that the reason that people go to war is the absence of belief. If, like Stalin or Hitler, you believe that there is no God to answer to, that ‘might is right’ and that power comes at the end of a gun, then you are much more likely to indulge your selfish genes and go to war to get what you want. 

Peter Hitchens adds (p146-147):

What agency can be used to place law above force? ... The answer, from a very early stage, is that such contracts were made binding by solemn promises sworn in the name of Almighty God…Without a belief in God and the soul, where is the oath? Without the oath, where is the obligation or pressure to fulfill it? Where is the law that even kings must obey? Where is the Magna Carta, Habeas Corpus, or the Bill of Rights, all of which arose out of attempts to rule by lawless tyranny? Where is the lifelong fidelity of husband and wife? Where is the safety of an innocent child growing in the womb? Where, in the end, is the safety of any of us from those currently bigger and stronger than we are?  

Why does the atheist view lend itself to such frequent excesses?

To answer that we have to ask, “What is the Atheist basis for morality?”

Dawkins suggests the following causes for morality in his book p219-220:
· Genetic Kinship – we treat people who are like us well
· Reciprocation – “you scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours”

· Reputation 
· Advertisement of Superiority 
He goes on to quote Einstein “If people are good only because they fear punishment, and hope for reward, then we are a sorry lot indeed.”

However, exactly how any of these four motivations are not based on fear of punishment or hope of reward, Dawkins fails to mention.

In contrast, why do most Christians love and serve God?

My friend Chris Rowney responds: 

From fear of hell? – Not that I am aware of.

For Hope of reward? – Not really.

My love and service is out of APPRECIATION not out of OBLIGATION.

As the Apostle John wrote in his first letter (I John 4:19):

We love because he first loved us.

Christian service is a response to God love, not an attempt to earn God’s love or some other reward.
When it comes to the basis of right and wrong and specifically how someone determines what is right or wrong, Dawkins speaks enthusiastically of Consequentialism – the idea that you determine right and wrong based on the consequences of an action not the action itself.

Opposed to this idea would be Absolutism – that certain actions are always wrong in every circumstance or situation. This view is typically derived from religion as Dawkins himself admits. 

Understandably, you cannot advocate for absolutism from an atheist standpoint as to do so would be to appeal to a higher law, leading to the question who or what is that higher law based on? 

However, the problems with trying to determine the right thing to do based on the consequences are quite obvious.

First, how do you know what the consequences of an action are going to be? Haven’t we all made hundreds of decisions expecting a different outcome than the one that actually came about?
What happens if the consequences initially appear to be good but then end up bad?

Second, how do we define a “good outcome”? Is it simply “What’s good for me?” Or “What will bring about the greatest happiness to the greatest number of people?”

My answer to the second question and Richard Dawkins’ answer to it could be exactly opposite. 

How is a person supposed to know where they stand or make a “better” decision next time?

Frank Peretti ponders this question in his book Piercing the Darkness, his fictional character writes (p194):

I want to know something for sure. Right now I don’t. Blame it on pride. When I first entered high school I relished what I was taught: that I was the ultimate authority in my life, the final arbiter of all truth, the only decider of my values, and that no prior traditions, notions about God, or value systems had any authority over my will, my spirit, my behavior. “Maximum autonomy,” they called it. Such ideas can be very inviting.

But there was a catch to all this freedom: I had to accept the idea that I was an accident, a mere product of time plus chance, and not only myself, but everything that exists. Once I bought that idea, it was impossible to believe that anything really mattered, for whatever I could do, or create, or change, or enhance, would be no less an accident that I was. So where was the value of anything? Of what value was my own life?

So all that “maximum autonomy” wasn’t the great liberation and joy I thought it would be. I felt like a kid let loose to play in an infinitely huge yard – I started to wish there was a fence somewhere. At least then I would know where I was. I could run up against it and tell myself, “I’m in the yard,” and feel right about it. Or I could climb over the fence, and tell myself. “Oh-oh, I’m outside the yard,” and feel wrong about it. Whether right or wrong, and with infinite freedom to run and play, I know I would still stay near the fence. 

At least then I would know where I was, I would know something for sure. 
So, in summary, the main problems with the Atheist view are:
If you don’t know where we came from, how can you know where we are going?

It gives no solid basis for right and wrong or meaning and purpose or even value
Ultimately, it is not logical or consistent within itself or very satisfying.
Now let’s turn to the Christian view.

Where did the cosmos and humankind come from?
· The cosmos was created by the infinite, uncreated, loving and personal God of the Bible
· Human beings are made in His image

The assertion that God is infinite is consistent with the notion that He is big enough to create all that exists.

The assertion that God is uncreated is consistent with the notion of His existence prior to the cosmos.

The assertion that God is loving and personal is consistent with the notion of His desire to have a relationship with human beings. 
Dawkins argues that the cosmos has not existed long enough for a being as advanced as God to have evolved yet. However, given that Dawkins believes in the existence of a multiverse and probably parallel universes none of which he can date, how can he logically rule out this possibility?

However, Christians believe that God has always existed and that He is the uncaused cause behind the cosmos. 

While this cannot be proven it also cannot be disproved and, as I hope to show, makes far better sense of the evidence.

This Biblical revelation of God differs significantly from Dawkins own characterization. Dawkins writes (p31):

The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all fiction; jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control-freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic, racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.
No wonder he wishes to disprove the existence of God. 
On the contrary, the Old Testament teaches that God is compassionate and gracious, slow to anger, abounding in love and faithfulness, maintaining love to thousands, and forgiving wickedness, rebellion and sin. Yet he does not leave the guilty unpunished. (Ex 34:6-7)

That is the God I believe in and I believe that one brief encounter with Him changes your life permanently.
The Christian answer to the second question: “Of all that exists what has value?” would be:

· God
· Human Beings
· Everything Else

Note that this answer logically follows on from the previous answer.
The basis of value and the hierarchy of values both make sense.
God is of supreme value, human beings are of great value because we are made in His image and all that exists has value because God created it.
How do Christians argue that they know the answers to these questions?
Is it by faith? And if so, what do Christians mean by that?

McGrath summarizes Dawkins’ definitions of faith (p17):

Faith is “blind trust, in the absence of evidence, even in the teeth of evidence.” It is a “process of non-thinking.” It is “evil precisely because it requires no justification, and brooks no argument.”

So here I will try to give you some of the evidence, some of the thought and some of the justification behind my belief in God.

· Intuition
· Reason
· Scripture
· Revelation/Experience

I willingly admit that none of these “proves the existence of God” but they do provide weighty evidence for it, so let’s consider each one.

It is interesting that children routinely ask the question “Who made the world?” rather than “What made the world?”

It seems that children intuitively recognize that it would take a “Who”, a personal cause, to make something as complex as the world and not just a “what”, an impersonal cause.

J. Budsiszewski explains why this is so significant in his book Ask Me Anything: (p92-93) during a dialogue with a student called Peter:

“Anything that doesn’t have to be requires a cause sufficient to account for the effect. Remember the puddle and the picture?”

“Sure.”

“The rain could have made the puddle, and the artist could have made the picture, but the rain couldn’t have made the picture. That cause wouldn’t have been sufficient to account for the effect.”

“All right, I can see that the rain couldn’t cause the picture. But without knowing all the different kinds of what there are, how do I know that there isn’t a single what that could have been sufficient to cause the world?”

“Think of it this way. Would you agree that the world has both whos and whats in it?”

“That’s pretty obvious.”

“And would you also agree that a who is greater than a what?”

“What do you mean?”

“For one thing, a what can make a what, and a who can make a what, but only a who can make a who.”

“That seems true.”

“Now put those two points together. If only a who can make a who, and the world includes whos, then only a who could make the world.”
Intuition points toward faith – that is the reason children think this way and also one of the reasons why the majority of people on the planet are religious.

In addition, the Christian world view does a better job of explaining our sense of self. 
Varghese writes (p163):

Think for a minute of a marble table in front of you. Do you think that, given a trillion years or infinite time, this table could suddenly or gradually become conscious, aware of its surroundings, aware of its identity the way you are? It is simply inconceivable that this would or could happen.

He also states (p181-182):

The most fundamental reality of which we are all aware, then, is the human self, an understanding of the self inevitably sheds insights on all the origin questions and makes sense of reality as a whole. We realize that the self cannot be described, let alone explained, in terms of physics or chemistry: science does not discover the self; the self discovers science. We realize that no account of the history of the universe is coherent if it cannot account for the existence of the self.

So how did life, consciousness, thought, and the self come to be?

Life, consciousness, mind, and the self can only come from a Source that is living, conscious, and thinking. 
On a personal level, many of us have attended a wake or funeral and been struck by the thought that the essential person has departed, even though his/her body is still present.

We don’t know how we know this – but we do know it!

Reason also points to this answer. 

Some Christians who believe in what has become known as “Intelligent Design” believe that the existence of gaps in the evidence for evolution is the best evidence for the existence of God, however, I agree with the McGraths who argue that (p31):

It is … not the gaps in our understanding of the world which point to God but rather the very comprehensibility of scientific and other forms of understanding that requires explanation.

In other words, why do we understand any of it, why is it understandable in the first place?

Varghese asks (p171):

Why is there something and not absolute nothingness? And why does the something that exists conform to symmetries or form complex structures?

Again Former Atheist Anthony Flew is helpful. He writes (p113-)
Imagine entering a hotel room on your next vacation. The CD player on the bedside is softly playing a track from your favorite recording. The framed print over the bed is identical to the image that hangs over the fireplace at home. The room is scented with your favorite fragrance. You shake your head in amazement and drop your bags on the floor.

You’re suddenly very alert. You step over to the minibar, open the door, and stare in wonder at the contents. Your favorite beverages. Your favorite cookies and candy. Even the brand of bottled water you prefer.

You turn from the minibar, then, and gaze around the room. You notice a book on the desk; it’s the latest volume by your favorite author. You glance into the bathroom, where personal care and grooming products are lined up on the counter, each one as if it was chosen specifically for you. You switch on the television; it is tuned to your favorite channel.

Chances are, with each new discovery about your hospitable new environment, you would be less inclined to think it was all a mere coincidence, right? You might wonder how the hotel managers acquired such detailed information about you. You might marvel at their meticulous preparation. You might even double-check what all this is going to cost you. But you would certainly be inclined to believe that someone knew you were coming. 

The vacation scenario is a clumsy, limited parallel to the so-called fine-tuning argument… “The more I examine the universe and study the details of its architecture,” writes physicist Freeman Dyson, “the more evidence I find that the universe in some sense knew we were coming.” In other words, the laws of nature seem to have been crafted so as to move the universe toward the emergence and sustenance of life…

Let’s take the most basic laws of physics. It has been calculated that if the value of even one of the fundamental constants – the speed of light or the mass of an electron, for instance – had been to the slightest degree different, then no planet capable of permitting the evolution of human life could have formed. 

This fine tuning has been explained in two ways. 

The two ways, Flew explains, are God or a multiverse.

Can I prove that God is the correct answer? No.

But can Dawkins prove that a multiverse is the correct answer? Not a chance!

So, my point is that you cannot prove either in their own right and need to look at further evidence.
Personally, I fail to see how invoking exceptionally large numbers is more believable than considering the possibility of a Creator.
In our day to day experience we are aware that cause is always greater than effect. It seems that the “God option” more easily meets this criteria than the other theories. 
Ultimately it makes substantially more sense to me that God made something out of nothing rather than that nothing made something out of nothing.
God also provides an answer to the “Why” question, “Why does anything at all exist?” where the other theories do not. 
Scripture is, if you will, the religious version of the opinion of the experts.

And it is filled with wisdom for living.

What constantly strikes me as a pastor is the timeless nature of the Bible, how often it speaks directly into a situation I face or another person faces right now, today.

I regularly hear comments like, “That message was just for me” or “I really needed to hear that right now.”

That is not because I am a great speaker but because the Bible is an exceptional book.

Consider, for example, the twin Bible doctrines that human beings are made in the image of God and therefore, capable of great good and also that we are fallen and capable of great evil.

This, for me at least, makes sense of why our species can produce a Mother Teresa and an Osama Bin Laden. 

I could say a lot more but we don’t have enough time tonight.

I would also argue that I believe in God due to my experience/revelation of Him.

Dawkins dismisses any claims of personal experience of God saying (p88):

You say you have experienced God directly? Well, some people have experienced a pink elephant, but that probably doesn’t impress you. Peter Sutcliffe, the Yorkshire Ripper, distinctly heard the voice of Jesus telling him to kill women… Individuals in asylums think they are Napoleon or Charlie Chaplin, or that the entire world is conspiring against them… We humour them but don’t take their internally revealed beliefs seriously, mostly because not many people share them. Religious experiences are different only in that the people who claim them are numerous.
This argument sounds reasonable for about 8 seconds, until you think about the logic or lack of.
Robertson responds (p45):

Your point has no more validity than a man who announces that a Rolex cannot be real because he once bought a fake watch, or a woman announcing that love does not exist because she once had a bad experience.

One person’s bogus claim does not invalidate every other person’s claims for all time. 

I happen to believe I have encountered God.

What makes me believe my experience is genuine?

My main argument would be that a genuine encounter with God will come out in the way I treat those closest to me.

So, if you want to know if my faith is genuine and has had a positive impact on me then I would say, “Ask my wife, ask my friends, ask my coworkers…”

The Bible itself issues that test (I John 4:20): 
Whoever claims to love God yet hates a brother or sister is a liar. For whoever does not love their brother and sister, whom they have seen, cannot love God, whom they have not seen.
Of course, not every claim of an encounter with God is true or properly interpreted but seriously, if 500 people told you that they heard the voice of Jesus telling them to kill women would you believe them just because more people shared the experience?

I wouldn’t believe it if 100,000 people said it. 

Why? Because the statement does not mesh with the person Jesus is revealed to be in the Bible or in my experience.

It isn’t primarily numbers that make something believable or unbelievable it is primarily the content.

If I said, “I heard the voice of Jesus telling me to love my wife or apologize to my children” would you doubt that just because I’m the only one saying it? Or would you say, “Sounds like the kind of thing I’d expect Jesus to say!”

I turned my life over to God after a friend nearly put me over a cliff because I spent the next month asking myself, “If I had died what purpose would there have been to my life?”
I was unable to come up with an answer that gave purpose without including God in it. After all Dawkins answer that there is no purpose in life whatsoever, is exceptionally depressing.

I know, I know Dawkins and others will accuse me of believing in God, because I want Him to exist. He would probably quote someone like Ludwig Feuerbach, a 19th Century German philosopher.

The McGraths write (p54):

In 1841, Feuerbach argued that God was basically an invention, dreamed up by human beings to provide metaphysical and spiritual consolation. His argument runs like this:

There is no God.

But lots of people believe in God. Why?

Because they want consolation.

So they “project” or “objectify” their longings and call this “God.”

So this nonexistent God is simply the projection of human longings.

The McGraths continue:

It has its problems, however. For a start, wanting something is no demonstration that it does not exist… It also suggests that all worldviews are a response to human needs and desires – including, of course, atheism, which can be seen as a response to the human desire for moral autonomy.

C. S. Lewis writes in Mere Christianity (p136-137):

Creatures are not born with desires unless satisfaction for these desires exists. A baby feels hunger; well, there is such a thing as food. A duckling wants to swim; well, there is such a thing as water. Men feel sexual desire; well, there is such a thing as sex. If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world.
Once again the argument for Christianity flows with what we know and experience in other areas of life and the argument from atheism flows against it.
I find the logic of the Christian view, superior to that of the atheist view. It just seems to match reality better. 

It is for all these reasons that, 25 years on, I am still a Christian

Let’s move on to the next question

Finally, where is the cosmos and humankind going?

The Christian view is that the earth will be renewed and that human beings are heading for either heaven or hell.

There is some overlap with the atheist view although, significantly, we do not end up in either destination by accident but by choice. 

It is also not random, rather there is a balancing of the books – Everything, everyone will be reconciled to God, either to His love or His justice.

That thought sets the backdrop for Christian Morality.
The Christian Basis for Morality is Biblical Absolutism
Dr. Sam Storms states (Lesson 1 p8 Ethics Notes):

Biblical absolutism argues that there are many ethical actions which are intrinsically right or wrong. The moral quality of such acts does not depend upon culture or preference or consequence. Such acts are always, universally, and everywhere either right or wrong, good or evil.

Therefore, there are eternally and universally applicable rules or principles of right and wrong that transcend culture and impose moral obligation on all people. 

The source of these moral absolutes… is two-fold: (a) the special revelation found in Scripture, and b) the general revelation found in creation, otherwise known as “natural law”.

In fact, if there are no moral absolutes why do we so frequently appeal to them?

CS Lewis writes (p3):

Every one has heard people quarrelling. Sometimes it sounds funny and sometimes it sounds merely unpleasant; but however it sounds, I believe we can learn something very important from listening to the kind of things they say. They say things like this: ‘How’d you like it if anyone did the same to you? – ‘That’s my seat, I was there first’ – ‘Leave him alone, he isn’t doing any harm’… People say things like that every day, educated people as well as uneducated, and children as well as grown ups.

Now what interests me about all these remarks is that the man who makes them is not merely saying that the other man’s behaviour does not happen to please him. He is appealing to some kind of standard of behaviour which he expects the other man to know about. And the other man very seldom replies: ‘To hell with your standard.’ Nearly always he tries to make out that what he has been doing does not really go against the standard, or that if it does there is some special excuse.   

Ultimately, this is yet another argument in favor of the existence of God.

In addition to moral absolutes, Christians are informed about how they should relate to other people by the Biblical doctrine that all human beings are made in the image of God and therefore intrinsically valuable.
This is the main reason why Christians have so frequently championed the cause of the poor, the marginalized and the oppressed.

The same groups that are often sacrificed in more atheistic or materialistic world views.
Again Peter Hitchens writes (p141):

Left to themselves, human beings can in a matter of minutes justify the incineration of populated cities, the mass deportation – accompanied by slaughter, disease, and starvation – of inconvenient people, and the mass murder of the unborn.

He adds (p160):

Without God, many more actions are possible than are permitted in a Godly order. 

Does that mean that belief in God, will singlehandedly, stop you from ever doing anything immoral or unethical? Of course not!

Hitchens admits (p152):

From time to time I also try to wriggle out of the laws to which I have sworn obedience. I then reject parts of the teaching of my faith, those parts that condemn what I want to think or say or do. I can usually find clever and ingenious arguments for doing this. I invariably do so because it suits me personally. In this, I am doing exactly as the atheist does, only not to the same extent, because I do not actively wish for disorder and meaninglessness, and I recognize that if I pull down the pillars of the moral universe, I too will be crushed when the roof falls. So I follow my failure with regret and hope for forgiveness (yet again). This is an argument for the belief that humanity is imperfect and fallen, not a condemnation of faith or of God. And in all my experience of life, I have seldom seen a more powerful argument for the fallen nature of man, and his inability to achieve perfection, than those countries in which man set himself up to replace God with the state.
And I hold my hands up for the failings of the church and individual Christians throughout the centuries (myself included).

If you have been wounded by Christians, pastors, I apologize and ask your forgiveness.

Too often in our generation there has been an unhealthy welding together of faith, patriotism and politics so much so that many people are unable to distinguish between the 3 and hold anyone’s faith in suspicion if they are unable to buy into their entire package.

We can do better and we will do better!
Let’s consider some of the objections to religion and Christianity in particular:
· Does Christianity do more harm than good?
· Are Religious wars really about religion?
· Is it reasonable to blame religion for humankind’s most basic problems?
· Are all religions the same?

Does Christianity do more harm than good?

Let me ask the question this way:  What if Jesus had never been born?

Some people say we’d all be better off without religion in general and the church in particular.

A while back, someone gave me a copy of a lecture delivered in 1927 by the famous atheist Bertrand Russell entitled ‘Why I’m not a Christian.’

In it he makes this statement: 

You find as you look around the world that every single bit of progress in humane feeling, every improvement in the criminal law, every step towards the diminution of war, every step toward the better treatment of colored races or every mitigation of slavery, every moral progress that there has been in the world, has been consistently opposed by the organized Churches of the world. I say quite deliberately that the Christian religion, as organized in its churches, has been and still is the principal enemy of moral progress in the world.

Just for a few minutes let’s consider whether that statement is true.

Has the birth, life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ and the actions of His followers improved or hindered the lives of millions of people throughout the world?

What world view esteems human life more than Christianity?

In the 5th Century it was a Christian Monk who is credited for bringing an end to the fights between gladiators in Rome.
In the 19th Century it was the British evangelical William Wilberforce (inspired by John Wesley) who was the primary influence behind the ending of the international slave trade prior to the American Civil War.

In some parts of the world Christian Missionaries have been credited with ending cannibalism.

Those are just a few ways in which the birth of Jesus has inspired people to opposed injustice.

What about acts of Compassion and Mercy?

The contribution of the church in this area is enormous.

Consider Mother Teresa and her mission to love Jesus in the poorest of the poor in Calcutta India.

Consider the 1 million children sponsored through Compassion International.

Consider the 29 million people helped last year by the Salvation Army in the United States alone.

Consider the work of the Red Cross founded by a Swiss Christian.

Then consider the tens of thousands of church sponsored soup kitchens throughout the world. 

I doubt we could find a city of 50,000 or more in the US without at least one.

Consider healthcare. 

Working in the healthcare industry I constantly deal with hospitals that were obvious founded by church members. Probably 50% of them have names that give that away: St Mary’s, St. Joseph’s, Good Samaritan Hospital, Lutheran Hospital, etc.

What about education?

Wanting people to have access to the Bible, Christians have been leaders in education and especially in literacy. 

All but one of the first 123 colleges in colonial America were Christian Institutions. 

For example, Harvard, was founded on the statement: “Let every student be plainly instructed, and earnestly pressed to consider well, the maine end of his life and studies is to know God and Jesus Christ which is eternall life, John 17:3…”

Nearly all the founders of modern science were Christians – Pascal, Pasteur and Newton to name only a few.

Many great writers and composers were also Christians. People like Dickens, Milton, Handel, Vivaldi and Bach.

Are “religious wars” really about religion?

I would argue that most supposedly “religious wars” are not religious at all.

Hitchens writes (p128):

It is perfectly obvious that the recent conflict in Northern Ireland, described as being between Protestants and Catholics, was not about the Real Presence of Christ or the validity of the Feast of Corpus Christi or even the authority of the Bishop of Rome. It was a classic tribal war, over the ownership and control of territory, in which the much-decayed faiths of the people involved served as both badge and shorthand for a battle that disgusted the most faithful and enthused the least religious.
Let me tackle the next two questions together:

Is it reasonable to blame religion for humankind’s most basic problems?

Are all religions the same?

I watched a film a couple of years ago called “Mr. Harvey lights a candle”. It’s about a school teacher taking a class on a field trip to a cathedral. It is one of the most thoughtful films I have ever seen.

One scene clearly points out why it is ridiculous to blame religion or consider all religions as basically the same:

During the scene the bus driver, one of the other teachers and Mr. Harvey have a conversation about religion. 

It begins when the teacher reads a headline about trouble in the Middle East. Here’s how it goes from there:

Bus Driver: I’ve got my solution: Ban all religion!

Teacher: That seems a bit harsh.

BD: Think about it though… Take a problem in the world, bet you can trace it back to religion. The Middle East, Northern Ireland. Ban the lot!

T: Yeah, but religion has some good things to teach us. I mean they’re basically all preaching the same things, it’s good morals. Isn’t that right Malcolm?

Mr. Harvey: People are the problem not religion.

BD: Religion makes people into nutters if you ask me!

Mr. H: Do you seriously think that religion is the root of man’s problems? Do you think that religion invented selfishness, greed, cruelty, theft, revenge? It’s lazy to say that! It’s also lazy to say that religions are about morals and that they are all the same. They are not. They are about revelations – competing revelations. 

(Some) Buddhists don’t believe in God but Muslims do. (my edit)
A Christian believes that Jesus is the Christ – a Jew doesn’t.

A Muslim considers Jesus to be a prophet but would say it is a blasphemy to believe he is the Son of God.

A Hindu believes in a multiplicity of gods.

And lots of people in this country don’t believe in any of the above or know what it is that they believe.

Thank you Mr. Harvey I couldn’t have said it better myself.

Religious people are generally the good guys or at least the trying to be good guys, even if some of them are misguided.

But each religion must be considered on its own merits.

They ask similar questions but give radically different answers.

C. S. Lewis once said that they were like answers to a math problem. Only one answer is correct but some of the incorrect ones are a lot closer than others!

Anyway, that’s a bigger discussion for another time.

So very quickly, what are the problems with the Christian view: 

It cannot be completely proven

It is not popular or easy

It requires some faith – though I’d argue faith based on the evidence not as Dawkins would have you believe faith, in the absence of evidence, even in the teeth of evidence!
So, my question to you this evening is, which one of these views: Atheism or Christianity:

Makes more sense? 

Is more consistent within itself?

Is more livable?

Will you choose to embrace?

Perhaps, I have got you thinking tonight but you still have questions.

If that’s you, here’s what I would encourage you to do.

Read There is a God by Anthony Flew, The Dawkins Letters by David Robertson or The Rage Against God by Peter Hitchens.
Email me with a question at destinycf@earthlink.net 
Attend a small group discussion like “The Reason for God” to talk more about your questions
Attend a church service at Destiny or another church

Thanks for coming. Have a great week!
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