


    I. God and Atheism


    Theists believe in God, while atheists do not have such a belief. Many theists insist that it is the responsibility of the atheist to offer evidence justifying his lack of belief in God. But is the theist’s demand rational? Must the atheist justify his lack of belief in God? Or does the burden rest with the theist?


    Both the theist and the atheist agree on many points. For example, they share a belief in the existence of a physical universe composed of orderly atomic structures, and they may even hold very similar moral beliefs. However, the theist asserts that a further belief is necessary in order to explain both the existence and the characteristics of those things about which he and the atheist have similar beliefs.


    The first point to notice is that the theist has proposed to explain a set of facts. Now if one offers an explanation of something, one must be prepared to provide reasons for accepting the explanation. Consider what would happen if justifications were not required for all proposed explanations. We could “explain” something in whatever manner suited our whim. We could assert, for instance, that the earth turns because muscular ghosts push it. It might be claimed that the wind blows because air spirits are fanning themselves. We could even offer incompatible explanations of the same facts and there would be no way to decide among them. The atheist is like a man who does not necessarily claim to know what makes the earth turn but who nevertheless does not believe that muscular ghosts push it. It is vital for the one who believes in such muscular ghosts to offer reasons for his belief. By the same token, it is incumbent upon the theist to provide reasons for his belief that God is the true explanation of the universe and morality. The atheist, for his part, does not necessarily offer an explanation; he simply does not accept the theist’s explanation. Therefore, the atheist need only demonstrate that the theist has failed to justify his position.


    Another point to note is that the atheist believes in the existence of the universe and does not believe in anything which is more fundamental. The theist believes in the existence of the universe and — in addition — he believes in the existence of God. The theist, therefore, believes in one more thing than the atheist. If all beliefs should be justified, then surely the more one believes, the more justification one must produce. Clearly, the theist must justify this extra belief to the atheist. If, on the other hand, beliefs need not be justified, then we might as well give in to pure anarchy and admit that rational discussion is impossible.


    Consider the following example illustrating why a justification for such additional beliefs is required: Suppose there is a lawsuit in which I claim that a written contract exists while the other party to the alleged contract denies it. When challenged to prove the existence of such a contract I claim that it is up to my opponent to prove that it does not exist. Obviously, no case is ever conducted in this way. The person who believes in the existence of the contract possesses at least one more belief than he who denies its existence. Courts demand some justification for such extra beliefs, otherwise no case could ever be resolved.


    As a further illustration, suppose I accuse someone of breaking my car window. This person denies the charge and demands to know the nature of the evidence pointing to him as the culprit. I reply that it is his responsibility to produce evidence indicating that he did not break the window. I believe in one more thing than he does: that he broke the window. Plainly I must first justify this extra belief. Until I do so, the accused person need not support his denial. And when he finally does support it, he need only do so by finding flaws in the evidence I have advanced against him.


    Imagine that I just claimed there to be a gigantic man–eating frog in the local lake, and a friend denies it. It would be incumbent upon me to prove that such a thing exists, and not my friend’s responsibility to disprove it.


    Suppose I am a physicist and I claim to have discovered a new form of matter. My colleagues deny the discovery. I must produce evidence to support the discovery. They need not produce evidence to suggest that I have discovered nothing.


    In each of these examples I have claimed to possess a belief which someone else has denied. I have expressed my belief in one more thing than can be found in his list of beliefs. I must justify this additional belief. He need not justify his denial. The reason for this procedure is fairly straightforward: requests for disproof lead to hopeless situations. If I claim that a contract exists and demand that the skeptic prove me wrong, he could claim that there is evidence to disprove my claim but that it is up to me to disprove the existence of that evidence. I in turn could claim that there is evidence discrediting his evidence but that it is now his job to disprove the existence of my evidence. And so it would go without end. Once the demand for disproof is permitted to go unchallenged, it becomes impossible to prove any claim. Much time would be wasted in futile attempts to undermine evidence only to find more of the same piled up in its place.


    How does this reasoning work when applied to the controversy separating theists and atheists? The theist claims that the atheist must disprove God’s existence. The atheist could reply that there is conclusive evidence to suggest that God does not exist and thus it is the theist who must disprove the existence of such evidence. The demand for disproof inevitably leads to an inconclusive farce. The demand for proof, on the other hand, can have conclusive results. Therefore, the only sensible procedure would be to demand proof, not disproof.


    If additional beliefs are held, one must be prepared to justify them in light of statements to the contrary. If, on the other hand, a person does not possess additional beliefs, then his position must prevail provided that his opponent is unable to offer good reasons for him to abandon it. The atheistic position must prevail if the theist is unable to support his belief in the existence of God.


    Atheism can be more positively defended in the following way.1 We can properly claim to know that many things are not so if reasons have not been offered to support the claim that they are so. For example, I am able to claim that I know my friend Frank is not at home precisely because there is no reason to believe that he is at home. There is no noise coming from his house, the lights are out at a time when he is usually awake, his bed is empty, and so forth. Everything seems to count for my belief and nothing against it. I could discover that I was mistaken, but the possibility of error exists for virtually any knowledge claim one might make.


    The parallel between the belief that Frank is at home and the belief that God exists is an exact one. If Frank is at home, there will be evidence indicating this state of affairs. On the other hand, if there is no evidence that he is at home, one can claim to know he is not at home. Similarly, if God exists, there will be evidence of this; signs will emerge which point to such a conclusion. However, if there is no evidence that He exists, then one can claim to know that God does not exist. It could be claimed that God exists but has simply left no evidence upon which to base the claim. But such a statement would be much like saying that Frank is at home yet there is no evidence of his presence. Neither claim seems plausible. Frank is normally involved with his house in various ways and if there is no evidence of involvement, one can assume that he is not at home. Presumably, God is even more involved with the world than Frank is with his house—after all, God created and designed the world. Therefore, if the evidence of God’s involvement with the world is no more compelling than that of Frank’s present involvement with his house, then one is equally justified in claiming that God does not exist as one is in claiming that Frank is not at home.


    If I am correct, then the claim that there is no God can be justified on the grounds that there is no reason to believe that he exists. What has just been said is no more surprising than if I were to claim to know that there is no Santa Claus because there is no reason to believe in him.


    Are there reasons to believe in God’s existence? This question will occupy us during much of the remainder of this book.





    II. God and Science


    There is a tendency among theists to offer, as evidence for the existence of God, phenomena which “science cannot explain.” For example, neo–Darwinism has thus far been unsuccessful in explaining the development of the turtle’s shell. All conclusions have been based upon the gradual modification of the rib–cage of its ancestors. Intermediate structures between rib–cage and shell would have had no use and therefore would not have been favored by natural selection. God, the theist claims, must therefore be the explanation of the turtle’s shell.


    God certainly could be used to explain puzzling phenomena. However, the issue is not whether a particular explanation can be provided but, instead, whether the explanation presented is in fact correct.


    To illustrate this point, let us consider the tendency of water to form into drops. One could explain this phenomenon by conjuring up invisible fairies who deliberately isolate a small amount of water and exert pressure around it to keep it in the shape of a drop. This fairy–theory would adequately explain the tendency of water to form into drops. But would it be the correct explanation? Suppose that, as a matter of fact, no other explanation is known. Would this information alone make the fairy explanation correct?


    The theist uses just this type of argument to make his case. He contends that since God is an adequate explanation of a puzzling phenomenon, and no other adequate explanation is known, then God must be the correct explanation. Two problems exist when this approach is employed. First, an adequate explanation is not likely to be the correct explanation merely because it is adequate. Other explanations might be developed which are equally adequate. For example, a man might drown accidentally as the result of a bad fall or because a murderer had held him under water. Both explanations of the drowning would be adequate. But only one would be correct. The adequacy of an explanation is no guarantee of its correctness. Adequacy is not the only mark of a correct explanation. An explanation must be adequate in order to be correct, but adequacy alone is not sufficient.


    Nor is an adequate explanation more likely to be the correct explanation merely because it is the only adequate explanation we know. This is apparent from the fact that we now know the correct explanations of many things which could at one time have been explained only by invoking the direct action of God or a spirit. For example, primitive man had no idea that fire consisted of energy released by rapid oxidation of carbon compounds. He had no knowledge of chemistry at all. However, he might have theorized that fire was a miraculous generation of heat and light caused directly by God. If the God explanation is adequate, then at some earlier time this was the only adequate explanation known to us. Examples such as this can be multiplied indefinitely. If “the only known adequate explanation” has so often been the incorrect explanation, it can hardly be claimed that “the only known adequate explanation” is likely to be the correct one merely because it is the only adequate explanation we know. As an historical fact, we have usually decided that a particular explanation is correct only when compared to several competing alternative explanations which are also adequate. Since the theist must concede that the direct action of God is an adequate explanation, then at least one alternate explanation has always been available.


    An explanation is not shown to be correct merely because it is adequate. Nor is it shown to be correct because it is the only adequate explanation we have yet developed. An explanation is shown to be correct when experiments designed to disconfirm it fail. These falsifying experiments must be coupled with confirming experiments. But how are we to determine whether God can be used to correctly explain anything? We cannot see Him in action and no experiment — whether of the confirming or disconfirming type — reveals Him. Theists rely completely on God as the only adequate explanation known thus far. But this, as we have seen, does not imply that God is the correct explanation. Unless God can be established as the correct explanation, we can justly regard the theistic point of view as only one possible adequate explanation.


    Science searches for correct explanations and does not settle for merely known or adequate ones. If science had been content to explain every puzzling phenomenon by saying that God caused it, there would have been no scientific progress whatsoever. Just imagine the knowledge science would have accumulated by now if it had taken that route. All scientific knowledge would consist of one thing: God. No electrons, atoms or molecules would be invoked as explanations. What causes fire to burn? God. What causes lightning? God. What causes rain? God. The success of science in developing correct explanations has been based solely on its refusal to take the easy way out and proclaim God as the explanation.2 And the success of science in developing correct explanations is reason enough to believe that such a refusal is justified. Consistent discovery of the truth is the best justification of procedures for discovering truth. (Remember we are discussing the explanation of such things as the causes of lightning and the turtle’s shell. The explanation of orderly interactions among the basic materials of the universe will be discussed in the following section on “God and the Laws of Nature.”)


    Since primitive times, great scientific progress has been made. We have developed explanations, based upon natural causes, for many events previously left unexplained. How, then, can we know that a presently unexplained phenomenon will not turn out to have some natural explanation? The total class of unexplained events is not necessarily the same as that group which is unexplainable within the arena of natural causes. If it were the same, no scientific progress would ever have been made. This is so because scientific progress by definition consists of developing natural explanations for phenomena previously unexplained in these terms. To claim that there are phenomena which must be considered unexplainable is to predict what the future course of scientific investigation will or will not reveal. And this would be mere guesswork.


    The theist may object that quite often we can accurately predict what will be considered true. For example, if in a murder case no evidence turns up to vindicate the accused, we have good reason to suspect that no such evidence exists. But the example above is based upon familiar situations in which we have previous experience to let us know what to expect. However, when we consider the future course of scientific investigation, experience can only lead us to expect the unexpected. Science has produced many unexpected discoveries throughout its history.


    That we are at present ignorant about an explanation of some particular phenomenon cannot be the basis for distinguishing between what is unexplainable and that which is unexplained. Present ignorance is common to both possibilities. We would be no more ignorant at present if a phenomenon were unexplainable than we would be if it were merely unexplained. In neither case would we have an explanation. We can say that we know of no natural explanation but that there probably is one. Or we can say that we know of no natural explanation and there probably is not one. Present ignorance is compatible with — indeed, included in — both statements. If present ignorance is compatible with both
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