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			Book Presentation: The End of Faith by Sam Harris

			Book Abstract

			The End of Faith is Sam Harris’ controversial analysis of the dangers of faith and organized religion in society. Harris calls for the end of religious faith in the modern world and identifies religious beliefs as the core of the worst of human atrocities throughout history. He argues that our willingness to ignore reason and maintain these beliefs will lead the world into peril because they not only legitimize intolerance, but they have also invaded most aspects of politics and secular life and threaten to become apocalyptic in a world with weapons of mass destruction.

			Harris believes that all religions are harmful, but he focuses most of his book on the dangers of Islam and Christianity. While focusing more on extremism, Harris also sees those who practice moderate religion as a much bigger part of the problem than some think because they provide a support of the foundation that radicals and fundamentalists build upon. He offers insights from neuroscience, philosophy and Eastern consciousness as the proper foundation for ethics and human pathos and as the proper replacement for organized religion.

			About the Author

			Sam Harris received his degree in philosophy from Stanford University and is working on his doctorate in neuroscience. He has studied Eastern and Western religious traditions, along with a variety of spiritual disciplines for twenty years. The End of Faith is his first book.

		

	
		
			Summary of The End of Faith (Sam Harris)

			Reason in Exile

			A man boards a bus as it leaves the terminal with a bomb underneath his overcoat filled with nails, ball bearings and rat poison. As he sits next to an elderly couple discussing which refrigerator they will buy at the store that day, he waits as the bus makes enough stops to fill up. With a smile, he presses a button and destroys himself, the elderly couple next to him, several other bus passengers and a few others on the street. After his parents find out what he has done, their sadness is tempered by pride. He is in heaven now and his victims will spend an eternity in hell. Their neighbors, after hearing the news, shower the family with gifts of food and money.

			What can be derived from this story? We don’t know anything about this man’s school life, how much money his family had, how smart he was or what kind of a career he had. One thing we can feel certain we know is what his religion is. This is the danger of religion and the deadliness of faith.

			What Is a Belief?

			“A belief is a lever that, once pulled, moves almost everything else in a person’s life.”

			Beliefs define your vision of the world, your behavior and emotional responses. The effects of belief can make simple propositions such as, you only have two weeks to live or aliens have implanted a receiver in your skull, mean something completely different depending on what you believe. If you believe these propositions, they will determine your fears, desires and behavior.

			The problem with beliefs is that some of those we hold most dear are leading us to kill one another. Since the beginning of organized religion, whenever there have been incidences of the most inhumane treatment and slaughter, the root of the cause can generally be found in faith.

			Most people believe in a Creator and believe that this Creator has written a book. The conflict comes when there are so many of these books and each group believes their book is the only infallible one. We get everything from these books; our beliefs and our practices. Some of these are good, but most aren’t because they are intrinsically intolerant of anyone who doesn’t believe the same. The danger of unquestionably believing in one way to eternal happiness inevitably leads to the belief that anyone led astray poses a danger.

			In America, an agreement has been reached that we don’t have any significant discussions on religious belief. We can criticize anything about another person except what they believe about God and the afterlife. This is why when a young man blows up a bus of people, politicians try desperately to separate his actions from his faith. The danger in this is that, in a modern world, technology is forcing us to accept that our religious beliefs are the greatest threat to our survival. The allegiance to martyrdom or the notions of Revelations can no longer be ignored now that those who believe have access to chemical, biological and nuclear weapons.

			There is an assumption that religious beliefs are somehow different from other claims of belief, but that is only because we treat them that way. Believing in a given proposition is believing that it faithfully represents some state of the world and this is why we have to value evidence and must demand that propositions about the world logically cohere.

			Beliefs are principles of action. It is through beliefs that we predict events and consider the likely consequences of our actions and therefore guide our behavior. The power beliefs have over our emotional lives is total because for every emotion we are capable of feeling, there is a belief that evokes it.

			If beliefs can truly be a representation of the world, they must be arranged like words, in a systematic and rule-based way. Beliefs must be freshly vetted before we can allow them to guide our behavior.

			Faith & Evidence

			Most of us are conservative in our beliefs in the sense that we don’t add or subtract from them without reason. In asking the question of why it is wrong to believe in something based solely on the fact that it feels good, look to the meaning of the word, because. Because is Middle English for by + cause, which requires at least a casual connection between a proposition being true and a person believing it to be true. This is why we generally place value on evidence.

			Apply that to religion. If you say you believe in God and someone asks why, what can you say? Just because believing in God makes you feel good doesn’t give you any reason to believe he actually exists. Kierkegaard’s leap of faith doesn’t work here. There has to be a casual connection that stands between the fact in question and your acceptance of it.

			What is Faith?

			Faith is how many of us endure the difficulties in this world that reason couldn’t even begin to conceive. The Bible defines faith as the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. It seems to say faith is entirely self-justifying. Whether or not something has happened yet or there is no evidence to support it can still be evidence of its truth.

			Religious faith is unjustified belief in the most important matters that we have been convinced we don’t need to justify. It is what credulity becomes when it escapes the terrain of terrestrial discourse. It is a willingness to await real evidence; a search for knowledge on an installment plan.

			The terrorists who committed the atrocities of September 11 are best described as men of perfect faith and that is why this is a terrible thing to be.

			Faith & Madness

			The idea of a freedom of belief is false. Evidence is the only thing that suggests a belief is really about the world in the first place and this is the realm in which we limit most of our beliefs; except the religious ones. This is how so many atrocities can be committed in the name of faith. It requires no rational justification.

			There is sanity in numbers and that is what makes religious faith so dangerous. If only one person believed that God would reward him with 72 virgins if he kills countless Jews, he would be held in the same regard as one who believes aliens are speaking to him through his hair dryer. Billions of us can be perfectly sane and believe what no sane person, on his own, would get away with. Not only can we justify such beliefs, but faith allows us to consider them holy.

			Intolerance is a natural component of faith and can only be reversed when faith loses certainty.

			The Inquisition

			In the name of God and the purpose of faith, countless innocents were tortured and murdered for heresy during the Inquisition which began in 1184 and continued in parts of the world until 1834. All of the perpetrators of these atrocities were men of God; popes, bishops, friars and priests. The church found a variety of scriptures to support any efforts at eradicating sinners. The book of Deuteronomy in particular provided several demands for the faithful to murder anyone, including family members, in the name of God. There are even scriptures that require you to kill those who are too squeamish to participate in these murders.

			The problem with the scriptures is that their interpretation does justify killing in defense of faith. Many suggest that it is a mystery how the church managed to turn a book of love and peace into a manual for murder, but that isn’t so. The bible is full of contradictions. Justifying irreconcilable aims and its doctrine is the real culprit in all of this.

			Judaism

			Anti-Semitism has been a major part of Christianity and Islam for centuries. Christianity teaches that Jews are worse than heretics because they explicitly reject the divinity of Christ. The church’s persecution of Jews has not just been direct, but also indirect through forms such as Nazism, a descendent of medieval Christianity. The Catholic Church in particular played a major role in support of the Third Reich.

			The Muslim world views Jews as the bunglers of God’s initial revelation and considers them the vilest criminals on the face of the Earth. The suffering and servitude Jews have experienced over time has only been further justification to those who hate them, those who believe that they were wrong about Jesus and pretty much everything else.

			Although it seems impossible to suggest that Jews might have brought this hatred on themselves, it is in a “narrow sense” the truth. The beginnings of suspicion and hatred of Jews stems from their refusal to assimilate and the professed superiority of their religious culture. This dogma exists in every faith to a certain extent, but achieved a stridence in Judaism that was unknown in the ancient world. Before the church, when plurality was the norm, the monotheism of Jews was intolerable.

			The ideology of Judaism continues to be a lightening rod, helped along through its demonization by the Christian church. Christianity and Islam both acknowledge the bible and honor similar heroes such as Abraham, Moses and Jesus that allow easy conversion. Judaism’s belief that they are the unique bearers of a special covenant with God places them apart. It is intrinsically divisive in its literalism and is at odds with the civilizing insights of modernity.

			The Virgin Mary

			The belief that Christ was born of a virgin, a primary component of the Christian faith, is merely a mistranslation, but has been the source of countless violence and death as well sexual neurosis. What makes Jesus special is that he was born to Mary, a virgin. The bible describes her with the word alma, which simply means young woman. The Greek rendering of this word is virgin, but the original Hebrew gives no indication of this. Other scriptures also contradict the virgin theory where Mark and John both refer to Jesus as the son of both Joseph and Mary and being “born of the son of David according to the flesh.”

			The result has been an erroneous interpretation of God’s views on sex, spurring on a sexual neurosis and a major aspect in the oppression of women. It is one of the primary justifications for the persecution of Jews considering their refusal to believe that Jesus was divine.

			The Problem with Islam

			At this point in history, there is no denying that Islam

			
			
			
			
			
			Jihad and the Atom

			
			What Religion Offers

			
			
			
					That there are good things people get from religious faith (communities, ethics, etc.)

					That the terrible things done in the name of religion are not because of faith, but because of baser qualities that can only be remedied by religious beliefs.

			

			
			The Myth of Moderation

			
			
					35% of Americans believe that the Bible is the literal and inerrant word of God.

					48% believe the Bible is inspired by God to be symbolically interpreted.

					17% doubt that a God had any hand in authoring the bible.

					46% take a literalist view of creation.

			

			
			
			
			
			Spirituality

			
			
			The Science of Good & Evil

			
			
			
			Experiments in Consciousness

			
			
			
			The Beginning of Reason Means the End of Faith
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