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Preface

“It seems to me that a man must be a

believer or seek some belief, otherwise

his life is empty, empty. . . .To live and

not know why the cranes fly, why

children are born, why there are stars

in the sky. . . .Either he knows what he

is living for, or it’s all nonsense, waste.”

From Chekhov’s Three Sisters

Aristotle, the man considered to be the “father of philosophy,” once said that there are three different ways to judge men’s mode of living. The basic goal of people living in each of these modes is the pursuit of happiness but the modes differ on what it takes for people to be satisfied and how much mental commitment is required to attain happiness.

The lowest level consists of people who are most easily satisfied with a life of mere day to day enjoyment. Often by necessity, they focus primarily on their own basic survival. Aristotle believed that the majority of people on earth are living at this level. He called the second level the life of active citizenship. People living at this level are satisfied with the pursuit of career, money, fame, honor and pride. He called the highest level of living the life of contemplation. This is the level requiring the most mental commitment. It is only at this level that we are motivated to really think about the real purpose of our lives.

This distinction of the three modes of living is of course, by its very nature, subjective. There are no arbitrary boundaries in place which separate them. And there are no restrictions to prevent people from moving from one level to another depending on the circumstances. It is therefore possible for a person to move up the ladder of mental involvement from one mode to another and many people do accomplish this feat as they mature in life. This is a welcome improvement to those people who recognize that something is missing in their lives and they want to fill the perceived void.

Unfortunately, surveys indicate that there are many people who confess they may be living a life that falls somewhat short of their potential but say they just don’t have the time or the inclination to do anything about it. So, it would seem that the ability of people to think introspectively, to lead a self-examined life, is a lost art in this day and age. People are content to settle for progress in the material sense but don’t understand that only by questioning where we all stand on more important issues, do we truly move forward. We must accept that our basic need is for real fulfillment in our lives and to achieve this completeness, we need to recognize that we should engage in discussions of the more important issues in our lives.

How can we integrate the knowledge of others into our own without exchanging ideas and opinions with others? We need to use our good minds to formulate opinions about important matters, test the support of these opinions and discover the limitations of our fallible knowledge. We need to get out of that rut we are in and begin to prioritize living a life of contemplation. We need to crave knowledge and clarity.

But, in this busy society, this change in priorities is not easily accomplished. Most of us have had to wait until our retirement for the additional time to enable us to pursue that life of contemplation. When we are fortunate enough to retire, we discover we now have that time to focus on the mental and the spiritual aspects of our lives. We should understand that this is the very age when new horizons should be appearing and new doors opening. It almost seems as though our entire lives have led up to this point in time. We are motivated to once again pull those books off the shelf which address liberal arts subjects like theology, religion, philosophy, history, literature, and psychology and read them again, as though for the first time.

Philosophy has been characterized as a great conversation and sometimes the most important spiritual experiences can come out of conversations as well. Indeed this is exactly what I believe happened with our Winter Texan group. In our discussions of philosophy, religion, politics and theology, we discovered that we really enjoyed the experience of meeting together to discuss and debate such weighty subjects. In fact, Christian apologist C. S. Lewis once said that he found the study of theology and doctrine more helpful in devotion than the devotional books. He said that “many who find that ‘nothing happens’ when they sit down, or kneel down, to a book of devotion, would find that the heart sings unbidden while they are working their way through a tough bit of theology with a pipe in their teeth and a pencil in their hand.”

This book addresses our human need for a belief system and how we arrive at a belief system that addresses our innate desire to know the truth. 
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Introduction 
to the Cabana Chronicles Series
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The Cabana Chronicles is a series of books addressing the subject of apologetics, the systematic and logical defense of the Christian religion as it is compared to several other world religions and belief systems. This book addresses the foundation of belief.* 

So, why is apologetics important? The Apostle Peter believed defending his religion was important when he tells us to always make sure Christians have an adequate explanation of why we believe what we believe. What was important in the first century is even more important now in this day and age. Dr. Peter Kreeft, in his introduction to his book, Handbook of Christian Apologetics, surmised that our civilization today is in social crisis, intellectual crisis, and spiritual crisis.“ We do apologetics not to save the church but to save the world.” Dr. Kreeft listed three reasons for the study of apologetics: It leads to faith for unbelievers; it builds up faith and aids love for Christianity for believers; and it engages in spiritual warfare. 

Apologist Cornelius Van Til once said that “apologetics begins with dialogue. It is not a one way form of communication or a simple matter of proclamation.” Since The Cabana Chronicles series is a record of the dialogue in our weekly debates, I believe the books in this series exemplifies what Van Til meant. As it was for Socrates, the argument is all. Indeed, throughout history, the dialogue literary style has proven to be a most effective learning tool because it translates thought-provoking concepts into the vernacular and encourages the reader to vicariously participate in the discussion taking place. It also allows for the expression of a variety of opinions in whatever is being discussed. Dr. Kreeft states that he loves the dialogue format. He tells us “an argument is valid if the conclusion follows necessarily from the premises. If all the terms in an argument are clear, and if all the premises are true, and if the argument is free from logical fallacy, then the conclusion must be true.”

Philosophers who study epistemology, the study of how knowledge is obtained, tell us the three sources of man’s knowledge are faith, tradition and reason. While each one of these sources is certainly utilized in the formulation of a person’s beliefs to one degree or another, depending on the religion, one source of knowledge is typically emphasized over the other two. 

*Other books in the series: The Cabana Chronicles: Book One, Book Two, Book Three, The Religions of Secular Humanism and Christianity, Judaism and Christianity, Islam and Christianity, Mormonism and Christianity, Comparing Christian Denominations and Catholicism and Protestantism. 

Although some of the content presented in these fictional dialogues is based on actual conversations, The Cabana Chronicles is a work of fiction. With the exception of myself, the characters in the books in the series are fictitious and any resemblance to any person, living or dead, is purely coincidental.
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Dedication
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This book is dedicated to Charles “Chuck” Brookins.

The Foundation of Belief

REASON

“Come now, let us reason together, says the LORD”

Isaiah 1:18
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Week One
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Bobby: This is great to have such a nice turnout for our first meeting of our discussion group. As some of you may know, I have always wanted to form a discussion group which meets on a weekly basis during the Winter Texan season down here on the Island from January through March to discuss important subjects like religion, theology and philosophy with some other retired men who shared my interest in discussing those issues and opinions that are important to us at this stage of our lives; it's nice to see it actually become a reality. My plan is to meet in this same location under this nice cabana on the beach at this same time on this same day each week. I think it would be nice if we started out by introducing ourselves and saying something about our backgrounds. I’ll start it off. I’m Bobby Morris. As some of you know, I have lived here on the Island for 20 years since my retirement from my job in quality control management for Boeing Aircraft. Let’s just go around the circle. John, you’re next.

John: I’m John Bartholomew. I’m a retired real estate appraiser. My wife and I have been coming down here to Padre Island from our home in the Vail Valley in Colorado since 1999. By the way, before we get started with our discussions, I brought along this portable, digital recorder so I can transcribe what we all talk about. Is that okay with you all?

Darrel: Why go to all that trouble?

John: Oh, I don’t know, maybe some folks would be interested in reading about what a group of old guys have to say about philosophy, theology, religion and politics. So, I’m thinking of writing a book which would be based on our conversations. I hope no one minds going on the record, so to speak.

Bobby: Not me. Recording these discussions is a great idea.

John: I will also have a written transcript of the previous meeting for each of you every week.

Bobby: Now, that’s a fantastic idea. Even though we should each focus on being good listeners, there will undoubtedly be times when we want something reviewed in a previous discussion. Daniel, you’re next.

Daniel: I’m Daniel James. Thanks for inviting me. I have lived in the Rio Grande Valley for the past 20 years. I’m still working as a part time guidance counselor for the Port Isabel school district.

Darrel: I’m Darrel, Darrel Sanderman. I retired down here three years ago. I used to own a John Deere dealership in Arkansas. I used to talk for a living so I look forward to gabbing with you guys.

Peter: I’m Peter Cantrell and I’m a retired biochemist. I used to work with the FDA in Denver. This is my first year down here.

Bobby: Welcome to the Island, Peter. I am sure you will agree with us that this is paradise and will want to return every year.

Darrel: Yeah, along with the 100,000 spring breakers.

Peter: They aren’t so bad, Darrel. And they’re very good for our economy.

John: I feel the need to discuss subjects that matter the most to us like philosophy, theology, politics and religion. Sometimes I think that my entire adult life has been in preparation for where my head is now. My hobby is theology. I am an avid reader and have been studying theology and some philosophy for the past decade or so. I love to talk about these subjects whenever I can but we typically avoid discussions of this nature because they can be so divisive. Man's greatest want and need is to know the truth; it's you’re theology that should serve that purpose. We all have a theology; the challenge is to have the right one. Whatever religion we choose should have the right theology to guide us to knowing the truth. 

Bobby: I like this group; it serves an important purpose in motivating us to discuss such taboo subjects as politics, theology, philosophy and religion, particularly these days when the citizens of our nation seem so divided.

John: Well, these may be taboo subjects in polite society but surveys indicate that most people have given them some thought and there actually is a consensus as to what all people really want to know about their lives.

Darrel: I believe we retirees tend to get into a rut and the only difference between a rut and the grave is its depth. I just love a good, spirited debate. Addressing important issues in our lives will produce some interesting discussions. We need that kind of mental stimulation at this stage of our lives. Discussing these subjects in this “man cave” under this nice cabana on the beach will require us to use our noodles. As they say, use it or lose it. Anyway, it sure beats doing Sudoku or playing cards from dawn till dusk. I’ll save that activity for the nursing home.

Peter: I am interested in any activity that takes my mind off of getting older. This machine we call our body is designed to run downhill. Life is a painful process. You might recall some survey that was taken last year which revealed that our existence consists of many more depressing days than happy ones. We experience more despair than elation. That’s the reality we must deal with.

Bobby: That’s a pretty depressing view of reality, Peter. Why look at the glass as half empty? Life isn’t all downhill. It has its ups and downs. There is growth as well as decay. I see life as being wonderfully strange.

Daniel: We do gain something as we get older; we gain knowledge and wisdom.

Bobby: Yeah, that’s looking at the glass as half full.

John: We humans do place a value on knowledge and there are also some physical benefits in exercising our brains. Dan Buettner, the author of a book I read recently called, The Blue Zones: Lessons learned for living longer from the people who lived the longest, listed the quest for a greater sense of purpose in our lives as being one of the four basic behavior patterns which seem to improve our health and longevity. It rates right up there with focusing on eating healthy, exercise and a sense of community.

Bobby: I understand what Buettner is saying here about focusing on a greater sense of purpose in our lives and of course, eating healthy and exercise lead to longevity but I’m not sure what he meant by referring to a “sense of community.”

John: A sense of community is how we are to relate to other people. In forming this little group of ours, we have formed a mini-community. Such human contact is a very important behavior pattern and we are losing it to today’s society.

Bobby: I have read somewhere that lovers of people generally live, longer, happier lives than malcontents and sociopaths. Is this why a sense of community is so important for our longevity?

Daniel: Yes, I think so. I’m a Christian and for us, the church is our community. Our community is alive in the fellowship of believers. The Word of God is supposed to be a community event.

Peter: A sense of community is important because relating to other people in a positive way helps us identify who we are. Others act as a mirror into our inner self. How else can we integrate the knowledge of others into our own without exchanging ideas and opinions with others?

Darrel: Exactly. And I think it is best for us to communicate face to face like this. The problem we have today is that people are not as connected as they once were in a less technological age. In this day and age, we don’t even have to leave our homes to venture out into our community. The Internet has substituted for human contact. We can shop on line and have items we order delivered directly to our door. We can pay bills on line and have checks automatically deposited to our bank account. Just look at the young people today. So many of them have their heads buried in their various electronic devices, communicating in cyberspace instead of just talking to the person right next to them who, of course, also happens to have his head buried in his smart phone.

Daniel: I have a relative who primarily relates to other people only in cyberspace. He doesn’t seem to have any friends. His face time with others is typically limited to interfacing with his fellow workers in the workplace. When he is home, he spends the majority of his leisure time playing some war game on the computer, communicating on the internet with people all over the world. He uses headphones and a little microphone discussing game tactics with people who are complete strangers to him and will remain so. He seems quite content behaving this way and hardly ever leaves his chair in front of the computer screen to relate to real, live, flesh and blood people in his own family. He chooses to spend hour after hour relating to people he has never met over interaction with his own family.

Peter: The sad thing about this guy is that he is wasting the best days of his life.

John: Yes, I think we shortchange ourselves when we act this way. I am on Facebook to better communicate with the younger generation that doesn’t write letters or even emails and screen all their cell phone calls. This is unfortunate because this kind of communication seems to have largely replaced face-to-face conversations.

Darrel: And I have noticed the majority of younger people don’t care what we “old foggies” have to say about anything anyway.

Daniel: Their turn will come. What goes around, comes around, eh? These younger people will someday be old too and then they will know how bad it feels to be treated as though they were insignificant.

John: Anyway, I can’t help but notice from their comments on Facebook that the criticism of organized religion, particularly Christianity, seems to be popular. I am a Christian and it offends me when they refer to religion as being a crutch or irrelevant because that is the cool thing to say. Religious people are looked upon as being moralistic, judgmental “fuddy duddies” who don’t know how to have fun in life. It is so sad that they really don’t know anything about Christianity at all.

Darrel: “We have endured much ridicule from the proud, much contempt from the arrogant.” Psalm 123:4.

Peter: Another Christian.

Darrel: Yes, I am and whenever I get the chance to talk with others about religion, I always bring my little reading device here and my Bible.

Bobby: What religion do you follow, Peter?

Peter: I was raised as a Jew but, in fact, I don’t believe in God at all now. I consider myself to be an atheist or non-theist.

Bobby: Is that some kind of a religion?

Peter: For me it is like a religion. I am a member of a belief system called secular humanism.

Bobby: What is secular humanism? I know what humanism is, but why call it "secular."

Peter: Secular means “worldly.” We call ourselves secular humanists to distinguish ourselves from the Humanists of the eighteenth century who, for the most part, believed in God. Secular humanists of course do not believe in God. We reject the supernatural and immaterial and do not accept that there is some divine origin or external foundation for human beliefs. Secular humanists emphasize that we are not tied to any theistic religious order or under the control of any religious body. The “humanism” refers to our belief that humans themselves determine all ultimate values. The movement began in the sixteenth century during the Age of Reason and Enlightenment. I'm not at all surprised you never heard of it. Although our doctrine is as old as civilization, it is only in the twentieth century that we organized into a belief system with the formulation of our own doctrine, our Humanist Manifesto. I look forward to presenting our doctrine in its entirety at the appropriate time in our discussions. I didn’t come here for a Bible study.

Bobby: This affords me the opportunity to tell you and the whole group here that I did not intend for these discussion sessions to be Bible studies.

Peter: I didn’t come to hear a bunch of propositions from the Bible.

John: Ah, but the Bible is so much more than that. As you shall see in these discussions, its message is far broader. For Christians, the Bible is the inspired Word of God; it clarifies the foundation of our belief. 

Peter: Well, it has been my experience that whenever a bunch of Christians gets together, they most often just end up preaching to the choir.

John: We aren’t always preaching to the choir, Peter. As author John D. Caputo has said in his book, Philosophy and Theology, “Religious faith does not put questioning to sleep but, on the contrary, exposes the depth of our existence, releasing an endless chain of reflection and a lifelong search that starts out with a humble confession of how little we know.”

Bobby: So, how did you respond to the kid’s comments on Facebook, John?

John: I challenged them to clarify their beliefs. They seemed confused about what they really believe.

Peter: They’re just kids. Most kids are followers.

Darrel: Most people are followers.

Peter: Yes, they are. Psychoanalyst Eric Fromm concluded that most people are followers, not leaders. He compares them to sheep. And, in his autobiography, Mark Twain, one of my favorite authors, said that most people “wait to see how the drove is going, and then go with the drove.”

John: The critical issue here is who do you follow? Many people follow celebrities, gurus, and other false prophets. And many of them do not wish to be called “religious.” It is not considered “in” these days to be a Christian, I suppose.

Daniel: Yeah, I find it ironic that Christians, the people they label “religious,” singularly possess the secret to a happy life. Jesus said, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life.”

Darrel: Well, man is basically a social animal who just wants to get along with others. We are not naturally self-assertive and do not want to stick our necks out or cause any waves. It’s easiest just to follow along. Leaders are a rare breed.

John: Yes, leadership is indeed a unique characteristic because your decisions are always going to offend someone and expose you to criticism. No one likes to be criticized.

Darrel: Christians are used to that treatment. Jesus said that we would be persecuted for our belief. In fact, these days, Christianity is the most persecuted religion in the world.

Bobby: Christians think of themselves as being sheep following the shepherd, right? Sheep are not considered to be particularly smart animals, right?

Darrel: This is simply not true. Any biologist will tell you that sheep are relatively smart animals. We are sheep and trust in our shepherd, Jesus Christ, to lead us in truth. I read Twain’s autobiography too and, as I recall, he referred to Christians as being “discreet sheep. Discreet can mean "separate or distinct."

Daniel: Of course Christianity is unique because we follow Jesus Christ, the only perfect human being who ever lived.

Peter: Everyone believes their religion is the only true religion. My religion, if you can call it that, is successful to the extent that it is able to incorporate the truths revealed in other religions while remaining faith to our own fundamental commitments.

Darrel: Your commitment is to unbelief in God, Pete. Typically, when a religion, any religion, is confronted with the perspective of another religion like ours, we can only hope that you can keep an open mind and accommodate the valid Insights that Christianity brings to the table and see if you can't incorporate some of these ideas into our own belief. That's what we're here for.

Peter: And I would hope it will work that way for you Christians too.

Darrel: Our faith is different from yours though because we believe God gave it to us. Through our God-given faith, we trust in Jesus Christ as the truth; and, through our faith, we recognize our Savior’s voice and trust he has our best interests at heart and follow him without concern.

John: And, as I said before, the critical issue here is whom do you follow? We must be aware that there are other voices in this life competing for our attention and these we are not to follow. We are to practice discernment just as Christ did when He was tempted by Satan before He began his ministry. 2 Peter 2:1 warns us of following destructive heresies introduced by false teachers.

Peter: Christianity, as you have said, is a faith-based religion. Of course, faith is always necessary when a religion is a theism.

Bobby: I assume that, by theism, you mean any religion that believes in God.

Daniel: Yes, theisms like Christianity are primarily religions that rely on faith. In Hebrews 11:6, the author tells us that “without faith, it is impossible to please Him, for whoever would draw near to God must believe that He exists and He rewards those who seek Him.” But that doesn’t mean we can’t use our ability to reason to analyze what we believe. We Christians should understand that we believe for a good reason. And, we continue to learn about our religion through reason.

Peter: The problem with faith of course is that it can mislead. Members of theistic religions can become so mesmerized by their beliefs that they blindly follow some guru and close their minds to any ideas that are alien to them.

John: As these discussions progress, I think you will find, Peter, that this is not the case with us. I think you will see that our minds are open to discussion and we will hold you to the same standard. I am a Calvinist, and those who ascribe to Calvinism are historically known to love a good debate.

Daniel: Blind obedience is for sheep who cannot use their God given power to reason to be discerning. Christians are blessed to think of ourselves as discerning sheep. We are not like so many people on earth who are undiscerning sheep because their tradition rules over their ability to reason. We are the sheep of God’s chosen flock and trust our shepherd, Jesus Christ, to never lead us astray.

John: We are not like the followers of tradition based religions who blindly practice their beliefs and close their ears to what you have to say to us. John Calvin said that a true faith is an intelligent faith. We believe that Christianity is a reasonable religion and can be discussed reasonably with unbelievers. We know what we believe and we want to know more about what others believe. Of course, we are those discerning sheep in that we don’t just accept the leadership and influence of just anyone who comes along. God helps us meet that challenge of making the right choices.

Peter: We should base all our choices we make in life on what seems the most reasonable choice to make.

Bobby: Well, for my part, I have known a number of Christians and I will tell you that one can do worse than following the example set by Jesus Christ.

John: If the world would follow this example, it would be a better place. That makes the most sense for all of us, believer and unbeliever alike.

Darrel: And history is full of examples of other leaders who were most effective because they were following the example Christ set for all of us. Abraham Lincoln comes to mind.

Bobby: Was Lincoln a Christian?

Darrel: He never talked about his religion so I don’t think anyone knows for sure, one way or the other.

John: I have read just about everything there is to read about what Lincoln actually said and, to my knowledge, he never really came out and said that he believed that Jesus Christ was his savior. So, I would suspect that he did not consider himself to be a Christian. But, he was very familiar with Scripture. He taught himself to read by reading the Bible. Nancy Lincoln, his mother, raised him in a Christian home until she died an early death. He often quoted Scripture. And he also said things that indicated he certainly understood the doctrine and how it worked. And how Christianity worked seemed to appeal to him because he was a very, very practical man. However, he never attended church on a regular basis and, as far as anyone knows, he was not a member of any specific Christian denomination. And, he is also reported to have said when some reporter asked him about his religion, “When I do good, I feel good. When I do bad, I feel bad. That is my religion.” I think this answer may have been politically motivated but, nonetheless, it is also more in reference to describing our conscience than it provides us with an adequate answer to the question.

Darrel: I think I should point out here that the fact that Christianity is a reasonable religion and that following Christ as our moral example is a reasonable choice to make is not why we are Christians. No, we are Christians because God has chosen us to believe that Jesus Christ is our savior. We are to follow the example of Jesus Christ and emulate His behavior.

Daniel: Hey, by the way, speaking of followers and leaders, is it necessary for one of us to lead these discussions? When we are discussing such controversial subjects like religion and philosophy I would think that we need someone in our group to keep us on track and keep the peace.

Bobby: Well, philosophy, theology and religion are controversial subjects and sometimes people get very emotional about their opinions and we can get sidetracked in our discussions. So, I agree with you, Darrel, I think we need someone to moderate these discussions to keep us all on track.

Darrel: I think Bobby should be our discussion leader. After all, it was his idea that we meet together each week.

John: Is that okay with you, Bobby?

Bobby: Well, you are right, these discussions were my idea. I should take responsibility for them. But trying to keep this opinionated group of senior citizens on track will present a real challenge for me. I hope I’m up to it. I should also point out that I am a stickler for time so I will make sure that we don’t take more than ninety minutes for each session. And it only makes sense to try and follow some kind of outline in these discussions for them to be most effective for us. So, in anticipation, I asked John to prepare one for us.

John: I have done so. I have a copy for each of you. As you can see, we plan on beginning our first year's discussion sessions by getting into subjects like philosophy, theology, and religion, and other disciplines like politics, economics, and so forth, the whole nine yards, eh? I have organized the subject matter to discuss in each of our six weeks of sessions.  I hope that this outline will help us avoid the rabbit trails which typically come up in  discussions like these and also help us all to better prepare for each week’s session. I have my own little reading device too, and I have organized various quotes from philosophers and theologians excerpted from books I have downloaded and read. Personally, I plan to consult this outline before each of our meetings to make sure I have the quotes organized that I think might be appropriate for the topics we plan on discussing that day.

Bobby: As I said before, we plan on discussing comparative religion, and since all religions are based on some theology, a knowledge of God, it only makes sense to dedicate our first season's discussions to talking about the theology behind the belief. 

John: Right. As I said before, we all have a theology, and it's important to know what our religion is based on. It's important to know the foundation of belief. We should begin by talking about why a belief system is necessary for us in the first place. We should follow that discussion in addressing how we each formulate a belief system to accommodate our own, personal needs. How we are to live under its doctrine.  

Darrel: Yes, you're right, John; there does seem to be a very logical progression here. It only makes sense that before we start talking about what we believe, we should talk about why we believe in anything at all, and then how we approach a choice of what to believe. We can talk about the specifics of what we believe next season. 

Bobby: Right. So we're good to go then?

John: You betcha. First of all I should state what all Christians know: We were created by God to be in charge of His creation and to prepare us for this task God created us with the capacity to think. You might say that we are the only animal programmed with the motivation to formulate beliefs.

.  As you can see from the outline I provided you, as we get into discussing how we live what we believe, we will talk about how our theology forms our worldview in disciplines like biology and evolution, ethics, sociology, politics and economics. 

Bobby: This is exactly the organization of what I personally had hoped we would follow, John. Thank you for preparing that for us.

John: You’re welcome.

Peter: As most of you know, I'm not a Christian, but would hope you'll at least allow me to present what I believe. I am most interested in what you people have to say and I hope you will do me the courtesy of listening to what I have to say.

Bobby: Well, I have to admit that I am really looking forward to getting into these discussions. I am challenged by life and look forward to talking about such deep subjects.

John: We are all challenged by life’s purpose and meaning but God isn’t. Since God has revealed to us in His Word that He is not a God of confusion, that He created us for a purpose, that He has a plan for our lives and a plan for our salvation after this life is over, we should logically suspect that there must be more to it than what it appears to be. Through our faith, which God has given us, we trust in Him to lead us down the path He wants to take us.

Peter: I am a cynic and a skeptic. I don’t see it that way. There is no plan except the plan we make for ourselves. Life is really an absurdity and can only be what you make of it. We build our own road.

Bobby: Please define the word “absurd.”

Peter: Absurd means “contrary to reason. Ridiculous.”

Bobby: Whenever I occasionally think about what life means to me, I have to tell you guys that the word “ridiculous” or “absurd” has never crossed my mind.

Peter: What has crossed your mind, Bobby?

Bobby: I consider myself to be a spiritual person. I believe that there is something out there, something supernatural, something much more powerful than we can imagine and we should respect that force. We see it in the waves of the ocean; we experience it in a severe storm. This force is present and we cannot resist its influence in our lives. Field of Dreams was one of my favorite movies. I believe in this supernatural stuff. And it makes sense to me that this something external to us has created us and had a purpose in mind for us. There seems to be a plan in place because nature seems planned. The sun comes up in the East every day, right?

And we also have something inside of us too, a conscience that reveals that there are things that we ought to do and things that we ought not to do. No thinking person, no matter how hard they try, can ignore what is within them.

John: And because we have the ability to think, we naturally have questions about our lives.

Bobby: Okay, speaking of thinking, let’s officially get started with our first session. My first action as your discussion leader is to suggest some rules for us to follow in our discussions.

Darrel: Yes, good idea. We need to set down some rules of engagement.

Peter: Yes, I can see our discussions easily becoming like some dialogue on The O’Reilly Factor with all these talking heads yelling at each other at the same time. We need to be polite. We need to listen to what the other guy is saying before we interrupt.

Bobby: As your discussion leader, my job is to try and prevent this from happening.

Daniel: Yes, I agree with you, Bobby. Being good listeners and keeping an open mind is really the most reasonable way to learn anything. And we know we all have our prejudices and we need to avoid stubbornly clinging to them if they are proved to be unreasonable. We need to keep an open mind.

Peter: We also need to be skeptics. We need to test what we say we believe. We should always try to use common sense in our discussions.

Bobby: But, what seems reasonable to one guy may not seem reasonable to another, right?

Peter: Wrong. Aristotle set down the universal rule of logic that applies in all arguments.

John: And theologian, A. A. Tozer, reminds us that logic is universal. God is a God of reason so he has implanted in every human being the ability to reason. 

Peter: This ability to reason should be prioritized. If some aspect of what we believe doesn’t stand up to critical analysis, this should create doubt and we should be prepared to discard that belief in favor of a more reasonable one. That’s what having an open mind means to me.

Darrel: I'll hold you to that, Pete.

Peter: Likewise, Darrel.

Bobby: I would hope that we understand the value in learning about what the other guy believes because this may help us understand better what we believe.

John: I look forward to learning more than I expect to teach. These dialogues are a great learning tool.

Daniel: You bet. But we need to avoid having a dialogue of the deaf. This is what can occur when one person begins by expressing his opinion about some subject which is based on his core beliefs and, as he is presenting his case to some other guy, the other guy is not really listening to what he is saying at all. He may appear to be politely listening but he is already formulating his opinion based on his core beliefs and is just waiting for his chance to present his case to the other guy as soon as this guy finishes talking. This other guy of course is not listening either. He is busy formulating a follow up to what he said initially. So you can see that neither person ends up really listening to what the other person has to say. This truly is a dialogue of the deaf.

Darrel: You mentioned our core beliefs; that's what we're here to discuss, of course, but we need to understand that we all have some presupposition, some preconception ingrained in us, maybe since we were kids, that we bring to every discussion like these. And sometimes people just mechanically repeat that presupposition as an answer without thinking about what they are saying. We should challenge each other in these discussions to really think about why we believe what we believe and how we practice what we believe. At least I hope that is what will happen here.

John: Exactly. People have their various preconceived ideas and want to know that their ideas receive some attention. We all have a very basic need to protect our self-esteem and like to believe that what we say is important. So, while our instinct is to talk to others, we should recognize how important it is to listen to what others are saying to us. When we listen to others, our influence in their lives is enhanced and relationships are strengthened. When people don’t listen to what the other person is saying, they can’t have a meaningful dialogue and neither party really gets anything out of it.

Daniel: Yes, for this reason, we must avoid yielding to our natural, prideful temptation to sell our opinion to each other and assume the other guy has nothing to tell us unless he agrees with us. I know I have to be careful about doing this. We need to resist assuming the other guy is always wrong and we are always right. We must avoid drawing a line in the sand and closing our minds to any opinion that doesn’t match with our preconceived opinions. We must examine those preconceptions and ignore them if they don’t make any sense.

Bobby: So, how do we avoid falling into this trap?

John: We need to approach this discussion introspectively and use our good minds to examine our motives and present opinions that we believe are the truth, not on what we want the truth to be. We must be sensitive enough to know when we are merely protecting our precious self- esteem and try to humbly listen to what the other guy has to say. We seem to be all pretty good talkers. We need to also become good listeners.

Daniel: I hope that all of you agree with me when I say that until we draw our last breath, we can continue to learn from each other. We need to focus on continuing to learn because the journey we call life is serious business.

Bobby: Yeah, I saw a movie the other night called The Words. One of the characters concluded that it’s much easier to make the choice than to live with that choice.

John: This is true but it wouldn’t be so easy to make the choice if we understood that all choices have consequences and we need to focus on making the right choice.

Bobby: Sometimes the choices we make affect our entire lives. Actually, most of the choices we make can affect our lives.

John: You bet. There are consequences for every action we take and every word we utter both here on earth and in eternity.

Daniel: Yes, what we do here on earth can certainly have eternal consequences. That’s why it is so important to focus on what we are doing or plan to do and use our heads as well as our hearts to make choices that have beneficial consequences. We must surround ourselves with people who care enough about us to give us good advice. That’s what good friends are for.

Darrel: Hallmark’s new slogan is “Life is a special occasion.” This is a one time experience. We need to take it seriously. And we need to remember that we are supposed to enjoy life too. In the movie, Auntie Mame, Mame once said that life is a banquet and most poor bastards are starving to death.

Daniel: Isn’t it interesting to note how some of these lines in these good movies tend to stick in our heads. I think the same goes for song lyrics.

Bobby: I watch a lot of movies and quoting lines from popular movies that most people have seen is a very good way to make a point, don’t you agree?

Daniel: You bet.

Bobby: Okay, I have one more “rule of engagement” to mention. As we discuss those thought provoking disciplines of philosophy, theology and religion, we will undoubtedly encounter the use of terminology that we may not all understand. So, I think that it is important to define the terms we use in these discussions as we go along. We obviously need to know exactly what we are talking about.

Peter: Understanding the language is the first basic principal of logic.

John: Yes, Bobby, you have a good point. I believe that the object of these discussions is to attempt to communicate weighty concepts and ideas in a manner that makes sense to us. I have done a lot of reading of philosophy and theology books and these theologians and philosophers sometimes seem like they are trying to impress each other in presenting hard to understand concepts in their own special vernacular. I have found that, once you wade through all their terminology, their ideas and opinions can be communicated in language the layman can understand. This should be our goal in these discussions.

By the way, my little device here contains the New Webster’s Dictionary, McKim’s Westminster Dictionary of Theological Terms and Nelson’s New Christian Dictionary.

Bobby: Well, as we said before, in polite society, philosophy and religion are taboo subjects. Politics is too. But, we will use our heads and hearts as well, I am sure of that.

Darrel: I got an email yesterday that listed a number of truisms that we discover when we are older. One of them stated, “I finally got my head together, and now my body is falling apart.” Another one said that “it is easier to get older than it is to get wiser.” In these discussions, I will undoubtedly prove to be a good example of a guy who should be wiser. And I may even forget what I said, from time to time, and repeat myself.

Peter: Hey, there’s nothing wrong with repetition. I think we should keep in mind the old Latin saying, “repetition is the mother of all learning.” So repetition has its place in discussions like this. I feel certain that you won’t be the only one to repeat yourself from time to time, Darrel.

Bobby: Just because we are older doesn’t mean we should just give up and forget about learning new things. We need to continue to focus on getting the most out of each day, one day at a time. We need to stay focused on exerting the effort and commitment to do what we can to live the good life. It seems that most people, for one reason or another, lack this commitment.

Peter: Agreed. Indolence and apathy reign supreme, particularly at this stage of the game of life. I think that setting up a little group like this will help direct us to exercise our intellect at least once a week.

John: Well, historically, we are in good company in forming a discussion group like this one. British author J.R.R. Tolkien was a member of a group like this in England which also included his good friend Christian apologist C. S. Lewis. They called it the Socratic Club. Other intellectuals like Henry David Thoreau and Ralph Waldo Emerson were participants in such groups too. And, according to a biography of Ben Franklin, he also formed a club which consisted of a group of friends who would meet together on a consistent basis to discuss weighty subjects. Franklin was a very meticulous, organized man and he actually stipulated qualifications for membership. While I don’t think we intend to form some kind of an organization like his, I do like some of the questions Franklin presented to his little group. I thought this might be a good way to start out our discussions so I brought them along to share with you all at our first meeting.

Each member was to answer properly four questions. Number One: Do you have disrespect for any current member? Number Two: Do you love mankind in general regardless of religion or profession? Number Three: Do you feel that people should ever be punished because of their opinions or mode of worship? Number Four: Do you love and pursue truth for its own sake? I think that this last question is the key question because, according to philosophers and theologians, the pursuit of truth is man’s primary goal.

Bobby: They’re all good questions. We should respect each other and we certainly should all share a love of mankind in general regardless of whether they are Christian, secular humanist or any other religion. And it should go without saying that we don’t think others should be punished for their religious beliefs.

John: I have another point I would like to make regarding our rules of engagement. I talked about referring to various quotes from philosophers and theologians before. I said that I anticipate interjecting them at appropriate times in our discussions to support some point I am trying to make. In fact, most of us will undoubtedly be referring to a number of such intellectuals to support our arguments. These are people who are universally respected as experts in their particular fields; people like Aristotle, who, as a disciple of Plato’s, is recognized by most scholars as being one of the dozen most intelligent people who ever lived. And other philosophers and scientists like Einstein and so on, people who command respect and whose opinions should be seriously considered regardless of whether you agree with their opinion or not. I think we should try and limit our quotes to people whom history has acknowledged to be intellectuals, scholars, and sages, people who exhibit great wisdom, sound judgment and compassion.

Darrel: Exactly. Our references in support of our opinions should be recognized experts in the art of communicating reasonable thought.

John: The opinion of experts is very important. Aristotle said that the majority opinion of experts in some particular field of knowledge should be given the most weight. He emphasized the credibility of the majority opinion in any case.

Peter: That of course makes sense too. And, speaking of what makes sense, I would like to reiterate that we need to always focus on reason in these discussions. For me, this is the most critical rule of engagement. To plagiarize the Nike ad, “Just make sense.”

Daniel: We need to avoid pontification.

Peter: And we must avoid rationalization.

Bobby: What exactly is rationalization? How does it work?

Daniel: Webster defines the term to mean the act of devising self-satisfying, but incorrect, explanations for our behavior. We all do it in the interests of self-preservation. We all have the tendency to see ourselves in a more favorable light than we should.

Bobby: We all screw up. To avoid taking the blame, we either try and shift it to someone or something else or we rationalize that what we did really wasn’t a big deal anyway.

Peter: Eric Fromm believed that our instinctive nature to be followers motivates us to rationalize. He said that rationalization is “a compromise between our sheep nature and our human capacity to think.” In his book, Psychoanalysis and Religion, Fromm also tells us that psychoanalysis has demonstrated the ambiguous nature of our thinking processes. He says that our power to rationalize is an expression of a counterfeit of reason and he concludes that this rationalizing ability is one of the most puzzling human phenomena, similar to a paranoid system. So, we must avoid rationalizing in these discussions if we are to retain credibility. Members of such faith-based religions as Christianity have a tendency to rationalize.

Daniel: No more so than members of any belief system, Peter. As I have said, we all have that tendency to rationalize. Human beings are rationalizing machines. And Christians must be aware that this is a bad temptation and must be avoided whenever possible. Biblical teacher and author Beth Moore calls rationalization “self-protection” and concludes that it can inhibit our fulfillment of our purpose in life. Unbelievers, however, don’t necessarily see it that way.

Our different understanding of this temptation to rationalize our behavior can most obviously be illustrated in our understanding of our sinful nature and its potentially disastrous effect on our lives. Unbelievers are more tolerant of their sin and sin in others and tend to rationalize their own sinful behavior. On the other hand, Christians recognize that we sin against God and regret such disobedience and are to understand that we are to repent of our sins before Him. This is a huge difference in the way we see this reality.

Bobby: I have one final rule of engagement. Well, it’s probably more of a goal than a rule. I would hope that these discussions are going to be very informal. After all, this is the Island, man. No one should take our getting together as an opportunity to evangelize. I think the goal here is to explain to each other what we believe, and, in doing so, reveal and reinforce what we believe and whether we are being consistent in how we are practicing our beliefs.

Daniel: I think I can summarize our rules by saying that we must be civil; we must be reasonable, and we must always try and be truthful.

Bobby: Okay, let’s take up the first subject on the outline: Why do we believe?

John: We have an innate desire to connect with something outside of ourselves. God has given all of us a brain many times larger than every other animal and we are to rule His creation. Believing is the result of using our brains to think about our lives. We are all programmed by our Creator to believe in God. Christians are enabled to believe in the God of the Bible.

Daniel: We believe because we have an instinctive need to acquire knowledge as a means of determining what we are to believe. We have these relatively large brains and it seems only reasonable that we are supposed to utilize them, not only to acquire knowledge to survive, but for our own edification. Human beings are learning machines.

John: Yes, man has an instinctive need to want to know the truth and philosophy and theology uniquely address this need. So, as I said before, any discussion we have about why we believe, how we believe, and what we believe will logically involve these two very important disciplines. They provide us with answers of why we believe and provide us with the basic building blocks of how we formulate our beliefs.

Daniel: Aristotle said that the pursuit of knowledge was basic to man and philosophy and theology are the tools we utilize to pursue our instinct.

Bobby: Okay. First of all, let’s define our terms.

John: McKim defines theology as the methodical attempt to understand God’s divine revelation. It has classically been seen as “faith seeking understanding.” Theology is the language or discourse about God. He defines philosophy as the love of wisdom. The discipline consists of two divisions, theoretical and practical philosophy. Theoretical philosophy is divided into three main branches: Epistemology, the study of how we acquire knowledge; metaphysics, the study of ultimate reality and our existence; and logic, the technique of reasoning. Practical philosophy is divided into ethics, the study of human conduct, and aesthetics, beliefs about the principal of beauty. As we get more into the methodology involved in our pursuit of truth, the reason why we believe and how we formulate our beliefs, we will undoubtedly be dealing with all of these branches.

Daniel: Exactly. We want to know how we know what we know and we want to know that what we know is the truth. God gave us a brain to be able to believe and a heart to pursue knowledge of the truth.

John: Yes, our minds may not always function in a logical manner but we instinctively search for logical, intelligible patterns in an effort to make some sense out of what we are experiencing in this life.

Daniel: I think it was C. S. Lewis who said that man views reality in two ways. He looks at what he experiences in the way it appears to him, the way it actually is. This is the most objective way of looking at reality. And he also looks around what he is actually experiencing which means he is analyzing what he is looking at, gathering information, forming opinions about it and determining his course of action in dealing with it. This is what we mean by seeing the big picture. And this is the way most of us deal with reality.

Bobby: Come again?

John: When we just look at some experience we are having in life as objectively as we can, we see what it really is at its most basic level. It’s like looking close up at some photograph in a newspaper. When we look at it under magnification, all we see are these thousands of little pixels forming the image. We can’t really see what the image is until we back away from it. The further we back away, the more it begins to take the shape of a picture.

I’ll give you an example of what I mean. When we just look at our lives and what is really happening as we live out our existence here on earth, we recognize that basically we are all positioned for a brief span of time on this planet revolving around this medium size star we call a sun in this vast universe. That is the basic reality of our existence. This is really what is actually happening to us, but it certainly isn’t the way we look at our lives, is it? No, we most often deal with the bigger picture; we look at how our lives interact with others, what else is going on here besides just living out our brief sojourn on this planet.

Peter: Yes, your example reminds me of what Mark Twain said in his autobiography about our “fleeting sojourn here.” He goes on to say what our lives look like when we look at them objectively.

Like John, I have organized the quotes I anticipated would be appropriate to interject in our discussions from time to time. So I’ll just read the whole quote to you guys. “A myriad of men are born; they labor and sweat and struggle for bread; they squabble and scold and fight; they scramble for little mean advantages over each other. Age creeps upon them; infirmities follow; shames and humiliations bring down their prides and their vanities. Those they love are taken from them and the joy of life is turned to aching grief. The burden of pain, care, misery, grows heavier year by year. At length ambition is dead; pride is dead; vanity is dead; longing for release is in their place. It comes at last, the only unpoisoned gift earth ever had for them, and they vanish from a world where they were of no consequence; where they achieved nothing; where they were a mistake and a failure and a foolishness; where they have left no sign that they have existed, a world which will lament them a day and forget them forever. Then another myriad takes their place, and copies all they did, and goes along the same profitless road, and vanishes as they vanished, to make room for another and another and a million other myriads to follow the same arid path through the same desert and accomplish what the first myriad, and all the myriads that came after it, accomplished. . .nothing!”

Bobby: Life is a beating and then we die? That's a cheery thought, Peter. You actually anticipated using a quote like that on the first day we met?

Peter: Sure. I thought we’d start out with something to grab your attention. We need to deal with reality in these discussions, Bobby, and the fact is that most people travel through this life incognito. The only meaning in life is what we give to it, and what we do here, what we think we have accomplished, often is only appreciated by us or maybe an occasional family member or good friend. The majority of people on earth spend their lives playing to a mediocre audience. Our audience is important; what others think of us acts as a mirror to define us to ourselves as to who we really are. 

John: Spoken like a disciple of existentialism, Peter. From our sinful human point of view, this makes sense, but God's point of view is very different. We're not traveling through this life incognito from His perspective. We're here to accomplish His purpose: To glorify Him. By the way, you should note that even the father of existentialism, Jean Paul Sartre, author of the existentialist "bible," Being and Nothingness, admitted before he died that he believed he had a purpose in life, that he "was expected" by something, and "that something was God." Here's the direct quote from him from Dr. David Noebel's book, Understanding the Times: "I am not  a product of chance, a speck of dust in the universe, but someone who was expected, prepared and prefigured. In short, a being whom only a Creator could put here; and this idea of creating hand refers to God.”

Bobby: Wow, that's huge, John. He's admitting he was wrong about his unbelief. 

Peter: Not really. Just because I respect existentialism doesn't mean I agree with everything everyone says about it.

Darrel: But, as John said, this guy isn't just anybody, he's the father of existentialism.

Daniel: We sometimes question whether anyone appreciates us, but we should always know God does when we're working at accomplishing His purpose. I was in Branson, Missouri a few years ago and had the opportunity to listen to some very good music. Like Vegas, most of these professional musicians are “has-beens” like Andy Williams but they are still very good and I was entertained. One of the musicians was a guy named Jim Greeninger, a classical guitarist trained by Segovia. Man, was this guy good. His wife gave away the tickets to come see him and he apparently hoped to earn his money by selling his CD’s after the show. I bought several of them. A friend of mine told me that he wasn’t there the next year. Apparently he couldn’t sell enough CD’s to warrant coming back to Branson.

Anyway, to make a long story longer, here we have this consummate musician playing for his supper. He knew how good he was but he just couldn’t get an appreciative audience to come see him unless he gave away the tickets. My point is that Jim Greeninger represents all of us. We may not have an obvious talent like that, but whatever skill we do have, whatever we do that we are proud of, something we may have worked very hard at to get right, usually goes unappreciated. We do it for our own edification and enjoyment. 

Darrel: (Singing) “Father McKenzie, writing the words of a sermon that no one will hear.”

John: One of my favorite Beatles songs. Well, regardless of whether thousands and thousands of people end up reading my books or not, I know I will have had fun writing them. And it promises to be a learning experience.

Bobby: I guess in that sense life really is about us. We are our own best audience.

John: God is our best audience. He knows us better than anyone else can. We are to live this life enjoying the reality that He cares for us and appreciates us. We may not achieve fame and fortune in this life but at least we can know that we are not unrecognized by Him.

Peter: Well, personally, I think that Mark Twain described the reality of the experience we call life. That’s what we see of our lives when we really take a look at what our lives really constitute, that’s what we see. The philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer once said that life was a "meaningless interruption of an otherwise peaceful non-existence.”

Bobby: That’s another cheery thought. Man, you have a whole bevy of these beauties, don’t you, Peter.

Peter: I told you I was a cynic, and this is
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