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      Preface

      
      
      This is a book about my faith journey, or—perhaps more accurately—my unfaith journey.
         The question of God has fascinated me for a long time, and in recent years I have
         had time to do a lot of reading on all sides of the question.
      

      
      In 2014, I wrote a book entitled What Is God? Can Religion Be Modeled?[1]    Its focus is on whether the language of science can be used to represent an abstract
         concept of God, as contrasted to characterizing the human practice of religion. I
         used that book for several years to teach a Tufts University adult education course
         called “Respectful Atheism.”[2]    The students, an enjoyable spectrum from true believers to nonbelievers, endured
         my heavy dose of slanted religious history, science, and philosophy. But they repeatedly
         raised the question that I had mostly ignored: “What about the respectful descriptor in the course title?” For them it was a serious question regarding atheism.
         In other words, does a religious belief that denies the theistic assumptions of various
         religious traditions have some obligation to respect others’ beliefs? Is atheism inherently
         disrespectful?
      

      
      This book tackles that question, in addition to laying out a case for not believing
         in the traditional Western idea of what “God” means. Clearly there are many variants
         of this belief. To deal adequately with the God question, the book necessarily draws
         on most of the same history of religion and the same philosophy of knowledge and science
         as was covered in the earlier book. In the current book, there is much less emphasis
         on scientific modeling and much new material dealing with the “respectful” question.
         In that sense, this book is a major revision of the earlier one but with a very different
         slant.
      

      
      I have found the concept of God to be questionable, and also troubling, and clearly
         I am not alone. I am troubled because not only does the traditional idea of God that
         most people appear to hold seem so incompatible with science, but also throughout
         history God has been the justification for killing and mayhem on a grand scale, and
         that same tradition is alive and well today. What has also puzzled me is that many
         people, including many of those who make a profession of religion, refer to God as
         though they know what or who God is and imply that others know what is meant by the term. Maybe I’m being picky, but
         I never have been so graced.
      

      
      In case you wondered, I have not been unchurched. I was raised in a midwestern Presbyterian
         church and since marriage have been active in a New England Congregational Church.
         There I was a deacon and served two stints as moderator, the lay leader of the congregation.
         I have lectured to the World Council of Churches and in retirement convened a monthly
         discussion group on the subject of God and religious belief. I can still be an atheist,
         as I argue here. I call myself a “Christian atheist,” as so many of the teachings
         of Jesus and the Abrahamic traditions do speak to me.
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      Introduction

      
      
      What is meant by respectful atheism? Atheism, first, is a belief that what most people call God does not exist. More
         specifically, atheism usually refers to disbelief in the traditional idea of an all-powerful,
         all-knowing, loving being who observes and cares for each individual person, and occasionally
         intercedes in our lives. There are, of course, many variants on that traditional conception.
         A respectful atheist recognizes and appreciates that different people have different
         beliefs that they have come to because of family, community, education, contemplation,
         or other aspects of their experience. A respectful atheist acknowledges everyone’s
         right to their own beliefs, so long as they do not take destructive action against
         others who believe differently.
      

      
      A family member once asked whether my chosen book title, “respectful atheism,” was meant to mean “respectable atheism.” Good question, since throughout history many folks have regarded atheism
         as being not socially approved and not morally correct, and therefore disrespectable.
         Related philosophical arguments made by atheists are seen not to respect the long-standing
         and deeply ingrained traditions of belief in God. In other words, atheism is seen
         to be disrespectable primarily because it is disrespectful of traditional belief. Tit for tat. This is a serious question that is addressed
         later in this book.
      

      
      A Prevalent Reaction to the “New Atheists”

      
      The term “new atheists” has been used to refer to a group of authors whose recent
         books have caused quite a stir because of the directness with which they declare their
         atheism—in contrast to gentler atheism proposals and skepticism made by numerous other
         authors throughout history dating back to the ancient Greeks.
      

      
      Prominent among those called the “new atheists” are the following:

      
      
         	
            
            Evolutionist Richard Dawkins, author of the books The God Delusion, The Selfish Gene, and The Blind Watchmaker (Dawkins is probably the most famous of the new atheists.)
            

            
         

         
         	
            Neuroscientist Sam Harris, author of The End of Faith, Letter to a Christian Nation, and The Moral Landscape

            
         

         
         	
            Philosopher Daniel C. Dennett, author of Breaking the Spell

            
         

         
         	
            Editor Christopher Hitchens, author of God Is Not Great and The Portable Atheist

            
         

         
         	
            Physicist Victor Stenger, author of God, the Failed Hypothesis

            
         

         
      

      
      I refer to these authors, their books, and their perspectives to address various key
         questions later in this book.
      

      
      Some degree of resentment, even hatred, seems to have developed from a cadre of folks
         who are critical of the so-called new atheists and their message. An example of such
         a reaction is evident in a new book by Anthony DeStefano, author of A Traveler’s Guide to Heaven, Ten Prayers God Always Says Yes To, and other books on religion, including multiple children’s books. His new book,
         Inside the Atheist Mind,[1]    is endorsed by Mike Huckabee, Glen Beck, and Rick Santorum. Chapter titles are
         as follows: “The Arrogance of the Atheists”; “The Ignorance of the Atheists”; “The
         Ruthlessness of the Atheists”; “The Intolerance of the Atheists”; “The Shallowness
         of the Atheists”; “The Cowardice of the Atheists’; “The Death-Centeredness of the
         Atheists”; “The Faithfulness of the Atheists”; “The Malevolence of the Atheists”;
         and “The End of the Atheists.” The chapter headings give a strong hint of the content.
         Stefano carefully selects figures from history who claimed to be believers. (Of course,
         almost everyone was. Dissent could result in death—recall Socrates and Galileo.) DeStefano
         avoids citing the historical skeptics. He points out the many deaths caused by “atheistic
         rulers such as Hitler and Stalin” without mentioning the Crusades and other holy wars.
         (Actually, Hitler, in his Mein Kampf, professes love of God many times.)
      

      
      DiStefano asserts that atheists today are simplistic, militant, intolerant, dogmatic,
         evangelistic, and irrational.[2]    So how does he expect atheists to react to his charges? What about that first
         principle of Christianity, Judaism, and many other religious traditions about loving
         one’s neighbor? DeStefano’s rage against disbelievers seems to belie a deep sense
         of fear that increasingly more scientists and other thinkers are professing atheism,
         or at least agnosticism, especially in countries and among peoples that are industrialized
         and have higher levels of education. In this book we will examine the demographic
         trends.
      

      
      Consider a report by Lee Billings in Scientific American in March 2019, quoting a Dartmouth physicist named Marcel Gleiser, who just won the
         Templeton Prize. This prize is an annual award of the John Templeton Foundation, which
         promotes the idea that religion and science are fully compatible (I will say more
         on that controversial issue later).
      

      
      
         To me, science is one way of connecting with the mystery of existence. And if you
            think of it that way, the mystery of existence is something that we have wondered
            about ever since people began asking questions about who we are and where we come
            from. So while those questions are now part of scientific research, they are much,
            much older than science. . . . As a theoretical physicist and also someone who spends
            time out in the mountains, this sort of questioning offers a deeply spiritual connection
            with the world, through my mind and through my body. Einstein would have said the
            same thing, I think, with his cosmic religious feeling. . . . I believe we should
            take a much humbler approach to knowledge, in the sense that if you look carefully
            at the way science works, you’ll see that yes, it is wonderful—magnificent!—but it
            has limits. And we have to understand and respect those limits. And by doing that,
            by understanding how science advances, science really becomes a deeply spiritual conversation
            with the mysterious, about all the things we don’t know. So that’s one answer to your
            question. And that has nothing to do with organized religion, obviously, but it does
            inform my position against atheism. I consider myself an agnostic. . . .
         

         
         I honestly think atheism is inconsistent with the scientific method. What I mean by
            that is, what is atheism? It’s a statement, a categorical statement, that expresses
            belief in nonbelief: Namely, “I don’t believe even though I have no evidence for or
            against, simply I don’t believe.” Period. It’s a declaration. But in science we don’t
            really do declarations. We say, “Okay, you can have a hypothesis, you have to have
            some evidence against or for that.” And so an agnostic would say, “Look, I have no
            evidence for God or any kind of god. What god, first of all? The Maori gods, or the
            Jewish or Christian or Muslim God? Which god is that?” But on the other hand, an agnostic
            would acknowledge no right to make a final statement about something he or she doesn’t
            know about. The absence of evidence is not evidence of absence, and all that. This
            positions me very much against all of the “new atheist” guys—even though I want my
            message to be respectful of people’s beliefs and reasoning, which might be community-based,
            or dignity-based, and so on.[3]   
         

         
      

      Atheist versus Agnostic

      
      Gleiser makes a beautiful statement; however, I would take issue with his use of the
         word “atheist” and whether atheism is inconsistent with the scientific method. He
         is quite correct that absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. In other words,
         one cannot logically prove that there is no God, even though no evidence, credible
         in a scientific sense (more on that later), has ever shown up. And, as Dawkins has
         maintained, if any such evidence ever were to appear, it would turn all of science
         upside down. In the same manner, one cannot prove that there is no pink unicorn or
         tooth fairy somewhere. So if one wants to argue that being an atheist means 100 percent
         certainty that no evidence could ever possibly exist, then no one could legitimately
         use the term. In that extremist sense I would have to go along with him and claim
         to be an agnostic.
      

      
      But it seems to me that if one is 99.9 percent sure there is no God (of the type cited
         here, namely, the traditional all-powerful, all-knowing, loving being who observes
         and cares for each individual person), then use of the term “atheist” seems to be
         entirely appropriate. After all, that is precisely the way science claims to work:
         It employs inferential statistics, a null hypothesis. The null hypothesis is a statement
         or default position that there is no relationship between two measured phenomena or
         conditions (e.g., Nature exists and God exists), in which lack of relationship is
         assumed to be true until statistical evidence indicates otherwise. The physicists
         at the Large Hadron Collider in Geneva examined millions of particle collisions and
         finally had to reject the null hypothesis to “prove” that the Higgs boson existed.
         No such data have even been sufficient to reject the null hypothesis that God does
         not exist; therefore, I regard the term “atheist” to be appropriate for all commonsense
         uses where one is quite confident in one’s disbelief and in keeping with the methods
         of science.
      

      
      Why Is the Concept of God Important?

      
      The concept of God is important because so many people think it is and have done so
         for so long—since the beginning of recorded history. In Western religions, one day
         of the week is set aside to worship, and in Islam, prayer is required several times
         every day. God expressions figure often in our everyday lives:
      

      
      
         	
            God is great (Allah Akbar)

            
         

         
         	
            God almighty

            
         

         
         	
            God the father

            
         

         
         	
            God the son

            
         

         
         	
            God the holy spirit (holy ghost)

            
         

         
         	
            God’s will

            
         

         
         	
            God willing

            
         

         
         	
            Creator God

            
         

         
         	
            Loving God

            
         

         
         	
            In God we trust

            
         

         
         	
            So help me God

            
         

         
         	
            One nation under God

            
         

         
         	
            God damn

            
         

         
         	
            God everlasting

            
         

         
         	
            All God’s children

            
         

         
         	
            God bless you and God bless America (at the end of every American presidential speech)

            
         

         
      

      
      The assumed presence of God in our lives arises from deeper wellsprings. God has motivated
         much our culture—our literature, music, and the arts. God is traditionally viewed
         as the creator of everything, the basis of morality, the supreme authority. God is
         the ultimate raison d’être.
      

      
      And yet, in the name of God, wars have been fought throughout history, often concerning
         only slightly different interpretations of the concept. In the present day, Christian
         churches, Jewish synagogues, and Islamic mosques are bombed, and worshipers massacred,
         by hateful shooters with automatic weapons.
      

      
      Many people have claimed the right to make pronouncements on behalf of God. They have
         devoted their working lives to God and/or died as martyrs to their beliefs about God.
         The concept of God is an engine of human history.
      

      
      Difficulties of Discourse about God

      
      In Western culture today, the subject of God is a conversation-stopper. These days
         one can talk sex, politics, or just about anything else, but in polite company, and
         especially among educated people, it is frequently uncomfortable, impolite, or even threatening
         to bring up the subject of God. In some cultures, both in the West and elsewhere,
         only trained authorities (theologians) are entitled to discuss the nature of God.
         Theology derives from Greek theos (God) and logos (reasoned discourse, according to the Greek philosophical tradition).[4]    It is that reasoning aspect of theology that we will examine critically.
      

      
      To begin with, the topic of God does not easily accommodate rational discourse. “God”
         has many meanings. In some ancient cultures the gods were thought of as special people
         and animals. In the mainstream of monotheism, at one extreme we have a theistic God:
         an omniscient, omnipotent, omnibenevolent personal God who loves and cares about all
         creatures and hears their prayers. Thus, many believers envision an anthropomorphic
         God: an old, bearded, robed male figure surrounded by angels bringing humankind into
         existence by a miraculous touch, as in Michelangelo’s famous painting on the ceiling
         of the Sistine Chapel (see figure 0.1).
      

      
      
         Michelangelo’s painting on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.

            Wikimedia Commons

         

      

      At another extreme is a deistic God, an entity that created the universe but then retreated to letting the universe
         run on its own, never intervening in human affairs or altering the laws of nature.
         Deism, which first appeared in the seventeenth century during the Enlightenment, rejects
         the supernatural (except for a Designer of the initial creation) and any need for
         revelation.[5]    The Deistic concept of God might be depicted by the Kanisza square illusion, as
         in figure 0.2, where the square is not physically present but is implied or imagined.
      

      
      
         The Kanisza square illusion. Not physically present but implied by sensed reality.

            Author’s drawing

         

      

      To make matters more complex, God has been defined as “no thing” (but not nothing)
         and being timeless. For us creatures who live in a world of things and time, thinglessness
         and timelessness make conceiving the state of God (what God is) difficult. That difficulty for understanding will be evident in the discussion to
         come and is one reason I later bring forward questions about whether God is even representable
         in science-based rationality; however, most of what has been written about God in
         more recent times are arguments about the process of coming to belief, coming to faith,
         and exercising that belief and faith, rather than a discussion about what God is.
      

      
      As with God, atheism also must have many meanings. Which version of God is not believable?
         Based on the Greek roots of the term (a, meaning without, and theos, meaning God), philosopher Michael Martin suggests that the term “negative atheism”
         be used for having an absence of belief in God. For the more common meaning, a belief
         that there is no God or gods, he suggests the term “positive atheism.” Both terms
         are to be distinguished from “agnosticism,” the position of neither believing nor
         disbelieving (from the Greek: “without knowledge”).[6]   
      

      
      “Spirituality” is a term that means something different to just about everyone. It
         can refer to churchgoing, prayer, or other religious practice. Or it can refer to
         private meditation or contemplation, quiet reflection on nature, yoga, absorption
         in music, etc., completely exclusive and apart from worship of God or participation
         in any organized religion. As the term is normally used there is clear evidence for
         spirituality in humans, including atheists. In addition, there are reports of out-of-body
         experiences (associated with illness and near death, as well as ingestion of drugs)
         that are sometimes called spiritual. That term receives much more attention in this
         book.
      

      
      The historical fact is that the existence of God, in whatever form and understanding,
         is a tacit belief in Western and much of world culture. Right up to the present time
         discussions of God tend to start with that existence assumption and go on from there.
         As contrasted to how people behave in worship, after God has been assumed, the question, “What exactly is God?” whether we can conceive of a model for God, demands to be asked.
      

      
      What Is in the Book

      
      This book consists of an introduction plus four major parts and a conclusion. Each
         of these parts has numbered chapters on related topics. The first part is entitled
         “History of Belief,” certainly not a balanced history of religion, but instead a more
         focused discussion on the concept of God and the gradual evolution of skepticism in
         belief—starting with the gods from ancient Egyptian, Greek, and Roman times through
         the mid-twentieth century, mostly in the Western world. Before moving on to current
         times I purposely interrupt the flow with a second part titled “Knowledge, Science,
         and Modeling.” The purpose of this part is to remind the reader of the post-Enlightenment
         notions that now moderate serious thinking about our universe and what we can properly
         know or believe, and the languages we use to talk about it. I include several sections
         on “modeling,” which normally means the representation of specific things or events
         in scientific denotative language, as contrasted to the connotative language of myth,
         metaphor, poetry, and art (which are just as or perhaps more important than what we
         “know” from science). I show that the abstract concept of God is not amenable to modeling
         in denotative terms, whereas the human behavior of practicing religion certainly can
         be modeled that way.
      

      
      The third part, “Belief Today,” includes a variety of topics that describe the current
         situation as I see it. It includes discussion of demographic trends on belief; the
         “new atheism”; new physical ideas about the origins of our universe; comments on the
         importance of metaphor, myth, and religious language in the experience of spirituality;
         and some questions about the behavior of churchgoers. It also includes a dialog between
         two famous advocates, one for God and the other for atheism. Finally, it poses a new
         definition of God, what it should mean to respect that God, to love one’s neighbor,
         and to be in awe of humanity, nature, and the universe.
      

      
      The fourth and final part is entitled “Respecting Others.” In this section I ask what
         it means to respect others—especially whether and how an atheist can respect other
         religious perspectives. It includes chapters on compassion, moral virtues, reverence,
         trust, ignorance, and innovation. It poses the difficult “trade-off” problem of respecting
         others’ beliefs as being sincere conclusions based on their legitimate experiences,
         while at the same time disagreeing with their particular arguments. In the conclusion,
         I restate the essential ingredients to calling one’s self a “respectful (and hopefully
         respectable) atheist.”
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      Part I

      History of Belief

      
         
         
      

      
      
      
      Chapter 1

      Origins of Belief

      
         
         
      

      
      
         There is only one God, knowledge, and one evil, ignorance.—Diogenes Laertius, Lives of Eminent Philosophers, 1–5, c. 400 BC
         

      

      
         What is it: Is man only a blunder of God, or is God only a blunder of man?—Friedrich
            Wilhelm Nietzsche, The Twilight of the Idols, 1889
         

      

      History is a description of how as people we came to be what we are, including how
         we came to believe what we believe; therefore, it seems appropriate to review the
         history of belief. I do not claim what follows to be an evenhanded rendering of such
         a history. There are hundreds of works that do that job much better than I can in
         a very terse treatment. I can only summarize what seem to me to be the highlights
         of theistic belief, as well as those of skepticism. That is meant to provide a precursor to modern thinking about God and support my
         own comfort with disbelief.
      

      
      Furthermore, what is reviewed here relates mostly to the development of Abrahamic
         religions in Western countries. Based on my own ignorance of Indic, East Asian, Middle
         Eastern, and indigenous traditions of Africa I have omitted those developments.
      

      
      Earliest Ideas about Gods

      
      According to mythology and cave drawings, ancient Egypt had 60 to 100 gods and goddesses,
         who were believed to be present in nature, between 3000 BC and 100 AD.[1]   The myths about these gods explained the origins and behavior of various elements
         in nature. The practices of Egyptian religion were efforts to provide for the gods
         and gain their favor.
      

      
      Egyptian religious practice was centered on the pharaoh, the king. Although he was
         a human, he was believed to be descended from the gods and acted as the intermediary
         between his people and the gods. There was an obligation to please the gods through
         rituals and offerings to keep order in the universe. According to one charming myth,
      

      
         At first there was only Nun. Nun was the dark waters of chaos. One day a hill rose
            out of the waters. This hill was called Ben-Ben. On this hill stood Atum, the first
            god. Atum coughed and spat out Shu, the god of the air, and Tefnut, the goddess of
            moisture. Shu and Tefnut had two children. First, there was Geb, the god of the earth.
            Then, there was Nut, the goddess of the sky. Shu lifted Nut up so that she became
            a canopy over Geb. Nut and Geb had four children named Osiris, Isis, Seth, and Nephthys.
            Osiris was the king of the earth, and Isis was the queen. Osiris was a good king,
            and he ruled over the earth for many years; however, everything was not well. Seth
            was jealous of Osiris because he wanted to be the ruler of the earth. He grew angrier
            and angrier until one day he killed Osiris. Osiris went down into the underworld,
            and Seth remained on earth and became king. Osiris and Isis had one son called Horus.
            Horus battled against Seth and regained the throne. After that, Horus was the king
            of the earth, and Osiris was the king of the underworld.[2]  
         

      

      With succeeding pharaohs many other gods came into prominence. Ra, the sun god, became
         the most important. From a purely rational perspective, one might assert that worship
         of the sun made a lot of sense since the sun provides heat and light, energy to grow
         crops, etc. The sun is essential to our survival. It was obvious, consistent, and
         satisfying that the sun god traveled across the sky by day and traversed hades by
         night, to reappear reliably the next day. Ra is pictured in figure 1.1.
      

      
         One depiction of Ra, the sun god.

            Wikimedia Commons

         

      

      Both the Greek empire (dating from roughly 800 BC) and the Roman empire (dating from
         the founding of Rome by Romulus in 753 BC) had their panoply of gods. There are many
         names for what appear to be the same gods. Popular names and corresponding functions
         for the Greek gods are as follows, with the Roman equivalent in parentheses:
      

      
      
         	
            
            Zeus (Jupiter): Lord of the sky and supreme ruler of the gods. Known for throwing
               lightning bolts.
            

         

         
         	
            Poseidon (Neptune): Ruler of the sea. Brother of Zeus. Carried a three-pronged spear
               known as a trident.
            

         

         
         	
            Hades (Pluto): Ruler of the underworld and the dead. Brother of Zeus. Had a helmet
               that rendered its wearer invisible.
            

         

         
         	
            Hestia (Vesta): A virgin goddess. Sister of Zeus. No distinct personality or part
               in myths. Goddess of the Hearth, the symbol of the home.
            

         

         
         	
            Hera (Juno): Zeus’s wife and sister. Protector of marriage. Spent most of her time
               punishing the many women Zeus fell in love with. Liked cows and peacocks.
            

         

         
         	
            Ares (Mars): God of war. Son of Zeus and Hera. Liked vultures and dogs.

         

         
         	
            Athena (Minerva): Daughter of Zeus alone. No mother. She sprang from Zeus’s head full-grown
               and in full armor. The protector of civilized life, handicrafts, and agriculture.
               She invented the bridle and was the first to tame the horse.
            

         

         
         	
            Apollo (Apollo): Son of Zeus. Master musician, archer god, healer, god of light, god
               of truth, sun god. A busy god who liked the laurel tree, dolphins, and crows.
            

         

         
         	
            Aphrodite (Venus): Daughter of Zeus. Goddess of love and beauty. Liked the myrtle
               tree, doves, sparrows, and swans.
            

         

         
         	
            Hermes (Mercury): Son of Zeus. Wore wings on his sandals and hat, and thus was graceful
               and swift.
            

         

         
         	
            Artemis (Diana): Apollo’s twin sister and daughter of Zeus. Lady of wild things and
               huntsman to the gods. As Apollo is the Sun, Artemis is the moon.
            

         

         
         	
            Hephaestus (Vulcan): Son of Hera, the god of fire. The only ugly and deformed god.
               Made armor and weapons forged under volcanoes.
            

         

         
         	
            Gaea (Terra): Mother Earth.

         

         
         	
            Asclepius (Aesculapius): God of medicine.

         

         
         	
            Cronus (Saturn): God of the sky. Ruler of the Titans. (Roman mythology: God of agriculture.)

         

         
         	
            Demeter (Ceres): Goddess of grain.

         

         
         	
            Dionysus (Bacchus): God of wine and vegetation.

         

         
         	
            Eros (Cupid): God of love.

         

         
         	
            Hypnos (Somnus): God of sleep.

         

         
         	
            Rhea (Ops): Wife of Cronus/Saturn. Mother Goddess.

         

         
         	
            Uranus (Uranus): God of the sky. Father of the Titans.

         

         
         	
            Nike (Victoria): Goddess of victory.[3]  
            

         

      

      
      Starting with the ancient Egyptians through the Greek and Roman gods, all were anthropomorphic
         (humanlike), although some also had features of animals. That was well ingrained in
         the notion of what a god was. To be other than creature-like was not imaginable.
      

      
      The early Persian empire (550–330 BC) also had its large cadre of gods.[4]   Every worldly object had a counterpart in the complex sacred world. In Arabic,
         al-Lah, the supreme being, is masculine. The divine and inscrutable essence of God
         al-Dhat is feminine. Babylonians and Aryans were aware that their myths were not facts
         but expressed a mystery. Reason was not denied but was transcended. Ancient Persian
         philosopher Zoroaster (also known as Zarathustra, approximately 630–650 BC), who helped
         unite the Persian empire, rejected the old multiplicity of gods. He also promoted
         the idea of a single wise God, Ahura-Mazda, who ruled the entire world. Zoroaster
         taught that Ahura-Mazda was constantly fighting Ahriman, the spirit of darkness and
         evil. If you lived a virtuous life you would go to heaven after death. Otherwise you
         would be punished in hell. Eventually the world would see eternal goodness and peace.
         Zoroaster’s teaching became the basis of the Persian Bible, the Avesta.
      

      
      In Greece, Pythagoras (570–495 BC), aside from his great mathematical achievements,
         believed that the soul was a fallen god in a human body and that the body was reincarnated
         again and again into humans, animals, or vegetables, ultimately to become immortal
         again.[5]   Plato (428–348 BC) and his teacher, Socrates, were both influenced by Pythagoras,
         and often spoke about the
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