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“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,” said there are three different ways to judge men’s mode of living. Each mode differs in the degree of awareness of the experience of life. 

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. Socrates said the unexamined life isn’t worth living.

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.

We humans are religious by nature, and everyone has a set of beliefs that collectively make up what they call their religion. Most of us though don’t give what we believe much thought. Surveys indicate that there are many people who confess that they may be living a life that falls somewhat short of their potential, but claim they just don’t have the time or the inclination to do anything about it. Few of us take the time to think through what we believe and whether our beliefs can be supported and are worth retaining or whether they should be discarded for some other belief. 

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. In a chapter he wrote for John Piper’s The Supremacy of Christ in a Postmodern World, Dr. David Wells said “Our conquest our external world seems to be in inverse relation to the conquest of our inner world. The more we triumph in the one, the less we seem to be able to hold together in the other.” We must recognize how important the conquest of that inner world is to us; we must understand we have a basic need for real fulfillment in our lives and that 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. Solomon tells us in Proverbs 27:17 that “As iron sharpens iron, so one man sharpens another.” 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. 

Philosophy has been characterized as a great conversation, and the same description would apply to theology, the father of philosophy. Valuable spiritual experiences can often come out of conversations revolving around these two important disciplines. Philosopher John Stuart Mill once said “Estimate the proportion of men and women who are selfish, sensual, frivolous, idle, absolutely common place and wrapped up in the smallest of petty routines, and consider how far the freest of free discussion is likely to improve them.” Indeed this is exactly what I believe happened when we formed our little discussion group of “Winter Texans.” We retirees met under a beach cabana on South Padre Island, Texas each season for three years to discuss philosophy, theology, and religion.  . 

Most of us had had successful business careers which required our attention during those earning years so we had to wait until our retirement for the additional time to enable us to pursue that life of contemplation. We seemed to have reached that point in our lives when we had the time and the inclination to know more about what we believed, and how our beliefs compared to the doctrines of other religions. Believing that no day is lost on which some spiritual truth becomes clearer, we were motivated to meet on a regular basis to calibrate our spiritual compasses and put the priorities of life in proper order. We discovered that we now have that time to focus on the mental and the spiritual aspects of our lives. We understood 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. 

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. Theology is important because it’s important to understand what we believe. 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.” Theologian Louis Berkhof wrote, “God sees the truth as a whole, and it is the duty of the theologian to think the truths after Him. Since, as another theologian, Dr. R. C. Sproul, said, we are all theologians, every Christian should endeavor to see the truth as God sees it. So then, the question is not whether we are theologians, but what kind of theologians will we be?
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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, in this book, comparing Christian denominations. 

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 Foundation of Belief, The Religions of Secular Humanism and Christianity, Judaism and Christianity, Islam and Christianity, and Mormonism and Christianity, 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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This book is dedicated to Charles “Chuck” Brookins.
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“Religion is a spring

That from some secret, golden mine

Derives her birth, and thence doth bring

Cordials in eery drop, and wine;”

From Henry Vaughan’s Religion

––––––––
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“The righteous shall live by their faith.”

“Faith is the substance of things hoped for,

the evidence of things not seen.”




From the Holy Bible
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Bobby: It’s nice to see all you guys back again this season. We can resume our discussions of philosophy, theology, and religion by talking about all the major Christian denominations this season. Some people would say we’re going to have an intramural discussion. 

Darrel: I see Pete’s here. Our resident atheist’s back. 

Peter:  Right you are, Darrel. Just here to keep you guys honest.

Darrel: And our Mormon guy’s here too. 






Kevin:  I’m just curious what Christian denominations are you going to talk about?

Bobby: Just the major ones, Kevin. You know, the Baptist, Episcopalian, Presbyterian, Methodist, and Lutheran denominations and Roman Catholics as well. As I recall, these are the denominations our group is most familiar with. Maybe now would be a good time for each of us to refresh our memory about what religion we subscribe to, eh?  

John, you are still attending the Baptist church here on the Island, right?

John:  Yes, but only for Tuesday Bible study classes. I don’t go there to worship anymore. Since I joined the Lutheran church at home, the Lutheran church in Port Isabel is a better fit for me for worship. I might add that, although I’m a member of a Lutheran church in Colorado, I was raised as a Presbyterian and then an Episcopalian or Anglican when we moved from Wilmette, Illinois to Colorado Springs. My parents helped found the Broadmoor Community Church. After I was married, I joined the Presbyterian Church. 

Bobby: Right. We get almost all the major denominations in one with you. You could have an intramural debate with yourself.

John:  Believe me, I have; and with each of my pastors too.  

Darrel: But it’s important to know that these days each of the major denominations is divided into liberal, moderate, and conservative sub-denominations. The conservative is considered to be the most orthodox; this is the most strict interpretation of the biblical Christian doctrine. 

John:  Right. I consider myself to be conservative in theology and politics. I’m an orthodox Christian in the sense that I’m a believer in the Reformation Christian doctrine, the doctrine that is based strictly on what the Bible says about what we’re to believe. I’m currently a member of the Wisconsin Synod of the Lutheran Church (WELS), and they are the most conservative. The Baptist Church here on the Island is a Southern Baptist Church and is also the most conservative. And I consider myself to be a life-long member of the Presbyterian Church of America, the most conservative of the Presbyterian sub-denominations. 

Kevin:  What about you, Bobby? Are you still an agnostic?

Bobby: I don’t really know what I believe about God so I guess you would say I’m an agnostic.

Darrel: Ah, yes, agnosticism, the unbelief of choice among those who really don’t want to think about what they believe. Agnosticism is a symptom of having no belief system.

Bobby: I’m not content with my continual seeking of a belief, Darrel. It’s not comfortable sitting on a fence, you know.  

When I was a kid, I thought I was a Christian. I went to church, I went to catechism classes and Sunday school, but frankly I haven’t paid a lot of attention to Christianity since. I guess I was turned off by the brutal God of the Old Testament, all that sacrificing of animals and smiting of enemies. I don’t picture a God like that. I didn’t like being accountable to him. I treasure my freedom. I’m also confused by the suffering in this life. What kind of a God allows that to occur?

I do feel sometimes though that I’m being touched inside and assisted in some way in my journey through this life; but I wouldn’t argue with you if you told me I was nuts, and that everything that happens is random. Or maybe as Forest Gump once said, it’s a little of both structure and chance. I think with many important things like this, we tend to feel a sense of something rather than know anything about it. 

I’m in the last stage of my life, and people in my family haven’t lived long lives, so sometimes I have a fear of death, the unknown, and I think it might be this fear that motivates me to want to embrace a belief in something. I recognize it’s good to affiliate with a belief you can hang your hat on because it gives a person contentment in this life. That’s one big thing I’ve gotten out of these discussions. It’s like the TV commercial: “Life hurts, get relief, feel better;” except it’s “Life hurts, get a belief, feel better.”  That’s why I set up these discussion sessions so many years ago. I was raised a Roman Catholic and am familiar with the Christian doctrine but rebelled against it; too much dogma. 

Darrel: Yeah, well I assume we’ll address the issue of suffering in these discussions. 

John:  Comparing Catholicism to Protestantism is a discussion session all in itself, so we won’t talk much about that this season. Suffice it to say, for the record, theologian Dr. R. C. Sproul makes the point that the term “catholic” with a small “c,” means “universal.” He goes on to say, and I quote, “The Protestant Reformers accepted the great ecumenical creeds, such as the Nicene Creed, that were formulated by the universal church early in church history. The goal of the reformers was to restore the current Roman Catholic Church doctrine to the original, orthodox doctrine of Augustine and Aquinas.” The formation of the Protestant Church was the successful result of their effort. The Reformation imposed a Reformation theology which “left unchanged the soundest biblical reflection from the 1500 years of church history that preceded them. Where the church had gotten things right biblically, they left things alone.” 

Darrel: Here’s a little church history for you. The Reformation occurred in the early 1500’s. The Christian Church divided into Protestants and Roman Catholic churches. Both sides maintained their belief in Jesus Christ as our savior, but the doctrines of the two factions are markedly different. As I said, we’ll get into specifics next season. We’ll invite a couple of Catholics to join us so both sides can be fairly and equally represented. For the purpose of our discussion this year, as we have in the previous two years of discussions, we should clarify that when we refer to Christianity or the Christian doctrine, we’re referring to the Protestant doctrine, the biblical, orthodox doctrine of the original Christian church as it has been restored by the Reformation. This is the doctrine practiced by the Protestant Christian Church not the Roman Catholic Church. We Protestants do not recognize the traditions and organizational hierarchy introduced by the Roman Catholic Church in their effort to create a more man-centered religion than God intends his religion to be. 

Bobby: What about the rest of you guys? Refresh my memory; tell us what churches you belong to.

Daniel: I attend the Methodist church in Harlingen.

Randy:  I’m a Lutheran, a member of the Wisconsin Synod. The Lutheran Church also consists of a Missouri Synod and the Evangelical Lutherans, ELCA for short. WELS is the most conservative and ELCA is the most liberal.

Kevin:  How about you, Darrel?

Darrel: I’ve been a member of a Pentecostal church for many, many years. 

Kevin:  They’re not really considered to be a mainline denomination, are they? I mean, they seem to be so far right and some of them have a tradition of talking in tongues and participating in other such drama in their worship services. 

Darrel: Yeah, well maybe you can learn something from this discussion of genuine Christian denominations and discard your cult for the real deal.

Kevin:  Your evangelical approach leaves a little to be desired, Darrel. What religion are you, Peter?

Peter:  I’m odd man out here. I’m a secular humanist.

Randy: Oh, yeah, I’ve heard that before. 

Peter:  My religion, if you want to call it that, is a secular, atheistic belief system. It has been around since the dawn of civilization, but it is only in the twentieth century that it was organized into a belief system with the formulation of its own doctrine, which is clearly defined in our Humanist Manifesto. We estimate there are over a billion of us. 

Darrel: The first year we met we decided that the words “religion” and “belief system” could be used synonymously. Religion is defined in a variety of ways. Webster’s defines it as “a system of beliefs and practices relating to the sacred.” A religion need not necessarily involve a belief in God. It can be an atheistic religion like Peter’s. You could say that religion is whatever a person believes that he considers sacred.  

Randy: Are you really an atheist, Peter?

Peter:  I would prefer to think of myself as being a non-theist. 

John:  Atheism takes several forms. There are the practical atheists who claim membership in a theistic religion like Christianity, but live their lives as though God doesn’t exist. We call them nominal Christians. At the opposite extreme, there are the in-your-face atheists, the “vigorous Pagans” theologian Oswald Chambers describes. In the middle are the intellectual atheists like Peter here who are smart enough to realize God’s very existence can’t be logically denied; but this God of Peters isn’t who we Christians think he is. He’s not the intimate, personal God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

Generally speaking, in all its forms, atheism is really just a rebellion against God; it all relates to degree of commitment, and I think you could say that atheists are religious about their commitment to this rebellion. That’s why I say secular humanism is a religion because its members are as committed to their unbelief as we are committed to our belief. 

Bobby: So I guess everyone who’s committed to what they believe could be considered “religious.”

John:  Good point. And religious fervor isn’t just expressed by what liberals call right-wing, fundamentalist Christians. Secular people can be very emotional about their unbelief. 

Peter:  I consider myself to be a free-thinker and my freedom is sacred to me. So, I guess, in that sense, you could say I’m religious by definition. Of course, as you’ve said, I’m not one of those in-your-face atheists like Dawkins or Hitchens, authors of those two popular books on atheism a couple of years ago. In fact, after our first discussion session two years ago, I decided I must be a deist. This means I believe in God, the creator, not your personal God of the Bible. I believe in the God of the philosophers, Aristotle’s “Prime Mover.” God is as an impersonal force. We believe he created the world and then left us to our own devices.

Daniel: In Jeremiah 23:23, God tells us He’s a God at hand, not a God far away.

Peter:  Quotes from the Bible don’t convince me I’m wrong, Daniel. I don’t accept the Bible as a source of knowledge.

John:  Deism and non-theistic religions like Hinduism and Buddhism really are atheistic belief systems because God is not defined as a personality; He may as well not exist at all.  

Darrel: Pete may say he doesn’t believe what the Bible tells us, but there is some symmetry to the logic that for every effect, there’s a cause. The creation is the effect, the cause is the Creator. Pete’s a guy who prides himself on being a reasonable, logical man so that’s why he claims to at least be a deist. One of our rules of engagement in these discussions is to just make sense, and Pete plays by the rules. 

Darrel: Yeah, well he made his pitch last year. We don’t need to waste time rehashing his atheistic belief. This discussion is strictly limited to believers. 

Peter:  I didn’t intend to “make my pitch,” Darrel. Ignorance is bliss.  

Bobby: Our rules of engagement are just common sense. We should be good listeners and always try to make reasonable arguments and not pontificate, bully or brow-beat, or rationalize. We should also remember to be civil to each other; we must avoid a dialogue of the deaf where we just wait for the chance to tell the other guy of our biased opinion. We must always try and be truthful, particularly when we’re sharing details about our personal lives.

Randy: But how does one know when a person is not paying any attention to what we have to say? I’ve always had a hard time with that in conversations with others. 

Darrel: When they can’t wait for you to be finished talking and constantly interrupt you to promote what they want to say. If you ask a question, it’s ignored, and they continue to present what they want to tell you. When they don’t focus on you when you are talking and instead are glancing out at some oil tanker in the gulf or are continually glancing at their watch, then you can conclude they aren’t listening to anything you have to say. I won’t converse with people like that. It’s a waste of my time.

Bobby: Yes, we need to be good listeners and respect what the other guy is saying. We need to be polite, and we need to always define our terms and back up what we say with a recognized, reliable source, whenever possible. This year, as we discuss these various Christian denominations, I’d especially like to ask you all to try and focus on what your respective denominations have in common rather than on how much they differ. I know each of you believes your church has it right, and the rest of the denominations don’t, but I would hope you keep in mind our discussion about what constitutes essential and non-essential differences. This focus should be considered one of our special rules of engagement for this intramural discussion.  

Peter:  Hey, man, no one can say they for sure know the truth, right? Discussions like these are informative and entertaining. Besides, what else would I have to do? I am a free-thinking philosopher, and these discussions encourage me to use my head. 

John:  I recall Oxford author and scholar C. S. Lewis once saying that people who don’t come to grips with Jesus Christ are bad philosophers. I’m trying to find the exact quote on my reading device here. These devices are handy for quickly referencing quotes. Okay, here it is. Lewis said “In our Western civilization in particular, we are obliged both morally and intellectually to come to grips with Jesus Christ. If we refuse to do so, we are guilty of being bad philosophers and bad thinkers.” 

Darrel: Yeah, Pete, where’s your vaunted intellectual integrity? As you may recall, we proved philosophers came up empty in our discussions two years ago. Randy, you can buy John’s Book One or “The Foundations of Belief” for more on this subject. For the record, I can only say it’s a real challenge for any human being on earth to ignore the significance of Jesus Christ. He not only existed as a real person, he had a lot to tell us about himself and his purpose. It’s hard to gloss over that red print, right?

Peter:  What on earth are you talking about?

Darrel: Many Bibles have red print in the gospel accounts to illustrate when Jesus is speaking.

Peter:  Christ claimed to be God, and I simply don’t believe God is that personal. We’ve been over all this before. Remember our motto, JUST MAKE SENSE! Where’s your evidence? Some “revelation’ in your holy book doesn’t convince me Christ is God. The evidence only points to the God of creation, not to some personal God. 

John:  I think Thomas Aquinas had a good point when he said that all causality involves some touch, some presence of the cause to the effect. For A to cause B, A must touch B, A must meet B. Since God causes man to be, He must touch us. In his monumental work, Summa Theologica, Aquinas said that “the thing moved and the mover must be joined together...God causes our existence not only when we first begin to be, but as long as we are preserved in being, as light is caused in the air by the sun as long as the air remains illuminated. Therefore as long as a thing has being, God must be present to it according to its mode of being.” God is personal. He is inseparable from us. As C. S. Lewis once said, you can’t avoid Him.

Peter:  But, as Bobby said, what do you make of all the suffering in his creation? The evidence suggests God doesn’t care a whit about any of us. Either that or he’s a sadist or he doesn’t have the power to prevent it. 

John:  This question is standard fare for unbelievers to bring up, but I’m glad to talk about it now and get it out of the way so we can move on with our intramural discussion with believers.  

Okay then, why does an all-powerful God allow suffering?  I don’t think any of us Christians can provide an unbeliever like you with an acceptable answer to your question. I can only tell you what I personally believe, and I believe God is both all-powerful and loving; that’s what the Bible tells me, and I believe it to be true. My faith motivates me to believe God is in complete control of everything in His creation and I trust that He always does everything for a good reason. That means that, as far as we believers are concerned, it’s always done for our good from His perspective. 

What’s the good in suffering? I believe the “Jonah principle” applies. This is what author Tim Keller calls it when we suffer. In a chapter he wrote for John Piper’s The Supremacy of Christ in a Postmodern World, he stated “As we experience weakness, as we are brought low, Christ’s power is more evident in us...unless something comes into our life that breaks us of our self-righteousness and pride, we may say we believe the gospel of grace, but the penny hasn’t dropped. Until we suffer, we “aren’t a sign of the gospel ourselves.”

Our beliefs are important to us, and it is our suffering which defines and refines those beliefs for us. Some of you may recall that, in each of our previous two years, we started out our discussions by talking first about the foundation of our belief. How certain can we be we know what’s true? Theologian Oswald Chambers once said that our belief, to be real to us, must be bought with suffering. It is through our suffering in this life that connects us with our belief. “What we take for granted is never ours until we have bought it by pain. A thing is worth just what it costs. When we go through the suffering of experience, we seem to lose everything; but, bit by bit, we get it back.”

Chambers also said, “The unexplained things in life are more than the explained;” and “God does seem careless as to whether men understand Him or not.” The Bible says that God tells us only what He knows we need to know. He also tells us His ways aren’t our ways and He doesn’t explain why He allows suffering in His creation. He gives us the faith though to trust in Him to always to be faithful to us in His commitment to take care of us. “So then, those who suffer according to God’s will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good.”

Darrel: Good answer, John. We know in this day and age Christianity is under attack from unbelievers. We’ve come to a time in our history when, as C. S. Lewis has said, we “have come up against something sterner than the mere fickleness of taste.” Our secular enemies have thrown their full weight against our beliefs. Europe has already caved in, and we are now living in post-Christianity America. Paraphrasing what Christ Himself said in Mark 9, Lewis concluded that all who are not with us are now against us. 

Bobby: I think you’re overemphasizing what has happened in Europe and is now happening in America. I think most people realize there are certain aspects of Christianity they would hate to see go away. The religion’s emphasis on morality is obviously a good thing.

Peter:  Of course it is. We all have a conscience; we all have a universal concept of what’s right and what’s wrong. The ethics of my religion can be summed up in one sentence: When I do good, I feel good; when I do bad, I feel bad.

John:  Of course, there’s a little more to our moral code than that, Peter. We have Christ as our perfect moral model, and even unbelievers can see the value in that association. They may even be encouraged to embrace Christianity as their own until they get to know there is so much more to it. In an article entitled The Decline of Religion, C. S. Lewis said, “At first it (Christianity) is welcome to all who have no special reason for opposing it: at this stage he who is not against it, is for it. What men notice is its difference from those aspects of the World they dislike. But then, later on, as the real meaning of the Christian claim becomes apparent, its demand for total surrender, the sheer chasm between Nature and Supernature, men are increasingly offended. Dislike, terror, and finally hatred succeed; none who will not give it all that it asks (and it asks all) can endure it.” Of course, Christians can endure it because God enables us to endure.

Bobby: So, what does this all mean?

John:  The majority of theologians agree we are now practicing our religion in post-Christianity America. Surveys on Americans’ religious affiliation support this observation. Theologian Francis Schaeffer was one of the first to alert us to this phenomenon. He talked about us crossing over the “line of despair” in the early twenties. America is being secularized, and this has been going on for decades. If you’re interested in more information about this subject, I recommend you read Schaeffer’s The God Who is There or, for a more contemporary opinion, read Dr. David Wells’ book, Above All Earthly Pow’rs. 

Peter:  Yes, we live in a pluralistic culture with many religions, and, if this is indeed the case, it is high time each of these religions focused less on how they are divided and more on how we can all work towards unity and peace in the world. 

John:  Again, author Tim Keller offers us a good response to your point. He tells us that Jesus’ death on the cross “best fulfills the yearning of our pluralistic culture for peace and respect among people of different faiths.” Of all other religions, only Christianity’s truth claim can lead to a humble, peaceful and non-superior attitude towards people of different religions. “At the center of that truth claim is a man on a cross, dying for his enemies, praying for their forgiveness. Anyone who understands the implications of that will be led to love and respect even their opponents.”

Bobby: But we need answers to the question of how to achieve this objective. Christianity seems to gives us more questions than answers. 

John:  Is there a God? Does he care about us? What happens after we die? Is there a heaven and hell? What’s my purpose in life? How must we live? What does God expect of me?

Christianity motivates us to think about those questions, and, best of all, God gives us the answers to them in His Word. Atheists dismiss the significance of these questions because they don’t have an adequate answer to any of them. 

Peter:  Okay, let’s run through these your answers for the record, and I’ll give you mine. Is there a God? We secular humanists say, “Maybe, maybe not” or “no comment.” Does God care about us? We answer that the evidence doesn’t suggest he does. That’s why I’m a deist kind of atheist. I believe in God the creator of the creation, but not your personal God of the Bible. What is our purpose in life? We say our purpose is what we make of it to be. We know, as philosopher Schopenhauer stated, “Life’s a meaningless interruption of an otherwise peaceful non-existence.” It’s an absurdity so there is no purpose, by definition. Life becomes whatever one can make of it. What happens after we die? We say, “Nothing.” How must we live? We say, “Whatever works best for the greatest number of people. Be legal, be moral, be yourself.” 

Bobby: I know we’ve already talked about why God allows suffering to continue in this world, but I’d still like to know why there’s suffering in this world in the first place.

John:  There’s a history we need to consider before we can try and make sense of what seems to be a real dilemma for all of us, particularly Christians. As always, we must turn to the Word for an answer. From Scripture, we know that suffering and death were initiated with the Fall of man in the Garden of Eden. We were born with free will and Adam made the choice to rebel against God. This sin brought suffering into God’s world, and it’s been with us ever since. As I said before, we know God is omnipotent, so that means He could have prevented suffering by preventing mans’ fall. But He obviously didn’t do this. As I also said before, His ways aren’t our ways, but we do know He cares for us because the Bible tells us our God is merciful and extends His grace to us. That’s why He gave us free will in the first place. He didn’t want robots, and we wouldn’t be content to be robots either. We can only surmise that when God let sin into this world, it must be in some way connected with our free will. It only makes sense that our free will doesn’t really mean much if we don’t have the freedom to choose to do bad along with the choice to do good. In fact, the bad defines what is good. That’s what opposites can be used for. I think I’ve already answered the question about why He allows suffering to continue. 

Peter:  Your explanation is nothing but a rationalization of the absurdity. The entire concept of a personal God is absurd unless you presume he’s a cosmic sadist. I prefer to think of God as a creator who left his creation to fend for itself based on the natural laws he imparted to it. That’s why I say I’m a deist. 

John:  Logically though, it makes more sense to infer a creator would want to care for His creation, doesn’t it? That’s what Aquinas said; and it is why we can infer God is personal, not the deist, creator God of your philosophers. God said He was proud of His creation and so it only makes sense for us to assume He would necessarily want to stay connected to His creation and protect and preserve it from being destroyed or changed into something He did not desire for it to be. Think about it. We’re made in His image; unbelievers should know that because you people acknowledge having a conscience. Where do you think that came from? It’s a rhetorical question. Look, when we humans make something, we don’t want it destroyed, right? Well, we can understand that when we believe in a God who has made us, as we both do, then it’s not such a stretch to infer He made us for a purpose. Even super atheist existentialist Jean Paul Sartre came to that conclusion when he admitted he believed he was expected, pre-formed for a reason. God not only made us but remains in His creation to make sure we don’t destroy what He has built. That makes more sense than your assumption He’s left the scene. 

So, there must be something else going on here. And indeed there is. As I said before, the Bible tells us our God is merciful and cares for us, so we must there must be some good for us even in our suffering. And indeed there is evidence of this. 

Peter:  We could just as easily infer the opposite from the evidence. You could assume God doesn’t care about his creation because he left us alone to fend for ourselves and that’s why there’s so much suffering in this world. 

John:  Inference is a very important part of the reasoning process of course. In fact, if we couldn’t infer, we wouldn’t really know much of anything. C. S. Lewis said that if we couldn’t trust our inferences, we would know nothing but our own existence. And, you’re right, in this circumstance, it could go either way. For reasons Randy gave you, we believe we can infer a personal, merciful, compassionate, caring God from the evidence. As you say, you unbelievers infer the opposite. Your concept of a god who’s left the scene is too simple, and indeed, secular humanism presents us with an emasculated belief system because you either ignore God’s existence or minimize His role in our lives. 

This is why C. S. Lewis called secular humanism a minimal religion. I’ll just read you Lewis’ quote from his essay, “Religion without Dogma.” “There is in this minimal religion nothing that can convince, convert, or (in the higher sense) console; nothing, therefore which can restore vitality to our civilization. It is not costly enough. It can never be a controller or even a rival to our natural sloth and greed.” 

Randy: I see you anticipated using these various quotes, John.

John:  Yeah, I always try to do this; and my little reading device here helps me access them when I need them. When I knew Peter was coming back this year to participate in our intra-mural debate, I thought it best to at least be able to review what secular humanists believe before we get into discussing what various Christian denominations believe. It’s always good to talk about the basics of belief before we get into a conversation of what we actually believe; and it’s helpful to have a contrarian in our midst too. So, obviously we need to know what he believes so we can reinforce what we believe from those who oppose our beliefs. And, most important, we can sometimes discover that some of what they believe is subtly present in what we think we believe. All human beings have the same instincts. 

Peter:  This technique works for me too. I know what I believe when I know what you people believe.

Darrel: Yeah, in fact, Pete, that’s the only real way you seem to know what you actually do believe. You define your belief by expressing what you don’t believe in. Two years ago, when we focused on discussing your atheistic, secular religion, we discovered it wasn’t what you were for so much as what you were against. That’s the way Satan is. He is the original rebel; he stands for nothing except being against whatever God is for. He uses belief systems like yours to further his cause. 

Peter:  The devil made me do it?

Darrel: Making light of this doesn’t change the truth of what I just said.  

John:  I appreciate what Lewis said about our “natural sloth and greed.” According to theologian Karl Barth, these are two of fallen man’s worst natural instincts. We talked a lot about all of our natural human instincts the first year we met. We know that, in creating us in His image, God gave us good instincts. But Satan’s intervention and our subsequent sin separated us from God and His goodness and our good instincts were perverted. Christianity motivates us to be aware of our temptation to sin and resist it if we ever expect to find lasting inner peace in this life and eternal joy after death. On the other hand, in its objective of rebellion against God, secular humanism has been intentionally designed to cater to our bad instincts, particularly our instinct of pride, our instinct to focus on self. In fact, all religions except Christianity have been designed to cater to the wants, fears and desires of fallen man. Islam comes to mind.

Peter:  Sure, I’m proud to say my religion’s doctrine is designed by man. Secular humanism does for me what a religion’s supposed to do: Give me truth, happiness and peace of mind. And what’s Christianity designed to cater to? Man’s fear of the unknown? Our wish to be protected by a father who guides us down the right path? A savior who wipes away our sins and gives us a “get out of jail free” card? 

John:  You’ve put your spin on what we believe and why we believe it, but what you’ve said comes as no surprise because the Bible tells us the gospel is foolishness to those who don’t believe.

Yes, Christianity was designed by God to relieve us of our fear and serve as our moral guide; and Jesus Christ has wiped away our sin, but that doesn’t mean we should ignore our inborn temptation to sin. We do receive a “get out of jail free” card, but that doesn’t mean we’re to be apathetic about the prospect of going to jail. You imply that man designed our religion just as you proudly admit he designed yours, but then you’ve also said Christianity is an absurd religion. Of course I would expect a religion designed by God to look absurd to a man who doesn’t believe in God. In fact, first century Christian historian, Tertullian, said “I am certain because it is impossible.” Some people have translated what he said to mean “I believe because it is absurd.”

Since Eve first bit into the apple, our most base instinct has been pride; and all religions except Christianity are designed to accommodate that instinct. We talked about this the first year we met. For this reason, all other religions but Christianity end up being most centered on man. In his study of the Shorter Catechism, Pastor G. I. Williamson explains “When Adam first sinned against God, all was changed. Instead of thinking how great and wonderful God is, he began to think about himself. He began to think about what it would be like if he himself could be great, and of how he could enjoy himself!”

Darrel: C. S. Lewis said “While it lasts, the religion of worshiping oneself is the best in giving its followers the greatest happiness.” 

Peter:  What do you suppose Lewis meant when he said “while it lasts?” Is he implying man will eventually self-destruct?

John:  We don’t know when the end times will occur, Peter; but we do know God is sovereign and in total control of His creation. He has a plan and the Bible tells us there will come a time when Christ is appointed as King of this earthly realm, and end Satan’s reign. The worship of self will come to an end; every knee shall bow and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord.

Peter:  There is no control; there is no controller. Can’t you see life’s an absurdity; it doesn’t make sense, and, when the end finally comes and we die, as French Renaissance writer Francois Rabelais’ said with his last breath, “Drop the curtain; the farce is over.” 

John:  Nonetheless, as Tertullian said, there are those of us who believe in the God of the Bible because life does seem like it doesn’t make any sense. The Bible tells us our faith is strengthened under adversity. Maybe this is what Tertullian was talking about. 

Bobby: I think most humans know there’s more to life than what it appears to be. Personally, I sense an external force, a force that might even care about what happens to me.  

Peter:  Our senses can deceive, Bobby. The Christians may want to believe there is something more to this experience we call life, but it’s just a wishful thought. Life is simply what it our five senses tell us it is; no more, no less. It’s only meaning is what we can make of it.

Darrel: Lewis was right when he said atheism is too damn simple. It’s an escape from reality. 

Peter:  Hey, man, you want reality? I’ll tell you what’s real. Just open your eyes and look around, what do you see? Suffering, death, despair, natural disasters, corruption, nonsense. The evidence points to a creator God, but it certainly doesn’t support your concept that he cares for his creation. 

John:  The evidence points to sin and our sinful nature. We have God’s own Word on what He has done to rectify that situation for those who believe in Him.

Peter:  Yeah, your God’s word keeps your theologians busy trying to explain how he contradicts himself. Sometimes he shows mercy, but the Bible also presents a God who’s a tyrant.

John:  These are not contradictions in the Bible; they’re apparent contradictions. They’re what we call paradoxes. We admit that Christianity itself is a paradox. 

Bobby:  Please define your terms. What’s a paradox?

John:   By definition, the word “paradox” means “contrary to all expectations.”  It’s a true statement that appears to be contradictory. McKim gives us several examples of a paradox. The concept of the Trinity, God being three in one, is a very good example of a paradox, an apparent contradiction in terms. Another example is Jesus being both God and man, and both a Shepherd and a Lamb. A King who came to serve. The first shall be last, and the last shall be first. Men and women are sinners but also righteous.

Bobby: Yes, how can something be one and also three? How can a King serve or how can a shepherd of sheep also be a sheep himself? How can something that comes first be last? 

John:  If we understand Christ’s true role, and understand the difference between the law and the gospel, all of these particular paradoxes that involve Him can be explained. Take for example the paradox that a man is a sinner but can also be righteous. That doesn’t seem possible unless you understand how we sinners were made righteous through Christ’s atonement. Through our Savior, we sinful believers have been declared righteous in God’s sight. He no longer sees our sins. 

Randy: Yes, some of the paradoxes can be explained this way, but we must be careful not to go beyond what God has told us in His Word. We must not speculate on His Word. We must not add anything to it. That’s what Catholicism does with their add-on traditions. 

Darrel: Look, we don’t really know why man was initially created by God to be in harmony with him and then allowed us to rebel against him and disobey his law. Our sin of rebellion caused us to be separated from our Creator. But we do know that God is totally sovereign over his creation and that means everything that happens is in accordance with his divine will. So we must assume there is a divine purpose in our separation from God, and it must have everything to do with our reconnection with him through his grace. That’s what the Bible tells us; and it only makes sense we would first have to become separated from God to be reconciled to him. The Bible tells us this reconnection happens through Jesus Christ, and both Old and New Testament are really all about him and his purpose. 

Peter:  Your premise of course is that your God always knows what he’s doing. 

Daniel: Exactly. It certainly isn’t hard to see evidence of this in His creation. We also presume that God has told us everything He believes we need to know through the Holy Bible.  

John:  Adam and Eve’s rejection of God revealed sin for the first time; and they were the first humans to understand the consequences of our separation from our Creator. Christ is the only way to mend the breech so we can enjoy a close relationship with God and enjoy Him forever. This is why we say Christianity is really all about Jesus Christ from Genesis through Revelation. That’s our entire doctrine in a nutshell. Only Christianity begins with mans’ fall through the first Adam and subsequently deals with us being lifted back up through the grace of God in the second Adam, Jesus Christ. It’s all about God’s glorification. He’s glorified by extending His grace to us, and our chief purpose in life is to glorify Him by following Christ. This is exactly what the Bible tells us. 

Peter:  What about free will? 

John:  He tells us in His Word that the only thing more important to Him than our free will is His glory. Christ’s prayer to the Father the night before He was arrested is proof of what I say. Jesus said “Not my will but thy will be done.” 

Peter:  But, your evidence is your nice little fairy tale which you call the word of God. We secular humanists are naturalists; we don’t deal with the supernatural.

Christianity requires a person to accept a God who makes rules no one can hope to obey to his satisfaction. 

Randy: Jesus said He wouldn’t be a heavy burden for us to carry. He meant if we follow Him, we would find it easy to follow those rules; in fact, we should want to follow those rules, because we would want to please God. Of course we must also suppress our fallen instinct to rebel against God. The burden becomes light when we’re able to overcome self.

Darrel: Peter, you obviously don’t know what you’re talking about when you say the Bible is a nice, little fairy tale. Don’t you know that we learn best through stories? C. S. Lewis was a professor of medieval literature at Oxford and has read a lot of mythical stories; he tells us the Bible is like no other story he’s ever read.  Even unbelievers recognize the uniqueness of the content of the Bible. Obviously you haven’t read it. Aren’t you the least bit curious about the content of the most popular book ever written in the history of civilization? Intellectuals should be curious by nature, right?

Peter:  Not really. I read enough fiction. I prefer Stephen King. 

Darrel: Categorically dismissing the entire Bible as a fairytale compromises the intellectual integrity you try so hard to showcase in this group, Peter. Stephen King’s books deal with death. Every person knows they will die someday. Acceptance of this reality naturally motivates a person to be curious about what happens after this life is over. I know I have. We’re all at that stage of our lives when we occasionally think about our inevitable death, right?

Peter:  Sure, we die; the farce is over. 

Bobby: But, when I believed I was a Catholic, I was comforted to know I could spend an eternity in a better place than this world. 

Peter:  That’s another reason people want there to be a God who cares for them. Everyone wants to believe they’re going to heaven. Any belief system worth its salt must give us hope. If it can’t at least do this, it should be discarded. 

Randy: A belief system which ignores the reality of the supernatural has no credibility and should be discarded. Atheism is the absurdity. 

Darrel: Any atheistic belief system is necessarily limited because it is designed to ignore the creator of the creation we all know has to logically be there. 

Randy: I think, to be most effective, a belief system must address all aspects of reality, the natural and the supernatural. Secular humanism drops the ball because it addresses only the natural world, the reality of what we experience through our senses. There are a number of important concepts which could be called supernatural. Love, happiness, joy, these are all considered to be a supernatural concepts which cannot be observed or measured. And, of course, there is eternity; this is a concept we cannot possibly get our arms around.

Darrel: Attaboy, Randy. Pete’s our contrarian indicator. 

Randy: I see what you meant when you said it might be helpful to have a guy around who questions what you believe in a reasonable and polite way.

Peter:  Sure, I’m here to keep you guys honest; and I’ll try and stay polite. Since I’m not one of you Christians, I can be objective. I am the voice of reason. Perhaps I can help you learn more about what you all really believe.

Randy: And perhaps you can also hold up that mirror for us to see whether we unknowingly are practicing any of your beliefs.

Peter:  I aim to please.

Darrel: Well, I think we’ve devoted enough time to talking your religion, Pete. We’ve been all over this a number of years ago, and this year we need to focus on talking about Christianity, not secular humanism. We’ve gone far enough down this rabbit trail. 

Peter:  There are no rabbit trails when they all lead to what a person believes. You’ve already told us how important it is to believe in something, right? Relief from fear of the unknown and the necessity of knowing our purpose in life are the main reasons humans are motivated to embrace some kind of belief system. 

John:  One of the main characters in a play I was in at college, Chekhov’s Three Sisters, spoke the line, “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.”

Darrel: Don’t forget what your man Sartre said about knowing we’re living for something, Pete.  

Just having a belief isn’t enough; Freud said we must worship something. 

John:  Sure, and, as I said before, that “something” is usually a God of our own design. As Oswald Chambers said “We drag the purpose of God through our own plans.” Atheists believe in a God who isn’t there. He’s not worthy of worship, so atheists worship self. Christians believe the only God worthy of worship is Schaeffer’s God who is there. This is the God who defines Himself in His Word, the triune God of the Bible. 

We either worship the Creator or the creation. Atheists of course don’t worship the creator, so, by default, they must worship the creation. Same goes for deists because they may not think Aristotle’s prime mover is worthy of worship. Whether we worship the Creator or His creation depends on what comes first in our hearts, God or man. Our fallen instinct is idol worship. John Calvin once said we humans were “idol factories.” We worship false gods because idolatry is easier than faith. It’s easier to worship something we can see than what is unseen. Fallen man also is inclined to worship idols because we want the instant gratification worship of the material world provides us. We also want to be independent, to be in control, and not to be accountable. That’s why I say we worship a God of our own design. 

We naturally tend to become like whatever we worship. When we worship the God of Scripture, we become more like Christ. When we worship idols, they tend to shape us and make us into their own image. When we worship false gods, we’re condemned by the God of the Bible. When we worship Him in truth and in spirit, we receive His praise. Only through God’s enablement to believe in Christ can we be turned from such idolatry.

Darrel: We sacrifice the truth on the altar of seeking pleasure. A religion like secular humanism misleads us by encouraging us to ignore what we need, the truth. Instead it addresses all our selfish wants. There are a lot of belief systems out there for the choosing which are designed to cater to man’s needs, but there can only be one that presents God’s truth. There are no versions of the truth. 

Peter:  And of course you would say that this one, true belief system is Christianity.

Darrel: Jesus said, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life.”

Peter:  So you say, Darrel.

Darrel: So Jesus tells us in the Bible, Pete.

Peter:  Yeah, right, you all clutch onto your holy books. Kevin has his library of books authored by Joseph Smith, the Muslims have their Qur’an, Jews have their Hebrew Bible and you have your Old and New Testament Bible. I consider them all to be just books containing mythological stories written by people who claim to be presenting their God’s actual word.  

Darrel: Well, it all goes to credibility, doesn’t it, Pete? Each year we meet with you, we have to go through the proof of the Bible’s credibility and demonstrate how all these other so-called holy books fail the test. 

Bobby: Yeah, as I recall, we spent a
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