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PREFACE

The idea for this book was conceived during a trip to Egypt in 2011. Together with my wife, Linda, I visited all the tourist spots including the pyramids at Giza, the Valley of the Kings, and the massive temple complex at Karnak. I immediately came to realize that it is one thing to see images of these wonders in books and on TV and quite another to rest your hands on the huge blocks composing the pyramids, to climb up them (if for only eight or ten feet), to walk hundreds of yards through tunnels cut in solid rock to the tomb at the end where the pharaoh’s mummy was interred, and to lean against the great pillars that composed the temples. The power needed to produce these giant structures was almost beyond my imagination. And where did that power come from? I was told that it came from religion. The priests of ancient Egypt, together with the pharaoh, had convinced the people that they were in communion with the gods, and if the people did their bidding, they would, when the time came, ensure a successful transition to the afterlife. Making it to the afterlife meant everything to these people.

While in Egypt, I was lucky to meet up with Kent Weeks, the Egyptologist who discovered the famous lost tomb. During an evening’s discussion devoted to the marvels of ancient Egypt, we turned to the topic of religion. When I recalled my understanding of the connection between the pyramids and religion, he expressed his agreement, and he then said, “Don’t you see that the same kind of thing is going on in Roman Catholicism?” If Catholics believe what the pope and the priests tell them and live their lives accordingly, they will be rewarded with a heavenly afterlife. Kent’s observation was immediately intriguing. Having once been a good Catholic altar boy, I did know something about the Church of Rome and had a long-standing interest in religion, so I began to wonder if Kent’s insight might be the key to understanding the nature of religion in general. Also, few people today would consider belief in the Egyptian gods, those entities having the heads of jackals, rams, and falcons, to be anything short of an illusion. Thus, I was led to wonder, could it be the case that all religious beliefs are illusions?

After returning to the United States, this question continued to haunt me. The subjects of religion and the existence of God come up all the time in philosophy, and I was already fairly well versed in that field since I had taught it for many years. Also I knew something about Christian theology. But I would have to know a lot more about a great many other things. That realization led to a ten-year-long inquiry into Egyptology, anthropology, biblical archaeology, Old Testament studies, Egyptian mathematics, the psychology of memory, the biological theory of natural selection, early Christian heresies, ancient Jewish history, and other topics. Could I come up with any genuine evidence to support the idea that all religious beliefs are illusions created by priests to augment their own power—power to build things and power over people’s lives? I will let the reader be the judge of that.

For their invaluable assistance, I want to extend my thanks to my wife and colleague in philosophy, Linda Peterson, for her insights, for helping me acquire research materials, and for patiently putting up with me while I wrote this book; to my colleague, Brian Clack, for introducing me to the work of James George Frazer, to Freud’s idea of being at home in the Unheimliche, and for suggesting a great publisher; to Kent Weeks for his insights about religion; to my friend and neighbor, Larry Behrendt, for calling my attention to the importance of oral traditions in religion and for his many observations about Judaism; and to his wife, Stephanie Barbe Hammer, for triggering my interest in Michel Foucault and for pointers on writing a query letter.

Throughout this book, quotations from the Bible are taken from the New International Version.




CHAPTER ONE

OVERVIEW

Religion and Power

The year was 1077. A young man dressed in sackcloth, the garb of a penitent, was lying chest down with arms outstretched on the floor of a large room in a castle in northern Italy. His body took the shape of a cross, and he was begging forgiveness from a much older man seated on a throne. The older man was not in a forgiving mood because he doubted the younger man’s sincerity. To make his point, he had required that the younger man stand barefoot in the snow, outside the castle, for the better part of three days while he decided whether to see him. It was an especially harsh winter that year, and January was the coldest month, but the penitent thought he could prove his sincerity by living up to the test. Happily for him, two prominent figures interceded on his behalf, and his plea was granted. The older man seated on the throne was Pope Gregory VII, and the younger man prostrate on the floor was King Henry IV of Germany. A few months earlier, Gregory had excommunicated Henry and relieved all of his subjects of their duty of loyalty to him. By granting forgiveness on this day, Gregory erased the stain of excommunication and welcomed Henry back into the Church. This, in turn, restored Henry’s status in the eyes of his subjects. Henry’s sin had been to elevate priests to the office of bishop without the approval of the pope, which outraged Gregory. Gregory thought that he had ultimate authority in these matters, and he reacted in the strongest way possible.

Gregory’s action in excommunicating Henry marked the first time in history that a pope had excommunicated and deposed a king. Of course, popes had removed bishops but never a monarch, much less one as important as Henry. Thanks to his reinstatement, in just a few years, Henry would be named Holy Roman emperor, the most powerful man in the Western world. However, by his action in 1077, Pope Gregory had shown that he was even more powerful than King Henry. How is it possible for a religious authority to acquire such power? Doesn’t religion deal with spiritual, unworldly matters? Answering these questions relates to the central purpose of this book. And the answer I propose is that religious leaders acquire power by creating and sustaining illusions. Throughout the centuries, these illusions build on themselves, and they generate extraordinary power for their creators. One of those illusions at the time of Henry IV was the belief that excommunication causes such a serious separation from God that if the sinner should die in that state, he would suffer everlasting punishment in hell. By extension, the same threat might attach to any subject who vowed allegiance to an excommunicated king. It is for this reason that excommunication was perilous to Henry’s political ambitions.

Religious power over civil authority may have reached a zenith in the eleventh century, but by no means did it fade away in the years to follow. Nor was it connected exclusively with the Church of Rome. Today, in the United States, Protestant evangelicals have amassed enormous power, and their support has elected numerous politicians to higher office. These actions have occurred despite laws and constitutional provisions that mandate separation of church and state. Additional evidence of this power is ubiquitous. “In God we trust” appears on coins and currency; both houses of Congress begin their daily sessions with prayers offered by official chaplains whose salaries are paid by the taxpayers; “One nation under God” is in the pledge of allegiance; Christmas, the birthday of Jesus, is a national holiday; and nativity scenes appear on public property. Outside the United States, religion exerts great influence on the nation of Israel, which was named a specifically Jewish state at the time of its formation in 1948. Both Israel and the Vatican have diplomatic missions that influence political decisions in many countries. The nation of Iran is governed by ayatollahs, who are Islamic clerics. The reigning monarch of Great Britain is also the official head of the Church of England, and Catholic bishops exert power on the leadership of many nations.

Another kind of power is monetary power. Simply put, religion generates massive quantities of money for its promoters. A modern example is offered by the dozens of televangelists who operate in several countries. One of the pioneers of this business in the United States was Oral Roberts, a minister in the Pentecostal Holiness Church, who made a name for himself as a faith healer. At the time of his death in 2009, he is reported to have been worth $117 million. The wealthiest of the group appears to be the charismatic preacher Kenneth Copeland, who runs Kenneth Copeland Ministries in Fort Worth, Texas, and who, in 2018, was said to be worth $717 million. Other examples are provided by organized churches that operate worldwide. The Mormon Church, which has been in existence for less than 200 years, has a net worth of $50 billion to $100 billion. The Vatican, the headquarters of the Roman Catholic Church, is widely thought to have a net worth well in excess of $100 billion. And this is just the small city-state located inside the city of Rome. When the entire Roman Catholic Church is taken into account, which comprises some 220,000 parishes worldwide, the net worth exceeds many trillions of dollars, making it the wealthiest organization on the planet.

A third type of power exercised by every religion is power over human thinking. This is the most important kind of power because it is the source of all the other forms. Central to this control is the belief that religious leaders are in communication with a divine being and that whoever is in touch with the divine speaks the truth. Therefore, when such leaders issue proclamations about the rightness or wrongness of human actions, those commands are thought to be grounded in truth because they originate with God. For the same reason, whatever is stated in certain books (the Quran, the Gospels, and the Torah) is true. This includes the belief that there is only one God, that angels exist, that Jesus is divine, that the mother of Jesus was (and is) a virgin, that sin exists, that sins can be forgiven by priests, that humans will be judged by their actions, that there is a life after death available to persons who have faith and live righteously, and that a place of everlasting suffering is reserved for those who fail to believe the right things or who adopt unapproved lifestyles. In addition, certain states of mind are forbidden by some religious sects. These include sexual lust and coveting the property of another. To ensure that these latter commandments are obeyed, there is the underlying belief that God sees one’s innermost thoughts and takes them into account in the final judgment. Religion thus invades the most intimate aspects of human life.

Sources of Religious Power

How did the religions of the world succeed in amassing such extraordinary power—political power, monetary power, and control over human thought? A conventional answer is that religious leaders and religious organizations are especially close to God and that God has endowed them with power to enable them to carry out his will. This is the supernatural explanation. The explanation developed on the pages that follow is that the power attaching to religion has nothing to do with any independently existing deity but is the natural product of religious promoters milking power from their followers. They do this by creating gods which they then purport to be in communion with. They then reinforce the god idea with many supporting entities, such as sin, prayer, ritual, holy books, and church buildings. These entities amplify the natural and relatively meager power of the promoters of religion to the point where it vastly exceeds what they are capable of producing by their unaided labors. I call these reinforcing entities “constructs,” and I will treat them in greater detail shortly. For now, a single example will suffice. Television is a construct, and it reinforces the power of ordinary preachers, allowing them to become televangelists. Without it, these preachers could never generate the kind of wealth that they do with it.

However, merely saying that the promoters of religion armed with prayers, churches, and holy books milk power from their followers provides only half the answer to the power question. The other half concerns how the promoters of religion are able to persuade large numbers of potential followers to go along with the program. How does it happen that the potential followers seem incapable of seeing what the promoters are up to and just fall in line like sheep to the slaughter? The answer, I think, is that the promoters cloak the entire process in illusion, and this keeps the followers in a state of constant confusion. The persistent fog clouds the mind, and it prevents the intended prey from reasoning clearly about claims that obviously violate common sense. In all religions, the central construct is an entity called God that stands as an object of prayer, worship, and sacrifice. The creators of this entity misrepresent their own role in the creation process. Instead of revealing themselves as the source of the God entity, they say that it existed in its own right long before any human beings appeared on the scene. However, they then say that they have the ability to interact with, to bargain with, and to influence the God entity, so they are uniquely situated to secure favors from it. If the potential followers agree to go along, they will share in those favors.

What makes prospective believers especially vulnerable to religious illusion is the fact that modern society is thoroughly saturated with religious constructs, each of which serves to condition the mind of the potential believer to the reasonableness of religious claims. In North America, South America, Europe, and Australia, every small town and village has a church or two, and every big city has dozens or hundreds of them, as well as synagogues, mosques, and impressive cathedrals. Many of them have been around for hundreds of years, and they are as real as the ground that we walk on. If these structures, all of them constructs, are supposed to house a God entity, then ordinary people come to believe that this entity must be as real as the bricks and stone that compose them. Also, every week, thousands of people are seen entering these structures to worship the God entity who metaphorically dwells therein. Can it possibly be the case that they do so to worship an entity that is less than totally real? And practically every home has a book (Bible, Torah, Quran, or Book of Mormon) that is thought to convey information about the God entity. The lineage of these books goes back hundreds or thousands of years. Can it possibly be the case that books that are so old could convey a message that is wrong? Also, the message they express is believed by millions. Can it be the case that all of these people have been duped? And every museum of art contains magnificent paintings that depict important events relating to the lives of religious figures. Surely, the events they depict must have really happened. Finally, most believers have parents who are believers and who have indoctrinated them from an early age. In the face of such massive inducement, it is a wonder that anyone could be an atheist.

Illusion

Most people are aware of the fact that there are different kinds of illusion. There are optical illusions where a pair of lines drawn on paper seem to converge but in fact do not. There are illusions created by magicians where rabbits appear to come forth from hats but in fact do not. There are neurotic illusions where people spend much of their lives living a hopelessly unrealistic dream. But none of these captures the kind of illusion that the current study sees as underlying religious belief. The latter illusion is what I call “factitious illusion,” from the Latin word facere, “to make.” This is an illusion manufactured, or created, by other people, resulting in the formation of an erroneous belief that alters the victim’s perspective on things, worldview, or hopes for the future. For an example of how such an illusion is produced, consider the following scenario.

Suppose a person asks to borrow $10 and promises to pay you back the next day. You take him at his word and lend him the money, but instead of paying you back, the borrower uses the money to buy drugs. The decision to lend the money was an error in judgment. You should have taken some precaution to ensure that the borrower was not a drug user. But the decision did not result in an illusion because you did not expect to gain anything by making the loan, least of all anything important. On the other hand, suppose that this person asks to borrow $10,000 and promises to pay you back $20,000 in three months. You lend him the money, but, again, the borrower uses the money to buy drugs. Here we do have an illusion because you were really hoping to make $10,000 on the deal. Every day, you looked forward to being paid back, and you dwelled on all the possible things you might do with the extra money. Perhaps you would go on a cruise, and you dream of gazing out into the open ocean toward a glowing sunset. Or you might buy a piece of jewelry, and you dream about how it would look on your finger or around your neck. You imagine the admiring comments of those who see you wearing it. In short, you are living an illusion. Factitious illusions always involve matters of relative importance, and the expected payback is usually some distance into the future. Generalizing from the loan example, a factitious illusion is a mistaken belief resulting from an error in judgment. The error in judgment is induced by some other person who plays on the believer’s hopes and fears. In this case, the borrower plays on the lender’s hope to earn an easy $10,000. But from the start, the borrower never intended to repay the loan.

Extending this example to religion, the present study concludes that religious beliefs are factitious illusions. They are illusions induced by other people who play on the hopes and fears of their victims. These hopes and fears include many things, such as getting a good job, avoiding a life-threatening illness, or being rewarded in the afterlife. The inducers of religious illusion assure their victims that through prayer, worship, and sacrifice, their hopes will be realized and their fears averted. These assurances involve an element of trickery, so they succeed in persuading even highly intelligent individuals. Even the most intelligent person can be tricked into something. Also, like the person who is tricked into extending the loan, the agreement to become a religious believer involves an element of bad judgment. But it is not always the believer himself who exercises the bad judgment; it may be this person’s distant ancestors. Many highly intelligent people fall into religion because their parents were religious or they live in a very religious community. But somewhere back in time, some ancestor or early member of that community failed to exercise good judgment in signing on to their beliefs.

The idea that religious beliefs are illusions is hardly a new one. Sigmund Freud said the same thing nearly 100 years ago in The Future of an Illusion. According to Freud, religion is grounded in neurosis. All religious people, he claims, are neurotic. Many people grow out of this condition in early adulthood, but if this fails to happen, they can be relieved of their affliction (at least in theory) by a lengthy course of psychoanalysis. The kind of illusion envisioned in the current study is quite different from Freud’s. Whereas neurotic illusion is generated by the person who is the subject of the illusion, factitious illusion is generated by other, sometimes unscrupulous human beings who produce it to augment their own power. Thus, according to the theory developed here, religious belief is not the child of neurosis; rather, it is the child of power.

There are multiple sources of factitious illusion. Political figures create illusions to gain an advantage over opponents. Advertisers create illusions to sell products. Securities brokers create illusions to line up investors. Trial lawyers create illusions to mislead jurors. In all of these cases, the subject of the illusion is something detectable by the senses. The subject matter of religious illusion is quite different. It consists of gods of various kinds, angels, demons, sin, grace, heaven, and hell, all of which lie outside the realm of sensory experience. The gods of religion typically have no size, color, shape, or location. They emit no auditory stimuli; they have no fragrance; and they have no warmth, coldness, or any other tactile qualities. As a result, religious illusion is hard to detect, and if a believer is victimized, there is usually no recourse. If a politician makes promises and fails to carry through, voters can recall this person or at least refuse to vote that way in the next election. But if a promoter of religion promises a heavenly reward in exchange for prayers and sacrifice, there is no way in this life for anyone to tell if the promise was fulfilled, and even if there were, there is nothing a believer can do if the promise falls through.

Priests

I use the general term “priest” to refer to the promoters of religion. They include all the ministers, rabbis, pastors, priests, bishops, televangelists, preachers, mullahs, monks, and ayatollahs, both male and female, operating anywhere in the world. As so defined, the chief function of priests everywhere is to create gods and to sustain them in existence. The kind of gods they create are those that stand as objects of prayer, worship, and sacrifice. In ancient times, sacrifice involved the slaughter of some animal or the burning of grain or something else related to human sustenance; in other words, it involved the giving up of something valued by the believer. Today, it means giving up money or property, and since whatever is sacrificed usually ends up in the hands of priests, offering sacrifice increases priestly power. Worship serves to make the believer subject to the god entity. Through worship, the believer expresses his or her submissive status in relation to the god, and this intensifies and defines the relationship between the believer and that entity. In exchange for worship, the believer expects to receive something from the god entity. Prayer is the means of expressing what that something is—something that benefits either the believer himself or some other person. To improve the chances of receiving the benefit, the believer offers sacrifice.

Given that the promoters of religion send a message that is thoroughly misleading, we might be tempted to accuse them all of blatant dishonesty. The problem with such an accusation is that it conflicts with actual experience. In the experience of most, priests are kind, decent, caring people who would never intentionally engage in any form of deception. They comfort people in times of sorrow, encourage them in despair, and in desperate times even help provide for their material needs. How could such caring individuals ever be complicit in something dishonest? The answer lies in the fact that the dishonesty was created hundreds or thousands of years ago. At least for the most part, it is not today’s priests who initiate the misrepresentation; rather, it is their predecessors. The fraud is ingredient in our culture, and the priests of today only help to sustain it. As a result, most of them are as much victims of the illusion as they are perpetrators of it. The vast majority firmly believe that there is a God who listens to human prayers, that this God replies to prayers, and that the process is facilitated by making people more religious. As they see it, in promoting religion, they are acting to bring people closer to God.

However, some of today’s priests are highly educated, and some have studied logic and are sensitive to the fact that circular reasoning is rampant in religion. Also, some are naturally blessed with critical minds and can glimpse, however briefly and on rare occasions, that not all is right with religious thinking. Some have flashes of insight that reveal the foundations of religion as shaky at best and nonexistent at worst. But all too often, these gifted individuals respond with silence. They fail to take seriously questions such as how there can be thousands of religions that preach different things when each claims to have the final truth. And they fail to call out the more outrageous among them, the faith healers, for their blatant chicanery. Perhaps their thinking is that if they rock others’ boats, they may end up rocking their own; but if this is the case, their silence amounts to an admission of guilt. And they fail to point out that divine intervention never occurs in many cases (such as those suffering from certain diseases), but if God never intervenes in these cases, can we be sure that he intervenes in any? To remain silent on these occasions is to be dishonest.

Constructs

A construct, as the term is used here, is any arrangement of ideas, beliefs, memories, physical things, or human beings that can be used to achieve some purpose. Several of the more important types of constructs are classified as follows. A physical construct is composed of physical materials, such as wood, stone, metal, paper, cloth, and so on. They include buildings, weapons, works of art, machines, clothing, and books. Power uses constructs to augment its own potency, and this is easy to see in the case of physical constructs. For example, one’s physical strength, which is a certain kind of power, is increased in a combat situation by weapons. A warrior with a tomahawk is usually more powerful than a warrior without one. Similarly, a priest with a church, even a modest one, is usually more powerful than a priest without a church. A priest with a prayer book or Bible is more powerful than a priest without any books. Physical constructs are essential to religion, and they include church buildings, cathedrals, synagogues, temples, mosques, religious works of art, musical pieces, holy books, priestly vestments, candles, organs, statues, crosses, scrolls, and other such things. Many of these things are exquisitely beautiful, and the aesthetic feelings they elicit become attached to the religion they represent. Church buildings are taken to be houses of God, and they provide a place for believers to enter and be with God. Also, many of these structures have been around for centuries, and this feature adds importance and credibility to the associated beliefs. But most significantly, physical constructs are real. They are as real as the stone, wood, concrete, and steel used to build them. The best way to make an illusion appear to be real is to dress it up in real clothing.

A social construct is any kind of structure or organization uniting a group of people or their actions. In the secular realm, social constructs include corporations, partnerships, societies, political parties, labor unions, schools, cities, counties, and states. As with physical constructs, social constructs serve to increase the power of individuals or groups of individuals. The bargaining power of a worker is often increased by joining a labor union, the power of a person or group of people wanting to grow their wealth is increased by forming a partnership or corporation, and the power of an environmental activist to effect change is increased by forming or joining an organization. Similarly, the power of an aspiring religious leader is increased by forming a church (a religious sect) or working within an established church. Other social constructs that serve the same purpose are religious societies, schools, student groups, and other organizations. Another kind of social construct consists of rituals, festivals, holidays, pilgrimages, revivals, camp meetings, bar mitzvahs, baptisms, and public prayer sessions. All of these constructs connect religious beliefs with bodily actions, and this serves to ground those beliefs and to incorporate them in the believer’s lived world. Also, holidays and festivals are particularly joyful and meaningful times, and by participating in the festivities, the believer links his or her beliefs with good feelings, happy times, and meaningful experiences.

A personal construct is composed of memories of other people. The memories we have of ourselves are constructs, too, but they are of less importance to the matter at hand than the memories of others. Such memories are based on our perceptions, both direct and indirect. For example, the knowledge we have of a next-door neighbor is a personal construct based on our direct interactions with this person and also on conversations we may have had with this person’s spouse and friends. We compile the memories of these perceptions into a unit, and this unit is a personal construct. Because the totality of our perceptions relating to this person is inevitably limited and fragmentary, the personal construct that we form in our mind will never exactly reflect the full reality of this person. With people who are more remote from us, the construct that we form of them is usually even less accurate. Such constructs are based on newspaper articles, photographs, sound and video recordings, autobiographical pieces, biographies, and history books. But even these accounts are inevitably sketchy, and they often reveal nothing about the person’s hopes, fears, ambitions, goals, likes, dislikes, and private feelings. The person may be a thief or child abuser, and these features might never be mentioned in the sources that come to our attention. If so, they would never enter into the personal construct we form of this individual. With people who have lived in the distant past, the challenge of forming an accurate personal construct is even greater. If the person lived so long ago that there were no newspapers, no electronic media, no trustworthy biographies, and no photographs or painted portraits and the person wrote nothing, it may be nearly impossible to form an accurate construct of this person. Such is the case with Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad. We may think that we know a great deal about these individuals, but what we think we know is a construct, and it may differ in countless ways from what the person was really like.

A belief construct is composed of beliefs knit together in a loose kind of way to form a moderately coherent amalgamation. Like personal constructs, belief constructs exist in our minds, and they relate to things and events in the world outside. They are affected by our values, education, social and economic status, family background, and overall outlook on the world. In the political sphere, belief constructs include liberalism, conservatism, socialism, libertarianism, patriotism, totalitarianism, and so on. In the United States, political conservatism includes beliefs about the importance of property rights, small government, free markets, social stability, and national defense. Political liberalism includes beliefs about the importance of equal opportunity, widespread education, universal suffrage, civil rights, social safety nets, and access to health care. Belief constructs tend to be vague, with the result that it may be impossible to determine who is a true liberal and who is a true conservative. All religions are belief constructs. They include Protestantism, Catholicism, Judaism, Mormonism, Islam, Hinduism, and so on. Catholicism includes belief in a triune God and belief that Jesus is the Son of God, that the mother of Jesus is a virgin, that the pope is the representative of God, that priests have the power to forgive sin, and many others. Protestantism includes the belief that faith in Jesus brings salvation, that every important doctrine is contained in the Bible, that Jesus is the only mediator between God and believers, and that the Bible can be correctly understood through individual interpretation. As is the case with other belief constructs, religious constructs tend to be vague, individuals on the fringe have uncertain status, and multiple factions exist (such as Orthodox Judaism and Reform Judaism) that reject the beliefs of other factions. Nevertheless, belief constructs provide order and meaning to the lives of those who are committed to them, and they often do so with little financial outlay.

A theoretical construct is a network of tightly linked concepts that adheres rigidly to clearly defined rules. Examples include science, philosophy, mathematics, and logic. Theoretical constructs can be confused with belief constructs because both are mental entities; they exist inside our minds. But the similarity ends there. First off, concepts are not beliefs. Concepts include such things as circularity, number, substance, cause, effect, energy, momentum, and so on. But beliefs are mental commitments, and they are expressed in terms of statements—not mere words. For example, “Demons exist,” “There is only one God,” “Prayers are efficacious,” and “Faith is the key to salvation” are statements of belief. Since belief constructs are composed of beliefs, these constructs, as a whole, invite belief. But science, philosophy, and mathematics do not invite belief, at least not properly speaking. Of course, the scientist may believe tentatively that what his or her theory says about the world is true, but this tentative belief is always open to the possibility of refutation or alteration. The person who subscribes to a belief construct is almost never open to this possibility. Furthermore, theoretical constructs provide the basis for inferences that are true of necessity or at least high probability, but belief constructs generally do not. For example, knowing the mass of two heavenly bodies and the distance separating them allows the physicist or astronomer to infer with near certainty the gravitational attraction between them. But knowing the length of a prayer and the fervor of the one who prays does not allow anyone to compute the probability of the prayer’s being answered. Theoretical constructs and belief constructs can also be distinguished by their purpose. Belief constructs usually aim at some kind of social change, such as relieving the plight of the poor or ending the practice of abortion, while science and philosophy aim at explaining things, arithmetic and geometry bring order to our intuitions of space and time, and logic brings order to our use of language.

A fictive construct is composed of products of the human imagination. Examples include the characters and situations found in novels. Captain Ahab, Madame Bovary, Jayne Eyre, and Atticus Finch are all fictive constructs assembled piece by piece throughout the course of the novel. The current study concludes that all the central elements of religion are fictive constructs. These include, most importantly, the god entity, together with multiple associated constructs, including angels, demons, sin, salvation, heaven, hell, divine covenants, divine law, and the meaning of rituals.

Constructs and Illusion

Returning to the question of illusion, it is important to be clear where illusions fit in this account. First off, illusions are not the same thing as constructs. Thus, church buildings are constructs, but there is nothing illusory about them. They are made of wood or stone or some other building material, and these things are fully real. The illusion arises in connection with beliefs about constructs. The belief that a church building is a holy place
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