Ch 1 Religion
Lecture 1. Religion, Philosophy, and the Western Religions Chapter sections: A. What Is Religion? 
What Is Religion? 

i. Although religion and philosophy are intimately linked, we should not identify them (provide examples of differences). But both religion and philosophy are concerned with the nature of religious belief. A person who believes in a single, independent Being, God, who is the creator of the universe, is a theist. To refuse to believe in God is to be an atheist. To admit one's ignorance and to accept the fact that one does not know and perhaps has no way of knowing whether there is such a being or not is to be an agnostic. 

ii. In a famous article, John Wisdom—a student of Ludwig Wittgenstein—claims that the essential feature of religious belief is a certain "attitude" that the religious person has toward his or her surroundings. For Wisdom, the gap between the religious "attitude" and that of the philosopher or scientist interested in explanation is unbridgeable. For Wisdom, religious belief is obviously different from the scientific quest for causal explanation. 

iii. But should we separate science and religion? Albert Einstein has argued that the great efforts of science have been spawned by a religious awe for the complex regularities of nature. He says science itself inspires a "cosmic religious feeling." 
iv. Keiji Nishitani makes a similar argument when he claims that the distinguishing feature of religion is the "impersonal/personal" or, in other words, the deeply personal recognition that each of us must give to the existence that we share with all other things in the universe. Explain Nishitani's concept of objective "personal nihility." 
v. Judaism, Christianity, and Islam bear a special relationship to each other and philosophy. All three trace their roots to Abraham of the Old Testament. Also, the early religious thinking of all three was heavily influenced by the Greek philosophy of Plato and Aristotle.
Discuss heaven and hell, afterlife, the possibility of redemption, and other traditional theological concepts shared by all three religions. Conduct a class discussion of the similarities. 
B. The Western Religions 
The Traditional Conception of God 

i. It is generally believed that God is an independent being, the Creator of the universe, and distinct from the universe He created. It is generally agreed that God is the supremely rational and moral being with concern for human justice and human suffering. It is agreed that He is all-powerful (omnipotent), all-knowing (omniscient), and everywhere at once (omnipresent). 

ii. God's independence from the universe He created is the transcendence of God. Problem: If God transcends our experience, how can we know that He exists at all? 

iii. In some ancient religions, gods and goddesses were very much like human beings, although usually stronger and smarter. Philosophers use the word anthropomorphism when they refer to the perception of gods as human. 

iv. The scriptural emphasis on God's sense of justice and His concern for humankind also demonstrates anthropomorphic characteristics. These characteristics are so important that if a person does not believe that God is a merciful and concerned being with a strong sense of justice, then that person probably does not believe in God at all. Without these characteristics (love, concern, justice, understanding), God would not be a moral force in our lives. 
Lecture 2. Proving God: The Ontological Argument
Chapter section: C. Proving God: The Ontological Argument
Three major sets of "proofs" have emerged as attempts to demonstrate God's existence. They are called (1) the ontological argument, (2) the cosmological argument, and (3) the teleological argument. 
The Ontological Argument 

i. From the Idea of God to His Necessary Existence The man who is generally credited with its invention is an eleventh-century monk named St. Anselm. Because the argument depends on the idea of God's existence, it is called ontological. 

ii. Anselm's Argument The concept of "God" is defined as "a being greater than which none can be thought." Then, Anselm asks, "which would be greater, a being who is merely thought, or a being who actually exists?" The answer is a being who actually exists. But since God is, by definition, the greatest being who can be thought, He must therefore exist. Anselm goes on to argue that the idea of an eternal being who either does not exist or no longer exists is self-contradictory, so that the very idea we have of such a being requires existence. 

iii. Descartes' Version
Descartes made explicit the presupposition of the argument that existence is a property that, like color, shape, weight, and charm, a thing may either have or not have.
Some properties are essential to a thing: Three angles are essential to a triangle, for example. So, too, Descartes suggests, perfection is essential to the most perfect being, and existence is a perfection. One cannot conceive of a most perfect being without existence. Descartes' version is:
I cannot conceive of a God without the property of his existence. ("His existence cannot be separated from his essence.")
Therefore, God exists.
Then he adds:
My conception of God is such that He has every sort of perfection.
Existence is a perfection.
Therefore, God necessarily exists. 

iv. Objections These arguments are valid as stated, but are they also sound? Consider the following argument, which is of the same form as the above arguments. Define a "grenlin" as "the greenest imaginable creature." Now, which is the greener, a green creature that does exist or one that does not? Obviously the one that exists. Therefore, at least one grenlin must exist.
The same objection was raised against Anselm, by Gaunilo of Marmoutier, who suggested the existence of an island more perfect than any other, on the same grounds that it would be contradictory for the most perfect island not to exist.
Anselm replied that the argument cannot be applied to islands or anything else whose nonexistence is conceivable.
Descartes was attacked on similar grounds: While it may be true that if a triangle exists it must have three angles, it does not follow that triangles must exist or that any, in fact, do exist. Descartes' answer parallels Anselm's: The essence of a triangle does not include the perfection of existence, as God's surely does. 

v. Kant on the Ontological Argument
The objection that "existence is not a predicate" (like "green" is a predicate) was formulated against the ontological argument by Immanuel Kant. The problem with the argument, for Kant, lies in the argument's central idea: that existence is one of the essential properties, that is, part of the definition of a thing. But existence is not a property and cannot be part of a definition. "Existence" or "being," Kant argues, isn't a "real predicate" because it does not tell us anything more about whatever is said to have existence or being. In other words, there is something odd about the statement, "this apple is red, round, ripe, and exists." 
Chapter section: D. God as Creator: Intelligence and Design 

Whereas the ontological argument is presented as a force of logic, other arguments focus on God as the creator. 

i. The basis of the various cosmological arguments is the intolerability, if not the unthinkability, of an infinite regress and the need for some ultimate explanation. Their best-known formulation is by St. Thomas Aquinas. 

ii. Taken at face value, the first three versions of the cosmological argument are similar to Aristotle's argument for the "prime mover" (Chapter 1) except that Aquinas takes the "first cause" to be an "efficient" as well as "final" cause, that is, as the creator as well as the meaning of the universe.
But even if the argument is formally valid, it proves only that there is some "first mover" or "first cause" or "necessary being." It does not prove that this being has all of the other attributes that allow us to recognize God.
Furthermore, Aristotle allows that there might be several prime movers, while Aquinas is clear that there can be only one.
And one might allow that there is a "first cause" but still deny that this first cause is God. Why could the universe itself not be its own cause?
Moreover, the idea of an infinite regress (on which the argument depends) would have been intolerable to any thinker at least until the nineteenth century, but today many mathematicians and physicists are quite comfortable with it. But without the idea that every infinite regress is an absurdity, the cosmological argument loses its main premise. 

iii. Aquinas admits that there is no valid argument against the claim that God and the universe existed for all eternity, but he has another argument to help him. He says that the beginning of the universe required an act, which means that the universe could not have been the cause of itself.
Furthermore, even if the universe existed eternally, it would require a prime mover to keep it in motion. Therefore, he concludes, God must exist even if the infinite regress argument by itself does not prove this. 
iv. The argument from design, known as intelligent design, has the form of an inference to the best explanation, a form familiar to scientific thinking. Modern versions are presented (rightly or wrongly) as "creation science" in order to be seen as an explicit rival to the theory of evolution.
Kant called this the teleological argument, and Paley is credited with the most recognizable form:
Suppose you are walking across a deserted beach and come across a watch, lying in the sand. You immediately conclude, "people have been here." Why? Because it is highly unlikely that a mechanism as intricately designed as a watch might be thrown together by the forces of nature. The universe is similarly intricate, complex, and ordered. From this, one concludes that the universe as a whole must have been rationally designed. St. Thomas Aquinas in his "fifth way" formulated one classic version of the teleological argument.

There are several problems with this argument. 

a. First, it doesn't seem to prove enough about the nature of God. The God who rationally designed the universe need not have the slightest concern for humankind. 
b. David Hume argues that the "design" in nature appears as such only to one who is already predisposed to believe in a designer. Hume's argument is that this is not a perfect world; therefore, the God who supposedly designed it cannot be perfect either. 

c. The credibility of the argument from design has also suffered from the shock of Darwin's theory of evolution. The power of the argument from design is, boiled down to essentials, "Isn't it marvelous that things are as they are!" But our "marvel" depends on our putting a premium on "the way things are." Evolution has given the world many different "ways that things are." The reason for our marveling at this particular "way that things are" is that we suppose that the odds against it are uniquely high. But they are not. They are equally high against every other possible "way things are," and so this "way" seems to deserve no special explanation. 
Lecture 3. Religion, Morality, and Evil 
Chapter section: E. Religion, Morality, and Evil 

1. Religion and "Practical Reason" 

i. Kant allowed that belief in God is a matter of faith. But this is not an irrational belief; on the contrary, Kant insisted that the belief in God is the most rational belief of all because without it, we would not have the anchor for our morality, nor would we have any reason to suppose that our good deeds would, in fact, eventually be rewarded or evil deeds punished. Justice is not always delivered in this life. Therefore, according to Kant, it is rational to have faith. The belief in God is a "postulate of practical reason." 
ii. William James makes the pragmatic argument that believing in God is "rational" insofar as it doesn't conflict with our other beliefs and it tends to make us lead better lives. 
iii. Blaise Pascal admits that we can't know whether God exists or not. But if God exists and we believe in Him, we are entitled to an eternal reward. If He exists and we don't believe in Him, on the other hand, we are really in for it—eternal damnation. Even if he doesn't exist, we are still better off believing in God because of the qualities faith brings to life. So, treating the belief in God as a bet or "wager," the odds look like this: 

	 
	And God exists
	And God doesn't exist

	If we believe:
	Eternal reward
	We are better people

	If we don't believe:
	Eternal damnation
	No reward, no punishment


iv. All three of these arguments by Kant, James, and Pascal are based on the same all-important assumption that "God is just." On the basis of this assumption, they then argue that it is rational to believe in God, even if it is not possible to prove (or even to know) that He exists. Accordingly, belief in God is a matter of faith, but this faith can be justified as rational belief. 

2. The Problem of Evil 

i. If God is all-powerful, all-knowing, and just, then how is it possible that there is so much unearned suffering and unpunished wickedness in the world? If God exists, how can the world be so full of evil? 

ii. The most widely known characterization of the problem of evil for religious belief is the one found in the biblical book of Job. Job is suffering unjustly and struggling to keep his faith. To explain his suffering, Job's friend Eliphaz suggests that man has been created by God with the kind of nature that brings with it its own creation of troubles. 

iii. This solution to the problem of evil, that humans have the "free will" to create their own troubles, is also advanced by St. Augustine.
Augustine was responding to a religion called Manichaeism, which claimed that humans are not free but simply at the mercy of one of two gods (either the evil god who rules the body or the good god who rules the mind). For Augustine, one of the strengths of Christianity as a religion was that it grants human beings freedom of the will and thus the ability to observe the moral obligations to which God has commanded them. 

iv. "How could God have given people free will, knowing—as He must have—that they would misuse it so badly?" Giving a loaded gun to a child, for example?
Response: God has allowed us moral latitude to provide a test of our virtue. But it is open to question whether the distinction between good and evil is itself desirable; wouldn't it have been better for humanity to have stayed in the Garden of Eden? 

v. "Doesn't the world need some evil, so that we can recognize the good?" Response: It isn't obvious that we need anything like the amount of evil and suffering we have in the world in order to recognize what is good.
And even if we were to agree on the "free will" defense of the problem of evil, it is not the case that all human hardships and sufferings seem to be our own doing. Much of the evil in the world does not seem to depend on human action in any way; consider natural disasters, for example.
"Original sin" is one Christian attempt to explain this problem, but that doctrine may undermine our hope that right action will be rewarded; and so it again belies the moral force that God is supposed to play in our lives. For if we were destined to suffer anyway for sins committed by others, then God would not appear to be just, and there would be little incentive for us to be faithful and follow God's commandments. 

3. Hinduism, Buddhism, Karma, and Compassion 
i. Hinduism offers a unique solution to the problem of evil with the idea of karma. For most Hindus, human beings do have free will, but the exercise of free will changes human beings.
One of the most important of the many Hindu texts, the Bhagavadgita, reveals the Hindu solution to the problem of evil through the personal struggle of the warrior Arjuna and the advice he receives from the god Krishna. 

ii. In Buddhism, on the other hand, the problem of evil is avoided entirely because Buddhism abandons any conception of an anthropomorphic God. Yet, Buddhism retains a belief in moral obligation and in reason. The highest form of Buddhism confronts human suffering by working to help others in need: The answer to the "problem of evil" is compassion. Although some Buddhists, the Hinayana, argue for a purely personal spiritual practice, Mahayana Buddhists seek not only personal salvation but also "deliverance of all sentient beings from suffering and ignorance."
A follower of this "wide path" attempts to acquire the six moral, intellectual, and spiritual perfections possessed by Siddhartha Gautama, who, in this conception, is less "the Buddha" than a Bodhisattva—one who has one foot in the bliss of nirvana but whose being is turned naturally through compassion toward achieving the welfare of all beings.
Thus, the Mahayanists do not view the natural world as an evil place to be abandoned but rather as—could we only perceive it as such—the "Body of the Buddha," the dharmakaya. The answer to evil, therefore, lies not in the world but in ourselves. 
Lecture 4. Beyond Reason: Faith and Irrationality 
Chapter section: F. Beyond Reason: Faith and Irrationality 

Rational defense of one's beliefs is not always possible. Those who value the experience of religious belief often are not avoiding a rational debate. Rather, the emphasis is on the experience of religious belief. This is called mysticism. The fact that such experiences are ineffable provides the believer with their conviction. 

1. God as Experience
Problem: The mystic considers the rationalist's arguments irrelevant; the rationalist considers the mystic obstinate and unwilling to argue rationally. 

i. The Islamic mystics (or Sufis) argue that rationalist and mystical experience lead to the same truths by different "paths." But without denying the reality of mystical experience, the question is always whether one ought to interpret the experience as knowledge of reality. Is it just an experience—perhaps beautiful, even worth building your life around? It is very different to claim that the experience is true.

ii. The German Romantic philosopher Friedrich Schleiermacher insisted that religion is simply a matter of intense feelings of dependence, nothing more. 

iii. William James defended the idea that personal religious experience has a central place in religion and that mysticism is the root of such experience. He, too, argues that mystical experiences are "ineffable" but insists that mystical experiences provide us with knowledge, "states of insight into depths of truth unplumbed by the discursive intellect." iv. A similar argument is made by the Sufi philosopher Mohammad al-Ghazali, a medieval mystic. 

2. The Leap of Faith The doctrines of Christianity, Kierkegaard admitted, are absurd. But it is the very absurdity of those doctrines—such as the absurd idea of God dying on the cross—that makes the passionate faith of Christianity possible. Christianity rests on a series of irrational paradoxes. And truth for a Christian, therefore, can be only subjective truth, truth for the individual alone. 
There is simply, to use his most famous phrase, " the leap of faith" across the borders of rationality and thinking to the passionate life of old-fashioned Christian fear and awe of God, with its accompanying spirit of " inwardness." 
Christianity, Kierkegaard concludes, is suffering, the suffering that comes with the anticipation of our own death and our feeling of smallness and insignificance when we consider the eternal order of things. 
3. God as Ultimate Concern Following Kierkegaard, Paul Tillich proposes a powerful form of "irrational" Christianity that gives up the traditional view of God and moves the focus of religion to purely personal concerns and commitments. 
For Tillich, God is a symbol of "ultimate concern." The belief in God is now expanded to represent the fact that one finds his or her existence meaningful. Tillich says that this "makes the discussions about the existence or nonexistence of God meaningless." It also undercuts the Western idea that God is a single kind of being with the characteristics we discussed earlier and brings Tillich's Christian theism very close to the general idea of religion, which Nishitani described in the passage we looked at earlier. 
Lecture 5. Doubts about Religion 
Chapter section: G. Doubts about Religion 

i. Although religion is said to be a matter of faith, as Kierkegaard implies, religious belief may necessitate doubt about one's own faith.
Dostoyevsky's novel The Brothers Karamazov reveals Dostoyevsky's own troubled faith most clearly through one of the brothers who is struggling with his faith, given the depth of human evil. 

ii. Doubt is also expressed from critics outside the religious tradition who challenge the underlying motivation for religious belief. 
a. Karl Marx argues that humans invent religion to escape their intolerable social conditions. Once we see this, he says, we should reject religion as an escape and turn instead to the correction of those conditions that make such an escape necessary. 
b. Friedrich Nietzsche accused Christianity of being nothing other than rationalizations for impotence, an expression of everything that is most contemptible in human nature. 
c. Sigmund Freud reduces the grand aspirations of religion to mere illusions but, even worse, the illusions of an insecure child who has never properly grown up.
Freud agrees with Marx and Nietzsche that the only proper concern of man is humanity. But is this necessarily an indictment of religion? Freud was fascinated by Jewish mysticism, and Nietzsche praised Buddhism. Many Christians, Muslims, and Jews have used their religion as metaphysical support for concerted social activism and humanism (as well as "holy" wars), and for many people religion is an emotional support without which they could not function as human beings. 
Class discussion of motivations for religious belief: Is religious belief waxing or waning in contemporary culture? Contemporary political rhetoric? Do the attacks on religion by Marx, Nietzsche, and Freud illuminate contemporary extremism in religion? 
