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Module 8
Learning Guide
Behavioural Challenges to Christianity 1
Freudianism & Behaviourism: Wish Fulfilment
Before you start...






Post your response to last week’s forum question onto Moodle and interact on social media
Consider this week’s forum question, then complete 2 hours pre-reading from recommended
and optional sources on Moodle (cf. Resource boxes below), to help answer this question
From the reading, come prepared to share a question, challenge, implication & application
Download this learning guide (and the associated powerpoint pdf), and have it open on your
computer ready to edit if you are a class-based student
Optional: Bring along something for show & tell, re: current examples of people questioning
the plausibility, credibility and/or relevance of Christian hope in Christ and life after death

1. INTRODUCTION
This module we begin exploring Behavioural Challenges to Christian Belief, in particular the claims of
influential psychologists—that we are genetically determined, free will is an illusion, and belief in God is
purely a case of neurotic wish fulfilment. The notes are particularly long, but most of what follows is
stimulus to inform your responses to the forum and key sections, being §3-3.2, and §4-4.1. In the first
session, we will practice one minute “big story” answers to tough questions, pray for non-Christian friends,
and debrief the pre-reading for this module’s focus. In the second session of the lecture, we will form into
groups to consider and respond to the central assertions and arguments of each detractor. In the third
session we will use Tim Keller’s article “Deconstructing Defeater Beliefs” (2000) in a workshop focused on
structuring an apologetics talk, in response to the claim that Christian belief is merely projection.
Next week we continue in Section B of the course, exploring “Critiques of Christian Faith”. Sticking with
behavioural challenges to Christian belief, we turn to sociological and anthropological objections emerging
from feminism and cultural/religious pluralism.
OBJECTIVES
The objectives of this module are to:
 Consider contemporary psychological challenges to Christian belief as related to wish fulfilment.
 Form a cogent response to one or more central challenges, drawing on a range of apologetic
approaches.
OUTCOMES
On completion of this module, students should be able to explain the main psychological challenges posed
by sceptics of Christianity, and offer a simple but multifaceted reply.
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Aligned with the Unit Guide Outcomes, students should be able to:
Knowledge (know and understand):
A3. Critiques of the Christian faith
A5. Strategies to defend and commend Christian faith
Skills (be able to):
B2. Assess critiques of Christianity from a Christian perspective
B4. Engage in Christian apologetics
B5. Present an analytical evidence-based argument or perspective
Application (be in a position to):
C3. Defend and commend the truth claims of the Christian faith
SESSION FLOW (lecture runs 6:15-9:00pm, breaks from 7:05-7:10pm, and 7:55-8:05pm)
6:15 Big Story responses + debrief the readings (25 minutes) + Discussion re: the relationship between
psychology and Christianity (20 minutes) + Introduce activity responding to Feuerbach, Freud,
Skinner and Dawkins (5 minutes)
7:10 Preparation (20 minutes) and then Presentation of 3 points/questions in response to detractor
(15 minutes) + Comedic/Ironic responses to detractors (10 minutes)
8:05 Workshop “Deconstructing Defeater Beliefs” re: claims Christian belief is wish fulfilment (40 mins)
+ Sample response (10 minutes) [Distance students unpack sample dialogue] + Responsive reading
Psalm 103 and closing song “It is well with my soul” (5 minutes)
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2. BIG STORY “CAUGHT OUT” RESPONSES + READING REVIEW
“The big story is that God designed us all for good, but
through our bad choices we’ve been damaged by evil.
But, through Jesus’ life, death on the cross, and
resurrection, we’ve been restored for better. If you’re
humble enough to admit to God that you fall short, and
ask Him to forgive you for the wrong you’ve done,
putting God first, then you can connect with life to the
full—what God always intended for you. Then you can
join other Christ-followers, empowered by God’s Spirit,
sent together to heal a hurting world, waiting for the day
when God will set everything right by judging all the evil
and restoring the whole universe.”

Class Activity 8.1—10 minutes
Using the post-it-notes from module one, two students will each select one of the five circles from
“The Big Story”, then randomly choose a paper slip from that circle. Each student will take up to 1 minute
to respond to this question or objection, as if in conversation with the person who posted the slip.
Afterward, the class can unpack what did/didn’t work in this response, and other ways to dialogue.
(Wanting some encouragement evangelistically in “Answering Tough Questions”? See Benson 2010.)

Class Activity 8.2—15 minutes
Whether as a whole class, or in smaller groups, share your response to the pre-reading for this module:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for our apologetic practice
-an application—something useful right now in your context
Consider how these readings relate to your life and witness in general and ministry context in particular.
… This is the ideal time to bring up whatever is confusing, or questions you have in regards to the
course material, so don’t be shy!
If time permits, feel free to discuss the forum question from last module, or get a jump start on the
question for this module: Respond to one of the following statements:
(a) “Christian belief is pure projection—wish fulfilment to avoid facing one’s fears of futility and death.
It’s time we grew up”; or
(b) “Belief in an imaginary friend like God may have been a survival-enhancing belief propagated in the
past, but now this brain-washing meme is counterproductive to the progress of humanity.
We need facts, not faith, as we move into the future.”
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3. CHRISTIANITY AND PSYCHOLOGY

Resource 8.1: Behaviourism and Freudianism
The following sources should give you a solid path into this huge field of debate.
Turn to the reference list at this Module’s end for hyperlinks for the books/talks in their entirety.
Try these “recommended readings” first:
Lindsley’s article “C. S. Lewis on Freud and Marx” (2002) achieves a lot in four short pages! This
lays a great foundation for critiquing religious belief as mere projection. Similarly, Greg Koukl’s
brief blog (2013) helps address the claim that any life change as a result of faith is merely a
“placebo effect”. For a slightly longer reading on similar themes, see McGrath’s (1992, 132-139)
paraphrase and deconstruction of key psychological objections to Christian belief. (This reading
has a subsequent section on feminist critiques [1992, 213-223] which may be of use next week.)
This module I’ve highlighted the existential approach of Rob Bell (2005, 72-92). In some ways
Bell plays into projection-based critiques of Christianity, as he appeals to our innate sense of
truth, goodness and beauty. (Although, this isn’t something that C. S. Lewis was above, as
Ortlund [2017] shares in his editorial exploring Lewis’s aesthetic version of the ontological
argument in his Narnian book, The Silver Chair.) However, Bell’s approach is more true-to-life
and holistic than purely logical arguments, which may bypass the watchful rational dragons of
our intellect and appeal to the heart of humanists (cf. Davison 2011). See, also, his talk, The
God’s Aren’t Angry (Bell 2008; youtube here), as he waxes lyrical about how God’s objective
provision of sacrifice addresses our deepest subjective need for certainty of forgiveness. In my
Masters dissertation (Benson 2009), I analyse Bell’s fideist apologetic and explore how this is a
useful frame for commending the relevance of Christian belief to agnostic and eclectic
adolescents. This is compiled into one file on Moodle here.
Interestingly, Rob Bell’s existential approach dovetails nicely with Ray Comfort’s/Way of the
Master’s movie, “The Atheist Delusion: Why Millions Deny the Obvious” (2016; website here). In
this, he tries to demonstrate how we suppress common sense—wherein design in nature points
to a transcendent Designer—in order to retain moral autonomy. And yet, this
stands in tension with our real guilt in the face of God’s commandments, and fear
of death (cf. Becker 2011), which draw us toward repentance. Perhaps Reformed
and fideistic approaches (scripture and experience) can fit together after all!
For classic and modern examples of behaviourism and genetic determinism—
i.e., that religious belief is an outdated “meme” that in our evolutionary past
helped survival, and that we’re not truly free, instead simply dancing to our DNA—
see Bailey (2012), Dawkins (2014; 2016), Gazzaniga (2016), Harris (2014), and
Skinner (1971). For a direct response, see McGrath (2015) and Schaeffer (1979;
online here). Stark (2008) also makes an excellent case that God is “discovered”
rather than “invented/constructed” during the course of human history.
Still reductionist but more balanced—making room for some forms of “free will” and moral
responsibility, even while explaining away religion as a natural phenomenon—see Dennett
(2007; 2014; 2015) and Dickenson (2012). Lakoff and Johnson (2011), while not quite on this
theme, contend that most of our language and beliefs emerge from embodiment, forming
metaphors emerging from our experience that help us pragmatically navigate the world.
Similarly, Jordan Peterson (2002; cf. youtube interview with Sam Harris here) uses Jungian
archetypes to suggest that religion offers key ways of living (pragmatic vs. philosophical truth)
through big stories that have survival value in the light of evolutionary history. For a Christian
response to how our biology, neurology and psychology shape belief and yet cannot explain
away its objective referent (i.e., God), see Smith (2013), John Cleese’s podcast deconstruction of
“The Scientist” (2008), and my favourite J. R. R. Tolkien essay, “On Fairy Stories” here.
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Concerning religious belief as wish fulfilment, the single best source
(my favourite this session), challenging the claim is by Harvard
Psychiatry Professor, Armand Nicholi, The Question of God: C.S. Lewis
and Sigmund Freud Debate God, Love, Sex, and the Meaning of Life
(2003; video documentary here, and public lecture here). Bringing
Lewis and Freud into dialogue, he demonstrates that the more
embracing and rigorous frame, in turn safeguarding mental health, is
offered by the Christian theist, following the signs of hope where they
seem to lead: to God. In turn, C. S. Lewis’s writings such as The
Abolition of Man (1943; online here), The Pilgrim’s Regress (2014),
and the excellent youtube doodle on “Bulverism” (2016; cf. “The
Poison of Subjectivism” 2015) demonstrate his fusion of logic and
imagination full force (cf. Ortlund 2017).
Addressing broadly how Christianity and psychology may or may not integrate, see Coe and Hall
(2010), also Vitz (1994).
Last but not least, check out my apologetics talk (Benson 2011a) “Afterlife: Christian Hope in the
Face of Death” (Mp3, Outline and Manuscript/powerpoint and Discussion Guide). We will watch
a snippet of this talk, where Rowan Chapman answers the charge that belief in Heaven is merely
wish fulfilment (see here). For a more detailed investigation of the substance of hope in “life
after life after death” (i.e., not simply “Heaven” but the “New Creation”), see Wright (2014). This
is, after all, a fear facing every single one of us (cf. Becker’s classic, Denial of Death, 1976). I’ve
put this in a popular/2-page blog post, “Last Words Approaching the Afterlife” (2011b) here.
Recently I caught up with a former youth group member. She comes from a solid Christian family, and once
had a strong, emotion-rich faith. In her late teens, however, she had an atheist friend challenge her to read
Richard Dawkins’ The God Delusion. Having never thought much about the substance and truth of her
beliefs—it was simply assumed—this rocked her faith. In particular, Dawkins’ claim that belief in God is
simply a psychological projection for insecure people, a kind of “meme”—a cultural analogue to biological
genes—that replicates itself to give us irrational hope in the face of overwhelming fears, made her look
within.1 There was “truth” to what he said. She held many fears: that life was meaningless, that death was
final, that darkness awaited. Was worship her young adult security blanket? Before she knew what had
happened, her trust in God had vanished, and she became a practical atheist. Over time, her heart grew
cold; being part of Christian community seemed a world away, and she dumped her faith altogether.
Interestingly, as I started to press Dawkins’ claims, she admitted that the problem is no longer rational.
“I revisited his arguments recently. They’re pretty stupid. I’m not even sure why they convinced me.”
So, I asked, you clearly still want to believe that life is more than passing material moments before you
return to the ground. Why not follow this hope where it leads, and reconnect with a worshipping
community? Her response was telling: “Have you ever seen a Marionette? Well, The God Delusion cut those
strings between me and God. The puppeteer disappeared, and I was lifeless and alone. And ever since, I
can’t even imagine myself into a place where I could believe God was there all along—that he is there. It
seems like a silly illusion to even try and reconnect, like I’d be fooling myself to believe a convenient lie.”
For my friend, it was the psychological arguments against Christian belief that were most telling.
(Even worse that Dawkins isn’t a psychologist!) Perhaps it was all made up, a clear case of wish fulfilment in
the face of a scary world? Perhaps the honest truth is far simpler? … That we dance to our genes, like every
other animal, and swallow religious stories to feel significant and sure in a material world whose only “law”
is survival of the fittest.

1

See also here where Christianity is compared to “host manipulation by a parasite” (Dennett). See also Dawkins’ claim
that religion is analogous to a “computer virus” here, and Daniel Dennett’s TED Talk on “Dangerous Memes” here.
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Here’s my point. It’s tempting as apologists to stick to the “hard evidence” topics,
and rigorous argumentation that deals with high level cogent objections to
Christian belief. And yet, like for my friend, it may well be a pop-culture
reference, a line from a movie, or a meme on the internet, that devastates faith.
Yes, such objections may be “stupid”. But it’s where most people are at, and
reflects the shallow thought many people give to religion today. Failure to take
these objections seriously, and create alternative culture, lines and memes, may
well be “Why Apologists Are Not Reaching Pop Culture” (McCray 2017).
That’s why Christians are entering the
movie business, telling stories that speak to
our neighbour’s heart. Take William
Young’s The Shack (2002), for instance.
With a movie adaptation coming out in
2017, I genuinely pray that many
westerners who have lost their faith,
especially as a result of wondering where
was God in the midst of intense loss, may
re-awaken through a tug on their heart
strings. A fideist approach can be key.
However, once a person is highly suspicious
of both Christian belief, and even of their own proneness to believe a lie for the sake of psychological
comfort, they are likely to reject our stories as sickly sweet sop fed to the ignorant masses. That’s where we
need to shift gears from commending the relevance of Christian belief, to defending the plausibility of trust
in God. We must get creative in opening ears by undermining secular presuppositions that make faith seem
like nothing more than wish fulfilment.
As Paul said, “We destroy arguments and every lofty opinion raised against the knowledge of God, and take
every thought captive to obey Christ” (2 Cor 10:5). This is crucial, for Paul elsewhere warns us, “See to it
that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty deceit, according to human tradition, according to
the elemental spirits of the world, and not according to Christ” (Col 2:8).
So, what are the presuppositions that enslave our generation? What are the clichés they have consumed
that suppress their appetite for Jesus, as the bread of life who alone can satisfy their existential hunger?
We need to map the “unthought” of belief driving this rejection. And, in forming a response, we need to
include irony in our arsenal that cuts through superficially convincing rhetoric and puts truth on display.

(Take for instance “Lutheran Satire”
and their 5 minute clip, “Donall and
Conall Meet Richard Dawkins”.)

Our first task, though, is to step back and ask how Christianity and Psychology relate. What’s your take?
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3.1

Christianity and Psychology: Bed-fellows or Best of Frenemies?
► How would you characterize the relationship between
psychology and Christianity?
► Is there such a thing as Christian
Psychology, or is it an oxymoron? Why?
► Are there any core commonalities?
Are there any essential discrepancies
between Psychology and Christianity?
► Why are many of the most
influential psychologists (Sigmund
Freud, Carl Rogers, Eric Fromm, Carl
Jung, etc.) and their theories often
set in stark opposition to a Biblical
worldview?
► Concerning popular psychology today and its solution to
the human dilemma, does it move people toward or away from
God? Why, or why not?

► In your experience, what form have psychological objections to Christian belief taken?
What kinds of “memes” and slogans capture how this opposition is expressed?
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3.2

Key Psychological Challenges to Christian Belief

Key philosophers, psychologists and scientists have
all had significant bearing on the rise of atheism, the
form it takes, and the arguments that are used.
Feuerbach a priori excluded God’s existence (on
naturalistic premises), contending that in God we
project our human wises and desires—it is really
anthropocentrism. There is no God, just our desires.
Freud developed this in a psychological direction
with wish fulfilment, contending that belief in God
helps spare us from
personal neuroses by
living in a dream
where everything
works out the way
we want it to be.
Marx developed Feuerbach’s philosophy in an economic and political
direction, calling religion “the opiate of the masses,” keeping the
downtrodden in their place with empty promises of a better life in
Heaven rather than harnessing their energy to alleviate poor material
conditions on earth. With Darwin’s theory of evolution, and a move in
natural science to uniformitarianism, many proponents since have
sought to show that science has disproved God (or at least the need to
appeal to one—effectively making for pragmatic atheism). As Richard
Dawkins said, “Darwin made it possible to be an intellectually fulfilled
atheist.” Religion is thus treated as a cultural “meme”, akin to
biological genes. It replicates like a parasite feeding of its human host,
sustained by ignorance even as it ultimately does not benefit humanity
in the survival of the fittest. Furthermore, as B. F. Skinner argued, there is no soul to
save, as freedom is an illusion and our lives are determined by material mechanisms. Christians must
not ignore these critiques, for each speaks some truth. If humbly engaged—such as reading these savvy
“masters of suspicion” for lent—engaging the criticisms may refine us, sloughing off false faith.

Class Activity 8.3—35 minutes
(1) Having formed into 4 groups, read through the following quotes selected from the writings of
Feuerbach, Freud, Skinner, and Dawkins (§3.2.1-3.2.4). Seek first to understand their views,
before forming any responses (10 minutes)
(2) In your group, come up with 3 sentences/points as the thin edge of the wedge responding to
each view (cf. notes from §3.3ff.). You will present these to the group as a whole, explaining your
responses as requested (10 minutes preparation, then collectively 15 minutes presentation)

Reflection Activities 8.1-8.2—Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
#8.1 Compose two pivotal sentences in reply to both Feuerbach and Freud,
either undermining their case or advancing Christian belief in the face of their challenge.
#8.2 Compose two pivotal sentences in reply to both Skinner and Dawkins,
either undermining their case or advancing Christian belief in the face of their challenge.
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3.2.1 Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872)—Materialism and Religion as a Projection
Popular version:
“Don’t people just create God in order to cope with the future? You fear death and hope for immortality,
so you project this desire onto a divine illusion and worship it as real. Really, you’re just worshipping
yourself, for it’s your own nature and fears you praise.”
“There is no God, it is clear as the sun and as evident as the day that there is no God, and still more that
there can be none.” . . . “If therefore my work is negative, irreligious, atheistic, let it be remembered that
atheism—at least in the sense of this work—is the secret of religion itself; that religion itself, not indeed on
the surface, but fundamentally, not in intention or according to its own supposition, but in its heart, in its
essence, believes in nothing else than the truth and divinity of human nature.”
“Religion is the dream of the human mind. But even in dreams we do not find ourselves in emptiness or in
heaven, but on earth, in the realm of reality; we only see real things in the entrancing splendor of
imagination and caprice, instead of in the simple daylight of reality and necessity.”
“The first and highest law must be the love of man to man. Homo homini Deus est—this is the supreme
practical maxim, this the turning point of the world's History.”
“My only wish is…to transform friends of God into friends of man, believers into thinkers, devotees of
prayer into devotees of work, candidates for the hereafter into students of the world, Christians who, by
their own procession and admission, are ‘half animal, half angel’ into persons, into whole persons.” . . .
“Theology is anthropology.”
Feuerbach’s approach preceded both Marx (who took materialism and belief in God in a social/political
direction) and Freud (who went a psychological direction: wish-fulfilment).
Ludwig Feuerbach was a materialist. Based upon the success of science, he assumed that all that is must be
material only, fully explainable by material means. He is famous for the quote, “You are what you eat.”
From the materialist position, he sought to explain the rise and existence of religion in general,
and Christianity in particular.
In The Essence of Christianity (1841) he made the case that religion thought it was objective truth, but what
was formerly taken to be God and worshipped as such is now recognized to be something human.
Idolatry is really an adoration of our own nature, where humans objectified themselves but failed to
recognise self as this object, i.e., no reality exists outside ourselves, but rather longings/aspirations that are
in us are real—God is made in the image of man, as we need it to get by. Thus, Feuerbach contended that
God doesn’t exist. We need help so we invent God … a psychological consolation or crutch for the weak—
a narcotic for the inadequate.
For Feuerbach, much of the appeal of Christianity lies in its promise of immortality. Human beings have
many fears, but most of all we fear death. Christianity, in promising eternal life, offers to take this fear
away from us. If we are willing to buy into religion, then we
can escape from our fear, and live in blissful ignorance of our
mortality. This accounts for the attractiveness of religion, the
strength of its grip on human minds. Of course, for this
process to work we cannot consciously decide to adopt a
religion as a means of escaping from our fears. No, the
decision must be unconscious; it is the unconscious mind that
drives us to religion. To understand God, on this view, one
must understand human psychology; as Feuerbach put it,
“theology is anthropology”.
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3.2.2 Sigmund Freud (1856-1939)—Religion as Wish Fulfilment
Popular version:
“Isn’t Christianity, like all religions, just a crutch for emotionally weak people? It’s fine for you,
but personally, I don’t need religion. I don’t need an illusion to get by—I prefer to face reality as it is.
I don’t need all that false guilt to keep me ‘in line.’ Just because you wish it were so—that a loving Father
floats in the sky to keep you from harm and guide you safely home—doesn’t make it so.”
In The Future of an Illusion (1927) Freud said,
“We shall tell ourselves that it would be very nice if there were a God who created the world and was a
benevolent Providence, and if there were a moral order in the universe and an after-life;
but it is the very striking fact that all this is exactly as we are bound to wish it to be.”
“I cannot think of any need in childhood as strong as the need for a father's protection.”
“Our knowledge of the historical worth of certain religious doctrines increases our respect for them, but
does not invalidate our proposal that they should cease to be put forward as the reasons for the precepts
of civilization. On the contrary! Those historical residues have helped us to view religious teachings, as it
were, as neurotic relics, and we may now argue that the time has probably come, as it does in an analytic
treatment, for replacing the effects of repression by the results of the rational operation of the intellect.”
“Religion is comparable to a childhood neurosis.”
“Anatomy is destiny.”
“The whole thing is so patently infantile, so foreign to reality, that to anyone with a friendly attitude to
humanity it is painful to think that the great majority of mortals will never be able to
rise above this view of life.”
“The different religions have never overlooked the part played by the sense of guilt in civilization. What is
more, they come forward with a claim ... to save mankind from this sense of guilt, which they call sin.”
“I have found little that is ‘good’ about human beings on the whole. In my experience most of them are
trash, no matter whether they publicly subscribe to this or that ethical doctrine or to none at all.
That is something that you cannot say aloud, or perhaps even think.”
“Religion is an attempt to get control over the sensory world,
in which we are placed, by means of the wish-world which we have developed
inside us as a result of biological and psychological necessities. [...]
If one attempts to assign to religion its place in man's evolution,
it seems not so much to be a lasting acquisition, as a parallel to
the neurosis which the civilized individual must pass through
on his way from childhood to maturity.”
“When a man is freed of religion, he has a better chance
to live a normal and wholesome life.”
(For two very helpful introductory lectures to Freud and
“Depth Psychology”, see Jordan Peterson on youtube, Part 1 & 2)
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Freud’s psychological explanation of religion builds on the ideas of Ludwig
Feuerbach. Feuerbach developed the idea that God is a projection of the
unconscious mind; Freud added to this a psychological foundation. For
Freud, as for Feuerbach, religion is wish-fulfilment. Freud adds the
explanation that the adoption of religion is a reversion to childish patterns
of thought in response to feelings of helplessness and guilt. We feel a need
for security and forgiveness, and so invent a source of security and
forgiveness: God. Religion is thus seen as a childish delusion, and
atheism as a grown-up realism.
Freud’s historical explanation of religion is set out in his
Totem and Taboo. There he imagines a father of a primal
horde, whose sons envy his access to the tribe’s
women, and so overwhelm and kill him. Even after
their rebellion, the sons cannot fulfil their desire to
emulate their father, due to competition between them.
Religion arose out of the frustration and guilt that they felt.
Freud saw religion as simply wish fulfilment, like a boy promised a bike for his birthday but given books, he
dreams of the bike to deal with it. We are spared a personal neurosis by believing the universal one, that
God exists and will give us what we want. Psycho analysis has made it apparent that belief in God is simply
a psychological “projection,” as
“[R]eligious ideas have arisen from the same needs as have all the other achievements of civilization:
from the necessity of defending oneself against the crushing superior force of nature,” and “therefore,
religious beliefs are illusions, fulfilments of the oldest, strongest and most urgent wishes of mankind.”
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3.2.3 B. F. Skinner and Behaviourism—All Beliefs and Behaviours Psychologically Conditioned
Popular version:
“You Christians only believe and behave as you do because you’ve been conditioned to do so.
Certain ideas and actions have been rewarded over the course of your life, and you’ve adapted
accordingly. Your view of truth and morality is simply group-approved survival-promoting action.
If I were brought up with the same conditions as you—physiology, culture, traditions—then I would
believe as you do. If you were raised to believe in God, can you ever deny that preconditioning?
Your beliefs are simply the outworking of a long process of cause and effect stretching back to this
universe’s origin, and have no more ‘truth’ than any other religious view. Human beings are simply
‘machines’—albeit complex ones. If we knew all the factors affecting your machine, we would know
exactly how you would behave. In this sense, your beliefs and behaviours are determined.
Science alone can explain all of this, without recourse to fanciful and non-material truth claims.”
"I do not deny the existence of internal mental states, however, I don’t feel these can be studied
scientifically. Moreover, there really is no need to study them.”
Some brief notes on behaviourism from that wealth of reliable information, Wikipedia!
(For a solid source, see the Stanford Encyclopaedia of Philosophy here.)
Behaviorism or Behaviourism, also called the learning perspective (where any physical action is a behavior)
is a philosophy of psychology based on the proposition that all things which organisms do—including
acting, thinking and feeling—can and should be regarded as behaviors. The school of psychology maintains
that behaviors as such can be described scientifically without resource either to internal physiological
events or to hypothetical constructs such as the mind. . . . Its main influences were Ivan Pavlov, who
investigated classical conditioning, Edward Lee Thorndike, John B. Watson who rejected introspective
methods and sought to restrict psychology to experimental methods, and B.F. Skinner who conducted
research on operant conditioning. In the second half of the twentieth century, behaviorism was largely
eclipsed as a result of the cognitive revolution. . . .
B.F. Skinner was influential in defining radical behaviorism, a philosophy codifying the basis of his school of
research (named the Experimental Analysis of Behavior, or EAB.) While EAB differs from other approaches
to behavioral research on numerous methodological and theoretical points, radical behaviorism departs
from methodological behaviorism most notably in accepting treatment of feelings, states of mind and
introspection as existent and scientifically treatable. . . .
This essentially philosophical position gained strength from the success of Skinner's early experimental
work with rats and pigeons, summarized in his books The Behavior of Organisms and Schedules of
Reinforcement. Of particular importance was his concept of the operant response, of which the canonical
example was the rat’s lever-press. In contrast with the idea of a physiological or reflex response, an operant
is a class of structurally distinct but functionally equivalent responses. For example, while a rat might press
a lever with its left paw or its right paw or its tail, all of these responses operate on the world in the same
way and have a common consequence. Operants are often thought of as species of responses, where the
individuals differ but the class coheres in its function—shared consequences with operants and
reproductive success with species. This is a clear distinction between Skinner's theory and S–R theory.
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Skinner's empirical work expanded on earlier research on trial-and-error learning by researchers such as
Thorndike and Guthrie with both conceptual reformulations—Thorndike's notion of a Stimulus–Response
'association' or 'connection' was abandoned—and methodological ones—the use of the 'free operant', so
called because the animal was now permitted to respond at its own rate rather than in a series of trials
determined by the experimenter procedures. With this method, Skinner carried out substantial
experimental work on the effects of different schedules and rates of reinforcement on the rates of operant
responses made by rats and pigeons. He achieved remarkable success in training animals to perform
unexpected responses, and to emit large numbers of responses, and to demonstrate many empirical
regularities at the purely behavioral level. This lent some credibility to his conceptual analysis. . . .
As Skinner turned from experimental work to concentrate on the philosophical underpinnings of a science
of behavior, his attention turned to human language with Verbal Behavior and other language-related
publications. . . . What was important for a behaviorist's analysis of human behavior was not language
acquisition so much as the interaction between language and overt behavior. In an essay republished in his
1969 book Contingencies of Reinforcement, Skinner took the view that humans could construct linguistic
stimuli that would then acquire control over their behavior in the same way that external stimuli could.
The possibility of such “instructional control” over behavior meant that contingencies of reinforcement
would not always produce the same effects on human behavior as they reliably do in other animals. The
focus of a radical behaviorist analysis of human behavior therefore shifted to an attempt to understand the
interaction between instructional control and contingency control, and also to understand the behavioral
processes that determine what instructions are constructed and what control they acquire over behaviour.
Skinner's view of behavior is most often characterized as a “molecular” view of behavior; that is, each
behavior can be decomposed into atomistic parts or molecules. This view is inaccurate when one considers
his complete description of behavior as delineated in the 1981 article, “Selection by Consequences” and
many other works. Skinner claims that a complete account of behavior has involved an understanding of
selection history at three levels: biology (the natural selection or phylogeny of the animal); behavior (the
reinforcement history or ontogeny of the behavioral repertoire of the animal); and for some species,
culture (the cultural practices of the social group to which the animal belongs). This whole organism,
with all those histories, then interacts with its environment.
In sum, Behaviorism is a psychological movement that can be contrasted with philosophy of mind.
The basic premise of radical behaviorism is that the study of behavior should be a natural science, like
chemistry or physics, with no reference to hypothetical inner states of organisms as causes for behavior.
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3.2.4 Richard Dawkins—Religion as a Brain Virus/Meme2
Popular version:
“I appreciate that you really believe there is a God and that Christianity is true. What you seem blissfully
unaware of is that these irrational religious ideas only began because they offered some survival value to
the first humans—like social cohesion to protect against the big bad world. Worse than that, despite
these beliefs now being harmful to humanity—our age of science has made redundant the need for
superstition to control our environment—they only persevere because, like a virus, religious ideas
(or memes) are self-perpetuating, often to your detriment. ”
Dawkins’ basic contention: Belief in God arises from a “meme” or a “virus of the mind” which infects
otherwise healthy minds. (A “meme” is anything that can be copied from one mind to another.)
In 1976, The Selfish Gene, Dawkins proposed that
“Examples of memes are tunes, ideas, catch-phrases, clothes fashions, ways of making pots or of building
arches. Just as genes propagate themselves in the gene pool by leaping from body to body via sperms or
eggs, so memes propagate themselves in the meme pool by leaping from brain to brain via a process which,
in the broad sense, can be called imitation. … When you plant a fertile meme in my mind you literally
parasitize my brain, turning it into a vehicle for the meme's propagation in just the way that a virus may
parasitize the genetic mechanism of a host cell. And this isn't just a way of talking—the meme for, say,
“belief in life after death” is actually realized physically, millions of times over, as a structure
in the nervous systems of individual men the world over.”
In the tradition of B. F. Skinner, Dawkins has reduced all that is to matter and material processes. But rather
than operant conditioning as the primary mechanism, Dawkins applies evolutionary paradigms:
mutation + natural selection = radical change over time. Dawkins (and others such as Susan Blackmore—
also here—and Daniel Dennett) believes that Darwinian evolutionary theory can be applied not only to
biological organisms, but also to ideas. Ideas, too, replicate themselves, passing from one individual to
another, changing over time. Ideas, too, compete for survival in the minds of the people of the time; an
idea that is rejected altogether dies out. Just as the fittest organisms will survive and reproduce, then, so
too will the fittest ideas. Ideas that replicate themselves in this way have been called memes, a term coined
by Richard Dawkins in The Selfish Gene; the study of this process is called memetics.
What makes for fitness in ideas will be similar to what makes for fitness in genes. The ability to replicate
itself is important if either a gene or an idea is to spread; the greater this ability the better. The ability to
survive is also vital if the gene or idea is not to be wiped out before it reproduces. One thing that need not
be involved in the fitness of an idea is truth. An idea may replicate itself widely and be extremely robust
without corresponding to reality.
Christianity does indeed possess those features that are necessary for an idea to compete for survival
effectively. Christianity is very good at replicating itself; the great commission, Jesus’ instruction to his
followers, is to go and make disciples of all nations. Those who possess the Christian meme, who believe in
the God of the Bible, therefore replicate Christianity as far as they are able to do so. Christianity is also very
robust. The all too common emphasis of religion on faith to the exclusion of reason makes those that
possess the Christian meme liable to reject evidence against it. (E.g., see here how cynicism keeps
evangelicals from taking defeaters seriously.) Christianity has even been accused by Antony Flew in his
paper “Theology and Falsification” of being unfalsifiable, i.e., of being such that no evidence could possibly
count against it. (Not forgetting that Flew eventually became a theist!) Those that possess the Christian
meme are therefore unlikely to lose it.

2

Dawkins’ thoughts on this topic can be found in The God Delusion (Boston: Mariner Book, 2008), Ch 5 “The Roots of
Religion” (pp. 190-240) … especially the sixth section, “Tread softly, because you tread on my memes” (pp. 222-234).
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None of this memetic critique of Christianity, of course, proves that Christianity is false; that is not what it
attempts to do. Rather, what the memetic critique of Christianity attempts to do is demonstrate that
even if Christianity were false, we would expect belief in it to be widespread. Atheism, the argument goes,
can explain Christianity; there is nothing mysterious about the success of religion.
So, recapping the above … In this paradigm, the evolution of religious ideas occurred initially as survival
advantage was gained by those grouping together with common beliefs that seemed to help them cope
better in their uncertain and dangerous environment. But, Dawkins does not believe the primary selective
advantage was for humans, as religion has also been harmful to humanity. Rather, he looks at religious
ideas as equivalent to a virus—a meme, information—that is a parasite on humanity … that the primary
party to benefit from religion is not humanity, but the religious meme, and that it is set up to propagate
and outlast any individual. For Dawkins, this is sufficient to explain the rise and flourishing of religion,
which in his view is ultimately irrational and harmful to humanity.
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3.3

Alister McGrath’s Response to Key Psychological Challenges3

<a> Ludwig Feurbach (1804-72)—materialism:
*his approach preceded both Marx and Freud
*In The Essence of Christianity (1841) he made the case that religion thought it was objective truth, but
what was formerly taken to be God and worshipped as such is now recognized to be something human …
idolatry is really an adoration of our own nature, where humans objectified themselves but failed to
recognise self as this object, i.e., no reality exists outside ourselves, but rather longings/aspirations that are
in us are real—God is made in the image of man, as we need it to get by. i.e., God doesn’t exist. We need
help so we invent God … a psychological consolation or crutch for the weak—a narcotic for the inadequate.
Problems:
<1> Things don’t exist just because we want them to
(e.g. millions of dollars to pay off our debts and live a plush life).
<2> It is nonsense to say that because we want it to exist (e.g. a drink of water for a parched throat)
that it cannot exist for that reason
<3> The question is not whether one is weak or strong, but the truth or falsity of the claim
(weak and right, weak and wrong)
<4> The Christian doctrine of creation (if right) has much to say here. E.g., Augustine, that we have been
made by God to exist for Him. If we don’t → vacancy where there should be reality: “To praise you is the
desire of humanity, a small piece of your creation. You stir humanity to take pleasure in praising you,
because you have made us for yourself and our heart is restless until it rests in you” (from Confessions book
1, paragraph 1, section 1 … we are hardwired to seek our happiness in God). C.S. Lewis said “I believe in
Christianity as I believe that the Sun has risen—not only because I see it, but because by it, I see everything
else.” Having accepted the biblical account, it makes sense of this desire for God
<5> Tar-baby argument that equally applies to atheism which arose around 18th Century—if there is no God
then we can do what we want, which is desirable to have no accountability (just like a Nazi in Holocaust
might desire as they approach death), so their atheism is the result of wish fulfilment to meet their desires
(like Dawkins saying Darwin made it possible to be an intellectually fulfilled atheist). (Cf. “Atheist Delusion”)
<b> Karl Marx (1818-83):
*We invent God because we need God. We need God due to our bad conditions materially, “The struggle
against religion is indirectly a struggle against the world of which religion is the spiritual fragrance.” He
figured that a revolution which improved conditions would deal the death blow to belief in God, as utopia
would be on earth rather than false hope in Heaven, then there would be no need for God. He thought the
origins for belief in God lie in social/economic alienation (life problems), seeing our response as the
religious reflex, that would only vanish … “Religious distress is at the same time an expression of real
distress and a protest against real distress. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a
heartless world, just as it is the spirit of a spiritless situation. It is the opium of the people.” By this he
means an opium den, where people would retreat into hallucination (numb their senses) to not feel pain.
Religion is purely a coping mechanism for dealing with a hard world and a hard life. Thus, no pain→no God.
Problems:
*Historical problem—revolution in Soviet State didn’t eradicate belief in God, but sometimes grew it
(in 1930s 70% believed in God), and it came back stronger post-communism.
*If people don’t give up on beliefs→violent means (cf. Twilight of Atheism quote by McGrath→bloodshed)
*Czeslaw Milosz: “Religion, opium for the people! To those suffering pain, humiliation, illness, and serfdom,
it promised a reward in afterlife. And now we are witnessing a transformation. A true opium of the people
is a belief in nothingness after death—the huge solace of thinking that for our betrayals, greed, cowardice,
murders, we are not going to be judged.” (Like an ostrich sticking it’s head in the sand.)
3

Lecture Notes concerning Main Atheist Critiques from “Christian Apologetics in a Postmodern Age,”
Alister McGrath (INDS 580), held at Regent College, Vancouver, July 2006.
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<c> Sigmund Freud (1856-1939):
*In The Future of an Illusion (1927) he said, “We shall tell ourselves that it would be very nice if there were
a God who created the world and was a benevolent Providence, and if there were a moral order in the
universe and an after-life; but it is the very striking fact that all this is exactly as we are bound to wish it to
be” i.e., wish fulfilment, like a boy promised a bike for his birthday but given books, he dreams of the bike
to deal with it. We are spared a personal neurosis by believing the universal one, that God exists and will
give us what we want. Psycho-analysis has made it apparent that belief in God is simply ‘projection’, where
“[R]eligious ideas have arisen from the same needs as have all the other achievements of civilization: from
the necessity of defending oneself against the crushing superior force of nature”, and “therefore, religious
beliefs are: illusions, fulfilments of the oldest, strongest and most urgent wishes of mankind.”
Problems:
Armand Nicholi, The Question of God: C.S. Lewis and Sigmund Freud Debate God, Love, Sex, and the
Meaning of Life, showing its weaker position, not proving anything but returning to presuppositions.
Summary:
All three men argue we want to believe in God for social/psychological reasons,
BUT:
<1> Wanting something doesn’t mean it can’t exist
<2> Atheists don’t want to believe in God—so is their belief invalid?
<3> Atheism is a faith as much as Christianity
Debates on God’s existence for the last century or more have been stale-mated as neither side can prove
with 100% logical certainty that they are right, so they believe what can’t be proven to be true (cf. Twilight
of Atheism quote on returning to presuppositions—interesting journey but didn’t prove anything). But,
most atheists believe their position is secure and not faith based!—they’re really agnostic, believing what
can’t be conclusively proved.
<d> Richard Dawkins, The Selfish Gene (1976) and The God Delusion (2008)
Dawkins’ Contention: Belief in God arises from a “meme” or a “virus of the mind”
which infects otherwise healthy minds
In 1976, The Selfish Gene, Dawkins proposed that:
“Just as genes propagate themselves in the gene pool by leaping from body to body via sperm or eggs, so
memes propagate themselves in the meme pool by leaping from brain to brain by a process which, in the
broad sense of the term, can be called imitation.”
*Is God a virus, or a meme?
*If so, a meme is immaterial, so where is it located?
*“Has anybody actually seen this happen?” …it’s totally unverified and hypothetical … few today hold onto
this, yet the virus theory is more popular
Problems:
<1> Cultural evolution isn’t proven even if biological evolution is—they’re different things (one physical and
mechanical, and the other immaterial and philosophical)
<2> No evidence for memes, it is merely an assertion (point them out if you will)
<3> Meme’s rely on analogy, which can’t bear the theological weight of proof, and could equally apply in
reverse to atheism
<4> There is no need for this superfluous explanation (Occam’s Razor) as evidence is sufficient for
alternative explanations without resorting to “just-so stories” (like Rudyard Kipling penned)
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Simon Conway-Morris on Memes:
“Memes are trivial, to be banished by simple mental exercises. In any wider context, they are hopelessly,
if not hilariously, simplistic. To conjure up memes not only reveals a strange imprecision of thought,
but, as Anthony O’Hear has remarked, if memes really existed they would ultimately
deny the reality of reflective thought.”
Martin Gardner on Memes:
“A meme is so broadly defined by its proponents as to be a useless concept, creating more confusion than
light, and I predict that the concept will soon be forgotten as a curious linguistic quirk of little value. . . .
To critics, who at the moment far outnumber true believers, memetics is no more than a cumbersome
terminology for saying what everybody knows and that can be more usefully said in the dull terminology of
information transfer.”
… the science is bad and largely discredited.
Philosopher of Mind, Daniel Dennett, champions Dawkins’ meme concept but cautions that
“at the outset the perspective it provides is distinctly unsettling, even appalling”:
“I don’t know about you, but I’m not initially attracted by the idea of my brain as a sort of dung heap in
which the larvae of other people’s ideas renew themselves, before sending out copies of themselves in an
informational Diaspora. It does seem to rob my mind of its importance as both author and critic. Who’s in
charge, according to this vision—we or our memes? There is, of course, no simple answer, and this fact is at
the heart of the confusions that surround the idea of a self. Human consciousness is to a very great degree
a product not just of natural selection, but of cultural evolution as well.” . . .
If the meme concept is true, then “a scholar is just a library’s way of making another library.”
God as a Virus of the Mind:
*i.e., rational people don’t believe God (premise/presupposition), so how did intelligent people (and the
rest!) come to believe?—it must be an irrational impersonal cause such as a virus …
as there must be a purely natural explanation.
*they presuppose their conclusion—materialism is the very thing in question, whether it is true
Problems:
<1> Viruses can be seen! E.g. cryo-electron microscopy. Yet there is no observational evidence for their
existence (no paper in any reputable scientific journal coding for this virus)
<2> Ideas are not viruses, though as an analogy, there are similarities (spread, etc.).
Analogy doesn’t equal identity
<3> Isn’t atheism also a virus of the mind—be consistent, as either all ideas are viruses of the mind, or just
certain ones, i.e., the ones you don’t like!—this is a purely subjective judgment, starting with non-scientific
assumptions that atheism is robust, contrasting this with total faith … false dichotomy.
Either all ideas are viruses, or you should abandon the idea altogether
Aaron Lynch on “Thought Contagion”:
“The term ‘thought contagion’ is neutral with respect to truth or falsity, as well as good or bad.
False beliefs can spread as thought contagions, but so too can true beliefs.
Similarly, harmful ideas can spread as thought contagions, but so too can beneficial ideas.”
Stephen Shennan, Genes, Memes and Human History: Darwinian Archaeology and Cultural Evolution.
London: Thames & Hudson, 2002, 63.
“All we need to do is recognize that cultural inheritance exists,
and that its routes are different from the genetic ones.”
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3.4

Brief Responses to Common Psychological Arguments Against God
(1) “Belief in God is wish fulfilment, held only by weak people
(a psychological crutch).”
*I could be weak and hold a true-, or weak and hold a false-belief. Likewise, I
could be strong and hold a true-, or strong and hold a false-belief.
The issue is not my nature or desires, but truth.
*This argument is a ‘tar-baby’—it sticks to the atheist also. It could equally be
argued that they only believe God ‘doesn’t exist’ as it eases their fears in the
face of death, that there will be accountability for a hedonistic lifestyle.
*Things don’t exist because we want them to—I may desire one million
dollars, but that doesn’t make it real. Yet conversely, just because I want
something to be true, doesn’t mean it can’t exist. I may be parched and desire
a drink of water. That doesn’t mean a drink of water is irrational and false.
*If we begin with a biblical world-view, our desire for God makes sense as we
were created to find our fulfilment in Him. (I.e., the doctrine of creation and
the creation of man for God)

(2) “Belief in God is a fantasy to keep the oppressed in their place.”
*Marx’s view, if correct, would have meant that the rise of communism should have destroyed Christianity.
Rather, belief in many places grew, and even flourished under persecution.
*Christianity in many ways and at many times and places has been a liberating force for the oppressed,
including in Nazi Germany, and Russia. It gave hope to those in persecution. Additionally, properly
exegeted, the Bible commends proactivity in seeing
the kingdom of heaven come to earth, changing the
world for good. It does not commend sitting on our
hands, waiting for some messiah to return and make
all things right. It is an active waiting that transforms.
*In the fallout from Communism, and atheism as a
whole in the 20th Century, R. J. Rummell estimates in
his book Death by Government that over 171 million
were killed under Communism in Russia alone.
Atheism has been seen to be more totalitarian and
oppressive than all religious wars in history combined.
If believers won’t willingly change their beliefs, then
bloodshed and power plays surely result.
(3) “Science has disproved God”
*How? I can’t use a 30cm ruler to prove that my friend’s sub-woofer stereo in his car makes no noise:
it’s the wrong tool. Science is concerned with the material only. God is Spirit.
As such, it has nothing to say to God’s existence.
*Science may not be able to speak to God, but science also can’t speak to any of our core needs and
identity as humans. It has limitations. If matter is all that exists, then what is love, justice, hope, and
equality but mere chemical processes in the brain—illusions.
*Science grew out of and was sustained by a biblical world-view. The Father of almost every modern strand
of science was a Christian (e.g. Newton, Liebnitz, Robert Boyle et al). Only Christianity offers a rational
framework allowing for the exploration of nature, and the expectation or order. The fine tuning (cf.
anthropic principle) of the universal constants and ingenuity in information storage and retrieval dwarf
man’s efforts, and seek explanation. In Christianity we can explain the correspondence between our
observations and reality, and the understandibility of nature—thinking God’s thoughts after Him.
*In science, hypotheses are modified by new incoming data. Theories constantly change. If so, how can
anyone say conclusively that anything is true. All we can say is that based upon current evidence, it appears
that x is so. To go beyond this betrays one’s subjective beliefs.
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(4) “Atheism, like science, is built on facts. Religion is built on faith.”
*in defining faith as lack of evidence (as Dawkins has done), is to move away from all biblical definitions.
Christianity has a long history of commending the truth of the faith, yet recognises that a leap of faith in
response to the evidence is required. Indeed, if God is love, then it can’t be forced, making sense of why His
existence can’t be proved.
*yet atheism is a faith also. Unless one can know everything (in essence making them God), you cannot
prove a universal negative. It takes faith to believe any metanarrative, including scientism, as we simply
cannot know all things, and our perception is to a degree subjective.
*Philosophers of science like Karl Popper and Thomas Kuhn acknowledge that hypothesis formation also
involves beliefs and interpretation—there is no such thing as a brute fact.
(5) “Belief in God is a result of a mind-virus or meme” (Dawkins)
*dealt with briefly, there is no physical evidence for this, nor any method of transfer. If this is the case,
then all ideas can be transferred similarly, including atheism. Social Darwinism of this type is unproven
and merely conjecture.
(6) “Religion is unimaginative and lacking in meaning.”
*this is built upon rhetoric and subjectivity, hardly carrying weight
*it can strongly be argued that belief in God provides more meaning to nature and life, as the act of
studying nature (in science, for instance, or human nature in psychology and sociology) is an insight into the
very workings of the universe brought about by a personal God—it is an act of worship.
It provides meaning to brute facts. Psalm 111:2 bears this out.
*In the fallout from modernity’s collapse, many would contend that scientism is lacking.
Leo Tolstoy said that moderns mistake what limits life for life itself.
Love only has meaning outside of naturalism.
(7) “Religion leads to evil and is oppressive.”
*atheism through communism has caused more oppression and death than all other beliefs combined.
*if God doesn’t exist, and survival of the fittest is how we got here, through chance, by what empirically
verifiable technique can one call anything good or evil? As Fyodor Dostoyevsky in The Brothers Karamazov
argued, if God doesn’t exist, “all is permissible”.
*Historically it can be shown that great good has come through Christianity—freeing of slaves, empowering
of the underprivileged, establishment of schools and hospitals. Additionally, modern studies have shown
that intrinsically motivated faith (i.e. not for external show) has definite positive health benefits, and leads
to a more fulfilled life.

1 Paul dialogues with the Athenian
council of Elders at Mars Hill (Acts 17)
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3.5

Sections from “C.S. Lewis on Freud and Marx” by Art Lindsley

In his earlier life, C.S. Lewis was an atheist. Not until age thirty-three—and already a tutor at Oxford—did
he become a believer. His previous beliefs had certainly been influenced by Freud and Marx. In fact,
Pilgrim’s Regress, Lewis’s first apologetic work written only two years after his conversion, repeatedly
pokes holes in this psychological argument of “wish-fulfillment.”
Pilgrim’s Regress, like John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress, involves a quest or journey embarked on by a
seeker, John. However, unlike Bunyan’s main character, Christian, John does not encounter generic
temptations that could divert him from life in Christ; rather, he is faced with the challenges of specific
people common to the intellectual life of then-modern culture.
In the story, John is seeking a beautiful island that he has seen in a vision. He has left his home in Puritania
and has begun to reject his belief in the Landlord (God), his card of rules (Law), and the “black hole” (Hell).
Along the way he encounters Sigismund Enlightenment (Freud’s birth name, which he later changed to
Sigmund).
Sigismund (S) speaks persuasively to John (J):
S—It may save you trouble if I tell you at once the best reason for not
trying to escape: namely, that there is nowhere to escape to.
J—How do you know that there is no such place as my island?
S—Do you wish very much that there was?
J—I do.
S—Have you ever imagined anything to be true because you greatly
wished for it?
John thought for a while and then he said, “Yes.”
S—And your island is like an imagination—isn’t it?
J—I suppose so.
S—It’s just the sort of thing you would imagine merely through
wanting it—the whole thing is very suspicious. …
In a later section of Pilgrim’s Regress, Reason (R) and John (J) dialogue:
R—The Spirit of the Age wishes to allow argument and not allow argument.
J—How is that?
R—You heard what they said. If anyone argues with them they say that he is rationalizing his own desires,
and therefore need not be answered. But if anyone listens to them, they will argue themselves to show
that their own doctrines are true.
J—I see. And what is the cure for this?
R—You must ask them whether any reasoning is valid or not. If they say no, then their own doctrines,
being reached by reasoning, fall to the ground. If they say yes, then they will have to examine your
arguments and refute them on their merits: for if some reasoning is valid, for all they know, your bit
of reasoning may be one of the valid bits. …
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For instance, Marx claims that all ideas arise out of matter, particularly the economic realm of matter.
He seems to except himself from this argument. How is he able to get above this economic determination
in order to give an undetermined theory of how religious and cultural ideas are caused? In Lewis’s terms, is
all reasoning determined by matter or not? If all reason is so determined, then Marx’s theories have arisen
out of his own material economic interests. If some reasoning is valid (Marx’s ideas), then some religious
and cultural ideas may be true, too.
In Freud’s case, if all belief came out of the non-rational unconscious, then is this not true of Freud’s
own view? Either his explanation of others’ views applies to himself or not. If it applies to himself, his
own views are suspect. If it doesn’t apply to him, why not? Lewis argued that Freud and Marx were merrily
“sawing off the branch they were sitting on.” Their philosophies were self-refuting.
In Lewis’s essay “Bulverism” (in First and Second Things; animation here), he points out that this “wishfulfillment” or “opiate” explanation of religion is guilty of a logical fallacy (begging the question).
He uses the analogy of a bank account:
If you think that my claim to have a large balance is due to wishful thinking, it might be a good idea first to
find out whether I have such an account and determine what amount I have in it.
Lewis says: “In other words, you must show that a man is wrong before you start explaining why he is
wrong. The modern method is to assume without discussion that he is wrong and then distract his
attention from this (the only real issue) by busily explaining how he became so silly.”
In other words, Feuerbach, Freud, and Marx have called religion a “projection,” “wish-fulfillment,” and
an “opiate” while neglecting the most important question of proving or disproving (in their case) whether
God exists. They have assumed (begged the question) that God does not exist and then proceeded to call
their opponents names or attach psychological labels to them. They reject rather than even attempt to
refute their opponent’s position. Lewis invents a name for this fallacy, which he uses as a title for his essay
“Bulverism.” The name comes from an imaginary character by the name of Ezekiel Bulver... “...whose
destiny was determined at the age of five when he heard his mother say to his father—who had been
maintaining that two sides of a triangle were together greater than that of the third—‘Oh, you say that
because you are a man.’ ‘At that moment,’ E. Bulver assures us, ‘there flashed across my opening mind the
great truth that refutation is no necessary part of an argument. Assume that your opponent is wrong, and
then explain his error, and the world will be at your feet. Attempt to prove that he is wrong or (worse still)
try to find out if he is wrong or right, and the rational dynamism of our age will thrust you to the wall.’ That
is how Bulver became one of the makers of the twentieth century.
. . . Freud and Marx are both guilty of rejecting (rather than refuting), name-calling, and logical fallacy,
as well as being self-contradictory.
“The Freudians have discovered that we exist as bundles of complexes. The Marxians have discovered that
we exist as members of some economic class. … Their (our) thoughts are ideologically tainted at the source.
Now this is obviously great fun; but it has not always been noticed that there is a bill to pay for it. There are
two questions that people who say this kind of thing ought to be asked. The first is, Are all thoughts thus
tainted at the source, or only some? The second is, Does the taint invalidate the tainted thought in the
sense of making it untrue—or not?… If they say that all thoughts are thus tainted, then of course.… The
Freudian and the Marxian are in the same boat with all the rest of us and cannot criticize us from the
outside. They have sawn off the branch they are sitting on. If, on the other hand, they say that the taint
need not invalidate their thinking, then neither need it invalidate ours. In which case, they have saved their
own branch, but also saved ours along with it.”
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3.6

Francis Schaeffer Commenting on Skinner’s “Operant Conditioning”

The following quotes are taken from Francis Schaeffer’s Back to Freedom and
Dignity (1972), in direct response to B. F. Skinner’s Beyond Freedom and Dignity.
You can read this book here.
In Back to Freedom and Dignity, Schaeffer explains how in the reduction of ‘man’
[sic.] to his genetic makeup and the conditioning of his environment, man is
ultimately reduced to a machine. Man as a product of the impersonal plus time
plus chance is left without intrinsic value and his freedom becomes an illusion. It
is only when we realize man is made in the image of God that he has true value,
personality and freedom.
“The problem is that
with man being
considered a product
of the impersonal plus time
plus chance, all values are arbitrary and
open to manipulation.”
“Christians consider that man is autonomous in that
he is significant, he affects the environment. In
behavioristic psychology, the situation is reversed.
All behavior is determined not from within but from
without. ‘You’ don't exist. Man is not there.
All that is there is a bundle of conditioning, a collection of what you have been in the past:
your genetic makeup and your environment.”
(Note: The word “autonomous” is used in this book in the very specific context of meaning
“not determined”.)
“The Christian does not say that there is no chemical or
psychological conditioning. Some may argue that way,
but if so they are trapped because chemical and
psychological conditioning can be demonstrated.
My height was determined at conception by the
chemical properties of my genes. Many aspects of my
physical makeup were conditioned by heredity. But to a
Christian, though man may undergo a good deal of
conditioning, he is not only the product of conditioning.
Man has a mind; he exists as an ego, an entity standing
over against the machinelike part of his being.”
“Democracy, freedom without chaos, as we know it in northern Europe, was built on the Reformation and
it has not existed anywhere else, and this includes the small city states in Greece long ago. This cannot be
built or last long without the position outlined in Samuel Rutherford’s Lex Rex. When one removes the Bible
in which God has spoken propositionally and the resulting Christian consensus, freedom without chaos will
not long remain. It can't. Something will take its place, and it will be one of the elites.”
“What has happened to man? We must see him as one who has torn himself away both from the infinite–
personal God who created him as finite but in His image and from God’s revelation to him.
Made in God's image man was made to be great, he was made to be beautiful, and he was made to be
creative in life and art. But his rebellion has led him into making himself into nothing but a machine.”
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3.7

Deconstructing the Masters of Suspicion: An Ironic Literary Reply

As we explored earlier (§3), a first step in answering
psychological objections is to map an argument’s structure
and expose the errors. This is important, as Brett Kunkle
does for teens in this video (perhaps bar what strikes me as
close to psychological child abuse, confusing his own
daughter to make a point?!?).
And yet, we can’t stop there. For which sceptic wants to sit
in front of a screen and be preached at?
We must find a way of communicating our message that sticks with our neighbour … that imaginatively gets
under her skin, or—mixing metaphors—puts a stone in her shoe. By depicting the natural, silly, and even
frightening consequences of carrying these views to their logical conclusion, our dialogue partner may
recognise the folly of her presuppositions and open her ears to a more comprehensive (i.e., less
reductionist) and life-giving narrative found in our Christ-centred story.
Maybe something like this … John Cleese deconstructing genetic determinism in “The Scientist” (2008).
Or, for an imaginative literary response to
technocratic behaviourism, see C. S. Lewis’s space
trilogy, and in particular, the third
volume: That Hideous Strength.
The key characters encounter the
Babel like Empire behind N.I.C.E.:
the National Institute for Coordinated Experiments. This
novel embodies Lewis’s
haunting vision of the future
in The Abolition of Man, if we
are ruled by “empty chested
men” [all technique and no
character, mind or soul].)
For a creative depiction of Lewis’s essay on
“Bulverism”, see this Doodle on youtube here.
And, back to Lutheran Satire, check out their clips
responding to Jesus Mythicism and Richard
Dawkins’s easy dismissal of the resurrection on
the grounds of science here.

All of that said, if you’re going to use irony to
destabilise another’s ridiculous beliefs, then the
Golden Rule of reciprocity suggests we best start
with judgement at home. For a healthy dose, see
The Babylon Bee, John B Crist videos on “Church Hunters”, and John Acuff’s “Stuff Christians Like”.
Yes, we all look ridiculous under close scrutiny, so avoid uncharitable polemics even as you poke holes in
poor arguments and humanity’s foibles, so that your neighbour may abandon a lie and love the truth.
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4. WORKSHOP: STRUCTURING AN APOLOGETICS TALK
Imagine you’re invited to present an evangelistic talk predominately to non/pre-Christians.
How should you prepare? What should be the structure?
Clearly, you need to consider your audience.
 How old and educated are they?  complexity of the talk
 What objections/questions do they have?  address these clearly,
acknowledging issues up front
 What events—popular culture or immediate context—feed into this
issue?  use for relevance
 What are both my goals, and the goals of those inviting me to speak?
 be sure to meet them
 What key points do I need to make that tie all of the above together?  this structures your talk
Obviously much more could be said! But in Tim Keller’s article (2000; under extra-resources for this
module), “Deconstructing Defeater Beliefs”, we find a simple format that works for most apologetics talks.
Keller talks about “Defeater Beliefs”—a set of ‘common sense’ beliefs held by your audience, that
automatically rule out Christian belief as implausible. For instance, the notion that “there can’t just be ‘one
true religion’” or that “belief in God is a psychological crutch”. Step one in any apologetic talk is to identify
the particular defeater beliefs relevant to your topic, that are held by your particular audience.
(Remember, each culture has its own set of culturally-based doubt-generators which people call 'objections'
or ‘problems' with Christianity. What is problematic for one person or culture may not be for another person
or culture—such as the exclusivity of salvation as received by a pluralist versus a Muslim.)
Keller commends a sandwich approach to sharing the gospel, where there are two parts to share:
The more negative aspect has to do with apologetics—it consists in deconstructing the culture's
implausibility structure. In short, this means you have to show on the culture's own terms (that is, by
its own definitions of justice, rationality, meaning) that its objections to Christianity don’t hold up.
a)

The more positive aspect of sharing the gospel is to connect the story of Jesus to the base-line
cultural narratives. In short, you have to show in line with the culture's own (best) aspirations, hopes,
and convictions that its cultural story won't be resolved or have a ‘happy ending’ outside of Christ.
b)

Putting all this togther, your gospel presentation (with an apologetics angle) needs to be
A SANDWICH OF THREE LAYERS ...
I think the overall best way to present the gospel is a kind of ‘sandwich’ approach to these two parts.
The following assumes there is a process and a series of conversations between you and the person who
doesn't believe.
Brief gospel summary. First, the gospel must be presented briefly but so vividly and attractively
(and so hooked into the culture’s base-line cultural narratives) that the listener is virtually compelled
to say "It would be wonderful if that were true, but it can't be!" Until he or she comes to that position,
you can't work on the implausibility structure! The listener must have motivation to hear you out.
That is what defeaters do—they make people super-impatient with any case for Christianity.
Unless they find a presentation of Christ surprisingly attractive and compelling (and stere o-type
breaking) their eyes will simply glaze over when you try to talk to them.
a)
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Dismantle the plausibility structure. Alvin Plantinga wisely asserts that people avoid Christianity
not because they have really examined its teachings and found them wanting, but because their
culture gives huge plausibility (by the media, through art, through the expertise and impressive
credentials of its spokespersons) to believe a series of defeater beliefs that they know are true, and
since they are true, Christianity can't be. The leading defeaters must be dealt with clearly and quickly
but convincingly. Defeaters are dealt with when the person feels you have presented the objection to
Christianity in a clearer and stronger way than they could have done it.
b)

[Note Well: It is critical to state these defeaters in the strongest possible
way. If a non- Christian hears you express them and says, "that's better than
I could have put it" then they will feel that they are being respected and will
take your answer more seriously. You will need to have good answers to
these defeaters woven in redundantly to everything you say and teach in the
church. ... Our purpose with these defeaters or doubts is not to 'answer'
them or 'refute' them but to deconstruct them. That is, to "show that they
are not as solid or as natural as they first appear" (Kevin Vanhoozer). It is
important to show that all doubts and objections to Christianity are really
alternate beliefs and faith-acts about the world. (If you say, "I just can't
believe that there is only one true religion", that is a faith-act. You can't
prove that.) And when you see your doubts are really beliefs, and when you
require the same amount of evidence for them that you are asking of
Christian beliefs, then it becomes evident many of them are very weak and largely adopted because
of cultural pressure.]
Longer explanation of the person and work of Christ. Now, if people find you have at least
undermined the defeaters in a listener’s mind, you can now return to talking at greater length about
creation, fall, redemption, and restoration. If you try to do apologetics before you pull off a quick,
attractive presentation of Christ, people's eyes will glaze over and they will become bored. But if you
try to do a very lengthy explanation of the meaning of Christ's cross and resurrection before you
convincingly deal with the defeaters, they won't listen to you either.
c)

Summary of the approach:
1. The attractive gospel—Brief gospel connected to baseline narratives
2. Why Christianity can be true—Dismantling doubts and defeaters
3. The biblical story of the gospel—A more thorough telling
Summary:
As we said above, people's eyes will 'glaze over' if you start your
presentation with 'reasons Christianity is true'. Christianity must be
attractive to people before they will sit still for a presentation of
intellectual credibility. A person must come to the point where he
or she says, "that would be great if it were true—but is it?" Then
and only then will they sit still for a discussion on why Christianity
is true. So Christianity has to first be presented attractively and
compellingly. We must show post-modern western culture—with
its aspirations for personal freedom and unity in diversity—that
its ‘Story’ can only have a ‘happy ending’ in Jesus Christ. Then we
can deal with the main objections (the ‘defeaters’) in our culture
that make it hard to believe that Christianity is true.
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Class Activity 8.4—30 minutes
Consider the kind of defeater beliefs that have come up in this module. In particular, what kind of
defeater beliefs are raised in this 3 minute clip from comedian Ricky Gervais in The Invention of Lying. In
what ways do they make the gospel message implausible, especially the “big story” as told with 5 circles?

(For a related challenge, watch this pivotal scene from the movie,
deconstructing the 10 Commandments. This is relevant to our module on moral relativism.)
Now, in pairs—and based upon Keller’s suggested approach of 1) The attractive gospel: brief gospel
connected to baseline narratives; 2) Why Christianity can be true: dismantling doubts and defeaters;
3) The biblical story of the gospel: a more thorough telling—put together the rough outline of an
evangelistic/apologetics talk tailor made for someone like Ricky Gervais.
You have 20 minutes to map out the major points you would make (dot-points) in each of the three
sections of the ‘sandwich’. (These dot-points are like the skeleton for your talk, which later you can put
flesh on, such as stories, illustrations, quotes, etc.)
Then, each pair is to join another pair,
and share what you each came up with.

As a class, compare this with Rowan
Chapman’s response in the talk,
“Afterlife: Christian Hope in the Face of
Death” here.

Reflection Activity 8.3—Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
# 8.3 What are the key points you would make in each of the three sections of the ‘sandwich’,
responding to defeater beliefs espoused in The Invention of Lying?
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4.1

An Example of Responding to Claims of Heaven as “Wish Fulfilment”

“Through the research field of NDE (Near Death Experiences) science can get near death,
but it can’t assess what lies beyond death. Maybe the afterlife is just a projection.
Rowan, you’re a professional actor—you have the talent to convince people by playing a role.
Like Ricky Gervais in the movie, “The Invention of Lying.” His character lives in a world where no one can
lie—except him. He re-invents history to get ahead at the publishing firm. But the story climaxes as he
consoles his dying mother by the hospital bed. The point: belief in an afterlife is nothing more than wish
fulfilment, a projection. It’s an act we put on to deal with dying. Your take?”
The following response by Rowan Chapman was delivered as part of the Logos talk “Afterlife: Christian
Hope in the Face of Death.” You can explore the discussion guide here, or watch the video here.
...Yes, very subtle indeed. That scene there expands upon the criticisms of Freud and Marx, who have
labelled Heaven as nothing more than wish fulfilment. But Freud and Marx are ardent atheists.
They’ve already subscribed to hard-core materialism as the ultimate form of truth.
Hence, they are just as susceptible to the ‘wish fulfilment' argument as everyone else.
I mean, if I had assumed the universe was all there is and ever will be, I would sure as heck be “wishing” for
nothingness after death. After all, it would be an rather inconvenient truth if there was.
Also, the afterlife isn’t always a place where someone would “wish” to go! In some South American tribes,
the afterlife is only a Hell. I sure as heck wouldn’t be “wishing” to go there!
So wish-fulfilment is an invalid argument, but “Hey, say what you want. Heaven’s still just a crutch!”
Fair enough. I don't deny that Heaven would be a crutch to a species whose inevitable and ultimate
destination is death. But if you approached someone in a wheelchair and said “You're just using that as a
crutch; it can't be real” they’d rightly question your sanity. Yes, the wheelchair is a crutch. Nonetheless, it
still exists … and you’re a cripple. The real question here is whether or not you have a reason to believe the
wheelchair exists. Christians believe in the existence of a heaven because we have sufficient reasons to
arrive at that conclusion; not because we “need it to be there”. As C. S. Lewis once quipped:
“…If you think that my claim to have a large balance in my bank account is due purely to wishful thinking,
it might be a good idea first to find out whether or not I actually have a bank account!”
And we must question why the “afterlife” is such a common theme across history. The Ancient Egyptians
dedicated an entire book to the subject. For Hindus, it’s Swarga Loka. For Polynesians or Meso-Americans,
it’s a multi-layered paradise. For Vikings, it’s a traditional long-hall packed with weapons, beer and food.
And suddenly all the blokes are thinking hmmmm maybe I should start worshipping Odin.
But historically speaking, the majority of human culture has believed in a Heaven. This in itself is not proof
of “a Heaven”, but it makes me wonder why humans are so obsessed with the idea of ongoing life.
Now that’s a fair point: NDE’s aside, how on earth have humans come to believe that we may continue to
live onwards at all ... somewhere ... after we die? An afterlife isn’t exactly verifiable, since if you’re there,
you can’t report back in. Consider the fact that all of our basic needs require some level of fulfilment.
If you get hungry, you eat something. If you feel sleepy, you sleep. Likewise, humans love to “exist” and
desire the things and experiences that life gifted us. Because death separates us from these things,
all humans (even the non-religious) share the mutual feeling that death is fundamentally wrong.
Could this very feeling indicate that we aren't intended for something which is the dead-end to our entire
existence? Christianity would say yes, we aren’t intended for death.
So in summary, you must show that a man is wrong before your start explaining why he is wrong. Funny
as it sounds, the current trend is to assume without discussion that someone is wrong … and then distract
them from that by explaining how they became so silly. That’s bad reasoning! If the Wish Fulfilment
argument is indefensible, and crutches can exist in themselves, and death is at odds with the majority of
humanity’s values … I would say that’s some good evidence for an afterlife. And since we have evidence,
it’s nonsense to say: “Heaven doesn’t exist, just because you wish it exists!”
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4.2

A Sample Fideist Dialogue Grappling with Suffering and Offering Real Hope

Taken from Boa & Bowman’s Faith Has Its Reasons (2001, 439-443):
“Martina’s basic approach (below) as a fideist would be very
different to Tom, Joe or Cal. In her view their direct
arguments are all problematic because they treat God as an
object of rational argument rather than as a Person with
whom Sarah and Murali need to have a relationship. Martina
would focus on relating to them as individuals rather than
refuting their arguments. She would get to know them and
try to help them see the personal issues underlying their
questions and objections. For example, she might try to lead
Sarah to realize that she was already questioning God before
her philosophy professor gave her intellectual ammunition
against Christianity. Was it God that seemed uncaring, or
some Christians she knew? Martina would likely emphasise that God’s compassion and love are far greater
than any sentimentalism human beings may express. God really wants our good, even when that good can
be achieved only through suffering. Martina might ask Murali why, if he thinks all religions are good ways to
the same goal, he doesn’t seem to be following any of them seriously. The one things that nearly every
religion insists is necessary is a deep personal commitment, and Murali doesn’t have that. Martina might
challenge him to examine the different religions with the question, to which one can he commit himself
wholly? For herself, Martina would likely say, she refuses to make an absolute commitment to any
philosophy or religion. God—not just the idea of God, but the personal God who speaks and acts and loves
us in Jesus—is alone worthy of our absolute commitment and trust” (2001, 60).
In this dialogue, a Christian named Martina becomes involved in a discussion with Sarah and Murali while
shopping at the mall. The three of them, along with others, have stopped to watch a news bulletin on a
television in the department store. The bulletin announces that a gunman has killed several people at a
local high school. As Martina stands next to Sarah and Murali, the three of them discuss the shocking story.
Murali: How can people do things like this? What’s wrong with the world today?
Martina [speaking softly]: I am.
Sarah: Come again?
Martina: I’m sorry. I guess that must have sounded strange. My name’s Martina. What’s yours?
Sarah: I’m Sarah.
Murali: My name is Murali. What did you mean by saying “I am”?
Martina: I was thinking of G. K. Chesterton’s answer to your question. The London Times once invited
correspondence from readers in answer to that same question, “What’s wrong with the world
today?” Chesterton wrote a letter in reply that read, “Dear Sirs: I am. Yours respectfully, G. K.
Chesterton.”
Murali: But what does it mean? Surely he didn’t blame himself for all the problems of the world.
Martina: No. But he was saying that the source of all the world’s problems was just as much in him, and
it is just as much in me, as it was in that teenager who killed all those people.
Murali: And what is that source?
Martina: Sin.
Sarah: Oh, brother. You’re saying that the world is a mess because we’re all a bunch of sinners?
Martina: Well, yes, we are—myself included. Aren’t you?
Sarah: No, I don’t consider myself a sinner.
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Martina: Why not?
Sarah: Because for there to be sin, there’d have to be a God.
Martina: You’re quite right about that.
Sarah: But I don’t believe in a God.
Martina: Then how do you explain the sin that is within us all?
Sarah: I just told you, I don’t think there is sin in us all. I mean, we’re not all like that sicko. I certainly
don’t have that kind of hatred that would make me want to kill innocent people.
Martina: So you think that for all people to be sinners, sin would have to show itself in the same way in
all people?
Sarah: Uh—well, no, that’s not what I meant.
Martina: So perhaps sin shows itself in me, or in you, in a different way than the way it shows itself in a
mass murderer.
Sarah: I don’t think so. I don’t think I have any sin in me at all.
Martina: What about the mass murderer? Is there sin in him?
Sarah: No, because nothing is sin unless there’s a God.
Martina: Then the fact that you and Murali and I are relatively decent, moral people in comparison to
the mass murderers of the world is beside the point. If no one is a sinner, then even the worst
of us is not a sinner. And if sin is determined in relation to God, then we might all be sinners in
his eyes.
Murali: But why would He consider us sinners, if we’re good people?
Martina: Perhaps the two of you are thinking of sin in terms of overtly immoral and even criminal
behavior, like stealing and murder. But those kinds of things are only symptoms of sin.
Sarah: What is sin, then?
Martina: There are many ways to define sin, but my favorite way is to say that sin is falling short of
embodying God’s glorious character—the perfect, infinite love of God. You see, sin is not
merely doing forbidden things like stealing, but it’s also the failure to do good things like giving
generously and sacrificially to others.
Murali: That sounds like a beautiful and noble definition to me. It is a way of challenging us all to strive
to be better persons.
Martina: Actually, it’s no such thing.
Murali: How can you say that? If we all fall short of this ideal, should we not all strive to come closer to
it?
Martina: No. Let me explain. Suppose you were being chased on foot by an army of soldiers bent on
killing you, and you came to the edge of a cliff. The only way to safety is to jump half a mile
across a canyon to the other side. Could you do it?
Murali: No.
Sarah: No one could.
Martina: Exactly. Would you try?
Murali: I guess not. Oh, I see. You’re saying that the love of God is so far beyond our capacity that it is
pointless for us to strive to meet that ideal.
Martina: Exactly.
Murali: It seems to me that you’re taking this idea rather literally.
Martina: How else should I take it?
Murali: All of the religions of the world employ beautiful myths that inspire us to transcend the normal
limitations of our material existence. They all have different ways of saying the same thing:
that we must reach beyond ourselves.
Martina: And have you done that?
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Murali: Well—I’m trying in my own way, as are we all, are we not?
Martina: But if we’re all trying, is that good enough? Remember, you asked what’s wrong with the
world. Apparently some of us aren’t trying, or trying isn’t good enough, or both. [cf. here]
Murali: You have a point. I guess I would have to say that some of us aren’t trying.
Martina: But why should any of us need to try?
Murali: I don’t understand your question.
Martina: Why isn’t transcending the normal limitations of our material existence, as you put it, as
natural to us as breathing, or eating? If that is what we should all do, why is it so hard—why
does it seem to be an unattainable ideal? Or, to return to your question, what’s wrong with
the world? Why aren’t we the way we’re supposed to be?
Murali: That is a very good question. I suppose that is what all of the religions try to explain with their
myths.
Martina: And are any of their answers correct?
Murali: I don’t think anyone can say that one religion’s answer is more correct than that of any other
religion. I think every religion is helpful to those who believe it.
Martina: But if we can’t say that our religion’s answer is correct, then we are admitting that its answer
to the question of what is wrong with the world is unreliable. If that’s the case, how can the
religion be trusted to make things better?
Sarah: That’s a good question. I don’t think any religion is the answer. I think we need to grow up and
stop believing in myths.
Martina: I couldn’t agree with you more, Sarah. We shouldn’t believe in myths, and religion is not the
answer.
Sarah: But I thought you said that our problem was sin. Isn’t that a religious concept?
Martina: Yes, indeed. Religion can point out the problem and also point to the true solution. But
religion itself is not the solution.
Sarah: Then what is?
Martina: Since we can’t solve our sin problem, the only way it could ever be solved is for God to solve it
for us. And that’s what He did in Jesus Christ.
Sarah: Whoa. I thought you said that the solution wasn’t a religion. But Christianity is a religion.
Martina: In one sense, you’re quite right. If by Christianity you mean the doctrines, rituals, buildings,
moral codes, organizations, and so on that together constitute the world religion known as
Christianity, then, yes, Christianity is a religion. But in that sense Christianity won’t solve the
problem any more than any other religion. In fact, as I’m sure you will agree, sometimes
Christianity as a religion has made things worse.
Sarah: I’m so glad to hear you say that. I get so tired of Christians thinking that their religion is better
than everyone else’s religion.
Martina: Actually, I think it is, too.
Murali: There you go again! You seem to delight in contradictions.
Martina: I would prefer to call them paradoxes. They only seem contradictory to us because they
challenge our way of thinking about life. You see, I think Christianity is better than other
religions for only one reason: God has mercifully used Christianity to point to the true solution
that no religion, not even Christianity, can provide.
Murali: And that solution is?
Martina: As I said, that solution is what God has done for us in Jesus Christ. Through Jesus becoming a
human being and suffering and dying for us on the cross, He overcame sin for us.
Murali: I have always thought of the story of Christ as a wonderful myth, not as literal fact.
Martina: And myths can be wonderful stories. But while the story of Christ makes a wonderful fact,
it makes a terrible myth.
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Murali: Why do you say that?
Martina: Because the whole point of the story is that God has done for us what we could not do for
ourselves. If that isn’t actual fact, then God has not really done anything for us, and we are left
in our hopeless state. That’s what the apostle Paul meant when he said that if Christ has not
been raised from the dead, we are still in our sins and our faith is in vain.
Sarah: But how do you know that it is a fact?
Martina: Because God has revealed himself in Jesus Christ, and by his Spirit He has led me to receive
that revelation and to know that it is true.
Sarah: All that tells me is that you’ve had an experience that convinces you that it’s true.
That’s not an argument that can convince me.
Martina: Of course not. You asked me how I knew it was true. That’s different from asking for an
argument that could convince you.
Sarah: Do you have such an argument?
Martina: I don’t know. I’m not sure that arguments ever convince anyone to put their faith in Christ.
That would be like a child asking for a reason to trust her mother.
Sarah: Then why should I believe in Christ?
Martina: Well, Sarah, the best way I know to learn to trust someone is to get to know that person.
You can get acquainted with Jesus by reading the Bible, especially the Gospels.
Have you read the Gospels?
Sarah: Yes, as a child I heard all the stories about Jesus, and in college I took a course on the Bible.
We learned about the origins of the Gospels—that they probably weren’t written by Matthew,
Mark, and so on, and how they were composed from earlier sources like “Q.”
Martina: Oh, my, that’s not what I meant. Reading the Gospels as ancient documents to be analyzed
and dissected may be a legitimate activity in its own right, but you’ll never come to faith in
that way. That would be like performing literary source criticism on a love letter in order to get
to know your beloved better. No, you need to read the Gospels as a way of getting to know
Jesus. Listen to what He says. Look at how He handles various situations. Ask yourself, is this
someone I can trust? Is this someone who perfectly embodies the love of God?
That’s the way you need to read the Gospels.
Sarah: So, what you’re saying is that we should believe in Jesus because the Bible says so.
You’re saying that we should just accept whatever is in the Bible.
Martina: Not at all. I do not believe in Jesus because I believe in the Bible. I believe the Bible because, as
I read it, I find Jesus there. I believe the Bible because it speaks to me about Jesus and
produces within me a confidence in Jesus and a love for Jesus that cannot be explained away.
I believe the Bible because, as I read it, I realize that what it says about Jesus could never have
been made up by human beings.
Murali: I have never heard the Bible explained in this way before. I have always found Jesus to be an
intriguing figure. I think I will try to read the Gospels and see if what you say is true.
Martina: That’s wonderful.
Sarah: I don’t know if I buy any of this, but you’ve given me something to think about.
Martina: That’s a start!

Reflection Activity 8.4—Distance Students
In place of class discussion, online/distance students are required to complete a series of reflections—
four per week. For each reflection activity/question, journal at least 30 (meaningful!) words, and tick off
the related boxes in the middle of the Unit Guide.
# 8.4 From the above dialogue, which one line from Martina connected with you the most? What story
from your own life might you have introduced at this point to put flesh on the point being made?
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4.3

If God is a “Father Figure” … Unpacking a Friend’s Objections to Beliefs

Apologetic discussions can at times seem dry. But if you dig deeper, one’s primary objection to Christian
belief very often has an experiential core that is very sensitive. You may have strong points to make, but
you need to put on your pastoral hat and consider how best to communicate with gentleness and respect.
The following paragraphs are taken out of Sarah Breuel’s apologetics essay from Regent College
(September 2007, INDS 579 “Christian Apologetics” with Prof. John G. Stackhouse, Jr.). Sarah is a good
friend of mine, and models well how to deconstruct another’s objections (in this case, her good friend
Alessandra), and yet present these thoughts in a winsome way out of love for a friend in pain.
Her essay is titled, “The Question of God: The Problem of Evil and Parental Influence on God’s Image.”
The argument thus far has demonstrated that the “problem of evil” does not dismiss belief in God as
illogical. The Free Will Defense has its limitations, since it only deals with the category of moral evil and
does not deal with natural evil.4 Even so, Alessandra’s accusation that there cannot be an all-good and allpowerful God in a world where evil is present is not necessarily true. I have suggested, however, that
Alessandra’s main reason for her disbelief is rooted on an emotional level. “The religious problem of evil is
not primarily an intellectual problem. Instead, it is
fundamentally an emotional problem!”5
I will now suggest that Alessandra is afraid that God is
just as evil as her father, based on Freudian theory.
Sigmund Freud was an atheist who built his
criticism of religion on Feuerbach’s idea of projection:
“God is nothing else than a man’s highest feeling of
self.”6 Freud advanced this view, arguing that humans,
as children, had the feeling of helplessness and a need
for protection that was provided by the father. 7
This feeling lasts throughout life and results in the need for the father’s continual existence, but now a
more powerful one. 8 His conclusion was that “… a personal God is, psychologically, nothing other than an
exalted father” 9. The idea that the earthly father influences our image of God is shared by later
psychologists.10 Potvin and colleagues, for instance, affirm that “loving parental images facilitate the
development of a personal God image in some adolescents” and that “parental control and nonpermissiveness are related to an image of a punishing God”.11

4

John G. Stackhouse, Jr., Can God be Trusted? (New York: Oxford University Press, 2000), 75.

5

John S. Feinberg, The Many Faces of Evil: Theological Systems and the Problem of Evil (Grand Rapids: Zondervan Publishing House,
1994), 320.
6

Ludwig Feuerbach, The Essence of Christianity (New York: Harper & Brothers Publishers, 1957), 284.

7

Sigmund Freud, The Future of an Illusion (London: Hogarth Press, 1927), 30.

8

Ibid.

9

Sigmund Freud, Leonardo da Vinci and a Memory of His Childhood (London: Hogarth Press, 1910), 123.

10

James Randall O’Brien, An Analysis of Parental Influence upon Conceptualization of and Relationship to God (Portland:
Theological Research Exchange Network, 1989), microfiche, 23.
11

Bradley Hertel and Michael Donahue, “Parental Influences on God Images among Children: Testing Durkeim’s Metaphoric
Parallelism,” Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion 34, no. 2 (1995), 188.
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A logical implication of this idea is that, not only good fathers
can contribute to the image of a good God, but also bad
fathers may generate an image of a bad God and the fear of
His existence.12 “Young children’s feelings towards the father
are always characterized by a “particular ambivalence”—i.e.,
strong positive and strong negative feelings. But if Freud’s
observations hold true, these ambivalence wishes can work
both ways. Would not the negative part of the ambivalence
indicate the wish that God not exist would be as strong as the
wish for his existence?”13 It seems to me that Alessandra’s
view of her father influenced the image she has of God. Since
Alessandra had an abusive father who was constantly drunk,
she might project this image to God, resulting in a wish against His existence.14 Indeed, “Some people
cannot believe because they are terrified of their God.”15 In this way, I suggest that Alessandra is afraid of
God’s existence.

4.4

Depth Psychology and Jungian Archetypes: Yay and Nay to Jordan Peterson

I wrote the following response for a friend who is sympathetic to Christianity, but rather taken with the
insights of Carl Jung’s archetypes, repackaged by psychiatrist superstar Dr. Jordan B. Peterson.
She sent me a bunch of his talks (click hyperlinks below), and asked my opinion.
<20/10/2016> “I am a big fan of this academic psychologist. Not sure if you've come across him before,
but his summary of Jung is really worth a listen. <5/12/2016> “I know I've raved about this guy before ...
but wow. He has a brain as sharp as yours and really switched on. Watch ‘Reality and the Sacred’ by
Jordan Peterson”. <2/1/2017> “FYI: Jordan Peterson, “Maps of Meaning: The Architecture of Belief” +
interview with Sam Harris, “What is True?” + “Religion, Myth, Science and Truth”
In what follows, my aim is to
acknowledge the good in
Peterson’s thoughts, even
while challenging his apparent
reduction of religious belief to
a rich story informing our
pragmatic pursuit of survival in
the face of competition. +++
Forgive me for thinking out
loud, but I was provoked to
write an ad hoc reply to his
approach. i.e. probably more
for me than you, so feel free
to ignore, amidst your many
tasks! I’ve divided it into ‘yay’
and ‘nay’!

12

Armand M. Nicholi, Jr., The Question of God: C.S. Lewis and Sigmund Freud: Debate God, Love, Sex and the Meaning of Life (New
York: Free Press, 2003), 45-50
13

Ibid.

14

Nicholi, The Question of God, 46.

15

Ana Maria Rizzuto, Why Did Freud Reject God? A Psychodynamic Interpretation (Grand Rapids: Yale University Press, 1998), 264.
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YAY:







NAY:




what an engaging lecturer! Wish I was half that funny! His
unpacking of archetypes in the Lion King was both engaging
and insightful—loved it [here, 52 minutes ff.]
clearly he’s a brilliant guy—especialy in the lecture, his review
of intellectual history, bouncing across Enlightenment,
Niezschte, Dostoyevsky, Solzhenitsyn, World Wars, all to place
Jung’s project, was stunning. His broad frames of reference
ring true, and integrate so many streams so well—
a wonderful guide.
yay to his open questioning (and even forthright rejection) of
Richard Dawkins’ et al’s reductionism concerning religion.
He reminds me a bit of Alain de Botton and Religion for
Atheists, reclaiming these archetypal stories as effective
guides for action, vs. the naïve belief that we are objective
and simply weigh the ‘truth’ of various statements rationally. As he said, why waste so much time
pretending we’re autonomous (cf. MacIntyre’s Dependent Rational Animals), when we need guides
for life. This general emphasis on American pragmatism is helpful, and this is a far more complex
account than often passes in today’s post-Christendom context.
so, yay, there is incredible wisdom in these archetypes, and I *love* narrative analysis (much of
what I’ve pursued in theology). Framing this as behaviour imitating behaviour (Piagetian idea, as he
says), and thus bringing in imagination and drama as even prior to and subconsciously undergirding
rationality, is something I affirm. (This resonates with James K. A. Smith’s project in his books
Desiring the Kingdom, Imagining the Kingdom, and You Are What You Love.) I also agree that much
(but not all, see below) of our behaviour and ethics today can be explained with recourse to deep
biological patterns and humans as actors creating new “dominance hierarchies” (also here and
here), forging related “social contracts” for our collective survival.

despite all of this, I have to say ‘nay’ to what still strikes me as his own form of monomania
(unwarranted drive for monocausal explanations of complex phenomena). He still seems to
subscribe to materialist reductionism. That is, he’s essentially saying that all can be explained by
biologically based “dominance hierarchies” that are increasingly complex as we move up the food
chain and tree of life. Recourse to 300+ million years of evolutionary history certainly is ‘deeper’
psychologically than what Dawkins offers, but it’s not “eternal” (even from our perspective). This
ultimately gives no basis to morality, not in the sense of explanation, but in the sense of ontology.
(See Tim Keller’s accessible, Making Sense of God, on this.) That is, even if he succeeds in explaining
what morality “is”, it gives no impetus for what we “ought” to do (aka Hume’s “naturalistic
fallacy”). If I don’t believe these archetypes and guides actually serve my own individual advance,
then what force do these ethical dictates have on me? There is no “should” in this account, or
answerability to anything higher than preservation of our genes. This explanation therefore strikes
me as explaining away a core human phenomenon, that being the belief that some things really are
right, and other things really are wrong. Moral obligation, beyond self-interested strategy,
disappears in this account.
His history is very shoddy when it comes to claims that the accounts of Jesus and virgin birth
predate Christianity (See, for instance, David Marshall’s 2016 book, Jesus Is No Myth, or debunking
of Christmas as simply a retelling of Mithras, here. For a sample mp3 debate on this topic, between
David Marshall and Richard Carrier, see here, with David Marshall’s post-debate written response
here, and Richard Carrier’s response here. That’s not to mention massive work in this field by heavy
hitting academics like N. T. Wright, Craig Blomberg, Richard Bauckham, John Dickson et al). This is
19th century scholarship, surrounding Jesus mythicism, that was dispelled in the 20th century. (It’s
not a side-point, as his argument is that all modern achetypes are simply reworkings and
elaborations of ancient stories, thus bundling all religions together without discrimination—an
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unhelpful venture outside his own expertise into study of religion, that would make most scholars
and historians cringe.) Accounts of Horus, Osiris and the like are now shown to have been modified
after Jesus’ life, to make these pagan beliefs more competitive with the rising Jewish and Gentile
worship of Jesus as God in the flesh. He fails to deal with the actual historical basis for Christianity
not simply as myth, but as “true story” (more on that below), that fulfils our depth psychology.
Instead, he assumes that it is merely an explanatory mechanism for dominance hierarchies.
Added to this, you would expect all religions to essentially offer identical (or clearly analagous)
moralities. And yet, Jesus’ approach is purely altruistic and—without a genuine belief in the reality
of the afterlife, which transcends material reality—resists Darwinian deconstruction, where the
first is last, laying down one’s life and taking up one’s cross for liberation of the other even at cost
of self-destruction. This is the subversion of all dominance hierarchies, which cannot be explained
by Peterson’s universalistic claims for all morality being a form of “getting to the top, but not being
too much of a prick in the process”. To truly explain this phenomenon, and Jesus’ own radical (and
historical) claims to divinity (in the particular, Jewish, sense, not some mystical eastern ‘lama’
sense), one needs to appeal to the truly ‘eternal’ and something that transcends this immanent
frame and material reality.
In this regard, Peterson falls into the same trap as Freud. Granted, he sees religious archetypes as
more than wish fulfilment, given the pragmatism that they offer guides for life that actually work
(thus are ‘true enough’ for survival). But he gives a ‘just so’ story to dismiss any substance in these
beliefs, without investigating whether this be so. (See p3, C. S. Lewis’s illustration of the ‘bank
account’ for why this approach fails, and is intellectually lazy: cslewisinstitute.org/webfm_send/50.)
It also strikes me as inconsistent to claim that ‘truth’ is largely (even entirely) pragmatic in the
Darwinian frame, rather than an objective take on reality, but then build his whole account of the
emergence of archetypes as founded upon the (objectively?) ‘true’ story of Darwinian evolution.
And yet, most philosophers recognise that this Darwinian account—at least for the purposes of
evolutionary psychology, which is Peterson’s ontology under depth psychology—is itself a
pragmatic, convenient story. So this is circular and doesn’t explain much at all.
As such, I think his project, while definitely interesting and useful, is ultimately still an
enlightenment project of rationality … that we have the objective take on how we got here, and a
purely material process can explain (actually, explain away) anything transcendent as ultimately
superstition. Peterson’s only addition is that this superstition is grounded in dominance hierarchies
that are ‘true’ in the sense that they work for our advance, thus cannot be dismissed out of hand as
objectively false. I find this rather patronising, given that the vast majority of the world (especially
in non-western countries) do not believe that their experiences of the transcendent, of miracles, of
God, are reducible to mental schema, albeit ones shaped by millions of years of survival
mechanisms. Maybe Peterson believes a transcendent God is behind life, but this is not at all
apparent, and seems like an unnecessary hypothesis added to a self-enclosed immanent scheme.

Putting all this together, I find J. R. R. Tolkien’s account, in dialogue with C. S. Lewis, far more satisfactory.
It is a frame-embracing-frame, within which Peterson’s evolutionary-grounded depth psychology of
archetypes can reside, but which ultimately resists monomania. It adds a transcendent dimension that
serves to explain far more of human nature, and particularly of God’s actual revelation of Godself into
human history. i.e., beyond religion as the upward striving of humanity for God, God reaches down in grace
to save us. See http://brainstorm-services.com/wcu-2004/fairystories-tolkien.pdf. Here’s some of Tolkien’s
and Lewis’s conversation, retold in the book by Makoto Fujimura, Silence and Beauty (Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 2016, pp187-188), which I’m reading in preparation for Open Book this semester:
J. R. R. Tolkien spoke of this idea with then-atheist C. S. Lewis. Lewis’s resistance to Christianity was that the
power of myth can be deceptive, and that myths are ultimately not truthful. Myths, Lewis claimed, are
“lies, even though lies breathed through silver.” Tolkien, anticipating Lewis’s objection, guided him to a
deeper journey into the world of myths.
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“Tolkien resumes, arguing that myths, far from being lies, were the best way of conveying truths which
would otherwise be inexpressible.
‘We have come from God [continued Tolkien], and inevitably the myths woven by us, though they
contain error, will also reflect a splintered fragment of true light, the eternal truth that is with God.’
Since we are made in the image of God, and since God is the Creator, part of the imageness of God in
us is the gift of creativity. The creation—or, more correctly, the sub-creation—of stories or myths is
merely a reflection of the image of the Creator in us. As such, although ‘myths may be misguided, …
they steer however shakily towards the true harbour,’ whereas materialistic ‘progress’ leads only to the
abyss and to the power of evil. …
Listening almost spellbound as Tolkien expounded his philosophy of myth, Lewis felt the foundation of
his own [a]theistic philosophy crumble into dust before the force of his friend’s arguments. …
Tolkien developed his argument to explain that the story of Christ was the True Myth, a myth that
works in the same way as the others, but a myth that really happened—a myth that existed in the
realm of fact as well as in the realm of truth. In the same way that men [sic] unraveled the truth
through the weaving of story, God revealed the Truth through the weaving of history. Tolkien … had
shown that pagan myths were, in fact, God expressing Himself through the minds of poets, using the
images of their ‘mythopoeia’ to reveal fragments of His eternal truth. Yet, most astonishing of all,
Tolkien maintained that Christianity was exactly the same except for the enormous differences that the
poet who invented it was God Himself, and the images He used were real men and actual history.”
(The indented section comes from Joseph Pearce, C. S. Lewis and the Catholic Church [Charlotte, NC: Saint
Benedict Press, 2013], loc. 989.)
In Tokien’s words, “The Gospels contain a fairy-story, or a story of a larger kind which embraces all the
essence of fairy-stories. ... But this story has entered History and the primary world; ... It has pre-eminently
the "inner consistency of reality." There is no tale ever told that men would rather find was true, and none
which so many sceptical men have accepted as true on its own merits. For the Art of it has the supremely
convincing tone of Primary Art, that is, of Creation. ...this story is supreme; and it is true. Art has been
verified. God is the Lord, of angels, and of men—and of elves. Legend and History have met and fused”
(from his essay On Fairy Stories, pp23-24).
Fujimura concludes, “If the gospel is an announcement from outside time and space, then it would make
sense that the communicator (God) had to condescend to communicate with the hearer (us). The grand
message has to be attuned to our time, our space. That is why God sent Jesus. Jesus is the embodiment of
God’s love to us. God did this without resorting to any sort of reductionism, as it is impossible for God to
reduce the infinitude of God’s presence and power. But it is possible to deposit within creation a seed of that
infinitude into a finite realm. In God’s gratuitous gesture to us, God created a generative point in
condescending rather than creating simply an objective convergence. Therefore, Jesus is fully God and fully
human. … This claim, staked in the historicity of the existence of Christ, his journey toward the cross and the
validity of the resurrection (also a seemingly outrageous claim), does not merely prove God’s existence and
God’s goodness; Christ’s presence fantastically or annoyingly, depending on your view, overturns the
knowledge about reality, or at least injects a healthy suspicion that perhaps all that we know is not the
mere cosmos” (emphasis mine).
Apologies for the length in all of this. Genuinely, I found listening to and reading Jordan Peterson *so*
stimulating, and agree that this approach has loads to offer. Would just love him to further open up to a
substantial transcendent dimension undergirding and motivating his fusion of neuroscience and Jung’s
archetypes (the same problem for E. O. Wilson in his Sociobiology [2000]), as a more satisfactory and lifegiving causal hypothesis—albeit one that places us under and accountable to the cosmic master storyteller.
Looking forward to future interaction 
Dave
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5. PREPARATION FOR THE NEXT CLASS

Forum Activity Module 8
For each of modules 1 through 12 of the course, please submit a forum post, comprising:
(a) A 250 word first-person response to the set question/comment, tailored for explaining your
beliefs to a twenty-something Australian who is post-Christian in attitude but pre-Christian in
understanding. Note that when options are available, indicate to which of the statements you are
responding. Additionally, this response must demonstrate a sound grasp of underlying
course/Module content, and interaction with at least one (PE420) or two (PE620) pre-readings,
whether recommended or optional (reference these). Across modules 1-6, and then 7-12, you
must demonstrate a range of apologetic approaches, defending and commending the plausibility,
credibility, and relevance of Christian belief. Post this to Moodle *before* the following class.
(b) Interaction with at least one other person that advances the conversation, perhaps through a
comment or question. Note that this interaction can be with other students on the Moodle forum,
but may also be through the “Australian Apologetics & Evangelism” facebook group or your own
social media site, as people interact with your posted response. Interaction isn’t in the word count.
Group five of the first six forum posts, and the interaction with others, into one word.doc for
submission via the Moodle assessment tab by March 28 for assessment requirement 1a, and then
a further five posts from module 7-12 by May 23 for requirement 1b.
For each Moodle Module, I’ve set up a forum bubble.

THIS WEEK’S forum question/comment awaiting your response, before next class, is this:
Week 8: Respond to one of the following statements: (a) “Christian belief is pure projection—
wish fulfilment to avoid facing one’s fears of futility and death. It’s time we grew up”; or
(b) “Belief in an imaginary friend like God may have been a survival-enhancing belief propagated
in the past, but now this brain-washing meme is counterproductive to the progress of humanity.
We need facts, not faith, as we move into the future.”
You will have time to discuss your responses to this forum question in your small group during the first
session of our next class together.

All students respond on the Moodle Forum (250 words)

Preparation for Next Week …
 Forum post work (as per the unit guide assessment requirement) both addressing the set
question, and interacting with others. Post this to Moodle before next class.
 2 hours pre-reading from recommended and optional readings on Moodle.
Come ready to share on each of the following:
-a question—something you don’t get, or want to clarify
-a challenge—something you disagree with, or want to nuance
-an implication—“so what” for your our apologetic practice
-an application—something useful right now in your context, to help your holistic witness
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Significance for Christian theology, life and thought...
Turning our ‘Soul’ to God in Praise … a fitting end
Across this module we’ve considered psychological objections to the Christian belief. Psychology need not
be an enemy of our beliefs, however, for though modern psychology has reduced to “a scientific study of
the human mind and its functions”, in essence, psychology and Christian belief are about related fields.
“Psychology” etymologically comes from two words:
Ψυχή (psukhē) meaning "breath", "spirit", or "soul"; and
λογος (logos) translated as "study of" or "research".
From the very beginning of the Scriptures we find our existence derivative on God. His Spirit breathed into
lifeless clay, and humanity was thus created. And Christ is the logos, the true wisdom and logic of God who
spoke the universe into motion and sustains every living thing.
Inasmuch as psychology is truly a search for what animates the soul, it leads toward our Trinitarian source:
God-Logos-Psukhē … Father-Son-Holy Spirit.
God created all that is, and will redeem all that is. Yet it is still entirely Biblical that Jesus is the “lover and
Saviour of our souls”. As we close, then, let’s responsively read together Psalm 103, lifting our souls to the
Lord. And let’s praise Him with all we are, even in our toughest time, knowing that in His presence
“it is well with my soul” (Audrey Assad version here).
Psalm 103 … read together verses in bold blue type.
1

13

Praise the LORD, my soul;
all my inmost being, praise his holy name.
2
Praise the LORD, my soul,
and forget not all his benefits—
3
who forgives all your sins
and heals all your diseases,
4
who redeems your life from the pit
and crowns you with love and compassion,
5
who satisfies your desires with good things
so that your youth is renewed like the eagle’s.

As a father has compassion on his children,
so the LORD has compassion on those who fear him;
14
for he knows how we are formed,
he remembers that we are dust.
15
As for mortals, their days are like grass,
they flourish like a flower of the field;
16
the wind blows over it and it is gone,
and its place remembers it no more.
17
But from everlasting to everlasting
the LORD’s love is with those who fear him,
and his righteousness with their children’s children—
18
with those who keep his covenant
and remember to obey his precepts.

6

The LORD works righteousness
and justice for all the oppressed.
7

He made known his ways to Moses,
his deeds to the people of Israel:
8
The LORD is compassionate and gracious,
slow to anger, abounding in love.
9
He will not always accuse,
nor will he harbour his anger forever;
10
he does not treat us as our sins deserve
or repay us according to our iniquities.
11
For as high as the heavens are above the earth,
so great is his love for those who fear him;
12
as far as the east is from the west,
so far has he removed our transgressions from us.
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The LORD has established his throne in heaven,
and his kingdom rules over all.
20

Praise the LORD, you his angels,
you mighty ones who do his bidding,
who obey his word.
21
Praise the LORD, all his heavenly hosts,
you his servants who do his will.
22
Praise the LORD, all his works
everywhere in his dominion.
Praise the LORD, my soul.
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