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From this perspective, the most pertinent fact about the theory of 
evolution for the atheist is that it offers the hope to many contemporary 
intellectuals of explaining the facts of teleology in terms of the causal 
properties of bits of matter. In the language of Lewis, we may say that it 
offers the hope of showing how the facts of teleological explanation are 
constituted by the facts of fundamental physics. In this way, it makes it 
possible for many to believe in the explanatory adequacy of physics, and 
(accordingly) in the explanatory redundancy or superfluousness of posit- 
ing the existence of the Judeo-Christian God. 

1.4. Divine Silence 

The most obvious way that a lack or paucity of evidence might tell against 
our believing in the existence of God has already been given: We need to 
have evidence in order to have reason to believe any hypothesis about the 
world, and in any case where there is none or next to none we are in no 
good position to reasonably believe. But there is another, more subtle 
way, that a lack or paucity of evidence might be thought by some to tell in 
a special way against the Judeo-Christian God. For it has been alleged 
that if there were a Judeo-Christian God (to whose acts of creation and 
grace we are beholden and to whom we are in some unnegotiable way re- 
sponsible), he would be sure to provide us with palpable evidence that he 
exists. Thus we have: 

1. If there were a Judeo-Christian God, he would provide us with pal- 
pable evidence of his existence. 

2. There is no palpable evidence that he exists. 
3. Therefore, there is no Judeo-Christian God. 

Why "palpable evidence"? Well, proponents of this line of thought tend 
to think that if there were a God, he would not merely provide us with a 
little bit of evidence that he existed; rather, he would provide evidence 
that is loud and clear. As an atheist I once knew put it, "He would be call- 
ing us up on the telephone."3 

3. Recently, J. L. Schellenberg has given an extended defense of this argument 
in his book, Di7~ine Hiddenness and Hunzan Reason (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 
1992). A few published responses to Schellenberg (or to arguments of the type he ad- 
vances) are Michael Murray, "Coercion and the Hiddenness of God," American Philo- 
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Why think that God would make it loud and clear? I suppose the 
atheist looks to analogues in the world of human relationships. If I want 
you to love me, then I would be sure to make myself rather visible to you. 
If I want you to behave in accordance with my wishes, I will make my 
wishes as evident as possible to you, especially if I am intelligent enough 
to put them in their most persuasive and attractive form. And so on. 

But why bother having recourse to the Divine Silence argument, 
when the (second) premise alone - that there is no palpable evidence - 
appears to tell against the rationality of theism in any case? Here are three 
reasons: 

(I) The Divine Silence argument might be used by an atheist to try 
to bypass any quarrels about whether there is some moderate degree of 
evidence for God. He may say: "Regardless of whether there is some or 
no evidence, the fact remains that if there really were a God, he would 
make his existence known loud and clear. And no one can claim that he 
does that: if he did, there wouldn't be so many folks like me. Thus if I am 
right that if he were to exist, he would make his existence known loud and 
clear, we can settle the matter decisively in favor of atheism." 

(11) I have thus far blurred over an important distinction, namely 
between "What justifies atheism?" and "What justifies agnosticism?" It 
might be felt that the lack of evidence for theism doesn't justify atheism 
but only agnosticism. After all, if you can't see over the garden fence, that 
doesn't make it reasonable for you to believe there is nothing growing in 
the garden. It only makes it reasonable to suspend judgment over whether 
there is anything growing in the garden. Likewise, one might argue that 
the unbeliever who lacks evidence concerning God's existence can at best 
admit that they do not know whether God exists or not. 

The atheist may want to resist the analogy on a number of grounds. 
Here is one: Does the lack of any evidence whatever warrant only agnosti- 
cism about the existence of a world of invisible goblins? In the case of the 
garden, we laow gardens very often have things growing in them, and 
this prohibits our believing that the garden is empty when confronted 
with the tall fence. But there is no analogous belief that requires caution 
in the case of invisible goblins. And similarly, the atheist who believes 
there is no evidence for God may contend there is no analogous belief - 
or reason to take theism to be prima facie reasonable - in the case of 

sophical Quarterly 30: 1 (1993): 27-38; Daniel Howard-Snyder, "The Argument from 
Divine Hiddenness," Canadian Journal of Philosophy 26 (1996): 433-53; and Richard 
Swinburne, The Existence of God (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1979), 153ff. 
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2. No Evidence Arguments: Some Critical Remarks 

2.1. A Priori Knowledge 

Let us return to the refined version of the no evidence argument which 
figured in section 1.5: 

1. If theism is worth taking seriously, that is either because theism is 
knowable a priori or else because there is good evidence for theism. 

2. Theism is not knowable a priori. 
3. There is no good evidence for theism. 
4. Therefore theism is not worth taking seriously. 

The premise that most philosophers would likely agree upon is premise 2. 
But even here, things are not clear-cut. Recall Aquinas's argument against 
the self-evidence of theism - namely, that there are people who under- 
stand and yet do not believe. If self-evidence requires that everyone who 
understands believe, then hardly anything is self-evident. Take the law of 
contradiction - that nothing is both true and false. Many people on the 
street, a lamentable number of undergraduate collegians, and a fair smat- 
tering of philosophers understand that proposition perfectly well and yet 
refrain from believing it. Indeed, philosophers have found weird reasons 
for withholding belief from a wide variety of propositions that appear to 
be dead obvious - say, 2 + 2 = 4,4 and good things are good.5 A more in- 
teresting conception of self-evidence is this: 

A proposition is self-evident if it is such that anyone who understands 
it and is not cognitively deficient will find that proposition primitively 
compelling. 

Yes, there are fools of sufficient delinquency who deny certain laws of 
logic even when they understand them. But on the latter conception of 
self-evidence, these propositions are still self-evident. Similarly, the mere 
fact that there are fools who say in their heart that there is no God does 
not entail that theism does not enjoy the status described above. Now per- 
haps Aquinas - in the company of most contemporary philosophers - 

4. See Hartry Field's Science Without Numbers (Princeton: Princeton University 
Prcss, 1980). 

5. Consider the noncognitivist handlings of deductive inference and apparently 
logical truths involving the subject matter for which they wish to be noncognitivist. 
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is right when he says that the nature of human reason is such that it is not 
disposed to find theism primitively compelling. Perhaps he would be 
right to deny that the failure of various humans to find theism primitively 
compelling is best explained as an overlay of delinquency upon the natu- 
ral light of reason. But the core consideration that he offers in favor of 
this is hardly decisive. Perhaps Christian philosophers in this century 
have been a little quick to concede that theism is not knowable a priori. 

2.2. Evidence, a Priori Knowabilz'ty, and the Gift of Faith 

Most Christians on the street, upon understanding the argument from 
lack of evidence would reply "But what about faith?" And most atheistic 
philosophers would reply: 

"Without a priori knowability and without evidence, theism is not intel- 
lectually respectable. Perhaps by 'faith' you mean 'Well I believe it any- 
way, even though it has nothing going for it by way of evidence or by way 
of a priori attraction.' In short that means 'I believe it even though it's 
thoroughly irrational.' But no one can reasonably insist that I be thor- 
oughly irrational. Perhaps you don't think faith is thoroughly irrational. 
If so please explain to me how faith - in the absence of evidence and a 
priori knowability - escapes the clutches of irrationality." 

In support of the Christian on the street, it might be useful to lay out a 
model of faith that makes vivid how faith can escape a charge of irratio- 
nality. Let us return to the conception of self-evidence just presented and 
note a needed refinement. What is self-evident for one specieslkind of in- 
di idual  might well fail to be self-evident for another. Perhaps God could 
make a race of skeptics that, while understanding a great deal, found 
nothing primitively compelling, nothing flat obvious. If a member of that 
race failed to find "2 + 2 = 4" primitively compelling, that could not be 
properly explained as a result of any deficiency interfering with natural, 
God-given, belief-forming mechanisms. Similarly, perhaps, there could 
be a race that found more things primitively compelling. To take a boring 
example, human beings do not find complicated true sums (like 11 7896 
+ 132587 = 250483) primitively compelling - though of course they can 
deduce it via primitively compelling moves from primitively compelling 
starting points. But for all that there could be a gifted race of beings that 
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Now suppose Aquinas is right that theism is not primitively compel- 
ling for humans. The natural light - which means, roughly, the disposi- 
tions accorded to human nature to find certain things obvious - may not 

\ illuminate theism. Nevertheless, perhaps God could make a species for 
which theism is self-evident. Indeed, perhaps he has. Perhaps theism is 
self-evident for angels but not for humans. Thinking about things in this 
way, it is quite easy to think of faith as a gift of grace that confers intellec- 
tually respectable belief. Take a race for which theism is primitively com- 
pelling. I take it that theism is reasonable for that race, in just that way that 
it is reasonable for us to believe what is flat obvious. Assume that we as a 
race do not by nature find theism primitively compelling. Think now of 
faith as a gift by which our nature is transformed into that of the former 
race. We become, through the gift of faith, just like them. If their theism is 
respectable, and we become just like them with respect to our epistemic 
relation to theism, then so is ours. It thus seems relatively clear that the 
reasonableness of theism requires neither evidence nor accessibility by 
the natural light of reason accorded to human beings. 

The atheist may complain at this point: "But how do I know that 
your faith is a gift as opposed to an illusion." That is precisely a complaint 
that one should expect from someone who lacks the gift of faith. Consider 
by analogy a race of sceptics who cannot bring themselves to believe in 
arithmetic or the laws of logic. They come across human beings and no- 
tice that those beings feel compelled to believe in various claims of arith- 
metic and logic. They then say to those human beings: "How do you 
know that this is not an illusion as opposed to a power of knowing how 
things really are?" The humans will not have much to say back. They will 
say: "It just seems obvious and compelling to us." But that will hardly 
quell the suspicions of the sceptic. Indeed, unless the sceptic acquires cer- 
tain abilities, there may be nothing much directly to say to the sceptic. But 
our inability to pacify a race of arithmetical and logical sceptics need not 
oblige us to stop believing in a host of propositions of arithmetic and log- 
ic. Similarly, our inability to pacify a group of atheists who lack the gift of 
faith need not oblige us to become less convinced of theism. 

2.3. Evidence for Theism 

We now turn our attention from premise 2 of the argument to premise 3 
which, you will recall, claims that there is no good evidence for theism. 
Many Christians will claim to have had some religious experiences and 
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treat such experiences as reasons for their belief. Some of these experi- 
ences verge on the mystical, and some do not. Some people claim to see 
God at work in the world in roughly the way that we see a mind at work 
in a body. Now of course in the crudest sense of "observe" we do not ob- 
serve God in such a case. But neither do we observe other minds in the 
crudest sense of "observe." In both cases, however, the perceptual expe- 
rience is structured by the fact that it represents mind - in one case nat- 
ural, in the other supernatural - as immanent in that with which one is 
confronted. 

If the atheist thinks that there is no way that such experiences could 
provide evidence for theism, it is incumbent upon him to say why. I my- 
self know of no principled reason for denying that such experiences could 
provide evidence. But we can of course still very well understand the 
atheist who complains: 

"Well, it is possible that others have evidence. But I don't have these 
experiences you speak of. And how am I to know whether, in actual 
fact, anyone is really getting evidence for anything? All sorts of people 
report conflicting experiences. I have no idea who to trust. No one 
stands out as particularly trustworthy. Thus I am not being presented 
with anything that you can properly regard as evidence for me." 

What should we make of such a speech? One reaction might be to 
attempt to invoke our notion of explanatory evidence. That is to say, we 
might think it reasonable to expect people to believe the core doctrines of 
the Judeo-Christian religion on the basis of its explanatory power. I my- 
self am somewhat dubious about this tack. Christians shouldn't believe in 
the explanatory completeness of physics. Having come to believe Chris- 
tian doctrine, they should believe that God explains the structure of na- 
ture's laws, that God sometimes overrides nature by miraculous interven- 
tion, and so on. Such claims put Christian doctrine to explanatory work. 
But let us distinguish the question of whether Christian doctrine is ex- 
planatory from the question of whether it is reasonable to expect people 
to believe Christianity on the basis of explanatory considerations. Many 
contemporary philosophers - including Christian philosophers - are 
pretty convinced that one cannot reasonably expect people to come to be- 
lieve Christian doctrine on the basis of its explanatory power. (It should 
be acknowledged, though, that some other thinkers have a great deal more 
confidence in the explanatory virtues of theism. I invite the reader to look 
at the chapter on Miracles, Theistic Arguments, and the Fine-Tuning Hr- 
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gument as a means of forming for herself a judgment concerning whether 
we can reasonably believe a segment of Christian doctrine on the basis of 
explanatory considerations .) 

Those who agree with me that those arguments do not, on their 
own, make belief in Christianity reasonable will hold that if someone has 
no compelling religious experiences and lacks the gift of faith then he is 
indeed poorly placed to reasonably treat anything as evidence for theism. 
An analogy: If a piece of music is truly beautiful and an aesthetic dullard 
in a world of largely aesthetically challenged people doesn't see it, what is 
one to do? One can hardly argue that person into a change of mind. One 
might say "Well, the fact that the music is truly beautiful is the best expla- 
nation of why seventeen percent of the population says it is." But surely 
the dullard would be quite reasonable to balk at our trying to bully him 
into a change of mind with such explanatory considerations. Nor will it be 
of much use to say "Just listen. Just listen. Don't you see?" Only when 
"aesthetic vision" is something that we can take for granted among the 
population will such pleas make any sense. What to do? Here is the best 
we can do: hope that he acquires the right hnd  of aesthetic appreciation 
and do what one can to provide an environment that makes it most likely 
that such a gift will befall him. 

2.4. Divine Silence 

The reader will recall a different way that a lack of palpable evidence has 
been used against theism. The idea is that if God existed, he would be 
kind enough to make his existence obvious. Many theists I know will 
complain "But he did make it obvious to some of us." To sidestep this 
complaint, let us suppose thar the atheist is one who thinks that if the 
Christian God existed, he would make his existence pretty much obvious 
to everyone. The Christian's response to this complaint will likely be rela- 
tively short, I suspect. According to many strands of Christianity at least, 
it is essential to God's plans for humanity that human beings freely 
choose to embrace him. It's fine that, having chosen to embrace him, his 
existence becomes obvious. But it does not seem that we could very well 
freeZy choose to embrace him if his nature and plans for us were all clearly 
and distinctly manifest to everyone. Just as a marriage to someone would 
not be freely chosen if it were made perfectly clear from the outset that 
the partner would destroy you should you choose not to marry, so a deci- 
sion to love and serve God would not be freely choscn if it were, for ex- 
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ample, always preceded by a full guided tour of Hell. While the spectacles 
of faith may render God's existence manifest, it is important to God's 
plans for free creatures and the love and devotion he desires that one's vi- 
sion be less than perfect prior to putting those spectacles on. 

3. Arguments from the Character of Religion 

In myriad ways, atheists have found supposed or obvious aspects of reli- 
gion to count against the respectability of religious belief. Let me briefly 
examine three such ways. 

3.1. The Evil Done in the Name of Religion 

Much evil has been done in the name of religion. Even within the history 
of the Judeo-Christian religion, there is little doubt that a good deal of evil 
has been done in the name of Christianity. Christian institutions have suf- 
fered from a fair share of corruption. Christian institutions have endured 
a fair share of evil people in positions of power. Christian people have ex- 
pressed a fair share of hatred on grounds of religious sentiments. Chris- 
tian people have done a fair share of killing on grounds of theological 
squabbles. Christian people have perpetrated a fair share of brutality in 
the name of evangelism. Christian people have supported a fair share of 
evil regimes on the grounds of religious interests. 

I suppose that the atheist might thus argue: 

1. If there were a God, he would not allow his institutions on earth to 
perpetrate evil in his name. 

2. Christian institutions frequently perpetrate evil in the name of God. 
3. Therefore, there is no God. 

3.2. The Diversity of Religious Belief 

Human beings exhibit wildly different religious beliefs. Some find in this 
fact a reason for discounting any religious belief in general and hence 
Judeo-Christian religious belief in particular. The tacit line of thought is 
not hard to understand. 

Let's begin this argument by assuming, as the theist seems to do, 
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that we human beings have some ability to perceive, figure out, or some- 
how know the truth about supernatural reality. If we really did have such 
an ability, then we should expect that human beings would come to some 
measure of agreement about the nature of supernatural reality. (An anal- 
ogy: Human beings have an ability to perceive the truth about the spatial 
configuration of the material objects around them - that the bookshelf is 
to the right of the door, for example - and because of this there is agree- 
ment among them in their beliefs about these matters.) But there clearly 
is no agreement in the beliefs that humans have about supernatural real- 
ity. Sa it seems that human beings have no distinctive ability to perceive, 
figure out, or somehow know the truth about supernatural reality. Once 
we come to see that human beings as a species have no such ability, we 
must react to anyone who claims to know about supernatural reality by 
(a) distrusting that person, or else (b) thinking that this person is very 
special in having a distinctive ability most others do not have. Faced with 
a glittering array of conflicting religious claims, the outsider seems to 
have no good reason to think that any particular claimant has special 
powers of this sort and very good reason to think that human beings in 
general have no such special powers. In this situation it looks like the right 
thing to do is to distrust all of them. 

3.3. The Psychological Origin of Religious Belief 

Many atheists find extremely plausible various psychological accounts of 
the origin of religious belief. Feuerbach thought that religious belief is 
best ,explained as a primitive form of self-knowledge, where one projects 
an idealized conception of one's own nature as if it belonged to something 
outside of oneself. Bertrand Russell, more mundanely, thought that reli- 
gious belief was best explained as an expression of human beings' self- 
importance, whereby humans think themselves too important to enjoy a 
mere passing place in the "flux of nature." Another theme in Russell - 
one that is also extremely prevalent among many atheists - is the idea 
that religion is a coping strategy whereby human beings come to grips 
with their deep fear of death. 

For simplicity's sake, let us focus on the latter explanation. Suppose 
that human religion is best explained as a coping strategy for death anxi- 
ety. Were someone to he convinced of that, it is not hard to see why he 
does not take religious doctrines very seriously. In general, we think that 
our knowledge 11iusL somehow depend on the subject matter we claim to 

have knowledge about. If people have knowledge about chairs, they form 
and maintain beliefs because the chairs exist in such-and-such a way. If 
someone's belief about chairs were produced and maintained by certain 
anxieties (he believes there is a chair nearby because he is extremely anx- 
ious that he will never sit down and wants to relieve that anxiety), then 
one would hardly accord that belief very much respect. We know of 
course that a belief may initially come about for silly reasons and then ac- 
quire respectability later on. One might believe at one time that one will 
soon be rich on the basis of one's horoscope and later on learn that a rich 
u n j e  died. But when a belief is grounded in things which have nothing to 
do with the subject matter that the belief is about, it does not look like the 
belief is deserving of very much respect at all. Thus, religious belief 
grounded in "death anxiety" does not deserve very much respect at all. 

4. Arguments from the Character of Religion: 
Some Critical Remarks 

Many Christians will certainly be troubled by the evils done by religious 
institutions that they believe to have been established by God. But this is a 
special case of a more general concern: How can we make sense of God's 
permitting horror and corruption among objects of his creation when it 
was within his power to prevent this? I recommend that the reader turn to 
Daniel Howard-Snyder's chapter on the problem of evil for some guid- 
ance on this difficult issue. How about the remaining arguments concern- 
ing the character of religion? 

4.1. Religious Diversity 

No one can deny that religions are diverse. Nor should we place too much 
weight on responses of the sort "Well, they are all basically saying the same 
thing - that there is something out there." To suppose that they are all 
"basically saying the same thing" is to purge religious doctrine of the de- 
tails that its own proponents live by and find important and compelling. I 
do not want to deny that the fact of such diversity merits attention from 
Christian believers. Nor do I pretend to have no sympathy at all with athe- 
ists like Russell, who when faced with the facts of diversity respond with 
such cynicism as the following: "In practice people choose the book con- 
sidered sacred by the community in which they are born and out of that 
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book choose the parts they like, ignoring the  other^."^ But let us remember 
that atheists and theists alike hold and feel justified in holding convictions 
on a variety of topics where diversity abounds. Consider the diversity of 
moral convictions, or the diversity of convictions about economics, about 
politics, about philosophy, about certain aspects of civil war history, and so 
on. Conviction in the face of diversity is a familiar commonplace in our 
epistemic lives. We Christians ought thus say to the atheist: "Why do you 
choose to sneer at religious belief on the basis of facts about diversity, when 
you yourself cling tenaciously to certain convictions in the face of diversity 
with commonplace frequency?" Here, as elsewhere, atheological argu- 
ments are very far from being decisive. (See also Timothy O'Connor7s 
chapter, "Religious Pluralism," pp. 1 65-8 1 in this volume.) 

4.2. The Psychological Origins of Belief 

Turning finally to the third category of argument: Criticisms of religion 
based on accounts of psychological origin hold little sway among profes- 
sional philosophers. It is all too easy to come up with speculative psychol- 
ogies concerning the origin of this or that belief. But the process of arriv- 
ing at such speculations seems to me and many like me altogether too 
undisciplined to be worthy of serious respect. 

We ought also to recognize that many altogether respectable beliefs 
had a shaky psychological origin. To discard a theory on the basis of its 
origin - say a scientific theory on account of the fact that it was first 
thought of during a. dream - is to commit what is known as the "genetic 
fallacy." The category of arguments that we are considering run some 
considerable risk of committing the genetic fallacy as well. 

5.  Conclusion 

It is no surprise to anyone to learn that atheism is widespread in the con- 
temporary academic community. What is surprising is to see how tenu- 
ous the arguments which favor atheism are. In this chapter we have taken 
a brief look at some of the ones more commonly offered and shown why 
they are, on the whole, something far less than rationally compelling. 

6. Bertrand Russell, "An Outline of Intellectual Rubbish," Unpopular Essays 
(New York: Simon and Schuster, 1950), 8 1. 




