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Introduction



“The key to wisdom is this—constant and frequent questioning … for by doubting we are led to question and by questioning we arrive at the truth.” 1


— PETER ABELARD —




Does God exist? This is the nagging and underlying question on which this book is predicated. Though theology assumes the obvious, everything in it literally begs the same question. However, a run through history is the most likely source of a convincing, albeit not reassuring, answer based on reliable evidence.


The “God” referred to in this question pertains only to the Judeo-Christian tradition, whose rich heritage and readily available body of historical materials and publications have sustained endless interest in it. It is, however, important to have an understanding of pre-Judeo-Christian religious developments before delving into this rich heritage. Hence, Chapter 1 deals with the origin of man, while Chapter 2 relates to the evolution of religion. Chapter 3 is a religious snapshot of Egyptian and Greek civilizations, which are both well known and seminal in Western thought. Chapters 4 and 5 cover Judeo-Christianity, while Chapters 6–11 trace the journey of Christianity from the second century C.E. to the twentieth century. Chapter 12 takes on morality, while the final chapter presents the conclusions expressed in hypotheses.


This book is not a sweeping account of Western religious history. It is an account given from the perspective of a Western mind-set that seeks to serve as a sound prelude for further investigation. The focus on the essentials, which were synthesized from various sources, will hopefully add to the body of work available to students of history and seekers of the truth.






Prologue


The following is an excerpt from Christopher Hitchens’ speech at the “Festival of Dangerous Ideas,” held in the Sydney Opera House, Australia, in October 2009:1



“There is a difference of opinion about how long our species in general has been on the planet. It’s a flash of a second in evolutionary time, which (Richard) Dawkins thinks might be about as long as 250,000 years … make it a quarter of a million. Francis Collins, the man who did the DNA decoding—the Human Genome Project—who is, by the way, another Christian scientist, or rather a scientist who is a Christian, will not make that mistake again. You know what Mark Twain said about the work of Mary Baker Eddy, Christian Science writer, the founder of it, her books—chloroform in print. This is a digression.


Francis Collins says at least 100,000 years. We can show we’ve been around that long. Quite a long time. I’ll take a one hundred; never mind, I don’t need a quarter million for my point. Make it 100,000. A hundred thousand years people have been … our species have been around on this speck; born … usually dying actually, a great number of them in childbirth, they don’t get beyond being born. For the first eighty or so, ninety or so thousand years, nearly one hundred, not living more than twenty-five or thirty years old at the most and then probably dying of their teeth if they were lucky. Or the other needless mammalian things that show us that we bear the stamp, as (Charles) Darwin put it, of our lowly origin … the appendix we don’t need anymore, innumerable other shortcomings of our design. We’re designed to live in the savannah we’ve escaped from. Terrible disease, suffering, misery, malnutrition. And fear. Where did the earthquakes come from? Why is there an eclipse? What are the shooting stars doing? And awful cults of sacrifice trying to ward off what are in fact natural events, and war, and rape and the kidnap of other peoples and the enslavement of … and all of this goes on.


Gradually, gradually inching up to the point where you can brew beer (a breakthrough in my view), domesticate animals, separate one kind of corn from another. Millimetric progress, terrible struggle, sacrifice, pain, misery but, above all, fear and ignorance. And you have to believe this if you believe in monotheism: For the first 97–98,000 of this, heaven watches with indifference. Oh, there they go again. That whole civilization just died out. Well, what are you going to do? They’re raping each other again. They’re poisoning … They think the other tribe has poisoned the well so they’re going to kill all their children. Just watch all that.


Three thousand years ago at the most, it was decided: No, we have to intervene now. You have to believe it. You have to believe it. And the revelation is, must be … must be personal … must appear. So, we’ll pick the most backward, the most barbaric, the most illiterate, the most superstitious, the most savage people we can find in the most stony area of the world. We won’t appear to the Chinese who can already read. We would appear in the Indus Valley where they know a thing or two. And they’re already, you know, they’re very far advanced. No, we will appear to this brutal, enslaved, hopeless, superstitious crowd and will force them to cut their way through every and all of their neighbors with slaughter, genocide, and racism and settle on the only part of the Middle East where there’s no oil. And all subsequent revelations occur in this same district. And without this, we wouldn’t know right from wrong.”






1

The Ascent of Man



“Man with all his noble qualities, with sympathy which feels for the most debased, with benevolence which extends not only to other men but to the humblest living creature, with his god-like intellect which has penetrated into the movements and constitution of the solar system—with all these exalted powers—Man still bears in his bodily frame the indelible stamp of his lowly origin.” 1


— CHARLES DARWIN —
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