Atheists and Their Fathers

How does one become an atheist? Does a person’s relationship
with his earthly father affect his relationship with his
heavenly Father? These are some of the questions we will
explore in this article as we talk about the book Faith of the
Fatherless by Paul Vitz.

Vitz is a psychologist who was an atheist himself until his
late thirties. He began to wonder if psychology played a role
in one’s belief about God. After all, secular psychologists
have been saying that a belief in God is really nothing more
than infantile wish fulfillment. Dr. Vitz wondered if the shoe
was on the other foot. Could it be that atheists are engaged
in unconscious wish fulfillment?

After studying the lives of more than a dozen of the world’s
most influential atheists, Dr. Vitz discovered that they all
had one thing in common: defective relationships with their
fathers. The relationship was defective because the father was
either dead, abusive, weak, or had abandoned the children.
When he studied the lives of influential theists during those
same historical time periods, he found they enjoyed a strong,
loving relationship with a father (or a father substitute if
the father was dead).

For example, Friedrich Nietzche lost his father (who was a
pastor) before his fifth birthday. One biographer wrote that
Nietzche was “passionately attached to his father, and the
shock of losing him was profound.” Dr. Vitz writes that
Nietzche had a “strong, intellectually macho reaction against
a dead, very Christian father.” Friedrich Nietzche is best
known as the philosopher who said, “God is dead.” It certainly
seems possible that his rejection of God and Christianity was
a “rejection of the weakness of his father.”

Contrast Nietzche with the life of Blaise Pascal. This famous
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mathematician and religious writer lived at a time in Paris
when there was considerable skepticism about religion. He
nevertheless wrote Les pensées (Thoughts), a powerful and
imaginative defense of Christianity, which also attacked
skepticism. Pascal’s father, Etienne, was a wealthy judge and
also an able mathematician. He was known as a good man with
religious convictions. Pascal’s mother died when he was three,
so his father gave up his law practice and home-schooled
Blaise and his sisters.

Here we are going to look at the correlation between our
relationship with our earthly father and our heavenly Father.
No matter what our family background, we are still responsible
for the choices we make. Growing up in an unloving home does
not excuse us from rejecting God, but it does explain why some
people reject God. There may be a psychological component to
their commitment to atheism.

Nietzche and Freud

Friedrich Nietzche is a philosopher who has influenced
everyone from Adolph Hitler to the Columbine killers. His
father was a Lutheran pastor who died of a brain disease
before Nietzche’s fifth birthday. He often spoke positively of
his father and said his death was a great loss, which he never
forgot. One biographer wrote that Nietzche was “passionately
attached to his father, and the shock of losing him was
profound.”

It seems he associated the general weakness and sickness of
his father with his father’s Christianity. Nietzche'’s major
criticism of Christianity was that it suffers from an absence,
even a rejection, of “life force.” The God Nietzche chose was
Dionysius, a strong pagan expression of life force. It
certainly seems possible that his rejection of God and
Christianity was a “rejection of the weakness of his father.”

Nietzche’s own philosophy placed an emphasis on the “superman”



along with a denigration of women. Yet his own search for
masculinity was undermined by the domination of his childhood
by his mother and female relatives in a Christian household.
Dr. Vitz says, “It is not surprising, then, that for Nietzche
Christian morality was something for women.” He concludes that
Nietzche had a “strong, intellectually macho reaction against
a dead, very Christian father who was loved and admired but
perceived as sickly and weak.”

Sigmund Freud despised his Jewish father, who was a weak man
unable to support his family. Freud later wrote in two letters
that his father was a sexual pervert, and that the children
suffered as a result. Dr. Vitz believes that Freud’s Oedipus
Complex (which placed hatred of the father at the center of
his psychology) was an expression of “his strong unconscious
hostility to and rejection of his own father.” His father was
involved in a form of reformed Judaism but was also a weak,
passive man with sexual perversions. Freud’s rejection of God
and Judaism seems connected to his rejection of his father.

Both Nietzche and Freud demonstrate the relationship between
our attitudes toward our earthly father and our heavenly
Father. In both cases, there seems to be a psychological
component to their commitment to atheism.

Russell and Hume

Bertrand Russell was one of the most famous atheists of the
last century. Both of Russell’s parents lived on the margin of
radical politics. His father died when Bertrand Russell was
four years old, and his mother died two years earlier. He was
subsequently cared for by his rigidly puritanical grandmother,
who was known as “Deadly Nightshade.” She was by birth a
Scottish Presbyterian, and by temperament a puritan.

Russell’s daughter Katherine noted that his grandmother’s
joyless faith was “the only form of Christianity my father
knew well.” This ascetic faith taught that “the life of this



world was no more than a gloomy testing ground for future
bliss.” She concluded, “My father threw this morbid belief out
the window.”

Dr. Vitz points out that Russell’s only other parent figures
were a string of nannies to whom he often grew quite attached.
When one of the nannies left, the eleven-year-old Bertrand was
“inconsolable.” He soon discovered that the way out of his
sadness was to retreat into the world of books.

After his early years of lost loves and later years of
solitary living at home with tutors, Russell described himself
in this way: “My most profound feelings have remained always
solitary and have found in human things no companionship

The sea, the stars, the night wind in waste places, mean
more to me than even the human beings I love best, and I am
conscious that human affection is to me at bottom an attempt
to escape from the vain search for God.”

Another famous atheist was David Hume. He was born into a
prominent and affluent family. He seems to have been on good
terms with his mother as well as his brother and sister. He
was raised as a Scottish Presbyterian but gave up his faith
and devoted most of his writing to the topic of religion.

Like the other atheists we have discussed, David Hume fits the
pattern. His father died when he was two years old.
Biographies of his life mention no relatives or family friends
who could serve as father-figures. And David Hume 1is known as
a man who had no religious beliefs and spent his life raising
skeptical arguments against religion in any form,

Both Russell and Hume demonstrate the relationship between our
attitudes toward our earthly father and our heavenly Father.
In each case, there is a psychological component to their
commitment to atheism.



Sartre, Voltaire, and Feuerbach

Jean-Paul Sartre was one of the most famous atheists of the
last century. His father died when he was fifteen months old.
He and his mother lived with his maternal grandparents as his
mother cultivated a very intimate relationship with him. She
concentrated her emotional energy on her son until she
remarried when Sartre was twelve. This idyllic and Oedipal
involvement came to an end, and Sartre strongly rejected his
stepfather.

In those formative years, Sartre’s real father died, his
grandfather was cool and distant, and his stepfather took his
beloved mother away from him. The adolescent Sartre concluded
to himself, “You know what? God doesn’t exist.” Commentators
note that Sartre obsessed with fatherhood all his life and
never got over his fatherlessness. Dr. Vitz concludes that
“his father’'s absence was such a painful reality that Jean-
Paul spent a lifetime trying to deny the loss and build a
philosophy in which the absence of a father and of God is the
very starting place for the good or authentic life.”

Another philosopher during the French Enlightenment disliked
his father so much that he changed his name from Arouet to
Voltaire. The two fought constantly. At one point Voltaire’s
father was so angry with his son for his interest in the world
of letters rather than taking up a career in law that he
“authorized having his son sent to prison or into exile in the
West Indies.” Voltaire was not a true atheist, but rather a
deist who believed in an impersonal God. He was a strident
critic of religion, especially Christianity with its
understanding of a personal God.

Ludwig Feuerbach was a prominent German atheist who was born
into a distinguished and gifted German family. His father was
a prominent jurist who was difficult and undiplomatic with
colleagues and family. The dramatic event in young Ludwig’s
life must have been his father’s affair with the wife of one



his father’s friends. They lived together openly in another
town, and she bore him a son. The affair began when Feuerbach
was nine and lasted for nine years. His father publicly
rejected his family, and years later Feuerbach rejected
Christianity. One famous critic of religion said that
Feuerbach was so hostile to Christianity that he would have
been called the Antichrist if the world had ended then.

Each of these men once again illustrates the relationship
between atheism and their fathers.

Burke and Wilberforce

British statesman Edmund Burke 1is considered by many as the
founder of modern conservative political thought. He was
partly raised by his grandfather and three affectionate
uncles. He later wrote of his Uncle Garret, that he was “one
of the very best men, I believe that ever lived, of the
clearest integrity, the most genuine principles of religion
and virtue.”

His writings are in direct opposition to the radical
principles of the French Revolution. One of his major
criticisms of the French Revolution was its hostility to
religion: “We are not converts of Rousseau; we are not the
disciples of Voltaire; Helevetius has made no progress amongst
us. Atheists are not our preachers.” For Burke, God and
religion were important pillars of a just and civil society.

William Wilberforce was an English statesman and abolitionist.
His father died when he was nine years old, and he was sent to
live with his aunt and uncle. He was extremely close to his
uncle and to John Newton who was a frequent visitor to their
home. Newton was a former slave trader who converted to Christ
and wrote the famous hymn “Amazing Grace.” Wilberforce first
heard of the evils of slavery from Newton’s stories and
sermons, “even reverencing him as a parent when [he] was a
child.” Wilberforce was an evangelical Christian who went on



to serve in parliament and was instrumental in abolishing the
British slave trade.

As mentioned earlier, Blaise Pascal was a famous mathematician
and religious writer. Pascal’s father was a wealthy judge and
also an able mathematician, known as a good man with religious
convictions. Pascal’s mother died when he was three, so his
father gave up his law practice and home-schooled Blaise and
his sisters. Pascal went on to powerfully present a Christian
perspective at a time when there was considerable skepticism
about religion in France.

I believe Paul Vitz provides an important look at atheists and
theists in his book Faith of the Fatherless. The prominent
atheists of the last few centuries all had defective
relationships with their fathers while the theists enjoyed a
strong, loving relationship with a father or a father
substitute. This might be something to compassionately
consider the next time you witness to an atheist.
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=] This article is also available in Spanish.

One of the tasks of Christian apologetics is to serve as a
tool for evangelism. It is very easy, however, to stay in the
realm of ideas and never confront unbelievers with the
necessity of putting their faith in Christ.

One apologist who was not guilty of this was Blaise Pascal, a
seventeenth-century mathematician, scientist, inventor and
Christian apologist. Christ and the need for redemption
through Him were central to Pascal’s apologetics.

There was another feature of Pascal’s thought that was, and
remains, rare in apologetics: his understanding of the human
condition as both created and fallen, and his use of that
understanding as a point of contact with unbelievers.

Peter Kreeft, a modern day Christian philosopher and
apologist, says that Pascal is a man for our day. “Pascal,” he
says, "“1s three centuries ahead of his time. He addresses his
apologetic to modern pagans, sophisticated skeptics,
comfortable members of the new secular intelligentsia. He 1is
the first to realize the new dechristianized,
desacramentalized world and to address it. He belongs to us.
Pascal is our prophet. No one after this seventeenth-
century man has so accurately described our twentieth-century

mind.”{1}

Pascal was born June 19, 1623 in Clermont, France, and moved
to Paris in 1631. His mother died when he was three, and he
was raised by his father, a respected mathematician, who
personally directed his education.

Young Blaise took after his father in mathematics. In 1640, at
age 16, he published an essay on the sections of a cone which
was much praised.{2} Between 1642 and 1644 Pascal developed a
calculating machine for his father to use in his tax
computations. Later, he “invented the syringe, refined
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Torricelli’s barometer, and created the hydraulic press, an
instrument based upon the principles which came to be known as
Pascal’'s law” of pressure.{3} He did important work on the
problem of the vacuum, and he is also known for his work on
the calculus of probabilities.

Although a Catholic in belief and practice, after the death of
his father and the entrance of his younger sister into a
convent, Pascal entered a very worldly phase of his life.
Things changed, however, on the night of November 23, 1654,
when he underwent a remarkable conversion experience which
changed the course of his life. He joined a community of
scholars in Port-Royal, France, who were known as Jansenists.
Although he participated in the prayers and work of the group,
he didn’t become a full- fledged member himself. However, he
assisted them in a serious controversy with the Jesuits, and
some of his writings on their behalf are considered “a
monument in the evolution of French prose” by historians of
the language.{4}

In 1657 and 1658 Pascal wrote notes on apologetics which he
intended to organize into a book. These notes were published
after his death as the Pensees, which means “thoughts” in
French. It is this collection of writings which has
established Pascal in Christian apologetics. This book 1is
still available today in several different versions.{5}

Pascal was a rather sickly young man, and in the latter part
of his short life he suffered from severe pain. On August 19,
1662, at the age of 39, Pascal died. His last words were “May
God never abandon me!”{6}

The Human Condition

To properly understand Pascal’s apologetics, it’s important to
recognize his motive. Pascal wasn’t interested in defending
Christianity as a system of belief; his interest was
evangelistic. He wanted to persuade people to believe 1in



Jesus. When apologetics has evangelism as its primary goal, it
has to take into account the condition of the people being
addressed. For Pascal the human condition was the starting
point and point of contact for apologetics.

In his analysis of man, Pascal focuses on two very
contradictory sides of fallen human nature. Man is both noble
and wretched. Noble, because he is created in God’'s image;
wretched, because he is fallen and alienated from God. In one
of his more passionate notes, Pascal says this:

What kind of freak is man! What a novelty he is, how absurd
he is, how chaotic and what a mass of contradictions, and
yet what a prodigy! He is judge of all things, yet a feeble
worm. He is repository of truth, and yet sinks into such
doubt and error. He is the glory and the scum of the
universe!{7}

Furthermore, Pascal says, we know that we are wretched. But it
is this very knowledge that shows our greatness.

Pascal says it’s important to have a right understanding of
ourselves. He says “it is equally dangerous for man to know
God without knowing his own wretchedness, and to know his own
wretchedness without knowing the Redeemer who can free him
from it.” Thus, our message must be that “there is a God whom
men can know, and that there is a corruption in their nature
which renders them unworthy of Him.”{8} This prepares the
unbeliever to hear about the Redeemer who reconciles the
sinner with the Creator.

Pascal says that people know deep down that there is a
problem, but we resist slowing down long enough to think about
it. He says:
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of complete rest, without passions, without occupation,
without diversion, without effort. Then he faces his nullity,
loneliness, inadequacy, dependence, helplessness, emptiness.
And at once there wells up from the depths of his soul
boredom, gloom, depression, chagrin, resentment, despair.{9}

Pascal says there are two ways people avoid thinking about
such matters: diversion and indifference. Regarding diversion,
he says we fill up our time with relatively useless activities
simply to avoid facing the truth of our wretchedness. “The
natural misfortune of our mortality and weakness 1is so
miserable,” he says, “that nothing can console us when we
really think about it. . . . The only good thing for man,
therefore, is to be diverted so that he will stop thinking
about his <circumstances.” Business, gambling, and
entertainment are examples of things which keep us busy in

this way.{10}

The other response to our condition is indifference. The most
important question we can ask 1is What happens after death?
Life is but a few short years, and death is forever. Our state
after death should be of paramount importance, shouldn’t it?
But the attitude people take is this:
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not know where I came from, so I do not know where I am going.
ALl I know is that when I leave this world I shall fall
forever into oblivion, or into the hands of an angry God,
without knowing which of the two will be my lot for eternity.
Such is my state of mind, full of weakness and uncertainty.
The only conclusion I can draw from all this is that I must
pass my days without a thought of trying to find out what is
going to happen to me.{11}

Pascal is appalled that people think this way, and he wants to
shake people out of their stupor and make them think about
eternity. Thus, the condition of man is his starting point for



moving people toward a genuine knowledge of God.

Knowledge of the Heart

Pascal lived in the age of the rise of rationalism. Revelation
had fallen on hard times; man’s reason was now the final
source for truth. In the realm of religious belief many people
exalted reason and adopted a deistic view of God. Some,
however, became skeptics. They doubted the competence of both
revelation and reason.

Although Pascal couldn’t side with the skeptics, neither would
he go the way of the rationalists. Instead of arguing that
revelation was a better source of truth than reason, he
focused on the limitations of reason itself. (I should stop
here to note that by reason Pascal meant the reasoning
process. He did not deny the true powers of reason; he was,
after all, a scientist and mathematician.) Although the
advances in science increased man’s knowledge, it also made
people aware of how little they knew. Thus, through our reason
we realize that reason itself has limits. “Reason’s last
step,” Pascal said, “is the recognition that there are an
infinite number of things which are beyond it.”{12} Our
knowledge 1is somewhere between certainty and complete
ignorance, Pascal believed.{13} The bottom line is that we
need to know when to affirm something as true, when to doubt,
and when to submit to authority.{14}

Besides the problem of our limited knowledge, Pascal also
noted how our reason is easily distracted by our senses and
hindered by our passions.{15} “The two so-called principles of
truth*reason and the senses*are not only not genuine but are
engaged in mutual deception. Through false appearances the
senses deceive reason. And just as they trick the soul, they
are in turn tricked by it. It takes its revenge. The senses
are influenced by the passions which produce false
impressions.”{16} Things sometimes appear to our senses other
than they really are, such as the way a stick appears bent



when put in water. Our emotions or passions also influence how
we think about things. And our imagination, which Pascal says
is our dominant faculty{1l7}, often has precedence over our
reason. A bridge suspended high over a ravine might be wide
enough and sturdy enough, but our imagination sees us surely
falling off.

So, our finiteness, our senses, our passions, and our
imagination can adversely influence our powers of reason. But
Pascal believed that people really do know some things to be
true even if they cannot account for it rationally. Such
knowledge comes through another channel, namely, the heart.

This brings us to what is perhaps the best known quotation of
Pascal: “The heart has its reasons which reason does not
know.”{18} In other words, there are times that we know
something is true but we did not come to that knowledge
through logical reasoning, neither can we give a logical
argument to support that belief.

For Pascal, the heart is “the “intuitive’ mind” rather than
“the “geometrical’ (calculating, reasoning) mind.”{19} For
example, we know when we aren’t dreaming. But we can’t prove
it rationally. However, this only proves that our reason has
weaknesses; it does not prove that our knowledge is completely
uncertain. Furthermore, our knowledge of such first principles
as space, time, motion, and number is certain even though
known by the heart and not arrived at by reason. In fact,
reason bases its arguments on such knowledge.{20} Knowledge of
the heart and knowledge of reason might be arrived at in
different ways, but they are both valid. And neither can
demand that knowledge coming through the other should submit
to its own dictates.

The Knowledge of God

If reason is limited in its understanding of the natural
order, knowledge of God can be especially troublesome. “If



natural things are beyond [reason],” Pascal said, “what are we
to say about supernatural things?”{21}

There are several factors which hinder our knowledge of God.
As noted before, we are limited by our finitude. How can the
finite understand the infinite?{22} Another problem is that we
cannot see clearly because we are in the darkness of sin. Our
will is turned away from God, and our reasoning abilities are
also adversely affected.

There 1is another significant limitation on our knowledge of
God. Referring to Isaiah 8:17 and 45:15{23}, Pascal says that
as a result of our sin God deliberately hides Himself (“hides”
in the sense that He doesn’t speak}. One reason He does this
is to test our will. Pascal says, “God wishes to move the will
rather than the mind. Perfect clarity would help the mind and
harm the will.” God wants to “humble [our] pride.”{24}

But God doesn’t remain completely hidden; He is both hidden
and revealed. “If there were no obscurity,” Pascal says, “man
would not feel his corruption: if there were no light man
could not hope for a cure.”{25}

God not only hides Himself to test our will; He also does it
so that we can only come to Him through Christ, not by working
through some logical proofs. “God is a hidden God,” says
Pascal, ” and . . . since nature was corrupted [God] has left
men to their blindness, from which they can escape only
through Jesus Christ, without whom all communication with God
is broken off. Neither knoweth any man the Father save the
Son, and he to whosoever the Son will reveal him."{26}
Pascal’s apologetic 1is decidedly Christocentric. True
knowledge of God isn’t mere intellectual assent to the reality
of a divine being. It must include a knowledge of Christ
through whom God revealed Himself. He says:

All who have claimed to know God and to prove his existence
without Jesus Christ have done so ineffectively. . . . Apart



from him, and without Scripture, without original sin,
without the necessary Mediator who was promised and who
came, it is impossible to prove absolutely that God exists,
or to teach sound doctrine and sound morality. But through
and in Jesus Christ we can prove God’'s existence, and teach
both doctrine and morality.{27}

If we do not know Christ, we cannot understand God as the
judge and the redeemer of sinners. It is a limited knowledge
that doesn’t do any good. As Pascal says, “That is why I am
not trying to prove naturally the existence of God, or indeed
the Trinity, or the immortality of the soul or anything of
that kind. This is not just because I do not feel competent to
find natural arguments that will convince obdurate atheists,
but because such knowledge, without Christ, 1is useless and
empty.” A person with this knowledge has not “made much
progress toward his salvation.”{28} What Pascal wants to avoid
is proclaiming a deistic God who stands remote and expects
from us only that we live good, moral lives. Deism needs no
redeemer.

But even in Christ, God has not revealed Himself so
overwhelmingly that people cannot refuse to believe. In the
last days God will be revealed in a way that everyone will
have to acknowledge Him. In Christ, however, God was still
hidden enough that people who didn’t want what was good would
not have it forced upon them. Thus, “there is enough light for
those who desire only to see, and enough darkness for those of
a contrary disposition.”{29}

There is still one more issue which is central to Pascal’s
thinking about the knowledge of God. He says that no one can
come to know God apart from faith. This is a theme of central
importance for Pascal; it clearly sets him apart from other
apologists of his day. Faith is the knowledge of the heart
that only God gives. “It is the heart which perceives God and
not the reason,” says Pascal. “That is what faith 1is: God
perceived by the heart, not by the reason.”{30} “By faith we



know he exists,” he says.{31} “Faith is different from proof.

One 1is human and the other a gift of God. . . . This is the
faith that God himself puts into our hearts. . . .”{32} Pascal

continues, “We shall never believe with an effective belief
and faith unless God inclines our hearts. Then we shall
believe as soon as he inclines them.”{33}

To emphasize the centrality of heart knowledge in Pascal’s
thinking, I deliberately left off the end of one of the
sentences above. Describing the faith God gives, Pascal said,
“This is the faith that God himself puts into our hearts,
often using proof as the instrument.”{34}

This is rather confusing. Pascal says non-believers are 1in
darkness, so proofs will only find obscurity.{35} He notes
that “no writer within the canon [of Scripture] has ever used
nature to prove the existence of God. They all try to help
people believe in him.”{36} He also expresses astonishment at
Christians who begin their defense by making a case for the
existence of God.

Their enterprise would cause me no surprise if they were
addressing the arguments to the faithful, for those with
living faith in their hearts can certainly see at once that
everything which exists is entirely the work of the God they
worship. But for those in whom this light has gone out and
in who we are trying to rekindle it, people deprived of
faith and grace, . . . to tell them, I say, that they have
only to look at the least thing around them and they will
see in it God plainly revealed; to give them no other proof
of this great and weighty matter than the course of the moon
and the planets; to claim to have completed the proof with
such an argument; this is giving them cause to think that
the proofs of our religion are indeed feeble. . . . This 1is
not how Scripture speaks, with its better knowledge of the
things of God.{37}

But now Pascal says that God often uses proofs as the



instrument of faith. He also says in one place, “The way of
God, who disposes all things with gentleness, is to instil
[sic] religion into our minds with reasoned arguments and into
our hearts with grace. . . .”{38}

The explanation for this tension can perhaps be seen in the
types of proofs Pascal uses. Pascal won’t argue from nature.
Rather he’ll point to evidences such as the marks of divinity
within man, and those which affirm Christ’s claims, such as
prophecies and miracles, the most important being
prophecies.{39} He also speaks of Christian doctrine *“which
gives a reason for everything,” the establishment of
Christianity despite its being so contrary to nature, and the
testimony of the apostles who could have been neither
deceivers nor deceived.{40} So Pascal does believe there are
positive evidences for belief. Although he does not intend to
give reasons for everything, neither does he expect people to
agree without having a reason.{41}

Nonetheless, even evidences such as these do not produce
saving faith. He says, “The prophecies of Scripture, even the
miracles and proofs of our faith, are not the kind of evidence
that are absolutely convincing. . . . There is . . . enough
evidence to condemn and yet not enough to convince. . . .”
People who believe do so by grace; those who reject the faith
do so because of their lusts. Reason isn’t the key.{42}

Pascal says that, while our faith has the strongest of
evidences in favor of it, “it is not for these reasons that
people adhere to it. . . . What makes them believe,” he says,
" 1is the cross.” At which point he quotes 1 Corinthians 1:17:
“Lest the cross of Christ be emptied of its power.”{43}

The Wager

The question that demands to be answered, of course, is this:
If our reason is inadequate to find God, even through valid
evidences, how does one find God? Says Pascal:



Let us then examine the point and say: “Either God exists,
or he does not.” But which of the alternatives shall we
choose? Reason cannot decide anything. Infinite chaos
separates us. At the far end of this infinite distance a
coin is being spun which will come down heads or tails. How
will you bet? Reason cannot determine how you will choose,
nor can reason defend your position of choice.{44}

At this point Pascal challenges us to accept his wager. Simply
put, the wager says we should bet on Christianity because the
rewards are infinite if it’s true, while the losses will be
insignificant if it’'s false.{45} If it’s true and you have
rejected it, you’'ve lost everything. However, if it’'s false
but you have believed it, at least you’ve led a good life and
you haven’'t lost anything. Of course, the best outcome is if
one believes Christianity to be true and it turns out that it
is!

But the unbeliever might say it'’s better not to choose at all.
Not so, says Pascal. You're going to live one way or the
other, believing in God or not believing in God; you can’t
remain in suspended animation. You must choose.

In response the unbeliever might say that everything in him
works against belief. “I am being forced to gamble and I am
not free,” he says, “for they will not let me go. I have been
made in such a way that I cannot help disbelieving. So what do
you expect me to do?”{46} After all, Pascal has said that
faith comes from God, not from us.

Pascal says our inability to believe is a problem of the
emotions or passions. Don’t try to convince yourself by
examining more proofs and evidences, he says, “but by
controlling your emotions.” You want to believe but don’t know
how. So follow the examples of those who “were once in bondage
but who now are prepared to risk their whole life. .
Follow the way by which they began. They simply behaved as
though they believed” by participating in various Christian



rituals. And what can be the harm? “You will be faithful,
honest, humble, grateful, full of good works, a true and
genuine friend. . . . I assure you that you will gain in this
life, and that with every step you take along this way, you
will realize you have bet on something sure and infinite which
has cost you nothing.”{47}

Remember that Pascal sees faith as a gift from God, and he
believes that God will show Himself to whomever sincerely
seeks Him.{48} By taking him up on the wager and putting
yourself in a place where you are open to God, God will give
you faith. He will give you sufficient light to know what 1is
really true.

Scholars have argued over the validity of Pascal’s wager for
centuries. In this writer’s opinion, it has significant
weaknesses. What about all the other religions, one of which
could (in the opinion of the unbeliever) be true?

However, the idea is an intriguing one. Pascal’s assertion
that one must choose seems reasonable. Even if such a wager
cannot have the kind of mathematical force Pascal seemed to
think, it could work to startle the unbeliever into thinking
more seriously about the issue. The important thing here is to
challenge people to choose, and to choose the right course.

Summary

Pascal began his apologetics with an analysis of the human
condition drawn from the experience of the new, modern man. He
showed what a terrible position man is in, and he argued that
man is not capable of finding all the answers through reason.
He insisted that the deistic approach to God was inadequate,
and proclaimed Christ whose claims found support in valid
evidences such as prophecies and miracles. He then called
people to press through the emotional bonds which kept them
separate from God and put themselves in a place where they
could find God, or rather be found by Him.



Is Blaise Pascal a man for our times? Whether or not you agree
with the validity of Pascal’s wager or some other aspect of
his apologetics, I think we can gain some valuable insights
from his ideas. His description of man as caught between his
own nobility and baseness while trying to avoid looking
closely at his condition certainly rings true of twentieth-
century man. His insistence on keeping the concrete truth of
Christ at the center keeps his apologetics tied to the central
theme of Christianity, namely, that our identity is found in
Jesus, where there is room for neither pride nor despair, and
that in Jesus we can come to a true knowledge of God. For
apart from the knowledge of Christ, all the speculation in the
world about God will do little good.
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Worship

Definitions of Worship

During a 1954 interview A.W. Tozer, a great pastor and editor
of the Alliance Witness, was asked what he thought would
awaken the church from its complacency. This was his response:
“In my opinion, the great single need of the moment is that
light-hearted superficial religionists be struck down with a
vision of God high and lifted up, with His train filling the
temple. The holy art of worship seems to have passed away like
the Shekinah glory from the tabernacle. As a result, we are
left to our own devices and forced to make up the lack of
spontaneous worship by bringing in countless cheap and tawdry
activities to hold the attention of the church people.” (1)
John MacArthur, a more contemporary preacher and writer, wrote
this indictment in 1993: “In the past half decade, some of
America’'s largest evangelical churches have employed worldly
gimmicks like slapstick, vaudeville, wrestling exhibitions,
and even mock striptease to spice up the Sunday meetings. No
brand of horseplay, it seems, 1is too outrageous to be brought
into the sanctuary. Burlesque is fast becoming the liturgy of
the pragmatic church.”(2)

These stinging analyses, whether we agree with them or not,
remind us that the biblically based Christian is challenged to
consider worship, along with all facets of life, in light of
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the culture in which he or she lives. Worship should be
included in the total worldview of each individual Christian.
It is a significant part of a believer’s life. With this in
mind, we will reflect on the meaning and history of worship,
hindrances to worship, and the content of worship. And we will
offer our own analyses and suggestions.

As is true with many terms used among Christians, the word
“worship” can become a cliché devoid of significant content if
we don’t stop to consider its meaning. “Our English word means
worthship,’ denoting the worthiness of an individual to
receive special honor in accordance with that worth.”(3) The
Hebrew and Greek terms found in the Bible “emphasize the act
of prostration, the doing of obeisance.”(4) Warren Wiersbe
offers a broad definition based upon these concepts. He
writes, “Worship is the believer’s response of all that he
is—mind, emotions, will, and body-to all that God is and says
and does. This response has its mystical side in subjective
experience, and its practical side in objective obedience to
God’'s revealed truth. It is a loving response that is balanced
by the fear of the Lord, and it is a deepening response as the
believer comes to know God better.”(5) A more narrow
definition may sound like this: “Worship is pure adoration,
the lifting up of the redeemed spirit toward God 1in
contemplation of His holy perfection.”(6)

Do these definitions describe worship as you experience it
with your gathered church and in your daily life? If so, you
are blessed. If not, perhaps you need to evaluate the place of
worship in your life. Perhaps you need to consider honestly if
you have allowed yourself to become accustomed to traditions
that have confused true worship. Perhaps you have approached
worship with the idea it applies only on Sunday mornings. Or
maybe you have never stopped to consider the importance of
worship.



The History of Worship

What comes to mind when you think of worship? Is it a formal
occasion? Is it a joyous occasion? Does it contain certain
rituals? Are you involved? Are you praising God? Are you
learning? Are you hearing from God? Are you in contemplation?
Are you singing? Are you praying? Are you alone, or with other
people?

Perhaps you can answer some or all of these questions in the
affirmative. And you probably can add other elements to what
is contained in worship in your experience. But have you ever
considered what worship may have looked like when the early
church gathered? Were these elements included, or did it look
very different? A very brief survey of the history of worship
will help us begin to evaluate the purpose and content of
worship today. Our ancestors had to wrestle with what worship
entails long before our time. We can and should learn from
them.

The worship patterns of the Jewish synagogue served as the
model for the first Christians. As Robert Webber has written,
“It must be remembered that the early Christians came into
worship from a different perspective from modern Christians.
We accept the 0ld because we have been informed by the New.
But they accepted the New because they had been informed by
the 0ld.”(7) The promises and prophecies of the 0ld Testament
had been fulfilled in Jesus, the Messiah. Thus Jesus set the
stage for the first acts of worship among the early believers
by giving new meaning to the ancient ritual of the Passover
meal. Acts 2:46 tells us that the earliest form of Christian
worship was a meal-“breaking bread in their homes.” (8)
Believers were remembering the Last Supper just as the Jews
remembered the Passover. Eventually churches became too large
to accommodate these shared meals, so a single table with the
elements of bread and wine became the focus. Thus “the central
act of Christian worship in the history of the church has



always been the Communion.” (9)

By the second century worship began to look more like what
most of us include in our churches. Justin Martyr, an
apologist and pastor, wrote of two major parts: the liturgy of
the Word and the liturgy of the Eucharist. The liturgy of the
Word consisted of lessons from the 0ld and New Testaments, a
sermon, prayers, and hymns. The liturgy of the Eucharist
included a kiss of peace; offering of bread, wine, and water;
prayers and thanksgiving over the bread and wine; remembrance
of Christ’'s death, including the narrative of the institution
of the Last Supper, and a command to continue in it; an Amen,
said by all the people; Communion; then the reserved portions
were taken by the deacons to those who were absent. (10)

It is unfortunate that by the late medieval period this
twofold form of worship was overcome by pomp and ceremony that
crowded out its meaning. But even the Reformers of the
sixteenth century insisted on maintaining both Word and
Sacrament. Their intent was to restore both elements to their
primitive simplicity, and in the process the Scriptures were
to be given an authoritative place.(1l1l) Most evangelicals
attempt to sustain the traditions of the Reformers. But what
is the purpose of all this for the gathered church, and the
individual believer?

The Purpose of Worship

Why should we worship God? Quite simply, we should worship Him
because of who He is-God. In Revelation 4 and 5 we see
descriptions that should provide impetus for our worship. He
“is the only God, the highest, the Lord God, the heavenly
King, the almighty God and Father, the Holy One.”(12) To put
it succinctly, “in worship we simply tell God the truth about
Himself.” (13) Each day of our lives we tell God the truth
about Himself, if we are thinking and living through the grid
of a Christian worldview.



I have a good friend who 1s a physicist. Years ago his job
included the consistent use of a sophisticated electron
microscope. This impressive device allowed him to take
pictures of the microscopic things he was studying. From these
pictures he developed a wonderful slide presentation that
served to remind us of the order and complexity that exists
beyond what we can see with the naked eye. When we viewed
these remarkable images, we responded in worship. Why? Because
our worldview prompted us to contemplate the One who created
such awesome things. We were filled with wonder. In our
response we were telling God the truth about Himself. We were
worshiping.

After his death friends of the great French thinker, Blaise
Pascal, “found stitched into the lining of his doublet a scrap
of parchment with a rough drawing of a flaming cross. Around
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that cross was the following poem,”(14) entitled “Fire”:

God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob,

Not of the philosophers and the learned.

Certitude. Joy. Certitude. Emotion. Sight. Joy.
Forgetfulness of the world and of all outside of God.
The world hath not known Thee, but I have known Thee.
Joy! Joy! Joy! Tears of joy.

My God, wilt Thou leave me?

Let me not be separated from Thee for ever.(15)

In this unforgettable refrain we hear the heart of a man in
worship. Pascal was responding to the very personal presence
of God in his life by pouring out his heart. His contemplation
led to worship. Jonathan Edwards, the great American
philosopher- theologian of the eighteenth century, shared one
of his experiences of worship in his Personal Narrative, which
was published after his death.

The person of Christ appeared ineffably excellent with an
excellency great enough to swallow up all thought and
conception . . . which continued near as I can judge, about



an hour; which kept me the greater part of the time 1in a
flood of tears and weeping aloud. (16)

The full account of this encounter indicates that Edwards
experienced worship during a time of contemplation and prayer.
He sought to focus on God, and God responded in a dramatic
way, just as was true for Pascal.

Such experiences don’t have to be descriptive only of a few.
We can apply at least two things from them. First, as with my
physicist friend, our lives should include a sense of wonder.
And wonder should lead to worship. As Thomas Carlyle wrote,
“The man who cannot wonder, who does not habitually wonder and
worship, is but a pair of spectacles behind which there is no
eye.”(17) Second, as with Pascal and Edwards, we need times of
contemplation and prayer. Thoughts about God, and prayer to
God can lead to a personal encounter with the One we worship.

Some Contemporary Hindrances to Worship

As of July 3, 1997, I will have known my wife for 30 years.
During that time my love for her has become enriched through
many experiences. If you were to ask me why I love her, I
might respond by telling you what I receive from her. Or I
might give you analyses of marriage fit for an essay. I might
even attempt to persuade you to believe in marriage as I do.
None of these responses would be wrong, but they would be
incomplete, and they wouldn’t focus on the primary subject: my
wife, the object of my love. The lover would have hindered
true praise of the loved one.

The same can be said frequently of us as we consider worship
in our lives. If we aren’t careful, we can hinder worship,
both individually and corporately, by emphasizing things that
may be good, but don’t give us a complete picture of what
worship entails. There are at least three words that can
describe these hindrances: pragmatism, intellectualism, and



evangelism.

Pragmatism as a hindrance to worship. First, pragmatism has
led many to find ways of getting what they want, instead of
what they need. This means the worship “customer” 1is
sovereign. “The idea is a basic selling principle: you satisfy
an existing desire rather than trying to persuade people to
buy something they don’t want.”(18) Many churches are growing
numerically through such strategies, but is worship taking
place? It’s my conviction that the answer is “No.” People may
be coming, but numbers are not the issue. Worship is done
among regenerated Christians who are concentrating on who God
is, not on what we want. Paradoxically, what we truly want,
communion with God, takes place when we pursue what we truly
need.

Intellectualism as a hindrance to worship. Second,
intellectualism is not a substitute for worship. Coming from
one who believes strongly in the importance of intellect in
the Christian life, this may be surprising. But I have come to
realize that worship is not a glorified Bible study. This does
not mean that the preaching of Scripture is not a key
ingredient of worship, but the one who is preaching 1is
responsible to share in light of worship. As Warren Wiersbe
has written, “There is much more to preaching than passing
along religious information. It must reveal, not mere facts
about God, but the Person of God Himself.”(19) Wiersbe
continues: “When preaching is an act of worship, the outline
is to the text what a prism is to a shaft of sunlight: it
breaks it up so that its beauty and wonder are clearly
seen.”(20) Such comments also apply to our private times of
Bible study. Our minds are to be used in study, but what is
studied includes worship of the One who has communicated with
us.

Evangelism as a hindrance to worship. Third, evangelism is not
the ultimate reason for worship. Non-believers who are 1in
attendance at a time of worship certainly can be touched by



the Spirit, but worship implies the believer’s response to
God. A non- believer cannot worship the true and living God.
Thus an “altar call” should not be the primary focus. Instead,
the church should be called to focus on the One who has called
them into His family. Then they take what they have heard,
seen, and experienced into the surrounding world.

Let’s reconsider such hindrances as we seek to worship God,
who will be glorified in the process.

The Content of Worship

“I know that Thou canst do all things, And that no purpose of
Thine can be thwarted” (Job 42:2). “I will give thanks to the
LORD with all my heart; I will tell of all Thy wonders. I will
be glad and exult in Thee; I will sing praise to Thy name, O
Most High” (Ps. 9:1 2). “The heavens are telling of the glory
of God; And their expanse is declaring the work of His hands”
(Ps. 19:1). “Holy, Holy, Holy, is the LORD of hosts, the whole
earth is full of His glory” (Isa. 6:3). “Blessed be the God
and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with
every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ”
(Eph. 1:3). “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus
Christ, who according to His great mercy has caused us to be
born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus
Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3). “Hallelujah! For the Lord
our God, the Almighty, reigns” (Rev. 19:6).

What do these Scriptures have in common? They are statements
of worship; they are inspired statements from men to God. And
for the moment it’'s our hope that they serve to stimulate us
to contemplate the content of worship.

One of the most pointed scriptural statements concerning
worship is found in Jesus’ well-known encounter with the
Samaritan woman (John 4:23 24). Jesus told her:

But an hour is coming, and now 1is, when the true worshipers



shall worship the Father in spirit and truth; for such people
the Father seeks to be His worshipers. God 1s spirit; and
those who worship Him must worship in spirit and truth.

Earlier (vs. 21) Jesus had told the woman that the place of
worship was unimportant. One doesn’t worship just on a
particular mountain, in Jerusalem, or any other place. We are
free to worship God anywhere. So then He told her what 1is
important.

First, the spirit of worship is important. We are to render
“such homage to God that the entire heart enters into the
act.”(21) Whether we are in a time of private praise and
adoration, or gathered with the church in corporate
proclamation, we are to respond to who God is from the spirit,
from the whole of our innermost being. Second, we are to do
“this in full harmony with the truth of God as revealed in his
Word."” (22) The concept of responding to God in spirit can give
rise to confusing individual expressions if those expressions
are not guided by Scripture. There must be balance between
spirit and truth. One without the other is not complete. “As
some see it, a humble, spiritual attitude means little.
According to others, truth or doctrinal soundness is of no
importance. Both are one-sided, unbalanced, and therefore
wrong. Genuine worshipers worship in spirit and truth.”(23)

These comments began with quotes from biblical writers who
wrote their statements of worship. It’s striking to note how
those statements contain not only the truth of God, but the
truth about God. Truth permeates their worship. But it’s also
striking to note the spirit with which those expressions were
shared. They are from the heart. They penetrate our lives;
they are alive with true worship. As we read and hear such
expressions they should encourage us to worship God in spirit
and truth. And thus the content of our worship will be
pleasing to Him.



Concluding Suggestions Concerning
Corporate Worship Renewal

We have discussed several aspects of worship: its definition,
history, purpose, hindrances, and content. To conclude we will
focus on five suggestions that can be applied to corporate
worship in the contemporary church.

First, consider how time is allotted when the church gathers
for worship. As churches grow they tend to break into various
times of worship. Thus the available time for worship 1is
decreased. One group needs to be released from the worship
center in time for another to enter. As a result, often there
is a feeling of being rushed. And this feeling of being rushed
is exacerbated because so much of the available time is spent
with things that may be good, but are not conducive to
worship. Announcements may concern good things, for example,
but they take time from the true intent of the gathered
church.

Second, consider how much attention is given to worship by the
leadership of the church. The pastor, staff, and other
leadership should demonstrate that worship has a very high
priority. There should not be a question of how much energy
has been given to preparation for worship on the part of the
leadership.

Third, consider who is the leader of worship and why. It is my
conviction that the pastor should be the one who calls the
body to worship and leads it by example. Much is communicated
to the congregation when the primary earthly leader implores
the people to give their undivided attention to the reason for
their gathering. In addition, much is communicated when the
pastor is involved in worship beyond just the delivery of a
sermon, no matter how good it may be. Having served on a
church staff for many years, I know some of the time
implications of this suggestion. But I believe if the church



makes worship the priority, the pastor should provide the
leadership for it. Fourth, consider what has priority 1in
worship. Quite simply, the question is whether or not God has
priority. Or do other things tend to crowd the allotted time
and distract from the true intention? For example, it may be
good to let a visiting relative of a church member sing a
solo, but has someone talked with this person in order to
discuss the reason for any solos within the time of worship?
Remember, worship is to be God- centered, not man-centered.

Fifth, consider the place of style versus substance in
worship. It appears to me that the “style” of worship is not
the issue as much as the substance. In other words, if the
people are called to worship God with integrity and
concentration on Him, the style is secondary. This applies
regardless of whether the style is liturgical/traditional,
contemporary, or something in between. But if the style
overshadows substance, true worship may be thwarted. It is a
wise church that brings both style and substance together in a
manner that pleases God.

These five suggestions and the thoughts that have preceded
them have been offered with the hope that you have been
stimulated to consider the importance of worship in your life.
The worshiping Christian in a worshiping church 1s a person
who is continually empowered to impact the world for the glory
of God. May you be among those empowered people!
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