George Washington and
Religion

Kerby Anderson presents a compelling argument for the view
that George Washington was a devoted Christian rather than a
deist. He points to Washington’s insistence on the importance
of services for his soldiers, his personal church attendance,
his prayer life and his commitment to the spiritual upbringing
of his godchildren.

Background

What was George Washington’s view of religion and
in particular of Christianity? The historical
perspective used to be that Washington was a
Christian and orthodox in most of his beliefs. But
the modern view has been that he was a either a
lukewarm Anglican or more likely a Deist.

I want to look at some new research that argues for the
traditional view and against the modern view of George
Washington’'s religion. One book is Washington’s God: Religion,
Liberty, and the Father of our Country.{1} It is written by
Michael Novak (American Enterprise Institute and winner of the
Templeton Award) and Jana Novak. Another book, written by
Peter Lillback with Jerry Newcombe, is George Washington’s
Sacred Fire.{2}

George Washington was born into a Virginia family of moderate
wealth and was exposed to various religious activities:
lessons in religion, regular prayer, Sunday school attendance,
and reverence for God. His mother had a daily ritual of
retiring with a book of religious readings.

By the time he was a teenager, Washington had already assumed
serious responsibilities as a professional surveyor and then
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as a major in the Virginia militia. His adventures in the wild
lands gave him invaluable lessons about the military, Indians,
and the British. Years later in a speech to the Delaware
chiefs, Washington said, “You do well to wish to learn our
arts and ways of life, and above all, the religion of Jesus
Christ. These will make you a greater and happier people than

you are.”{3}

He studied the Bible as well as the writings of ancient
heroes. The busts and portraits at Mount Vernon demonstrate
this. There are busts of Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar,
Charles XII of Sweden, and Frederick II of Prussia. In the
dining room are portraits of the Virgin Mary and St. John.

Washington’s own stepgranddaughter “Nelly” Custis saw him as a
religious man. She wrote this to one of Washington’s early
biographers:

It was his custom to retire to his library at nine or ten
o’'clock, where he remained an hour before he went to his
chamber. He always rose before the sun, and remained in his
library until called to breakfast. I never witnessed his
private devotions. I never inquired about them. I should
have thought it the greatest heresy to doubt his firm belief
in Christianity. His life, his writings, prove that he was a
Christian. He was not one of those who act or pray, “that
they may be seen of men.” He communed with his God 1in
secret.{4}

In what follows we will look at the evidence for George
Washington’s faith as it surfaced in his letters and actions
as general and president.

Deism vs. Christianity

Pick up a book about George Washington written during the
nineteenth century, and you will probably see that he 1is
described as being a Christian. However, if you pick up a book



written in the last seventy years, it will describe him as a
Deist. Why the change?

The turning point seems to be a study by historian Paul F.
Boller, Jr. entitled George Washington and Religion. His
conclusion can be summarized in a single sentence: To the
“unbiased observer” George Washington appears as a Deist, not
a devout Christian.{5} Most historians since Boller accepted
this idea and were less likely to assert that Washington was a
Christian.

What do we mean by “Deism”? Deism is the belief that God is
merely a watchmaker God who started the universe but is not
involved in the affairs of humans and human history. One
definition of Deism is that “There is no special providence;
no miracles or other divine interventions intrude upon the
lawful natural order.”{6}

Was George Washington a Deist? He was not. It is worth noting
that even historian Paul Boller admitted that religion was
important to Washington as a leader. Boller writes, “he saw to
it that divine services were performed by the chaplains as
regularly as possible on the Sabbath for the soldiers under
his command.”{7} We might reasonably ask, Why would chaplains
be important to a Deist?

Boller even admits there are testimonials of Washington’s
church attendance. This 1is important since many historians
even go further than Boller and assert that Washington did not
even attend church as a mature adult.

Michael Novak admits that some of the names Washington often
used for God sound Deist, but that does not mean that he was a
Deist. In fact, his prayers for God’s action were just the
opposite of what you might hear from a Deist. Washington
believed God favored the cause of liberty and should be
beseeched to “interpose” his action on behalf of the
Americans. He called for public thanksgiving for the many ways



in which Americans experienced God’s hand in key events in our
history.

Washington used more than eighty terms to refer to God, among
them: Almighty God, Creator, Divine Goodness, Father of all
mercies, and Lord of Hosts. The most common term he used 1in
his writings and speeches was “Providence.” When he did so, he
used the masculine personal pronoun “he.” Washington never
refers directly to God as an “it,” as he does occasionally
with Providence. God is personal.{8)

If we look at the history of the eighteenth century, there
were many with orthodox religious beliefs who sometimes used
the philosophical language of the enlightenment. Washington
was a Christian, even though he often used terms for God
associated with Deists.

A Religious Nation Goes to War

There has been some dispute about how religious America was
during the Revolutionary War. There was a shortage of churches
and clergy (especially along the paths of westward migration).
But we should also remember that this War of Independence
followed the First Great Awakening.

At the first meeting of the Continental Congress 1in
Philadelphia (September 1774), the first motion from the floor
was for prayer to seek guidance from God. But there was
resistance, not because of the prayer, but because of the
theological disagreements among the members (Anabaptist,
Quakers, Congregationalists, Episcopalians, Presbyterians).
Sam Adams settled the dispute by saying he was no bigot and
could pray along with any minister as long as he was a
patriot.{9} I have in my office a picture of a painting
showing George Washington praying with men like Patrick Henry,
John Jay, and Richard Henry Lee.

At the second meeting, they proposed that Washington be



appointed commander in chief of the Continental Army. He did
not think he was equal to the command but accepted it. He
wrote his wife, “I shall rely, therefore, confidently on that
Providence, which has heretofore preserved and been bountiful
to me, not doubting but that I shall return safe to you in the
fall.”{10} At the time, Washington was the only man on the
continent in uniform since no Continental Army yet existed. To
the British, he was the supreme traitor, in open rebellion to
the King. His neck was at risk, and the American independence
depended on him.

One event that George Washington believed showed God’s
providence was the Battle of Long Island in 1776. Washington
and his men were trapped on Brooklyn Heights, Long Island. The
British were poised to crush the American army the next day
and that would have been the end of the rebellion. Washington
planned a bold move and began evacuating his troops under the
cover of darkness using everything from fishing vessels to
rowboats. But there was not enough time to accomplish the
task. When morning came, the fog of night remained and only
lifted in time for the British to see the last American boat
crossing the East River beyond the reach of their guns. You
can read more about this miraculous event in Michael Novak’s
book, On Two Wings: Humble Faith and Common Sense at the
American Founding.{11}

Washington also required chaplains for the Continental Army,
and personally took time for prayer. He forbade his troops
under pain of death from uttering blasphemies, even profanity.
He called upon them to conduct themselves as Christian
soldiers because the people demanded it.{12}

Washington’s actions during the Revolutionary War demonstrate
his Christian character.



First in War and First in Peace

In his eulogy for George Washington, Henry Lee said he was
“First in war, first in peace, and first in the hearts of his
countrymen.” We could also say the Washington demonstrated
Christian character both in war and in peace.

While fulfilling his duties as general, he came to be known as
a “nursing father.” This is a biblical phrase (Num. 11:12, Is.
49:23 KJV) that appears in many of the tributes to Washington
after his death. He brought together very diverse groups to
fight the Revolutionary War by bridging ethnic and social
divisions. This ranged from the regiment from Marblehead,
Massachusetts (that included men of mixed race, blacks, and
Indians), to the Virginian and southern aristocrats to the
yeomen in hunting shirts from western Virginia.

One of his orders stated that “All chaplains are to perform
divine service tomorrow, and on every succeeding Sunday.

The commander in chief expects an exact compliance with this
order, and that it be observed in future as an invariable rule
of practice—and every neglect will be consider not only a
breach of orders, but a disregard to decency, virtue and
religion.” {13}

Washington grew even more explicit as the war dragged on:
“While we are zealously performing the duties of good citizens
and soldiers we certainly ought not to be inattentive to the
higher duties of religion. To the distinguished character of
patriot, it should be our highest glory to add the more
distinguished character of a Christian.”{14}

Washington lost a great deal of money during the war by paying
for things out of his own pocket and by refusing a salary. He
happily returned to Mount Vernon and spent happy years with
his wife. But the constitutional convention in 1787 brought
him to elective office. He was elected as president by
unanimous vote in 1789,



In his inaugural address, Washington said, “No people can be
bound to acknowledge and adore the invisible hand, which
conducts the affairs of men more than the people of the United
States. Every step, by which they have advanced to the
character of an 1independent nation, seems to have been
distinguished by some token of providential agency.”

He issued a thanksgiving proclamation in 1789 in which he
asserted “the duty of all nations” in regard to God. His
thanksgiving proclamation of 1795 proclaims there are signs of
“Divine beneficence” in the world. And in his farewell
address, he reminded Americans that “0Of all the dispositions
and habits which lead to political prosperity, Religion and
Morality are indispensable supports.”

Washington demonstrated Christian character in war and in
peace.

Washington as Christian: Pro and Con

Let’'s summarize the arguments historians make about
Washington’s religious faith. Those who believe that George
Washington was a Deist and not a Christian usually make the
following observations.

First, Washington never took communion at Sunday services.
Second, he refused to declare his specific beliefs in public.
Third, he rarely used the name of Jesus Christ in private
correspondence and in public utterances. Finally, while he
believed in God and had an awareness of Providence in his
life, it all seems more like a Greek or Roman view of fate.

Michael Novak’s response to these observations is helpful.
“All these objections have a grain of truth in them. Still,
they are consistent with Washington’s being a serious
Christian who believed that he had a public vocation that
required some tact regarding his private confessional
life.”{15} Novak adds:



It is not at all unusual for public men in pluralistic
American life to maintain a notable reserve about their
private convictions. They do not burden the public with
declarations of their deepest beliefs, whose general force
they trust their actions will sufficiently reveal. In the
public forum, they happily give to Caesar what is Caesar’s
and in the private forum, to God what is God’'s.{16}

What are some of the reasons to believe Washington was a
Christian? First, he religiously observed the Sabbath as a day
of rest and frequently attended church services on that day.
Second, many report that Washington reserved time for private
prayer. Third, Washington saved many of the dozens of sermons
sent to him by clergymen, and read some of them aloud to his
wife.

Fourth, Washington hung paintings of the Virgin Mary and St.
John in places of honor in his dining room in Mount Vernon.
Fifth, the chaplains who served under him during the 1long
years of the Revolutionary War believed Washington was a
Christian. Sixth, Washington (unlike Thomas Jefferson) was
never accused by the press or his opponents of not being a
Christian.

It is also worth noting that, unlike Jefferson, Washington
agreed to be a godparent for at least eight children. This was
far from a casual commitment since it required the godparents
to agree to help insure that a child was raised in the
Christian faith. Washington not only agreed to be a godparent,
but presented his godsons and goddaughters with Bibles and
prayer books.

George Washington was not a Deist who believed in a
“watchmaker God.” He was a Christian and demonstrated that
Christian character throughout his life.
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Defending Theism: A Response
to Hume, Russell, and Dawkins

T.S. Weaver looks at anti-God arguments from three prominent
philosophers, showing why belief is God is more reasonable
than their objections to His existence.

Theism, broadly defined, is the belief in the existence of a
supreme being or other deities. Believers in Jesus Christ
would say we follow Christian Theism, believing in and
trusting the one true God who has revealed Himself through His
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word and through His Son Jesus. In pursuit of the defense of
theism and answering profound antagonists to the faith, I will
engage with some of the objections raised by three prominent
thinkers: David Hume, Bertrand Russell, and Richard Dawkins.

David Hume

David Hume (1711-1776) was a Scottish philosopher who is often
considered the best philosopher to have written in the English
language. Although he was wary of metaphysical things like
God, he was very fascinated by religion. He 1is widely
considered to be an atheist, but we do not know for certain
whether he was atheist [one who denies that God exists],
agnostic [one who is not sure if God exists], or deist [one
who believes God created the universe but then let it run
according to natural laws without divine intervention] by the
time of his death. Regardless, his more prominent work 1is
Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. In it he presents
classical challenges to theism.

The strongest challenge to theism Hume presents in Dialogues
is the problem of evil and God’'s moral nature. His view 1is
that with the amount of evil in the world, we cannot consider
God as morally sensible, morally great, and powerful. His
assumption is that if God were to exist, He does not care to
solve the problem of good and evil. While this is the toughest
intellectual challenge a theist has to answer, I believe there
is an answer.

When God created, He gave humans the ability to make free
decisions. If this ability were denied, our love (the supreme
ethic) for Him would not be a choice and thus coerced. As a
result, it would not be real love. Church Father Augustine
(354-430) commented on this in his book On the Free Choice of
the Will, by arguing that free will is what makes us human.
God made us that way so we could freely choose to venerate,
trust, and follow Him. So built into love, veneration, trust,
and obedience was the ability to make free decisions.



Consequently, certain choices are going to be terrible or evil
(e.g., Adam and Eve'’s disastrous disobedience in the Garden of
Eden). As a result, the only way to eradicate evil 1is to
eradicate free will. Hence, evil 1is merely the consequence of
the free will of humanity. John Stackhouse rearticulates this
case:

God desired to love and be loved by other beings. God
created human beings with this in view. To make us capable
of such fellowship, God had to give us the freedom to
choose, because love, though it does have its elements of
“compulsion,” 1s meaningful only when it 1is neither
automatic nor coerced. This sort of free will, however,
entailed the danger that it would be used not to enjoy God’s
love and to love God in return, but to go one’s own way in
defiance of both God and one’s own best interest. This is
what the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden

portrays.{1}

It is not that God is insensitive to evil (Proverbs 6:16,
15:26; Psalm 5:4), but that moral and natural evils are the
cause of the sin (free choice to disobey God) of man.

Bertrand Russell

Shifting gears, Bertrand Russell, (1872-1970) a famed agnostic
philosopher, argued against theism with a famous view that
everything on this globe is the result of “an accidental
collocation of atoms.”{2} Thus, there is no real aim for which
we were produced. I believe this view is both incredibly
depressing and incredibly wrong. If one were to take what
Timothy Keller would call a “clue of God” like beauty and
think this through, it would have serious implications. If
this were true, as Keller put it in The Reason for God,
“Beauty is nothing but a neurological hardwired response to
particular data.”{3} Conductor Leonard Bernstein once spoke of
the effect of the beauty of Beethoven’s music:
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Our boy has the real goods, the stuff from Heaven, the power
to make you feel at the finish: Something is right in the
world. There 1is something that checks throughout, that
follows its own law consistently: something we can trust,
that will never let us down.{4}

Does that sound like a “neurological hardwired response to
particular data”? Or is Beethoven’'s music beautiful? As a
seminary student, I often yearn for an excellent night of
sleep. The thought is beautiful to me. Augustine in his
Confessions arqgued that yearnings like this were clues to the
existence of God. While my tiredness does not prove that my
desire for an excellent night of sleep will happen tonight, it
is correct that native yearnings like this link to actual
substances that can fill them. For example, sensual yearning
(linking to sex), hunger (linking to food), tiredness (linking
to sleep), and interpersonal yearning (linking to
relationship). We have a desire for joy, love, and beauty that
no quantity or condition of sex, food, sleep, and relationship
can satisfy. We hope for something that nothing on this globe
can satisfy. Do you think this is a clue? I assert this
unpleasing yearning is a deep-rooted native longing that is an
undeniable clue not only for the existence of God, but also
that God is the only one who can satisfy that yearning. C.S.
Lewis wrote in Mere Christianity, “If I find in myself a
desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most
probable explanation is that I was made for another world.”{5}
(Please also see Dr. Michael Gleghorn’s article “C.S. Lewis
and the Riddle of Joy” at probe.org/c-s-lewis-and-the-riddle-
of-joy/) Tying all this back to Russell’s famous view, it
makes sense that if there were a God who can satisfy that kind
of yearning, this God likely made us, not by accident, but
with a purpose. That is worth investigating.

Richard Dawkins

Now I turn to Richard Dawkins (1941- ), who I think 1is best
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described as a militant atheist scientist. He writes 1in his
book The God Delusion, describing God:

The God of the 0ld Testament is arguably the most unpleasant
character in all fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty,
unjust, wunforgiving control-freak; a vindictive,
bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic,
racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential,
megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent

bully.{6}

Tell us how you really feel, Dawkins. Although there is a lot
said here, what is most obvious is his portrayal of God as
immoral because of what God displayed of Himself in the 0ld
Testament. These acts are perceived to undermine his morally
perfect nature. Although this will not be my main response, I
want to highlight that for Dawkins to grumble that God has
perpetrated immoral acts, he acknowledges there 1is an
objective moral law. In a separate argument, I could go from
here to make the case that for there to be an objective moral
law there must be an objective moral law giver (God). However,
I instead want to concentrate on “the God of the 01ld
Testament.”

The 0ld Testament passage found in Deuteronomy (7:1-5;
20:16-18) tends to be the most cited in an argument against
God such as Dawkins’s quote above. In this passage, God
instructed the Israelites to destroy the Canaanites living in
a specific region: “[T]lhen you must destroy them totally. Make
no treaty with them, and show them no mercy” (7:2), and “[D]o
not leave alive anything that breathes” (20:16). This passage
bothers many (including myself) and may be an example of where
Dawkins got his characterization. It is understandable to
wonder how a good and loving God could instruct this.

To make sense of a tough passage like this one must understand
the context, starting with who God is. God is not like any
earthly ruler. He’s not like Trump. He’s not like Biden. He 1is
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Creator of all things and King of the Universe. That said, He
supplies life, and He can take life when He chooses, however
He chooses. The next step is to think through whether His
instruction was justified (as if it were up to us to define
justice). There are occasions when we as humans may feel it is
justified for people to take another’s life, as in self-
defense, to safeguard others, or in a just war. What we must
understand about the Canaanites in this passage is that this
was not some illogical imperative for them to be murdered. The
Canaanites were malevolent. In their obscene paganism, they
were spiritually dangerous. They were unspeakably wicked. God
said to the Israelites, “It 1is not because of your
righteousness or your integrity that you are going in to take
possession of their land; but on account of the wickedness of
these nations” (emphasis mine) (Deuteronomy 9:5).

The worst example of their wickedness is child sacrifice.
Apologist Timothy Fox informs us, “They would burn their
children alive in a fiery furnace as a sacrifice to the god
Molech. Just that one act alone would be justification for
their complete annihilation.”{7} I wonder what Hume, who
raised the problem of evil, would have to say to Dawkins about
God dealing with and judging evil. One of the explanations God
provided for wrecking the Canaanites was so that Israel would
not embrace their malevolent ways. Dawkins may still object
though and say, “What about the kids? How could a loving God
instruct the Israelites to destroy harmless kids?” I do find
this troubling as well, but as shown above, God can take life
when He chooses, however He chooses. No one is promised a
lengthy, peaceable life and to perish of old age. Furthermore,
what if God saw that if these children were to mature, they
would be just as evil and corrupt as their parents? What if
ordering the death of children infected by their parents’
wickedness is similar to an oncology surgeon cutting out small
cancer cells along with the full-grown cells? That is a
possibility. In addition, God does not appreciate the murder
of the evil but patiently waits for repentance of sins



(Ezekiel 18:23). In the case of the Canaanites, we see He will
only allow wickedness for so long though.

Another objection Dawkins has to the existence of God 1is
science. His view is that you can either be scientific and
sensible, or religious. He is either ignoring, or ignorant of,
the fact that modern science arose out of a biblical
worldview. Christians are responsible for developing the
scientific perspective and method. Francis Bacon, astronomers
Kepler and Galileo, and the brilliant mathematician and
physicist Isaac Newton all believed in God. They all helped
shape the development of modern science; they believed that
since God was a God of order, they expected nature to be
orderly. They also understood that one man’s opinion could be
faulty because of sin, and therefore others needed to verify
what any one scientist said. Kepler even characterized his
scientific perspective as “thinking God’s thoughts after Him.”

Dawkins thinks God and science do not mix. Yet two legendary
experiments performed in 1916 and 1997 reveal this view is not
as widely held as Dawkins and others make it seem. In 1916,
American psychologist James Leuba conducted a study asking
scientists if they believed in a God who actively communicates
with humanity, no less than via prayer. 40 percent confirmed
they did, 40 percent confirmed they did not, and 20 percent
were not confident either way. Edward Larson and Larry Witham
duplicated this study in 1997 using identical queries with
scientists. They discovered the figures had not altered
substantially. Even atheist philosopher Thomas Nagle disagrees
with Dawkins’s view of reality. Nagle even questions whether
atheist naturalists think their moral instincts (yes morality
has come up again), for example the belief that genocide is
morally incorrect, are true instead of just the consequence of
neurochemistry hardwired into humans. He writes:

The reductionist project usually tries to reclaim some of
the originally excluded aspects of the world, by analyzing
them in physical-that is, behavioral or



neurophysiological—terms; but it denies reality to what
cannot be so reduced. I believe the project is doomed-that
conscious experience, thought, value, and so forth are not
illusions, even though they cannot be identified with
physical facts.{8}

Science cannot explain all and can be consistent with
religious faith. Therefore, it is unreasonable to think that
an individual can only be a believer of science or a believer
of God. It is also irrational to believe we came into the
world by accident, or that because of the presence of evil in
the world theism is not workable. In short, it 1s more
reasonable to believe in theism than not to.

Notes

1. J.P. Moreland and William Lane Craig, Philosophical
Foundations for a Christian Worldview (Inter-Varsity Press,
2003), 552.

2. Bertrand Russell, “The Free Man’s Worship,” The Independent
Review 1 (Dec 1903), 415-24 Title of essay changed after 1910
to “A Free Man’'s Worship.”

3. Timothy Keller, The Reason for God (New York: Penguin
Books, 2016), 138.

4. From Leonard Bernstein’s “The Joy of Music” (Simon and
Schuster, 2004), 105.

5. C.S. Lewis, Mere Christianity, (New York: Macmillan, 1952),
105.

6. Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (Boston: Mariner Books,
2006), 51.

7. crossexamined.org/god-behaving-badly-destruction-

canaanites/, accessed March 31, 2022.
8. Thomas Nagel, “The Fear of Religion,
(October 23, 2006).

n

The New Republic

Bibliography

Bernstein, Leonard. “The Joy of Music,” (New York: Simon and


https://crossexamined.org/god-behaving-badly-destruction-canaanites/
https://crossexamined.org/god-behaving-badly-destruction-canaanites/

Schuster), 2004.

Keller, Timothy. The Reason for God. (New York: Penguin
Books), 2016.

Moreland, J.P. and (Craig, William Lane. Philosophical
Foundations for a Christian Worldview. (Downers Grove, IL:
Inter-Varsity Press), 2003.

n

Nagel, Thomas. “The Fear of Religion,
October 23, 2006.

The New Republic,

Ross, Allen P. “Genesis” in The Bible Knowledge Commentary: An
Exposition of the Scriptures, ed. J. F. Walvoord and R. B.
Zuck, vol. 1. Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1985.

Russell, Bertrand “The Free Man’s Worship,” The Independent
Review. 1. Dec 1903.

©2022 Probe Ministries

Deism and America’s Founders

The views and beliefs of our country’s founders were as
diverse and complicated as today. Don Closson focuses on the
role of deism.

In his book Is God on America’s Side, Erwin Lutzer asks the
important question, “Is the American dream and the Christian
dream one and the same?”{1} If our national dream fails, does
it necessarily follow that our Christian dream also dies?
Lutzer’s book makes the point that it’s dangerous to see the
goals of the state and the purpose of the church as one and
the same. It’s dangerous to equate the “city of man” with the
“city of God.”
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However, there are those who argue that because our
Founding Fathers were devoted Christians who held
to an orthodox Christian faith, the state and the
church in America are already linked together, and
that if America as a nation loses its uniquely
Christian flavor, the church will fail in its task as well.
They see America as a unique country that holds a special
place in God’s plan for reaching the world. Additionally, they
argue that we enjoy God’'s special protection and blessings
because of this Christian founding, blessings which will be
lost if Christians lose control of the nation.

At the other end of the religious and political spectrum 1is
the group who portray America and its founding as a thoroughly
secular project. They argue that by the time the Revolution
had occurred in the colonies, Enlightenment rationalism had
won the day in the minds and hearts of the young nation’s
leaders. They often add that the drive towards religious
tolerance was the result of a decline in belief in God and an
attempt to remove religious influence from America’s future.

For all those involved in this debate, the specific beliefs of
our Founders are very important. Those who argue that America
was founded by godless men who established a godless
Constitution are, for the most part, wrong. Belief in God was
practically universal among our Founding Founders. On the
other hand, those who argue that our Founders were mostly
devoted Christians who sought to establish a Christian nation
devoted to the gospel of Jesus Christ are not giving us the
full picture either. Because both sides in this debate tend to
define America by the religious faith of our Founders, both
sides tend to over-simplify the religious beliefs of those
early patriots.

It’'s important, therefore, to consider the specific beliefs of
some of our Founding Fathers so that we might get a clearer
picture of religion in that era and avoid either of the two
extremes usually presented. As we look into the actions and
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words of specific Revolutionary era leaders we will find that
their beliefs represent a mixture of viewpoints that are every
bit as complicated as those of America’s leaders today.

Delism

The issue centers on how much influence Deism had on our
Founders. So a good place to begin is with a definition of the
movement while remembering that Deists “were never organized
into a sect, had no [official] creed or form of worship,
recognized no leader, and were constantly shifting their
ground.”{2} That said, Edward Herbert 1s often given credit
for being the father of Deism in the seventeenth century. His
five-point system 1s a good starting point for understanding
the religious beliefs that affected many of our nation’s
leaders nearly one hundred years later.

Herbert’'s Deism begins with the fact that there is a God.
However, Deists did not equate this God with the one who
revealed himself to Moses or as having a special relationship
with the Jews. Instead of being the God of Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob, Deists referred to him with terms like “the First
Cause,” “the Divine Artist,” the Grand Architect,” “the God of
Nature,” or “Divine Providence.”{3} Many Deists argued that
more could be learned about God by studying nature and science
than by seeking knowledge about him in the Bible.

Deists also thought that it naturally follows to worship this
God, which is Herbert’s second point. This belief is arrived
at by reason alone and not revelation; it is a common sense
response to the fact that “the God of Nature” exists. The
nature of this worship 1is Herbert’'s third point. Deists
worshipped their God by living ethically. Some acknowledged
the superior example of an ethical life as lived by Jesus;
others felt that Christianity itself was a barrier to an
ethical life.



Interestingly, Deists included repentance as part of their
system. What is not a surprise 1is that this repentance
consists of agreeing with the Creator God that living an
ethical life is better than to not live such a life. Herbert’s
last point may also be a surprise to many. Deists believed in
an afterlife, and that in it there will be rewards and
punishments based on our success or failure to live ethically
now.

What should be obvious by now is that Deism was derivative of
Christianity. As one cleric of the day wrote, “Deism is what
is left of Christianity after casting off everything that is
peculiar to it. The deist is one who denies the Divinity, the
Incarnation, and the Atonement of Christ, and the work of the
Holy Ghost; who denies the God of Israel, and believes in the
God of Nature.”{4}

Anti-Christian Deism

The impact of Deism on Americans in the 1700s is complicated
because the word itself represents a spectrum of religious
positions held at that time. One extreme represents a group
that might be called the non-Christian Deists. This faction
was openly hostile to the Christian faith. Thomas Paine, of
Common Sense fame, and a leading advocate of this position,
wrote that Deism “is free from all those invented and
torturing articles that shock our reason . . . with which the
Christian religion abounds. Its creed is pure and sublimely
simple. It believes in God, and there it rests. It honors
Reason as the choicest gift of God to man and the faculty by
which he is enabled to contemplate the power, wisdom, and
goodness of the Creator displayed in the creation; . . . it
avoids all presumptuous beliefs and rejects, as the fabulous
inventions of men, all books pretending to be revelation.”{5}
This quote clearly expresses the complaints and disdain that
some Deists held against the Christian faith.



Although often accused of being godless pagans, it was not
unusual for Thomas Paine and others in this group to see
themselves as God’'s defenders. Paine says that he wrote The
Age of Reason in France during the French Revolution to defend
belief in God against the growing atheism in that country. But
he agreed with the French that the power and influence of the
Roman Catholic Church had to be removed. There was little love
lost on the monarchy or the priesthood; one French philosopher
wrote, “let us strangle the last king with the guts of the
last priest.”

Deists were very confident in the power of human reason.
Reason informed them that miracles were impossible and that
the Bible is a man-made book of mythical narratives. This
faction of Deists also saw Christianity as a barrier to moral
improvement and social justice. And since for them, living an
ethical life is itself true worship, Christianity was seen as
an impediment to worshipping God as well.

Reason is highlighted by the writings of these influential
colonists. The former Presbyterian minister Elihu Palmer wrote
a paper titled Reason, the Glory of Our Nature, and the well
known patriot Ethan Allen published the Deistic piece Reason:
the Only Oracle of Man.{6} In the preface of his book, Allen
wrote, “I have generally been denominated a Deist, the reality
of which I never disputed, being conscious I am no Christian,
except mere infant baptism make me one.”{7}

It is not surprising that this focus on reason led Deists to
reject the Trinity. Unitarianism was making great inroads into
American colleges by the 1750s, and America’'s best and
brightest were now subject to this view at Yale, Harvard, and
other prominent schools.

Church-Going Deists

It can be argued that there was a form of Deism in the late



1700s that was comfortable with parts of Christianity but was
not entirely orthodox. Some of our most cherished and famous
early American patriots fit into this category.

A good argument can be made that Franklin, Washington, Adams,
Jefferson, Madison, and Monroe were all significantly
influenced by Deism and Unitarianism. Let’s take a look at the
actions and comments of two of these revolutionary era leaders
who can justifiably be called church-going Deists.

Hearing that Benjamin Franklin was a Deist will probably not
shock too many Americans. By some accounts he embraced Deism
at the young age of fifteen.{8} As an adult he was asked by a
minister to express his personal creed, and Franklin replied,
“I believe in one God, Creator of the Universe: That he
governs the World by his Providence. That he ought to be
worshiped. That the most acceptable Service we can render to
him, is doing good to his other Children. That the soul of man
is immortal, and will be treated with Justice in another life,
respecting its Conduct in this.”{9} Franklin’s faith was
focused on personal behavior rather than faith in Christ’s
work on the cross. When asked about Jesus, Franklin said, “I
have . . . some Doubts as to his Divinity, tho’ it is a
Question I do not dogmatize upon.”{10} Rather than being
openly hostile to Christianity, Franklin contributed to every
church building project in Philadelphia, as well as its one
synagogue.

The faith of George Washington is a more controversial matter.
Washington consistently used Deistic language to describe God
in both public and private communications, rarely referring to
Jesus Christ in any setting. Comments made by his
contemporaries also point to Deistic beliefs. Washington’s
bishop and pastor while he was in Philadelphia admitted that
“Truth requires me to say, that General Washington never
received the communion in the churches of which I am parochial
minister.”{11} Another pastor added, “Sir, he was a Deist,”
when questions about his faith arose shortly after his death.



The fact that Washington was never confirmed in the Episcopal
Church and ceased to take communion after the war adds to the
case for him being a Deist. The controversy will continue, but
much evidence points to his less than orthodox beliefs.

It must be remembered that, while Washington and Deists in
general were quite willing to speak about the “God of
Providence” or the “Grand Architect,” rarely are they found

them referring to God as “Father,” “Lord,” “Redeemer,” or
“Savior.”{12}

Orthodox Christians

Samuel Adams is often called the father of the American
Revolution, but he 1is also known as “the Last of the
Puritans,” a title that speaks to his commitment to orthodox
Christianity.{13} His orthodoxy is confirmed by both his
actions and comments. Adams was opposed to Freemasonry, which
taught a belief system that was consistent with Deism. Neither
ideology focused on Jesus or the Bible, and both accepted
Jews, Muslims, Christians, or anyone else who believed in a
divine being. In fact, the phrase “the Grand Architect,” often
used by Deists as a title for God, came from Freemasonry, not
the Bible.

Adams maintained a religious household by personally
practicing grace before meals, Bible readings, and morning and
evening devotions. More important, Adams’ religious language
revealed an orthodox belief system. He referred to God as “our
Divine Redeemer,” and the one “who has given us his Son to
purchase for us the reward of eternal life,” phrases that a
Deist would most likely not employ.{14} Even when thinking of
his future passing Adams looked to Christ; his will spoke of
his “relying on the merits of Jesus Christ for a pardon of all
my sins.”{15} Although many leaders of the day left their
orthodox upbringing, Adams “was a New England
Congregationalist who remained staunchly 1loyal to the



Calvinist orthodoxy in which he had been raised.”{16}

John Jay was president of the Continental Congress and the
first chief justice of the Supreme Court; he also exhibited
leadership in spreading the Word of God among the new
country’s citizens. As president of the American Bible
Society, Jay used his annual address to stress the authority
of the Bible. He spoke of the events in its pages as events in
history, not as religious mythology. He also employed the
language of the church in his speeches and writings including
“Saviour,” "“King of Heaven,” and “Captain of our
Salvation.”{17} Although Jay had many friends among the Deists
of the day, he differed greatly with them concerning the
relationship of reason and revelation. Jay wrote that the
truths of Christianity were “revealed to our faith, to be
believed on the credit of Divine testimony” rather than a
product of human reason.

Just as today, the religious landscape of early America was
varied and complex. Those complexities should neither hinder
nor determine our efforts to build God’s kingdom in the
twenty-first century. America has been blessed by God, but to
argue that it is privileged over all other nations 1is
presumptuous. Other nations have believed that their country
would be used uniquely by God as well. Perhaps we stand on
firmer ground when we look to the church as God’s vehicle for
accomplishing His purposes, a body of believers that will draw
from every nation, tribe, people and language.
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Lived”

There is not one proof that Jesus ever lived. Everything you
quoted on your stupid page was all hearsay that was passed
along by g*dd*mn fools. Yeshu was real and lived one hundred
years before your concocted fake savior. There was jesus of
gamala who was another savior. There was jesus bar kocha, yet
another savior. Josephus never wrote that passage about jesus
and only a f***ing fool would believe it was anything other
than another ‘christian’ lie and forgery. Josephus was a Jew
and would have been stoned to death for such a statement. You
people lie like dogs and couldn’t tell the truth if your lives
depended on it. There were at least 50 well known
authors/historians during the era that your pathetic manmade
god was said to have lived yet not one of them bothered to
write one word about him. Hell, man don’t you think with all
his miracles and dead people popping out of graves during his
crucifixion that someone might sit up and take notice? There
are no people on this planet meaner or more insane that
Christians. Also, our Founders did not found this nation on
your sickening repulsive deadly religion and most of them
hated it. History is completely silent on all the major bible
characters, including the child raping killer Moses and the
pimp Abraham. Thank goodness, for you couldn’t find a more
disgusting and perverted bunch if you spent your life looking.
Yahweh was a real b*stard that I wouldn’t allow in my
neighborhood. Why don’t you try the truth for a change?

I am sorry that our material has caused you to respond with
such negative emotion.

But if I may, I'd like to engage some of your points.

There is not one proof that jesus ever lived. Everything you
quoted on your stupid page was all hearsay that was passed
along by g*dd*mn fools.


https://probe.org/there-is-no-proof-your-pathetic-manmade-god-ever-lived/

This is a fairly broad generalization. Could you refer to
something specific so we can get a better idea of what you
object to most?

Yeshu was real and lived one hundred years before your
concocted fake savior. There was jesus of gamala who was
another savior. There was jesus bar kocbha, yet another
savior.

Do you have some documentation for these various Jesus
characters so we can research ourselves? This is a commonly
held notion but the documentation we often see is not
reliable.

Josephus never wrote that passage about jesus and only a
f***ing fool would believe it was anything other than
another ‘christian’ lie and forgery. Josephus was a jew and
would have been stoned to death for such a statement.

Concerning Josephus, Michael [Gleghorn] clearly indicates that
the second passage he refers to by Josephus was likely edited
by a Christian scholar to include the references to Jesus as
the Christ and other messianic phrases. Most scholars regard
the rest of the passage as genuine.
www.probe.org/ancient-evidence-for-jesus-from-non-christian-so

urces/.

You people lie like dogs and couldn’t tell the truth if your
lives depended on it. There were at least 50 well known
authors/historians during the era that your pathetic manmade
god was said to have lived yet not one of them bothered to
write one word about him.

Can you provide wus a 1list of a few of these
authors/historians? You have to consider that any news did not
travel very far or very fast in that era. Many of Jesus’
miracles would be beyond belief for many and would have just
been dismissed. It makes sense therefore, that Jesus was noted
a few decades later when the number of his followers continued
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to grow despite severe persecution.

Hell, man don’t you think with all his miracles and dead
people popping out of graves during his crucifixion that
someone might sit up and take notice? There are no people on
this planet meaner or more insane that Christians. Also, our
Founders did not found this nation on your sickening
repulsive deadly religion and most of them hated it.

I agree with you to a degree. Jefferson and Franklin were
likely deists who used the Bible when it suited them. George
Washington however, seems to be a genuine Christian. Do you
have sources who indicate otherwise?

History 1is completely silent on all the major bible
characters, including the child raping killer moses and the
pimp abraham.

Well, that’s not exactly true. Roman and Jewish historians
make reference to Jesus and Christians in the first century.
Also a stone from around 800BC contained the phrase “House of
David.” Babylonian records refer to the appropriate kings of
Judah in the early years of the Babylonian captivity, both
those left in Jerusalem and those taken to Babylon.
Nebuchadnezzar is real as are the accounts of various Assyrian
kings mentioned in Chronicles and Kings. The Babylonian and
Persian kings are accurately reflected in Daniel. It’s quite
unlikely to find any archeological references to Abraham,
Isaac and Jacob. They were nomadic herders who didn’t keep any
history.

Thank goodness, for you couldn’t find a more disgusting and
perverted bunch if you spent your life looking. Yahweh was a
real b*stard that I wouldn’t allow in my neighborhood. Why
don’t you try the truth for a change?

We are looking for the truth and confidently believe we have
found it in Jesus Christ of Nazareth. I suspect that something
else besides your perceived lack of evidence is driving the
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strength of your rejection. Whatever that may be, I am truly
sorry that some Christian or group of Christians have
grievously harmed you in some way in the past. No true
Christians ever claim to be perfect or to have exhaustive
knowledge. But we have seen and experienced the truth in ways
that are quite convincing.

Respectfully,

Raymond G. Bohlin, Ph.D.

https://sites.google.com/site/yahwehelohiym/sons-of-god/the-bo
undaries-of-the-nations

Yahweh was just a hateful petty tribal god and one of the many
sons of el elyon, the most high god, and your bible proves it
but you people do not understand what the hell you read and
keep the lies going.

I'm afraid your source is a bit behind the times. While some
of what he says is correct, that some names of God go back to
the Ugaritic language, his/her reliance on the Documentary
Hypothesis is outdated.
www.biblearchaeology.org/post/2010/09/24/the-documentary-hypot
hesis.aspx#Article

“Sons of God” appears elsewhere in the 0ld Testament, in
Genesis 6:2,4 and Job 38:7. In each case it 1s either a
reference to men who followed God (Genesis 6) or angels (Job
38). Nothing new or damaging here.

If you just look a little further in the 0ld Testament you
find Isaiah saying;

I am the Lord, I have no peer,

there is no God but me.

I arm you for battle, even though you do not recognize me.
I do this so people will recognize from east to west
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that there is no God but me;

I am the Lord, I have no peer.

Remember what I accomplished in antiquity!
Truly I am God, I have no peer;

I am God, and there is none like me (45:5-9)

The God of the Bible is a monotheistic God throughout. And we
do have a nearly complete Book of Isaiah from the Dead Sea
Scrolls and the only difference with the Masoretic text of AD
900 is a few spelling changes.

One item at a time.

www . stephenjaygould.org/ctrl/buckner_ncn.html

I also advise you to read Liars for Jesus and Thomas Paine’s
The Age of Reason. Paine helped word our Constitution and Bill
of Rights and named this country The United States of America.
Few Christians will speak about his book because it cannot be
refuted intelligently. His part 3 proves there are NO OT
prophecies of jesus and makes jackasses of anyone who says
otherwise. Can you people read? Christians don’t follow the
doctrine of jesus, they follow the apostate liar paul. Read
the Egyptian Book of the Dead to find the Lord’s Prayer and
the so-called ten commandments along with many other items the
murdering jews (who are not jews but are liars from the
synagogue of satan) stole and created their rotten religion.
Much of what they stole was from the ancient Sumerians who
lived about 1000 years before the hyksos came to be known as
Hebrews. Their epic of creation was used by these maggots to
create the most bloody and perverted religion this world has
known, until Christians showed up.

Hmmm. I don’t recall claiming that the U.S. is a Christian
nation. You won’t find that anywhere on our website. But do
read from George Washington’s farewell address:
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Of all the dispositions and habits, which lead to political
prosperity, Religion and Morality are indispensable
supports. In vain would that man claim the tribute of
Patriotism, who should labor to subvert these great pillars
of human happiness, these firmest props of the duties of Men
and Citizens. The mere Politician, equally with the pious
man, ought to respect and to cherish them. A volume could
not trace all their connexions with private and public
felicity. Let it simply be asked, Where is the security for
property, for reputation, for 1life, if the sense of
religious obligation desert the oaths, which are the
instruments of investigation in Courts of Justice? And let
us with caution indulge the supposition, that morality can
be maintained without religion. Whatever may be conceded to
the influence of refined education on minds of peculiar
structure, reason and experience both forbid us to expect,
that national morality can prevail in exclusion of religious
principle.

Clearly he doesn’t say what religion, but there was little
else in America at that time except for different forms of
Christianity. Even if he only means a loose form of deism, he
clearly questions that government can function for long
without it.

So you really want to use Thomas Paine as your source for the
conviction that there are no OT prophesies about Jesus? There
is so much we didn’t know in the late 18th century.
Archaeology was barely a fledgling science. So many
manuscripts were unknown. We have thousands of OT and NT
manuscripts today that Paine had no knowledge of whatsoever.
Isaiah 52:13 through 53:12 is about as clear a prophecy of
Jesus that you will find. And remember we have a complete copy
of Isaiah from the Dead Sea Scrolls, well before Jesus lived.

Liars for Jesus looks like an interesting book. I have no
doubt there has been sloppy scholarship on the part of many in
the religious right. At Probe Ministries we make every effort



to research with integrity and write with a biblical
reasonableness and respect for those we disagree with.

Two of the foremost and revered Jewish Archaeologists in
Israel have proven the OT is a lie but preachers will never
tell that. They are greedy dogs and deceivers.
www.hiddenmysteries.org/mysteries/history/jehovah.html

I am familiar with the archaeologists you mention and their
conclusions are quite controversial. Archaeology comes with a
need for publicity to help donors and foundations continue
your funding. Making such an outrageous claim would certainly
get headlines and keep the dollars flowing.

I'm not surprised that there are “official” documents
declaring that YHWH had Ashterah as a consort. The Jewish
histories of the Bible are filled with condemnation for
continuing to worship in the high places and using Ashterah
poles for fertility. They did indeed worship many gods at
times. The Bible doesn’t hide that.

But again, this document refers to the Documentary Hypothesis
and the P source. This has been debunked for decades but is
still used in many secular universities because it fits their
predetermined conclusions about biblical texts.

By the way, you can find documentation for the House of David
inscription here:
www.reclaimingthemind.org/blog/category/archaeology/.

Also we do have the oldest form of writing from Tell Mardikh,
the Ebla Tablets. These date to between the 26th and 23rd
centuries BCE. There are names, of places, people, and customs
similar to those found in Genesis. If Genesis was supposedly
written in the 7th century BCE as many claim, these names,
places and customs could not be known.

evidenceforchristianity.blogspot.com/2008/11/ebla-tablets-
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ancient-sumerian.html

Elba Tablets?! Ha, your man was long ago discredited. You must
keep up.

www.infidels.org/library/modern/james_still/reliability.html

Everything the so-called jews have or ever had was stolen from
other cultures. It is easy to understand why those horrid
creatures have been tossed out of every nation they tried to
infiltrate with their money making schemes and corruptions.
They were the central bankers our founders hated and tried to
keep out of this nation. The Presidents who came against them
were assassinated. Jackson managed to survive the attempts
they made on his 1life but they still managed to gain the upper
hand again and now the swine damn near own this entire nation.
The only method used to gain control of Palestine was more
lies. Go figure. You don’t have a clue what is even happening
in this world and who is in control.

I don't think Mr. Still refutes much of anything about the
Ebla Tablets. He admits that Pettinato is a Sumerologist and
therefore will have skills of translation. The only quibble
Mr. Still seems to have with Pettinato is his claim to find
the name Yah, similar to Yahweh. OK fine, he just offers
another opinion. He says nothing about the names of the cities
on the plain. He lost almost all credibility with me in his
opening three paragraphs, claiming that Christianity is just a
faith and mystery religion according to Paul. Then says Josh
McDowell’'s theology is in tension with this since McDowell
wants an inerrant scripture based on facts. Sorry, I don’t see
any tension at all. Paul refers to actual events in his
letters, things that happened to him and things he learned
from the apostles. Paul is the one in 1 Corinthians 15 who
puts a lot of weight on the historical resurrection. There’s
no tension. He's making mountains out of ant hills.
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His account of how the gospels came about is some shoddy tying
together of weird threads. The so-called “Q” document does not
exist. It is only supposed to exist because it fits this
model. He refers to some of the church fathers to back up some
of his points but not to the early tradition among those same
church fathers that Mark was written by Mark from Peter’s
recollections. Luke is indeed an historian. Still’s confusion
over the middle chapters is not worth responding to. Most
conservative scholars now suggest that all the gospels were
written before AD 70 because none of them mention the
destruction of Jerusalem and the Jewish temple when Jesus
specifically predicts this in all three synoptic gospels. It
would be easy to add this as an editorial proof that Jesus got
it right. Especially if these gospels were supposedly cobbled
together from sayings and other recollections.

Last, I really liked the part about Jesus waving a magic wand
over Lazarus in the catacombs indicating they saw him as a
magician. I haven’t actually seen the picture though I looked
for one. Found a few articles stating the same but no
documentation. I suspect that it’s another Everest out of an
ant hill.

I'm still working on the Thomas Paine refutation of messianic
prophecies. Not terribly impressed though. As suspected some
of his objections no longer hold up. He also assumes away the
supernatural so when Isaiah refers to the Persian Cyrus who
wasn’t even born in Isaiah’s time, he uses that to say that
obviously Isaiah was written after 500 BCE. It’'s bad form to
assume away what you are trying to discredit.

Funny how you keep claiming that men like Paine just assume
things while he at least existed and that is more than you can
say about your bible supermen. It would be one thing to have
one of these paragons of virtue (not) to disappear but to have
the great majority of them to vaporize from all historical



records should wake up even the village idiot. I guess when a
man makes his living off conning the sheeple he will stand by
his deception until the end. Religion is now a trillion dollar
a year BUSINESS. That is like waiting for a used car salesman
to tell the buyer to be ware, there may be something wrong
with his intended purchase. If Christians really claim the
bible is the word of god they must really be confused about
what the book says since there are over 3000 sects of
Christianity and they disagree on many points. If god is not
the author of confusion he sure messed up with his only
written word to man. Not only is the bible a mess of
contradictions and falsehoods, it is by far the filthiest and
bloodiest book ever penned by man. You claim the Creator of
this entire world had any part of that filth and to me that is
where blasphemy truly is found. You are obviously rooted in
lies or you are just taking advantage of brainwashed people to
make a living. Either way, you will never open your eyes.
Enjoy the holiday of greed and materialism with the rest of
the Christian world.

Your hatred blinds you at least as much as you would say my
faith blinds me.

I will readily admit that much that passes for Christianity
indeed is little more than business. But I would say you are
guilty of following the old adage of throwing out the baby
with the bathwater. We’'re not all liars, cheats and frauds.

Jesus did/does exist.
He indeed fulfilled dozens of OT prophecies about the Messiah.

Performed signs and miracles beyond the plain ability of a
simple magician, control over nature that frightened even his
own disciples, raised a man dead for four days, healed a man
blind from birth.

He died for my sins and for yours.



His historical resurrection proved his claims of deity and
opened the door for all who call Him Lord and believe that God
raised him from the dead, will be saved. Ten of eleven
disciples died a martyr’s death, believing all that they saw
and heard was real.

You are following the imaginations of those who are guilty of
seeking to destroy what they simply don’t like. Besides, as
the evolutionary biologist J.B.S. Haldane said, “If my brain
is simply composed of atoms, and my thoughts are simply the
interaction of atoms in my brain, I have no reason to suppose
my brain to be composed of atoms” (loose paraphrase). In a
fully materialistic universe, there is no truth, no way to
truly know what is real; truth is simply what works, for the
moment. Truth is indeed relative and ultimately unknowable. So
why bother with your crusade? If some choose to belief a
benevolent fiction, what do you care? Obviously you do care,
you believe some things to be true and false. I only observe
that you need to borrow from a Christian worldview to do so.

Pascal’s wager is still worth considering; if I am wrong and
death is the end and there is no afterlife, I’'ve lost nothing.
I've lived a good life, loved my wife and kids, kind to my
neighbors, supported an Indian boy, and help give others hope.
If you're wrong, you lose everything.

I will enjoy the celebration of the Incarnation that the now
secular culture of the USA has turned into a necessary
economic ritual. My family will enjoy a very modest Christmas.

I hope you can enjoy some time with friends or family during
this end of year.

Respectfully,
Dr. Ray Bohlin

Posted Dec. 26, 2011
© 2011 Probe Ministries



The Enlightenment and Belief
in God

The skepticism and relativism seen in our society today didn’t
just pop up out of nowhere. They received new life during the
era of the Enlightenment. Rick Wade provides an overview of
this important period.

This article is also available in Spanish.

We are often tempted to think of our own day as truly unique,
as presenting challenges that others have not known. Among
other challenges, Christians in the West today have to deal
with a foundational philosophical matter: namely, the question
of the possibility of knowing truth. The mindset in our
society today is either one of skepticism or of relativism.
Skepticism says there is truth but we can’t know it;
relativism says there is no fixed truth. These mindsets affect
all claims to truth, of course, but they are especially
significant for Christians as we seek to proclaim the Gospel
to others and hold onto it ourselves in these days of
uncertainty.

Is the challenge of the loss of truth new? Not at all. There
have been periods of skepticism throughout the history of the
West. In this article we’ll take a look at the era known as
the Enlightenment, that period in the history of the West
extending from the late 17th through the 18th centuries. What
we'll see is that the very issues we’'re dealing with today
were problems three centuries ago. Of particular concern to us
will be the knowledge of God.{1l}

Before looking at the Enlightenment itself, let’s take a brief
look at the mindset preceding this extraordinary era.


https://probe.org/the-enlightenment-and-belief-in-god/
https://probe.org/the-enlightenment-and-belief-in-god/
https://www.ministeriosprobe.org/docs/conv-musulman.html
https://www.ministeriosprobe.org/docs/iluminismo.html

Prior to the Enlightenment, believing in God in the West was
like believing in the sunrise; the answer to all the big
questions of life was God (whether a given individual was
inclined to obey God was another matter). The Bible was the
source of knowledge about Him, especially the 0ld Testament,
for there one could learn, among other things, the history of
humankind and the divine purposes. Even political questions
were to be solved by the 0ld Testament.

Everything was understood to work according to God’s plan. The
events of history were not chance occurrences, but events that
served to carry out God’s will. The universe was fairly young,
having been created by God about 4000 years before Christ, and
it was kept in operation through God’'s immediate involvement.
The earth was at the physical center of the universe; since
man was the highest level of creation, clearly God’s purposes
were centered on him.

For some people this picture of the world made for a
comfortable home: nice and neat and orderly. However, the
world was a mysterious and sometimes frightening place. This,
along with the generally held belief in “that Last Judgment
where many would be called but few chosen,”{2}

produced in some a pessimistic outlook. “‘Certainly there is
no happiness within this circle of flesh,’ said Sir Thomas
Browne, ‘nor is it in the optics of these eyes to behold
felicity.'”{3}

Although the various major landmasses of the earth were known,
other civilizations were not. Europeans knew little about
other cultures. It was easy to believe that theirs was the
highest civilization.

With the rise of science and the discovery of other
civilizations came a new way of thinking about “God, man, and
the world.” Let’'s look at these briefly.



A Shift in Thinking

Science

In the Renaissance era, the world started getting bigger for
Europeans. Knowledge increased rapidly, and from it followed
major changes in life. The various strands of change merged in
the Enlightenment, culminating in a new way of looking at the
world.

A major shift took place in the world of science with the
development of the ideas of such people as Francis Bacon
(1561-1627). Bacon, an English philosopher and statesman,
abandoned the classical deductive way of understanding nature
handed down from Aristotle, championing instead an
experimental, inductive approach. He rejected the authority of
tradition, and provided “a method of experiment and induction
that seemed to offer an infallible means of distinguishing
truth and error.”{4}

Although science was later to become the source of confidence
for people in the West, in the early days scientific
discoveries were unsettling. For example, the invention of the
telescope resulted in the overturning of Aristotle’s theory of
the universe in which the earth, and hence man himself, was
the center. Aristotle taught that the universe was a series of
concentric spheres, one outside the other. “Copernicus and his
successors shattered this world,” says historian James
Turner.{5}Now man was understood to live on a tiny planet
flung out into a space that had no center. It was a time of
great confusion. In the words of poet John Donne, “‘Tis all in
pieces, all cohaerence [sic] gone.'”"{6}The discovery that we
aren’t at the center of the universe made people wonder if we
are truly significant at all.

More disturbing than this, however, were geological
discoveries.{7} It appeared that the earth was older than the
current understanding of the 0ld Testament, which seemed to



some to say the world was created about 4,000 years before
Christ. The Bible had long been the authority on such matters.
Could it be wrong? To question the Bible was to question
Christianity itself. Because Christianity provided Europeans’
their basic worldview, such questions were extremely
troubling. Exploration

Voyages of discovery had a profound impact on Europeans’ view
of their place in the world and of their Christian beliefs.
Discoveries of other civilizations made Europeans wonder if
their Christian civilization was truly any better than any
others. China was a particular problem. It apparently predated
European civilization, and possibly even the Flood! Like the
Europeans, the Chinese saw themselves as the center of the
world. And China wasn’t Christian!

Other more primitive societies presented their own
difficulties. For example, reports of how gentle and loving
American Indians were made people wonder about the doctrine of
“original sin.” They wondered, too, if it could be that God
would destroy such people as these in a Flood.

Furthermore, if other civilizations were able to function
without Christian beliefs, maybe Christianity itself wasn’t so
significant, at least on the cultural level. Maybe it was just
one religion among many.{8} Norman Hampson concludes that “The
intellectual challenge of non-European societies [were] a much
more direct and fundamental challenge to traditional Christian
beliefs than any which seemed likely to come from the
scientists.”{9}

Thus, the discoveries of science and of voyages first
disrupted Europeans’ orderly world, and then made people doubt
the significance of their religion itself.



The New Cast of Mind

Shift in Knowledge Let’s look more closely at changes 1in
thinking that developed during the Enlightenment.

In the early 17th century, French philosopher René Descartes
(1596-1650) formulated a very rationalistic philosophy. His
primary goal was to produce a logically certain argument for
the existence of God. To do so, he employed what has come to
be known as the method of doubt. Descartes believed we were to
doubt any idea that wasn’t “clear and distinct.” The only idea
he could hold in such a manner was that he himself existed.
Hence the phrase, “I think, therefore I am.” From there
Descartes developed his philosophy in a logical, rational
manner. He even approached nature from a deductive,
rationalistic perspective. Beginning with general principles
and known facts of nature, Descartes would deduce what the
rest of nature should be like.

Although Descartes’ way of looking at the world was overthrown
by the experimental approach, his philosophy in general had a
profound impact. He is considered by some to be the first
modernist philosopher, for he looked for certainty in
knowledge within the individual, not from an outside
authority. Reason became more important than revelation.

Sir Isaac Newton (1642-1727) was an immensely significant
figure in the developing world of science. His discovery of
the law of gravity showed that nature could be understood by
man. Man would no longer be at the mercy of an unknown world.
Newton’s work was so significant for understanding nature that
Alexander Pope was prompted to write, “Nature and Nature’s
laws lay hid in night, God said ‘Let Newton be!’ and all was

light.”{10}

John Locke (1632-1704) was another major thinker in the
Enlightenment era. Historian Norman Hampson says, “the new
currents of thought all seemed to flow together in [him]”.{11}



Locke believed that knowledge by experience 1is superior to
that which is accepted by belief and trust — “the floating of
other men’s opinions in our brains,” as he called it.{12} He
rejected the theory of innate ideas taught by Descartes,
believing instead that our minds begin as blank slates to
which 1is added knowledge by experience. Locke carried this
approach into the realm of human nature and morality. He
believed that “moral values arose from sensations of pleasure
and pain, the mind calling ‘good’ what experience showed to be
productive of pleasure.”{13} Although Locke was a Christian,
he set the stage for a naturalistic understanding of morality.

New Optimism

This new way of looking at the world, of listening first to
experience rather than to tradition and the church, was a
major characteristic of the Enlightenment. James Turner calls
this a “new cast of mind.” No longer were people to be
dependent upon the Church to tell them about their world. Now
they could learn about it in other ways.

In time the unsettling first wrought by scientific discovery
was replaced by an “unprecedented optimism” based on the
confidence in man’s ability to “shape his material and social
environment.”{14} There was “a gradual and complex shift in
the intellectual climate,” Norman Hampson says. “As science
seemed to establish itself on an impregnable basis of
experimentally verified fact, doubt and confusion eventually
gave way to self-confidence, the belief that the unknown was
merely the undiscovered, and the general
assumption—unprecedented in the Christian era—that man was to
a great extent the master of his own destiny.”{15}

Secularization and the Church

The findings of science had profound effects on people’s
thinking about God and their religion during the
Enlightenment. However, science wasn’t alone in this. Other



forces were at work pushing Europe into a new secularism.
The Beginnings of Secularization

As temporal rulers consolidated their power in Europe, the
political power of the Church waned. Fragmented feudal
kingdoms began to merge together into nation-states and
assumed more power over the people. The Reformation sped up
the secularization of politics as governments distanced
themselves from the warring churches to maintain peace.

Capitalism and technology furthered the separation as they
weakened the hold the Church had on the populace. Before the
printing press was invented, for instance, the Church heavily
influenced the flow of information in society. But now “the
printing press effectively ended church regulation of
learning.”{16} Other secular institutions arose taking up more
of people’s lives in areas not governed by the Church. Trade,
for example and all it involved- travel, the establishment of
businesses, banks and stock exchanges- -added more
institutions that were outside the control of the Church. As
James Turner says, “The church’s words, though still
formidable, competed with a widening range of alluring voices
that . . . did not have the church’s vested commitment to
defend Christianity.”{17}

Secularization didn’t necessarily undermine Christianity,
however. People might actually have developed a firmer faith
as a result of being able to read about and discuss the faith.
It could be that “with worldly ambitions curtailed and legal
powers short, the churches exercised deeper spiritual
influence.”{18} Nonetheless, in society the voice of the
Church grew weaker.

The Church

The new experimental cast of mind had profound effects on
religion and the Church. Religion now came under the same
scrutiny as other areas of thought. Doctrine drew greater



attention since it suited the new concern with rational and
orderly thought. Mystery was downplayed, and tradition lost
significance. The new intellectual mood called for individuals
to think matters through for themselves, and as a result,
people began to divide over doctrinal differences. If “clear
and distinct” ideas were what should be believed, as Descartes
taught, then the individual person took on an authority
previously held by tradition or the Church.

The Protestant Reformation played a major role in the
fracturing of the Church and its loss of power. According to
Norman Hampson, rival claims to leadership in the Church
contributed most to the decline of its intellectual authority
in society. If church leaders couldn’t agree on what was true,
who could? Although cutting edge thinkers were satisfied that
traditional attitudes and assumptions should no longer
prevail, they were not able to come up with clear
alternatives. “The picture,” says Hampson, “was one of a
confused mélée.” {19}

Church leaders began “revising belief to fit the new

intellectual style. . . . The very meanings of ‘religion’ and
‘belief’ began subtly to change . . . during the Middle Ages
religion involved not so much assent to doctrines . . . as

participation in devotion, particularly communal ritual.
Religion was more a collective than an individual affair and
collectively it came closer to a system of practice than a
parcel of tenets, while individually it meant more a person’s
devoutness than his adherence to a creed.”{20} In the
Enlightenment, however, doctrines became more important than
practice for some, and the result of doctrinal debates was the
breakup of the Protestant Church into multiple denominations.

The Bible itself was subjected to the new way of thinking.
First, since all texts of antiquity were now open to question,
the Bible too became subject to rational scrutiny. Which parts
were to be accepted as historically accurate and which
rejected? Second, since scriptural teachings were no longer to



be accepted simply on the basis of authority, specific matters
were brought up for debate — for example, the matter of the
reality of hell.

Frenchman Richard Simon (1638-1712) subjected the O01ld
Testament to such scrutiny. His book, Critical History of the
Old Testament, was the first to examine the Bible as a
literary product. He treated “the 0ld Testament as a document
with a history, put together over time by a variety of authors
with a variety of motives and interests, rather than a
divinely-revealed unity.”{21} Although his work was condemned
across many Christian denominations, the die was cast, and
others continued the same kind of analysis.

Political separation from the Church, new means of learning,
the loss of tradition, dissension in the churches, doubts
about Scripture—these things and more served to turn attention
more to the secular than to the sacred.

Belief in God

Nature and God

All of this — the findings of science and exploration and the
new experimental way of thinking, along with doubts about the
validity and significance of Church teaching — took its toll
on belief in God.

One concern was the relationship of God to nature. Newton
believed God had to be actively involved in nature because the
laws he discovered didn’t seem to work uniformly throughout
the universe. God had to keep things working properly.{22} For
those like Newton, the findings of science were exhilarating;
they saw them as God’s means of ordering His world. “Even
those few minds who had entirely given the universe over to
orderly natural law,” says Turner, “still needed to assume
God’'s existence. For natural laws themselves presupposed a
divine Lawgiver.”{23}



Nonetheless, a distance developed between God and nature since
nature was now understood in terms of natural laws that were
comprehensible to men. René Descartes had believed that nature
was to be understood in terms of ultimate realities. Thus, he
kept science, theology, and metaphysics together. The new
experimentalism of Bacon and Newton, however, separated them.
“The modern conception of the natural world, understood as
clearly distinguished from and even opposed to an impalpable
spiritual world, was being invented,” says Turner.{24} God was
withdrawn more and more “as nature came to be understood

as governed by God through secondary causes.”{25} He didn’t
disappear; He just adopted a new mode of operation. A
mechanistic strain in science suggested a more impersonal
Deity. God began to be thought of as a “divine Engineer.”{26}
Thus, scientists stopped concerning themselves with
metaphysical answers. They looked to nature to explain
itself.{27}

Now that God didn’'t seem to be necessary to the operation of
the world, some began to doubt His reality altogether. Prior
to the Enlightenment, atheism was a “bizarre aberration” for
well over a thousand years in the West. One writer said that,
“As late as the sixteenth century, disbelief in God was
literally a cultural impossibility.”{28} One couldn’t explain
the world without God. Growing vegetation, intellectual
coherence, the orbits of the planets, the existence of life
itself, morality—these and other issues all found their roots
in God. With science now able to explain how the world worked,
however, doubts about God began to rise. Belief in His
existence now rested more on the idea of Providence, the
beneficial acts of God on our behalf. It was believed that the
earth was made for man’s happiness, that there was a morally
meaningful order to things, and there had to be a God to
explain this.

However, with time there developed a more pessimistic view of
nature, which lessened the force of Providence. Nature



produced poisonous plants and dangerous animals as well as
good things. In the words of the poet William Blake:

Tiger! Tiger! Burning bright

In the forests of the night,

What immortal hand or eye

Dare frame thy fearful symmetry?{29}

While there was obviously no wholesale abandonment of belief
in God, the foundations for belief seemed to be eroding. And
when God’'s existence became debatable, says Turner, “the
center fell out of Western intellectual life. If divine
purpose did not undergird the cosmos, then whole structures of
meaning collapsed and new ones had to be built up, brick by
precarious brick.”{30}

Natural Religion-Deism

Norman Hampson notes that, with the splintering of the Church
in the Reformation, and with the pressure of looking at
everything in terms of the new cast of mind, churches began
making concessions in their teachings. “When the churches were
prepared for so many concessions, and seemed encumbered rather
than sustained by such dogma as they retained, there was a
tendency for the educated to drift by easy stages from
Christianity to natural religion.”{31} Natural religion, or
Deism, was religion divorced from the supposed “superstition”
of revealed religion such as Christianity. Human reason
unaided by revelation, it was thought, could lead thinking men
to the truth of God. Deism was a very basic, not highly
elaborated theistic belief. God was “a kind of highest common
denominator of the revealed religions.” In fact, some thought
all the major religions worship the same God!{32} Natural
religion was the religion of all mankind. It was centered on
man, and it bound all men to a common moral law. Living right
counted more than right doctrine. As Pope said,

For Modes of Faith let graceless zealots fight;



He can’t be wrong whose life is in the right.{33}

Apologetics

The need to prove the truth of Christianity would scarcely
have crossed the mind of a medieval preacher.{34} “The known
unbelievers of Europe and America before the French
Revolution,” says Turner, “numbered fewer than a dozen or
two.”{35} Now the possibility of an intellectually grounded
atheism was very real. Fear of unbelief prodded Christian
apologists into action.

There were four possible responses to problems created for
belief by the many new ideas: to be ignorant of them, to
firmly reject new ideas, to accept the new thinking but keep
religion autonomous, and to recast Christian beliefs in terms
of the new ideas. The latter was the route Deists and others
took. “Reason and observation gave always the most certain
knowledge of any reality that lay outside our minds,” says
Turner. “Belief for its own good must therefore be fitted to
the new cast of mind.”{36}

Some, like the Quakers, believed that belief in God eluded
rationality. “On the contrary, the rationalizers insisted,
belief in God was entirely reasonable and plausible,” says
Turner. “And they trimmed it accordingly where 1its
reasonableness seemed shaky. They played down creeds 1in
general and mysterious doctrines in particular. Truth could
not be obscure. They repudiated the metaphysical flights of
scholasticism, both Catholic and Protestant, in favor of
common-sense arguments grounded in palpable reality. Truth
must be plain to see. . . . The use of science soon became a
phenomenally popular apologetic tool.”{37}

Morality assumed greater importance as a test of the truth of
the faith. As secularization pushed religion more to the
private sphere, “emphasis fell increasingly on inner
religiousness rather than externalities of ritual. Cultivation



of a clean conscience, then, seems to have become a more
common test of inward sanctity, a measure of how close one
stood to God.”{38} Religion grew more preoccupied with
everyday behavior.

This was important in apologetics, because it allowed an
escape from concerns about divisive doctrinal concerns and the
uncertainties of new philosophy. It had universal appeal.
Human nature and conscience worked like natural law: they
revealed the moral law in us as natural laws showed God’s
rational wisdom in nature. Turner comments:

Ethics and physics confuted the atheist and confirmed the
reasonableness of Christianity. The vrational man
demonstrated God and everything essential to religion
through the marks that Deity had left in this world, ready
for reason and observation to discover. Only the fool
stumbled into the pit of atheism or the mumbo-jumbo of
mystery. . . . Good morals and a small clutch of plain,
rational beliefs kept the Christian safe from unbelief and
guided him to eternal reward.{39}

This attitude shaped the thinking of subsequent generations of
apologists. Perhaps they did stave off atheism for a while.
Turner tells us, “These believers . . . had come to terms with
modernity and had refitted belief to sail in its waters. With
much of the incomprehensibility and mysterious taken out of
it, belief in God was now based more solidly in morality and
rationality; that 1is, 1in tangible human experience and
demonstrable human knowledge. Confusion and uncertainty,
apologists might rationally hope, would now give way to a new
confidence in reasonable and moral religion.”{40}

Conclusion

In the Enlightenment, people were shaken by a new way of
thinking that challenged the simple acceptance of tradition
and religious authority, but their confidence was restored



through science and technology. Today, people are shaken by
the loss of this confidence. We are seeing now that putting
our confidence in our own ability to understand our world and
fix it provides a shaky foundation. The need today is for both
a reminder that truth can be known-ultimately through God’s
revelation in Christ- -and modesty in our knowledge, which
recognizes that we do not now, and never will, know
everything.
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Christian View

Rick Wade adds to our understanding of worldviews by adding
three classical and one very current life perspective to our
worldview discussion. Understanding how deism, nihilism,
existentialism, and postmodernism address the fundamental
worldview questions helps us to deeply understand their
similarities and differences with Christian theism.

This article is also available in Spanish. =]

Introduction

A few years ago, former Probe staff member Jerry Solomon wrote
an article on worldviews in which he provided a basic
introduction to the subject, and then gave a sketch of three
major worldviews: Christian theism, naturalism, and New Age
pantheism.{1} In this article we’ll look at four more
worldviews: deism, nihilism, existentialism, and
postmodernism. We frequently refer to these various
philosophies in our articles, so it seems good to give a brief
description for reference.{2}

Worldviews: Some Basics

What is a worldview? James Orr, the 19th century church
historian, said that a worldview “[denotes] the widest view
which the mind can take of things in the effort to grasp them
together as a whole from the standpoint of some particular
philosophy or theology.”{3} A developed worldview supplies
answers to the questions of origin, purpose, and destiny among
other things, or as some put it, the “why, whence, and
whither” of things.{4}

But some may object that such a view of Christianity 1is too
intellectual or esoteric, or might say that Christianity by
its very nature doesn’t allow being forced into some set of
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philosophical ideas. It’s true that one can present an overly
philosophical picture of Christianity, one that makes it seem
very remote from real life. But does that invalidate the
cognitive element? Note that the apostle Paul had no problem
with considering the rational aspect of the faith. There must
be knowledge of Christianity in order to live it out. Read
Eph. 1:17,18.{5} In Colossians we see how Paul gave his
readers intellectual grounds for rejecting the philosophy of
the day (cf. 1:9ff).

There are a couple of reasons for thinking of Christianity in
worldview terms. Over a hundred years ago church historian
James Orr called for such a perspective because first,
Christianity does involve a lot of interconnected beliefs
which cannot be picked and chosen in a cafeteria-style
fashion. He says, “He who with his whole heart believes in
Jesus as the Son of God is thereby committed to much else
besides. He is committed to a view of God, to a view of man,
to a view of sin, to a view of Redemption, to a view of the
purpose of God in creation and history, to a view of human
destiny, found only in Christianity. This forms a
‘Weltanschauung,’ or ‘Christian view of the world,’ which
stands in marked contrast with theories wrought out from a
purely philosophical or scientific standpoint.”{6}
Christianity, thus, by its nature forms a worldview.

Second, Orr says, since Christianity as a whole is under
attack, it must be defended as a whole; not just as individual
doctrines but the whole concept of supernatural, revealed
religion. “The opposition which Christianity has to
encounter,” says Orr, “is no longer confined to special
doctrines or to points of supposed conflict with the natural
sciences—for example, the relations of Genesis and geology-but
extends to the whole manner of conceiving of the world and of
man’s place in it, the manner of conceiving of the entire
system of things, natural and moral, of which we form a

part.”{7}



Evaluating Worldviews

How shall we evaluate a worldview? We have every right to
expect that a true description of reality will be rational, be
supported by evidence, provide the widest explanation for all
of reality, and accord with human experience. Regarding its
rational nature, it must both not contradict itself and be
coherent as a system. Regarding evidence, it must not only be
consistent with and explain the facts of nature and history,
but it must give an adequate explanation for special
occurrences in history (I'm thinking here specifically of the
person and work of Jesus, including His life, death, and
resurrection). A worldview answers the “why” question in its
ability to explain what we see around and within ourselves.
Regarding human experience, it must both explain what we know
of ourselves and answer our deepest longings and aspirations.

Furthermore, we should not be surprised at supernatural
elements such as miracles and prophecies, and reports of such
should withstand investigation as far as we'’re able.

Finally any truths revealed which couldn’t be Kknown
otherwise—even though transcending what we can know on our own
and being difficult to understand-should not conclusively
contradict what we know in the range of human experience.

Let’s turn now to a consideration of our four worldviews.

Deism

Historical background

The era called the Enlightenment, which spanned the 17th and
18th centuries, saw significant changes in the way Western man
viewed his world. The flowering of knowledge 1in the
Renaissance which broke through in the arts and sciences led
to the restoration of a high view of man. Even in the
Christian church there developed something called “Christian
humanism.” In the Enlightenment era which followed, though,



the “Christian” part began to fall off, leaving man as the
final authority on all that is true. But this change didn’t
occur overnight. There was a period of time when God was still
recognized, although some believed He had lost touch, as it
were, with His creation. He was pushed out and restricted to
His heaven. Notions of God’'s providential care over the earth
faded away. Thus was born deism, the first of four worldviews.

Several factors were involved in this transition. One was the
flowering of science, specifically Newtonian physics, which
supposedly gave a rational, orderly explanation of the world,
thereby removing the mysterious, supernatural elements.
Another factor was the religious wars a century or two before
which had a souring effect on people’s attitudes about
organized religion. Finally, there was a growing awareness of
other peoples and religions which made Christianity seem
provincial rather than universal.{8} Divine law gave way to
natural law. Now there was “revealed religion” coming from
God, and “natural religion” discovered in nature. And “natural
religion,” believed to be neutral and universal, became the
norm for what could be accepted as true “revealed religion.”

Described

Deism, then, is the belief that “natural religion contains all
that is true in revealed religion; where the latter differs,
the differences are either morally insignificant or
superstitious.”{9} There 1is nothing higher than natural
religion. Reason 1is capable of knowing God and His will, so
there is no need for revelation. On the moral side, man’s duty
is simply to do God’s will which is to seek the happiness of
all men.

How was it that deists retained belief in God? According to
one writer, the Newtonian view of the cosmos seemed to demand
a God; the intricate order of the universe suggested an
intelligent designer. In fact, this made God seem bigger than
ever. However, God was removed from an active part in human



affairs. His transcendence was emphasized at the expense of
His immanence. Also, although God was the author of natural
law, He “receded behind the battery of secondary causes with
which men have daily to do.”{10} God was seen as too big to be
involved in the trivial experiences of man’s life. There was
no real concern on God’'s part for the details of our lives and
no divine purpose in history. Knowledge of God was “emptied of
most of its concrete religious connotations.”{11}

Contrasted with Christian Theism

Three major factors separate deism from biblical Christianity.
First, God was separated from the workings of real life due to
His awesome transcendence. As Sire puts it, “God is distant,
foreign, alien.”{12} Scripture teaches, however, that God
continues to be involved in His creation both in sustaining
the natural order (Col. 1:17) and in relating to mankind.

Second, deists saw man as just a part of the clockwork
universe, operating according to strict laws. While man was
recognized as a creation of God and made in His image, he
wasn’'t seen as essentially a sinner. Gone was the sense of the
drama of human interaction with God over concerns about sin
and grace and judgment. Man was now in charge of himself.
However, he was not truly free for man was locked in the
natural system of cause and effect.{13}

Third, because the world was not seen as fallen, but rather as
God created it to be, the natural order reflected what was
good and right. As Pope said, “One truth is clear, whatever
is, is right.”{14} Not every deist went this far, however.
Ethics was very important to deists; they didn’t turn morality
over to the subjective realm. But wrongdoing wasn’t against
God so much as against some abstract ethical principles
discernible in nature.

Internal Weaknesses

Although few if any people would claim to be deists today,



there are some aspects of deism which still reveal themselves
in our beliefs. For example, some speak of one God who is all-
powerful yet not directly concerned with the daily lives of
human beings, who is known through the world of nature, but
who hasn’t revealed Himself authoritatively and finally in
Scripture or through Jesus.

However, the halfway position of deism made it incapable of
standing as a serious worldview for very long. Deists believed
they knew things about God, but they were limited to empirical
knowledge; that is, knowledge obtained through nature. If we
only gain knowledge from nature, we cannot see the whole
picture, and there are certainly things about God which can’t
be known unless He tells us (which is what revelation is). It
would seem that they were presupposing certain things about
God learned from special revelation without giving credit
where it was due.

Thus, one needed to either keep God in the picture and
acknowledge His significance, or remove Him altogether. The
latter was the response of naturalism. Since that worldview
was considered in the previous article, we’ll move next to
nihilism, a frame of mind growing out of naturalism.

Nihilism

Now that God was pushed to the edge of human experience, why
not remove Him altogether? He had lost all practical value;
why believe in Him at all? Thus was ushered in naturalism, the
belief that there is only one order of existence and that is

nature; there is no supernatural order. This view was
discussed in the earlier article, so I won’t develop it here.

Historical Background

For many, naturalism was a breath of fresh air, for now one
needn’t look to religion to find answers. Modern man with his
naturalistic beliefs tended to be optimistic about man’s



prospects for making a good life for himself. Being free from
the confines of the supernatural, man was free to make of
himself whatever he wanted

Many, however, didn’'t see the clear benefits of this
“freedom.” Naturalism produced an emptiness it couldn’t fill.
Are we really just another stage of evolutionary development?
Is this present reality all there is? Is there no permanent,
transcendent value in the universe? The worldview—or perhaps
we should say, mindset— which emerged was nihilism. Nihilism
isn’t really a philosophy because it doesn’t present any kind
of a systematic conception of the world. It is more anti-
philosophy than philosophy because it 1is essentially
denial-denial of real value in anything. There is no real
right and wrong, no beauty, no knowledge, etc.

A name very often associated with nihilism is that of
Friedrich Nietzsche, the 19th century philosopher. Having
decided that God was dead, Nietzsche saw that with God’s death
went the high values of Western man which were based upon
belief in God. He also recognized the loss of freedom which
this loss entailed. That we are just the natural products of
evolution, just materialistic bodies and minds means that
there is no real freedom at all. We are determined parts of a
determined universe.

Another explanation for the rise of nihilism brings in the
social and political elements. After going through many “isms”
this century, many people have decided that one simply cannot
put one’'s confidence in any of them, so they simply adopt a
basic pragmatism, the idea that workability is all that
matters. German theologian Helmut Thielicke made this comment:

In a world that is saturated and infested with pragmatism,
the question inevitably arises whether everything is not
“pseudo,” whether everything is not—at best-a productive
lie, and thus whether at the tail end of this parade of
idols there is Nothing, a Nothing which is always dressed up



in some new 1ideology, but still nothing but
nothingness.”{15}

Described

Thielicke continues, “Nihilism is not a program but rather a
value judgment. It is the last of all conceivable value
judgments—at least in any logical series—and to that extent a
judgment of death. Nihilism has no other will or purpose; it
is content to draw a line and call it quits.”{16}

James Sire mentions Breath, a play by Samuel Beckett, as a
prime example of nihilism in theater. There are no actors,
just a pile of rubbish on the stage. The light on the stage
dims, then brightens, then dims again. “There are no words,
only a ‘recorded’ cry opening the play, an inhaled breath, an
exhaled breath and an identical ‘recorded’ cry closing the
play. For Beckett life is such a ‘breath.'”{17}

Nihilism, then, is a philosophy of loss; those who toy with it
as a trendy worldview either don’t understand it or haven’t
tried to. As one writer said, “Nietzsche replaces easy-going
atheism with agonized atheism.”{18}

Contrasted with Christian Theism

Nihilism is obviously out of accord with Christian doctrine.
God is not dead, and His nature and will provide a structure
for value and meaning which transcend us. Because God 1is
active in the world and is working to bring about His plans,
there is real basis for hope. Internal Weaknesses

Nihilism also has its own internal weaknesses. Because it is
fundamentally naturalistic, it <carries naturalism’s
weaknesses. It robs us of any real freedom since the natural
order is believed to operate either on a strictly causal basis
or by chance (or both). Yet nihilists, like everyone else, act
as 1f they have significant freedom. We are all daily
confronted with the responsibility of making right choices and



of facing the consequences if we don’t. Also, the strict
naturalism of nihilists makes their claims to knowledge
suspect. If the chemicals and electrical charges in our brains
are simply following the physical laws of cause and effect,
why should we believe our ideas reflect any reality outside
ourselves and aren’t just the results of the random activity
of our brain cells? Finally, morality can’t be simply a matter
of “what is, is what ought to be” or else there would be no
room for reform. Any charge that another person or culture
ought to do something—not just because it would work better
but because it is right—would be illegitimate. Nihilism thus
leaves us empty with respect to our being, our knowledge, and
our morality. With all of these goes a loss of meaning.

But all this is to say what the nihilist already knows!
Sincere nihilists haven’t just adopted this worldview because
they like to be trendy. They are simply reflecting back in
their words the way they see the world, and they grieve over
it.

How can we respond to nihilism? We can start out by pointing
out the existential inconsistencies nihilists exhibit. For one
thing, although they say there is no meaning to anything, they
indicate what they think is meaningful by the time and effort
they put into various activities. The art of nihilism, such as
Dada, for example, attempts to say something; it is purported
to have meaning. If it doesn’t mean anything, it can’t convey
the image of the world nihilism wants to reveal. Second, all
their assertions about meaninglessness are supposed to be
statements about the way the world is. But if there is no
knowledge, nihilists can’t know the way the world is. Third,
it simply flies in the face of everything our being seems to
require—meaning, value and dignity being three examples.

Very few people can 1live out a completely nihilistic
worldview. The most thoroughgoing cynics will apply themselves
to something—-even if it’s small-which they consider
meaningful, even if it 1is «crying out against the



meaninglessness of life. To feel the despair of the loss of
meaning and value indicates that one really wants such things.
What can the nihilist do? He can take his life so he doesn’t
have to face such an absurd world. He can keep on living but
keep his philosophy of no value and his life of value-seeking
separate. Or he can look for something to give life value and
meaning. In existentialism we find a worldview which seeks to
find meaning in an absurd universe. To that we now turn.

Existentialism

Existentialism is a worldview (or really a collection of
worldviews) which holds, in essence, that our choices
determine what we are. We create our own meaning and value.
“Existence precedes essence,” it is said. What we do, the
choices we make, determine our essence. Existentialists, thus,
seek to create their own meaning in a meaningless world.

(I should note here that there are theistic and atheistic
forms of existentialism. Here we will only consider the
atheistic variety.) Historical background

Existentialism has both philosophical and experiential roots.
With respect to philosophy, naturalism had left man without
God, and the radical individualism and autonomy endorsed by
modernistic thinking had left individuals standing alone. With
respect to life’s experience, technology had made us just
another part of the machine; either be efficient or get out of
the way, was the modernistic attitude. In addition, some by-
products of technology such as pollution and the atomic bomb
made life riskier. Then came two devastating World Wars
conducted on the doorsteps of Europeans. The result was that
man was thought to be in all alone and in danger. These
factors provided the setting for a philosophy of despair.
Described

Despair is at the foundation of existentialism. We are said to
live in “a ‘broken world,’ an ‘ambiguous world,’ a ‘dislocated



world,’ a world into which we are ‘thrown’ and ‘condemned’ yet
‘abandoned’ and ‘free,’ a world which appears to be
indifferent or even ‘absurd.'”{19} Existentialists refused to
accept the solutions coming from reason or nation or
tradition. They saw that the usual means of happiness failed
people, means such as money, physical pleasure, and fame. Of
course, atheistic existentialists refused to look to God. God
was dead, not only in the halls of philosophy, but also in the
city streets, and man was left on his own.

The real problem, they thought, was a false understanding of
the human condition itself which kept people from true
happiness. We are alone in a vast and scary universe that
doesn’t care a whit about us. This realization produces
anguish, an interplay between a sense of dread on one hand and
the exhilaration of complete freedom on the other. We don't
know why we exist or what our destiny is; we aren’t told where
we come from or given the value of anything. It is all up to
us—to me—to decide. Even though I can have no confidence that
the universe will suit itself to my ideas and desires, I must
do something-I must act. I am condemned to make of myself
whatever I can. And to be authentic I must be true to myself
and my own chosen values above all.

Existentialism, then, is first of all a theory of value. It
focuses on the human condition and what makes for a good life.
This has made it popular with many who are sensitive to the
plight of humanity living in a very impersonal world.

Existentialism proved to be very attractive in this country in
the '60s. It gave individuals the “freedom” to toss aside
convention and tradition and make their own rules. We see
traces of it in the prevalent notion that we, individually,
are the final authorities for value in our own lives, in our
emphasis on experience over reason, in our live-for-the moment
attitude.

The theme of turning one’s back on traditional morality in



favor of determining one’s own life was seen in the movie
Pleasantville, the story of two young people who are
transported into the world of Pleasantville, a black and white
TV show. Their lives only turn into color when they begin to
express their sexuality. The girl eventually finds herself in
the healthy area of academics, but this is a choice she alone
makes; she is in charge of her own existence. Contrasted with
Christian Theism

The contrasts between atheistic existentialism and
Christianity are obvious. The Bible teaches that we do know
where we came from; the universe isn’t just some vast
wasteland but the setting in which the true and living God 1is
working out His plans of which we are part. We do have a
source for truth, morality, and values which stands above us.
We do (or can) know where we’re going. On the other hand,
however, while we do have significant freedom, we don’t have
absolute freedom to make of ourselves what we will. Neither
are we all alone; we have the resources of God to experience
rich and meaningful lives.

There’s nothing wrong with taking note of our predicament,
with noting the dangers to life, and with being resolved to
stand firm in the face of a seemingly absurd world. The
problems come with believing we are all alone, and that the
burden of our lives rests upon us. God has taken on the burden
of our present and future lives. We aren’t on our own.
Internal Weaknesses

There are internal problems with existentialism as well. For
one thing, one wonders why we should even care if we are in
the condition existentialists say we are. Why care about being
authentic, about operating in good faith, as we create our own
existence? Why bother about bothering at all? Why not just
eat, drink and be merry? Regarding standards of value, how can
one avoid the notion that there are some values that everyone
should accept, universal standards of good and evil, beauty
and ugliness? We can’t help believing some things are worth



preserving while others are unworthy of our efforts.

With existentialism there is no basis for judging actions or
for making the major decisions of life beyond the simple
affirmation, “I choose it.”

Is that enough?

Postmodernism

It is rather easy for us to consider the worldviews already
discussed from a distance. Probably few who read this article
are deists or nihilists or even existentialists. These can be
safely tucked away in the cupboard of tried and forgotten
worldviews by most of us (even though many of us can find
elements of one or another in our own thinking). The situation
is quite different with respect to postmodernism, the last
worldview we’ll consider, because it describes the basic
mindset of turn-of-the-century Western mankind. We are all
immersed in the sea of postmodernism whether we know it or
not, and its presuppositions are rooted so deeply in our
thinking that even those who are Christians often reveal
postmodern attitudes. Described

What is postmodernism, anyway? In the 1970s, Jean-Francois
Lyotard presented “a report on knowledge in the most highly
developed societies” to the Council on Universities of the
government of Quebec. This report was published as The
Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge.{20} This book, a
standard text in understanding postmodernism, gives a clue as
to the nature of this worldview in its very title.
Postmodernism isn’t really a philosophy, for philosophy
traditionally has been a tool used to understand the reality
in which we live. Postmodernists believe that can’t be done.
So postmodernism 1is more a condition or mood than a
philosophy. In short, postmodernism 1is a reaction against
Enlightenment rationalism. But it’s also an era, a historical
time period which began somewhere between the late 19th and



late 20th centuries.{21} In this article we’ll concentrate on
postmodernism as a mood rather than as a time period.
Historical Background

By “Enlightenment rationalism” we’'re referring to the ideal of
knowledge which was developed in the 17th and 18th centuries
in Europe. It formed the intellectual basis of what we call
modernity. Two 1issues were important in the Enlightenment:
criticism and power (criticism referring here to close
analysis). The object was, as one writer says, to free people
from “myth, superstition and enthralled enchantment to
mysterious powers and forces of nature.”{22} Truth wasn’t
found through revelation but through scientific investigation
and reason. Knowledge now had to be dispassionate, objective,
and certain. Everything now had to conform to the rules of
computation and utility; it had to be measurable, and it had
to be functional. Reason was in effect reduced to one kind of
reason, that of mathematics or scientific precision. {23}

Postmodernists believe that when knowledge was reduced to
computation, something was lost.

There were several problems with Enlightenment rationalism.
First, newfound knowledge gained through science and the
resulting development of technology led people to think that
man could solve the major difficulties of life without any
transcendent help. It was found, however, that reason didn’t
have the potency it was thought to have. With all our learning
and technology, we still didn’t have the power we desired over
our lives. Natural disasters and major wars such as the two
World Wars in this century made people realize that we aren’t
able to fix everything that ailed us simply through reason.

These and other factors such as new mysteries discovered by
science served to undermine our ability to really know what is
true. In fact, postmodernists veer away from the classical
understanding of truth, that is, the correspondence of
propositions with external reality. Some very influential



postmodernists now espouse pragmatism, the belief that
workability is all that can be hoped for. This, I would
venture to say, is how many if not most Americans think today.

Another postmodern characteristic regarding truth is this. In
keeping with its rejection of the individualistic attitude
characteristic of modernism, postmodernism holds that truth
isn’t found in the workings of the individual mind, but in the
group. As one writer noted, “Truth consists in the ground
rules that facilitate personal well-being in community and the
well-being of the community as a whole.”{24} Our thinking like
all other aspects of our being is shaped by our community.{25}
Politically and sociologically this means, for example, that
the individual is expected to conform in his or her thinking
to that of the larger group.

Still another problem which resulted from the secularized
nature of knowledge and from the loss of confidence in knowing
truth in general was the loss of the knowledge of ultimate
truths. There can be no “totalising metanarratives,” that is,
no big stories or explanations of the way things are which
encompass everything. This can be both 1liberating and
frightening: liberating in the sense that one needn’t feel
bound by any system of thought; frightening in the sense that
we are in the dark about what is true. This is a bit like
eating in a cafeteria where one can choose from a variety of
foods without having any confidence in the nourishing value of
any of 1it.

A second problem with Enlightenment rationalism was the
separation of fact from value. The mathematical mindset of
Enlightenment didn’t permit the intrusion of judgments about
value; that was something separate. What grounds were left,
then, upon which to make judgments? Thus the ethical dilemma
of postmodernism: How does one make judgments without having
any grounds for judgment?{26} One writer argues that the
Holocaust itself was a model of Enlightenment thinking. “In
the world of the death camps,” says author Thomas Docherty,



“everything was rationalized.” There was the desire to master
nature seen in determining which races and kinds of people
should survive and which shouldn’t. The process was very
orderly and efficient. The tools of technology, also, were
used efficiently to advance the Nazi cause.{27} They even used
reason as their greatest ally in accomplishing their goals.
Thus, the ideals of Enlightenment rationalism could be put to
fundamentally evil purposes.

Third, with the secularization of reason in the Enlightenment
there developed a growing pessimism about the future. With no
transcendent Being to consult, who was to know where history
was going? And who was to say whether the direction being
taken was truly progress? “No longer do we know with any
certainty the point towards which history 1is supposedly
progressing,” says Docherty. “Humanity has embarked upon a
secular movement whose teleology is uncertain.”{28}

Postmodernism, then, leaves us without knowledge of ultimate
truths, with no basis for value judgement, and with no basis
for confidence in the future. In general, then, the postmodern
mood is pessimistic. How, then, do we know what we should
believe and do? With no knowledge of why we’re here or where
we're going to guide us, and no grounds for determining value
coming from some transcendent source, people have grown to
believe that we must simply choose for ourselves what will be
true for us. The will is now introduced into knowledge.{29}
The questions postmodernists ask are: “What do I choose to
believe?” and “What do I choose to do?”

The postmodern mindset has shown itself in several areas of
life. One is a change in understanding language. Language 1is
now thought to be socially constructed; it conveys what the
group says it does. Literature, then, 1is understood as
reflecting the biases of a writer and his cultural group: the
writer was obviously saying what would benefit himself or his
group. It’s up to the reader, then to deconstruct the text to
find the real meaning. Since the writer 1is trying to



perpetuate his will on the reader, the reader adopts a
suspicious mindset and looks for political demons behind every
tree. Since the meaning of a text is determined by the reader,
a text can have as many interpretations as readers.

In art, there was a move to the abstract, because it was
thought that we couldn’t accurately represent the essence of
whatever the object is being painted, for instance. Those
things which couldn’t be represented accurately had to be
presented abstractly. Also, since there are no rules anymore
in general, there are none which define or delimit good art.
The artist discovers what she’s doing as she does it.

Architecture was one of the first areas in which postmodernism
showed its face. With the demise of a modernism which always
looked to the future, and, again, the loss of any rules,
architecture moved from a functionalistic, forward-looking
style to an eclectic style. 0Old buildings are restored, since
the past can be appreciated, too. Several different styles can
be mixed together. As one writer said, “postmodern design 1is
historically and stylistically pluralistic.”{30}

Earlier I spoke of the fact that even Christians espouse
postmodern beliefs without realizing it. It is so much a part
of the thinking of young people today that even some in the
church accept without even thinking about it a “true for you
but not for me” mindset. A young woman who taught high school
Sunday School at an evangelical Baptist church in Dallas told
a newspaper reporter that she believed what the Bible taught,
but that it wasn’t necessarily true for everyone.{31} Perhaps
she doesn’t understand the claims of Scripture, but more
likely she has fit Christianity into the framework of “my
truth, your truth.” Contrasted with Christian Theism

Although Christians can learn from postmodernists (especially
with respect to the excesses of the Enlightenment), it’s
important to see the fundamental differences between
postmodernism and Christianity. Most importantly, we can know



ultimate reality because “it” is a “He” who has revealed
Himself and His will. The result is that we can know truth
even though not the exhaustive truth which the Enlightenment
thought possible. We do have an idea of where history 1is
going, and we do have a basis for moral judgment.{32} Internal
Weaknesses

Postmodernism cannot long survive. Besides being devoid of
anything upon which to build a philosophy of life, it also
reveals internal problems. While we might like to take an
aesthetic approach to truth—-in other words, judge by style
rather than by substance—we want others to treat us in keeping
with universal canons of truth and morality. Also, it 1is
impossible, we now know, to make a clean break between fact
and value. Even the most precise and objective scientists must
make value decisions with respect to the very work they do. In
other words, one project must be chosen over others, and such
choices reflect certain values. Furthermore, postmodernism
strips us of all stability beyond what our immediate culture
can give us. But since even a cultural group can’t know
ultimate truth but can only choose its values based on a
pragmatic viewpoint, there is ultimately no stability in one’s
cultural group either.

As I've noted, postmodernism is a mood rather than a full-
fledged worldview. Something must fill the vacuum created by
the demise of modernism. This is what excites some Christian
thinkers. For now the door blocking out the supernatural has
been thrown open, providing an avenue for Christians to
announce the good news that in Christ is found truth, value,
and hope for the future, indeed, for all the human race.
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