Y7 — Your Delusions & Addictions

Dear: Some of your unavoidable decisions deal with religions. Your initial
options are: 1) decide to refuse to recognize that you must make any
decisions about religions (and pretend that such a decision isn’t a decision!),
2) recognize that you must make some decisions about religions but quickly
dismiss such decisions as unimportant (which, given that you commit so
much time to your religion, may mean that you’d decide not to be honest
with yourself), 3) recognize the need and importance of such decisions and
decide to do nothing (i.e., maintain the status quo), or 4) decide to change
(which would then require that you make more decisions). Whatever you
decide will influence others (especially your mother and “the other kids™),
but the major influence will be on your own life (and, if appropriate, on the
lives of your children and grandchildren). Your decisions won’t have much
effect on your grandparents, because soon we’ll all be dead; then, thankfully,
we’ll no longer need to worry about the welfare of our grandchildren!

Relative to making decisions, in Y5 I repeated my suggestion (from D) that
most of your important decisions will be relatively easy to make (“Yes, do
slam on the brakes!” “No, don’t use mind-warping drugs!”), while many of
your difficult decisions will be unimportant (“’You’re just splitting hairs!”).
Yet, as I tried to illustrate, some important decisions are difficult, with
difficulties arising from complexities (e.g., for some purchases),
uncertainties (e.g., for some career choices), and/or because the decisions are
“value-laden” (e.g., for some decisions dealing with your sexual activities).
You may find that your decisions about religions are difficult for all three of
those reasons: complexity, uncertainty, and value-laden.

Other people, however, might judge that your decisions about religions are
important but simple. For example, almost certainly your mother will
consider your decision about Mormonism to be both extremely important
(“for the fate of your eternal soul”) and simple (obviously you should
continue with full participation in the “one true religion”). I, too, consider
your decision to be important and simple — important because if you don’t
break free from clerical chains, you’ll never reach adulthood, and simple
because once you’ve decided to seek knowledge via the scientific method,
then all supernatural stuff can be immediately dismissed as silly: “NO data,
NO supernatural stuff, NO problem.”
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But what your mother and I think about your decisions are irrelevant; the
only relevant question is: What do you think? Consequently, for this
chapter my goal is to stimulate you to think about aspects of your decisions
about religions that you might otherwise neglect; thereby, I’ll be continuing
to try to tie up still more “loose ends”. Unfortunately, though, because I'll
be addressing many different topics, this chapter may seem even more
incoherent than usual. In an attempt to add some coherency, I’ll try to
organize these different topics into the categories (and in the order)
“uncertainties”, “values”, and “complexities”, but as you’ll soon see when
you start to dig into details, the boundaries between those categories have a

tendency to collapse. I’ll start with “uncertainties”.

In the previous chapter, I tried to show you some of the fallacies in “Pascal’s
Wager”, dealing with some uncertainties about religious beliefs. Recall that
Pascal attempted to estimate “the expected value” of “belief in god”. The
“expected value” is defined to be (and reasonably is!) the value multiplied
by the probability of the value being realized. Pascal estimated the value of
(his) religion’s promises (e.g., gaining eternal life in heaven, avoiding hell)
and then multiplied that value with his estimate for the probability that his
religion (Christianity) is valid. He admitted that the probability of religion’s
validity might be extremely small (suppose it were 10"'?), but upon
estimating the value of “eternal bliss” to be enormous (suppose the “current
market value” of heaven were $10>*), he concluded that the expected value
of his “belief” was huge (e.g., with those numbers, 10'* x $10** =$10"* =1
trillion dollars). He therefore decided to obey the “commandments” of the
clerics (which of courses include paying them 10% of his income),
considering it to be a “good bet” (by which is meant that the expected value
of the outcome is larger than the amount of the wager).

As I tried to show you in the previous chapter, however, Pascal’s Wager is a
very bad bet. In fact, not only is it a bad bet, it’s a classic (maybe even the
original) con game. In any con game, the con artists (in this case, the
clerics) first attempt to gain the confidence of their potential victims (their
“marks”™). To gain such confidence, con artists commonly employ pomp and
circumstance, as well as a jumble of meaningless words (all of which are
well established religious practices). The con artists then offer their marks
something fantastic in exchange for pittance — but their marks are to
exchange something real (e.g., their money, their freedom to make their own
decisions, their “humanness”...) for something imagined (e.g., “death
defying” eternal bliss in any of many visions of “heaven”).
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And let me add (as I’ve done before) that few con artists have any qualms
about perpetrating their frauds, for they know full well that “you can never
cheat an honest man.” Thus, although some con artists may admit that they,
too, are dishonest (but I’ve never met a cleric who would!), most take pride
in demonstrating that at least they’re smarter crooks than their marks. As
Vauvenargues “argued” (!) in 1746, “Hope deceives more men than cunning
does”, and as Stendhal (Marie-Henri Beyle, 1783—-1842) said, “Religions are
founded on the fear of the many and the cleverness of the few.”

In the previous chapter, I tried to show you several reasons why Pascal’s
Wager is a bad bet. Of those reasons, perhaps the most blatant is that the
same “con” can be used (and in fact, is used) to peddle any religion. Thus,
even if you “bought into” Pascal’s silliness, you wouldn’t know whether to
then become a “believing” Hindu, Jew, Christian, Muslim, Mormon, or
whatever else is peddled. In fact and as I tried to illustrate, the same silliness
could be used to try to sell atheism (or at least agnosticism, or at least total
disinterest in all god ideas): God put us on Earth to determine those who
demonstrate they’re capable of thinking for themselves (e.g., according to
Mormonism, to run other worlds — but to run other worlds, God needs
independent thinkers, not followers); therefore, if people demonstrate that
they can be swindled by con-artist clerics, then God wants nothing more to
do with them; consequently, the only “sensible bet” is to ignore all ideas
about all gods! (I should add, however, that I know of no one who uses that
argument to swindle people.)

Viewed mathematically, Pascal’s calculation is pointless because his
estimate for the probability that any religion is valid is so unreliable it’s
useless. For example, if the probability of the existence of God is guessed to
be 10* (rather than 10™'%), then even if “eternal paradise” is worth $10%*,
would you wager 10% of your salary for the rest of your life (e.g., $10,000
per year for 50 years = $500,000) to get something worth 10>* x $10** =
$1?! And what if the probability for God’s existence is 10°°? Or what if (as
I estimated in an earlier chapter) the probability for God’s existence is less
than 102°°? And for that matter, would heaven really be worth $10°*?
Rumor has it not only that “God is dead”; he committed suicide: bored to
death with an eternity of omniscience (knowing everything!), he “gave up
the ghost”!
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As I tried to show you, the only way to win when you’re faced with such a
bad bet is to refuse to gamble. In the case of all religions, what you “win”
(if you refuse to buy into the clerics’ con game) is that you get to keep not
only your money but also your life: you won’t become the clerics’ pawn.
Many people, however, obviously see “advantages” of buying into the
clerics’ con game: they avoid making difficult decisions in their lives (like
sheep, they prefer to be followers), they shield themselves from thinking
about their own death, and they indulge in fantasies that “in the next life”,
they’ll be reunited with dead loved-ones, finally experience justice and
security, live in “peace and plenty” (if not luxury), and so on. That is, the
prospects of becoming an adult apparently frightens many people (maybe
even the majority of people); so, they pay the clerics to alleviate their
worries and their fears — to lull them with “good tidings” — to tell them how
to live their lives — to provide them with imagined “certainty” in an
uncertain reality — permitting them (if fact, encouraging them) to live in a
dream world, indulging in fantasies.

To better appreciate the details of the “fantasylands™ offered by the clerics of
the world (fantasylands not unlike Alice’s Wonderland or some Disney
fantasyland), you might want to reconsider the [unofficial] advertisements of
different religions. Such advertisements, stripped to their essences, are
similar to the following.

* You want to fantasize that you’re one of “God’s chosen people”, that
your progeny will become “as numerous as the stars in the sky and the
grains of sand on the sea-shore”, that “all nations on Earth shall pray to
be blessed as your descendants are blessed”, living in “a land of milk and
honey”... well then, okay, sign here to become an official member of the
fantasizing Jews, obey our clerics’ rules (of course including paying your
tithes), and enjoy!

*  You want to fantasize that some mighty father made and controls the
universe, that his son Jesus loves you, that there’s a ghost that flits
around and can fill you with a “holy spirit”, that when you die you can
live with all three of them (in one!) forever in a wonderful place called
heaven, where you’ll re-unite with your “dearly departed” and finally see
that justice will be achieved (hearing and watching your enemies
screaming and “gnashing their teeth” in Hell)... well, then, okay, sign
here to become an official member of the fantasizing Christians, obey our
clerics’ rules (of course including paying your tithes), and enjoy!
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* You want to fantasize that your religion will become the only religion in
the world, that all your enemies (the horrible “unbelievers”) will suffer
even worse penalties (in an even more horrendous hell) than the enemies
of the Christians, that meanwhile, in your eternal paradise, you’ll finally
get some relief from the desert sun, you’ll finally be permitted to drink
liquor, you’ll finally achieve wealth, and you (at least you men) will have
72 virgins to stimulate and satisfy all your sexual desires (which were so
badly frustrated by polygamy and by warped ideas about sex on Earth)...
well then, okay, sign here to become an official member of the
fantasizing Muslims, obey our clerics’ rules (of course including paying
your tithes), and enjoy!

* Your want to fantasize the same as the Christians, and in addition, that
Jesus really loves only your group and that when you die, you’ll not only
live with your loved ones in a “celestial paradise” but that you’ll get to
rule your own world... well then, okay, sign here to become an official
member of the fantasizing Mormons, obey our clerics’ rules (of course
including paying your tithes), and enjoy!

Thereby, all religions select, sanction, and even “sanctify” (!) an absolutely
bizarre set of fantasies in which followers are permitted — in fact,
encouraged — in reality, required! — to indulge. If such people were
diagnosed by competent psychologists or psychiatrists, I’'m essentially
certain that the term “delusional” if not “addiction” would appear in the
diagnoses.

Others have said similar. For example, in his book A Criticism of the
Hegelian Philosophy of Law, Karl Marx (1818-1883) wrote:

Religious suffering is at one and the same time the expression of real suffering and a

protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart
of a heartless world and the soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the people.

In his book New Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud
(1856—-1939) wrote:

Religion is an illusion, and it derives its strength from the fact that it falls in with our
instinctual desires.
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But both Marx and Freud lived before Walt Disney and company created
their fantasylands. Otherwise, they might have written something similar to:
after paying their tithes for admission and agreeing to obey all the clerics’
rules (a common criteria of all religions!), people are invited and even
encouraged to live and work in a religious wonderland, wallowing in hope,
egotism, imagined purposefulness, and certainty.

A large part of such “certainty” is derived from the clerics’ “moral
absolutes”. Thus, Dear, if you want values that are certain, if you want
moral absolutes, then pay attention to the clerics of the world. They’ll give
you certainty — although, certainly much of what they preach is wrong!
According to them, their “prophets” communicated directly with the big
boss, Himself, resulting in “commandments” in the clerics’ “holy books”
that must be obeyed. In reality, however, their claims that various gods
dictated their moral absolutes are silly: the values promoted are just those of
the clerics who wrote their various “holy books”. Whether they “believe”
their claims (i.e., whether they’re fools) or they know that they’re running a
con game (i.e., they’re liars) is, for you, almost irrelevant: what’s relevant is
that, given your indoctrination in religion, almost certainly you’ll find that
your decisions about religions are “value laden”.

But surely you reject many such “moral absolutes”. As examples, followers
of Moses must agree to specified methods for treating women as chattel
(little more than cattle), for selling their daughters into slavery, and for
beating their slaves to death. Followers of Jesus must agree to his ideas
about loving their enemies and how their enemies are to be tortured for
eternity (we’re talking, here, about “really tough love!). Followers of
Muhammad must agree on how many wives that each can buy and the going
rate for buying another, on how to kill “infidels” (cutting off their heads with
swords being the preferred method — for some strange reason using AK-47s
and RPGs isn’t mentioned in their “holy book”, the Quran) and on additional
gory details about how infidels will be tortured for eternity. And even
though subsequent “prophets” in Mormonism have rescinded his orders,
“true followers” of Joseph Smith must agree to practice polygamy, to treat
black people as “marked with the curse of Cain”, to speed unbelievers on
their way to hell (which, according to Smith, really isn’t such a bad place),
and so on, including to refrain from host of prohibitions against sexual
activities that are “an abomination before the Lord”.
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As I’ve tried to show you in earlier chapters, there have been — and there
continue to be — horrendous consequences of those different “moral
absolutes”. Every religious group is at odds with every other religious
group, each claiming that the other is following the wrong orders. As
Sigmund Freud (1856—1939) wrote in his 1921 book Group Psychology and
the Analysis of the Ego:

A religion, even if it calls itself a religion of love, must be hard and unloving to those
who do not belong to it.

Thereby, the Ancient Jews killed “the unbelievers” (especially all the
“witches” and “idol worshippers”), the Christians killed “the unbelievers”
(all “witches”, “pagans”, “heathens”, and of course the Jews), the Muslims
killed — and still kill — the “unbelievers™ (all “infidels”, including pagans and
heathens, plus Jews and Christians, as well as apostates from Islam), the
Mormons killed the “unbelievers” (especially the “apostates”, i.e., those who
concluded that Joseph Smith was nothing but a con artist), and so on.
Voltaire saw it clearly and expressed it succinctly, but maybe a slightly less
strident summary would be better: the more that people are willingly to

believe absurdities, the more likely that they’ll commit atrocities.

The “longshoreman” philosopher Eric Hoffer (1902—-1983) saw clearly the
dangers to the rest of us from “the true believers™:

There is no doubt that, in exchanging a self-centered for a selfless life, we gain
enormously in self-esteem. The vanity of the selfless, even those who practice utmost
humility, is boundless. When hopes and dreams are loose on the streets, it is well for
the timid to lock doors, shutter windows, and lie low until the wrath has passed. For
there is often a monstrous incongruity between the hopes, however noble and tender,
and the action which follows them... The true believer is everywhere on the march,
and both by converting and antagonizing he is shaping the world in his own image.

Meanwhile, for those of us who reject all supernaturalism as silly (and
recognize as the only “moral absolute” some version of “use your brain as
best you can”), we must muddle through our lives awash in uncertainty. In
the past, the unbelievers who rejected all religious con games were so
overwhelming outnumbered that they couldn’t mount effective defenses.
Currently, at least in the West, laws have been promulgated to punish the
religious kooks who try to kill us. As for the future, I wouldn’t be surprised
if, eventually, all “believers” are confined to mental institutions or given
counseling and medication to help them overcome their “addiction to
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religion”. And I use the words ‘delusion’ and ‘addiction’ with some
conviction — and with some concern for you — but whereas ‘addiction’ is a
“loaded (emotive) word” (as are ‘delusion’ and ‘trance’), I should probably
broach the topic more slowly.

I’ll start with some definitions (from the Encarta World English Dictionary):

addiction: 1. a state of physiological or psychological dependence on a drug liable to
have a damaging effect, 2. a great interest in something to which a lot of time is
devoted. Synonyms: habit, compulsion, dependence, need, obsession, craving,
infatuation.

From that definition for ‘addiction’ (especially from the second meaning),
notice that use of the word ‘addiction’ needn’t be ‘pejorative’ (viz.,
“expressing criticism or disapproval”): people can become addicted to a
variety of things and activities, from drugs to getting exercise to “falling in
love”, all of which are probably related to stimulation of specific chemicals
and chemical reactions in their brains.

delusion: 1. a persistent false belief held in the face of strong contradictory evidence,
especially as a symptom of psychiatric disorder, 2. a false or mistaken belief or idea
about something. Synonyms: illusion, hallucination, vision, mirage, figment of the
imagination, fantasy, apparition, image; misunderstanding, misapprehension, false
impression, misconception, mistake, aberration; fallacy, myth, superstition.

Notice that in the above definition for ‘delusion’, there is (similar to the case
for ‘addiction’) a wide range of meanings, especially associated with the
second definition. Thereby, all of us are probably delusional: we all indulge
in ‘fantasies’ and we all have ‘misconceptions’.

trance: 1. a state in which somebody is dazed or stunned or in some other way
unaware of the environment and unable to respond to stimuli, 2. a hypnotic or
cataleptic [comatose] state, 3. a state of rapture or exaltation in which somebody loses
consciousness, 4. the state of apparent semi-unconsciousness that a spiritual medium
enters into, allegedly in an attempt to communicate with the dead, 5. a type of
electronic dance music with a repetitive hypnotic beat. Synonyms: dream, daze,
spell, stupor, reverie, daydream, sleep, abstraction.

Thereby, Dear, it appears that we all have addictions of various types, we all
engage in delusions of various forms, and we all enter into various trances
(day dreaming, watching TV, listening to music, etc. — even studying).
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Let me mention some examples. As I outlined in A, when I “meditate” (e.g.,
to try to relieve some pain or to “look at the pictures™), I enter into a trance
(blocking out distractions from my environment). Also, I admit that for the
past ten years [ may have been living with the delusion that this book will be
of value to you (or to anyone). And your grandmother has substantial
evidence that I’'m addicted to that delusion. Similarly, from the evidence
available to you, maybe you’ve concluded that your father is addicted to his
work (a “workaholic”), that he’s deluded about its importance, and that
whenever he gets deeply involved in his work, he enters into a trance. In
addition, maybe you’ve concluded that your mother is addicted to her
religion, that she’s deluded about its validity, and that whenever she engages
in praying, reading “sacred scripture”, etc., she enters into a trance. And I
know certain grandchildren who seem addicted to TV, routinely enter into
“TV trances”, and delude themselves into thinking that it’s good for them! I
won’t belabor the case of crazy music putting them into frances, dancing
around the stereo like aboriginals around a campfire.

Again, obviously we’re all delusional to some extent: who doesn’t “day
dream” or “fantasize”? But most of us have little trouble “snapping out” of
our daydreams, fantasies, and similar “trances” — especially if reality
imposes! Problems occur, however, when people indulge so completely into
their delusions that their perceptions of reality (and their interactions with
reality) change, e.g., when another woman divorces her husband because of
her delusion that no longer can he accompany her to her ever-ever (or never-
never) land in the sky or when another suicide bomber straps on a belt filled
with explosives and a mind filled with a delusion of “instant entrance” into a
fictitious paradise. For other examples, consider the following article! by
Marshall Brain. 2

' Copied from http://whydoesgodhateamputees.com/your-delusion.htm.

2 Here is some information about Marshall Brain, copied from http://marshallbrain.com: “I am best
known as the founder of HowStuffWorks. 1 started HowStuffWorks as a hobby in 1998 and it has grown to
be one of the top Web sites in the country. I am known for the Robotic Nation essays and the book Manna.
The article “How to make a million dollars” is also very popular. I am known for my book for teenagers
entitled The Teenager’s Guide to the Real World, now in its eighth printing and selected for the New York
Public Library’s prestigious Books for the Teen Age list... I am also known as a member of the Academy
of Outstanding Teachers at North Carolina State University, where I taught in the computer science
department for 6 years.”
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Understanding delusion
by Marshall Brain

Here are several examples that can help you to understand how religion works in our
world today.

Example 1
Let’s imagine that I tell you the following story:

* There is a man who lives at the North Pole.

* He lives there with his wife and a bunch of elves.

* During the year, he and the elves build toys.

* Then, on Christmas Eve, he loads up a sack with all the toys.

* He puts the sack in his sleigh.

* He hitches up eight (or possibly nine) flying reindeer.

* He then flies from house to house, landing on the rooftops of each one.

» He gets out with his sack and climbs down the chimney.

* He leaves toys for the children of the household.

* He climbs back up the chimney, gets back in his sleigh, and flies to the next
house.

* He does this all around the world in one night.

* Then he flies back to the North Pole to repeat the cycle next year.

This, of course, is the story of Santa Claus.

But let’s say that [ am an adult, and I am your friend, and I reveal to you that I believe
that this story is true. I believe it with all my heart. And I try to talk about it with you
and convert you to believe it as I do.

What would you think of me? You would think that [ am delusional — and rightly so.

Why do you think that I am delusional? It is because you know that Santa is
imaginary. The story is a total fairy tale. No matter how much I talk to you about
Santa, you are not going to believe that Santa is real. Flying reindeer, for example,
are make-believe. The dictionary defines delusion as, “A false belief strongly held in
spite of invalidating evidence.” That definition fits perfectly.

Since you are my friend, you might try to help me realize that my belief in Santa is
delusional. The way that you would try to shake me from my delusion is to ask me

some questions. For example, you might say to me:

*  “But Marshall, how can the sleigh carry enough toys for everyone in the world?”
I say to you that the sleigh is magical. It has the ability to do this intrinsically.
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*  “How does Santa get into houses and apartments that don’t have chimneys?” 1
say that Santa can make chimneys appear, as shown to all of us in the movie The
Santa Clause.

* “How does Santa get down the chimney if there’s a fire in the fireplace?” I say
that Santa has a special flame-resistant suit, and it cleans itself too.

*  “Why doesn’t the security system detect Santa?”” Santa is invisible to security
systems.

+ “How can Santa travel fast enough to visit every child in one night?”” Santa is
timeless.

* “How can Santa know whether every child has been bad or good?” Santa is
omniscient.

*  “Why are the toys distributed so unevenly? Why does Santa deliver more toys to
rich kids, even if they are bad, than he ever gives to poor kids?”” There is no way
for us to understand the mysteries of Santa because we are mere mortals, but
Santa has his reasons. For example, perhaps poor children would be unable to
handle a flood of expensive electronic toys. How would they afford the batteries?
So Santa spares them this burden.

These are all quite logical questions that you have asked. I have answered all of them
for you. I am wondering why you can’t see what I see, and you are wondering how |
can be so insane.

Why didn’t my answers satisfy you? Why do you still know that I am delusional? It
is because my answers have done nothing but confirm my delusion. My answers are
ridiculous. In order to answer your questions, I invented, completely out of thin air, a
magical sleigh, a magical self-cleaning suit, magical chimneys, “timelessness”, and
magical invisibility. You don’t believe my answers because you know that [ am
making this stuff up. The invalidating evidence is voluminous.

Now let me show you another example...

Example 2
Imagine that I tell you the following story:

* I was in my room one night.

* Suddenly, my room became exceedingly bright.

* Next thing [ know there is an angel in my room.

» He tells me an amazing story.

» He says that there is a set of ancient golden plates buried in the side of a hill in
New York.
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* On them are the books of a lost race of Jewish people who inhabited North
America.

» These plates bear inscriptions in the foreign language of these people.

* Eventually the angel leads me to the plates and lets me take them home.

* Even though the plates are in a foreign language, the angel helps me to decipher
and translate them.

* Then the plates are taken up into heaven, never to be seen again.

* I have the book that I translated from the plates. It tells of amazing things — an
entire civilization of Jewish people living here in the United States 2,000 years
ago.

* And the resurrected Jesus came and visited these people!

» T also showed the golden plates to a number of real people who are my eye
witnesses, and I have their signed attestations that they did, in fact, see and touch
the plates before the plates were taken up into heaven.

Now, what would you say to me about this story? Even though I do have a book, in
English, that tells the story of this lost Jewish civilization, and even though I do have
the signed attestations, what do you think? This story sounds delusional, doesn’t it?

You would ask some obvious questions. For example, at the very simplest level, you
might ask, “Where are the ruins and artifacts from this Jewish civilization in
America?” The book transcribed from the plates talks about millions of Jewish
people doing all kinds of things in America. They have horses and oxen and chariots
and armor and large cities. What happened to all of this? I answer simply: it is all
out there, but we have not found it yet. “Not one city? Not one chariot wheel? Not
one helmet?” you ask. No, we haven’t found a single bit of evidence, but it is out
there somewhere. You ask me dozens of questions like this, and I have answers for
them all.

Most people would assume that I am delusional if I told them this story. They would
assume that there were no plates and no angel, and that I had written the book myself.
Most people would ignore the attestations — having people attest to it means nothing,
really. I could have paid the attesters off, or I could have fabricated them. Most
people would reject my story without question.

What’s interesting is that there are millions of people who actually do believe this
story of the angel and the plates and the book and the Jewish people living in North
America 2,000 years ago. Those millions of people are members of the Mormon
Church, headquartered in Salt Lake City, Utah. The person who told this incredible
story was a man named Joseph Smith, and he lived in the United States in the early
1800s. He told his story, and recorded what he “translated from the plates”, in the
Book of Mormon.

If you meet a Mormon and ask them about this story, they can spend hours talking to

you about it. They can answer every question you have. Yet the 5.99 billion of us
who are not Mormons can see with total clarity that the Mormons are delusional. It is
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as simple as that. You and I both know with 100% certainty that the Mormon story is
no different from the story of Santa. And we are correct in our assessment. The
invalidating evidence is voluminous.

Example 3
Imagine that I tell you this story:

* A man was sitting in a cave minding his own business.

* A very bright flash of light appeared.

* A voice spoke out one word: “Read!” The man felt like he was being squeezed to
death. This happened several times.

* Then the man asked, “What should I read?”

* The voice said, “Read in the name of your Lord who created humans from a
clinging [zygote]. Read for your Lord is the most generous. He taught people by
the pen what they didn’t know before.”

* The man ran home to his wife.

*  While running home, he saw the huge face of an angel in the sky. The angel told
the man that he was to be the messenger of God. The angel also identified
himself as Gabriel.

* At home that night, the angel appeared to the man in his dreams.

* Gabriel appeared to the man over and over again. Sometimes it was in dreams,
sometimes during the day as “revelations in his heart,” sometimes preceded by a
painful ringing in his ears (and then the verses would flow from Gabriel right out
of the man), and sometimes Gabriel would appear in the flesh and speak. Scribes
wrote down everything the man said.

* Then, one night about 11 years after the first encounter with Gabriel, Gabriel
appeared to the man with a magical horse. The man got on the horse, and the
horse took him to Jerusalem. Then the winged horse took the man up to the seven
layers of heaven. The man was able to actually see heaven and meet and talk with
people there. Then Gabriel brought the man back to earth.

* The man proved that he had actually been to Jerusalem on the winged horse by
accurately answering questions about buildings and landmarks there.

* The man continued receiving the revelations from Gabriel for 23 years, and then
they stopped. All of the revelations were recorded by the scribes in a book which
we still have today.

[Source: Understanding Islam by Yahiya Emerick, Alpha press, 2002]

What do you make of this story? If you have never heard the story before, you may
find it to be nonsensical in the same way that you feel about the stories of the golden
plates and Santa. You would especially feel that way once you read the book that
was supposedly transcribed from Gabriel, because much of it is opaque. The dreams,
the horse, the angel, the ascension, and the appearances of the angel in the flesh — you
would dismiss them all because it is all imaginary.

But you need to be careful. This story is the foundation of the Muslim religion,
practiced by more than a billion people around the world. The man is named
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Muhammad, and the book is the Koran (also spelled Qur’an or Qur’aan). This is the
sacred story of the Koran’s creation and the revelation of Allah to mankind.

Despite the fact that a billion Muslims profess some level of belief in this story,
people outside the Muslim faith consider the story to be imaginary. No [non-Muslim]
believes this story because this story is a fairy tale. They consider the Koran to be a
book written by a man and nothing more. A winged horse that flew to heaven? That
is imaginary — as imaginary as flying reindeer.

If you are a Christian, please take a moment right now to look back at the Mormon
and Muslim stories. Why is it so easy for you to look at these stories and see that
they are imaginary fairy tales? How do you know, with complete certainty, that
Mormons and Muslims are delusional? You know these things for the same reason
you know that Santa is imaginary. There is no evidence for any of it. The stories
involve magical things like angels and winged horses, hallucinations, dreams. Horses
cannot fly — we all know that. And even if they could, where would the horse fly to?
The vacuum of space? Or is the horse somehow “dematerialized”... and then
“rematerialized” in heaven? If so, those processes are made up too. Every bit of it is
imaginary. We all know that.

An unbiased observer can see how imaginary these three stories are. In addition,
Muslims can see that Mormons are delusional, Mormons can see that Muslims are
delusional, and Christians can see that both Mormons and Muslims are delusional.

One final example
Now let me tell you one final story:

* God inseminated a virgin named Mary, in order to bring his son incarnate into our
world.

* Mary and her fiancé, Joseph, had to travel to Bethlehem to register for the census.
There Mary gave birth to the Son of God.

* God put a star in the sky to guide people to the baby.

* In adream God told Joseph to take his family to Egypt. Then God stood by and
watched as Herod killed thousands and thousands of babies... in an attempt to kill
Jesus.

* Asaman, God’s son claimed that he was God incarnate: “I am the way, the truth
and the life,” he said...

* This man performed many miracles. He healed lots of sick people. He turned
water into wine. These miracles prove that he is God.

* But he was eventually given the death sentence and killed by crucifixion.

* His body was placed in a tomb.

* But three days later, the tomb was empty.

* And the man, alive once again but still with his wounds (so anyone who doubted
could see them and touch them), appeared to many people in many places.

* Then he ascended into heaven and now sits at the right hand of God the father
almighty...
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» Today you can have a personal relationship with the Lord Jesus. You can pray to
this man and he will answer your prayers. He will cure your diseases, rescue you
from emergencies, help you make important business and family decisions,
comfort you in times of worry and grief, etc.

» This man will also give you eternal life, and if you are good he has a place for you
in heaven after you die.

* The reason we know all this is because, after the man died, four people named
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John wrote accounts of the man’s life. Their written
attestations are proof of the veracity of this story.

This, of course, is the story of Jesus. Do you believe this story? If you are a
Christian, you probably do. I could ask you questions for hours... and you will have
answers for every one of them, in just the same way that I had answers for all of the
Santa questions that my friend asked me in Example 1. You cannot understand how
anyone could question any of it, because it is so obvious to you.

Here is the thing that I would like to help you understand: The four billion people
who are not Christians look at the Christian story in exactly the same way that you
look at the Santa story, the Mormon story, and the Muslim story. In other words,
there are four billion people who stand outside of the Christian bubble, and they can
see reality clearly. The fact is, the Christian story is completely imaginary.

How do the four billion non-Christians know, with complete certainty, that the
Christian story is imaginary? Because the Christian story is just like the Santa story,
the Mormon story and the Muslim story. There is the magical insemination, the
magical star, the magical dreams, the magical miracles, the magical resurrection, the
magical ascension and so on. People outside the Christian faith look at the Christian
story and note these facts:

» The miracles are supposed to “prove” that Jesus is God, but, predictably, these
miracles left behind no tangible evidence for us to examine and scientifically
verify today. They all involved faith healings and magic tricks...

+ Jesus is resurrected, but, predictably, he does not appear to anyone today...

» Jesus ascended into heaven and answers our prayers, but, predictably, when we
pray to him nothing happens. We can statistically analyze prayer and find that

prayers are never answered [more frequently than non-prayers]...

* The book where Matthew, Mark, Luke and John make their attestations does
exist, but, predictably, it is chock full of problems and contradictions...

e And soon.

In other words, the Christian story is a fairly tale, just like the other three examples
we have examined.
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Now, [if you are a Christian] look at what is happening inside your mind at this
moment. I am using solid, verifiable evidence to show you that the Christian story is
imaginary. Your rational mind can see the evidence. Four billion non-Christians
would be happy to confirm for you that the Christian story is imaginary. However, if
you are a practicing Christian, you can probably feel your “religious mind” overriding
both your rational mind and your common sense as we speak. Why? Why were you
able to use your common sense to so easily reject the Santa story, the Mormon story
and the Muslim story, but when it comes to the Christian story, which is just as
imaginary, you are not?

Try, just for a moment, to look at Christianity with the same amount of healthy
skepticism that you used when approaching the stories of Santa, Joseph Smith and
Muhammad. Use your common sense to ask some very simple questions of yourself:

» Is there any physical evidence that Jesus existed? — No. He left no trace. His body
“ascended into heaven.” He wrote nothing down. None of his “miracles” left any
permanent evidence. There is, literally, nothing.

+ Is there any reason to believe that Jesus actually performed these miracles, or that he
rose from the dead, or that he ascended into heaven? — There is no more of a reason to
believe this than there is to believe that Joseph Smith found the golden plates hidden
in New York, or that Muhammad rode on a magical winged horse to heaven.
Probably less of a reason, given that the record of Jesus’ life is 2,000 years old, while
that of Joseph Smith is less than 200 years old.

* You mean to tell me that I am supposed to believe this story of Jesus, and there is no
proof or evidence to go by beyond a few attestations in the New Testament of a Bible
that is provably meaningless? — Yes, you are supposed to believe it. You are
supposed to take it on “faith.”

No one (besides little kids) believes in Santa Claus. No one outside the Mormon
church believes Joseph Smith’s story. No one outside the Muslim faith believes the
story of Muhammad and Gabriel and the winged horse. No one outside the Christian
faith believes in Jesus’ divinity, miracles, resurrection, etc.

Therefore, the question I would ask you to consider right now is simple: Why is it
that human beings can detect fairy tales with complete certainty when those fairy
tales come from other faiths, but they cannot detect the fairy tales that underpin their
own faith? Why do they believe their chosen fairy tale with unrelenting passion and
reject the others as nonsense? For example:

» Christians know that when the Egyptians built gigantic pyramids and mummified the

bodies of their pharaohs, that it was a total waste of time — otherwise Christians
would build pyramids.
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+ Christians know that when the Aztecs carved the heart out of a virgin and ate it, that it
accomplished nothing — otherwise Christians would kill virgins.

+ Christians know that when Muslims face Mecca to pray, that it is pointless —
otherwise Christians would face Mecca when they pray.

+ Christians know that when Jews keep meat and dairy products separate, that they are
wasting their time — otherwise the cheeseburger would not be an American obsession.

Yet, when Christians look at their own religion, they are for some reason blind.
Why? And no, it has nothing to do with the fact that the Christian story is true. Your
rational mind knows that with certainty, and so do four billion others. This book, if
you will let it, can tell you why.

His on-line book, Why Does God Hate Amputees by Marshall Brain, is at
http://whydoesgodhateamputees.com/god-toc.htm.

So, Dear, an obvious question is: given the huge range of possible
addictions, delusions, and trances, when are they “good” and when are they
“bad”? And by now, probably equally obvious to you is how I plan to
respond to that question (after I would remind you that things are rarely
“black vs. white”, i.e., be aware of a full spectrum of possibilities). Also by
now, almost surely you’re “sick and tired” of my repeating the same stuff
(“Talk about a parrot on a dead branch of knowledge!”). But I plan to do it
anyway, Dear, in part to “tie up some loose ends”.

As I’ve written many times, moral value (as with any value) can be
measured only relative to some objective. For example, if your goal is to be
a successful bank robber, then I expect that there would be a fairly high
value in your obtaining a mask (say a 7.2 on a scale of —10 to +10).
Fundamental or prime values (“moral values™) can only be measured relative
to fundamental or prime goals. Thus, if your prime goal is your dual
survival goals, then your fundamental values will include obtaining air,
water, food, shelter, etc. As for the moral value of becoming a thief (relative
to one’s prime goals), it depends on one’s economic status and prospects:
for someone whose prospects seem as good as yours, the value of becoming
a thief is very low (maybe a —9.4 on the same scale from —10 to +10), but for
someone who’s destitute and without hope, the value of becoming a thief
may score a +0.5 or higher (for even if caught, a convicted thief will get
“free” room and board in prison).
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Therefore, for the common use of the term ‘morality’, I’ve suggested that
the morality of any act is a measure of how the act promotes (or hinders) our
trio of survival goals, i.e., survival of ourselves, our “families”, and our
values. As illustrations, I’ve suggested that the act of using our brains as
best we can (which includes testing our hypotheses against the most reliable
and relevant data) has a morality of +10 (on a “morality scale” that runs
from —10 to +10), and that belief in god (any god) has a morality of
somewhere around a —8 (not quite so low as suicide, which surely is a —10).

Consequently, Dear, I hope you see that morality has nothing to do with any
gods. Of course, the absence of any relation between morality and gods is
rather convenient, because I’ve never found the tiniest shred of data to
suggest that gods are anything but primitive ideas, unconstrained by data.
Consequently, all ideas about all gods can be ignored — whereas moral
values can’t be ignored, because they’re simply judgments (but not
necessarily “simple judgments”!) about the values of any act.

Others have said similar. For example, Ayn Rand said: “choosing not to
think is the height of immorality.” That is, what distinguishes humans from
the rest of the animals is our increased ability to think. Choosing not to
think doesn’t distinguish a person as a human; it provides the clerics with
one more sheep for their flock. Remember, too, Rand’s inversion of
Descartes’ “I think; therefore, [ am”. She proposed: “I am; therefore, I’1l
think.”3 T agree with her that this hypothesis, and then this choice, is the best
of what is human. In contrast, the worst of what is human is to start from the
data-less and untestable speculation and then the choice: “God exists;
therefore, I’ll obey.”

Either of those two options (to evaluate or to obey) is at the “foundation of
one’s mental being”: from each foundation, the rest of your thoughts and
actions follow. Between those two options — either to use your mind or to
yield it to others — I see no compromise. And unless my proposition that
there is no god (or gods) is demonstrated with data to be wrong (for
example, I’d be more than willing to listen if one of the gods would like to
come to me to explain his or her side of the story!), that is, so long as the
only way to accept all the “god-garbage” is to suspend rational thought (i.e.,
take the crazed thoughts of power-mongering mystics on “faith”), then the

3 See John Galt’s speech, Chapter VII of Part 111, of Atlas Shrugged (Signet Books, The New American
Library of World Literature, Inc., New York, 1957)
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core-hypothesis that I’ll work with is “I exist”, and the core-choice that I
will make is “to evaluate”. And because “thinking” is what best
characterizes humans and “not thinking” is the prime characteristic of being
dead, I understand why Rand describes this choice as between life and death.
Dear: I urge you to yield your mind to nobo