
“How We Believe - The Search for God in an Age of Science” 

by Michael Shermer

Michael Shermer’s genius is displayed by his eloquence.  His ability to make difficult subjects clear, and to make controversial discussions seem “obvious” contributes to making his latest work intriguing and persuasive.  In the advancement of the Skeptical worldview there are few greater apologists than Shermer; certainly few with his zeal and evangelistic prowess (he is the publisher of Skeptic magazine, the director of the Skeptics Society, and the host of the Skeptics Lecture Series at Cal Tech).  However, his intriguing pursuit of “truth” in this latest endeavor still falls short, and even convicts against him, with his presuppositional positions exposed.  One must wonder how an honest skeptic can be prejudiced toward any position.  

His preoccupation with the Skeptical worldview is even evidenced in his selection of the title “How We Believe,” when the more metaphysical “Why We Believe” could, and perhaps should, have been used.  Although he would have backed himself into a logical corner, the title to this stealthy apologetic for the Skeptical Worldview could have been entitled “Why We Shouldn’t Believe.”  Despite his eloquence and persuasive abilities, Shermer preaches the same familiar skeptical mantra: “We cannot prove the supernatural with science, and furthermore we have arrived at good scientific answers that we accept to fulfill our purposes and the purposes of the universe.”

The Skeptical Worldview is usually presented as an honest and enlightened worldview.  The skeptic simply cannot believe in something that cannot be proven (to his definition of proof, usually involving science – causing most skeptics to be exposed as Naturalists / Scientismists).   This worldview allows him to feel honest with himself about life, facts and data, and he is therefore comfortable with his decisions.  After all, how could anyone believe something that cannot be “proven?”  If it cannot be “proven,” how can you be sure?  Besides, there are a lot of things that can be “proven,” such as evolution, gravity, or the pattern recognition evident in the human animal that could lead to a false belief in a creator.  For the skeptic, there are also many things that can be “dis-proven,” such as faith healing, the existence of only one god (since there are so many different claims for the “one and only” god), or the supposed honesty and piety of so-called televangelists and hypocritical Christians.  Shermer has mastered this art of utilizing skeptical “proofs” and “dis-proofs” in his explanation of why people believe what they believe.  

In a further effort to seem “fair,” he acknowledges that a true skeptic cannot quibble with what someone believes simply because they want to believe it (faith) pg. 90.  Only when the Christian claims to possess knowledge of “truth” or attempts to produce evidence of God or of creationism does he return to Missouri and demand to see the proof, knowing full well that these “proofs” do not exist in a manner that will satisfy the demands of a committed skeptic. In this way he attempts to define and limit the terms of the debate.

These arguments seem fair.  On the surface, they appear to have merit and to be irreproachable.  With the air of superiority stemming from the benefit of “facts and data,” the knowledge appears to be sound.  This is why they are so disarming.  Everyone knows that knowledge is power, and this “appearance” of knowledge is the chief weapon of the skeptic.  Intimidating words, advanced educations, and brash arrogance are tools used to contribute to the perception that the skeptic is smarter than we are, and that we simple folk therefore are unqualified to dispute their sage and conclusions.  

But we are required to use our brains just as the skeptic is (Matthew 22:37-38), and to analyze and give reasons for our beliefs (1 Peter 3:15).  Therefore God has indicated to us that the skeptic (or anyone else for that matter) does not corner the market on knowledge or intellect.  Therefore a proper apologetic is vitally important for our own sense of faith as well as in presenting to others who are truly seeking by the grace of God.  

When we consider the skeptic’s general condition we find that they are arguing in a circle.  Stemming from their Naturalistic basis they utilize science and logic as their axioms and methods for discovering (and disputing) truth.  But the catch lies in the fact that they are assuming everything is measurable or observable through the scientific method. This by definition eliminates anything supernatural, which obviously would include the foundational beliefs of the Christian.  Therefore these foundations are clearly assumed to be un-provable by science, and the Christian expects this.  It is totally unacceptable to the skeptic however, as he has no ground from which to start analyzing these assertions.  When the discussion advances into observable Christian proofs in the natural realm, his presupposition that all things are naturally initiated and sustained exposes his inability to consider the assertion that they are the result of supernatural interference into nature.  

The result, then, is similar to speaking different languages, or at least having different definitions for common words.  If red is red to me, but red is violet to you, we simply will not be able to discuss the source, meaning, or value of the work of art if we only remain focused on what we “see” with our personal interpretations attached.  

It is important for the Christian to understand the basis and source of his beliefs, as well as understand where the skeptic is coming from.  We have no reason to be intimidated by their superior airs, or their “proofs” and logic.  The key is to begin the discussions from a common frame of reference, and build from that.  

Shermer describes his “fall from grace” in a short bio that articulates the intellectual problems he could not work through as a young Christian.  He was concerned with “convenient” Christian answers and “twists and turns of logic and semantic wordplay,” but it seems he has now simply traded one set of “convenient answers” for another.  The problem is that the skeptical worldview only answers part of the question.  Being happy with only part of the answer (because it is convenient) reminds me of the time my young daughter “discovered” how to turn on the lights in the room.  All she had to do was simply flip a switch on the wall and the lights came on.  That was all she needed to know.  She was now satisfied with how the lights work.  However as she matured she had to solve puzzles that tested her faith in the light switch.  Once the light did not come on and I had to explain how one might have to replace a bulb once it is burned out.  This new revelation caused her to cock her head with a curious stare.  When touring our new house as it was being built, she inquired as to the purpose of the wires weaving through the wall studs.  When the explanation came, she accepted the story, apparently without destroying her original faith in the simple flick of the switch.  During a storm when a power outage occurred, however, her faith was nearly shattered.  An explanation of electricity, its generation, and even the remuneration required to the electric company for its continued flow was informative, but I could see we were now testing the limits of her desire to understand how that light bulb and the switch works.  We could have continued the regression of explanation back to describe the hard work by linemen, the burning of fossil fuels and the physics of electron movement, but she may not be ready for (or desire) this level of philosophical dissertation.  Heaven help me if the regression requires further explanation beyond my own comprehension!  My daughter, like Shermer, was comfortable with the first level of explanation, and could, if untested, continue living out her life thinking she knows how lights work (or in the case of Shermer, why we believe what we believe).  One must consider, when contemplating the purpose, existence, and source of the creation, at what level of understanding we are comfortable.  It appears that the Skeptical Worldview is perfectly content with an explanation that only penetrates the first few levels of inquiry, and that only because this is where the comfort of observation ends.  To reach further into truth (what is the electron exactly, and how did it get there?) requires pursuit into the realm of the philosophical/religious, far past the comfort zone of the scientist.  

Shermer is correct to assert that we cannot prove or disprove God’s existence through empirical evidence or deductive proof (pg 8).  When further defining rules of inquiry, Shermer summarizes the intention of his dissertation in the following statement: “Faith, not reason, religion, not science, is the proper domain of God’s existence. “How” questions are to be answered by science, and the “Why” questions are to answered by religion.  (pg 135)  

Shermer then promptly violates his own thesis by trying to explain “Why” Christians believe what they believe.  To summarize Shermer’s position, people see God in their daily experiences simply because they are pattern-seeking animals, who evolved into storytellers.  The storytelling aspect of our lives then evolved into mythmaking (myths being stories describing creation and purpose in story format) and then into morality making.  Once morality was established, “religion” is the next (evolutionary, of course) step into creating purpose for ourselves.  But each culture creates its own religions, all disparate, which proves that religion is a man-made phenomenon that is inherently relative (not truth).  Each of man’s created “religions” then creates its own ‘god’ to manage and dictate the subjects of the religion.  Shermer’s basis for these assumptions is the “evidence” presented that all of these ‘religions’ have similar beliefs and formats, ranging from the creation and eventual destruction of the world, to the savior of the believer.  

Shermer then proceeds further with a Skeptical Apologetic into religious philosophical grounds with an attempt to provide purpose to life!  (A common reproach to Atheism / Naturalism, again exposing Shermer’s true colors and intentions).  Apparently this is his attempt to answer the desire to produce a ‘god’ that he postulates that all peoples have, despite the fact that he apparently cannot stomach the traditional scientism viewpoint that ends up with no purpose for life or basis for morality due to the randomness of nature.  In fact, he builds upon a postulation put forth by the renowned Atheist/Marxist/Scientist/Philosopher Stephen Jay Gould.  The Gould/Shermer model asserts that nature was organized not by chance, but by “contingency.”  Contingency is supposedly not synonymous with chance, randomness, or accident.  Instead, what happened in nature at any particular moment in time was contingent upon what happened in the previous moment of time, and so forth.  Therefore, what we have today is contingent upon previous activities.  Purpose and meaning is then bestowed upon the current state, since it is dependant upon other things (all still within nature).  Of course the obvious infinite regression issue is not addressed, assuming that life still appeared due to the mixing of elements after time.   Clearly, this is a dance of semantics that still affords nature with no purpose within itself.

Finally, Shermer attempts to answer how the skeptic can find meaning in a post-Christian life experience.  He considers himself now able to think for himself, to take responsibility for his actions, and to construct his own meanings and his own destinies.  In other words, he has made himself God, as do all Atheists / Naturalists (again exposing his true colors and intentions).

Shermer has provided a very eloquent, detailed skeptical (read Atheistic / Naturalistic) description of why people believe what they believe, and in doing so he has directed the reader into an argument for the lack of belief (again, Atheism / Naturalism).  But there are no new arguments in this apologetic.  The skeptical question remains the same: “Since we disagree about so many things, do we really know what we think we know?” (Beilby and Clark, 2000).  Shermer may be attempting to develop an ultra modern version of the question, by simply melding together the modern and postmodern versions.  The skeptical question in its modern form asks “Do we really know what we think we know- especially in religion – when our beliefs are not properly based on evidence?” while the postmodern form moves toward atheism and asks “Do we really know what we think we know since there’s no higher viewpoint beyond your perspective and my perspective?”  Shermer seems to be asking (or answering?) the question thusly “Although there is no higher viewpoint beyond your perspective and my perspective, I know what I think I know because of the evidence I have created and have decided to believe in, but you have no evidence for what you want to believe that will satisfy me, therefore I will explain away your evidence and eliminate the serious consideration of your beliefs.”

Shermer has regurgitated the standard skeptical arguments with the presumed assumption that the proofs of science can lead to no “proof” of God, therefore leaving no good reason to believe in God.  Shermer has appropriately addressed none of the philosophical issues of skepticism.  How we can have any standard for knowledge in a world of chance, including the skeptic’s supposed knowledge?  And how can science know, prove or disprove what is, by definition, outside of the realm of science (supernatural?)  And most importantly, should not the belief in God be attained by the means intended, naturally defined by the definition of God Himself, namely experience and virtuous investigation with clear intentions (not presuppositions)?  In short, perhaps the simple explanation to why we believe in God, is because He is!

   Beilby, James and Clark, David K. (2000) Why Bother With Truth.  RZIM Publishers, pg 59  
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