INTRODUCTION 

“It is far better to grasp the Universe as it really is than to persist in delusion, however satisfying and reassuring.”
                   -- Carl Sagan, The Demon-Haunted World
The Bible poses a conundrum: how can a book which critics charge is riddled with errors and completely without scientific basis be simultaneously acclaimed as the inerrant “Word of God” by so many intelligent, well-educated people? Are believers so blinded by their faith and desperate for its reassurance that they are prepared to indulge delusions? Or are sceptics, bound by their own prejudices, unable to open their minds to the reality of God? 

Once, over dinner with some people I had just met, I mentioned that I attended church on Sunday mornings. The reaction across the table was unfettered surprise: “You mean you really believe in God?” On another occasion, it was my turn to be shocked when a classmate remarked, “Haven’t physicists proved that God doesn’t exist?” 

While popular misconceptions about religion and Christianity may be rampant, it is also true that many who believe in God have not given adequate thought to the rational basis for their belief. Perhaps some of us have been too quick to embrace weak arguments backing the trustworthiness of the Gospel. This only serves to perpetuate the association of Christianity with anti-intellectualism. Divine revelation may make certain one’s faith, but should not be an obstacle to engaging in informed, dispassionate conversation on the case for faith with someone who has not had such a revelation. I would like to see more such conversations, not between raving Bible-thumpers and fanatical atheists, but between thoughtful individuals who are committed to the search for truth, however unwelcome it may be.

The conversations may focus on different things – the historical reliability of the Bible, the evidence for the Resurrection of Christ, or perhaps philosophical arguments for God’s existence. Fortunately, the Bible also says many things about the world we live in. Nearly 2,000 years on, we can see how well the Bible’s worldview matches up to the present state of the world, and that is what this book attempts. 

The first five chapters of the book look at evidence from human nature, global developments, morality, history and science that seem to corroborate the Bible’s worldview. In Chapter 6, I discuss difficulties with the Bible and Christian dogma, before concluding in Chapter 7. 

 I hope that the book will challenge readers to reflect on the evidence and come to a considered position on their faith or lack thereof.   

W.L. Ho

I 

The Human Condition
An instinct for abuse

Human nature is paradoxical. There are times when we are touched by the kindness and generosity of fellow men and women. When a massive tsunami struck coastal regions across Asia in December 2004, for instance, help and financial aid poured in from around the world. The response to the disaster showed humanity at its best. 

On the other hand, there is no denying the dark side of human nature, which manifests itself in war, violence and all manner of selfish behaviour. It is not difficult to find evidence of intrinsic human cruelty. Most human societies have at some point in their history sanctioned torture – even great civilisations known for their literature, philosophy and music, or for their promulgation of equality and democracy. Few who lived in the Japanese-occupied territories of China and Southeast Asia during the Second World War can forget the brutality of the Japanese invaders, which stands in stark contrast to the gentility of Japanese society and culture. 

In normal circumstances, institutions, laws and social norms protect people from one another. Remove or relax these constraints, however, and the ugly side of humanity quickly surfaces. When New Orleans succumbed to floods in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the city quickly descended into anarchy. 

Prisoner abuse is another case in point. In 1971, a famous experiment was carried out at Stanford University to see how college students would behave when cast in the roles of prisoners and prison guards. The planned two-week experiment had to be ended after just six days as the prisoner guards had become excessively sadistic. In 1963, an experiment was carried out in which participants thought they were administering electric shocks to subjects.
 It turned out that 65% of participants were prepared to administer the final 450-volt shock despite hearing the cries of their ‘victims’,  who were in fact actors. These experiments suggest that given any veneer of legitimacy, people are capable of unbridled cruelty against fellow human beings. 

The abuse of Iraqi prisoners by American troops at Iraq’s Abu Graib prison is consistent with the predictions of these experiments. That the US prides itself on values such as freedom and democracy makes the acts committed by its citizens all the more damning. On the other hand, it could be argued that the human nature is no respecter of citizenship or creed. British servicemen, too, were indicted in separate cases of detainee abuse.   

It turned out that the American troops guilty of these injustices were ordinary Joes, most of whom had not hitherto betrayed a propensity for brutality. Friends and neighbours were baffled by their actions. Several of the accused, along with their parents, blamed a “lack of leadership” for the abuses. On the other hand, top military leaders distanced themselves from responsibility, preferring instead to make an example of the few soldiers incriminated by photographs. 

If the soldiers at the bottom of the chain suffered from a lack of leadership, while their commanders were too far away to monitor their subordinates, the result is a vacuum of responsibility. The abuse of prisoners, however, cannot be attributed to system failure – ultimately, somebody has to be held accountable. 

Society, genes and dictators 

A problem that is endemic of our times is our focus on the sociological causes of crime at the expense of the perpetrators’ responsibility. Thus child-abusers justify their misdeeds by citing the abuse they received themselves as children, while psychologists pin the blame for criminal violence on the proliferation of television violence. 

In US courts, defence counsels have cited research in the 1960s suggesting that those with XYY chromosomes have a higher propensity to commit violence.
 However, genetic predisposition surely cannot absolve a criminal of guilt. At some point, the line must be drawn between societal and individual responsibility.  

Society has the tendency to hide behind evil dictators to avoid the discomfiting conclusion of intrinsic human depravity. Hence we hold up Adolf Hitler, Stalin, Pol Pot and others as examples of extraordinarily evil tyrants, in effect distancing them from ourselves and from the societies that produced them.

Problems arise, however, when historians and psychologists try to pin down the root cause of these dictators’  “inhumanity” or their hatred for their victims. It usually turns out that these tyrants were average people, with little from their childhood to indicate that they would become monsters.  Many of us who shudder at the atrocities committed by the great dictators, might in similar circumstances be capable of similar actions - whether due to the corruption of power, or simply the instinct for self-preservation that motivates the extermination of adversaries.   

At the Tuol Sleng genocide museum in Phnom Penh, visitors are told of how the Cambodian intelligentsia were incarcerated, tortured and murdered during the Pol Pot era. Much of the butchering was carried out by teenage peasants, who were, by all accounts, inordinately brutal. It is not clear that these youngsters were any less culpable than Pol Pot himself. 

The idea of war as fought between manipulative world leaders, with innocent troops as mere pawns in the conflict, is not the full picture. Even if a war is instigated by political leaders, there has to be some measure of domestic support for it to be successfully prosecuted. Certainly, citizens of modern democracies cannot distance themselves from wars fought by their nation’s troops on foreign soil, if the notion of representative government is to mean anything.

Moreover, wars tend to perpetuate a climate of hate, as the loss of comrades and loved ones feeds enmity. Nothing motivates fighting more than fear and hatred of the enemy, hence it is not surprising that leaders find it in their interest to play up these emotions. The outcome is that even children learn to hate the enemy. The media has brought back from war zones in the Middle East and Africa disturbing images of young children waving guns and dancing in celebration over blazing humvees and downed helicopters. 

Consider the conflict in Iraq following the US-led invasion in 2003. If one believes that attacks against American soldiers and contractors are the directed by a small coterie of insurgent leaders, then hunting down the ringleaders should eliminate attacks on American interests. The experience so far, however, suggests that the capture of enemy leaders has little impact on an insurgency that finds deep reserves of support among men and women, young and old. 

Ultimately, war is not simply the consequence of evil dictators and manipulative rulers, but is something that all members of a society have to take responsibility for. It is the product of the innate selfishness and aggression of human beings taken to its logical conclusion. 

Sinful at birth? 

Even children, whom one might hope have yet to be tarnished by a corrupt society, may not be altogether innocent. One only needs to observe young children at play to find evidence of selfishness, deception, fighting and bullying. While the worst excesses of the human nature might take time to hone, the making of a criminal is often already evident in the very young. 

Every now and again there are news reports of violent crimes committed by children. In 1993, two 10-year-olds abducted and murdered toddler James Bulger in England. In 2004, an 11-year-old girl in Japan killed her classmate by slashing her throat with a razor knife. In many countries, incidents of shootings, sexual assault and gangsterism are rampant among adolescents and pre-adolescents. 

William Golding’s celebrated novel, Lord of the Flies, recognises that wickedness is human, and that children, too, are human. Published in 1954, Lord of the Flies is a hauntingly plausible story of how a band of angelic schoolboys who are marooned on an island descend into savagery, culminating in the murder of one of the boys. In an essay entitled “Fable”, penned in the early 1960s, Golding wrote that in the course of the second World War, he had “discovered what one man could do to another”. Said Golding, “I have lived for many years with small boys, and understand and know them with awful precision.”

If Golding’s assessment is correct, a belief system that is premised on the intrinsic good of human beings does not seem credible. The biblical view of the human condition is perhaps more plausible in its affirmation of universal depravity. According to the Bible, “there is no one righteous, no, not one.” (Romans 3:10) Even Israel’s King David, referred to in the Bible as “a man after (God’s) own heart”, confessed, ‘Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother conceived me.’ (Psalm 51:5)

What, then, can explain the good in human beings that surfaces from time to time? According to the Bible, human beings are made in God’s image (Genesis 1:26). This suggests the possession of an innate sense of morality, the basis for conscience. Sometimes, people act according to the dictates of conscience. However, the good that is done in those instances cannot annul the wrong that is done in other instances. Acts of kindness can at best mitigate, not absolve, a wrongdoing, just as a murderer cannot clear his name by saving lives. 

The Bible goes further to claim that humanity’s sinful nature is the root cause of the world’s problems, and that human beings are incapable of overcoming sin by themselves. It explains that God had to intervene to provide a solution for mankind, namely, the giving of a saviour, Jesus Christ, who died on behalf of guilty men and women. The depravity of mankind is therefore the starting point to understanding the entire system of belief that is Christianity.
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