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Thinking  About  God

The God of Religion

For humans, the relationship with God commenced when they began to personify as gods and goddesses the powerful, awe-inspiring forces of nature that surrounded them, sometimes benign, often threatening, always mysterious. There followed, over time, a long and diverse succession of tribal deities, divine rulers, and the Greek Olympians and their many offshoots. Finally, the one God of the monotheistic religions appeared, and gradually displaced the others for a large portion of humanity.

Each of these deities tended to acquire a priesthood that controlled and directed their worship. The monotheistic religions, in particular, gave birth to elaborate religious establishments that created a web of dogma and ritual for their followers. These religious guardians and their dogmas taught believers that God created the universe and all that is in it, that He controls and directs everything, including our affairs, and that we are rewarded and punished according to our compliance with His wishes, which were enshrined in the religion’s scriptures and laws.

For a long time religions maintained the allegiance of their followers by investing their lives with meaning and purpose, and through the promise of divine rewards and the threat of divine punishment. In modern times, however, as knowledge and information increased and superstition faded, the hold of religion weakened and with it the belief in God, so that for increasing numbers of people He has become a polite fiction and plays no real role in their everyday lives (except, perhaps, as a crutch when some calamity strikes). Even for many of those still caught up in religious ritual and dogma God is a distant presence, obscured by all the clutter ‒ they may have belief in Him, but not faith.

In spite of this long-term trend (partly even because of it), in recent times the religious phenomenon of the God fanatic has once again risen to prominence. These fundamentalists (to be found in all religions) claim a direct connection to God, and zealously adopt the mission of implementing His will (usually some simplistic but grandiose formulation, bolstered by selective reading of scripture). This pits them not only against outsiders but also against their co-religionists, whom they declare to be lacking in the true faith. Thus, the crisis affecting the human relationship with God today is that, while too many believe too little in Him, an aggressive minority believes too much.

On the other side, some atheists have come out in the last few years with a spate of books attacking both God and religion.
 The essence of their case is that the various “proofs” or arguments
 usually advanced for the existence of God can all be shown to be fallacious, and that the concept of God proposed and taught by religion is not supported by any evidence; in fact, that there is much evidence and logic to contradict it.

While hardly new, their arguments have now acquired added force. Science, for example, has shown that the universe, life, and human beings could all have developed through natural processes, without the intervention of God. Also, whatever goes on in the natural world can be shown to occur according to natural processes and laws.
 One would have to shut one’s eyes and close one’s mind to deny all this evidence.

Similarly, the many different modes and forms in which human societies and individuals live are due largely to the dictates of history, geography, economics and politics. There is no evidence to show that the God of religion plays any part in determining these. We also see that the outcomes of human choices and actions follow no set pattern based on their ethical or moral quality, or their degree of conformity to any divine or religious injunctions. Often, good deeds have bad outcomes while evil actions result in gains, the wicked prosper and the virtuous or innocent suffer.

An open-minded, unbiased examination of the evidence of science, as well as an honest assessment of human affairs, show that there is no convincing proof of the existence of the God of religion. Nor is there any necessity to postulate such an interventionist Being to explain what happens in our world. The result is that it is becoming increasingly difficult for an informed and intellectually honest person to accept the God of religion as a sustainable concept.

An Alternative Concept

Nevertheless, it is worth examining whether, in spite of the demolishing of this concept of the God of religion, it is still possible to formulate a tenable concept of an entity with some of those attributes of God that have enriched human life in the past, and still do so for many. However, to be viable and tenable, the concept of such a God-entity would have to meet some basic conditions :

· It must conform to our knowledge and experience of the world.

· It must be internally logical and self-consistent.

· It must have some connection to us.

In personal terms, our knowledge of human history and our own experience, realistically evaluated, show that such an entity does not intervene in any way in human affairs, and that it is illogical to postulate an individual or personal relationship with it, or a connection that is possible for some persons but not others. Whatever connection humans could have to such an entity would only be a general one, applying equally to all of humanity.

In the larger context, science has established that our universe is a unitary system. All matter is composed of various combinations of the same fundamental particles. The forces that operate in the universe are all interrelated.
 The physical laws that we observe functioning on earth appear to govern the entire universe; they are also all coherent and compatible with each other as part of a single system. It is thus not surprising that, in its search for the origin of our universe, cosmology is ever more certain that it appears to be of a single origin, born of a singular event or process that caused it all to come into existence.

Scientists are coming up with ever more refined (and elegant) hypotheses
 about how this happened, and the universe’s resulting structure and composition (in the process even proposing the existence of many other universes). At the other end of its spectrum science is delving deeper and deeper into the very nature of matter and energy, reaching levels of understanding where they both appear to be interchangeable.

However impressive, even amazing, these scientific discoveries and hypotheses are, the fact remains that they all deal with physical entities and the physical sphere, because that is all that science can properly deal with. The ultimate questions still remain unanswered : How did the first physical entity come into existence? How did the physical emerge from the non-physical? How did something come out of nothing?

Science does not (indeed, cannot) provide any convincing, or even plausible, answers to these questions.
 When it attempts to cross this border between the physical and the non-physical, it leaves the domain of science and enters that of metaphysical speculation. There, its theories are worth as much or as little as any other such speculation. 
We are thus left with two options : either to accept that the ultimate questions around how the universe came to be must always remain unanswered, or to assume that the first physical entity was caused by something outside the physical sphere. It then becomes a matter of choice which position one adopts. But the belief in a non-physical causality would be just that – an assumption; no physical proof will ever be possible since we are considering an entity that transcends the physical.

If we choose to believe in this higher, non-physical causality then, based on the considerations outlined above, we could define it thus :

That entity which, within the limitless possibilities open to it, is the ultimate cause of our universe; which, while existing outside the space-time framework and energy-matter structure of our universe, imposes on it a dynamic, systemizing unity and direction; and which, as a result, is connected to everything in the universe in a benign and constructive way.

This concept conforms to what we know of our world. It is in accord with the hypotheses of science regarding the origin of our universe, and with its functioning as a symmetrical system working in conformity with natural laws. It is logically consistent, and also postulates an underlying connection between this entity and us. We could call this entity the Cosmic Principle, or the Primal Cause, or Ultimate Reality. Or, we could call this entity God, since we already use this name for a concept that carries many of the attributes of this entity (provided we remain quite clear that this is not the God of religion).

Why Should We Believe in a God-entity?

As was stated earlier, adopting such a concept of God would be purely a matter of belief. It involves making a conscious choice to assume an external, non-physical causality for the universe instead of being content with accepting a purely physical universe, whose earliest origins must always remain a mystery. The question arises: why would we want to do that? Why should we try to go beyond the facts of science to a belief in the “fact” of God?

The main reason is that certain logical implications follow from whichever assumption we make about the existence or non-existence of God (the latter is as much an assumption as the former, since it is not possible to prove this negative proposition). These implications are not just of academic or philosophic interest, but have far-reaching significance for the way in which we live our individual and collective lives.

Foremost is the issue of what, if any, is the significance and purpose of human life on earth. As we stand at the edge of an increasingly fragile world and look out at the vast, empty darkness of the cosmos, aware that each of us may be but a tiny spark of consciousness (born of a freak combination of cosmic circumstances) that will soon wink out for ever, this is not a question we can easily avoid.

Ever since humans could think beyond the needs of daily sustenance and survival, they have wondered about this. With religion came an answer that sufficed for centuries, but as religious faith has waned so has its power to answer this conundrum. Materialistic doctrines and systems such as socialism, communism and capitalism have all, despite initial bursts of enthusiasm, failed to provide a satisfactory alternative meaning and purpose to human life. In recent times, increasing numbers of people are turning to religious fundamentalism to fill this void.

Apart from its existential significance, this issue is becoming one of critical importance as our power and efficacy grow exponentially. Already we are reaching out to the planets and the stars; we are probing into the central mysteries of life and matter; we have the potential to alter the face of the earth; we have the means to reorder life on this planet. There seem to be few limits to how much further we can develop in this direction. The critical question is : to what aims and purposes will human beings put this vast reach and capacity? So far it has been mostly used for parochial profit and power, and often put to destructive purposes. A rational belief in God, and its resulting implications, could help foster a shared set of goals which would serve all humanity (instead of individual countries, peoples and groups) and be more in harmony with nature.

One of the darker sides of this great progress in science and technology, and the uses to which we have been and are putting it, is its impact on the natural world. As we are beginning to realize, from a nurturing habitat we are transforming it into an often polluted, dysfunctional environment that is threatening to severely disrupt life on earth. The only effective way of dealing with the most critical aspects of this looming crisis (which poses a grave threat to human welfare and, possibly, even our existence on earth) is through a common response by people everywhere. A rationally tenable belief in God, and the acceptance of its implications, could help us to come together for this difficult endeavour.

A tenable belief in God can also have an important effect on our everyday life. Human societies have constructed elaborate systems of laws and institutions to control and channel the many human tendencies that are a legacy of our evolutionary past (in which the ‘law of the jungle’ generally prevailed). However, the success of these measures depended largely on the ethical and moral codes that religion first taught, and which became embedded in the cultures it fostered. With the decline of religious belief these codes have lost much of their power; we need a new basis on which to revitalize the system of human values that govern our individual and collective lives. A rational belief in God, and in the implications that follow from it, can help to provide that.

Another consideration relates to our human individuality and its subsistence. The observable fact is that each human being lives for a certain period and then dies; as far as we know he or she then ceases to exist. Yet, from the earliest times, humans have conceived of the idea that what dies is only the person's body, and that the essential person can continue or resume their existence on a different plane. It is easy to see how radically the whole perspective embracing our life on this earth changes if we believe that this is in fact what happens.

There is no way in which we can prove that human beings can live again (in some form) after death; we can only make an assumption that this may be so. It is an assumption that most of us would like to make, not least because the alternative robs human life and human individuality of much significance. To make such an assumption is, of course, to postulate a whole order of existence outside or beyond the framework of the physical universe. This assumption becomes logically tenable if we first assume the existence of an entity that created this framework, and is thus capable of creating other frameworks of existence
. Logic apart, for most people, it is impossible to believe in a life beyond death without a prior belief in God.

To sum up, the God of religion is fading away. The cold, hard light of science is dispersing the mists of awe and incense within which He thrived. Even most of those who still mumble the old formulas probably know in their hearts that He is a dying fiction. So do many of those who cling with increasing desperation to His waning presence, waving His flag and fighting against the rising godless tide, some with strident faith and strange crusades, others with guns and bombs, all the while assuaging their mounting fear with comforting reports of His imminent arrival on earth.

Those of us who are prepared to face this hard truth find ourselves in an empty landscape, bereft of the many comforting props and shelters we have come to rely upon. Some declaim that the brightness of the new light will suffice, but for the many others who recoil from the barren hardness of a purely material existence, there is another choice. We can choose to believe in a God who can withstand the bright light of science. Such a belief could invest our lives with true significance and purpose, determine how we will use the great powers and capability that we are acquiring, provide a common platform for us to jointly deal with the many dangers that threaten humanity, underpin our societal structures with a moral basis, and give hope that death is not the end for us.

Believing in the reality of this entity that we chose to call God should logically lead to all of the above implications for us. But the character and content of these implications depends on the nature of our relationship with God.

Discovering our relationship with God

Having assumed the fact of God, a transcendent entity that is the ultimate cause for both our world and us, and is also, in some fashion, connected to everything that exists, the next issue that faces us is the nature of our relationship with God. What does he want of us? What is our role in this world that functions according to the systemizing unity and direction that he has imposed upon it?

In seeking answers to these and similar questions the first thing we observe is that there exist certain fundamental differences between human beings and everything else that we know of. Everything else in the universe is bound in a certain mode of existence and behaviour. The mighty galaxies travel in pre-determined paths and speeds; the huge stars follow ordained life cycles; the planets move unwaveringly in their orbits. The microcosm is no less firmly regulated than the macrocosm; each particle has its inherent properties and must conform to them; the sub-atomic universe appears to be as bound in a unitary system as the wider universe. Life itself comes into being and develops according to evolutionary laws. Plants live and die in the established rotation of the seasons. Animals exist bound in the iron bands of instinct, their behaviour fixed within narrow limits.

However, in contrast to everything else, human beings appear free to order their lives and determine their behaviour in any way they choose. Recorded history and our own observation disclose human beings living, individually and collectively, in many different modes, according to the highest standards conceivable as well as the lowest, in pursuit of all kinds of aims and goals as well as none at all, performing actions that we would call saintly, and also those of the utmost depravity. This vast variety is proof enough that neither our inner nature nor any external constraint compels human beings to live and act in any particular pattern or mode. How they live or what they do is for them to decide. It is true that not many of us are able, in practice, to make such free choices, but, in principle, there is no insurmountable barrier to prevent us from doing so. What any human has done, it is possible for other humans to also do.

It appears, therefore, that there is a radical difference in the relationship between the God-entity and humans, and between this entity and everything else we know of. The systemization and orientation that binds the latter does not extend to human beings. Whatever God may want of other things and beings is inherent in their natures or properties, and in the laws that govern them, but this is not so in the case of human beings. Everything else perforce lives out its relationship with God; human beings alone can live and act in any fashion they please.

This crucial difference between us and other living things is due to the evolution of our minds into a powerful instrument that gives us the capacity to chart our course as we will, to bend our environment to our purposes, and to think conceptually, imagine, analyze and speculate. If our relationship to the God-entity is not implanted within us or imposed upon us from without, then perhaps the only way in which we can discover it is through our minds. Ever since humans came up with the concept of God, they have wrestled with this issue, using the tools made available to them by their minds, namely, rational speculation and mystical intuition. 

The former, until very recently, had little to offer us because human knowledge was too limited to provide a sound basis for such speculation. Now, however, we have a rich and rapidly increasing store of scientific knowledge and hypotheses about the origin and development of our cosmos, about how we came about and developed into what we are today, and also about what we could become in the future. Building upon this base, we can try to come up with a viable concept of why this cosmic process, spanning billions of years, led to the evolution of self-conscious, thinking beings, and the role such beings might be expected to play in the further unfolding of this progression.

As for mystical intuition, it has had in the past a notable impact in the founding of major religions that have held the allegiance of billions of followers over many centuries. Their founding visions clearly met some deep human needs, amongst them the desire to understand the meaning of our life here on earth and our relationship with God. However, their current dogmas, which have mostly been crafted during the later evolution of these religions, can't hold much interest for us since, as noted earlier, they are incompatible with modern scientific knowledge and our own experience of life on earth. If we wish to determine whether there was something more, something different, in their founding visions (which resulted in their great initial impact), we run up against the fact that these original visions are no longer available to us.

With one exception.

It is generally accepted by scholars in this field that the founding vision of the most recent of the major monotheistic religions ‒ Islam ‒ is preserved, basically in its original form, in the Quran. Therefore, irrespective of the current dogmas and beliefs of the religion of Islam, we can examine the original inspiration that founded it as recorded in the Quran, and see what it has to say about the issues we are considering. It is also interesting to note that the Quran claims that the ‘truth and reality’ that are its foundation are the same as those on which the earlier religions were based. Thus, perhaps, it can also be taken as representative of the answers the human mind discovered in earlier times through mystical intuition.

Let us turn, then, to considering what both these approaches (reasoned speculation based on our current knowledge, and the fruits of the mystical intuition of earlier times) have to tell us about what God may want of us.

What does God want of us?

It would be useful to first recall the definition that we derived earlier for this higher, non-physical causality we can choose to call the Cosmic Principle, the Primal Cause, Ultimate Reality, the God-entity, or simply God : 

That entity which, within the limitless possibilities open to it, is the ultimate cause of our universe; which, while existing outside the space-time framework and energy-matter structure of our universe, imposes on it a dynamic, systemizing unity and direction; and which, as a result, is connected to everything in the universe in a benign and constructive way.
We can then visualize this entity actualizing its intent in the first physical object or event, which led to the creation and later evolution of our universe, a gradual process that is still ongoing. This has resulted in the entity’s intent and impetus becoming, in some fashion, immanent in this creation, which we can observe in the consistent, symmetrical and all-pervasive laws of nature, and the way in which they have shaped the evolution of the universe. The entity’s directing impulse caused the creation of life from inanimate matter, and then propelled its evolution into increasingly complex life forms, culminating in humans with minds capable of self-awareness, abstract thought and volition.

We can postulate that, since humans have acquired the capacity to break free of the determinism of the natural world, this Cosmic Principle now also expresses its impulse through our growing awareness of our responsibility to use the tremendous capability that we already have, and can increasingly acquire in the future, to move our world towards a more perfect state in accord with the entity’s intent.

It is also quite possible that the working of the Principle has resulted in life developing in other parts of our universe, where it may well have gone through an evolutionary process similar to ours to create intelligent beings who, though their form might differ from ours (due to the differing physical characteristics of their environment), share with us a kinship (and an orientation) through the working of the same originating entity within them and ourselves. We can also imagine this actualization of the entity’s intent occurring on other occasions and creating other universes, which may be quite different from ours in their characteristics, but would share with us the systemizing and directional impulse of our common creator.

If we turn from reasoned speculation based on our current knowledge to the past, and look at the answer that the human mind discovered through mystical inspiration, as recorded in the Quran, we find that it is almost exactly the same as the one we derived from logically extending the findings of our empirical sciences.

The concept of God that the Quran contains is of the Creator of all that exists, who has bound his creation in the immutable laws of nature, but who does not intervene beyond that in our world.

Humans, as physical beings, are also so bound, but otherwise possess complete freedom of choice and action. In addition to this freedom, the Quran states that God has given us great powers and capacity, and, by virtue of these, offered us a special role – stewardship of our world on his behalf (the khilāfat fi’l ard). He urges us to assume the responsibility of acting as his surrogates, to act in his place as causative beings in our world, to work towards his goals and purposes, to do all that he would have done in our world had he chosen to act in it. We thus stand for God in our world, and must fashion ourselves and our actions accordingly.

Conclusion

We began by acknowledging that it is no longer possible for an informed and intellectually honest person to believe in the existence of the God of religion. A tenable concept of such a transcendent entity must conform to what science has discovered about the physical world, and what we know of human history and human affairs. We formulated a definition of such a concept and said it could be called God, because that is the name most familiar to us for an entity with these attributes. However, this is not the God of religion who is supposed to run our world and control and direct everything, including human affairs, as well as rewarding and punishing human beings according to their degree of compliance with His wishes.

Whether we call this transcendent, systemizing and orienting entity God or some other appropriate name, the basic human predicament remains the same. Through science, we have been able to trace our way back to the likely physical processes surrounding the origin of our universe. Beyond this point, however, science can offer us no answer, no solution to the riddle of how something came to be from nothing.

We have the choice of stopping there and being content to be merely physical creatures in a physical world. Alternatively, we can choose to believe that a non-physical cause started the physical process of creation, and that this transcendent entity not only is the cause that brought our universe into being but also works within it (through the laws of nature) so that, instead of chaos, we live in a symmetrical, coherent, dynamic system whose progression led to the creation of life, from which we finally evolved.

Making this choice also entails the onus of recognizing and accepting the task that our evolution into humans implicitly imposes upon us, and for which God (or whatever else we call this entity) has, in this manner, created us. This task is revealed through a true reading of the founding visions of the great religions that have been accepted by humanity through the ages. We can also deduce it through an understanding of our world and ourselves based on the best of our knowledge and thought today. This task is to accept responsibility for ourselves and our world, to preserve and nurture all that is good within it, to work and struggle to make our world into one of peace and plenty, beauty and harmony, freedom and justice.

In the final analysis, for us the issue of God is really the issue of humanity. Acknowledging and accepting the fact of God is to acknowledge and accept our place in a universe that did not come into being by happenstance but through the purposeful unfolding of a measured intent; a cosmos with a thrust and direction which finally brought us into being in one of its far corners through a long evolution from inanimate matter into beings capable of unmatched thought, feeling and action.

No longer, then, need we feel we stand on a flimsy perch looking out at the empty, meaningless darkness of unending space. Instead, from this azure orb, we can see unfolding before and around us the majestic handiwork of the Creator, a process of which we are a part and in which we have a role to play. Filled with grace and awe and reverence, we can raise our voices in praise and gratitude at the nurturing love the Creator showers upon his creation, not as acts of bestowal but as expressions of his very being.

We are called upon to express this gratitude by assuming the role that our human status offers us, by accepting and undertaking the task of stewardship in our world on behalf of God. Not only to preserve it but also to continue to make it a better world, ever closer to what it would have been had its creator chosen to act in it. It is a task we have so far failed to undertake in a manner befitting its critical importance. If we continue to ignore it, in addition to the despoiling of our planet and its multitude of living things, we also risk the destruction of human civilization, perhaps even the end of human life on earth.

In its picturesque language, the Quran puts it thus :

We did offer the Trust to the skies and the earth and the mountains, but they were afraid to accept it. Human beings, however, undertook to bear it, but surely they have ignored it, and indeed they have failed to accord it its rightful due (33:72).

© Furrukh B Ali (2010)
(I am greatly indebted to my friend, Ingolf Eide, for his invaluable assistance in the writing of this paper).

� The major non-monotheistic religions existing today also have various concepts of deity, e.g., a Supreme Being whose different aspects are the many gods (Hinduism), or a universal force, soul or reality (Shintoism, Taoism). Even one form of the most “god-less” religion (Buddhism) considers the Buddha to be the earthly projection of an Ultimate Being. Like the monotheistic ones, all these religions have also developed elaborate dogma and ritual presided over and directed by a religious establishment.


� A distinction noted by Karen Armstrong in her book, A History of God (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1994), xvii.


� Notably, Daniel C. Dennett, Breaking the Spell (New York: Viking, 2006) and Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (New York: Houghton Mifflin Co., 2006).


� Such as the traditional Argument from Design, the Ontological Argument, and the Cosmological Argument. Richard Dawkins also deals with a few more : the argument from beauty, the argument from personal ‘experience’, the argument from scripture, the argument from admired religious scientists, Bayesian arguments and Pascal’s wager.


� Believers often pick on chance or random occurrences as proof of God’s handiwork. However, chance and randomness are integral parts of the natural system.


� String theory goes one step further : in it the fundamental particles are all merely different vibration patterns of the one string. This theory also claims to merge all the forces (thus reconciling general relativity with quantum mechanics), something that other theories believe is both possible and necessary, and are also attempting to do.


� Such as the Big Bang theory, inflationary theory, string theory, superstring theory, M-theory, the braneworld cyclic model.


� Recently, Stephen Hawking garnered much media attention by claiming to answer some of these questions in his new book [with Leonard Mlodinaw: The Grand Design (New York: Bantam Books, 2010)]. However, after a simplified review of modern scientific theories, it concludes with this answer: “Because there is a law like gravity, the universe can and will create itself from nothing.........Spontaneous creation is the reason there is something rather than nothing, why the universe exists, why we exist”. As for the origin of this all-creating law of gravity, the book says that “there must be a law like gravity” in the theory (M-theory) which Hawking believes will ultimately prove to be the “complete theory of the universe”. And, what lead to this unique theory are “abstract considerations of logic”. An answer more suited to philosophy than science! [contd]    (The suspicion that this attention-grabbing claim had more to do with their publisher than their science is bolstered by the fact that the authors, in an article on their book published in the journal Scientific American (October 2010), make no reference at all to this entire issue of origins).


� Many individuals live virtuous, upright and humane lives without having a belief in God, but, for the great majority of people, and thus for human societies in general, such a belief, sincerely held, provides a strong foundation for organizing life on a moral basis.


� This is not such a far-fetched concept when considered in the context of some current scientific hypotheses. One now widely debated among scientists working in this field is that there could be an infinite number of parallel universes, and that each one of us exists in many of them, either simultaneously or successively. From there it is but a short step to postulate that we could cease to exist in some of them and yet continue our existence in others, if such be the intent of the entity that brought the whole system into being.


� The God of religion is personified, and it is customary to use a capitalized pronoun in referring to Him (thereby also assigning Him a gender). We have followed this convention wherever we refer to the God of religion. However, the alternative concept we have presented here (and chosen to also call God, among other possible names) is not a person and has no gender. In using such pronouns for this God-entity we are continuing to follow this linguistic convention, but there is neither need nor justification for capitalizing them.


� Some recent research indicates that higher mammals may display some rudimentary volition. This would be entirely consistent with the evolution of the animal brain into the human one.


� The Islam of the Quran is not a religion. Nor is the God of the Quran the God of religion. We are thus using the appropriate convention in referring to him.


� These conclusions are based on a detailed study of the Quran by the author. To read more on the methodology used in this study, and the main conclusions arrived at, see the author’s � HYPERLINK "http://rediscovering-islam.blogspot.com/"��Rediscovering Islam�.
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