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Kelly James Clark   Senior Research Fellow, Kaufman Interfaith Institute, GVSU

As a fi rst-year university student, I had 
a humanities professor who dismissed the 
whole of Christianity, which he claimed 
was totally invented by St. Paul, in a single, 
sneering, unsubstantiated and unprofes-
sional medical diagnosis.

Before his conversion, St. Paul, then 
known as Saul of Tarsus, actively and offi  -
cially persecuted Christians. On his way 
to Damascus, Saul, “still breathing out 
murderous threats against the Lord’s dis-
ciples,” was surrounded by a sudden and 
brilliant flash of light that knocked him 
to the ground. Then he heard a majestic 
voice say, “Saul, Saul, why do you persecute 
me?” When Saul asked the divine voice 
to identify himself, he heard this reply, “I 
am Jesus.” In a single ecstatic vision, Saul 
“sees” God and reorients his life around 
following Jesus. In 2 Corinthians 12:4, per-
haps refl ecting on this vision, Paul reports 
that he “was caught up to paradise and 
heard inexpressible things.”

One explanation of Paul’s ecstatic expe-
riences is that God himself overwhelmed 
him in spirit and truth. Another explana-
tion, the one offered by my humanities 
professor, was that Paul, who admitted to 
having a painful thorn in the flesh, was 
suff ering from temporal lobe epilepsy; St. 
Paul’s “visions” were nothing but neural 
misfi rings, commonly experienced during 
an epileptic seizure.

My professor is not alone in his attempt 
to undermine religious belief by attribut-
ing it to a psychological or neurological dis-
order.

Sigmund Freud, for example, argued 
that religion is a psychologically infan-
tile form of wish-fulfi llment: In the face of 
an uncaring cosmos, we feel helpless and 
guilty and so invent a father-like God who 
grants us security and forgiveness. Freud, 
in paraphrase: “You just believe in God 
because you have not grown up and faced 
reality without your psychological God-
crutch.”

Biologist Richard Dawkins, in “The 
God Delusion.” argues that “the irratio-
nality of religion is a byproduct of a par-
ticular built-in irrationality mechanism 
in the brain.” According to Dawkins, reli-
gious believers are, in the blunt terms of his 
book’s title, deluded.

In 2004, Harvard-educated molecular 
biologist Dean Hamer published his sensa-
tionally titled, “The God Gene: How Faith 
Is Hardwired into Our Genes.” The book 
was featured on the Nov. 29, 2004, cover of 
Time magazine with the provocative sub-
heading, “Does our DNA compel us to seek 
a higher power? Believe it or not, some sci-
entists say yes.” According to Hamer, God is 
all in our genes.

And what about the so-called “God Hel-
met” developed by neuroscientist Michael 
Persinger? The God Helmet, so Persinger 
claims, artifi cially induces an experience 
of God by electromagnetically stimulat-
ing the brain (with no involvement on the 
part of the Almighty). Persinger contends 
that the God Helmet shows that all claims 
to have experienced God are nothing but 
the eff ects of electromagnetic stimulations 
in the brain. “God” is nothing but transient 
electrical massages of the brain. Attempts 
to replicate Persinger’s experiment failed to 
give similar results and many not receiving 
the electromagnetic stimulation still report 
religious experiences. Yet, Persinger con-
cludes, “Instead of God creating our brains, 
our brains created God.”

Is God a delusion or a collective illusion? 
Is God all in our genes or just in our brains? 
Is God just in our head?

In short, has science shown that God is 
just a fi gment of our imagination?

In my new book, “God and the Brain” 
(Eerdmans), I argue that these reports of 
God’s death are greatly exaggerated and 
then explore the new sciences of the mind, 
especially those that bear upon belief 

in God.
There is no God gene, there is no God Hel-

met. And yet … the cognitive science of reli-
gion, the science of the relationship between 
the mind and religious beliefs and practices, 
holds that our mind/brain naturally disposes 
us to God-beliefs.

Cognitive science is a relatively new dis-
cipline that unites psychology, neurosci-
ence, computer science and philosophy into 
the study of the operations of the mind/
brain. It is concerned with how the mind 
processes information — how it is acquired, 
stored, retrieved, ordered and used. The sci-
entifi c study of the thinking mind has stud-
ied perception, attention, memory, pattern 
recognition, concept formation, conscious-
ness, reasoning, problem-solving, language-
processing and forgetting.

Cognitive science also has studied the 
ways in which we acquire and sustain reli-
gious beliefs. Every culture seems to have 
deeply entrenched beliefs in spiritual beings, 
and most have beliefs in an afterlife. And just 
as the universal human trait of language is 
explained by a mind/brain disposed to lan-
guage, so too universally occurring spiritual 
beliefs indicate that humans are naturally dis-
posed or inclined to belief in spiritual beings. 
Like language, these cognitive dispositions 
fi nd culturally specifi c expression, but com-
mon to every culture is the fi rm belief in both 
the spiritual world and the material world.

As you might expect, fi nding out that reli-
gious belief is a natural and normal product of 
our minds has generated a lot of concern.

Is religious belief simply the product of the 
human mind/brain (a delusion, one might 
think)? Alternately, if belief in God is natu-
ral and normal, are atheists unnatural and 
abnormal?

In “God and the Brain,” I seek to separate 
the scientific wheat from the sensational 
chaff . I show how religious believers could be 
rational, and atheists perfectly normal. This 
fall, I invite you to join others and me as we 
explore this fascinating topic in the science 
and religion discussion group. Are religious 
beliefs merely creations of a physical brain, or 
do they represent a reality beyond what sci-
ence can detect?
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Can brain studies really 
challenge religious belief?

Rabbi David Krishef   ethicsandreligiontalk@gmail.com

Amy C. asks, Are people of faith 
called to be modern-day aboli-
tionists today?

(Note: Abolitionists are people who try to 
dismantle institutions, such as the crimi-
nal justice system, that they say benefi t from 
modern-day slavery.)

The Rev. Colleen Squires, minister at All 
Souls Community Church of West Mich-
igan, a Unitarian Universalist Congre-
gation, responds:

“My direct answer is absolutely yes. The 
word ‘abolition’ often makes people think 
in the historical contexts of the 1800s to end 
the practice and institution of slavery in the 
United States, but it is also being applied 
to modern-day institutions, such as for-
profi t privately owned prison systems, cap-
ital punishment, Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement agency and local policing.

“Most institutions will naturally or even-
tually come to an ‘end’ whether we engage or 
not. But to abolish something means to take 
part in ending a system. It is fi rst to declare a 
stance against the practice and institutions 
in our society that are destructive, abusive 
and target the marginalized people in our 
community, and then it is to work to disman-
tle the entire system that supports the insti-
tution. It is to break down the structure so 
that it will never be able to function again. 
This is not a passive act. To allow something 
to merely end is passive, but to abolish some-
thing requires us to take part and to get truly 
involved. And at times our involvement will 
come with some personal risks attached.

“I do believe all people of faith are 
called by their religious traditions to be 
modern-day abolitionists; to stop institu-
tions in our society that are destructive, 
abusive and target the marginalized peo-
ple in our community. I know no faith that 
preaches to turn away from those who are 
suff ering under oppression. Unitarian Uni-
versalists are called to affirm the inherent 
worth and dignity of every person. 

“In Judaism, Leviticus 19:34 states, ‘You 
shall treat the stranger who sojourns with 
you as the native among you, and you shall 
love him as yourself, for you were strangers 
in the land of Egypt: I am the Lord your God.’ 

“In Christianity, Matthew 22:37-40, ‘Jesus 
replied, Love the Lord your God with all your 
heart and with all your soul and with all your 
mind. This is the first and greatest com-
mandment. And the second is like it: Love 
your neighbor as yourself. All the Law and 
the Prophets hang on these two command-
ments.’ 

“In Islam, taken from A Divine Perspec-
tive on Rights: The Right of the Brother, 
‘He must help his brother whether he is an 
oppressor or an oppressed one.’ (Helping an 
oppressor means to prevent him from acts 
of oppression, but helping an oppressed one 
means helping him to get back what is right-
fully his.) 

“In Buddhism, the Udana-Varga 5:18 
states, ‘Hurt not others in ways that you 

yourself would fi nd hurtful.’ 
“In Hinduism, the Mahabharata 5:1517 

teaches, ‘This is the sum of duty: do not do to 
others what would cause pain if done to you.’ 

“And in Native American spirituality, 
Black Elk teaches, ‘All things are our rela-
tives; what we do to everything, we do to our-
selves. All is really One.’

“Currently, there is a call to abolish ICE in 
Grand Rapids sparked by the detainment by 
ICE of a U.S. citizen and Marine Corps vet-
eran Jilmar Ramos-Gomez. Nationally, there 
are also calls to abolish ICE because of the 
inhumane treatment of children and fami-
lies. As Archbishop Desmond Tutu, a Nobel 
Prize laureate, has said, ‘If you are neutral in 
situations of injustice, you have chosen the 
side of the oppressor.’ People of faith cannot 
remain neutral or silent.”

The Rev. Ray Lanning, a retired minister 
of the Reformed Presbyterian Church of 
North America, responds:

“Historically, Presbyterians have been 
faulted because some of them saw fit to 
defend the institution of slavery as it existed 
in the American South before the Civil War. 
What is often forgotten is that other Presby-
terians saw fi t to condemn slavery, root and 
branch: ‘We declare that slaveholding — that 
is, the holding of unoff ending human beings 
in involuntary bondage, and considering 
and treating them as property, and subject 
to be bought and sold — is a violation of the 
law of God, and contrary both to the letter 
and spirit of Christianity’ (United Presbyte-
rian Testimony of 1858).

“So yes, today’s Presby terian and 
Reformed Christians ought to be abolition-
ists, so long as this evil institution exists 
in any form, anywhere in the world. But to 
extend this obligation to lawbreakers and 
prisoners is a bridge too far. Convicts owe 
a debt to society, which they can repay in 
part by useful labor. If some are condemned 
unjustly or forced to labor under brutal con-
ditions, these abuses must be reformed 
and corrected as a matter of securing jus-
tice for the oppressed. ‘The Lord executeth 
righteousness and judgment for all that are 
oppressed’ (Psalm 103:6), and so must we.”

The Rev. Kevin Niehoff , O.P., a Domini-
can priest who serves as adjutant judi-
cial vicar, Diocese of Grand Rapids, 
responds:

“Yes! The Seventh Commandment of 
the Decalogue ‘forbids acts or enterprises 
that for any reason — selfi sh or ideological, 
commercial, or totalitarian — lead to the 
enslavement of human beings, to their being 
bought, sold and exchanged like merchan-
dise’ (Catechism of the Catholic Church, p. 
580). The biblical source is Paul’s letter to 
Philemon, chapter 16.

“Any reduction of human beings to less 
than their dignity because of gender, ethnic 
origin, skin color, etc., is morally wrong. No 
human being is ever deserving of poor treat-
ment.”
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Belief in God comes with 
moral responsibilities

 Judd Birdsall   Washington Post

As American Evangelical Christians who 
have lived the past eight years in the not-so-
pro-American climate of Western Europe, 
my wife and I decided to approach our sum-
mer vacation in the States not just as an 
opportunity to visit family, but as a chance 
to “rediscover” America.

To see as much of the United States as 
possible, we drove 4,685 miles in our rental 
car across four time zones and nine states, 
from Indiana to California.

As we drove from the evangelical heart-
land through Mormon Utah to less-religious 
San Francisco, I came away with three main 
observations of religious life in America.

Religion in America is comparatively enor-
mous. Even small towns have large churches 
with expansive facilities and parking lots. 

This sort of scale physically highlights the 
enduring vibrancy of American Christianity 
and its vision to minister to the whole person 
and to a diverse range of people. But it does 
look a bit odd through European eyes.

To accommodate and afford these mas-
sive facilities, many of America’s churches 
are on the periphery of towns and cities — 
reflecting  America’s suburban sprawl and 
reliance on automobiles. In Europe, by con-
trast, churches tend to be in the center of a 
city or village, geographically and symboli-
cally at the heart of communal life.  

Second, religious buildings may be on 
the edge of town, but religious messages are 
in your face as you drive across the United 
States. From the Midwest to California’s Cen-
tral Valley, we were confronted by roadside 
barns, trailers and signs hand-painted with 

messages like “Jesus saves.” And we saw doz-
ens of those evangelistic gospel billboards 
all across the country.

The hand-painted stuff has a certain 
folksy, Americana charm about it, but the 
gospel billboards irked me every time we 
passed one. I love the gospel, but I hate bill-
boards. They are visual pollution that mar 
America’s otherwise exquisite landscape.

But America is full of (mostly) lovely 
people. We were reminded of that in every 
encounter with Americans — from Walmart 
employees to university professors to those 
much-maligned “white evangelicals.”

And that leads to my final observation: 
The churches we visited defied the stereo-
type, pervasive in Europe, that American 
evangelical congregations are hotbeds of 
right-wing partisanship. 

At the three Sunday services we attended  
we saw a side of American evangelicalism 
that doesn’t often make the news.

We saw this other side especially at the 
service at the Pentecostal church in Utah, 
right after the mass shootings in Dayton, 
Ohio, and El Paso. The pastor preached a 
heartfelt, hour-long sermon about the need 
for the Christian community to stand up 
against evil, injustice and social division. 

The experience fi lled us with hope for our 
own faith community, reminding us that 
there is still much good news about Ameri-
can evangelicalism. 

Judd Birdsall is the managing director of the 
Cambridge Institute on Religion & Interna-
tional Studies at Clare College, Cambridge.

EVANGELICALISM

Here’s what we saw when 
we drove across America

IF YOU GO

What: Book group discussion on “God and the 
Brain”
When: 7 p.m. alternate Thursdays beginning 
Sept. 19
Where: GVSU Center for Health Sciences, 301 
Michigan St. NE, Grand Rapids
For more information: InterfaithUnderstand-
ing.org

“God and 
the Brain” 
was written 
by Kelly 
James Clark.   
Submitted by 
Eerdmans

Kelly James Clark is a 
senior research fellow at the 
Kaufman Interfaith Insti-
tute at Grand Valley State 
University. 
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