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                                                           IN THE HOTEL 

       Dr. Wang allowed her guests to sleep late and arranged to meet Commander Gulliver at 

one oôclock. She knew his jet lag was slowing him up, he was still lagging somewhere west of 

Tahiti. She found him in the hotel lobby but without his South Sea pareo. 

                                   ---------------------------- 

      --ñGood morning Commander. Did you have a restful night?ò 

     ---ñI slept well, Dr. Wang. Iôm still getting used to these earthly beds. When 

youôre weightless in space you sleep anywhere and you donôt have to worry about the weight 

of your body on a mattress. I had trouble sleeping on my bed in California, but these air 

flotation mattresses at the hotel are like being weightless. I sure would like to bring one back 

with me.ò 

        ---ñIôm sure that can be arranged. Iôll talk to the president about it. Did you 

enjoy the breakfast buffet?ò 

         --ñThanks, but Iôm sure she has more important things to do than attend to my 

insomnia! And yes, I love the food here, I donôt think Iôve ever had a more tasty or a healthier 

breakfast. Seaweed salad with curry, Swedish sennaps sild, soy cakes, rice bran cereal, half the 

time I didnôt know what I was eating, but it was all delicious. No wonder you people donôt get 

fat. You can eat for hours and take in so few caloriesðall the gourmet gusto but no resulting 

flabby abs.ò 

         --ñAnd you know it significantly reduces our heart disease and cancer ratesò 
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       --ñIôve sure learned something about living more healthily these last few days. 

But letôs get on with why I came to Kinoðto meet and talk with you. Your work on human 

values really fascinates me. The most important discussions in this world are about values of 

one sort or another. My friends and I once shared common values, but as we gained our 

educations and matured many of our values have evolved in different directions. Here they 

come now. Men Iôd like you to meet Dr. Wang. As you know sheôs a professor of philosophy 

at the University of Kino. Dr. Wang these are my dearest friends, Con . . .Ray . . .and Lee. You 

canôt tell from his Hawaiian shirt but Ray is a priest. Heôs in disguise, but he thinks after heôs 

dead heôll be in óda skiesô while the rest of us will be resting deep below---on the other side of 

the grass! But at least he says heôs praying for us.ò 

       --ñWreck, Iôm just hoping for heaven. Iôm not there yet. But if you believe in the 

hereafter, then da skyôs da limit.ò 

     --ñToucheô And Con is a retired businessman. He finds your country fascinating 

and wants to list it on the New York Stock Exchange. Lee isnôt so sure he likes Kino. Thereôs 

nobody to sue and no reasons to.ò 

     --Nice to meet you all. Iôve arranged for us to have our chat over lunch. Here at the 

Golden Dragon they make the finest of Chinese food and do unusual French and Italian dishes. 

They even make a Texas chili, but itôs too tame for those of us who like Szechwan and Thai.ò  

     --ñMy taste buds have been destroyed by jalapenos and habaneras so Iôll go for 

your hottest recommendation. What do you recommend Dr. Wang?ò 
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    --ñPlease call me Wanda, Con. But letôs let the waiter take care of your fire starved 

pallet. Yes Ray?ò 

    --ñConôs just getting ready for his next life. Lucifer already has his lariat around 

him.ò 

    --ñRay, let he who has not sinned eat the hottest chili.ò 

       --ñI pray for you every day Con, I pray that we wonôt end up in the same post-

mortem place!ò 

   --ñCome on Ray, you know that afterlife wouldnôt be the same without me. It 

wouldnôt be heaven if we didnôt have a football to toss around. You think St. Peter can toss you 

a post-corner or a hook-and-go like I can?ò 

    --ñEnough chopping Con, so pick up your chop sticks and eat óchop chop!ôò 

    --ñWreck, you think that just because you took one little cruise through space you 

can tell us what to do.  Remember Iôm still the quarterback, so Iôll call the signals. And as I 

remember we were here to pick Dr. Wangôs, I mean Wandaôs, brain. Where should we start 

Wanda?ò 
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LOOKING FOR HAPPINESS  

    ---:òWell, seeking happiness has been a universal goal of humans, so letôs start 

there. The one thing we know is that money doesnôt buy happiness.ò  

     ---ñBut if you have money you can at least suffer in comfort.ò 

     --ñTrue Lee. But to realize happiness we must aim beyond and seek more 

important goals, then we will find that happiness is a by-product of our life quest. Your famous 

historian Arnold Toynbee said that óIt is a paradoxical but a profoundly true and important 

principle of life that the most likely way to reach a goal is to be aiming not at that goal itself 

but at some more ambitious goal beyond it.ô Yes, Con.ò 

   --ñI remember taking a graduate class in economics from Dr. Easterlin at USC. He 

had been researching happiness related to income. I remember that he said there's evidence that 

happiness is positively related to the frequency of sex." 

    ðñI heard somewhere that increasing sex from once a month to once a week 

gave the same life satisfaction as earning another $50,000 a year.   

        ðñIn our country people tend to work instead of vacationing so they have extra 

money to add a room to their house or to buy a bigger car. In Europe they will nearly always 

opt for a vacation when they could otherwise work. People in the States still believe that 

money buys happiness. But when people are surveyed, things like job security, feeling safe, 

lower crime rates, better medical care and more time with a happy family rate high.   

        ñSome countries are beginning to study what people valueðwhat are their beliefs and 

what really makes them happy.ò 
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         ñThe research shows that generally children make us less happy. So does losing oneôs 

job. Sex makes us happier, as does enjoying oneôs job. The Americans, who spend much more 

time working are much higher on the happiness list than are the French, who vacation a lot. 

          ñMoney only makes us happier up to a point, beyond that point itôs not very important. 

Obviously a utopia should have happy citizens. Several countries now are developing criteria 

and measurements for societal happiness but it is a difficult job to make a subjective feeling 

objective enough to analyze effectively. If married people are happier, is it because marriage 

makes them happier or that happy positive people are the most like to find partners and marry. 

What part do our genes play? How important is good weather? 

                                                     ----------------------- 

       Gulliver was absorbed in Conôs ideas, but wondered about the sources and the limits of 

any paths to happiness. Was it money, God, philanthropy, fame, family, self realization or any 

of the other human goals and endeavors?   He turned to Con and asked:  

                                                      ----------------------- 

           ---ñWhat if we start with Buddhaôs ideas? Siddartha Gautama, the Buddha, 

taught that we should desire nothing, then, because if we had nothing, we should be perfectly 

happy. Youôre one of the few multi-millionaires I know. Are you happy?ò 

   ----ñI certainly have the physical comforts I need-- a couple of houses, a fast car, 

incredible vacations. But when I think back, there are other things that made me happier when 

I was younger. Being on the winning side in a tough football game, especially when we played 

together in high school. Playing with my daughter when she was a child. Watching a Grecian 

or Hawaiian sunset. Watching Aida in the Roman stadium in Verona. And there were so many 

times with Arline, just holding hands, walking in the woods, listening to a concert in the 

Hollywood Bowl. Gosh I miss her. Her death from breast cancer was the low point in my life. 

After ten years Iôm still not over it. I just bury myself in work to try to forget. But all those 

great memories cost nothing or next to nothing. What do you say about that Wanda?ò 
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        --ñIôm so sorry to hear about your wife. You are very lucky to have had such a 

great love. Very few are so fortunate.  But to get back to the subject, you are expressing what 

you value. Your values seem to be related to what you have experienced and how they have 

affected your psyche. As I understand, you will be talking to Dr. Chan in Singaling. Heôs a 

psychologist. As you know, my field is more in ethical values. We all value different things, 

some motivate us psychologically, through our needs and drives, and some motivate us 

because of our values.ò 

       ---ñAs I understand it from reading your books, your interests are in how we 

arrive at our ethical or moral values, like what do we think about abortion or capital 

punishment or euthanasia while Chanôs work is more in the areas that motivate us 

psychologically, like power or love or meaning.ò 

     ---ñThatôs right. We are all motivated to action by how strong our psychological or 

ethical life values push us. And Con, the joys you mentioned seemed be satisfying the 

psychological motivations of power, love and meaning. But the commanderôs major 

motivations seem to be society based values, to reduce population and to increase the odds that 

children will have parents capable of loving them and helping them be the best they can be. 

But Iôm sure he has strong psychological motivations. In fact his concern with overpopulation 

and better parenting indicates that he has a strong motivation for humanitarian love. When you 

were all in high school it seems that power was your major motivator. And Con, the fact that 

you worked to develop a major company indicates that you had a strong power drive. And 

Father Ray, I would assume that your motivations are dominated by ethical concerns.ò 

     --ñAnd I hope a lot of love, Dr. Wang.ò 

     --ñAnd maybe some power too, Father. Knowing that you are right gives you a 

real feeling of power, doesnôt it?ò 
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    ---ñWell, maybe so. But Dr. Wang, donôt you feel some power from your 

notoriety?ò 

    --ñI hate to say it but I do. Being invited to speak around the world and teaching in 

major universities makes me feel that I am important to some people. But letôs get on with 

what the commander wanted to talk about--values. When I talk of values or morals or mores 

you must understand what I mean. These terms are often interchangeable but not always. 

óMoresô are the traditions of a society. They may include merely manners and customs but 

usually they include ethical or moral attitudes. But within groups in the same society these 

customs may differ somewhat, for example from Catholics to Jews or from businessmen to 

government workers. Values are concepts that we hold in high esteem. For example, do you 

like classical or rock music, more money or more free time? Or on a higher level it might be 

the principles by which we guide our lives. It is this latter meaning that I want to discuss. 

      ñóMoralsô usually refers to the goodness or badness of an action, our own or that of others. 

Often the general public thinks itôs only about sexual conduct or life and death issues. And 

while it is often used in a religious sense, such as that God has commanded it, I will use it more 

in terms of actions that people believe in and act on. So I will narrow the general meaning of 

óvaluesô and broaden the general meaning of ómoralsô so that they will be nearly identical. So 

when I speak of ómoralsô or óvaluesô I may be speaking in terms of a personôs beliefs and 

actions whether they are based on what the person selfishly thinks are good for him, what he 

thinks that God commands or what he thinks is best for the society he wants to live in.  So, for 

example, a Muslim suicide bomber might do it for a self-centered reasonðto go to heaven or 

as revenge for the death of a friend or family member. He might do it because he believes that 

God wants to kill the infidels. Or he might do it because he wants to live in a religious society 

governed by the religious laws of Sharia.  

       ñIt would be nice if each of us thought our way into intelligent behavior, but most of the 

time we are guided by our psychological propensities or our familial and societal traditions. So 

we generally donôt think, even though we think we are thinking. We are generally just reacting. 

So to think critically, like our homo sapiens species is supposed to do, we had better know 

how, then start to practice it. If we canôt think, perhaps we had better rename our species from 

óthinking humansô to óreacting humans.ô We have to understand how our thinking starts with 
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assumptions then how we build on those assumptions with evidence of varying levels of 

verifiability. Some people think quite effectively, but others mistake their feelings for thinking. 

But we are all are convinced that our perceptions of truth are the most eternal of verities. 

        ñWhat you have learned at home, in your neighborhood or in school is the truth, divine 

truth. Americans eat with their forks in their right hands, Europeans with the fork in the left. 

Indians may eat with their right hands, Chinese with chop sticks. No need for tolerance, each is 

wrong in the otherôs eyes. My habits are right, my beliefs regarding socialism or free 

enterprise, appropriate dress, how to raise children, or what type of god to believe in. But Iôll 

defend to the death my right to my beliefsðno matter how unscientific or parochial. 

Everything I believe in is true.ò 

                                                 ----------------------- 

      Dr. Wang pushed back in her chair and looked at Lee who seemed eager to offer his 

philosophical insight. 

                                               ------------------------ 

        --- ñEthics is often the word used to indicate what we have been doing lately. 

Itôs not ethical to clone humans because weôve never done it before. Itôs not ethical to license 

parents because weôve never done it before. Itôs not ethical to recognize homosexual 

partnerships because we havenôt done it before. Atomic bombs are OK for one nation, not for 

others. Capital punishment switches from acceptable to unacceptable depending on who is 

sitting on the high court. Gassing people in prisons is OK in one society but not in another. 

Torture, too, is valuable or not valuable at different times and in different places. Bribery in 

one situation is OK, in another it is not. 

        ñPeople talk about óethical standardsô but they are talking about their own ethics. There 

are few universal ethical or legal standards. Treason against oneôs country is one. Murder of a 

person in your own society is also very commonly not allowed. Stealing from someone in your 

own society also violates a common ethical rule, as is lying.  

        ñMurder is unethical, capital punishment is ethical; rape is unethical, rape to avenge a 

social wrong is ethical. War is unethical, but this war is ethical. Abortion is unethical, denying 

a womenôs freedom to control her own body and her own pregnancy is similarly unethical. 

Lying is unethical, lying to protect oneself in a life threatening situation is ethical. What has 

value to us, or what we hold as moral, varies with time, place and situation. Should it vary? 
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Should every rule be universalðnever changing through history? The Ten Commandments are 

such a universal moral code. What if Hitler were your father, should he have been honored as 

the commandment requires? Are most Christians dishonoring the code by keeping Sunday 

rather than Saturday, the Sabbath, as their day of worship? Will all people who say óGod damn 

youô go to hell for taking the Lordôs name in vain? Would it be moral for the police to óbear 

false witnessô against a serial killer who would murder again if released? Which commandment 

should have the higher priority? 

       ñOur values generally are relative to the situation, to the time and place in which we live. 

And quite frequently they shift from being based on our self-centered interests, to being based 

on what we think God wants, or often they shift to what we think will produce the best society 

for us to live in.ò  

      --ñYou are talking about moral relativism, that our morals depend on what we 

want. As a priest I certainly agree with Pope Benedict XVI. He has come down hard on moral 

relativism, particularly against self-centered values and the hedonism that often propels them. 

He is against gay marriage, divorce, stem cell research and abortion. His ideas as to what 

actions are ethical are quite the opposite of Spainôs prime minister who has social policies 

favoring gay marriage, easier divorce, more stem cell research and legalized abortion. But I 

believe that if you don't stand for something, youôll fall for anything.ò  

       -- ñYes Father Ray, but Spain was merely following the rest of Europe in passing 

laws that favor the individualôs free choice and the advancement of the welfare state. So 

thinking people will often disagree on what is moral and what is not.  

        ñWhen we read that a bioethicist or a medical ethics specialist has said that something is 

unethical they seldom look at all of the ethical possibilities and explain them in their decisions. 

A medical ethicist at a Catholic hospital will often have a quite different decision on what is 

ethical for a patient than an ethicist from a Lutheran hospital or from a county medical center. 

When we cannot agree on truth, such as whether the universe was created by a supernatural 

designer or it just happened, or whether evolution is or is not a valid and reliable explanation of 

how the biological world developedðhow can we get a universal agreement on how to 

behave? 
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      ñWe all see the world through our own eyesðour own points of view. Whether based on 

our religion, the tradition of our society, our independent thinking or our self-centered 

desiresðour thinking is clouded by what we think we know. And you remember what 

Shakespeare said, ó    There is nothing either good or bad but thinking makes it so. ó 

        ñOur values affect many areas of our lives. For example in a medical setting we see a 

mental illness, such as depression that affects people in most populations, in the West drugs 

and therapy are usually the preferred treatment, in the underdeveloped areas, shamans are more 

likely to be given the task of healing the afflicted. In our modern world we look to science for 

probabilities, such as which potential cure is more likely to succeed, then we look to our values 

to see whether or not we should use it. Our values often trump what science indicates. 

Commander?ò 

  -- ñThatôs certainly true Wanda.  We always think we are rightðand will defend a 

meaningless position, such as a change in values, because it is traditional. Of course our 

tradition was given to us by the Almighty, or maybe even by Emily Post.  

       It reminds me of a Norwegian professor who did some undergraduate work at Stanford 

University. She was taken into a sorority. All the ladies ate their meals together. She was 

appalled by the poor manners of the American students. Her mother had taught her good table 

manners at home, rules like donôt put your knife or fork down once you start eating., and cut 

one bite at a time with your fork in your left hand and your knife in your right).  But the 

Americans had very poor manners. They cut all their food first then put the knife down and ate 

with the fork in the right hand. The Norwegian assumed that after a few weeks the ignorant 

Americans would follow her lead of good manners. After two weeks she was called in to the 

sorority presidentôs office and told that her manners embarrassed the others. She was then 

taught how to eat properlyðas the Americans did. Any sensible person would realize that the 

European way of eating makes much more sense. But the American eating habits are so 

ingrained in us that we think people who eat differently are barbarians. It is the same in the 

area of values, when we encounter new concepts we often criticize them because they are, or 

might be, unethical.ò  

      ñIt reminds me that George Orwell said, that óEvery generation imagines itself to be more 

intelligent than the one that went before it, and wiser than the one that comes after it.ôò 

http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/30618.html
http://www.quotationspage.com/quote/30618.html
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           -- ñHow true. Now letôs move on a bit. A major question in ethics is whether 

the intention or the result is primary in judging an action as ethical or unethical. For example, if 

a person leaves an important business meeting and is rushing to the hospital to be by his wifeôs 

side for the birth of their child that would be ethical for most people because his intention was 

noble. But what if his car goes out of control and he kills a family in another car. That is a bad 

outcome. So was his action ethical?  

         ñOr what if a suicide bomber wants to kill hundreds in a marketplace. Many would 

consider this to be unethical. But what if he inadvertently blows himself up while strapping his 

bomb on his back. Many would say that the outcome was good. 

         ñThe Commander has said that he wants to work to reduce the worldôs population. Many 

would see that as a noble intention. What if a governmental ruler sets off nuclear bombs or 

sprayed the world with toxic gas that killed 90% of the worldôs population so that he could  

easily control those people who were left. Would that be ethical because of the outcome that he 

reduced population, or unethical because of the means used? Should the end justify the means? 

What about that Commander?ò  

     ðñWhoa! Thatôs not in my plans. I want it done peacefully. But I see what you 

mean. I would have to consider it immoral. But I am certainly apprehensive about people 

voluntarily reducing the population. And I donôt want to play God. But as I think about it, the 

kind of person who would do such a thing would not be one I would want running the world.ò 

    --ñBut what if this ruler was a concerned and loving person and saw it as the only 

way to save the planet and that by wiping out 90% of the people now, more people would 

eventually be born to the world and live happier lives because she saved the planet?ò 

      ---ñThat adds some new evidence. I still couldnôt go for it because of my 

traditional beliefs against killing. But if more people would eventually enjoy our world before 

it passed on to the planetsô paradise, or wherever good planets go when they die, it certainly 
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has some strong reasons for doing it. But Iôm still casting my vote for a peaceful population 

downturn. But you certainly make me think doctor. Obviously our values sometimes are in 

conflict with each other.  We have conflicts within our own value systems and between what 

we value and what others value.     

        ñOn my voyage I wrestled with a great many questions relating to values and morals. It 

seemed that it should be so easy to have all people accept the same value system. But as I 

pondered the questions it became obvious that we will never all agree because there are too 

many elements which are variable. What we can understand, however, is that we each start our 

value thinking from one of three bases--what is good for me, what God wants me to do, and 

what is best for my society or the world society. 

      ñWhen I was a child we believed in God. God gave us the Ten Commandments, the 

Sermon on the Mount, and the Koran. Our values were simple to understand. Don't steal, honor 

your parents, don't murder, and don't lie. These made good sense. As I progressed through high 

school and college I came to understand the Constitution and many of the laws of our state. 

They also said don't steal, honor your parents, don't murder, and don't lie. But I saw that many 

people do steal and kill.ò 

              òThen they lie on the witness stand when they got to court.  They had 

what they thought were good reasons to kill and steal. Their fathers were drunks. They were 

poor. Their parents had beaten them. Someone else had a different color skin, followed a 

different religion, was a homosexual, or wore a different identifying gang colorðall adequate 

reasons to hate. Then, of course, some people kill for the money. But thereôs always a reasonð

or a rationalization.ò 

     ñOn my voyage I was accompanied by CDs containing the great books of the 

East and the West. I read the Bible and the Koran several times. I read Aristotle and Plato, 

Shakespeare and Tolstoy, the Upanishads and the Sutras, Freud and Marx. I certainly didn't 

understand all that these masters had to say but I did increase my knowledge a bit. And while I 

gazed from my window into the abyss of space, my mind did play with thoughts on how the 

illnesses of the human situation could be relieved or rectified. Certainly understanding the 

values that motivate us earthlings is the essential starting point.  What are the values that 
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people hold? Are those values good? Should they be changed? How can they be changed? Are 

these values legitimately based or are they merely opinions and wishes which we would like to 

have sanctified by our God or our government?ò 

       --ñWelcome to the club, commander. You are probably aware that only 15% of 

Americans support abortion for any reason during the second trimester.  Half of Americans 

think that abortion is murder.  Yet Americans have one of the highest abortion rates in the 

world at 51 per 1,000 women of child bearing age. Why are they saying one thing while doing 

something different? Why donôt more American males wear condoms if they are going to have 

sex. 

     ñLook at the rising number of Catholics in Latin America who say they are warning Pope 

Benedict XVI: that unless the Church changes course, it may commit suicide. There is a 

growing gulf between many churchgoers who are joined by their grass-roots priests, and the 

ruling cardinals and the pope. Similarly, the values of the people and those of their religious or 

political leaders often vary.ò 

      ---ñWanda, one of my parishioners told me that she could better judge her 

contraceptive needs than some elderly cardinals in Rome. It is true that many Catholics are 

soured by Vatican dogma but in my parish I hold strongly to the official rules of the Church. I 

wouldnôt doubt that some of my parishioners use contraception and maybe some have had 

abortions. We are an upper to middle class parish. But I understand there are more problems in 

the poorer areas of the States and in Latin America where people know that contraception and 

abortion are available but they are told not to use them. Then their large families keep them in 

poverty. I donôt know how true it is but Iôve read in the popular press that 70% of Brazilian 

women use artificial contraception.ò  

       --ñFather, I was lecturing in Sao Paolo a few years ago and I was told that Latin 

America accounts for about 40% of the world's Catholics, but the number of evangelicals is 

surging. Some Brazilians warn that Brazil could eventually become a Protestant country. Some 

conservatives note that the evangelical sects are more morally demanding, not less. But the 

more common view is that your church has squandered its authority with positions parishioners 
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see as backward, on divorce, birth control and the role of women. Either the church finds a 

compromise with the values that people seem to be living by or it will find itself outside the 

society. 

      ---ñI understand that many local priests back their parishionersô concerns but 

the Vaticanôs rules put the official church at odds with the peopleôs more basic economic 

needs. I was told of a priest who was running shelters for AIDS orphans, he was disciplined by 

the Churchôs authorities for advocating the use of condoms to stop HIV transference. 

Brazilians, like so many other Catholics want to see the Church change its ideas on women 

priests, marriage for priests, homosexuality, contraception and other issues that the rank and 

file think of as important.  Then there was the archbishop who was excommunicated by the 

Pope because he had ordained some married men and had done some other dastardly acts.ò 

     ---But the way I see it as a priest, the most informed approach to morality comes 

from the Bible, the learned church scholars and the considered opinions of the pope. I believe 

that the Church is taking the right approach. If you are right, God is on your side.  Martin 

Luther tried to reform the Church and was excommunicated, and we have done well without 

him.ò 

WE MUST THINK MORE DEEPLY ðAND UNDERSTAND OUR THINKING     

   --ñAs you know gentlemen, most of us wander through life accepting what the rest 

of our society believes. If it is a Christian society we believe in the New Testament. If it is a 

Muslim society we believe in the Qurôan. If it is a Hindu society we believe in the Upanishads 

and the Gita. If it is a truly democratic country we believe in certain humanistic principles. If it 

is a more totalitarian system we may appreciate the order that it gives. We seldom stray from 

our traditions. People are generally surprised when they begin to face their beliefs by thinking 

deeply about them.   

       ñFew Jews, Christians, Hindus or Muslims change their religions. Few democrats want a 

totalitarian dictatorship. And while totalitarianism isnôt usually popular among its citizens it is 
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certainly not universally abhorred. For many years after the fall of the USSR there were people 

who were worse off and who longed for the return of the socialistic dictatorship. 

     ñSo tradition is generally the basis for what we call óthinkingô. Those who think they are 

thinking generally spend their efforts in óprovingô what they already believe agaisnt beliefs that 

they often find troubling. And if they find that their newly discovered truth is different from 

tradition they will probably be ostracized. Just look at Socrates, Jesus, Galileo and Marx. The 

only rewards they can claim are that they were using their intelligence and courage, and those 

are the most profound and exalted of human abilities.  But discovering a new truth is painful. 

Intellectual inertia is comfortable and acquiring new knowledge or adopting new values upsets 

us. Who in his right mind could believe that idiot Copernicus when he said that the earth 

circles the sun. What madman would insist that the earth is not flat? Why should I believe that 

disease is caused by germs and not by the devil? Global warming is an alarmist misreading of a 

natural blip in the history of climate. There is no overpopulation problemðthere is plenty 

room to build new housing. It is not so strange that when a new idea, that is similar to our 

beliefs, appears, we may quickly accept it without scrutiny. But when a highly probable idea 

comes to us in contradiction to our beliefs, we generally reject it. 

      ñWe, as individuals or as countries, usually justify our behavior, but that justification may 

not be in accord with what is the truth. It was abominable for the Nazis to kill innocent Jews, 

but it is acceptable for the Israelis to kill innocent Palestinians or Lebanese. Hitler rationalized 

that the Jews were a danger to the Third Reich. The Israelis, before Balfour, said that they 

needed to take back their homeland through guerrilla warfare. After all, the Arabs were only 

caretaking Israel until the Jews returned. Since Balfour the Israelis say that the best way to 

protect their state is to attack their enemies and people who live near those enemies to show 

that you donôt mess with Israelðrather than the Biblical permission for revenge of óan eye for 

an eye and a tooth for a tooth.ô The Israelisô motto seems to be óan arm for a tooth.ô          

         ñWhether George Bushôs real reasons for attacking Iraq were for its oil or to establish an 

American-like republic in the country, the reasons he gave to the world were that it was to stop 

terrorism and to eliminate the weapons of mass destruction. But it hugely increased terrorism 

and there were no weapons of mass destruction.  

        ñPeopleôs beliefs are seldom totally congruent. George Bushôs approach to capital 

punishment, as governor of Texas, was that he trusted what the courts had found through their 

complete review of the facts and values of the case. He did this in the 152 death cases that he 

affirmed as governor of Texas. But when the courts found that Terry Schiavo was brain-dead 

he was not willing to follow the courts and the best medical minds involved. When he said that 
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it is better to óerr on the side of life.ô In the Schiavo case was he considering the poor people 

who need organ transplants or other medical services but cannot get them because he had cut 

their Medicaid budgets?  Was the President merely as illogical as most of us are, most of the 

time? 

       ñMost humans say they place their religious beliefs primary in their thinking. Religion is 

an emotional decision based on faith, science is an intellectual decision based on empirical 

evidence. In either belief we may be asking it to do more than it is capable of doing.  

      ñThe simplest thing is that when you have a ready-made ótruthô just accept it then you can 

direct your intellectual efforts in other directionsðlike into video games, television, or murder 

mystery books. Why learn the multiplication tables or how to add when you have a calculator? 

Why consider alternative theories of the origin of the universe when we have the Bible?  Why 

consider us to be animals when we then may be forced to drop the idea of an afterlife? We 

think we know it all. And there is always somebody in authority who loudly emphasizes the 

same beliefs that we have. But celebrity status does not make a person all-knowing! A loud 

voice is no assurance that truth is being spoken. Nor is an army of parrots proclaiming their 

beliefs a guarantee of objective reality. The reality of the universe, the universality of values, 

and the value of objective truth, have not yet been discovered by our race.  

   --- ñBut donôt tell a person heôs stupid or youôll lose your head! I donôt know if 

we can arrive at truth by debating the issues, but we have a better chance to get closer to it. 

And as we approach it, its ring should be louderò 

   -- ñBut the voices of the ignorant may drown it out! We have to continually be 

aware that truth does not depend on an air of confidence or a posture of certainty. Throughout 

history progress has been stymied because ignorant people have been in leadership positions.ò  

--  ñWell gentlemen, here comes our lunch. The president ordered it. Just a twenty-

seven course snack while we talk.ò  

                                                 ------------------- 
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       Wreck looked over the pile of platters with unknown delicacies and thought of his 

experience of a few nights earlier when he had done his gourmet gorging. He was going to 

take it much slower this time. His buddies were hungry for lunch, but seemingly hungrier for 

conversation. Con asked: 

                                                -------------------- 

        --ñIf we really believe in a heaven, why do we cling so hard to life? Why save 

the AIDS doomed child for a life of poverty in rural Africa when the child would be 

immediately accepted into Heaven upon death? Why fight the death penalty when the 

imprisoned will get his just deserts soonerðheaven if he has made his peace with God, or hell 

if he hasnôt. Why stop a physician-assisted suicide when the patient is not being ñmurderedò 

because she wants to die?ò  

        --ñWell Con, remember when we read Through the Looking Glass in the eighth 

grade? The White Queen said to Alice óbelieving in impossible things is simply a matter of 

practiceôò(1) It seems that we all want to believe in impossible things.ò 

       -- ñExactly Commander. Letôs look at some of the impossible beliefs that are the 

bases of our ethical thinking. The ultimate question of any thinking person is óDoes a supreme 

creating being exist?ô If that is answered in the affirmative the next question is óIs that being 

involved in the moral operation of the world?ô The next of the enduring questions is óIs there 

an afterlife, and if so how does one assure oneself of a pleasurable place in the hereafter? Yes 

Con.ò 

      --ñWanda, in my country we are becoming less and less literate. Illiteracy is a 

problem for thinking because the less information a person has, the less likely it is that he or 

she will make an informed decision. In the U.S. a study by the Department of Education 

showed that 5% of Americans are not literate. Of Hispanic immigrants the percentage was 

44%, compared to 35% ten years earlier. Even among those with graduate degrees from 
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college, only 41% were deemed to be proficient in comprehending abstract reading and in 

analyzing information effectively. These abilities were 20% higher for graduates ten years 

earlier. Could such inabilities be partly responsible for Americaôs voting preferences for 

national offices?  

       ñIs this the reason that President George W. Bush, as an evangelical Christian, didnôt 

believe in evolution or in global warming? Was it a lack of intelligence, a lack of knowledge, 

or just the fervent hope that they werenôt true, in spite of the evidence?  

      ñIs it possible that the average person, or many of the leaders, really canôt think logically? 

Is it possible that the average person doesnôt have the necessary facts to make an intelligent 

decision? Is it that they donôt have the logical tools to evaluate the evidence effectively? Is it 

possible that the average person doesnôt care? Is it possible that spending their time playing 

video poker is more important than watching the evening news or reading a newspaper?ò  

       --ñThereôs no question that if we lack the ability for critical thinking we wonôt be 

able to wrestle intelligently with the tough problems of ethical thinking. But more than the 

ability to think deeply and critically we need to have a great deal of reliable evidence. When 

we criticize an unwelcomed idea do we do it with facts or opinions? What evidence do we 

have? Is it empirical or just a personal preference? This is especially difficult in ethical 

questions where unprovable basic assumptions are fundamental to the positions we take. 

                     OUR BASIC ASSUMPTIONS  -- THE FOUNDATIONS OF OUR VALUES  

       ñOur beliefs guide us.  I believe I will get my paycheck on Friday. I believe that my 

daughter will come home safely from her date. I believe I will go to heaven. These are 

commonly acknowledged assumptions. But there are other assumptions that we generally donôt 

even question the foundations of our thinking.  They are absolutely basic to our thinking and 

our behavior. Philosophers generally realize that they have such assumptions. They call them 

metaphysics--meaning beyond the physical world.  

       ñPhilosophers usually see the world as basically ómatterô or as basically óideaô. The 

materialists believe that ideas come from matter. The idealists believe that idea is primaryð

usually that primary idea is Godðthe supreme idea, the ultimate of spirit. Matter then comes 

from God, the ultimate idea.  

      ñCertainly not all philosophers agree. Plato saw the basis, the primary starting point, as 

óideaôða world of concepts of perfection. But Karl Marx saw it as matter--the physical world. 
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Plato, as do the great religious teachers, saw idea as coming first. Those religious sages would 

see the most fundamental idea as the spirit of God. Then God created matter. Marx would see 

the physical world as the fundamental starting point. As matter evolved into animal life, then 

human life, ideas evolved. So Marx had a diametrically opposite idea than that of the idealists.  

Then, philosophically speaking, along came Descartes who said that both mind and matter are 

equally important. So the greatest minds of our civilization cannot agree on a starting point for 

our thinking. 

        ñVery few beliefs are basic assumptions. The idea that there are such things as human 

rights, and what those rights might be, are derived from God based or society based 

assumptions. Without such a foundation the theory, that rights exist, is groundless. The 

assumptions from which they derive, however, may also be groundless or untrue. If a basic 

assumption can be proven to be true or untrue it is no longer in the realm of assumptions. For 

example, if it could be proven or disproved that there is a god it would no longer be an 

assumption.  

       ñMost people in the world believe in a religion that they sincerely think is true. The 

Hindus believe that God is the totality of the universe. This is called pantheism, meaning that 

óall is god.ô Jews, Christians, Muslims, Bahais and Parsis or Zoroastrians believe in a single 

God. This is called monotheism. The purist Buddhists would not believe in a special god, but 

some Buddhist sects do and some, such as óPure Landô Buddhism believe in a hereafter like the 

monotheistic religions. While each may believe deeply in his or her God, and may even be 

quite willing to die for that belief, it cannot be proven. If any of these beliefs could be proven 

we would all have the same beliefs. 

      ñEvery religion has its scriptures or traditions that describe its god or gods and the morality 

that their supreme being requires. The scriptures and traditions cannot be proven or all of us 

would believe in all of them.  

      ñPeople are so certain of their beliefs that most will attempt to óproveô that God exists by 

citing their scriptures. And how do they know that the scriptures are true? Because they are the 

inspired word of God! So we have a circular argument. ñThe Bible says God exists, and God 

wrote the Bible.ò Anyone with any expertise in logic sees clearly the logical problem. But most 

of us are psychological, not logical, so it makes perfect sense to us. So for Jews, Muslims and 

Zoroastrians thatôs all they needðthe assumption that there is a God and the assumption that 

their scriptures are true. Christians a further assumption is needed-- that Jesus is God. For 

Catholics they add another basic assumption, that the Pope is infallible in matters of faith and 

morals when he speaks ex cathedra. For Mormons, they add another scripture to the traditional 
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Christian scriptures, their Book of Mormon. For most, once these two or three assumptions are 

accepted, the rest of the religion can follow, sometimes logically, sometimes with some gaps in 

logic. 

        ñThere is some historical evidence that verifies some events in the Bible. There are the 

foundations said to be of Solomonôs Temple. There are remnants of Jericho. But we donôt have 

the stone tablets of Moses, evidence of Egyptian chariots in the Red Sea, or the remains of 

Noahôs ark. We can be quite certain that Muhammad and Paul lived and the historian Josephus 

mentions several Jesuses. It was a common name at that time, as was the name James. But the 

evidence for Abraham and Adam only come from the Bible. As in all historical evidence we 

have to account for the bias of the author. Then with ancient historical documents we have to 

be concerned with the biases of those who copied the original works or those who transcribed 

the oral traditions.  

     ñSo Homerôs tale of Troy, which would have actually occurred in about the 12
th
 Century 

BCE, was not made into a poem by Homer for another 400 years. He couldnôt have written it 

down because he died before Greek writing was developed. While it may have been written in 

another language, it wasnôt written in Greek for another 400 years. So we might question 

whether everything in the written poem corresponds exactly with the events in Troy. Add to 

this the fact that scholars arenôt certain that Homer actually existed or that the war in the Iliad 

actually took place. Was it more of a conglomeration of 300 years of warfare between the 

Greeks of the west and those who lived in what we now call Turkey? Did Achilles or Hector 

really exist? 

      ñThis type criticism is also made of the Bible, of the works of Josephus and of all other 

ancient texts. Sometimes it is a question as to whether the authors to which the writings are 

attributed actually lived. Sometimes it is a question as to whether the people or the events 

talked about actually existed. Sometimes it is a question about how true the oral tradition was 

to the actual facts that were being related. Sometimes it is a question of when it was written 

and whether it had been mistranslated. 

       ñFor example, Moses is given credit for writing the first ten books of the Bible. Did Moses 

actually exist? Could he write? If he wrote did he write in his native tongue of Egyptian? If he 

wrote in Egyptian did he write the Pentateuch in hieroglyphics? Or did he know Phoenician 

writing, which was based on Egyptian writing? If he lived about 1200 BCE he couldnôt have 

written in Hebrew since the earliest written Hebrew didnôt evolve from the Phoenician for 

another 400 years. Of course we know that the earliest written remnants of the Bible date from 

a thousand years after the time of Moses. Were there other written records, now lost, that came 
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directly from Moses? Were the Biblical accounts merely oral traditions that were first written 

in the Second or Third Centuries BCE? There are so many questions that one might ask before 

a thinking person can accept any scriptures as basic assumptions for a belief system or a 

religion.ò 

         ðñWell, I have taken a great deal of philosophy, both at Notre Dame and in the 

seminary. I certainly understand metaphysical problems, but certainly some metaphysical 

assumption is true. I believe in a creating God. It canôt be disproved.  

        --ñRight Father. That is your basic assumption, and the assumption of billions of 

others. But some basic assumptions can be criticized or questioned.  

      ñBut another kind of knowledge of a supernatural comes from personal experience. Those 

who are deeply religious hold that the most real knowledge is found in the spiritual experience 

of uniting with the supernatural. Since it is based on personal experience it cannot be proven. It 

is therefore a basic assumption for that person, although the way neuroscience is developing 

we may be able to prove or disprove it in the future. Is it possible that there is an electrical or 

chemical reason for some people to think that they have had a mystical experience? Some work 

in Canada strongly indicates a psychological basis for the religious mystical experience. 

       ñStill, with the absence of scientific evidence to the contrary, who am I to argue with such 

a lofty conclusion from those who have experienced it? The holiest adherents to most religions 

have had similar mystical experiences--the Hindu who has united with the Brahman through 

years of correct meditation. The holy Jew, the holy Christian, and the holy Moslem have felt 

deeply the spirit of Yahweh, God or Allah. And they speak of their experiences just as do 

Buddhists or Hindus who have united with the oneness of nature. These saints are close 

brothers in their beliefs--all near the top of the mystical mountain, but all arriving by different 

means of travel. 

   ñIt has long puzzled me why the common brothers in your western religions have fought 

so violently among themselves for so long. Can't they see that they believe in the same 

Supreme Being, identified by the same Abraham. But Christians and Moslems fight, Moslems 

and Jews fight,. Jews and Christians fight, Christians and Christians fight, Moslems and 

Moslems fight, Jews and Jews fight. Why? There must be an underlying mental process which 

is more powerful than their expressed beliefs in the supernatural. Yes Commander.ò 
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    ---ñI remember in college that the head of the philosophy department at 

U.C.L.A., Dr. Kalish, had a debate scheduled with the head of the philosophy department at 

Loyola University. The U.C.L.A. professor called himself an atheist. The Catholic priest from 

Loyola obviously believed in God. They debated the question of "whether or not God exists" 

before a packed auditorium. After three hours of debating they could not agree.  As a 

sophomore I was chagrined. But as a senior I understood why. You cannot debate basic 

assumptions because they are merely assumptions. They may be true, but they are unprovable 

by empirical methods. When Paul wrote in his Epistle to the Hebrews that ófaith is the 

substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.ô he was not speaking as either a 

philosopher or a scientistðbut rather an explainer of that which is unexplainable. Remember 

that debate, Con?ò 

       ---Ya Wreck. At the time I was disappointed in not knowing for sure if God 

existed. But youôre right. You canôt argue about basic assumptions because they are only 

assumptions. If a philosopher accepts the assumption that matter came first--an idea he cannot 

prove, his materialism follows consistently from that premise. If another philosopher accepts 

the non-provable assumption that idea came first, her philosophy follows logically. But how 

can both starting points be true? They canôt. In fact maybe neither is true! 

     ñWhen we have been admonished to not argue about religion or politics it is sound 

advice because we would be arguing about assumptions that we cannot prove. There is a God. 

There is no God. Justice requires liberty. Justice requires equality. But liberty and equality are 

often antithetical concepts.ò  

    ---ñExactly man, our values, like every other body of thought or opinion, 

must start with basic assumptions--starting points for our thinking that we cannot prove. That 

is, there are beliefs which each of us must assume that are basic to the remainder of our 

thinking. These assumptions are so clear to us, so ingrained in us, that we donôt question them. 

Whether it is science, philosophy or religion --we start with assumptions that we canôt prove. 

Whether we believe in a Supreme Being, a certain set of scriptures, the belief that the universe 
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is merely matter, or that empirical science is the best way of knowingðwe are making 

assumptions that we canôt prove. 

      ñWanda, I believe in science. It is the best way to determine what is true. Science has given 

us the electric light, the space shuttle, the electric guitar--and the atomic bomb. Science is 

órealô knowledge.ò  

       --ñItôs not that simple Lee, because even science rests on basic assumptions. The 

observation of scientists has told us that the sun always rises in the east. BUT, what about 

tomorrow? Can I be absolutely certain that it will? No! Scientific observation and analysis only 

gives us a higher probability that many things will continue as they have been in the past. 

Science does not give us certainty. And science does not deal with values. Science gives us 

probabilities, values may tell us what to do about them. Medical science discovered various 

techniques of contraception, each with its own probabilities for success. But whether we should  

use these techniques is a value question. Science gave us the atomic bomb, but should we use 

it? Science gave us the automobile. Most of us use it, but the Amish donôt. 

       ñHere are some assumptions of science. Science assumes that: the universe exists, that it 

shows some order, that we can discover that order, that true knowledge can be objectively 

demonstrated, and that most knowledge is in the realm of probability rather than absolute truth. 

To this we might add the assumption that truth is better than ignorance, but all belief systems 

would support that claim. They would merely disagree on what truth is. If you accept these 

basic assumptions you will probably be interested in what empirical science has to offer. 

        ñFather Ray, Cardinal Schonborn recently said that óDogmas of faith are OK, but not the 

dogmas of scienceô Of course I would disagree. I see scientific investigation as much more 

likely to give me truth. A scientific theory may start as an idea, but unless it undergoes rigorous 

testing it is worthless as science. Which is easier to believeðthat a Being created this intricate 

universe or that it just evolved? That the original ingredients for the universe existed or that a 

creator existed before that? The fact that the exchange of exhaled carbon dioxide by humans is 

converted to oxygen by plants and the exchange keeps them both alive is incredible. The order 

of the universe is unbelievableðbut do comets that crash into planets show such order? Does 

global warming show an intelligent design that allows man-made pollutants to threaten human 

life? Does allowing children to be born to parents who will soon die, leaving them orphans in a 

country without food, water but with genocidal warfare, show an intelligent and loving 

designer of the universe?  
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      --ñDr. Wang, these aberrations of what some humans see as problems with 

intelligent design do not disprove an intelligent designer. Only an infinite mind can see the 

whole picture. We donôt know whether God causes earthly catastrophes to punish people, or to 

allow good people to enter heaven earlier than a normal lifespan would allow. 

     --ñBack in the 1990's I had occasion to fly the Concord from Paris to Los 

Angeles. It left shortly after sundown. To my amazement as we flew west I saw the sun rise in 

the west.  Because we were flying westward faster than the Earth was rotating I had a different 

point of view than other scientists who were standing in one place and saw the sun sink in the 

west. 

     ñHow many hundreds of thousands of times have students in chemistry classes put 

hydrogen and oxygen together? Hasn't it always resulted in water? Two hydrogens and one 

oxygen make water. What if yesterday in a small college in Montana, a student put two 

hydrogens together with an oxygen and it came out beer!! 

        ñBut seriously, if that had happened it would not disprove the theory of the fundamental 

ingredients in water--it would only make it somewhat less than certain. It would just reduce the 

probability of it happening by less than a quadrillionth.ò 

    --ñThe point is that science deals with probabilities-- with the assumption that 

there is uniformity in nature. Science cannot give certainty. The ancient Greek "scientists" 

could look at the sky and realize that the sun moves around the earth. Certainly it was obvious. 

But as we began to learn more about space we were able to understand that it was just the 

opposite. We are in motion around the sun. Then we learned that there were other planets also 

in motion around the sun. Then we learned that the Earth wasn't flat. Then we learned about 

light years. Then we went to the moon. And here am I, the first traveler around the solar 

system. I certainly am a believer in science. But it is not the only way of knowing. 

         ñLook at the geometry we studied in high school. That was the geometry that Euclid 

developed. We all assumed that it was true for all times because it was so logical. The shortest 

distance between two points is a straight line. Thatôs obvious.  What the teacher didnôt tell us 

was that Euclidôs assumption was that space is flat. But we canôt use that geometry to fly a 
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plane from London to Los Angeles because the earth is somewhat round. It is an oblate 

spheroid, being a little flatter on the top and bottom and wider at the Equator so we have to use 

different assumptions than Euclidôs to find the shortest route. Thatôs why transatlantic flights 

go northwest then southwest, rather than directly west. But of course thatôs only a small part of 

why we fly closer to the poles. Winds and other things are factored into the flight route by 

using the knowledges of other sciences.  

      --ñBut Commander, in dealing with geometry we are not dealing in óbasicô 

assumptions because we can prove the assumptions. The space is either flat or curved. But the 

basic assumptions we use in deciding on our values are non-provable. These non-provable 

assumptions include such questions as: Does God exist? Am I the most important person in the 

world? Should societyôs values be considered more important than God values? Should God 

based values be more important than society values, or my personal values? Which type of 

society should I value most? Whatever beliefs we take regarding these questions canôt be 

proven, or canôt be proven conclusively.  

       ñSome assumptions that had been believed have been disproved. For example the idea that 

Marxôs communistic ideas would yield the best society in todayôs world didnôt work. Although 

Marx based his ideas on atheism and the dialectic of economic history, neither of which is 

provable, it seems that in todayôs world individual psychological self-centeredness prevails. 

The collective economy, tried by the USSR, did not reward individual initiative. It therefore 

failed. Maybe in a future time it will work, but not yet. So the assumptions of Marx and Lenin 

turned out to be wrong and historical, psychological and historical evidence trashed those 

ideas.  

       ñIf it were possible to disprove God, which it isnôt, it would eliminate many religious 

beliefs. If we could make all people believe that they are not important, which we will never 

do, it would eliminate many obstacles to developing an altruistic society.   

         ñMany of us wonder why we should start with unprovable assumptions when we could 

start with what is provable, or at least more highly probableðempirical science. We could 

state like Descartes did, óI think therefore I amô then move on from there. We could spend our 

time on what is provable or probable, rather than on ideas that canôt be disproved. Because 

something canôt be disproved doesnôt mean itôs true. I canôt disprove that there is a witch in my 

house, a cow jumping over the moon, or a god in heaven. Yes Con.ò         
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       --- ñWhat about our basic assumptions in the area of values? In the areas of our 

values, what we really believe in and what we do, our basic assumptions come down to either 

myself being primary, God being primary or my idea of an ideal society being primary. My 

basic assumptions may shift depending on the value I am living. I may steal or shoplift because 

I want something. I may not murder because it is against the laws of the society. I may go to 

worship once a week for God based reasons.ò 

       ---ñRight Con. So our values are based upon basic assumptionsðunprovable 

starting points. These assumptions can be based upon the idea that the individual is primary, on 

the idea that God is primary, or on the idea that a certain type of society is primary. As 

individuals we often hold that we are most importantðwe would call that a self-centered basic 

assumption.  

       ñCatholics often are following their self-centered values in having abortions, using 

contraceptives, getting divorces and not going into the religious vocations. In the last 25 years 

there are half again as many parishioners to priests and the number of nuns has reduced by over 

50%. On top of this the clergyôs population is aging and there are few young recruits. Isnôt that 

true Father?ò 

            --òYes it is. The Vatican recently announced that there is only one priest for 

every 2,677 Catholics but 25 years earlier there had been one for every 1,797. You see here the 

strong pull of  being óself centeredô, or as the Pope says, the órelativeô morality because more 

people are taking the easier road to pleasure now rather than the path that God wants that will 

lead us to communion with Him.  

           ñWhen a Catholic says óuntil death do us partô the Church believes this is an essential 

part of the marriage contract. When King Henry didnôt want to abide by his contract he just 

started a new approach to marriage. Couples in other religions usually have the same phrase 

óuntil death do us partô in their marriage ceremonies, but if things stray from state of ecstatic 

bliss they are ready for divorce. They violate their marriage contract. The Church doesnôt 

approve of breaking the contract. Some Catholics get a civil divorce and remarry in a civil 

ceremony and think they can go on receiving communion. The Pope says óno.ô They have 
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violated the sacrament of marriage and they want to violate the sacrament of communion. The 

Vatican says they may not accept communion. 

         ñSimilarly, politicians who advocate abortion, which is a grievous sin, should be denied 

the Eucharist.  The problems of the conflicts in values between the Church and governments is 

even worse in Europe than in the U.S. Legalizing marriages between homosexuals, artificial 

insemination, contraception, and other self-centered desires run against natural law and the 

sanctity of the family.ò 

         ðñDid you hear about the Nebraska senator who sued God? He wanted to 

show that anyone can sue anyone for anything in the U.S. He made it obvious that God can be 

brought into government to change it, but the people canôt challenge God. His suit charged that 

God is a terrorist. He has threatened the senatorôs constituents and the rest of the worldôs 

inhabitants with floods and general death and destruction. He is asking for a permanent 

injunction against God. 

      ñGod can be sued in Nebraska because He is everywhere.ò   

  SELF-CENTERED ASSUMPTIONS 

      ---ñYour point is well taken father. But letôs discuss self-centered basic 

assumptions for a while. Most of us believe we are of ultimate worth. But what if we were to 

agree with Carl Sagan who said óWe find that we live on an insignificant planet of a humdrum 

star lost in a galaxy tucked away in some forgotten corner of a universe in which there are far 

more galaxies than people. It would not alter our exalted view of ourselves. We would still 

have our self centered values. They can be based on what I want now or what I want for myself 

in the future. I want to be an engineer. To do this I must graduate from college. What if I want 

to go to a party with my friends now, but I have an important engineering test tomorrow? 

Which do I choose, the present desire or the future desire?  Iôm at a party and recognize that I 

have had too much to drink but I want to go home now. Do I drive and take the chance of 

injuring someone else, killing myself or a friend, being taken by the police in felony drunk 

driving, with possible jail time, a heavy fine and losing my driving license? Or, do I take a taxi 

or wait until somebody sober will `drive me home? What is most important, my ónowô or my 

future?  
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        ñAre suicide bombers merely self centered? Are they acting out of a selfish need for 

revenge, for having had friends or families killed? Are they self centered but looking to the 

future--for an afterlife in heaven, because they believe that their action is desired by Allah?  

       ñSuppose Iôm very angry with my child. I would like to hit him. But if I hit him will he 

learn that hitting is an acceptable means of behavior against people generally, or against my 

future grandchild? 

         ñLook at global warming! Something must be done, but donôt increase my gasoline or 

electricity prices. Donôt raise my taxes for research on reducing green house gases. I want you 

to make some drastic changes in the way you live, but donôt make me alter my lifestyle. If we 

look at the emerging economies of China and India as óselfsô we see that they donôt want curbs 

on creating dirty energy but they want the West to make the adjustments, after all it was the 

industrial revolution in the West that created the problem, so why should China and India be 

penalized for what the West has done? 

       ñThe easy path is to always choose for the present. But quite often that goes against what 

is good for the future. It also quite commonly goes against Godôs commands or what is good 

for society. Do I take the position that my life is now? Iôve passed my past and tomorrow will 

never come.  Your President Bill Clinton said that óOur problems are beyond government's 

reach. They are rooted in the loss of values.ô What he was saying was that self-centered values 

had replaced religious and societal values. 

       ñQuite commonly we make value decisions based on self centered needs and assumptions. 

I want to drive fast and exceed the speed limit. Societyôs interests are better served if I hold to 

the legal speed limit. But I am in a hurry. The reason I hurry may be that I love the feeling of 

power that I get from driving fast. Or it may be that my wife has been in an accident and is in a 

critical condition in the emergency room in the hospital. In either case it was a self-centered 

reason for driving fast, but my reason for driving fast may make the action more or less ethical. 

Yes Leeò  

       ----ñI  am reminded of one of George Orwellôs sayings that óOn the whole 

human beings want to be good, but not too good, and not quite all the time.ô But Wanda, isnôt it 

conceivable that the óselfô can be a single person or a close knit body of people with the same 

interests, such as a gang or a family?ò 
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       ---ñThatôs true, Lee. When you have a small group of like-minded people they 

might be seen as a óselfô or as a ósociety.ô But letôs concern ourselves primarily with the 

individual. What about you? What do you want to have? Money or experiences? Do you want 

to accumulate your wealth in goods or in memories? Do you want to experience travel, people, 

and ideas or do you want to buy cars, yachts and houses? If you go to college is it to gain 

knowledge and experiences now, like sports and parties, or is it to gain the tools you need for 

your future occupation or to better enjoy the eventual experiences of your life? When you take 

college courses in your major you are preparing for your occupation. When you take courses in 

art history, music appreciation or tennis you are preparing to enjoy your non-working life. 

When you are facing death which would you have preferred, memories or money?                                                                                                                     

      ñAnother fact relating to our living only in the present is that we canôt think of our own 

non-existence. We can imagine ourselves being dead. We can imagine ourselves at our funeral, 

with both of our friends there. One is even crying. We can imagine ourselves six feet under 

with the worms gnawing at our bones. But we are still thinking of ourselves as existing. What 

is more natural for our minds than to hope to continue our existence, preferably in this world. 

But realizing that we canôt go on forever, we naturally would like to believe in an afterlife. 

          ñOnce we decide that we are important, perhaps all-important, we need to decide on 

whether our present or our future should be primary. Should I go to work right out of high 

school and start making money and living high? Or should I sacrifice the good life now, work 

to support myself through college and hopefully become better educated in learning how to be 

a more complete human being while also learning the advanced skills of an occupation that I 

will enjoy throughout my life.   

     ñWhy do people not exercise, eat too much, eat the unhealthy foods, not have annual 

physical exams? Probably because they are in denial that negative things will happen to them 

in the future.  We wonôt die of heart disease because we smoked or ate too much fat. We wonôt 

die in an auto accident. Our concerns are only in the present. 

      ñWhen you eat is it because you are hungry? Do you eat only so that you can survive so 

you will have a future? Do you eat to relieve psychological stresses or boredom? We need food 

to survive? But how much and what type will you select? Are you really hungry? What about 

what you eat? A slice of salmon with vegetables? Coffee and donuts? Are you going to eat 

what is good for your body or what tastes good going down? Does looking fit feel better than 

eating fried chicken or candy bars and getting fat? If you weigh more than insurance tables say 
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you should, will you reduce your fat and alcohol intake?  If so will you eat a salad with a non-

fat dressing? Does the saying óA minute on your lips forever on your hipsô have any meaning 

for you? 

       ñSo our values can relate only to the present, or we may think and do things with the future 

in mind. We spend for the present but save for the future. We gorge in the present and diet for 

the future. We snort cocaine for the present, we abstain for our futures.ò 

     --- ñBut Wanda, isnôt it true that some behaviors are good for the present and the 

future. Exercise can help you feel and look better now while reducing the chances of heart 

disease, cancer and diabetes in the future. Reading a good book can give you pleasure now and 

may make profound changes in your life in the future.ò  

        --ñTrue Ray. But it seems that most of the time we are deciding for either the 

ónowô or the future. Once you determine your desires or possibly what you think of as your 

órightsô you may take many methods of trying to get them. I understand that you will be 

discussing how to get what you want with Dr. Singh when you visit Indus.ò 

      ---ñThatôs right Wanda, but first we have to find out what we want, then weôll 

look at how to get it.ò 

      --ñThen letôs get on with our self-centered values discussion. Or is it a lecture? I 

find Iôm doing most of the talking! Con?ò 

       --ñThatôs why weôre here. We want someone who knows what theyôre talking 

about. When we listen to Wreck or Ray they both think they have all the answers. Lee and I are 

here to learn. So lead on Dr. Wanda!ò 
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       --ñOK. To take my thoughts another step forward, I can view how I act on my 

values based on the present time, right now, or on what will happen in the future. Looking at 

this from a self centered basic assumption I can judge something to be good or bad based on 

how it affects me now or in the future. 

     ñIf I want to lose weight or I have a high cholesterol level and believe that it may affect my 

longevity, I know that I should reduce my calories and avoid highly saturated fatty foods. I 

know that I should avoid red meat and eat vegetables. If I opt for the hamburger or ice cream 

when I know I should have vegetables, my self-centered values for the immediate time have 

won. My long term values of losing weight or reducing cholesterol have been thwarted by my 

need to fill my gullet with sweets and fats right now.  

     ñThe self-centered values, which hold the present time as most important, nearly always 

win out over the future based values among us weak mortals. It is only the successful who can 

defer gratification in the present time so that a future reward will be won. Losing weight, 

developing a successful business, completing a difficult course of study, learning another 

language, or perfecting a golf swing are all examples of rewards won by those who fought the 

enticement of the immediate gratification of a donut, the temptation of the TV, or the appeal of 

a party. It is so easy to follow the path of least resistance rather than the path of greatest 

opportunity.     

        ñYou can see what an uphill fight you have commander. If people wonôt forego an ice 

cream when they want to lose weight, do you really think they will be willing to give up their 

desires to have children? Or that politicians or business people will volunteer to reduce their 

populations. Realistically, I think you are dreaming the impossible dream. But with you, it is a 

dream that would guide us away from self destruction and to a better life. 

        ñBut many people are already experiencing the better life. Among the people in the richer 

countries things that were once luxuries are now necessities. We went from bicycles to cars, 

now people want more and better models. Bigger, flatter TVs, more rooms in their houses, 

second homes, pleasure boats, et cetera.  Savings is a thing of the past. 

          ñWe all like to think that we are doing what is best for us now and in the future. We 

rationalize when they are not. But like ostriches, we stick our heads in the sands of dreams and 

only remotely sense reality with our bare posteriorsðwhich protrude into the real world.ò 
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        ðñWanda, isnôt it true that sometimes our self centered values rest on 

religious underpinnings. What better self-centered hope than to spend eternity in heaven, 

Valhalla, or the happy hunting ground?   When there is no hope in this life, the hope of an 

afterlife looms larger than life.  Consequently many poor Muslims are ready to die to enter the 

promised land. 

If someone will merely tell them to strap on a bomb for the love of Allah and guarantee them a 

blissful life in paradise.ò 

      --ñRight Lee, we donôt find Saudi princes or Pakistani presidents driving suicide 

missions.ò 

        ---ñWhat sort of values do those practicing child sexual abuse or producing or 

watching child pornography have? What about pornography involving womenðas thingsðas 

objects to be used. A female writer in Norway has taken a definitely minority view that 

pornography of women is increasing their sexuality and putting them in contact with their 

sexuality. When it was released in the newspapers she seemed to be a minority of one. But she 

showed that there is more than one point of view.ò 

        --ñLee, it seems that self-centered morality is becoming more common in our 

world. Even in life or death situations our personal comfort is more important. A few years ago 

Lincoln Hall, an Australian, was in a group climbing Mount Everest. He was injured. His party 

abandoned him near the peak because they thought he had no chance to survive. Another 

climbing party found him and took him down the mountain. He survived. On another Everest 

expedition, David Sharp, an Englishman, on his way down did not have oxygen. Many 

climbers passed him. One stopped and gave him some oxygen. No one stayed with him until he 

died. Under French law one is required to help. Under American and English common law 

there is no requirement. It was legal for Englishmen to leave those climbers. But, was it moral?      
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        ñLook at how some people pursue physical beauty. The use of time and money often goes 

to cultivating that which is only skin deep, enlarging bosoms, shortening noses, reducing 

abdomens, inflating the calves while deflating the thighs, darkening the skin, lightening the 

hair, contouring the body through exercise and hiding it or exposing it through clothingðor the 

lack thereof.  What you see is often all you get. In the ónowô society fleeting sexual beauty is 

more important than a beautiful mind, a loving heart, or a deep social concern. But these 

attributes cannot be evaluated at first sight as can a face, a chest or a leg. We reward, with 

money and fame, the young Miss World or Mr. Universe but we hide the budding Curies or 

Einsteinsðwho must find their rewards in discovering truths or otherwise advancing 

technology. 

        ñModern American youth have been told repeatedly that they are special. They have got 

large trophies just for participating in something, like a youth sport. There are many who are 

extremely self centered. If they are going to be employees they need to be coddled. Their own 

interests are primary. They often extend their adolescence into their thirties by living at home. 

I wonder if this is healthy for themselves or their society.ò 

          --- ñThe ónowô aspect of our values, in both our societies and our selves may 

not be as noble or as admired as the future values, but they have to be recognized as real. And 

yet it is those ónowô values that often become sin when they run counter to scriptural values or 

they become crimes when they run counter to societyôs values, the codified laws of the society. 

Many are quite willing to cheat other people or their governments. I recently saw that two 

Catholic priests had stolen hundreds of thousands of dollars from their parish in Florida. While 

this was an isolated case, it certainly indicates that what we say and what we do may be quite 

different. Our society based, or God based, values are often secondary to our self-centered 

interests. 

       ñWhy do people produce child pornography, or any pornography? Why do some people 

kidnap poor East European women and prostitute them in the West as true sex slaves? Money! 

Selfish criminals can play to the tastes of selfish men who seek the power and sexual release 

that money can buy. Only I am important! Any pain I inflict on others is meaningless as long 

as I can make a profit. Whether it is a bank robbery, shop lifting or white collar crime, it is self-

centered with the present time as the primary motivation. 
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       ñWhether it is the Cosa Nostra in the U.S., the mafia in Italy, the yakuza in Japan, or the 

Latin American drug lords--criminals in business are the rule rather than the exception. 

Prostitution, gambling, drugs and political payoffs are only a small part of their overall 

business, much of it is in the legitimate sector but often enforced by illegal means. Killings, 

threats and payoffs keep the authorities away. 

        ñIn Europe we point to Italy, with corruption at many levels of the legitimate economy as 

well as the underworld and the mafia. It is rated the worst of the developed countries in 

Western Europe in terms of corruption. At the top of the ethical list, Finland was shown as 

being the least corrupt. (2)   

     ñEvery system, whether primitive or modern, seems to have input from pressure groups, 

often with great financial sources. Our democratically elected representatives are nearly always 

beholden to somebody: oil interests, doctors, lawyers, Christians, Jews, gambling interests, 

retired people, teachers, labor, industry. There is often a huge gap between how well the 

various self-centered interests of rich and poor are represented in the financially fertilized 

societies. How well are the common people represented when they have not watered the 

political flower pots? 

      ñThere is something to be said for self interest. Ayn Randôs popular conservative theories 

stress that self interest makes for honest and fair trading. Dishonesty will negatively affect all 

who have the best products or work the hardest. Entrepreneurs often develop products because 

of their own interests. But they often benefit society.ò 

      -ñTo settle the common conflict between the ónowô emphasis and the ófutureô 

emphasis, intelligent people should choose their values and their behavior from the point of 

view of enlightened self-interest. So if you can see the possible future consequences of your 

actions, what value will you choose? If you know that if you shoplift you have nearly a 100% 

chance of going to jail, will you shoplift? If you know that there is a 95% chance that you will 

be caught, fined and lose your driving license if you speed, will you speed? If you know that a 

political candidate will lower your taxes but that your children will be saddled with huge taxes 

to help pay off the immense national debt that resulted from your under-taxation, would you 

vote for that candidate? If you know that not exercising effectively increases your chances of 

dying through degenerative disease, will you exercise? 

       ñIt seems that both democracies and free market economies emphasize self-centered 

values. Democracies because we decide what is best for us either now or in the future, then 



45 

 

vote for our interests. And the free economy, with its emphasis of advertising to sell products, 

makes us want to buy more so we produce more. If the people wonôt buy, the other people 

canôt sell. The more we buy and sell the more we keep the currency circulating. It affirms what 

Adam Smith said, óthat the person who intends only his own gain is led to promote a social end 

which he did not intend but which must occur, and it benefits the social economy.ôò 

     ðñSo you must think through your life and óknow thyselfô and know thy goals.ò 

     ðñAdvertisers can play on our desire to recognize and approve of our natural 

self-centeredness. LôOreal cosmetics has the slogan  óIôm worth it.ô Iôve heard more California 

women spout it whenever they want to do something out of the ordinary, especially if itôs 

expensive.ò 

      --ñTo get students to develop more self esteem, teachers have been told to 

compliment the students even if they havenôt earned it. That was a movement to develop self 

esteem in the students, a movement that began in the 1980s. Maybe this is the reason that 

college students have been found to be increasingly more self-centered and narcissistic. On a 

standardized test for narcissism, with such questions as óIf I ruled the world, would it be a 

better place?ô óDo I think I am a special person?ô And statements such as óI can live my life 

any way I want to.ô Students today were more self-centered than those tested in 1982 when the 

test was first administered. 

      ñAre you really special before youôve earned it? Studies show that while todayôs high 

school graduates are getting higher grades and seem to be taking more advanced classes, they 

donôt read, write or do math better than they did twenty years ago. Have the watered down 

classes and grade inflation made them think they are better than they are?  

      ñThis increased self-centeredness makes people less likely to want to compromise. This 

affects the development of close relationships. It makes the self-centered people more 

controlling, more dishonest and even more likely to be violent as a means of getting what they 

want.ò  
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     ðñBut you must recognize that this is a generalization. There are many 

individuals who are not so stuck on themselves and are doing selfless things in their 

communities.ò 

      ðñOf course. But the general tendency is obvious. It seems to be the reaction 

against extreme self-centeredness that is pushing many people into more fundamental 

religions. Islam and Christian evangelism are on the rise in opposition to the freedom that 

modern democracies champion. Modern societies often give license to pursue the most 

inhuman paths to pleasure or riches. Pornography treats children and women as things, not 

humans. Films and television champion murder and revenge. Video games commonly teach 

violence. Drug sellers vend a release from psychic pain or an orgasmic-like high, that result in 

people losing their humanness and becoming physiologically dependent motor-morons whose 

only goal is avoiding painful withdrawal and whose major path to that goal is financed through 

crime. Dispensing pain, as a way of showing oneôs superiority, becomes the reason for living 

for many. Look at violent gangs. Look at ultimate fighting. Look at the rise in popularity of 

kick boxing. Forget the kidney damage that has killed so many Thai kick boxersðIt wonôt 

happen to me. 

       ñBut if people want to retreat from the extremes of self-centeredness and into religion, 

why not look to the teachings of Jesus, Mohammad, or to Siddhartha for a more human and 

humane answer to lifeôs challenges?   

        ñCertainly Islamic and Christian evangelism are on the rise because the freedom that 

modern democracies champion give license to many to pursue the most inhuman paths to 

pleasure or riches. Pornography treats children and women as things, not humans. Films and 

television champion murder and revenge. Video games commonly teach violence. Drug sellers 

vend a release from psychic pain or an orgasmic-like high, that result in people losing their 

humanness and becoming physiologically dependent motor-morons whose only goal is 

avoiding painful withdrawal and whose major path to that goal is financed through crime.  

         ñDispensing pain, to show their superiority, becomes the reason for living for many. Why 

not look to the teachings of Jesus, Mohammad, or to  Siddhartha for a more human and 

humane answer to lifeôs challenges? While humanitarian ethics could also answer the 
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challenges of these modern day ills, religions are a fundamental in most societies, so they are 

easily tweeked to answer oneôs present day needs. And they are readily available. To pursue a 

humanistic path a disgruntled citizen would have to read or listen to lectures from the learned.  

GOD BASED ASSUMPTIONS 

       --ñWell commander maybe now is the time to examine the God based basic 

assumptions as bases for ethical behavior. Once we accept certain basic assumptions a theory 

may follow logically from them. If, as a Jew, I accept the fact that Yahweh exists and that the 

scriptures are true, the rest of the belief system of Judaism may follow logically. If, as a 

Christian, I accept that same God, then add the belief that Jesus is God, and that the Bible is 

true--both the Jewish scriptures and the New Testament scriptures, then my religious beliefs 

may follow logically. If, as a Muslim, I accept the belief in the same God, which in the Arabic 

language is Allah, and the sanctity of the first born son of Abraham, Ishmael, and the teachings 

of the prophet Mohammed, then the rest of my Muslim thinking can be logical. 

         ñThose are only some of the monotheistic religions. If you are a Hindu you believe that 

God is the universe.  But many Hindus see millions of aspects of God in that oneness. 

Someone told me that there were 330 million aspects of that pantheistic god, but that is 

probably understated. But you can have an aspect of god that is the creator, another that is a 

destroyer. You might venerate cows and monkeys and any other aspect of the world because 

all is god. 

         ñAnd then there is Buddhism which should probably not even be called a religion 

because it is more of a self centered ethical system which says that to be truly happy you must 

merely eliminate all your desires, then you will have everything you want. But because this 

simple basis for happiness was so important, people in southern Asia began making statues of 

Siddarth Gautama, the Buddha, the enlightened one, and as we simple humans usually do, 

worship started. And the last one who would have wanted to be worshipped would have been 

Siddhartha. But as the ideas of the Enlightened One spread northward to China it became 

mixed with the traditions of ancestor worship, animism and even the philosophies of Confucius 

and Lao Tzu.  

       ñOf course such mixing of beliefs is not uncommon. The Hebrews may well have 

developed their laws from those of the Babylonians or others and they may have developed 

their concept of there being only one God from the Egyptians or the Zoroastrians. Many think 
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that the ideas of Mithraism were infused into the developing early Christian sect. Greek 

thought was also influential in the development of Christianity through Paulôs epistles. 

      ñWe humans need explanations for our past and present, and hope for our futures. Religion 

is the simplest way of providing us certainty. Philosophy tries but stumbles. Science tries, but 

its answers do not give us all we want to know from the past, and it is futile for our ultimate 

futures.  

       ñThere may be more assumptions in religions than just the scriptures. Quite commonly 

other non-provable ideas enter without the blessing of the holy scriptures. For Catholics, the 

virgin birth of Jesus, the trinity of three divine persons in one God, and the immaculate 

conception of Mary born without Original Sin, are examples. Then some teachings of respected 

people may work their way into the belief systems. Predestination, some jihads, and ideas on 

when the soul enters or leaves the body are such assumptions. Yes Commander.ò  

         ---ñWanda, do we need God as the basis for ethical behavior? Voltaire said that 

if God didnôt exist we would have to invent him. He, like many others, saw God as necessary 

as the basis for moral values. Dostoevsky has the devil tell Ivan, that ówithout God all things 

are lawful.ôò 

        --ñThose ideas are based on the age-old idea that God is the only source of 

morality. But if we look back 4000 years to the Code of Hammurabi we see societal values, 

and they undoubtedly existed before Hammurabi. And self-centered values have been around 

since before humans. Just look at the self-centered needs of lions or monkeys and you see the 

oldest of ethical codesðIôll protect my young and Iôll kill whatever meat we need to survive.  

      ñJust look at the various assumptions that people, or religions, have relative to the soul. 

When does a fetus or a baby become a full human being?  Is it at conception or as some 

suggest a week after its birth to allow parents of severely deformed babies to consider 

infanticide.   

        ñWhat is life? Or what is a human life? We canôt seem to agree on a definition. But some 

people have killed others because they advocated or performed abortions. Does this make 

sense? If I believe that life starts when the sperm meets the ovum and you believe that it starts 

at birth we both hold only opinions. The old Jewish concept was that life started when the child 
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was born. The Christian idea, as developed by Thomas Aquinas based on the ideas of Aristotle, 

was that boy babies got their souls about 4 weeks after conception and girl babies got theirs 6 

to 8 seeks after conception. Although Thomas seemed to settle on 40 days as being the magical 

moment. However an earlier church council seriously debated whether females even had souls. 

If a male fetus younger than four weeks old is aborted, was it a human life?  

       ñCertainly from most religious positions it is the soul that makes the human something 

special. But what certainty is there that a fetus gets its soul at conception, after 4 to 8 weeks, at 

birth?   

          ñOn what authority is the most recent jihad declaredðor the last Crusade?  What about a 

suicide bomber or a 100 to 1 retaliation against that bomberôs homeland? If we want to find 

Scriptural validation is it ñan eye for an eyeò or a hundred eyes for one eye? While the jihads 

and the Crusades were, at least theoretically, inspired by religious beliefs, the suicide bomber 

and the Israeli retaliations were largely socially inspired. How could a merciful God allow the 

deaths of so many innocent people in New York in September of 2001.  How could a just God 

allow a bin Ladin to associate Allahôs name with that cowardly attack?ò 

        --ñWanda, I hope that my view from space gave me a bit more vision. But just 

how great is the vision of short sighted people? Where is that universal ethic that all religions 

preachðthe Golden Rule? óDo unto others as you would have them do unto youô or óDonôt do 

to others what you donôt want them to do to yourself.ô Some religions put it in the positive, 

others in the negative. The oldest religion, Hinduism, put it this way óThis is the sum of duty: 

do not do to others what would cause pain if done to youô and again, óMen gifted with 

intelligence should always treat others as they themselves wish to be treated.ô In Judaism it is 

written óWhat is hateful to you do not do to your neighbor. This is the whole torah; all the rest 

is commentary.ô Buddhism teaches óTreat not others in ways that yourself would find hurtful.ô 

Confucius, a contemporary of the Buddha wrote óOne word which sums up the basis for all 

good conduct...loving kindness. Do not do to others what you would not want done to 

yourself.ô And another contemporary, Lao Tzu, wrote óRegard your neighbor's gain as your 

own gain, and your neighbors loss as your own lossô and  óThe wise person has no interests of 

his own but regards the interests of the people as his own. He is kind to the kind and kind to the 

unkindðfor virtue is kind.ô Then a few hundred years later Christianity rekindled the Jewish 

law when Matthew wrote óSo in everything, do to others, what you would have them do to you, 
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for this sums up the law and the prophets.ô Then in another few centuries Mohammed 

cautioned óNot one of you truly believes until you wish for others what you wish for yourself.ô 

And so it goes with the preaching of Zoroaster, Baha'u'llah and every other major religious 

teacher. You should treat your neighbor as you treat yourself. Throughout the history of 

religion the value of turning the other cheek and of brotherly love conflicts with the laws of 

societies in which the óeye for an eye and a tooth for a toothô is nearly always the standard of 

justice. But both concepts of justice rest on non-provable starting pointsðfoundations which 

are no more than opinions.ò 

        ðñI canôt remember any Christian or non-Christian nation using the Golden 

Rule in their foreign policy. Some welfare states may use it in domestic policy, but foreign 

policy is a different animal. Can we really believe that any national leaders really believe their 

religionsô founders if they donôt practice what has been preached?ò  

 --ñIôm committed to the holiness of the religious sagesðbut how many 

committed followers are there in each religion. I canôt imagine that the Jesus I believe in would 

have approved of the Crusades, the Inquisition or the burning of supposed witches? Would 

Mohammed support every jihad which has been called for by the 20th and 21st century 

mullahs and terrorists? Would Abraham have blessed each transgression of those Jews, 

Christians and Moslems who trace their religions to him?ò 

          ---ñGentlemen you can see the problem of being so absolutely certain. Thinking 

people can never be certain unless they somehow directly experience God in a mystical 

experience, and even then, others would argue that it was merely a psychological experience 

and not an experience where God was actually touched.     

      ñValues should come from valid basic assumptions. But, as with the case of the Taliban, 

male supremacy reduced women and non-believers to a nearly non-human status. Under the 

Talibanôs mistaken ideas of traditional Moslem values, women, non-Muslims, and any enemies 

were treated as non-humans, subject to torture and death. The proud academic traditions of 
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Islam were plowed under by uneducated power-driven zealots who destroyed schools and 

disenfranchised half of the population.  

       ñWhile God is infinite and unknowable, we seem to know what God wants in terms of 

contraception, cloning, stem cell research, war, capital punishment, suicide bombing, 

controlling the Hamas, eliminating Israel, attacking Iraq, and just about every other problem 

and whim of humanity. 

      ñThe Qurôanôs first lines are óIn the name of Allah, Most Gracious, Most Merciful.ô What 

rationalizations can these Muslim extremists shout to contradict their holiest scriptures? The 

ethics of Christianity can be pretty well summed up with óturn the other cheekô and ódo unto 

others as you would have them do unto you.ô When an avowedly Christian leader attacks a 

country without any real provocation, we can see he is in the same boat as the Taliban in terms 

of flaunting his supposed values. Were the Israelis following their ógolden ruleô when they 

attacked Lebanon unmercifully after two of its soldiers were kidnapped? Hardly an eye for an 

eye!    

       ñIf all things are the will of Allah, God or Yahweh, is not our access to such advances of 

science as electricity, mobile phones, cloning, stem cell potentials for healing, the techniques 

of abortion, as well as to violent video games sanctioned by God. If God is against 

pornography, why does He allow it? If powerful self centered warlords rule most of the world, 

when will the meek inherit the earth? Certainly nuclear, biological or chemical warfare are all 

in Godôs plan.  If not, God wonôt allow it.   

      -- ñWhile it seems to be a rare human quality to think deeply, thinking deeply into 

why we believe what we believe is essential if we are going to utilize our intelligence. And 

isnôt it our intelligence that is critical if we are to live in Godôs image?ò  

 CONCEPTS OF GOD 

          ---ñWhat do we mean when we say óGodô?  Actually there are many 

possible meanings. Is it a man-like being sitting on a throne in the clouds? Is it a spirit without 

form? Does he live in a volcano?  Is it a vengeful, a merciful or a disinterested being?ò  
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        -- ñBeliefs in supernatural powers are nearly universal. Whether it is the spirits 

that inhabit every living thing, as many primitives believed, or the powerful gods living in the 

sea or in the sky occasionally casting lightening bolts, or the more beneficent gods of the 

harvest or those that produce rain. Such ideas seem to be very common. But the societies of the 

Mid-East in the last 3000 years have hooked into the ideas of a single supernatural. This idea 

spread to Europe, to North Africa and across the Atlantic, Most people in those areas believe in 

a single separate being, a single being who created the world along with a pleasant or 

unpleasant afterlife. Then it gave us the means for achieving either eternal joy or never-ending 

damnation by following or denying Godôs moral code. That code is found in the scriptures that 

God revealed to humans. This is called theism, from the Greek word for god, theos. If you 

believe in only a single god, as a Jew, Christian, Zoroastrian or Muslim, you are a monotheist. 

If you believe in many gods, like the ancient Greeks and Romans, you are a polytheist.  

       ñA second type of one god belief is called deism, from Deus, the Latin word for God. 

Deists believe that there is a creator, but the creator is not involved in the world. This belief is 

not a religion because it espouses no revealed morality and no worship. This being that created 

the universe just walked away. Many scientists who say they believe in a creator are deists. 

What does this deistic creator do? Aristotle said óHe thinks about thinking.ô 

     ñOne of the oldest beliefs is that everything is god. This is called pantheism. Pan is the 

Greek word for óallô. This is the deepest belief found among the Hindus, but there are Jews, 

Christians and Muslims who write as if they are pantheists. These are usually people who have 

had what is called óthe mystical experienceô in which they believe they have united with God. 

WHAT IS GOD LIKE? 

        ---ñWhen we say óI believe in Godô do we all mean the same thing? In a recent 

survey in the óGod fearingô USA, beliefs in God varied considerably. (3)  While more than 

90% said they believed in God, the God they believed in varied considerably. 31% believed in 

the authoritarian, often vengeful, God of the Old Testament. This God controls the world and is 

angry at sinners. He is often found in the Old Testament and in the Koran. 25% of Americans 

believe in a benevolent God, the forgiving God found more often in the New Testament and 

also in the Koran. 23% believed in a deistic god who is distant and unconcerned. And 16% 
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believed in a god who judges but is not engaged in the world. 5% of the people said they were 

atheists. 

         ñIt was noted that college educated people or people earning over $100,000 a year were 

more likely to not believe in a supernatural while poorer educated people were more likely to 

believe more strongly. Another interesting fact was that it was not the religion of the person, as 

much as their ideas of what God is, that separated them. They found Catholics, Protestants and 

Jews in each category.   

      ----ñGosh Wanda, I thought that it was an overwhelming majority of 

Americans who were óhell fire and brimstoneô Christians. It looks like it is barely over 50% 

who have such strong beliefs.ò 

      ---ñTrue Lee, but that 50% thinks it is absolutely right, and it makes a great deal 

of political noise, so you think there are more of them than there actually are.ò 

      ----ñIôve observed in the courts that those with the strongest beliefs in anything 

make the loudest political noises, whether it is people who own big businesses, labor unions, 

homosexuals or strongly conservative religionists. But then as I think of it, even the strongly 

atheistic people can make big noises. A small part of that 5% of atheists want to maintain the 

separation of church and state. They want óunder Godô out of the Pledge of Allegiance to the 

Flag, óin God we trustô off of the currency, and school prayers out of public schools. But it 

occurs to me that based on the Baylor study, just what type of God do the believers want to 

trust in? There are so many using the same word óGodô and they assume that everyone else has 

the same belief. We certainly arenôt very clear in our thinking or in our communication of our 

thoughts.ò 

        --ñYes Lee. And as you might guess, those who believe in an authoritarian God 

are very interested in the government advocating Christian values. Those óChristianô values 

tend to be very conservative or even reactionary, such as being against gay marriage, abortion 
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and stem cell research. People in the South, which is where many religious conservatives live, 

can be expected to vote for religiously conservative representatives.    

        ñAs beliefs move from the conservative authoritarians, through the forgiving God, to the 

more lax believers, then to the deists, moral value judgments tend to move from the 

conservative to the liberal in nearly every question from abortion to the death penalty. Yes 

Commander.ò 

       ---ñAs we move from religion to religion and culture to culture throughout 

history, monotheists and polytheists think and write about what their gods are like. Zeus or 

Jupiter were the heads of the gods. Aphrodite and Venus were the goddesses of love. For the 

monotheists their God is usually all knowing and all powerful. Usually it is a male who may be 

vengeful or merciful. These supernatural attributes sometimes run counter to how our natural 

minds experience things. Many earlier religions had a supernatural goddess as the prime focus 

of creation. So our concepts of the supernatural certainly come in many forms. There are so 

many questions! 

      ñOnce we have decided on what kind of a supernatural we want to believe in, what 

attributes does He or She have? If God is all knowingðcan He tell the future? Does He know 

who will go to heaven and who to hell? John Calvinôs protestant doctrine of ópredestinationô 

developed a major belief system around this concept. If God knows everything, He knows 

before we are born, who will go to heaven, can we do otherwise? Or is it merely that God can 

see how we will freely choose? 

     ñIf God is all good and all powerful, why does He allow innocent children to be killed in 

natural or man-made catastrophes?  Is God All powerful? How do we know that everything is 

the will of Allah or God? 

     ñIf God is all-knowing and merciful, why didnôt He leave His true scriptures in tact, instead 

of leaving centuries between the time that he revealed his commands and the time they were 

written.  Such gaps of time in each scriptural tradition make some people doubt their source. It 

makes people with different ideas of His message go to war against each other.  

        ñIf God is merciful we should look to Francis of Assisi, St. Dominic and Mother Theresa, 

and to the Muslim saints and Sufis. If He is more vengeful perhaps we should look to the 

Franciscans and Dominicans of the Inquisition, who took different approaches to their faith 

than did their founders.  
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       ñGod is shown as both merciful and vengeful in the Old and New Testaments and the 

Koran. The Jewish book Nahum (4) shows God to be jealous and avenging, even though He is 

slow in angering. Numbers 22:22 shows God as angry. (5) If God is merciful, why did He 

require His Son to die in order to achieve forgiveness for the worldôs population? Couldnôt He 

have just made it happen? If He is all-merciful why did He allow Peter and Paul to be killed?, 

the innocents to be slaughtered by Herod?, Joan of Arc to be burned? 

      ñIf God is omniscient can you have free will? If God knows how you will choose, do you 

have the freedom to choose otherwise?  God cannot be wrong. 

        ñIf God is omnipotent can He create something so heavy that He cannot lift it? Can he do 

things that countermand his commands, can He kill or murder?  Is He violating his own 

commands when he causes a great flood, sends fire on Sodom, orders the killing of whole 

nations, or lets the Red Sea engulf the pursing Egyptians after Moses had crossed. Can he tell 

lies, do uncharitable acts, like destroying innocent people?  Can He defy the rules of logic? 

       ñPeople who say they are doing Godôs will obviously believe that God is not omnipotent. 

If it is Godôs will to create tsunamis and earthquakes, isnôt He powerful enough to blow up a 

Sunni or Shiôite marketplace or mosque if He wants it done? Isnôt He powerful enough to save 

Israel without a war or to prevent abortions or to allow contraceptives to fail if He wills it?ò   

     --ñYou know from your reading, Commander, that these issues have been tossed 

around for as long as thinking people have wondered about their creator. Another concern you 

didnôt mention is how involved god is with people. For the Greeks the gods were often 

involved. But a deistic god is never involved. For a pantheist. god is part of everything. For a 

modern day theist, according to the scriptures, He was involved in the past and is involved 

today. Itôs just that he hasnôt sent any messengers lately. But he listens to prayers, approves of 

wars, and allows natural disasters. 

      ñHow we define the Creator may have more to do with how we see ourselves than what the 

creator is like.  We would like mercy shown to us. We would like vengeance against our 

enemies. We would like a place in the hereafter. Luckily God is always on our side. The 

Reverend Franklin Graham, son of evangelist Billy Graham, said that Hurricane Katrina was 

the ñwrath of Godò because of New Orleansô sinful pastðits Mardi Gras and sensual high 

living. Evangelists Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson commiserated about God's withdrawing his 

protection from the USA because of the evil wrought here by feminists, gays and political 

liberals.ò 
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        ---ñHey Ray, is it true that God is really an Englishman of the early 17
th
 

Century? Did God speak to Moses as an Englishman, using óyeô and óthouô and ócommandethô? 

I often wondered why 21
st
 Century preachers use 17

th
 Century language when preaching then 

revert to modern language in conversation.ò 

      --ñ I donôt talk to my parishioners that way, Con. It is strange that as many times 

as the Bible has been translated from language to language, that the English language of a few 

hundred years ago seems to have stuck. Even translations of the Koran often use that older 

version of English.ò 

        --ñLetôs  get back on track men. Democratic politicians call for ñmoral valuesô. 

But the political course they pick usually follows the values their electorates want. Are they for 

or against gay marriage? Are they for or against abortion? Are they for or against capital 

punishment? Are they for or against the government spying on them? Are they for or against 

war?  

        ñWe need only look at the last few years to see the martial mandates for war: for or 

against Muslims, for or against Catholics, for or against Protestants, for or against Jews, for or 

against Hindus! We need a war: to stop terrorists, to rid the world of infidels, to expand or 

protect our borders, to increase our access to oil, to establish democracy, or to give our group 

more power and control. It is so easy for the political or religious rulers, or the leaders of 

minorities, to call us to arms to fight: the Axis of Evil, the American Satan, the IRA. 

        ñSo our value systems are based to a large degree on what we think God is and what we 

think God wants. The fact that there are millions of opinions different from mine does not 

matter, because I am right.ò 

THEISM  

         --ñLetôs look a bit more deeply at some ideas of the supernatural. As I said, the 

word theism comes from the Greek word theos and has come to mean a single supreme being 
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who has a personal relationship with His creations. This is the position of Judaism, 

Christianity, Islam, Zoroastrianism and Bahai. While some people have merely assumed that a 

single god exists, most religions have had this idea given to them by that god through his 

revelations to them. All three of the major theistic religions trace their beliefs to Abraham who 

lived about 1800 years before the Christian or the ócommonô era-- BCE. 

         ñSome see it as a problem that the scriptures in our possession came many years after the 

supposed revelations. The earliest written evidence of Abraham and the events that preceded 

him and followed him are found in the Dead Sea Scrolls, which were written sometime after 

250 BCE. They were not a complete set of scriptures. It is said that a complete set of scriptures 

was completed about 200 BCE, but they have not been recovered. So the earliest date for a 

relatively complete set of Old Testament writings are from the 3rd century AD. 

        ñSince the theists believe that their holy scriptures are the inspired word of God, those 

scriptures are correct even though there was no written record of them from the times of the 

events written about.  It seems strange since there are often other written records from the same 

time and from that geographical area, such as the Code of Hammurabi which was written 

before Abrahamôs time. 

         ñThe Earliest Christian Scriptures, the gospels and epistles, were written from about 50 

AD to 150 AD but the earliest records of them are from about 200 AD. Although some people 

date them earlier.  

       ñThe Qurôan, the revelation by the angel Gabriel to Muhammad, was revealed in the early 

seventh century but the earliest partial records are from three hundred years later and the first 

fully written Qurôan dates to the Sixteenth Century, 900 years after Muhammad lived. 

          ñBut historic lapses donôt matter, our God, if monotheistic, affirms our actions. It does 

not matter what our holy books say. Murder, torture, and other such acts, can be OK, we 

merely find a scriptural way to rationalize our actions. It may not be in the true spirit of our 

scriptures but it is a passage found in them. 

        ñFor example, for the Jews the command not to murder might be brushed aside by the 

story of Saul, who was chosen by God to lead His people. (6) óWhen Samuel caught sight of 

Saul, the Lord said to him, óThis is the man I spoke to you about; he will govern my people.ô  

But later (7) Saul wants his attendants to murder David, the slayer of Goliath and the future 

great king of the Jews. Luckily Saulôs son talked him out of it. But his intent to murder was 

certainly there. 

       ñFor the Christians the advice to óturn the other cheekô has been ignored many times. In 

the Fourth Century Emperor Theodosis made heresy punishable by death. In the Thirteenth 
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Century the Fourth Lateran Council and Pope Gregory IXôs inquisition continued the trend to 

not turn the other cheek. This continued into the Fifteenth Century and the Spanish Inquisition. 

It wasnôt officially ended until the mid-Nineteenth Century. By modern standards of Christian 

justice the methods of accusation and punishment were unethical and inhumane, yet pope after 

pope condoned it. Its methods were not duplicated in the West until the days of Stalin and 

Hitler, who did not justify their actions under the cloak of religion. 

        óSince the scriptures of a religion are so often varied in their outlook, from a merciful god 

who protects those who believe in him, to severe punishments for those who donôt, it is usually 

quite easy to justify most behaviors. And while many proscriptions from Mosaic law are 

ignored by Christians, such as not eating pork or shellfish in Leviticus 11:7-12 and keeping 

three feasts for the Lord in Exodus 23:14 yet vengeful behavior was seen as a necessary 

Mosaic command to obey. Deuteronomy 13, the first ten verses, commands óThat prophet or 

dreamer must be put to death...You must purge the evil from among you.ô And óStone him to 

death...Then all Israel will hear and be afraid, and no one among you will do such an evil thing 

again.ô Witch burning is allowed because of Exodus 22 verse 18, óDo not allow a sorceress to 

live.ô  So capital punishment is fine. 

      ñNew Testament justification for the Inquisition is more difficult to find but if we can 

equate tree branches with people then John 15:6 can work. óIf anyone does not remain in me, 

he is like a branch that is thrown away and withers; such branches are picked up, thrown into 

the fire and burned.ô 

       ñChristian theologians, like Thomas Aquinas, approved of the inquisitional methods. 

óWherefore if forgers of money and other evil-doers are forthwith condemned to death by the 

secular authority, much more reason is there for heretics, as soon as they are convicted of 

heresy, to be not only excommunicated but even put to death.ô (8) Not only can the holy 

leaders kill heretics, they can also bless those who fight for the Christian cause.  Pope Leo IV 

guaranteed heaven to those in the Frankish army who might die ófighting for the truth of the 

faith, for the preservation of their country, aid the defense of Christians. And therefore God 

will give then, the reward which we have named.ô This is obviously the same guarantee given 

to modern day jihadists. God always does what a speaker wants Him to do, especially if the 

speaker tells people that he is closer to God than they are. 

      ñFor the Muslims, the advice not to kill, or not to kill other Muslims, is clear. Sura 4: 93 

states óIf a man kills a Believer intentionally, his recompense is Hell, to abide therein forever; 

and the wrath and the curse of Allah are upon him, and a dreadful penalty is prepared for him.ô 

Still in Turkey, predominantly Sunni Kurds kill predominantly Sunni Turks. In Iraq Sunnis and 
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Shiôites kill each other and themselves. Every believer seems to be able to invoke the blessings 

of the Almighty either through new revelations, new interpretations of the revelations, or 

selectively choosing which part of a revelation justifies his beliefs and actions. Commander?ò 

     ---ñYes, but a text taken from its context is a pretext. The whole of the revelation 

needs to be understood. Would the merciful Jesus have sat quietly if his followers had used 

such inquisitional techniques? Would the Merciful Allah of the Qurôan, or his prophet, have 

sanctioned the thousands of killings by His followers?  One wonders if the power of bin Ladin 

is greater than Allahôs and whether the will of many popes transcends that of Jesus. Does that 

upset you Ray?ò 

     --ñI think you misunderstand Wreck. Aquinasôs statement that "God exists" is self-

evident. But since God is infinite and we are finite we cannot recognize this except through 

Godôs action on earth. Since the Pope is Godôs representative on earth, when he speaks 

officially for our church I have to agree. But Iôm sure you realize that not everything he says is 

ex cathedra, that is the official position of the Church.ò 

      ---ñSo we can see charity, natural disasters, kind acts and warfare as all from 

God?ò 

    --ñYes. Wreck, do you have a concept of what óinfiniteô means? It is beyond our 

comprehension. So we canôt really contemplate what God is or why He works the way He 

does. 

    ðñWe have been discussing only monotheism, the idea that there is only one 

god who is different from us. Remember that the Hindu approach, the ancient Greeks and 

Romans, and many other groups have believed in multiple theistic gods. So polytheism should 

certainly be recognized. Some say that even the Christian idea of a trinity is polytheistic. You 
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have God the Father, God the Son and God the Holy Spirit. Of course Christian theologians, in 

their infinite wisdom, say that there are three divine persons in their one God. And when 

pressed, they say that it canôt be explained because it is a mystery, a divine mystery.  

 PROOFS FOR THE EXISTENCE OF GOD 

              -- ñLee, you know there are questions that science cannot answer. óThe 

fundamental question of philosophy, according to Leibnitz, is "why is there anything at all and 

not simply nothing?ô Science can't answer that. Creation is a concept that explains the 

beginning of things and I think it also explains the continuing process of life? So we can 

interpret evolution as creation, but I do that using my faith as a believer, not as a scientist.  

      ñI prefer to speak about the constants in nature. Take the speed of light. Why has it been 

there from the start? You have to ask: where did it come from? How did matter develop and 

not just stay as gas? Or is it the other way around, that gas came from matter? Astrophysicists 

can only go back to just after the Big Bang. I have to go beyond time and space, and there we 

can say, óI don't know.ô We should not speak too quickly of God in an anthropomorphic sense. 

But there must have been a Mind that planned the Big Bang.ò 

    ðñWhy Ray? You are explaining an unexplainable fact with a cause that is 

even more inexplicable. But assuming that there is a god, is your God the vengeful God that we 

see so often in the Old Testament and sometimes in the Koran and the New Testament or is it 

the Merciful God who  spared Isaac, who demands charity in the Koran or forgives in the New 

Testament?ò 

    -ñLee, I thought we were discussing a first cause. We canôt jump around from 

attributes of God to whether God exists. It would be like talking about what your Uncle Charlie 

is like, when we donôt know for sure if you have an Uncle Charlie. So if weôre discussing a 

creator I canôt ask the question scientifically, I can't ask about God the Father. In scientific 

terms, that is absurd. But that symbol of the father certainly has a function and when I read the 

Bible, I have no problems with that. But we need only be concerned with one fact, and that is 

that the fundamental cause of the world is God. It is clear from the Bible that God exists.ò 
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     - --ñRay I know you had philosophy classes at Notre Dame. But you donôt 

prove Aristotle by quoting Aristotle. You donôt prove Darwin by quoting Darwin. But you in 

religion generally cite the Bible to prove it.ò  

      --ñBut if it is the inspired word of God, it is correct! There must have been a Mind 

that planned the Big Bang. What do you think Wreck?ò 

   ---ñI could never understand when people talk about proofs for God. I always 

thought that the Bible was the proof. It was certainly enough for Martin Luther.ò  

       ---ñGentlemen, thatôs true, but some think that the infinite can be proved by other 

means. To try to prove the infinite we must go beyond the physical world to a possible 

metaphysical reality. This is an area of speculation. Is the basic stuff of the world idea, God or 

matter. Is there a God.  

       ñNaturally some theologians and philosophers have attempted to prove that a Supernatural 

exists by using either pure reason or by starting from the world that we know then looking for 

its ultimate cause.  The óproofsô for God that these people have come up with are either 

cosmological, teleological or ontological. These words are from the Greek, cosmos meaning 

óorderô,  telos meaning óend or purposeô, and ᾥɜ meaning óbeingô.  There are also the so-called 

moral arguments that say that since we have ideas of good and bad, there must be a source for 

them. And that would be God.  

       ñAristotle and Aquinas laid out the most comprehensive cosmological arguments for a first 

mover or an uncaused cause. They say that since everything we know of has a cause, but you 

canôt go back in infinite time without ever having a first cause, there must be a first cause.  

Their arguments for an unmoved mover are similar. (9) Everything is in motion, we canôt have 

always had motion, so there must have been an unmoved mover.  

      ñA third similar argument says that everything we know is contingent on something else. 

There must be something necessary that these things are dependent on. That we would call 




























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































