The Great Escape
essay by Dan Barker, summarized and paraphrased by Luke Muehlhauser

When I give a sensible argument against religion or the bible, someone often replies, “But you have to take it on faith.”

Faith is a cop-out. If the only way you can accept an assertion is by faith, you are conceding it can’t be taken on its own merits.

Truth does not have to be believed. Scientists do not join hands every Sunday, singing, “Yes, Gravity is real! I will have faith! I will be strong! I believe in my heart that what goes up, up, up must come down, down, down! Amen!” That would just be a mark of insecurity.

If faith is valid, anything goes. Muslims are right about Allah by faith, polytheists were right about Zeus by faith, people who claim to have been healed by Elvis are right by faith.

What if I said, “You must have faith there is no God. If you believe in your heart that nothing transcends nature, you will know atheism is true.” Is this an acceptable argument?

Reason imposes strict limits on what can be true, but with faith anything can be true. A Great Escape into faith is no retreat; it is surrender.

Out of Context and Square Circles
essays by Dan Barker, summarized and paraphrased by Luke Muehlhauser

On a radio show, Dr. Normal Geisler quoted Psalm 14:1 to me: “The fool hath said in his heart, ‘There is no God.’” I countered with Matthew 5:22 where Jesus said, “Whosoever shall say, ‘Thou fool’, shall be in danger of hellfire.” Geisler quickly responded, “You’re taking that out of context!”

Context is a handy defense against troublesome bible verses. Context is important, but when fundamentalists invoke it, it is not normally to discern the true historical meaning of a passage, but a fuzzy way to make something not mean what it actually says.

I sometimes point out that Jesus encouraged castration (Matthew 19:12). Believers chide me for not grasping the distinction between prose and poetry. The verse is about celibacy, they claim. Tell that to Origen, who took it literally and castrated himself.

Whenever the “out of context” defense is used, I ask questions to determine whether they are interested in accuracy or just a slippery escape:

“Who wrote it?” For example, the gospels were anonymously authored decades after Jesus’ death, but many Christians say, “Matthew states…” as if they were eyewitness accounts.

“Why was it written, and to whom?” If an ancient love letter said, “Helen is the most beautiful woman in the world,” you would assume the author exaggerated. Propoganda, rhetoric, and polemics work the same way. For example, the author of John admits to writing propaganda (John 20:31) – do believers take this historical context into consideration?

“When was it written?” A prophecy about the 70 AD Temple destruction is not impressive if written in 90 AD (John 2:19).

“Is the translation accurate?” Sometimes, Christian scholars tamper with meaning. Isaiah 7:14, a supposed prophecy of the virgin birth of Jesus, should read “young woman” not “virgin” as most Christians insist. The respected NRSV translates this correctly.
“Does the same author give clues for meaning?” When Isaiah 45:7 quotes God saying, “I create evil [ra]”, apologists explain it away as really meaning “calamity” (but what does that solve?). But the rest of Isaiah does indeed use the Hebrew ra to mean moral evil (7:16, 13:11, etc.). To claim this means God creates evil is to use the context, to interpret it as “calamity” is to take it out of context.
Another example is Luke 14:26, in which Jesus demands that men hate their family in order to follow him. Christians pretend that hate means “love less than me,” even though there is no reason to think so. In fact, the Greek word, miseo, really does mean hate, and is the root for misanthropy and misogyny.
“Are there literary allusions or parallels involved?” Jesus is credited with the Golden Rule, but Jewish scholars, Barhmans, Confucious, and even Zoroastrians from 1500 BC proclaimed the Golden Rule. Likewise, Jesus’ virgin birth parallels many earlier divinity myths, just as Yahweh’s character looks like a fusion of earlier Canaanite gods like Baal and Asherah.
“What is the text’s relevance to the immediate and general topic?” Christians claim Micah 5:2 is a prophecy of the birthplace of Jesus: “But thou, Bethlehem Ephratah… out of thee shall he come forth… to be the ruler of Israel.” I Chronicles 4:4 suggests this is a person, not the city, and in any case Jesus was never ruler of Israel!
“What was the social, political, religious, and philosophical climate?” The first century was ripe with myth-making, magical healers, half-human deities, apocalyptic preaching, and virgin-born saviors. Why do Christians ignore this context?
Christians insert their own prejudices into what the bible actually says. If I point out that the bible says “No man hath seen God at any time,” and also that Jacob saw God face to face, believers pretend the first means, “No man hath seen God at any time in all his fullness and glory!” They are quick to do this even though Revelation 22:18 warns against adding words to the bible.

When God tells Adam “thou shalt surely die” in “the day that thou eatest” the fruit, he really meant “die spiritually.” The bible says Noah was “righteous” and Job was “perfect and blameless” and also that, “no one is righteous” and “all have sinned”, but the bible really meant that Noah was “almost righteous” and Job was “nearly perfect.” The gospels disagree on the chronology of Jesus’ empty tomb, but the bible really meant for the events of Matthew 28 to take place before Matthew 27. In these ways and many more, believers simply reshuffle God’s holy word whenever it contradicts itself.

What kind of contradiction would actually count? If I were a Christian and the bible said, “A circle is a square,” I might argue that it means a square of circles, or a circle of squares, or that the original words meant any geometrically bounded object, or that the circle is “square” meaning odd – like an ellipse, or that the word square is symbolic for “four corners of the earth”, or that it’s a deep mystery that only God can comprehend.
It is believers who must take the bible out of context in order to make their absurd assertions. 

