
INTRODUCTION

Director M. Night Shyamalan’s (2002) film Signs is remarkable in

that it is simultaneously a story about an attempted invasion of the

earth by extraterrestrials and an examination of religious faith. The

main character is Graham Hess, a modern-day Job who has lost his

faith as a result of his wife’s tragic death. At one point in the film,

Graham and his brother Merrill are watching news reports about the

activity of alien ships. Graham makes the following speech:

People break down into two groups when they experience something
lucky. Group number one sees it as more than luck, more than coinci-
dence. They see it as a sign, evidence, that there is someone up there,
watching out for them. Group number two sees it as just pure luck.
Just a happy turn of chance. I’m sure the people in group number two
are looking at those fourteen lights in a very suspicious way. For them,
the situation is fifty-fifty. Could be bad, could be good. But deep down,
they feel that whatever happens, they’re on their own. And that fills
them with fear. Yeah, there are those people. But there’s a whole lot
of people in group number one. When they see those fourteen lights,
they’re looking at a miracle. And deep down, they feel that whatever’s
going to happen, there will be someone there to help them. And that
fills them with hope. See, what you have to ask yourself is, what kind
of person are you? Are you the kind that sees signs, sees miracles? Or
do you believe that people just get lucky?1

Graham’s remarks do an excellent job of characterizing the two sides

of an ancient debate. In the contemporary Western philosophical

scene, the two parties to this debate are typically theists on the one

hand and atheists or naturalists on the other.
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Value and Virtue in a Godless Universe

The central project of this book is an examination of the ethical

implications of naturalism. It is essential, therefore, that I offer some

account of what I mean by that term. The central component of nat-

uralism is the claim that no supernatural entities exist, nor have such

entities existed in the past, nor will they in the future. I could spill

a lot of ink trying to develop philosophically precise analyses of the

concepts of natural and supernatural. Fortunately, I do not believe

this is necessary for my purposes. I think our intuitive grasp of the

sorts of entities that might reasonably be characterized as supernat-

ural is sufficiently clear and includes the God of each of the three

major monotheistic religions (Judaism, Christianity, and Islam) as

well as nonphysical souls of the sort posited by Descartes and others.

Naturalism entails that none of these things exists. As I understand

it, naturalism also implies that death marks the permanent end of

conscious experience for the one who dies: There is no afterlife or

reincarnation in a naturalistic universe.

Naturalism in my sense does not, however, include certain

stronger theses that are sometimes associated with the term. It does

not, for instance, include the claim that all facts are scientific facts, or

that all truths can be stated in the language of science. Specifically,

naturalism leaves open the possibility that there are ethical facts that

are not reducible to physical or scientific facts. Some versions of ma-

terialism entail that ethical facts, if there are any, are in this way

reducible. Though such versions of materialism would not be incon-

sistant with naturalism, in my view they are false. My version of

naturalism also does not imply that there is no a priori knowledge.

The brand of naturalism I hold is primarily an ontological thesis. In a

naturalistic universe, there is no God, no afterlife, and no immortal

soul.

On the positive side, naturalism includes a story about howhuman

beings came into existence. The basic elements of the story are de-

scribed by the contemporary Christian philosopher Alvin Plantinga

(2000) as follows:

We human beings arrived on the scene after . . . billions of years of
organic evolution. In the beginning, there was just inorganic matter;
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somehow, and by way of processes of which we currently have no
grasp, life, despite its enormous and daunting complexity at even the
simplest level, arose from nonliving matter, and arose just by way of
the regularities studied in physics and chemistry. Once life arose, ran-
dom genetic mutation and natural selection, those great twin engines
of evolution, swung into action. These genetic mutations are multiply
random: they weren’t intended by anyone, of course, but also were
not directed by any sort of natural teleology. . . . Occasionally, some
of them yield an adaptive advantage; their possessors come to pre-
dominate in the populations, and they are passed on to the next and
subsequent generations. In this way, all the enormous variety of flora
and fauna we behold came into being. Including ourselves. . . . 2

Although Plantinga’s skepticism about the truth of this story peeks

through in his account of it, the description is accurate. According

to naturalism, then, human beings came into existence through a

combination of necessity and chance. What is notably absent in our

naturalistic origin is the operation of intelligent design. According

to my version of naturalism, intelligent design played no role in the

formation of the natural universe. I will not affix any particular cos-

mological theory to naturalism. For our purposes here, it is sufficient

to note that naturalism denies that the universe or anything in it was

created by God, gods, or any other supernatural being.

In this book I will not argue for the truth of naturalism.My project

instead will be a conditional one: Let us suppose that naturalism is

true. What are the ethical implications of such a view? Does it im-

ply, for instance, that human life has no meaning, or that nothing

is right or wrong? Does it imply that we should be entirely self-

ish, and that it is irrational or pointless to try to help our fellow

humans? Is there such a thing as virtue in a naturalistic universe,

and if so, what is it? These are the sorts of questions I will address, in

the course of which I will discuss the arguments and views of certain

Christianwriters. I will sometimes draw attention to areas of contrast

or similarity between my naturalistic view and the Christian view.

I focus on Christianity primarily because it is the religious outlook

with which I am most familiar. This book is, in part, a response to

arguments made by certain Christian philosophers who sometimes

seek to refute naturalism by claiming that it has all sorts of nasty
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Value and Virtue in a Godless Universe

ethical implications. Naturalism has been variously accused of im-

plying nihilism, relativism, hedonism, or egoism. I will rebut these

arguments.

Before turning to the main task of the book, however, I would

like to provide a brief, two-part account of why I am not a Christian.

The first part is a very brief psychological explanation of why I do not

accept the truth of Christianity. The second part is a brief defense of

the claim that it is reasonable for me to persist in my nonacceptance.

Although I was raised in the Lutheran tradition and confirmed

into the Lutheran church, the doctrines never really took. I was

always at least a bit skeptical of the Christian version of the origin

of the universe and of humans, and of its supernatural claims about

Jesus. Large parts of the story just sounded made up to me. When I

got a bit older I studied the mythologies of various cultures in school,

and it seemed increasingly clear to me that Christianity was simply a

myth that was widely accepted in my own culture. The notion that

it was actually true did not seem plausible.3

I need also to defend the claim that it is reasonable for me to

continue to withhold belief in the truth of Christianity. There are,

broadly speaking, two related types of argument that might make

it irrational for me to persist in my rejection of Christianity.4 First,

there are the various philosophical attempts to prove the existence of

God. A proper discussion of these arguments is a huge task and is well

beyond the scope of the present work. All I can do here is record my

conviction that all such arguments are unsuccessful. None of them

makes a convincing case for the existence of an omnipotent, om-

niscient, morally perfect creator. Indeed, many of these arguments,

even if entirely successful, would still fail to establish the existence of

such a being. This is because many of these philosophical arguments

fail to provide any reason at all for believing that an omnipotent, om-

niscient creator of the universe also would be morally perfect. The

two exceptions of which I am aware are the ontological argument

and some types of moral argument. But these exceptions, I think,

are defective for other reasons.

One venerable type of philosophical argument is the so-called de-

sign argument.5 Design arguments generally start with an empirical
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observation about the natural universe that allegedly indicates the

operation of intelligent design at work in the universe. Although

some versions of the design argument are undermined by evolu-

tionary theory, not all are, and this kind of argument remains, in

my view, the most interesting of the theistic arguments for God’s ex-

istence. The contemporary “fine-tuning” argument is, for instance,

worthy of serious attention.6 But design arguments, like so many

others, give us no reason at all to think that the intelligent designer

of the universe would be morally perfect. Indeed, the arguments tell

us nothing at all about the moral characteristics of the designer. In

connection with this point we should notice the differences between

the following three propositions:

1. Intelligent design played some role in the formation of the nat-

ural universe.

2. The universewas created by an omnipotent, omniscient, morally

perfect being.

3. The Christian God exists, and the various Christian claims about

history and about Jesus are true.

The gaps between propositions (1) and (2) and between (2) and (3)

are large. One can certainly accept (1) without accepting (2). In his

classic work Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion, the great atheistic

eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume (1998a) has

the character Philo reach the following conclusion on the basis of his

observation of the mixture of good and evil in the universe:

There may four hypotheses be framed concerning the first causes of
the universe: that they are endowed with perfect goodness; that they
have perfect malice; that they are opposite and have both goodness
and malice; that they have neither goodness nor malice. Mixed phe-
nomena can never prove the two former unmixed principles; and the
uniformity and steadiness of general laws seem to oppose the third.
The fourth, therefore, seems by far the most probable.7

Hume hits the nail right on the head here. It is hard to see how ob-

servation of the distribution of good and evil in the universe could

suggest the presence of a morally perfect creator. A morally indiffer-

ent creator or source seems to be the most probable hypothesis based
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on the available empirical evidence about how good and evil are dis-

tributed. Perhaps this evidence could be outweighed by sufficiently

compelling grounds for believing in a morally perfect creator. But I

know of no such grounds. One can also accept proposition (2) with-

out accepting (3). Indeed, proposition (2) is common to Judaism,

Christianity, and Islam. Now, the philosophical arguments I have al-

luded to, even if successful, would establish at most proposition (2),

and it is still a long way from there to proposition (3). Even if phi-

losophy could establish proposition (2), something more would be

needed to take us to Christianity. This is where the second kind of

argument enters the picture.

The second kind of argument is a historical argument for the truth

of the Christian claims about Jesus. This kind of argument is based

on various bits of empirical evidence, including, for example, the

testimony of the gospel writers and others, as well as archaeological

evidence. This argument involves an inference to the best explanation.

The suggestion is that the best explanation for the various bits of

relevant evidence is that Jesus really did perform various miracles,

He really did rise from the dead, and, most importantly, He really was

the son of God. This kind of argument recently has been defended

by Lee Strobel (1998) in his popular book The Case for Christ.

Hume (1998b) discusses this kind of argument in his essay “Of

Miracles.” He lays down the maxim that “no testimony is sufficient

to establish a miracle unless the testimony be of such a kind that

its falsehood would be more miraculous than the fact which it en-

deavors to establish.”8 Hume’s maxim is concerned exclusively with

testimony, but his basic point can be extended to all kinds of histor-

ical evidence. I think Hume is directing us to consider the relative

probabilities of two scenarios. He is suggesting that we should ask

ourselves, in the case of any alleged miracle, whether it is more

likely that a miracle actually occurred or that the evidence for the

miracle has a purely natural explanation. Hume’s suggestion is that,

at least when the evidence in question consists of testimony of some

kind, the latter possibility is always more probable than the former.

He concludes that “no human testimony can have such force as to
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prove a miracle, and make it a just foundation for any . . . system of

religion.”9

Hume’s remarks suggest the following position: To evaluate the

adequacy of historical arguments for the truth of various Christian

claims about Jesus, we must compare the probabilities of two sce-

narios. The first is that the Christian claims are true. The second is

that there is some purely natural explanation for the various bits

of relevant historical evidence. What I will call “the Humean Posi-

tion” is that in every case the second scenario is the more likely one,

and hence no historical argument for the truth of Christianity can

succeed.10

The twentieth-century Christian apologist C. S. Lewis’s (2001c)

book Miracles is a response to Hume’s essay. The opening chapter of

that book contains the following passage:

Many people think that one can decide whether a miracle occurred in
the past by examining the evidence ‘according to the ordinary rules
of historical inquiry’. But the ordinary rules cannot be worked until
we have decided whether miracles are probable, and if so, how prob-
able they are. For if they are impossible, then no amount of historical
evidence will convince us. If they are possible but immensely improb-
able, then only mathematically demonstrative evidence will convince
us: and since history never provides that degree of evidence for any
event, history can never convince us that a miracle occurred. If, on
the other hand, miracles are not intrinsically improbable, then the ex-
isting evidence will be sufficient to convince us that quite a number of
miracles have occurred. The result of our historical enquiries thus depends
on the philosophical views which we have been holding before we even began
to look at the evidence. This philosophical question must therefore come first.11

Lewis notes that the historical argument depends on a “philosoph-

ical question,” which is, how likely is it that miracles occur in our

universe? Hume and Lewis agree, then, that whether the historical

argument can succeed depends on how likely it is that miracles occur

in our universe. The Humean Position is that miracles are extremely

unlikely – so unlikely, in fact, that for any alleged historical miracle,

it is more likely that the relevant evidence has a purely natural ex-

planation than that the miracle actually occurred. And I think that
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position is correct. It is important to see that I am not arguing that no

miracles have ever occurred; rather, I am arguing that, even if such

miracles have occurred, it is not rational for us to infer that they have

occurred based on historical evidence. Historical evidence can never

be powerful enough to counterbalance the extreme improbability of

such events. Moreover, in the particular case of Christianity, both

the quantity and the quality of the available historical evidence are

a matter of debate. For instance, in her book A History of God, Karen

Armstrong (1993) writes:

We know very little about Jesus. The first full-length account of his
life was St. Mark’s Gospel, which was not written until about the
year 70, some forty years after his death. By that time, historical facts
had been overlaid with mythical elements which expressed the mean-
ing Jesus had acquired for his followers. It is thismeaning that St.Mark
primarily conveys rather than a reliable straightforward portrayal.12

Still, the fundamental problem with the historical argument is a

philosophical one. The issue of the quality of the historical evidence

for the truth of Christianity is something of a red herring. No ev-

idence of this sort could make it rational to infer that the alleged

miracles actually took place.

The very dependence that both Hume and Lewis point to is ac-

knowledged by contemporary Christian philosopher William Lane

Craig in his interview with Lee Strobel as it appears in The Case for

Christ. Strobel and Craig are discussing the issue of whether Jesus

was really resurrected from the dead, when Strobel asks Craig about

various alternative theories that have been proposed. This provokes

the following crucial exchange in which Craig speaks first:

“This, I think, is the issue,” he said, leaning forward. “I think people
who push these alternative theories would admit, ‘Yes, our theories
are implausible, but they’re not as improbable as the idea that this
spectacularmiracle occurred.’However, at this point, thematter is no longer
a historical issue; instead it’s a philosophical question about whether miracles
are possible.”
“And what,” I asked, “would you say to that?”
“I would argue that the hypothesis that God raised Jesus from the dead
is not at all improbable. In fact, based on the evidence, it’s the best
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explanation for what happened. . . . The hypothesis that God raised
Jesus from the dead doesn’t contradict science or any known facts of
experience. All it requires is the hypothesis that God exists, and I think there
are good independent reasons for believing that he does.”13

I, on the other hand, do not think that there are good independent

reasons for believing that God (understood in the way specified by

proposition [2]) exists. Hume, Lewis, and Craig all agree that the

historical argument depends on the philosophical arguments; what

they disagree about is the status of the philosophical arguments.

Like so many debates, this one comes down to philosophy. Because

I do not find the philosophical arguments convincing, I assign a very

low probability to the occurrence of the alleged miracles and conse-

quently find the historical arguments unconvincing. If there were a

convincing argument for proposition (2), then perhaps sufficiently

strong historical evidence couldmove us from (2) to (3). But without

a good reason to accept (2), no amount of historical evidence can get

us to (3).

What, it might be asked, is my naturalistic explanation of the var-

ious pieces of historical evidence for Christian claims about Jesus?

If, for instance, Jesus wasn’t really raised from the dead, what did

happen? My answer is that I do not know, at least not in any precise

way. The events in question took place roughly two thousand years

ago and it may be the case that it is impossible to be certain exactly

what happened based on the evidence available to us now. Hume

wrote that “the knavery and folly of men are such common phe-

nomena, that I should rather believe the most extraordinary events

to arise from their concurrence, then admit of . . . a violation of the

laws of nature.”14 When we add to this equation the propensity of

humans to spread juicy gossip, the political and social situation at

the time Jesus lived, and the message of hope offered by Jesus, we

can begin to see how the Christian version of the life of Jesus might

have become so widely believed. But I am afraid I cannot get much

more specific than this.

Perhaps it will be objected that unless I can provide a suffi-

ciently specific alternative explanation, it is irrational for me to

reject the Christian explanation. But the principle underlying this

9
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objection – that a given explanation can be rejected rationally only

if there is a sufficiently specific alternative explanation available –

is false. The style of inference known as “the inference to the best

explanation” would be labeled more accurately “the inference to the

best and sufficiently good explanation.” Some explanations are so bad

that they can and should be rejected even if no detailed alternative

explanation is available. And one way in which an explanation can

be bad is by being extremely improbable. Reflection on some cases

will reveal that this is so.

Tabloid magazines are filled with accounts of incredible events.

For awhile, reported sightings of Elvis Presley abounded. Must we

examine all the available evidence for such events and develop de-

tailed alternative explanations before it is rational for us to reject the

claim that the incredible event in question actually took place? Of

course not. We do not need to interview the witnesses, inspect the

physical evidence, and devise alternative scenarios to reject ratio-

nally the notion that Elvis really was spotted recently at a Blackjack

table in Las Vegas. In a similar vein, I offer the following argument

specifically for Christians. There aremany religions in theworld aside

from Christianity. Many of these contain their own sacred texts and

their own alleged prophets and miracles. Have you examined the

historical evidence for such miracles and developed detailed alterna-

tive explanations of those miracles? If not, then you cannot consis-

tently maintain that my failure to accept the historical argument for

Christianity is irrational while simultaneously rejecting the miracu-

lous claims of these other religions. In the words of Stephen Roberts,

“[W]hen you understandwhy you dismiss all the other possible gods,

you will understand why I dismiss yours.”15

Moreover, ancient histories contain many accounts of supernat-

ural occurrences. For instance, Plutarch’s (1960) account of the life

of Themistocles contains the following description of an event that

allegedly took place during a naval battle between the Greeks and

the Persians:

At this point in the battle it is said that a great light suddenly shone
out from Elusius and a loud cry seemed to fill the whole breadth of
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