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Religion and Philosophy

Andrew Fiala, Ph.D.
afiala@csufresno.edu

Course Plan

* October 20
* The Parliament of the World’s Religions
» Seeking Common Ground
* What is Religion? What is God?

* October 27
* Arguments For and Against the Existence of God

* The social and psychological value of religion
* The Evolution of Religion and the Rise of the Nones

* November 3
* Ethical Issues
* Religion in Art and Culture
* Religion as Ideology

* November 10
* Religion without God?
* Political Challenges
* Religious Liberty and Secularism
* AND: Immortality and hope...

Today’s Notes:
https://andrewfiala.com/rel-and-phil-4/
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Upcoming Ethics Center Events

* Nov. 15, 5:00-6:00pm
* Ethical Leadership with Ashley Swearengin

* https://securelb.imodules.com/s/1692/GID2/blank.aspx?sid=1692&gid=2&pgi
d=1823&cid=3467

* Dec. 11, 9:00-11:00 am
* Human Rights Day: Voting Rights are Human Rights
* With Shirley Weber, Secretary of State of the State of California
* Will post details: https://alumni.fresnostate.edu/events.html

Report from Seeking Common Ground Book Launch
Dublin, Ireland, Nov. 4

Slow growth of secularism in Ireland
* Ex. 2018: repealed the law against Blasphemy

* Ex. The Irish Humanists and Atheists working for secular schools: “the baptism barrier”
prior to 2018 allowed religious schools to discriminate against non-baptized children

From Irish Humanist’s “Equality for the Non-Religious”
(https://www.humanism.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Equality-for-Non-Religious-1.pdf)

The reality for many non-religious families is that there is a distinct lack of choice of school in
their locality. Because of this many parents are effectively forced to send their children to
schools of a particular religious denomination whose ethos does not conform to their own.
There is a clear issue regarding how to accommodate and respect children in a school where
they do not belong to the ethos of the school patron. The State, which gives massive funding
support to the denominational sectors, should ensure that structures are put in place to
protect the rights of children who do not belong to the denominations involved.
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Andrew Fiala column, Oct 31, 2021

https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article255363831.html

* Fresno Pacific denies “LGTBQ pride club”

* Title IX Exemption: “Title IX does not apply
to an educational institution that is
controlled by a religious organization to the |
extent that application of Title IX would be |
inconsistent with the religious tenets of the
organization.”

* Reported by student journalists!

Andrew Fiala column, Oct 31, 2021

https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article255363831.html

* The university president, Joseph Jones,
explained that establishing a pride club
“was not consistent with the Confession of
Faith of the university.”

* The Fresno Pacific Confession of Faith says,
“God instituted marriage as a lifelong
covenant between a man and a woman for
the purpose of companionship,
encouragement, sexual intimacy and
procreation.” Fresno Pacific is affiliated
with the Mennonite Brethren Church, a
church that is opposed to homosexuality
and extramarital sex.
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Andrew Fiala column, Oct 31, 2021

https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article255363831.html

* Life in a secular democracy can be frustrating. In our country, we disagree
about nearly everything. Our lack of agreement is a sign of the health of our
democracy. Liberty is disruptive. The confusing complexity of our secular
world is worth celebrating.

* In the United States, religious organizations have a significant degree of
freedom. Journalists are free to report on these things. Ordinary citizens are
free to cheer or jeer in rallies in the streets. And if you want to change the
law, you can speak to your congressional representative.

* The Fresno Pacific case is the kind of thing that happens in secular
democracies. The story undoubtedly involves anxiety and acrimony for those
directly involved. There will be disagreements about what should happen
next. But the story reminds us that the First Amendment is alive and well in
our country.

Five Freedoms of the First Amendment

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion,
or prohibiting the free exercise thereof;

or abridging the freedom of speech,

or of the press;

or the right of the people peaceably to assemble,

and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.
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Freedom Forum Survey Sept. 2021

https://survey.freedomforum.org/content/uploads/2021/09/Freedom-Forum-Downloadable-Report.pdf

SURVEY QUESTION

As you may know, the First Amendment is part of the U.S. Constitution. Please list as many
of the specific rights that are guaranteed by the First Amendment that you can think of in

the boxes. If you can not think of any of the First Amendment rights, please type None into

the first box.

Religion: 49% NG
Speech: 76% NG
Press: 34% NG
Assembly: 39% I
Petition: 14% [ NNEGEGIN
All 5 correct: 9% [N

None correct: 18% _

Freedom Forum Survey Sept. 2021

https://survey.freedomforum.org/content/uploads/2021/09/Freedom-Forum-Downloadable-Report.pdf

SURVEY QUESTION

Which of the following rights are explicitly protected by the First Amendment?

Freedom of Religion: 73% |GGG

Freedom of Speech: 93% [ NG
Freedom of the Press: 66% _
Freedom of Assembly: 65% NG

Freedom of Petition: 45% _

Right to Bear Arms: 18%
Right to Due Process: 14%
Right to Vote: 17%

None of these: 1%
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Freedom Forum Survey Sept. 2021

https://survey.freedomforum.org/content/uploads/2021/09/Freedom-Forum-Downloadable-Report.pdf

SURVEY QUESTION

The First Amendment became part of the U.S. Constitution more than 225 years ago. This is
what it says: “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting
the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the
people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of grievances.”

How much do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

If it were up to me, | would vote to The First Amendment goes too far in the
approve/ratify the First Amendment today rights it guarantees
M Agree: 63% i Disagree: 23%

Neither agree her disagree: 14%

M Agree: 15% N Disagree: 71%
Neither agree A6r disagree: 14%

11

Andrew Fiala column, Oct 31, 2021

https://www.fresnobee.com/opinion/readers-opinion/article255363831.html

* There will always be plenty of controversies to keep the lawyers busy
and the critics buzzing. The political philosopher Robert Nozick
famously said, “liberty disrupts patterns.” We might add that liberty
also disrupts social harmony and peace of mind.

* Some may prefer a world where everyone conforms and obeys. But
that’s not America. Thomas Jefferson once said, “l would rather be
exposed to the inconveniences attending too much liberty than those
attending too small a degree of it.” And if you don’t agree, in our
country you are free to say so.

12
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From Last Time:
Art and Culture

This feature of religion—its aesthetic, creative, and playful nature—is something to be
celebrated and enjoyed. All of this is an attempt to make sense of the world and of
human life against the background of our sense of vulnerability, fragility, and mortality.

13

Art and Culture
Religion as imaginative construction of meaning

* Religion—like art, politics, and even philosophy—is an
imaginative construction of meaning. It is symbolic
activity done within a community of shared
understanding that is only loosely connected to the
descriptive ontologies of scientific cosmology, biology, or
history. Epistemological inquiries into the question of the JEEEEAE
truth of religious belief can cause a certain blindness
toward the meaning of its symbols.

14
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Art and Culture

Religion as Consolation and Meaning Making

* Our sense of finitude and vulnerability is what
leads us to religion in the first place. It is also
what leads us toward political life—and the other
consolations and solutions of the human spirit:
art, music, literature, and the like.

Secular Cosmopolitanism,
Hospitality, and Religious

Pluralism

Andrew Fiala

15

Art and Culture
Religious “suspension of disbelief”

* Religion is as much art as it is science. The arts—painting, sculpture,
music, theater, poetry, and story-telling—disclose things and make
claims. But art is not science: its primary function is not to present a
singular truth about the way the world is. Religion can be like that: a
way of disclosing hopes, dreams, fears, and wonders that is not
merely a declaration of truth. Like art, religion also demands a
momentary suspension of disbelief that occurs and is reinforced
within a community of participants.

* When we go to the theater or enter a museum, we put ourselves into
a certain frame of receptivity, along with the others in the building,
who share certain expectations of a kind of experience to be enjoyed

in this space.

* The same is true of those who enter a religious space together: a
socially constructed and mutually supportive form of experience is
created through the rituals that unfold within the sacred space. It is
easy to step outside of this and see it as silly, contrived, and
superficial make-believe. And from a certain vantage point, this is the
'guljch of religion and of art: it is a contrivance and a game of make-

elieve.

Secular Cosmopolitanism,
Hospitality, and Religious
Pluralism

Andrew Fiala

16
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Hegel’s account of Absolute Spirit
And Feuerbach/Marx/Freud Critique

Philosophy

Scientific

Religion
Poetic

Marx (1844): Religion is the sigh of the oppressed

Hegel (1820’s): The sentiment of art like the religious sentiment, creature, the heart of a heartless world, and the
like scientific curiosity, is born of wonder; the man who wonders soul of soulless conditions. It is the opium of the
at nothing lives in a state of imbecility and stupidity... Art is then people.

the interpreter of religious ideas.

17

Whose symbols? What meaning?

18
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The Problem of Fundamentalism/Monism

Taking one artform as supreme

* The reality of all of this is, however, obviously pluralistic.

There are multiple religious games, just as there are a
variety of arts and artists.

* We would quickly recognize the absurdity if one of the
arts declared itself as the one true art: if tragedy
declared itself superior to comedy, if sculpture declared
itself superior to painting, or if opera declared itself
superior to jazz.

* The human world is plural. Each of the arts is of
interest, as is each of the religions. No one is superior
to the other. Each discloses or creates a unique
experience of the world, each responds to human
finitude in its own way.

Secular Cosmopolitanism,
Hospitality, and Religious
Pluralism

Andrew Fiala

19

Art and Culture

Texas: The Bible as the “state book”? (Sept 2021)

https://spectrumlocalnews.com/tx/south-texas-el-paso/news/2021/09/30/lawmaker-files-resolution-to-have-

bible-designated-state-book-of-texas-

* WHEREAS, The Bible has filled many roles in the saga of Texas, serving as a social
and cultural touchstone that has been integral to the state's history and

development; and...

* WHEREAS, During the Texas Revolution, such heroic figures as Sam Houston,
William Travis, Juan Seguin, and Davy Crockett carried their Bibles for wisdom and
inspiration; a Bible believed to be Sam Houston's own has been used to swear in
more than 30 Texas governors in an enduring inaugural tradition, and it serves as

a powerful symbol of continuity and state leadership; and...

* WHEREAS, The State of Texas grants official recognition to symbols that resonate
broadly with the public and that have played an important part in shaping our
state's identity; as a prominent element in the rich fabric of our Texas heritage,
the Bible is truly deserving of such acknowledgment; now, therefore, be it

* RESOLVED, That the 87th Legislature of the State of Texas, 3rd Called Session,

hereby designate the Bible as the official state book of Texas.

20
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Need for a Secular and Cosmopolitan
Worldview

* Most of the time, religion is performed, played, or
practiced naively and without bothering with
philosophical questions. This explains the need for
liberty, civility, toleration, and hospitality. Different
people practice their religions in different ways. They Secuior CaRBECHcnism,
should be free to do so, so long as they do not oppress Fltan” """
others. And we should greet one another civilly and with [

generosity and good will.

21

* Political secularism emerged historically as an

Secular Toleration: Dialogue and Pluralism

attempt to find ways to deal with political power SEEKING
under conditions of religious pluralism. Oppressive COMMON
and theocratic regimes attempt to enforce religious ~A Sl et
conformity. This oppressive structure can include GROUND
totalitarian regimes that are secular, such as in China e TNae ohsin Dilasse

or the former Soviet Union. But liberally-minded,
democratic secular regimes allow different religions
to exist out of respect for religious liberty or out of a
desire to establish a religiously neutral political
sphere. Secular pluralism can create a system of
separate communities who do their best to exist side-
by-side under a regime of toleration.

Ath Dialogi

22

11/10/21
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* Toleration is often a kind of grudging

Secular Toleration: Makes Dialogue Possible

acquiescence to the fact of diversity. But a more SEEKING
robust and hopeful effort occurs when diverse COMMON
fqlth traditions encc.)unter.each ot'her in thglr GIRIGENND
difference through interfaith and interreligious o
dialogue. But—and here is the important point—
some kind of secular political structure is essential
for genuine dialogue, if such dialogue is to include
free and open discussions that are to occur
without threat of political oppression.

freist

23

Secular Toleration:
Persecution of Nones is Prohibited

* In the United States, while atheists remain a SRR NG
small minority, outright persecution is illegal. ; = Sy
So it does not take too much courage to admit COMMON
one’s atheism. We have a secular system that GROUND
encourages freedom of religion. There are still \ Theist/Atheist Dialogue
challenges here for atheists in a culture that e
for the most part takes religion for granted.
Your colleagues and family members may view
you differently if they discover that you do not
share their theological assumptions.

24
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Secular Toleration: Challenges for Non-
Religious Abroad

* But in other parts of the world, atheists need even more
courage. Nearly half of the countries on earth—47
percent, according to one report—have laws that punish

SEEKING

blasphemy and apostasy. A 2019 report from Humanists COMMON

GROUND

International indicates that there are seventy countries
that have laws against blasphemy and apostasy. The
report points out that in some places conditions have
become harsher for free thinkers, humanists, and
atheists: in 2019 Brunei instituted the death penalty for
apostasy and blasphemy (along with homosexuality and
adultery); in 2018 Mauritania did something similar. In a
number of places, atheists and unbelievers face death
threats, persecution, and murder. The Atlantic recently
profiled an Iraqi student, Lubna Yaseen, who was
outspoken in her criticism of religion and who was subject
to death threats. She fled Iraq with the help of Secular
Rescue, an organization that helps to save nonreligious
people who are being persecuted

ist/Atheist Dialogu

25

Secular Toleration: Benefits Theists!

* Theists may also agree about the need for a more ) e =y, a3
secular approach to law, once they realize that SEEKING
the secular presumptions of modern legal systems COMMON
have developed as a way to respect the rights of S Can ) | Ty
minority religious points of view. Religious people GROUND
themselves have disagreed about the sources of A Theist/Atheist Dialogue
honor and the meaning of the holy. For this :
reason, a secular system seems best suited for a
pluralistic world. Secularism encourages us to
honor our differences while respecting each
individual’s judgment about what is worthy of
honor and what counts as holy.

Andre Admirand
lack Meoline

26
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Secular Philosophy and Religion Without God

SEEKING
COMMON

GROUND %‘f‘u Bbrkin

vP"r'f'PrOUT GOD

Thomas Nagel

ter Admirand

farcssore by Jack Moline

27

Thomas Nagel (2009)
Secular Philosophy and the Religious Temperament

* Plato’s philosophy: a desire “to achieve a kind of
understanding that would connect him (and therefore
every human being) to the whole of reality---intelligibly
and, if possible, satisfyingly.”

* "The desire for such completion ,whether or not one thinks
it can be met, is a manifestation of what | am calling the
religious temperament.”

* "The subject overlaps with that of the meaning of life but it
is not the same. It is a question of making sense not
merely of our lives, but of everything.”

* “The question | have in mind is a general one about the
relation of individual human life to the universe as a
whole.”

Thomas Nagel

28
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Thomas Nagel (2009)
Secular Philosophy and the Religious Temperament

* Secular responses
* Teleological Darwinianism
* Existentialism
* Humanism
* Hard-Headed Atheism

Thomas Nagel

29

Nagel, Secular Philosophy and the Religious Temperament

* Analytic philosophy: “hard-headed atheism”

* Rejects the question and the quest for
meaning/comprehension = “serene naturalism”

* “The universe revealed by chemistry and physics,
however beautiful and awe-inspiring, is
meaningless in the radical sense that it is
incapable of meaning.”

Thomas Nagel

* “The point of the resolutely secular view is that
there is nothing missing from this picture.”

30
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Nagel, Secular Philosophy and the Religious Temperament

* Teleological Darwinianism: There is some meaning
to the process of evolution (Hegel, Nietzsche, etc.)

* Existentialism: Our task is to make sense of our - ; :
inability to make sense (Camus, the aburd) et

* Humanism: Our task is to make the world a better
place for human beings: “the universe does not offer
any sense to our lives, but we are not alone in it.”

31

Ronald Dworkin, Religion without God (2013)

* Religion is deeper than God...

* Religion is a deep, distinct, and
comprehensive worldview: it holds that

inherent, objective value permeates &913%13 &WO{kln
everything, that the universe and its ﬁ{’l, WTTHOUT GOD

creatures are awe-inspiring, that human
life has purpose and the universe order. A
belief in a god is only one possible
manifestation or consequence of that
deeper worldview.

32
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Ronald Dworkin, Religion without God (2013)

* Religion holds that inherent, objective value

permeates everything, that the universe and its
creatures are awe-inspiring, that human life has

purpose and the universe order.
. Ronald Dworkin
@HCIOWWOUT GOD

* The religious attitude accepts the full, independent
reality of value.
* What matters most fundamentally to the drive to

live well is the conviction that there is,
independently and objectively, a right way to live.

* The objective beauty of the life, the universe, and
everything (including mathematics and science)

33

Ronald Dworkin, Religion without God (2013)

* Immortality?

* [t depends on what we value Ronald Dworkm
* If eternal life is good, that’s because it provides W!HCIO’PWOUT GOD
us with a thing of value (for eternity) :

* Vs. the view that life is bad, nothing has value =
we would be better off dead....

34
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Fiala: Eternal Life?
Non-Religious may envy the Religious Worldview

* | suspect that some of the outrage experienced by SEEKING

atheists is connected to a kind of envy or jealousy. It COMMON
GROUND

often seems that the theist has an easier and simpler
time of it. The theist can go along with the flow of
tradition, can enjoy the pageantry and ritual of religion,
and can be content with his or her place in a universe
imbued with meaning, purpose, and a promise of
eternal life. If we are being totally honest, there is
something nice about all that. The atheist’s universe can
sometimes appear to be a bleak and unwelcoming
place. | don’t think this is necessarily true. There are joys
and wonders in the natural world. But atheists can
resent the seemingly complacent life of the faithful.

35

Fiala: Eternal Life?

* For a naturalistically inclined humanist, death e S
is simply part of life. We must accept its SEEKING
inevitability and learn to live with its presence. COMMON
The promise of eternal life is simply not of . FakZ e
interest for atheists. One problem is that there G RO RN D
are metaphysical mysteries in eternal life that A Theis/Atheit Dialoguc
seem to lead to absurdities. But a further ' :
problem is that there is a kind of hubris
involved in the aspiration for eternity. All
things die. And through our dying we make
way for new things to be born. This seems
obvious, natural, humble, and well . . . honest.

36

18



11/10/21

Hope? Infinite Hope? Mortal Hope?

* What can we hope for?
* Progress—finite vs. infinite?
* Kant’s question: “What can we hope for?”

37

Martin Luther King, Jr. on Hope
Strength to Love (1964)

* Our most fruitful course is to stand firm with
courageous determination, move forward
nonviolently amid obstacles and setbacks,
accept disappointments, and cling to hope.

* Some of us, of course, will die without having
receive the realization of freedom, but we
mut continue to sail on our charted course.
We must accept finite disappointment, but
we must never lose infinite hope.

strength to love

38
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Martin Luther King, Jr. Against Humanism
Strength to Love (1964

* The humanist’s hope is an illusion, based on
too great an optimism concerning the inherent
goodness of human nature. strength to love

* | have felt the power of God transforming the
fatigue of despair into the buoyancy of hope. |
am convinced that the universe is under the
control of a loving purpose, and that in the
struggle for righteousness man has cosmic
companionship. Behind the harsh appearances
of the world there is a benign power.

39

A humanistic response...

James Fitzjames Stephen, Liberty, Equality, Fraternity (1873)
Quoted in William James, “The Will to Believe” (1907)

* What must we do? ‘Be strong and of a good courage’ (Deut
31). Act for the best, hope for the best, and take what
comes. Above all, let us dream no dreams, and tell no lies,
but go our way, wherever it may lead, with our eyes open
and our heads erect. If death ends all, we cannot meet it
better. If not, let us enter whatever may be the next scene
like honest men, with no sophistry in our mouths and no
masks on our faces.

40
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Summary

* Seeking (and finding?) Common Ground between Religious and Non-
Religious points of view

* Arguments for and against the existence of God

* Religion with or without God

* Evolution of Religion, including the “nones” in our “secular age”
* Social and Psychological Approaches to Religion

* Ethical Disputes and common ground

* Non-Reductive Pluralism

* Secular toleration and freedom of religion

* Finding and making meaning and hope

41
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