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Dear Friends of Reasonable Faith,



   

  April 2009
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The third week of March witnessed the two most challenging events on my calendar for 2009:  a dialogue on the existence of God, focusing on the kalam cosmological argument, with the philosopher Wes Morriston at Westminster College in Fulton, Missouri, and two days later a debate on the resurrection of Jesus with self-styled “internet infidel” Richard Carrier at Northwest Missouri State University in Maryville. 

Missouri Speaking Trip
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Missouri is an unusual state in that it is, as one person put it, built “inside out.”  That is to say, its big airports lie on its perimeter, in St. Louis and Kansas City, whereas the state’s interior, even the state capitol Jefferson City, is devoid of commercial airports.  So I flew into St. Louis and then took the bus into central Missouri to Kingdom City (apparently Callaway County was called the Kingdom of Callaway prior to statehood!), where a Westminster professor met me at the McDonald’s bus stop and drove me to Fulton.  Although I’m a Midwesterner raised in Iowa and central Illinois, I had forgotten how empty Missouri is.  It was just mile after mile of barren fields and woods, dotted by little, one-horse towns.  


Westminster is a small college whose claim to fame is that it is the site where in 1946 Winston Churchill gave his prophetic “iron curtain” speech.  President Truman was from Missouri and promised Churchill that he would accompany him if he would accept the college’s invitation, and so the improbable came to pass.  Fifty years later in 1996 Lady Margaret Thatcher came to speak at the college and stayed in the very bed and breakfast where I was lodged!  The college has a wonderful Churchill exhibit on campus, where I was able to watch film excerpts of his famous address.  It was a remarkable speech.  One year after the War’s conclusion, with Soviet armies controlling all of Eastern Europe, Churchill complained bitterly that the War had not been fought simply that one tyranny might be replaced by another.  I was struck by his admonition that there must be a “fraternal alliance” among the English-speaking peoples of the world, principally the United States and the British Commonwealth, if freedom is to be preserved in the face of tyranny.  His advice seemed as relevant today as ever, given the new threat of Islamic fascism confronting the West.  This fact underlines the importance of cultivating the U.S.’s special relationship with Britain, which has been snubbed by the current White House.  Oh, that we had statesmen like Churchill today!

Morriston Dialogue


My dialogue with Wes Morriston took place on Monday evening.  Morriston is a professor at the University of Colorado in Boulder who has over the years published several articles in philosophy journals critical of the kalam cosmological argument (you know, the argument for a Creator based on the beginning of the universe).  So rather than discuss the five arguments I usually present, I suggested to Wes that we focus wholly on the kalam argument.  I also suggested that we exchange opening speeches a month in advance to eliminate any surprises and that we have a dialogue rather than a formal debate.  I proposed that we could use our dialogue as the basis for a joint book.  He liked these arrangements and agreed.


A few hundred students along with visitors from around the Midwest came to the event that evening.  After presenting our opening statements, we had forty minutes of unstructured dialogue.  Although Morriston launched criticisms of virtually every point in my opening speech, none of them was an objection that I couldn’t answer.  I had prepared a list of 22 questions to discuss in response to his critique, and although we didn’t get to all of them, we hit the important points.  One of the central failings of his critique, I think, was his failure to appreciate the difference between the potential infinite (a limit concept) and the actual infinite (a number).  He claimed that if I were right that the past could not be infinite, then neither could the future.  But if I count forever, Morriston claimed, I will count infinitely many numbers.  I explained that this is true only in the sense that I shall count potentially infinitely many numbers; but I shall never count actually infinitely many numbers.  Neither the past nor the future can be actually infinite; but the future can be potentially infinite, unlike the past, which cannot be growing backwards in the “earlier than” direction.  Morriston also tried to surprise me with several quotations from physicists he interviewed at his university to the effect that we cannot be sure that the universe began at the Big Bang.  What he failed to understand is that their statements did not undercut the scientific evidence for the beginning of the universe, since attempts to get through the Big Bang to an earlier era still cannot be extended infinitely to the past (see Question of the Week # 48 at www.reasonablefaith.org).  After our forty minute dialogue we threw it open to the students for another forty minutes of audience questions.  It was a great evening with a congenial and substantive discussion of the issues.  The DVD will become available in due time.
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Carrier Debate


I prepared hard for the debate with Richard Carrier.  This unusually intense preparation was necessary, first, because I had never read any of Carrier’s voluminous writings, since these are posted on the internet rather than published in scholarly journals, and, second, because Carrier has been “the great white hope” of the free thought subculture to defeat the case for Jesus’ resurrection.  So for weeks I had been poring over his works, chasing down references, consulting specialists, and composing briefs for every anticipated argument or response he might give.  I’m grateful to my research assistant at Talbot Joe Gorra for his help in obtaining materials and especially to Dennis Fuller of my Defenders class for his tireless efforts in getting materials.


The debate was organized by NMSU senior Landon Hedrick, who came down to Westminster to drive me to Maryville four hours to the north.  The morning of the debate I spoke in an ethics class on “Is God Necessary for Morality?”  That night around 800+ people showed up for the debate, including lots of visitors from the surrounding areas.  From my point of view, the debate could not have gone better!  Although Carrier and I had agreed not to debate the topic of the Gospels’ general reliability, that was nonetheless the topic he launched into in his opening speech.  I was shocked, frankly, since my case for Jesus’ resurrection is so well-known that I had expected him to parry me point for point.  But he never even mentioned Jesus’ burial throughout the entire debate, and his criticisms of the evidence for the empty tomb were scattered and sketchy.  Since he agrees with the historicity of the resurrection appearances (explaining them as hallucinations), that wasn’t an issue, and he made only the briefest stab at the origin of the disciples’ belief in Jesus’ resurrection.  He did not develop in any detail any naturalistic explanation (so that all my briefs on necromancy remained in my folder), but made only vague appeals to hallucinations.  His main point was that the Gospels are myths, not history.  I responded to this by explaining that the genre of the Gospels is not mythology but ancient biography, and therefore they have a historical intent, an intent which is fulfilled with respect to the four facts I was defending.  As in my debate on the resurrection with Gerd Lüdemann several years ago, after Carrier’s first rebuttal many people got up and started to leave!  I had to wait until they had filed out before beginning my next rebuttal.  In addition to re-defending my points, I shared three absurd theses defended by Carrier with respect to Paul’s doctrine of the resurrection:

Absurd Thesis 1: That the Corinthian error which Paul sought to correct was the belief that because Christ was already a spiritual man, he could rise from the dead while leaving his earthly body in the grave, whereas we cannot.  (Nobody thinks this was the Corinthian error! On the contrary, part of the problem Paul faced was that some Corinthians were claiming to be pneumatikoi, or spiritual men.)

Absurd Thesis 2: That the resurrection body is identical with what Paul called our “inner man,” which is growing inside us and will finally come out at the resurrection in an organized form like Casper the ghost.  (This absurd interpretation has more in common with the movie “Alien” than Pauline thought! Paul nowhere identifies the inner man with the resurrection body.)

Absurd Thesis 3: That our spiritual resurrection bodies are really part of Christ’s resurrection body and therefore of God Himself.  (This thesis turns Paul into a Buddhist who thinks that upon death the self returns to God like a drop to the ocean and so, contrary to Paul’s intention, denies personal immortality. Moreover, since on Carrier’s interpretation the spiritual body is neither the soul nor the body and lacks individual identity, Paul’s doctrine degenerates into incomprehensibility. Carrier admits that this doctrine is ineffable; but, perversely, he blames that on Paul, rather than think that maybe he has misunderstood Paul.)


Following the debate we had a very lengthy Q & A with the students.  My impression was that the more Carrier explained his view the more implausible it appeared.  Carrier treats virtually everything in the Gospels as symbolic.  So in response to one questioner who suggested that Mark’s mentioning the names of Simon of Cyrene’s sons Alexander and Rufus showed a historical reminiscence, Carrier responded that they were symbols of Alexander the Great and a certain Socratic philosopher!  When another questioner pointed out that Carrier’s theory would require that the Evangelists be literary geniuses, Carrier agreed, claiming that the simple style of the Gospels was deliberately affected by these writers to conceal their genius!  Devoted Carrier fans may find such fanciful speculations convincing, but I don’t see how any informed person could find Carrier’s view at all credible.


I have to say that I found Richard to be a perfect gentleman in contrast to his online persona.  He even apologized to me (quite unnecessarily) the morning after the debate for a misstatement he had made in his rebuttal.  The internet seems to foster a sort of Jekyll-Hyde personality in people.  Anyway I’m really looking forward to the eventual release of the DVD of the debate.

Christian Book Expo
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lready on cloud nine following the debate, I felt as if I hardly needed the plane for my flight to Dallas, Texas!  I met Jan at the airport, where she had just arrived from Atlanta.  I had been asked to speak and participate in a panel discussion at the Christian Book Exposition that weekend at the convention center in downtown Dallas.

The day after our arrival Kevin Harris dropped by our hotel and we recorded several hours of new Reasonable Faith podcasts, including some postgame analysis of the Morriston and Carrier events.  The next day was packed from morning till night with meetings and events.  After breakfast with a representative from David C. Cook, I grabbed a cab to the convention center to do a book signing for Christianity Today.  Thereafter I had a very enjoyable interview which will be podcast on the internet.  After lunch was our panel discussion with Christopher Hitchens, Doug Wilson, Lee Strobel, and Jim Dennison on “Does the Christian God Exist and What Difference Does It Make?”  This gave me a nice preview of Hitchens in preparation for our debate on April 4 at Biola University.  I was surprised that he did not live up to his reputation for vulgarity and profanity; he was completely well-behaved.  I found him to be a colorful chap but not a particularly profound thinker. He continually blurs important distinctions, such as between the necessity of God as a foundation for objective moral values and needing to believe in God in order to live a moral life.  Still, I think a layman who has little grasp of philosophy would find him commonsensical and very persuasive.  The other panelists were effective, I thought, in parrying his points and calling him on his evasions.

Following the panel I gave a workshop on “Richard Dawkins on Arguments for God.”  I showed how weak and superficial Dawkins’ refutations of arguments for God really are.  What was especially interesting about this session was that some non-believers who came to see Hitchens stuck around for my workshop and made for a lively Q&A!  After another book signing for Crossway, Jan and I finished the long day by dining with a Dutch publisher.  It had been a very entertaining and profitable day!
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Jan’s Corner:  Warning!  This is a commercial!  But it’s a Christian one and one that I hope you will benefit from.  Do you know about the free BibleGateway.com website?  I love it.  Ever since I got my laptop, I might wake in the morning under my warm electric blanket…and not wish to get up so quickly.  So I reach for my laptop, bring up BibleGateway.com, and I can read Scripture on this site in about 20 different published versions (and in about 20 different languages)!  So convenient, I don’t need to turn on the light, and a great way to literally start your day!   Ah, one of the joys of the computer age!  “I delight in your decrees;  I will not neglect your word” (Psalm 119.16).
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For Christ and His Kingdom, 
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