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In March 2008 Tim Keller presented a "Reasons for God"

lecture at many  universities, including Berkeley,

Georgetown, U of Penn -- even at Google's headquarters.

The following summarizes its insights.

Dr. Ke ller s tarted R edeemer P resbyte rian  Ch urch in  Manha ttan  in 1989. R edeemer h as gro wn  to

total attendance of over 5,000 people each Sunday, leading many to call  Keller the most successful

Christ ian evangelist in the city. His target audience consists mainly of urban professionals, whom he

believes exhibit disproportionate influence over the culture and its ideas. Keller's book The Reason

for God: Belief in an Age of Skepticism was on  the N ew York  Tim es N on-Fiction Best-S eller lis t in

March and Apri l of 2008.

Everyone who believes or disbelieves in God does so

because of three factors:

intellectual (rational, logical arguments for or against the

existence of God);

personal (experiences and how they are interpreted);

social (the beliefs of people we need or admire seem

more plausible to us  than beliefs of people we don't

need or admire).

Belief or disbelief should never be reduced to one of

these three (eg. "you wouldn't be a Christian if you were

born in Madagascar; but I used intellect and logic to

arrive at my position.") No, all beliefs, whether secular or

religious, have social as well as intellectual roots. All

three of these factors play a part in disbelief as well as

belief.

Keller uses the image of a ladder w ith three rungs to

organize his presentation of the reasons for God. He

envisions persons moving up these rungs as they move

from unbelief to belief.
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Persons are standing on the first rung when they realize that

it takes just as much faith to disbelieve in God as to

believe. 

The arguments which seek to prove the non-existence of

God inevitably fall flat. They cannot disprove God; therefore,

disbelief in God is a matter of faith. 

One argument for the non-existence of God: 

Evil and suffering show that God does not exist (an all-

good God would choose to remove all pointless evil

and suffering; an all-powerful God would be able to do

so; evil exists; therefore the all-good, all-powerful God

of the Bible does not exist.)

This argument combines personal and intellectual factors,

and has much power.

Philosophers have shown that this argument does not

work. How do we know that suffering is pointless? We

cannot imagine a good reason for some suffering, but

that does not mean there is not a reason. A God who is

big enough for us to be mad at for not stopping suffering

and evil would also be big enough to have reasons for the

suffering that we cannot understand.

Keller quotes W ill iam P. Alston (Syracuse University philosophy professor emeritus) as saying, "the

effort to demonstrate that evil  disproves God is now acknowledged on almost all  sides in philosophy

as comple tely bankrupt."

In Alston's essay "The Inductive Argument from Evil and the Human Cognit ive Condition" ( in the

book The Evide ntial A rgument from Ev il,  1996), he cites the formulation of Wil liam Rowe's argument

purporting to  show that the exis tence o f evil renders  atheism more  reasonab le  than theism:

1. There exist instances of intense suffering which an om nipotent, omniscient being could have

prevented without thereby losing some greater good or permitt ing some evil  equally bad or

worse.

2. An omnisc ient, who lly good being  would p reve nt the  occurrence  of any intense  suffering it

cou ld, un less  it cou ld no t do so w ithou t there by los ing som e grea ter go od or perm itting so me evil

equally bad or worse.

3. There does not exist an omnipotent, omniscient, wholly good being.

Alston then goes on to present his criticism of R owe's argume nt: "[O]ur epistemic situation is such

that we are unable to make a sufficiently well grounded determination that 1 is the case. ...  [T]he

ma gnitude or co mp lexity of the question  is such  that ou r pow ers, access to  data, and so on  are

radically insufficient to provide sufficient warrent for accepting 1. And if that is so, [Rowe's] argument

co llapses."
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Another argument against God's existence: 

If there is a God, how can his believers have done so

much evil? If a good God exists , then those who claim

to follow him wouldn't be so evil. Christianity has

produced the Crusades, Islam has produced global

terrorism, etc. Religion poisons everyth ing; so let's

drop the idea of God.

Christopher Hitchens in God Is Not Great (p7-8) describes an panel discussion in which he was

asked to  imagine h imself  in  a s trange c ity a t dusk w ith  a la rge group of  men coming toward  him.

W ould he  fee l safe r, or less sa fe, if he  was to learn  that they were  just co ming f rom  a prayer

meeting?  Hitch ens' answe r: "Jus t to stay w ithin the lette r 'B,' I have a ctua lly had  that experience in

Belfast, Beirut, Bombay, Belgrade, Bethlehem, and Baghdad. In each case I can say absolutely, and

can give my reasons, why I would feel immediately threatened if I  thought that the group of men

appro aching m e in  the  dusk w ere  coming  from a re ligious observance."

This argument doesn't disprove or prove anything. The

fruit of violence is grown in the soil of all worldviews. Yes,

out of Christianity grew the Crusades and anti-abortion

bombers, and out of Islam came global terrorism, and so

on. But out of atheism grew Stalin and the Khmer Rouge

and others. There is som ething in the hum an heart that is

so prone to violence and oppression that it can twist any

philosophy, worldview, or belief about God into a warrant

for violence.

Cze slaw  Milosz (Polish  poet) on  how a theism can  be use d fo r evil:

"Religion used to be the opium of the people. To those suffering humil iat ion, pain, i llness, and

serfdom , relig ion  pro mised the re ward o f an  afte r life . Bu t now, we a re w itnessin g a  transfo rmation, a

true op ium of the p eop le is the belief in no thingness a fter dea th, the hu ge solace , the huge com fort

of thinking that for our betrayals, our greed, our cowardice, our murders, we are not going to be

judged."  --"Discreet Charm of Nihil ism" (The New York Review of Books, November 19, 1998)
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Yet another argument against the existence of God: 

Atheists don't have to disprove God; the burden is on

believers to prove it -- just as the burden of proof is on

believers in the Abominable Snowman, etc . One is

warranted in assuming God does not exist until it is

proven otherwise.

Agreed, for objects or things within  the universe, there's

no reason to believe they exist until they are proven to

exist. But a God who created all things would, by

definition, be beyond the universe. So this argum ent fails

-- one cannot expect to find "proof" of a such a God (who

is transcendent, exists outs ide of creation) by simply

looking in creation.

Tim Keller (The Reason for God, p122 ):

"When a Russian cosmonaut returned from space and reported that he had not found God, C.S.

Lewis responded that this was l ike Hamlet going into the attic of his castle looking for Shakespeare.

If there is a God, he wouldn't be another object in the universe that could be put in a lab and

analyzed with empirical methods. He would relate to us the way a playwright relates to the

characters in his play. We (characters) might be able to know quite a lot about the playwright, but

on ly to the degree  the  au thor chooses to  pu t info rmation about h imse lf in th e p lay."

Another reason this argum ent falls fla t: one's whole life is

based on things we cannot empirically prove, such as

memory (cannot prove it without using it). 

The import of this: if we can't disprove God but nonetheless

live as though there is no God, we are taking a big risk. 

W hen one recognizes that it takes as m uch faith to

disbelieve in God as to believe, one is on the first rung.
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The second rung in the ladder that leads to belief in  God is

when we see that it takes more of a leap of faith to

disbelieve than to believe.

Keller's first example of how belief in God m akes more

sense of what we see in this world than disbelief is the fine-

tuning of the universe. 

The most fundamental characteristics and constants of

our cosmos (eg. the relative strengths of gravity and the

forces that operate inside atomic nuclei, as well as the

masses and relative abundances of different particles)

are perfectly calibrated to support organic life . This is

sometimes called the Anthropic Principle (the universe

seems designed to produce hum anity). 

The odds against those fundamental regularities and

constants happening by sheer chance are smaller than

one-in-a-trillion.

Francis Co llins (interview  with Steve Paulso n, salon .com /book s/int/2006 /08/07 /collins/index2.htm l):

"W hen  you look from  the pe rspective of a  scien tist at the unive rse, it looks a s if it knew we w ere

coming. There are 15 constants -- the gravitational constant, various constants about the strong and

weak nuclear force, etc. -- that have precise values. If any one of those constants was off by even

one part in a million, or in some cases, by one part in a million million, the universe could not have

actua lly come  to the point wh ere w e see it. Matter would  not ha ve been  able  to coa lesce , there

would have been no galaxy, stars, planets or people. That's a phenomenally surprising observation.

It seems almost impossible that we're here. And that does make you wonder -- gosh, who was

setting  those constan ts anyway?  Sc ien tists have not been able  to fig ure  tha t ou t."

Stephen Hawking (A Brie f H is to ry  of T ime, p.127 ):

"It would be very difficult to explain why the universe would have begun in just this way except as

the  act of a  Go d who  intended  to crea te beings like  us ."

Excerpt from C harles Edward W hite, "God by the Num bers"

(http://www.ch ristianitytoday.com /ct/2006 /march/26 .44.htm l):

"The fine-tuning of the universe is shown in the precise strengths of four basic forces. Gravity is the

best known of these forces and is the weakest, with a relative strength of 1. Next comes the weak

nuclear force that holds the neutron together. It  is 1034 times stronger than gravity but works only at

subatomic distances. Electromagnetism is 1,000 t imes stronger than the weak nuclear force, and

the strong nuclear force, which keeps protons together in the nucleus of an atom, is 100 t imes

stronger yet. If even one of these forces had a  slightly different strength, the life-sustaining universe

we know would be impossible.

If gravity were slightly stronger, all  stars would be large, like the ones that produce iron and other

heavier elements, but they would burn out too rapidly for the development of l ife. On the other hand,

if grav ity we re w eaker, the  stars wou ld endure , bu t none  would  pro duce the  heav ier e lem en ts

necessary to form planets.

The weak nuclear force controls the decay of neutrons. If i t were stronger, neutrons would decay
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mo re rap idly, and the re wo uld be no thing in the un iverse  but hyd rogen. Ho wever, if this force w ere

weaker, all the hydrogen wo uld turn into helium and other eleme nts.

The electromagnetic force binds atoms to one another to form molecules. If i t were either weaker

or s tron ger, no  chem ica l bonds wou ld fo rm, so no  life cou ld exist.

Fina lly, the strong nuclea r force overcom es the e lectromagnetic force and allow s the  atom ic

nucleu s to exist. Like  the w eak nu clea r force, changing  it wou ld produce  a unive rse w ith on ly

hydrogen or with no hydrogen.

In sum , withou t plane ts, hydro gen, and  chem ica l bonds, there  would  be  no  life a s we know it. ...

The second component to be considered when calculating the l ikel ihood of this l ife-supporting

universe is the presence of habitable planets. In addition to the fine-tuning of the whole universe,

there needs to be a carefully specified place where life can reside. Life as we know it can only exist

within certain limits. There are at least 45 parameters, from the size of our galaxy to the mass of the

moon, which permit the presence of l ife on a planet. A huge galaxy erupts with too many stars and

thus d isturbs p lane tary orbits, but a tiny galaxy does not prod uce  eno ugh  hea vy elem ents fo r a

plan et to fo rm. At the  othe r end o f the spectrum , too la rge  a m oon destabilizes  a p lane t's orb it, while

having no moon or one that is too small permits a planet to wobble as it  spins and disrupts the

plane t's clim ate . ...

The fine-tuning of the four physical forces and the presence of one habitable planet are just two

of the components that would go into a formula to predict the probabili ty of a l ife-supporting

universe. [Oxford professor Roger Pen rose in his book The Large, the Small, and the Human Mind]

says the number is 1 in 10 to the 
10 to the 123. 

This number is beyond human comprehension. ...  To

write 10 to the 
10 to the 123

 in on e line  would e xtend beyon d the  bounds o f the u nive rse. If P enrose  is

right in calculating the odds of a l ife-supporting universe...,  then a strong case for a Creator

eme rges.

Atheists are right in pointing out that this argument does

not prove that a Creator exists. For instance, maybe at

the Big Bang an almost infinite number of parallel

universes were created at once and we are in the

universe that happens to have everything right.

But consider Alvin Plantinga's illustration of a poker game

in which the dealer deals himself twenty straight hands of

four aces. As the other players are about to pound him for

cheating, the dealer says, "wait, you can't prove I'm

cheating; there are a trillion parallel universes and we just

happen to be in one where the chances of dealing twenty

straight hands of four aces has been realized." He is

strictly right -- it is possible that there are trillions of

universes and this is the one universe in which all those

aces are dealt. But it's a lot more plausible to believe that

he is cheating -- the other players will still slug him! No

one lives their life the way the dealer suggests. In the

sam e way, the existence of a ll those fine-tuned constants

is strong evidence that God exists.



Tim Keller's "Reasons for God" lecture p.7

A second instance of belief in God making more sense than

disbelief is the concept of human rights , the idea that

each human being is of infinite worth.

Alan Dershowitz (Shouting Fire: Civil Liberties in a

Turbulent Age (Little, Brown; 2002) writes that there are

three possible sources for our conviction concerning

human rights:

God - are hum ans given intrinsic value and rights

because they are created by God in his image?

Dershowitz rejects this answer: too many of us don't

believe in God, so we need to find another basis for

human rights.

nature - does creation show us that it's natural to

honor the individual? Dershowitz again says no --

natural selection and Darwinian principles are all

about strong eating the weak, which contradicts

everything we believe about human rights. 

Annie Dil lard in Pilgrim at Tinker Creek (p.178-180) vividly writes about nature brutal izing her

feelings of right and wrong:

    "Evolution loves death more than it loves you or me. ...  I had thought to live by the side of the

creek in order to shape my life to its free flow. But I seemed to have reach ed a point where I must

draw the line. It looks as though the creek is not buoying me up  but dragging me d own. Look: Cock

Robin may die the most gruesome of slow deaths and nature is no less pleased; the sun comes up,

the creek rol ls on, the survivors sti ll  sing. I cannot feel that way about your death, nor you about

mine o r eithe r of us ab out the robin's ... W e va lue th e ind ividual supremely, and nature  values h im

not a wit. I t looks for the moment as though I might have to reject this creek li fe unless I want to be

utte rly bru talize d. ...

    "Either this world, my mother, is a monster or I am a freak.

    "Consider the former: the world is a monster. .. . There is not a people in the world who behaves

as badly as praying mantises. But wait, you say, there's no right or wrong in nature; r ight and wrong

is a hum an con cep t. Prec isely: we are m ora l crea tures  in an  am ora l world. ...[A] monstrou s wo rld

running on chance and death, careening bl indly from nowhere to nowhere, somehow produced

wonderful us. [This world runs on chance and death and power, but I cherish li fe and the rights of

the weak versus the strong.] I crawled out of a sea of amino acids and now I must whirl around and

shake my f ist at that sea and cry Shame! ... W e l it tle blobs of soft t issue crawling around on this one

planet's skin are right, and the whole universe is wrong.

    "Or conside r the a lterna tive. ... Cre ation  itself is [fine, an d] it is on ly hum an fee ling that is

freakishly amiss. The frog that the giant water bug sucked had, presumably, a rush of pure feeling

for about a second, before its brain turned to broth. I,  however, have been sapped by various strong

fee lings about the inciden t alm ost da ily for  years. ...

    "All  right then. It is our emotions [and values] that are amiss. W e are freaks, the world is f ine, and

let us all go have lobotom ies to restore us to a natural state. W e can leave the library then, go back

to the cree k lobo tom ized , and live on its  banks as untro ub led  as any muskra t or re ed . You  first."

If we claim that evolution-driven, survival-of-the-fittest

type of behavior is inappropriate for us, we're

appealing to something beyond nature.
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this summ ary of Dr. Keller's talk was used  in adult Sun day School class, CM F -Corn ing NY.

http://www.corning me nno nite.org

positive law - did we create morality through law,

custom , etc. because it makes society work better?

Dershowitz says this explanation doesn't work

because it has genocide being wrong only because

those in power say so. But the whole point of human

rights is that it enables us to turn to the majority or the

strong and insist that they honor the interests of the

individual. A society that can create human rights can

also end them, and we instinctively know that is wrong.

So what does Dershowitz suggest as the source of

human rights? He says they are just "there" -- we

discover them  as we ref lect on our long experience with

wrongs and injustice, we don't create them.

To summarize, without the existence of God, the fine-tuning

of the universe and also human rights just "happen" with no

explanation. One has reached the second rung in Keller's

ladder when one realizes that if God exists, then these

things are no longer improbable but probable. (Keller says

he could list 20 more such examples.) Again, this is not

proof of God. It rather shows two instances of leaps one

who disbelieves in God must make -- instances where it

takes more faith to disbelieve than it does to believe.

This leads to the third rung of the ladder. So far we have not

arrived at certainty of the existence of God; at best, we have

only high probability. The third rung is when we see that it

takes personal commitment to arrive at certainty. 

If someone falls off a cliff and on the way down sees a

branch strong enough to hold them , they won't be helped if

they only note evidence of its sturdiness. They must grab

onto it (commit) or they will fall. Even if they have only a

sm all amount of faith in the branch's ability to hold them, if

they reach out and grab it, they will be saved. Only then can

they move from probability to certainty. W eak faith in a

strong object is infinitely better than strong faith in a weak

object. 
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