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Atheism haunted me for one day. It was my thirdrya& undergraduate studies, during
which | lived with four others in Rowell JackmanlKan apartment-style residence for students
at the University of Toronto. One late night, stimieg on television prompted a discussion on
evolution. | was the only Christian among my darmates. | don’t remember the exact nature
of the t.v. show, but | do remember the complacenitly which my friends accepted evolution,
and it irked me. My Christian upbringing proteshsdflinging petty arguments. | said that no
real proof existed for evolution. Chris, a biolaggjor, brought out his textbooks and displayed
photos of snake fossils in progressing stages tsvwaings, feathers and birds. | stated that the
fossils were unverified and maybe even doctored that no real proof existed for actual
mutation. Again, Chris adduced another text documg cases of real mutations in organisms,
most of which were micro-organic but with evideméenacro-organic mutations as well. He
proceeded to instruct me with diagrams and phatdsdacumentations on Darwinian evolution
while | listened, alternating between lucidity astdpor. It lasted two hours, two hours to shatter
Creationism, and God was dead.

| went to sleep then spent the next day in a kinolurry oblivion. This experience — a
dramatic paradigm shift — had colored the worlcdgedly. For one day I didn’t believe in God.
That evening, | sat with my dorm-mates watchingavie but staring blankly at the television

because something kept nagging at my mind. laosgesaid | was visiting the store. | sought to
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be alone and to get some air. But Chris said heedsto come along, and | couldn’t say no.

We walked towards the store, sauntering despitedltewinter evening. Our breaths vented in
clouds with each exhalation. Chris described titverésting shapes that formed with the frost on
his bedroom window. He bought a jug of cola atdteee while | waited, and then we returned
to our residence.

It was two or maybe three hours into sleep wheldsnly | woke. | felt a nag again. |
opened my curtains and looked out the window. diheutside permeated through the glass in a
frigid draft, and staring out | believed that, Bmme reason, despite the fallacy of Creationism,
and despite the cogency of evolution, God presaed all. For my window had frosted too.
This was probably the nearest | ever came to aicaystxperience. My religious life has been
mostly prosaic. This experience, too, lacked dmck or resplendence and was largely dull.
Perhaps it was nothing. Retrospection alwaysesuxperience with doubt. But a good
outcome did ensue: evolution no longer disturbed m

C. S. Lewis and Edwyn Bevan, two of my greatesttors, taught me the ethic of
“intellectual honesty.” Of course, | only learnthis two years later, but already, now, the ethic
stirred in the beginnings of an inchoate form, kater the writers gave it verbalization. Three
weeks ago | would never have peeked into a bodRawinism, but now | needed to know how
evolution aligned with theism — if Darwin was cortipke with God. Around Christmas, our
family gathered, and my cousin, himself an antagtdwi religion, urged me to read a bodke
Blind Watchmaker by Richard Dawkins.

The book, an advocacy of Darwinian evolution, esgplin its title an allusion to William
Paley’s “watchmaker” argument for God. Walkingrada beach, Paley explains, many objects

scatter along the shore — stones, shells, algdepther detritus from the sea. An object shines
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conspicuously, different from all the other objecExamination shows that it ticks in even
increments and the hands move evenly too withithéng; prying it open, numerous gears and
dials reveal great intricacy. The object demomssrarder. Such order distinguishes it from the
other objects on the shore. Therefore, the “wéatehley argues, must have a watchmaker.
Likewise, the order of the solar system, from thereprogression of day and night to the
seasons and the orderly movement of the planedgests a maker — God. This is the
teleological argument, the argument from design.

Dawkins demolishes this argument. He demonstthtesigh perpetuation, survival,
adaptation and mutation that such organic desigdsieo sentient “maker.” The Darwinian
principle adequately explicates the evolution amgphsstication of organic life. What is more,
Dawkins shows in an experiment that a simple emvirent, using electricity as a catalyst, can
spark organic matter. Even the beginnings of gamsm can be plausibly demonstrated. The
book, that is, demonstrates how sophisticated ccdid@ evolves, and how an organic
something can come from “nothing.”

Reading thélind Watchmaker produced two effects. The first is the emotiamation
that is confounded by the idea of complex orgaifecdssigned to a principle. Evolution (from a
simple organism to a human person with eyes, skid,organs) is a mammoth progression made
plausible, it seems, by sheer time. Can a priaa@pid time produce such organic complexity?
But this is an emotional point, not a rational offéne second is the rational point that recognizes
the Darwinian explanation of life as related toshebyirrelevance. Logically, one cannot
prove that God does not exist (or that anythingsduos exist). For such proof, assumed under
the scientific epistemology of empiricism, wouldanehe existence of something concrete (i.e.

open to the senses) to demonstrate something nstesx(which itself is an oxymoron). No
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amount of empirical evidence can prove that somgttbes not exist; it's a contradiction in
terms. Rather, something’s non-existence can dpgedrby aeductio ad absurdum argument
(that its hypothetical existence, or the implicataf its existence, logically contradicts a known
fact) or by another argument that demonstratedggreagency. Dawkins takes the latter
approach and provides a natural explanation fey Vihich in a world today that presupposes a
materialist epistemology, is more compelling th&@otl created the heavens and the earth.”
Darwinian evolution then, in explaining the progiies of life, renders Gourelevant. Richard
Dawkins’ book is thus fittingly entitled, not thé&bsent” Watchmaker, but the “Blind”
Watchmaker.

So Dawkins showed me the full logical force of Weman evolution on theism —
irrelevance. Though this by itself did not prove/thing to me, | still believed in God, for
irrelevance did not mean non-existence. Gradubdgme to see belief in God less as a religion
and more as a philosophy; gradually, the emotionatystical quality behind theism was
supplanted by intellectualization. | believed hesmof the non-conclusiveness of irrelevance.
And as intellectualization grew, the religious Ildeteriorated. | still prayed, and | still drank
with my friends; | still attended church, and listiasted time and opportunity on vapid pursuits.
I lived for six months in this emptiness.

One particularly empty day, | walked downtown fr&hoor to Dundas, turning into the
World’'s Biggest Bookstore. | browsed through thaegawines, then the bestsellers, and then
rode the escalator up to the Literature sectiothersecond floor. All the novels blended as
uninterestingly as sand on a beach. | wanderedtligt Religion section, and there my eyes
caught sight of a little book in a plain blue spiAd€srief Observed. This was the only book |

purchased that day. Though short, it took me twathms to complete it. It was dull, and |
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lumbered through every page, struggling, finalbytite end (my ethic then was to finish every
book | opened.) Then I returned to the bookst@mwsing through Religion again, | noticed
the blue spine, and then spent more time readimgy ditles by the same author. The title of
another book caught my interest, and | purchasell wasMere Christianity. And I finished it
in three days.

| remember feeling thankful for the new Tim Horsarafé near my residence. | could
never read in peace at my dorm where four othédents blasted music, television and
videogames all night. Tim Hortons offered a waguigt, all-night refuge where | could spread
out over two tables and chairs and read in totalfodt and serenity until four a.m.

Until Mere Christianity, | had never recognized C. S. Lewis. Ee@rief Observed was
purchased because of its melancholy title whilévakls of its author. Readingere
Christianity felt akin to meeting a life-defining personaliti writer whose name | can't
remember proposed the notion that one is influeibgea philosophy, an idea, a religion, an
argument even, not because of its logical cogdmatybecause its words resonate with
something existing in the depths of one’s souktdntaneous friendships or loves are ignited by
a strange chemistry.

| followed right by Lewis through all two hundr@dges. Just as Dawkins had rationally
explained Darwinism, Lewis rationally explainedi#me. He characterized belief in God with
clear rationality and logic, making it as compaelias any philosophy of the highest intellectual
order. But the experience extended beyond the apmyearance of logic: it made sense too.

In the centre of Lewis’s most poignant drive of base for theism lies the ideavafues.
Like the unknown author again, this resonated with For as Lewis expounds, all persons,

explicitly or implicitly, maintain a sense of vakighe assumption of right and wrong. This
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sense of values is the presupposition in all argusom language to policy to ideology. For
instance, a man bumps a woman. The woman indilyn@detnands an apology; the man claims
it was an accident, and accidents require no agol&gpth the demand and the claim
presuppose, for authorization, notions of right amdng — that a bump should be followed by
contrition and penitence, or that an accident megunone. This common notion of right and
wrong provides the context for argument. Its ojfeosould simply proclaim, “To hell with
your values!” Or policy: hats for teachers arehbited in class. Why? Hats attenuate the
semblance of authority. Why maintain authority@ sBidents learn. Why should students
learn? Wherein the idealist will reply, "Becausarhing is valuable"; or the academy owner
will reply, "Learning leads to retention which lesaid profits." And, again, both ends — learning
and profit — presupposes notions of right and wrodglitarianism (mandates that benefit the
majority are the good), the Categorical Imperaimandates that may be applied universally are
the good), the Golden Rule (mandates that are drncpdy honoring are the good) — every
moral philosophy can be reduced to its presupwsitthe notion of good, of right and wrong,
in other words, the primacy, at its fundamentalalties.

This sense of values, as Lewis says, providesu&@to the universe’Mere Chrigtianity).
To base values on humanist or materialist idealddene into circularity or arbitrariness,
thereby invalidating it. The validity of valuesrcanly be sustained by the assumption of
something objective — in traditional language, “Gedfor which Spirit,” writes Edwyn Bevan,
“Is its origin and ground and goalSfmbolism and Belief).

Slowly, my theism was solidifying but still onlgtellectually but no matter, for as Lewis
says, “Those who feel nothing from a choir songraise may find that their hearts sing

unbidden while working through a tough text on tbgg with a pipe in their teeth and a pen in
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their hand.” When | pickeMere Christianity off the bookstore shelf, | unleashed also an
inundation of more Lewis literature fro8urprised By Joy, The Problem of Pain, The Abolition

of Man, andMiracles to his collection of essays, and finally, for fivet time, to theNarnia
Chronicles. C. S. Lewis then sparked a further interestia$ completing my degree in
Philosophy and Religion by this time, and | desiteg@gursue, naively, the “highest philosophy,”
that is, Theology. In fall 1997, | entered Theglag Wycliffe, University of Toronto, taking the
academic route and not the professional. Durieglihee year graduate degree, | lived in
residence; the residents comprised of a diversenmm Christian to those without religious
affiliation, from aspiring Anglican priests to sé@uacademics, but all were graduate students
with a sense of courtesy and respect.

I learned a lot from Wycliffe while also acquirimgany bad habits. | drank more; beer or
sherry or wine became a part of our discussions, faur or five of us, would begin in the Cody
Hall library, quietly reading and sometimes askinguestion or sharing an insight. “A beer?” a
friend would suggest. And that was the beginnihthe end: so many interminable hours spent
at the pub drinking pints while discussing and arguheology.

That was the good.

There was also the bad. First, | acquired aflottellectual skepticism. A major
instance of this was Textual Criticism. Wyclifieknown for creating, besides Anglican clergy,
apostates. Textual Criticism was originally a $acdiscipline that was applied to the Bible
mostly beginning in the #7and 18' centuries (“mostly” because the early PatristithEes of
the Church also conducted an elementary versioextdial criticism). And depending on one’s
approach, it can be devastating. But dependingne’s approach. Many fundamentalists

maintain such concepts as Scriptural inerrancgllibflity and inspiration, the corollary of
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which is the absolute “perfection” of the Bibleaths, perfect in historical accuracy, genuine
authorship, internal consistency, etc. Textuali€@sim then, with its proofs of inconsistencies,
extra-canonical similarities, and theological mamgtions demonstrated through multiple
external sources, destroys notions of “perfect@scribed to the Bible. And this often destroys
faith. Statistically at Wycliffe, twenty percent graduate candidates quit.

But at the other end is the opposite approach.approach was that of an evangelical
Protestant upbringing (not fundamentalist) whoéyadd by faith that the Bible was inspired —
whatever that meant. My concepts of “faith,” “irgpion” and “Scripture” were vague, and
supported only by tradition and authority. So téag about the textual flaws of the Bible was
nothing new; it resonated congruously with my iitii. However, learning about the textual
validity was shocking: there was actually a Pdularsus whose authorship can be verified by
textual methods like internal consistency, thealabintegrity and external and extra-Biblical
attestations Mark was the earliest of the Gospels, written less they years after Jesus’ death.
1 Thessalonians, though, even predated Mark by almost twenty yedse experience was like a
child who, though never really believing in SantauS, discovers that such a figure did exist.

Like gold rusting, though, the merits of this a@igery was soon replaced by vitiation as |
realized the subjectivity of the historical-critiegproach to the Bible, for the same method
leads to different conclusions, and we end up agiihe beginning. Textual Criticism revealed
both the textual accuracies and the flaws, ultilgagsulting in the de-mystification of the
Bible. Thus, Biblical “authority” was impugnedmaced by skepticism.

The second and more pernicious effect was thatiskam extended to that point upon

which | had formerly based my theism. For | had@y assumed a “good.”
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In Mere Chrigtianity, C. S. Lewis demonstrates that all such polemicsymeose the
existence of “values,” a “good,” that which “ought’ be. This carries logical and practical
implications within a theological context. Ironilgaa friend studying to be a priest presented
this point: | drank a lot, | spent a lot on muSiDs and books (so much that they were to me like
proverbial “possessions”), | failed to give my mgne the poor, and | indulged while many in
Toronto suffered. In short, | was not behavinglwel

A contradiction existed in my life. My theism wlhased on Lewis’s argument that
values presuppose God. The practical corollatiyasbelief in God should render good actions
or that a correlation exists between belief andta: if you believe in God, then you should be
good. If | believe in God — that God is everywheneluding here with me, and watching me
now — if | really believe this, then | would behaaecordingly; | would be good. But as a fact |
was not always good; my behavior failed to fit ngfiéf. This point, along with my vices,
logically concluded the opposite: | am not goteréfore | do not really believe in God.

| strove for the absoluteness of values, but yaieicause the modus tollens logic
precluded it, and because my efforts to reorgamyeices into a “complex good” betrayed
itself in convolutions and contradictions, and hessaany final effort to redefine “good” in the
face of intuition and honesty and tradition resiiitetotal subjectivity. Skepticism had broken
into moral absolutism.

Moral skepticism, like atheism years before, hadmhe, but for much longer this time.
Near the end of my second year in Theology, thexg this emptiness. The emptiness was
lasting and profound. (Years later, | found refiees to this sense of emptiness in Graham

Greene, Kate Chopin, Blaise Pascal and especialbeR Frost irDesert Places.)
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During our communal dinner one evening, a colleagentioned in passing a writer’s
understanding of “meaning.” | looked up. | asked for the source. She answerddye
Christianity, C. S. Lewis. Later | opened the book and skimtheaugh its pages, stopping at
the point where Lewis addresses this search foahimg” in life. He uses the analogy of people
living in complete “darkness” with no concept afght.” A person one day remarks, “It's
awfully ‘dark.” “What do you mean?” says anothdde answers, “I don’t know. | feel that it's
‘dark.” And this intuition of “dark” may be condered veridical because “light” exists.

In the same way, “emptiness” may suggest “meahiAgman or a woman may possess
the intuition that all of life, all the universedexistence, is meaningless, “a chasing after the
wind” (Ecclesiastes). But in the intuition liesaant hope: as “dark” suggests “light,”
“Emptiness” may suggest “Meaning.”

| use capitalization and the word “may” for a r@as Lewis’s analogy works, but not
without a flaw. The flaw, | believe, is that wevieaa clear conception of “light” — we can
measure it, quantify it, manipulate it and prodiicdn short, “light” can be literally defined.
“Meaning,” and “Emptiness,” on the other hand, aatrive so precisely defined. The lack of a
precise definition, then, indicates that the cohdsplf might be illusory. So “Emptinessiay
suggest “Meaning.”

Certain concepts, however, are inherently indéfma “Happiness,” for instance, cannot
be precisely defined. Many objects or events mragyrce it, and the same object or event may
destroy it. A boy is happy to eat several pourfashocolate, but his mother is not. “Happiness”
carries different meanings to different people;¢bacept eludes precise definition. The same is

true of concepts like “justice,” “intelligence,” fd and “love.” Unlike “light” or “tree” or
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“planet” or even “universe,” these concepts evageipe definition because they are abstract
concepts. And abstract concepts are not necestdseé.

“Emptiness” and “Meaning,” too, are abstract cgusand, by analogy, not necessarily
false. The conventional terms are borrowed andalged because of a resemblance between
the abstract and the conventional, and becaudertins help to suggest, essentially, something
felt but ineffable. But analogies are imperfegiuanents, and the problem remained: how to
profess a belief in theism in the face of bad bajrav

Edwyn Bevan irBymbolism and Belief provides two categories for theistic belief:
immanence and transcendence. Immanent theismscthah“God” is somehow invested in
nature and the universe, somehow intrinsicallyra @fat; thus philosophies and religions arise
based on animism and pantheism. Transcendentrttoddgéms that “God” exists “apart” from
the universe, that the two exist in separate “redInThe monotheistic religions, Judaism,
Christianity and Islam, are transcendent religions.

While readingSymbolism and Belief, | discovered also a series of essays by the moder
British philosopher, John Hick, and it was likeding a key and its lock in two random and
separate places. One of Hick's ess&mil¢Making Theodicy) in particular dealt with two
important implications of transcendent theism. Titet is that any theology or philosophy of
transcendent theism or transcendent metaphysicsmaosssarily employ figurative language.
This idea is facilitated by a contrast to languaged by science. Science may conceive of
objects and ideas literally, and this is corrobedldly its epistemology based on empiricism.
Sense-perception, the faculty employed by empiricisffers literal labeling and conceptions.
In contrast, transcendent theism, in which Goceigeled to be “apart” from the “realm” of our

universe, and therefore our senses, provides ndtyary which to perceive God, and its
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epistemology is essentially identical to revelatidiheists therefore are relegated to the use of
figurative language in constructions on theology.

The second point is that the premise of transaarttieism implies an “epistemic
distance.” That is, just as a physical gulf existveen God and the universe, an
epistemological gulf also exists separating Godisdnfrom that of humanity’s — “epistemic
distance.” Hick employs this concept to descrifeelack of a positive epistemology by which to
conceive of theism, thereby affirming the essem&edlatory nature of transcendent theology.
The implication is that all transcendent theisetidfs by nature is imperfect; no person can
possess a completely certain belief in God. Aherdfore, always existing in such a theistic
belief is the element déith.

Reading this for me was itself dramatically rev@ig. The concept of “epistemic
distance” had a paradoxical effect. First, itetiathat faith is required to fill the gap of uniegli
and therefore intellectually veridical certaintyngpossible in transcendent theistic belief.
Second, “epistemic distance” explained the reaspobdd behavior, ascribing it to the lack of
intellectual certainty and therefore the lack afégsure” normally attached to physical presence.
The modus tollens problem, then, is too simpled Behavior need not conclusively prove that
theistic belief is false. Theistic belief, thougbt complete, may still be valid, and bad behavior
is explained by the concept of epistemic distan&ed this for a while brought me peace.

Only for a while, for, ultimately, even John Hidkgdwyn Bevan and C. S. Lewis fail to
demonstrate with sufficient cogency the truth @iskic belief. Lewis makes an attempt with the
moral argument for God, but the modus tollens d@ehonstrates a possible refutation, and
though this itself is explained by epistemic dis@repistemic distance itself is simply a possible

explanation within a hypothetical existence wheraiEcendence is essentially separate from our
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universe. All fail to provide a “positive” argumigior God. Rather, in Hick's words, they
provide the “epistemological framework” for thecshelief.

This would disturb me, if not for the fact thait gthilosophies, ideologies and beliefs are
based on an epistemic gap, or faith, including filetd purported to provide the most concrete of
all truths, science. As stated earlier, we livamage where the materialist epistemology reigns;
faith is small, replaced by the demand for “signBlit this perhaps is even untrue, and even
materialists have more faith than they know. Alffdorth Whitehead iscience and the
Modern World states that science during the Enlightenment deeel from the assumption that
the universe is built upon order, and order eXistsause God exists. David Hume further in
Human Understanding expounds the scientific epistemology. One ofgtheciples of the
scientific method is the ability to make predicsppredictions, then, are validated by the
assumption of the uniformity in nature. Simplye timiformity of nature and a prediction
assume that the future will resemble the past.aBse the future cannot be empirically proven,
the principle becomes and assumption, presuppass the notion of universal order.
Fundamental to science is (in academic languagegsapposition or (in religious language)
faith.

There is a point where all roads lead to the sd@séination, and having considered
everything from Creationism to Darwinian evolutimnTextual Criticism to moral absolutism to
moral relativism to scientific empiricism to epistie distance, the final destination was utter
Skepticism. This is philosophical; religious laage would call it Agnosticism. A normal man
would call it Despondency.

So these three remained — Theism, SkepticismpPasgondency — all in continuous

alternation and spiraling down to the greateshegé, Despondency.
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So why do | call myself a Christian? There’s bsa@utely satisfying reason why, except
for this perception | have at times of intense gess$, this perception | have of badness and how
every infinitesimal bad, before an Infinite Godaigirave evil, this perception of a desire for the
“myth” (Lewis) that tells of a Power who deigneanisielf in a “strange love” (Bevan), stooping
down to sinful humanity and saving it because “@oldve” (1 John), and this perception that
all this happened for real by way of the books mtegt me and the frost on my window, all
interpreted by “religious faith” (Hick).

But most of all, it's the recoil against the hoessness of Skepticism: the choice to exist
in thrall to those moments of indecision and to agma Skeptic and to live always with this
“epistemic distance” striving for but never reaahiam whatever; or the choice to submit to this
perception of utter powerlessness in myself tarattas peace, at the mercy of a Power who can

remain veiled and leave me lost, or self-reveallamnmiy me home.
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