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I always had trouble with Limbo. Limbo, I was taught, is a place where good but unbaptized people go when they die. We are all born carrying the stain of original sin on our souls, and unless the stain is washed away through baptism, we are unfit to be in the presence of God.1

There was no part of this doctrine that made any sense to me. For starters, there was the whole idea of “original” sin. The original original sin, of course, was the one committed by Adam when he disobeyed God’s commandment not to eat from the tree of knowledge of good and evil.2 Adam himself was punished—fair enough—but then somehow, this sin that Adam committed got “passed down,” besmirching the soul of every one of Adam’s descendants. I found it repugnant, the idea that a crime committed by one of my ancestors could sully my personal soul. It was an idea quite at odds with the liberal, meritocratic principles to which my parents seemed otherwise to subscribe.


  This concept of original sin was often presented to me in terms of natural law--like gravity, it’s just the way things are. But the analogy seemed inapt; gravity had nothing to do with what you deserved. And anyway, I’d protest, didn’t God make the laws? If so, why did He choose to make things so that you inherited your parents’ guilt? Why make the laws of spiritual heredity Lamarckian rather than Darwinian?3

I was also troubled by the idea of a soul’s being “unfit” to be in the presence of God, irrespective of the rectitude of its owner. It made sense to me that the souls of unrepentant sinners would be unfit, but the people in Limbo could have been as saintly as Gandhi--could even be Gandhi--and God still wouldn’t have them. This “fitness” sounded almost aesthetic--as if the unbaptized righteous had body odor, or weren’t dressed properly. Maybe God was allergic....? At the very least, if something made baptism a condition of entrance into heaven, why didn’t He[should pronoun for God be capped throughout?] [Yes] see to it that the sacrament was a little more widely available?


Now my mother felt the force of this consideration, and as a consequence was a great supporter of the Maryknoll missionaries. (This was long before they became associated with radical liberation theology.) She would write them a small check every month and encourage me to make a contribution as well. She impressed upon me the cosmic importance of bringing the Word of God and, crucially, the sacrament of baptism to the innocents of the African jungles. “This is the work that God wants us to do for Him,” she’d explain. But wait a minute, I thought, Now you’re telling me that the eternal fate of some poor child in Africa depends on what I do? This was a heavy burden to bear for a youngster with twenty-five cents in her pocket and a new issue of Action Comics beckoning from the news rack. It would only be much later that I’d come to realize that the setup presumed by my mother’s creed, whereby the spiritual fates of millions of others is made precarious in order to provide me with opportunities to practice virtue, was at least as repugnant as the original injustice.


But there was something that bothered me almost as much as Limbo [upper case – it’s a proper noun, a name for a specific place itself: the way grownups reacted to my questions about it. First they’d offer a perfunctory, stock, and utterly impertinent response. “The souls in Limbo don’t suffer,” they’d all say. Huh? Maybe they’re not in actual pain, like the souls in hell, and or even the ones in purgatory, but these poor souls are being deprived of the Beatific Vision, an experience of which, it was emphasized in other contexts, is the final purpose and goal of human existence!


So the next move would be “but they don’t know they’re being deprived of anything.” Double huh. It’s OK not to share your chocolate with your sister as long as she never finds out you have it? This “ignorance is bliss” reasoning seemed specious to me even as a small child. And it was, once again, inconsistent with the messages I got in every other, non-religious context. My father, for example, was an elementary school administrator, and he was passionate in his support for public education. He would go on and on about the need to cultivate in children--to inculcate in children--the “desire to learn.” He would have been incensed had anyone suggested that as long as an illiterate child had no conception of the pleasures of reading, it was fine to leave well enough alone.


Not many adults were willing to go on to round three. They would grow impatient. “Louise,” my mother would say, “you just think too much.” Sometimes they’d get positively angry. What was the matter with me? Why did I have to argue about everything? Didn’t I realize that some things just had to be taken on faith? In general, I was informed, I should concentrate more on loving my neighbor and less on being a smarty-pants.


None of the nuns or priests from whom I received religious instruction were of any help on the matter of Limbo, nor, for that matter, on any of the other issues that troubled me. There was also the Trinity: how could there be “three persons in one God”? I remember trying to wrap my childish head around this “holy mystery” in the classes preparatory to my receiving my First Communion. For several months running, I would go home from religious education one week, think hard about the whole thing, then return the next week with a new idea to offer Sister. It was always wrong. Maybe God was like a family, I suggested. There was, after all, a Father, a Son, and (remember, now, I was only six-and-a-half, and He was usually depicted as a bird) the family pet, Holy Ghost. No, said Sister, God is not like a family. OK--maybe God is like a three-leafed clover (I had just been taught that this was how St. Patrick explained the Trinity to the heathen Celts in Ireland)--the Father is one leaf, the Son is another, the Holy Ghost is a third, and they’re all parts of God. No, said Sister, God is not like a three-leafed clover, St. Patrick notwithstanding. Well, maybe each person is like a different mood of God--God the Father is the angry mood, God the Son is the loving mood, and the Holy Ghost is some other kind of mood. No, said Sister, not moods, either. Finally Sister, clearly exhausted, told me that I’d never understand the Trinity because it was a mystery of faith. Mysteries of faith are, by their nature, incomprehensible. We must simply believe them. But how can I believe something I don’t understand, I asked? “Just memorize your Catechism,” was Sister’s reply. “Belief will come.”


Now it wasn’t just religion. Limbo wasn’t the only mystery with which I was preoccupied. I also had problems with Santa Claus. I had no trouble with flying reindeer--remember that my world was amply stocked with miraculous violations of physical law. The difficulty again was moral. Barbara Perkins, my friend who lived at the top of the hill near the bus stop, always got loads of presents “from Santa Claus” at Christmas time. We’re talking play kitchens, bicycles, puppies, Barbie dolls with Dream Houses--major loot. I, on the other hand, generally received one present from Santa, carefully selected and duly solicited from one of Santa’s department store “helpers” (I had asked about the baffling proliferation of Santas early on, and had received and accepted the standard answer), and this one present was never very grand.


Now this was curious, I thought. I understood that there were well-off families in the world, and not-so-well-off families, and I understood that mine was one of the not-so-well-off ones. But why did Santa Claus respect these distinctions? Why did he bring more toys to the rich kids than to the poor ones? Apparently, in the cases of really indigent kids, he planned to bring nothing at all--why else the “toys for tots” drives at our church every Christmas? If anything, you’d think that Santa would try to rectify economic inequities--that he’d give that play kitchen to the little girl whose parents couldn’t afford to buy her anything. Was Santa Claus a supply-sider?


I made the enormous social blunder of bringing this up with other kids, indeed, with Barbara Perkins herself. (I’m pretty sure I suggested that she could do a little to bring moral order to the universe by giving me her play kitchen.) They were not interested--reasonably enough: one’s not a kid forever, and there are cartoons to be watched. But adults didn’t appreciate my questions, either. I’d get a little patronizing approval for asking “such a serious question!” but once they saw that I really meant to know what was going on, they’d get irritated. I don’t know how I described their reactions to myself at the time, but as I remember them now, it seems clear that they, no less than their kids, thought I was being a colossal drag.


What I got from all of this was that thinking was fine and good, but only in its place. A little learning might be a dangerous thing, but a lot of thinking was worse. Today I am a parent, and I know firsthand the tedium and frustration of dealing with a child who won’t stop asking “why.” I also know that the questions of an inquiring child may be more motivated by the hope of delaying bedtime than by the love of knowledge. And finally, I know there are children who relish making their superiors squirm; I surely was one of them. But with all that said, I still, to this day, resent the way I was made to feel as a child--that my questioning was inherently bad, that there was something wrong with me for wanting things to make sense.


As I’ve said, the reactions of grownups to my questions about religion were doubly distressing to me because of their dissonance with the principles adults were explicitly promoting in other contexts. In school, a broadly libertarian and individualistic ethos prevailed. We were always being exhorted to “think for ourselves.” In reading, we were urged to “sound out the words instead of just asking,” and in arithmetic to figure out the problems on our own. Science teachers and science books agreed heartily that curiosity is a marvelous thing, the engine of all scientific achievement. One must not take things for granted; one must always ask “why.” The best scientists, it was stressed, are the ones who see mystery in the everyday, who press for deeper and deeper understanding. In the biographies of Marie Curie I devoured, she was praised for seeing questions no one else did and for persisting in her work until she got her answers. (My mother, by the way, got me these books. She was a secret feminist. She kept the secret even from herself.) In my elementary school citizenship classes, democracy was praised as the most perfect political form because it allowed every citizen to “follow his own conscience.” My parents and teachers, counseling me about personal behavior, stressed the importance of doing what I knew was right, regardless of what other people thought. Why in religion was I supposed to dumbly accept whatever the authorities told me?


Somewhere along the line, I came to the conclusion that my inquisitiveness was sinful. It was not just that it was prideful--I’d been told that explicitly, and often enough. This new idea was that the questions had been put into my head by the devil, and that, indeed, the whole world had been mined with dangerous ideas, ideas that could threaten my faith if I indulged them. No one ever told me such a thing in so many words, but it seemed to me a good explanation for the taboo against thinking in religion, together with my apparent inability to respect it.


My little theory kept me in a pretty constant state of anxiety, lest I take seriously something that turned out to be incompatible with religious teachings. I was pretty interested in biology and genetics as a kid and read everything I could get my hands on. Before very long, I encountered the theory of evolution. It seemed really plausible to me, and ingenious. But I didn’t see where in the theory souls were supposed to come in. It’s not that I had ever been told that evolution was inconsistent with Catholicism--the Church in which I was raised was not fundamentalist, and condoned metaphorical readings of Scripture. The conflict was more of my own making. It seemed to me that if evolutionary theory was correct, then biological differences were matters of degree: apes just gradually became people. But that seemed parlously at odds with the religious picture: that human beings, in virtue of possessing immortal souls, were fundamentally different from everything else in nature. I decided that I should try not to believe in evolution.


I remember, too, being terrified by a particular cover on Time magazine that posed, in huge red letters against a black background, the shocking question: “Is God Dead?” (You can view it at www.time.com/time/covers/0,16641,1101660408,00.html.) It’s hard for me, to this day, to explain just what I found so profoundly unsettling about this question--I certainly wasn’t simply shocked that anyone would think such a thing. It was rather the elemental uncanniness of the concept of God’s dying--of the end of an eternal, all-powerful being. (Obviously, I never read the article--I might have been reassured to learn that the “death of God” was just a particularly provocative way of expressing disbelief.)


You might think, given all these complaints, that I resented my religion and wanted nothing more than to be free of it. But that’s not the way it was. Despite my frustrations, I was passionately devout. I tried really hard to say my prayers mindfully, to pay attention at Mass, and to obey the Ten Commandments, especially the fourth, which apparently covered not teasing the cat. I failed regularly in these efforts, but made regular Confessions. I didn’t particularly like candy, so I would make a point of giving up comic books for Lent. (Although I must admit this was sly of me, since Sundays were not part of Lent, and Sundays were when we went to the drugstore where comic books were sold.) I memorized prayers that no one else knew, and read unassigned books about saints. I took seriously all the rules of observance, never missing Mass on Sundays, and strictly following the more obscure requirements of Lenten abstinence (I was told frequently that I took things too seriously). I respected and trusted my parents: if they told me all this stuff was true, then I was pretty sure it had to be true. I just couldn’t figure out how it could be true.


I think I identified being religious with being good. Most of my charitable acts, such as they were, were carried out under church auspices, though probably not for the right reasons. I found the idea of martyrdom really exciting and prayed that I might someday give my life for Christ. (My mother’s suggestion--that God’s plan for me might have more to do with dusting and table setting than with famished lions or flaming stakes--was ill received.) But I also heard in the Sunday sermons, and in the Gospel readings, two consistent moral messages that moved me deeply--first, that every human being had an immortal soul of surpassing moral value, and second, that our overarching duty on Earth was to demonstrate our love of God through our acts of love for humankind. I would be martyred, I decided, while teaching deaf and blind leukemia victims in Africa.


Because I was usually in the minority, being a Catholic made me feel special. In the Upstate New York suburb where I spent some of my childhood, and later in Western Massachusetts, nearly everyone I knew was some sort of Protestant (exception: my best friend in Vestal, New York, who attended the Polish American Catholic church. She’s also now a philosopher--go figure). There was one Jew that I knew of in Vestal, and one who attended my high school in Sheffield, but all I knew about Jews or their religion was that they didn’t believe in Jesus, and so did not celebrate Christmas. My mother assured me that they could, nonetheless, be Very Good People. (Swelling the population of Limbo, I thought.) Protestantism was very mysterious to me. I could tell anyone who wanted to know exactly what my theological beliefs were--they could have the short version, in the form of the Apostle’s Creed, or the long--very long--version codified in the Baltimore Catechism, which I had memorized. But if I asked my Protestant friends what they believed, they seemed not to have a clue. In some cases, they were unclear even as to which denomination they belonged. Several of my friends reported that they attended the church they did because their parents liked the minister there. What with fasting Sunday mornings before Communion[capped to make all match], abstaining from meat on Fridays, and giving up candy for Lent, I felt smugly superior to these Protestant friends, whose religions, it seemed to me, required very little of them.


My religion was with me every day. I said my prayers in the morning on waking, and again before I went to bed at night. I reminded myself that it was my religious duty to treat my elderly Great-Aunt Louise--an imperious and stentorian woman who had come to live with us upon the death of her husband--with respect. (Not that I was very successful.) Minor medical discomforts, like my weekly gamma globulin shot, were offered up for the poor souls in Purgatory[lowercase purgatory throughout?][ don’t think so – like “Limbo” “Purgatory” is meant to name a specific place.. (Purgatory is not the same as Limbo. The souls in Purgatory will eventually enter heaven, once they’ve done their time.) I made it a practice to receive Holy Communion every Sunday (unless I was ill, and excused from attending Mass).


Another daily reminder of my religion--not a pleasant one--was my almost continual sense of guilt. I have already mentioned my failures with respect to Aunt Louise. I was no better about teasing the cat, or about fighting with my sister. The worst attack of guilt I ever suffered, however, came one time when I yielded to the temptation to preserve my First Communion record[pls clarify "record"--had you never missed Communion?] (I had never attended mass without receiving Communion), and received the sacrament without being sure that it had really been sixty full minutes since I had eaten. I had been spending the night with friends who owned a small boat, and while my mother had extracted from them a promise to get me to mass as a condition of my being allowed to stay, they were themselves freethinkers and not terribly enthusiastic about the whole enterprise. The only Catholic church in the area was about a half-hour drive from the marina, and we needed to get to the earliest service--8:30 a.m.--in order to preserve a reasonable chunk of the day for boating. Despite the early hour, my friends insisted that I eat something before we left. I must not have had a watch; I remember calculating that if it took us half an hour to get to the church, then by the time the priest actually distributed Communion, it might possibly be an hour later than my last bite. I knew perfectly well that if I wasn’t sure I had completed the required period of fast then I ought not to receive Communion. It was a mortal sin to take the sacrament if one was not “properly prepared”--a condition that also precluded being in a state of mortal sin. Nonetheless, I was fetishistic about my record, and persuaded myself--for the moment at least--that I was in the clear.


The second after I received the host, however, the scruples set in. By the middle of the brilliantly sunny and perfectly still afternoon, I was stricken with nausea and the shakes. I refused to go swimming, terrified that I might drown in a state of mortal sin and go straight to hell. I told my hosts that I was seasick. They favored the more plausible diagnosis, given the circumstances, that I’d contracted some stomach virus, and cut short the day to get me home. Once there, I burst into tears, confessed the whole story to my mother, and demanded that she call the church and arrange for me to make a confession[cap or lowercase everwhere?]. Now, my mother, while very devout and scrupulously observant, was also a sensible and loving parent and tried her best to persuade me that no one as obviously sorry as I was (for an offense she was not even convinced I’d committed) was destined for hell, and that I could just wait until the regularly scheduled confessions the next Saturday. Nothing for it--I was hysterical at the thought that I would have to carry the weight of my blackened soul all through the week. So she called the rectory and reached our young assistant pastor, who agreed to hear my confession over the phone.


This worked in the end, but the rescue was nearly derailed by the earnest young priest’s attempts to convince me that I was too young (I was eleven) to have really, knowingly, and willingly committed a mortal sin. I was righteously insulted by this suggestion. I knew the definition of a mortal sin, I exclaimed, and every clause was fulfilled: 1) it was a grievous wrong, 2) I knew it was a grievous wrong, and 3) I wanted to do it anyway. (Now, at some level, I surprised myself. I had earlier argued to Sister that no one could possibly satisfy all these conditions at the same time--that you couldn’t really, really want to do something that you, at the very same time, really, really believed was wrong. But now, suddenly, talking to Father, I saw that yes, you really, really could!)


Most of my youth, I did not look forward to Sunday mass[cap or lowercase everywhere?]. When I was a girl, it was still said in Latin, and though I’d follow along in my missal (once I learned how to read), I found most of the ritual pretty boring. There was no singing, unless it was a high mass, and then it was the priest who sang (so much the worse!). I did, for the most part, rather like the sermons, and the Gospel and Epistle readings. And I did find my religious education classes interesting (although, as I’ve been at pains to explain, often for the wrong reasons).


A great deal changed, though, once the Second Vatican Council reforms were implemented--mass in the vernacular, responses recited and hymns sung by the congregation--my concentration, and consequently my piety, were much improved. I loved the “folk mass.”  Like all good flower children, I knew two separate chord progressions on the guitar and was thus amply equipped to strum accompaniments to “Hear O Lord” and “Sons of God.” (Accustomed as I was to staring at a bloodied body while I prayed, I was taken aback by a non-Catholic friend’s horrified reaction to the cheerful exhortation to cannibalism in the chorus of the latter hymn: “Eat His body / Drink His blood / Allelu-, allelu-, allelu-, allelu-u-ia…”) I began attending a teen discussion group in a neighboring parish run by an inspiring young priest from the seminary up in Lenox, a student (I now surmise) of liberation theology. Doctrinal difficulties began to recede, and my religious practice began to resonate with the calls for justice and liberation sounding throughout U.S. society.


Thus I continued to consider myself a devout Catholic all during high school. (Leave aside the odd mortal sin. Many non-Catholics I talk to are certain that my loss of faith had to do with sex, but this just reflects their prejudice. Like many, many of my Catholic peers, I found it pretty easy to dismiss the Church’s teachings about premarital sex and contraception as inessential, old-fashioned, and not to be taken seriously.) But while I carried my religious identity with me to college, I carried right along with it a still-unsated curiosity about matters theological and moral. The one was about to come crashing into conflict with the other.


I knew absolutely nothing about the subject when I sat down in my first philosophy class. I was taking it to fulfill a distribution requirement and was dimly apprehensive that the readings would be incomprehensible and would somehow require knowledge of ancient history. Imagine my delight, then, when I discovered that philosophy was all about arguing! Not only was my constant questioning tolerated; it was positively encouraged. Finally, finally--a place where reasons had to be given, a place where no one would tell you it was impertinent to ask. I could scarcely believe that I could earn credits just for doing what (to me) came naturally.


So the good news was that everything could be questioned; everything was up for debate. But that, it turned out, was also the bad news. It was one thing, I discovered, to raise my questions about the nature of the afterlife and the justice of the Creator[cap everywhere?] [Yes]from a background of religious commitment, and quite another to raise such questions in the context of a no-holds-barred debate. I began to realize that in all my childhood worrying, it had never occurred to me that my questions might just not have answers. I certainly had never really considered what it would mean for my own religious faith if that turned out to be the case. But now I found myself in the company of people who saw religious commitment itself as open to challenge, who were asking a question I had never, ever dared to even formulate: is there a God?


The first rumblings of distress arose with our survey of the traditional arguments for the existence of God. I fought tooth and nail to make one of them work, but I had to admit in the end that none of them seemed fully convincing. First came the a priori arguments, the arguments that were supposed to proceed from self-evident principles. Anselm’s argument seemed like verbal sleight of hand. Each of Aquinas’s five ways depended on premises that seemed far from self-evident to me. Descartes’s argument involved the puzzling claim that an idea could contain no more “reality” than its source,  but how do you measure “amounts” of reality? Much as I hated to admit it, these arguments seemed frivolous, more suited to Alice in Wonderland than the New Testament. The arguments that appealed to  empirical evidence seemed more promising, at least initially.  But William James’s argument, based on his own religious experience, finally failed to convince. Far too many of my friends had had  “religious experiences” of the chemical type (it was, after all, 1971) for me to trust any “insights” gleaned on that basis.  The argument from design--wherein God is posited to explain the intricate orderliness of nature--seemed, despite its problems, the last hope.


But then came the day that literally changed my life--the day when I first heard the “argument from evil.” The reasoning is easy to state: Suffering exists. If God can do anything, He must not want to prevent suffering; but if He does not want to prevent suffering, He cannot be perfectly good. Therefore, there is no all-powerful, perfectly good Being. The argument has been known for centuries, and many replies have been attempted. For example, many theists point out that a great deal of the suffering in the world is the result of human beings’ exercising their freedom. We must be free, they argue, if we are to be capable of virtuous actions, but free will carries with it, necessarily, the possibility for vicious action as well. Since God cannot intervene to prevent human actions that He knows will cause suffering without compromising the freedom of the actors, He must acquiesce. With respect to the rest of the world’s suffering--that due to droughts and floods and earthquakes and disease--the most popular explanation is that it is simply the necessary consequence of God’s enacting what is, in fact, the best of all possible systems of natural law.


I was not satisfied with the proffered explanations of natural evil. I saw no particular reason to believe, other than the mere desire to do so, that an omnipotent God could not devise a better way of organizing the world than the plan currently in evidence. (Voltaire, of course, satirizes the suggestion in the person of the ridiculous Dr. Pangloss.) The free will defense, on the other hand, I found not merely unpersuasive, but morally disturbing. It’s fine and good that God should afford me the opportunity to practice virtue, but why should innocent others be allowed to suffer if I choose to practice vice instead? Also, is there no limit to the amount of suffering that must be permitted under this justification? The U.S. Constitution enshrines freedom as a societal value, but our civic institutions ensure that my freedom is consistent with equal freedom for everyone else. If I perform an act that infringes upon your rights, then I am subject to punishment and to restraint. Why, then, couldn’t God have set things up similarly, with serious criminals being whisked away to Hell before they did too much harm? As things stand, there are apparently no limits on the nature and scope of atrocities that God will allow some human beings to perpetrate against others. Didn’t Hitler show his true colors pretty decisively after--I don’t know--the first million?


My childhood worries about Limbo returned with new significance, and new urgency. How could a just God design such a system, a system that doomed innocent people, before they were even born, to an eternity of deprivation? Hurricanes and plagues might come with an otherwise functional network of natural law. Murder might be the regrettable cost of giving human beings free will. But Limbo seemed to be utterly and profoundly optional. I could find no connection between it and any otherwise desirable purpose. The only possible response I could think of was the one I had spent all of my short life hitherto resisting: “It’s a mystery.”


By the middle of my first semester, I was experiencing a full-blown crisis of faith. I could not accept the possibility that my religious belief had no rational defense, especially not now after I’d fallen in love with a discipline devoted to rational defenses. But neither could I relinquish my belief. A world without a God seemed literally unimaginable; everything would be changed. I was frightened, in contradictory ways: there is no God, and surely He’ll punish me for thinking this. At the same time, I was angry: why were there no good answers? Why had God made it so difficult to make sense of His will? If He wanted us to believe, why had He made all the reason and evidence work against belief? Indeed, I achieved a few days’ respite from my struggles when I considered that if God had given me the faculty of reason, He must have expected me to use it, and so couldn’t reasonably fault me for giving up my belief. But this expedient didn’t work for long. Limbo, after all, wasn’t reasonable, either, but there it was.


In the end, it was more philosophy that saved me. My class had moved on from the existence of God (even if I hadn’t, quite) and was studying the basis of moral value. One theory we considered was called “divine command theory,” the view that it is God who puts moral value into the world, that what is morally good is whatever He wants to happen. Initially, I thought that this was the view that I did and ought to hold, indeed, that all religious people must hold. But an argument from Plato changed my mind. In his dialogue Euthyphro, Socrates asks the eponymous character to define “piety.” Euthyphro responds that pious acts are those that are beloved by the gods. Fine, says Socrates--that tells us which acts are the pious ones, but it doesn’t tell us what makes them pious: is it the gods’ loving them that make them pious, or is it their being pious that accounts for the gods’ loving them? In familiar terms: are acts of kindness, courage, and so forth good only because they are the kinds of things God happens to like? Or is it rather that God, being perfectly good, likes such acts because they are also good?


The first possibility struck me as morally repugnant: it made God’s preferences morally arbitrary. God happens to dislike murder, but had He liked it, then it would have been morally OK. In contrast, on the second option, God dislikes murder because it is morally wrong: it doesn’t become wrong only because He chooses to prohibit it. On this alternative view, His prescriptions and prohibitions do not constitute moral goodness; they are, rather, manifestations of it. The more I considered the matter, the more convinced I became that this second view was really the more religious--indeed the more pious. So the Euthyphro argument did not, in itself, aggravate the threat to my faith: had I discovered it before I acquired my doubts, it would not have occasioned any. In the context of my growing skepticism, however, the discovery of this argument liberated me from any felt need for faith. Once I realized that God was not necessary for there to be objective moral value, I also realized that religious belief was not necessary for anyone to be a good person. The objectivity of moral value is simply independent of God’s existence. All that is lost, if there is no God, is a divine enforcer. In a world without God, there is no guarantee that the virtuous will ever be rewarded, nor that the vicious will ever be punished. We must do what is right simply because it is right.


 At last I was ready to admit to myself that I no longer believed in God. I’ll never forget the sudden upsurge of relief when I finally acknowledged that my faith was gone. I felt suddenly free--free of the obligation to avow propositions I didn’t understand, free of the struggle to make sense of doctrines that couldn’t be made sensible, and free of the need to square everything I learned with Catholic dogma. My only doxastic obligations henceforth would be to reason and evidence. “Now,” I thought to myself, “all I have to believe is what I think is true.”


OK, OK. I said that’s where my obligations lay; I didn’t say I always discharged them. As I pursued my philosophical interests, and as I began to take a more serious interest in politics, I came to realize that intellectual integrity is pretty hard to achieve. Time and again, I fell prey (and still do, of course) to non-rational influences. I wanted to sound smart, and I wanted to agree with my smart friends. I wanted to defend the views of favorite teachers, and I wanted people I didn’t like to be wrong. Once I began committing my own philosophical views to paper, and eventually, to print, I found that I felt constrained by what I’d already said, whether or not I still believed it was right. So I can hardly claim that by giving up religious commitments I had freed myself of dogmatism and wishful thinking. Still, there was a big difference. The little voice inside my head that used to whisper warnings when I ventured onto doctrinally dangerous ground (“Catholics don’t read that book”) had now become reason’s agent (“You don’t really believe that,” “You know she’s right about that,” “What’s your evidence?”) While I earlier strove to reconcile disturbing facts with Catholic teachings--or indeed, to avoid encountering the disturbances in the first place--I now tried to keep my belief apportioned to the strength of the argument.


Equal in importance to what I now assigned as [?seemed word(s) were/are missing] to the having of reasons was my explicit commitment to the providing of reasons. I came to understand that my earlier frustrations had been as much with my teachers’ and parents’ refusal to engage in rational discussion as with my inability to discover what I wanted to know. And I saw clearly the nature of the conflict between the rhetoric of individual worth inherent in my childhood education and the grownups’ retreat to dogmatism and authoritarianism in response to my questions: the refusal to give reasons is disrespectful to the person who asks for them. We will not all agree with each other, and given that, we cannot all be right. But if we are to treat each other properly as equals, we must be willing to explain ourselves. I owe it to someone with whom I disagree to show her the basis of my position, so that she can evaluate it for herself.


Simply announcing one’s reasons is, of course, merely the beginning of rational engagement. “God (or Marxor George W. Bush) said it, I believe it, and that’s the end of it” is not what I have in mind. Commitment to the practice of reason-giving entails a willingness to continue the chain of reasongiving until common ground is reached. Nowhere is this principle more important than in the political realm. Philosophy holds it to be an intellectual duty to provide arguments for one’s positions, but when we are talking about the establishment and implementation of public policy, the duty becomes civic as well. My friend’s reasons for opposing abortion may be religious in nature; it is certainly her right to be moved by her church’s teachings, or by her reading of the books she regards as Holy Scripture. But if I am to acquiesce in a prohibition on the practice, I’m entitled to a reason that moves me.
Looking back on my development from devout Catholic girl to adamant atheist, I think that it was its bottom-line dogmatism that drove me away from the Church, and indeed, from the very possibility of religious faith. “Faith” presents a paradox: if a doctrine can be defended on rational grounds, then it needn’t be taken on faith. But if it cannot be defended on rational grounds, why should you believe it?


I’ve often heard people quote approvingly the aphorism that “faith is believing where you
 cannot prove.” The idea seems to be that since matters of great importance outstrip the human power to know, we must jump in and simply commit ourselves to certain ideas. The question, though, is which ones? There’s very, very little that can literally be proven, that is, shown to be true without any possibility of doubt--only the propositions of logic and mathematics, and some philosophers will dispute even those! Nothing about the world of experience can be demonstrated with complete certainty. The evidence of our senses is partial, and we sometimes make mistakes. We must rely every day on memory and the testimony of others--both fallible--for a great deal of the information we need to make our way in the world[are you saying we must rely every day, or we need that info every day? do you mean mundane/routine info?]. If we had to foreswear all these less-than-perfect sources, we’d know virtually nothing. But the aphorism, when taken as an endorsement of faith,  suggests that, once we leave the realm of certainty, no distinctions can be made--that it’s as rational to believe in unicorns as it is to believe in bacteria. The occurrence of the Holocaust cannot be proven, in this strict sense; must we therefore take deniers seriously? Lack of proof cannot entitle one to believe, or else anyone would be warranted in believing anything she wanted to.


Now, in truth, few people would explicitly endorse an inference of the form “there’s no proof that p; therefore, I am entitled to believe that p.” But I’ve encountered many who accept a related, and equally fallacious, pattern of reasoning: “There’s no proof that p is false; therefore it’s not irrational to believe that p is true.” So people will say, “Since no one can prove there is no God, I’m not irrational if I believe in Him.” But once again, “proof” is a red herring. I cannot prove that aliens have never visited Earth, but given all the considerations against it, I’d be irrational not to reject the proposition. Reason makes demands in two directions.


Of course everyone has a moral and, at least in the United States, at least so far, a political right to believe whatever she wants. As a card-carrying member of the A. C. L. U.3
, and insofar as I have the courage, I will defend this right to the death. But this gets us back to the point I was insisting on above. You are certainly entitled to believe whatever you like, if the matter affects you alone. But if what you believe is supposed to have bearing on what happens to someone else, then you had better have good grounds for your opinion. Majority rule is a kind of tyranny when people don’t respect each other enough to form their opinions responsibly. More and more I hear people in my own country speaking about matters of social policy and foreign affairs with the same blithe fideism they evince when expressing their religious views. “Bush will keep us more secure.” Really? What makes you say so? “Oh, it’s just what I believe.” And so thousands must die in Iraq.


Throughout contemporary U.S. society, reason is denigrated as cold, mechanical, and sterile, while irreason[irrationality?][I wanted “irreason” to resonate with “reason” earily.  It’s a term we use in philosophy.  Substitute “irrationality if you think it will really be too hard for people to understand.] is celebrated. Inspirational posters cite the authority of Einstein in elevating supposedly irrational “creativity” over rational thought: “Logic will get you from A to B; imagination will take you everywhere” or “‘Imagination is more important than knowledge.” Right--there’s our problem: too much logic, not enough fantasy  Have you met my president?

The human interest stories in my local paper (on the front page of the “Faith” section--there is no “Reason” section) regularly honor the fidelity of people suffering the most appalling depredations: debilitating accidents, ruthless illnesses, spouses and children lost to senseless wars--all consistent, in the minds of these latter-day Jobs, with the limitless goodness of God. Likely as not, there will be featured, in the same edition, people who have prevailed against astonishing odds--the woman who survived the cancer that all the medical experts said would kill her, the husband who survived the landmine that killed all his buddies--all cheerfully attributing their own good fortune to God’s great love for them. Never mind the quick paradox (He loved you enough to get you through chemotherapy, just not enough not to spare you the cancer in the first place)--what about the illogic of Divine responsibility? God is to be thanked for the good things that happen but never blamed for the bad.


A college friend born and raised in a reformed Jewish household, never very religious, suddenly surprised all his childhood and college friends--not to mention his Jewish wife--by converting to messianic Judaism, becoming a “Jew for Jesus.” One evening a few months after his conversion, my husband and I visited for dinner. My friend was recounting an incredible story from his hellion adolescence: he had failed to see a “road out” sign and driven his motorcycle over a fifteen-foot cliff, tumbling off the bike, and landing, “miraculously” unhurt, at the bottom of the ravine. At this point in the story, he suddenly stopped, looked off into the distance, and announced solemnly, “I see now that Christ was saving me for something.” Oh, I thought to myself, so I guess He was just all finished with my father, who died suddenly of a heart attack at the age of fifty-three, leaving behind a homemaker wife, her elderly aunt, one daughter just starting graduate school, and another (me) only  eleven years old.


After a deadly plane crash in North Carolina, I was contacted by a reporter at the local paper, who asked me to comment on a series of striking coincidences and tragic ironies. One young woman had been scheduled to fly into Charlotte aboard the doomed flight for a family reunion but became ill and canceled four hours before takeoff. A honeymooning couple had been awarded, by sentimental airline personnel, a complementary upgrade to first-class and were both killed. What did it all mean? the reporter wanted to know. Could I, as a philosopher, make sense of all this? Well, no, I couldn’t “make sense of it,” I said, which didn’t stop me from blathering on for a good five minutes. My immortal words, quoted in full: “There are an infinite number of things that happen, and they all have causes. Some of the causes are evident and some are not. Some of the things are preventable; some are not. Some of them are things that we are happy happened. Some are not.” 3 You’ll not be surprised to hear that they didn’t call me much after that.


More edifying, presumably, were the also-quoted remarks of a local rabbi, reflecting on the significance of the patterns of destruction wielded by Hurricane Fran. She saw the Hand of God in the fact that a large, expensive, and recently installed stained-glass window in the synagogue had been spared, despite a tree’s having come down right next to the building. But then in the same breath, as it were, she cautioned the faithful not to yield to the temptation to blame God for damages they had suffered. God’s plan is mysterious, she reminded everyone.  (No kidding – stained glass windows are more important than people’s lives!)  Apparently, in her world, God gets the credit if the outcome is good, but need take no responsibility if it’s bad. We expect our politicians to behave like that, but God?


I see the celebration of irrationality everywhere in popular culture. In movies and TV shows, reason and respect for science are almost invariably characteristic of arrogant and close-minded villains; good guys have “imagination” and rely on “faith.” Consider, just for starters, the 1947 “feel-good movie” Miracle on 34th Street (remade in 1994). The plot concerns Doris Walker, a no-nonsense single mother (played by Maureen O’Hara) working as a public relations executive at Macy’s. She has raised her daughter, Susan (Natalie Wood), in accordance with her belief that “we should be realistic and completely truthful with our children, and not have them growing up believing in a lot of legends and myths.... Like Santa Claus, for example.”4 Susan’s preternatural gravity shows us that a childhood shaped by such principles is devoid of color and joy. Doris herself is all business and has no time for either Susan or romance. (Is it her ruthless realism that unsexes her, or her professional ambition? The movie manages to trash working moms and clear thinking in one fell swoop.)


Doris is finally redeemed--and Susan’s childhood restored--when she is won over to the cause of Kris Kringle, the jolly old gent she hires to be the Macy’s store Santa. Kind and generous (though awful in his rage against crass materialism), the man has one quirk: he believes he is the real Santa Claus. This is patently impossible, defying all fact and all logic, and is, for just that reason, the very thing that must be accepted by all sympathetic characters before the gratifying denouement. Doris is a hard nut to crack, but finally, conquered by the patient equanimity of the wise old Kris--not to mention the romantic attentions of his handsome lawyer--Doris finally abandons her “silly common sense.”5

It’s a little tricky to figure out what the real message of this film is supposed to be. It’s not that we all should really believe in Santa Claus (although why not?). Rather, it’s that we should believe in something. But why use the figure of Santa Claus to make this point? Is it that commitment to moral values is on a par, rationally speaking, with belief in fairies, that the one is no more rationally defensible than the other? What’s going on, I think, is a linkage--one I’m eager to sever--between two kinds of rationality. One is the human capacity for logical reflection; the other is the construct of classical economics, the coldly calculating self-interest that eschews values and affection. It is this latter kind of “rationality” that has commercialized Christmas, not the former. We are supposed to read Doris’s skepticism about Kris as cynicism about the possibility of disinterested virtue--Kris is just too good to be true. But why yoke idealism to credulity?


One needn’t subscribe to the central dogma of Christianity to appreciate the moral value of charity. Nor must one be a theist to regret and resist the exploitation and commodification of every laudable impulse human beings possess. Indeed, if one judges by trends in the United States, the relationship between materialism and religiosity is precisely the reverse. Today’s most enthusiastic cheerleaders for free market capitalism--that juggernaut of commercialization--are also the most vociferously “Christian.” On the other hand, you’ll find no more eloquent critic of commodification than the atheist Karl Marx.


I know that many people (including many of the authors in this volume) experienced a deep sense of loss when they left the religious communities in which they had been reared. I must say that, for me, the feeling of relief was paramount, eclipsing any glimmer of regret. If I have any regrets at all, they are ones that have emerged since I became a parent. I am sorry that I was not able to provide my children with the kind of structured moral community that churches and synagogues can offer. My husband and I have both been active in progressive movements, and we’ve made sure that our kids logged plenty of time at demonstrations and political meetings (“Yes, you have to come; this is ‘church’ for us,” I’d explain.). But there simply are no secular institutions that can serve the myriad psychological, social, and moral purposes that religious institutions currently do. However, I see this fact as a challenge to secular moralists, not a reason to pretend to believe something I don’t.


In fact, it hardly matters whether I have any regrets or not. The pragmatic argument for religion--“believe and all this can be yours”--is bound to fail, at least for me. I find it impossible to believe things that make no sense to me or that I have profound reasons for thinking are false. Given the number of times this pragmatic line has been urged upon me (“for your children’s sake, if not for your own!), I’m inclined to think that I’m anomalous in this regard. Or maybe not. Maybe many people don’t actually believe the tenets of their religion but rather collectively agree--in some subtle and wholly implicit way--just to say they do.6 I have good reason to think that many people don’t actually know what tenets their denominational affiliation commits them to. I know for a fact that many Catholics simply ignore doctrines they find unpalatable and disregard injunctions they find inconvenient. But even if this kind of doublethink makes religion possible for some, it’s not a strategy I could adopt. There would be no “doubleness” in my case; there would be only pretense.


Some people have told me that they feel safer in a universe watched over by a benevolent God, and suggested that I would, too, if I could just recover my faith. I beg to differ. The world of my childhood, a world in which the supernatural intruded regularly into daily life, was a frightening world, a world in which anything could happen: the sun could stop, the dead could rise, virgins could give birth. Angels were real, but so were demons, and demons could take over your soul. As I child, I had been morbidly fascinated by the story of St. Jean Vianney, the “Curé d’Ars,” a humble parish priest who was said to have struggled for years with demonic possession, until finally cured by exorcism. (Or so I remember.) I had not thought about the Curé until many years later when I attended the London premiere of The Exorcist. Despite the fact that I had been, at that point, an atheist for two years--or maybe because of that--I found the film utterly terrifying. For months afterward, I was beset with unwanted memories of the demon-dominated child. I couldn’t sleep in the dark and I couldn’t remain in a room if the stupid theme music came on over the radio.7

In contrast, my children’s world is governed by natural law, which is extremely strict. The sun does not stop (at least not in my lifetime) and the dead do not rise (without cardio-pulmonary resuscitation). It’s true that this means one must abandon hope for miraculous interventions. After a car accident during my first year of graduate school, I remember looking in the rear view mirror at my horrifically bloodied face (broken nose--don’t worry) and thinking with profound distress that my fate lay entirely in the hands of merely human doctors. But the upside of a thoroughly natural world is that you know what you’re dealing with. You can have confidence, for example, that your newborn is not a demon in human form,come to prepare the way for a Satanic[lowercase?][OK] invasion. (It’s hard enough being a parent without having to worry about that.) And don’t tell me that praying protects you from anything. The Jewish and Christian traditions are replete with stories of righteous and holy people, from Job to St. John Vianney[spelled Vianney above; which is correct?], tempted and tortured by God, always for His own mysterious purposes.


My children, in fact, are pretty unflappable where ghosts and monsters are concerned. When my husband and I took them to the Museum of the Moving Image, it just so happened that the museum was featuring an exhibit on special effects in my old nemesis, The Exorcist. As I was trying to warn the children--then about seven and eleven--that the pictures might be too scary for them, they rushed past me to scrutinize a life-sized model of Linda Blair (the actress who portrayed the possessed child), fully demonic, levitated above her bed. They watched the outtakes from the infamous head-spinning scene with clinical dispassion, and pored over the various devices and prostheses required for the magic of projectile vomit. The final verdict on this totemic film of my youth: OK for how old it was, but pretty clunky. I was incredulous (if relieved): didn’t they find it scary? “Mom,” said my son, rolling his eyes. “Stuff like that isn’t real.” Right on, son.


I have no trouble calling myself an atheist, but if I had to choose a designation, analogous to “Catholic” or “Christian,” that might convey something about my positive commitments, I would choose “humanist.” I would connect myself with thinkers like Aristotle, Descartes, Hume, Kant, and Marx, who were awed and inspired by human capacities: for thought, for creation, and for sympathy. As they appreciated, our value as persons does not depend upon and cannot be secured by the patronage of any external being. It emanates from within.


Human dignity is not, and should not be thought to be, hostage to any myth. Ironically,

this may be the message of at least one story in a sacred text. Early in my career, I was asked to teach a course on theories of human nature; the syllabus began with the creation story in the second and third chapters of Genesis. I had never read the Hebrew Bible as a child and was familiar with the story of Adam and Eve only from retellings. I was fascinated to read the actual text (albeit in translation), which differed in many significant ways from the narrative I remembered. God, for example, appears more calculating than loving: he creates Adam for the express purpose of tending His garden (Gen 2: 15), and Eve for the express purpose of helping Adam in his work, no other beast being suitable for this task (Gen 2: 18-23). And He lies: He tells Adam that if he eats from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, “in the day that thou eatest, thou shalt surely die” (Gen 2: 17). The serpent (who is never identified as evil, only as “more subtil than any beast of the field”--Gen 3: 1) is the one who actually tells the truth: that they won’t die if they eat from the tree and that the reason God has forbidden them from doing so is that He is afraid of their becoming “as gods, knowing good and evil” (Gen 3: 5). This is confirmed when God, in consultation with unidentified others, expels Adam and Eve from the garden--not, mind you, as part of their punishment, but to keep them away from the Tree of Life: “Behold, the man has become as one of us, to know good and evil, and now, lest he put forth his hand, and take also of the tree of life, and eat, and live for ever: Therefore the Lord God sent him forth from the garden of Eden” (Gen 3: 22-3).

I am no Bible scholar but note only that the story, taken at face value, renders a trope familiar from many ancient mythologies: the stealing of a Divine[lowercase throughout?] [OK]prerogative by the presumptuous human. Always such thefts are punished: Prometheus is sentenced to eternal torment, Pandora releases pain and sadness into the world, and Adam and Eve, with all their descendants, must toil and suffer. What’s the lesson? Well, it could be that it’s prudent to do what powerful divinities tell you to do--in Adam and Eve’s case, to remain in a state of childlike ignorance, devoid of conscience or principle, dependent but safe. Or one could extract a different, more noble message: that knowledge and reason, those godlike powers, are so valuable that having them is worth enduring the wrath of the most powerful being in the universe. On this reading, Adam and Eve did not “fall from grace,” they ascended into moral responsibility. This is how I choose to read the story, and how I conceive our struggle as a species--to claim our rationality, to confront the harsh realities that constrain us, and to acknowledge our own responsibility, in spite of the cost-- therein to make ourselves “as gods.”
1	 1. As The Catholic Encyclopedia certifies: “Limbus Infantium” is “the permanent place or state of those unbaptized children and others who, dying without grievous personal sin, are excluded from the beatific vision on account of original sin alone.” See New Advent (http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/09256a.htm). Apparently, the Church has recently revised its teachings, and eliminated Limbo. � ADVANCE \d 12�


2	 2. Not Eve--her sin didn’t count--but leave that alone for now.� ADVANCE \d 12�


2	 Not Eve--her sin didn’t count--but leave that alone for now.� ADVANCE \d 12�


22 3. Jean-Baptiste Lamarck  (1744–1829) was a naturalist, a predecessor of Darwin’s. Like Darwin, he believed that species evolved, but unlike Darwin, he held that characteristics acquired by the organism during its lifetime could be passed on to future generations.


3.	 The American Civil Liberties Union� ADVANCE \d 12�


4	 The Raleigh News and Observer, July 7, 1994.� ADVANCE \d 12�


4.5	 Valentine Davies, Screenplay, Miracle on 34th Street. (Transcribed)� ADVANCE \d 12�


5.6	 Davies, Miracle on 34th Streetop. cit.� ADVANCE \d 12�


6.7	 Rey argues, in this volume, that this is typically the case.� ADVANCE \d 12�


7.8	music“Tubular Bells”--released, as irony will have it, on Virgin Records. Amazon.com will let you listen: http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B000000WG4/104-4076158-4010317?v=glance&n=5174.� ADVANCE \d 12�


� Blair is the actress who portraryed the possessed child.


� <UNN>My thanks to Judith Ferster and Joseph Levine for their comments on an earlier draft of this essay.</UNN>





�Peter convinced me to change this from "where" to "what" -- but I've changed my mind.   I think  the "where" version is by far the more popular idiom. I think it's actually a line from a poem, but I cannot find it at the moment.


�I'm alluded to a clice here.  In fact, I'd like to drop the periods, if that's possible.






