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Reli gion causes more harm than good. When I men tion this obser va tion dur ing polite
after-dinner con ver sa tions, most peo ple study the table and pre tend not to have heard. 
If any one replies at all, they usu ally sug gest that I prob a bly have n’t con sid ered the
many advan tages that reli gion brings to human ity. That’s pos si ble; after all, the issue
is essen tially one that revolves around cost-benefit anal y sis. Clearly, it would be
mon u men tally dif fi cult to mar shal all of the facts nec es sary to sup port my impo lite
con clu sion. But that par tic u lar prob lem is just as severe for the defend ers of reli gion;
nei ther side can prove its case on the basis of evi dence alone. 
 After so rudely inter rupt ing the oth er wise polite flow of an after-dinner dis cus sion, 
my native con trari ness typ i cally urges me to pre vent the con ver sa tion’s safe return to
those gen tle ter ri to ries that we have all rehearsed to a fine pitch of pleas ant monot ony.  
How ever, pur su ing such an unpop u lar and impo lite hypoth e sis requires that I add
some sort of war rant for the claim. As I have noted, the war rant is not to be found
merely by exam in ing the avail able evi dence; nobody has access to all the infor ma tion 
that would be required. So my argu ment must incor po rate the rea son able impli ca tions 
of the evi dence, impli ca tions that depend upon our com mon under stand ings about
how we humans arrive at con clu sions gen er ally accepted as true. Asser tions (whether
rude or polite) ulti mately base their appeal for proper war rant upon a log i cal assess -
ment of their truth or fal sity. It seems appro pri ate, there fore, to exam ine the roles
played in reli gion by truth and false hood.
 Reli gions, vir tu ally uni ver sally, advance knowl edge-claims con cern ing issues ger -
mane to human well-being. Espe cially when viewed from the nat u ral is tic per spec tive
of an evo lu tion ary eth ics like that advanced by Larry Arnhart, such con sid er ations of
well-being are cen trally rel e vant to ques tions about good and evil. Reli gious epis te -
mol ogy, I argue, nec es sar ily entails the fol low ing fun da men tal con tra dic tion: its
basic pre mises always advance claims that involve clearly empir i cal state ments (par -
tic u larly about the human good), how ever, at the same time, it pro hib its the free and
unre stricted inves ti ga tion of whether those claims are true or false.
 The big gest prob lem with reli gion is that it opposes truth. It’s not sim ply a mat ter of 
con fu sion or inac cu racy. Even some fairly polite peo ple will admit that those prob -
lems abound in reli gious teach ings. If reli gion were merely a benign con gre ga tion of
errors, I don’t think that its harm ful influ ence would out weigh the ben e fits. The real
trag edy of reli gion is that it pro mul gates untruth and actively resists efforts to replace
super sti tious non sense with facts.
 Reli gion, one is fre quently informed, is not sci ence. The defend ers of reli gion think 
that is a good thing. Sci ence is often pre sented as cold and heart less, devoid of sen si -
tiv ity to the sub tle and sub lime essence of real ity. Poetry and music, paint ings and
mythol ogy: these are the domains (one is told) that can ade quately reflect that inef fa -
ble, infi nitely mys te ri ous je ne sais qua. Sci ence is fine for mere facts, but if we want
to dis cover the deeper truth beyond mere facts, then we must turn to reli gion. 



 But what kind of “truth” could con sti tute this non-factual vari ety? Are there fac tual 
truths and non-factual truths? Maybe I’m just too sim ple-minded, but I can not under -
stand that notion. If it is a fact that the earth orbits the sun, then it is true that the earth
orbits the sun. If it is true that God loves all peo ple, then it is a fact that God loves all
peo ple. Con versely, if the next space mis sion dis cov ers that we’ve been wrong for
cen tu ries and the earth only appears to orbit the sun, we will then say that it is not a
fact (and so is not true) that the earth orbits the sun. By the same token, if we have evi -
dence that God does not love all peo ple, then we should con clude that it is not a fact
(and so is not true) that God loves all peo ple. Fine, but what could count as such evi -
dence? I sub mit the his tor i cal facts of rape, tor ture, geno cide, plague, star va tion, slav -
ery, Auschwitz, etc., par tic u larly when con sid ered in con junc tion with God’s alleged
omnip o tence, omni science, and sta tus as cre ator of the uni verse. 
 Cer tainly these con sid er ations don’t weigh equally against all reli gions, but the
under ly ing point has to do with reli gious epis te mol ogy, a deeply flawed approach to
knowl edge-claims that does afflict most (if not all) major world reli gions. When one
attempts to iden tify the facts of the mat ter about reli gious claims, one is told that the
truth is in prin ci ple beyond the realm of facts. It is faith, not fac tual knowl edge, which 
under writes the belief that God loves all peo ple. Facts, you see, just get in the way.
Reli gion is about truth, not facts.
 Sci ence relies on the oppo site assump tion. For most sci en tists, facts are what really 
mat ter. Truth, inso far as it could pos si bly be any thing other than facts, could only be
approached via facts. This dis tinc tion mat ters a great deal, because we rely upon facts
to dis cover the dif fer ence between truth and false hood. Juris pru dence in west ern
dem o cratic soci et ies relies upon the idea that tes ti mony can be cor rob o rated or fal si -
fied by rel e vant facts. Juries are instructed to attend to the facts of the case in assess -
ing the truth ful ness of the defen dant’s plea of inno cence. They are not instructed to
dis re gard the facts and to pray for divine rev e la tion. Why not? It’s sim ple: facts are a
much more reli able way to assess the truth or false hood of claims than is any human
expe ri ence of divine rev e la tion.
 On the other hand, I do not dis pute that some truths are indeed beyond expres sion
and quan ti fi ca tion. Fur ther more, some of the most pro found of human feel ings res o -
nate with a qual ity of truth that eludes any prop o si tional or “strictly ratio nal” for mu la -
tion. I also rec og nize that much of human knowl edge and under stand ing is not only
non-linguistic, but is also mostly uncon scious, often only dimly appre hended (if at
all) dur ing ordi nary aware ness. Many aspects of our appre ci a tion of real ity are best
described as ‘in tu itive’; they can not be fully com pre hended by any ordi nary form of
ratio nal thought. All of this, extremely impor tant as I take it to be, does not weigh
against my main point. These ‘in tu itive’ or emo tional modes of appre hend ing truth
must not pre-empt our ratio nal fac ul ties, nor should they be allowed to trump our
more pro saic, empir i cal meth ods of assess ing truth claims. 
 Impor tantly, our pro found and non-rational appre hen sions of real ity are not trans -
par ently expli ca ble by any ratio nal frame work of the ory. That purely expe ri en tial
char ac ter of such ‘tran scen dent’ encoun ters with what many mys tics have called
‘higher’ real ity is, in prin ci ple, beyond the bounds of ordi nary under stand ing. There -
fore, any attempt to explain such expe ri ences accord ing to a body of the ory, whether
reli gious or sci en tific, can be—at best—no more than an edu cated guess. But reli -
gious teach ings almost uni ver sally ignore that sim ple infer ence and appeal to the
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sense of pro found truth that most of us have expe ri enced dur ing sub lime moments as
war rant for the o ret i cal claims with straight for wardly empir i cal impli ca tions. So, for
exam ple, one’s sense of won der when gaz ing at a glo ri ous sun set or a star-drenched
night sky might be advanced as evi dence that the Judeo-Christian God exists and is
the Cre ator of all of this won der. If that is true, it is a fact, on par with other facts about 
the nature and ori gin of the uni verse. There fore, it should be sub ject to the same kinds
of scru tiny accorded any other empir i cal claims. It should only be accepted as truth to
the extent that it is sup ported by the over all weight of the evi dence.
 Sci ence is fun da men tally skep ti cal. Claims must be sup ported by fac tual evi dence
if they are to be regarded as true. Reli gious thought pro ceeds accord ing to a dif fer ent
kind of logic. Reli gions are fun da men tally orga nized around beliefs, prin ci ples,
and/or creeds. Cer tainly other ele ments play impor tant roles, but the main uni fy ing
fea ture of any reli gion is its body of fun da men tal beliefs. The pur pose of any given
reli gion is intrin si cally con nected to its belief sys tem; it exists pri mar ily as a vehi cle
for those beliefs. Try to imag ine a reli gion with out any fun da men tal con cep tual com -
mit ments. Why would peo ple par tic i pate in such a reli gion? The basic beliefs of a
reli gion are cru cial to its ongo ing exis tence. Sci ence, by con trast, exists pri mar ily for
the pur pose of dis cov er ing facts, a pur suit which often entails fal si fy ing prev a lent
beliefs. Sci ence is, at root, an epistemological meth od ol ogy that is in prin ci ple
devoted to skep ti cism about belief sys tems.
 If one accepts my argu ment this far, the impli ca tions are very seri ous indeed. I take
it as a fact that accu rate knowl edge of the envi ron ment con fers sig nif i cant sur vival
ben e fits on organ isms. This prin ci ple also holds true for human kind as a whole. We
must have accu rate infor ma tion about our selves and the uni verse around us, espe -
cially those parts of it that most crit i cally impact our ongo ing sur vival and well-being. 
There fore, we must fos ter sys tems of under stand ing and inves ti ga tion that enhance
our accu rate knowl edge of our selves and the rest of real ity. As the human pop u la tion
con tin ues to grow logarithmically and tech nol ogy advances our destruc tive, as well
as con struc tive abil i ties, the mar gins for allow able error are becom ing ever smaller.
We can no lon ger afford the lux ury of wide spread igno rance, par tic u larly among
those with enor mous power. We can not risk con tin ued tol er ance of induced mass stu -
pid ity. Human ity, if it is to con tinue to sur vive on this shrink ing planet, must develop
safe guards against sys tem atic attempts to sti fle knowl edge and per pet u ate igno rance.
Reli gion opposes truth. Not always, and not in every instance, but as a gen eral
rule—it must do so in order to sur vive. It opposes truth because it opposes skep ti cism. 
Fac tual knowl edge, if it jeop ar dizes the cen tral beliefs, threat ens the very exis tence of 
the reli gion. Like all other sys tems, reli gious sys tems per sist because of their resis -
tance to destruc tion. Imag ine a reli gion that taught, as its cen tral doc trine, “Blessed
are those who aban don this reli gion.” That reli gion sim ply would not sur vive. Reli -
gions that have sur vived have done so because they are very good at per pet u at ing
them selves. To the extent that the facts threaten their sur vival, it is the facts that must
be dis pensed with, not the reli gion. That sys temic struc ture leads inev i ta bly to the
reli gion adopt ing mea sures to restrict skep ti cal chal lenges aimed at elim i nat ing its
cen tral doc trines. If it is to sur vive, it must safe guard its fun da men tal basis for exis -
tence. That safe guard ing pro cess must favor the pres er va tion of the doc trine over the
dis cov ery and dis sem i na tion of truth.
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 Arnhart points out that Aris totle believed that we should prize eudaimonia
(well-being) above all else. Of course, as the ancient phi los o pher explained in great
detail, iden ti fy ing the essence and con sti tu tion of true human well-being is no sim ple
mat ter. How ever, we can prob a bly agree that some prac tices can obvi ously be
excluded from any list of ingre di ents for eudaimonia. Drinking copi ous quan ti ties of
bat tery-acid would be one such prac tice. Loi tering under wa ter for long peri ods with -
out the assis tance of arti fi cial breath ing appa ra tus would prob a bly be another. A third
exam ple of such unwise prac tices, more to the point, is con sis tent and sig nif i cant mis -
in ter pre ta tion of the salient evi dence. Gen erally speak ing, organ isms must make
fairly accu rate assess ments con cern ing the con straints that their envi ron ments
impose if they are to sur vive and flour ish. Humans, obvi ously, are no excep tion. We
ben e fit from accu rate knowl edge of the facts and, con versely, we suf fer when we
ignore the facts—or are mis led. Eudaimonia requires a high degree of accu rate
knowl edge of our selves and the rest of real ity. We now have much more sci en tific
infor ma tion about human well-being than did Aris totle and, the pur suit of
eudaimonia requires a pur suit of those sci en tific facts, regard less of whether or not
they accord with our prior con vic tions. Belief-systems, prac tices, and/or insti tu tions
that oppose the inves ti ga tion of the facts are to that extent also oppos ing human flour -
ish ing. When such regres sive belief-systems are fur ther rein forced with the author ity
of reli gion, their poten tial to threaten human wellbeing becomes truly patho log i cal.
Nowhere is this pathol ogy more pro foundly prob lem atic than in the area of eth ics. We 
humans are orga nized, bio log i cally and socially, so as to revere and obey basic moral
imper a tives. Leaving aside ques tions regard ing the evo lu tion ary ori gins of our moral
natures, we can not escape the con clu sion that we are deeply affected by moral views.
Any social and/or intel lec tual sys tem that con trols the basic con stit u ents of our eth i -
cal com mit ments will inev i ta bly also con trol sig nif i cant aspects of our behav ior. Reli -
gions, of course, are pri mar ily con cerned with eth ics. They pro foundly influ ence
gen eral social per cep tions regard ing right and wrong, good and evil, and the best
course for a human life. Some times, I am sure, the moral teach ings of major world
reli gions accord with empir i cally ver i fi able hypoth e ses regard ing human wel fare.
Unfor tu nately, how ever, many cen tral ten ets of many reli gions do not coin cide with
the best results of con tem po rary sci ence. Con sider sex. Vir tu ally every great reli gion
has teach ings about sex ual prac tices. These teach ings cru cially orga nize the behav ior
and psy cho log i cal states of their adher ents. Yet, from at least the time of Freud, we
have known that the effects of sex ual pro hi bi tions on human psy cho log i cal health are
poten tially extremely prob lem atic. This is not the place to extend this anal y sis; I men -
tion it merely as one exam ple of pos si ble empir i cal con sid er ations that should be
brought to bear on reli gious moral teach ings. But to do so requires a fun da men tal
change in basic reli gious epis te mol ogy. It must relin quish its fun da men tal prem ise
that the knowl edge of good and evil is prior to and inde pend ent of the facts.
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