Book Review of ‘The God Delusion’
Richard Dawkins is without question, one of the most vocal promoters of atheism today.  He was recently behind an ad campaign which placed atheist ads on the sides of city buses in London.  This seemed to be the inspiration behind the local atheist chapter doing a similar thing here in Des Moines.  Dawkins has also written numerous books promoting his worldview.  One of the most recent and highly successful is his book, ‘The God Delusion’ which rose to the level of a New York Times bestseller.  In this work he devotes over 400 pages to arguing why you and I should not believe in God.  I would like to offer a few critiques of the substance of his arguments.
To begin, Dawkins states the purpose of his book up front: ‘If this book works as I intend, religious readers who open it will be atheists when they put it down.’ [p. 28] He then proceeds to attempt to discredit the Christian Scriptures among other religious writings and endeavors to point out that which he perceives to be its greatest deficiencies.  However, as Dawkins unfolds his critique of the Bible it becomes clear that, even though he grew up in an Anglican communion, he really lacks a basic understanding of the Bible’s message.

For example, he will refer to the story of Lot and Sodom [Genesis 19] and the part of the narrative where Lot offered his daughters to the men who surrounded his house.  This, of course, is a disturbing scene and one that places Lot in a bad light.  Another unsettling element of the same narrative is what happens in the aftermath of the destruction of Sodom and how Lot’s daughters chose to become pregnant.
Dawkins points to these stories and says with an air of triumph, See – the Bible is no guide to morality – look at this!  [p. 272]
The problem with his argument is that his point misses the mark of any real target of relevance.  While Lot may have been graciously spared from the doom of Sodom it is nowhere implied in Scripture that all of his actions are held up as a moral guide.  In fact, a basic understanding of the Bible leads one to the conclusion that biblical figures are purposefully portrayed ‘warts and all’.  The Scriptures deal with the reality of the human condition with all of its failures and its sins.  We see King David valiantly defeating the enemies of Israel as well as falling for the sin of lust.  It is seriously doubtful that anyone has ever come away from the account of David and Bathsheba confused about whether David’s adulterous activity was recorded as an example to follow.  What is the biblical message of the Lot narrative?  It is one of grace and judgment.  We see God’s judgment poured out upon a wicked population in the city of Sodom.  We also see God’s grace reaching out and sparing Lot along with some members of his family, even though they had not escaped entirely the contamination of living amongst a godless people.  
Moving along and perhaps more in line with the theme of ‘The God Delusion’, we find Dawkins regurgitating some of the old ‘wish fulfillment’ arguments about belief in the existence of a deity.  The ‘wish fulfillment’ argument was popularized by the psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud in the early part of the 20th century.  This argument says that people ‘wish’ for there to be a god and a heaven – they find such ideas to be comforting in the midst of a confusing and trouble-ridden world.  Therefore, they invent such beliefs and adopt them as their reality because of their utilitarian value.  The wish becomes father to the fact.  This kind of argument ultimately proves nothing as the Christian can just as easily respond that perhaps the sinner ‘wishes’ God not to exist and finds comfort in the fact that he will merely cease to exist at death, not being held accountable for his sins in the afterlife.  Adolph Eichmann, responsible for the deaths of millions of Jews, declared at his war crimes trial that he was no Christian and did not believe in life after death.  Such delusional thinking is not only unwise in the extreme for the individual, but also poses a threat to society.  Eichmann’s worldview was certainly a major factor in his ability to rationalize socially toxic behavior and to promote his own culture of death.
Let me move on to another area where Dawkins spends considerable time attempting to disprove God’s existence.  He refers to certain prayer studies as giving scientific evidence of the lack of efficacy of prayer being offered up to God.  He points to ‘double blind’ experiments involving individuals agreeing to pray for patients at certain hospitals and the results indicating no perceived benefit from all that prayer.  Such certainly proves that God doesn’t exist or at any rate, He doesn’t really listen to prayers.  [p. 85ff]
Of course, such a study contains a number of problems dealing with the kinds of individuals praying and the heart motives behind the prayers.  When it comes to prayer, the Scriptures present all manner of qualifications in the matter of its effectiveness, not least of which is the character of the individual praying.  “The effective prayer of a righteous man can accomplish much.”  [James 5:17].  The idea that any old warm body willing to partake in an experiment is capable of demonstrating the effectiveness or lack thereof of prayer should readily appear misguided to the average reader of the Bible.  
C.S. Lewis responded to a similar scenario a number of years ago in an essay titled ‘the efficacy of prayer’.  
Lewis wrote: ‘Simply to say prayers is not to pray; otherwise a team of properly trained parrots would serve as well as men for our experiment. You cannot pray for the recovery of the sick unless the end you have in view is their recovery.  But you can have no motive for desiring the recovery of all the patients in one hospital and none of those in another.  You are not doing it in order that suffering should be relieved; you are doing it to find out what happens . . . In other words, whatever your tongue and teeth and knees may do, you are not praying.’  [The World’s Last Night and Other Essays, p. 6]

Lewis points out that the flawed motives of the individuals involved in the experiment serve as a determinative factor in whatever outcome one achieves.  The words of James come to mind, ‘You ask and do not receive because you ask with wrong motives.’  [James 4:3]  Prayer studies such as the one’s referred to by Dawkins include too many variables to prove anything useful although one may chuckle at the attempt to scientifically ‘disprove’ God’s existence.  I’ve never participated in a scientific prayer study but I do pray.  I was once told by a doctor that I was unable to have children.  I now have five.  I think God not only answers prayer but He has a sense of humor.  
The challenge to the worldview of atheism and a challenge which Dawkins completely ignores is how one accounts for the presence of good and evil in a world explained by strictly natural causes.  i.e. If this world and our existence is merely the result of blind, unthinking forces; why is there such a thing as good and evil?  If there is no moral Law Giver to whom we are accountable, where does the concept of guilt come from?  Certainly the lion feels no guilt in tearing its prey.   Why do we condemn a man for murdering someone who gets in his way?  Morality and evil are inexplicable concepts in a strictly naturalistic view of the universe.  The biblical answer is that evil comes from the heart of man in rebellion against his Creator.  Evil is not merely a mistreatment of one’s fellow man but a sin against a holy God.  It is this God who declares, ‘Thou shalt not . . .’ It is the God of the Bible who assures us that our actions are of a moral nature and that they are actions for which we will someday be held accountable.  In the words of Scripture: ‘it is appointed unto man once to die but after this the judgment.’  [Heb. 9:27]
Contrast those words of Scripture with these placed by Dawkins on London buses: ‘There’s probably no God; now stop worrying and enjoy your life.’
One can only imagine what American theologian Jonathan Edwards might have responded to such a sentiment.  In what is arguably the most famous sermon ever preached on American soil, Edwards stated: ‘Almost every natural man that hears of Hell, flatters himself that he shall escape it.’  Edwards saw where delusion lies.  It lies in thinking that there will be no day of reckoning for sinners who persist in their rebellion against God and reject His overtures of grace.
All delusions aside, God is real.  Hell is real.  So are mercy and grace and yes . . . heaven. Christ died as a substitute for sinners and those who repent of their sins, putting their trust in Him, find mercy and grace at the cross.  

