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FAITH AND REASON

To THE EDITOR OF TRADITION:

Reading Professor George N. Schles-
inger's "Arguments From Despair"

(Tradition, Fall 1978), I was shocked at
some of his comments on an article in
which I discussed his book Religion and
Scientifc Method (my aricle is in the
Summer 1978 issue of Tradition). I was
shocked because Professor Schlesinger
misconstrues a number of my remarks
and takes others out of context, giving a

distorted picture both of what I said in my
article and of the status of our conflicting
opinions and because he is so dogmatic in
shrugging off my criticisms of his
arguments, when it is clear, from what he
says about the few criticisms he deigns to
discuss specifically, that he failed to

understand them. I would like to respond
to some of his more shocking statements.

First, Professor Schlesinger reports of
me that "in correspondence he admits 'I
am not at all sure that my criticisms are
correct' " (p. 20). The extent of the

"correspondence" between Professor
Schlesinger and me to date has been my
sending him a copy of my review article
before it was published, along with a
note in which I asked him for comments.
I was merely trying to be polite and un-
dogmatic by prefacing my request for
comments with "I am not at all sure that
my criticisms are correct." I did not
think this sentence would be construed
as any sort of "admission" or retraction
of what I said in the article. For the
record, I am confident that my criticisms
of Professor Schlesinger's arguments are
correct.

Second, Professor Schlesinger quotes
me as saying in my article that there are
several views expressed in his book that I

did not discuss "partly because I could

not find anything wrong with them." He
goes on to infer that I "did not believe
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that a reviewer may sometimes pro-

fitably discuss any part of a work which
he thinks are (sicJ good" (p. 20). The
truth is that I discussed only the three

main arguments of his book (i.e., the
central argument of each of the book's
three parts). As I made clear in the
paragraph from which he took the
quotation (see p. 103 of my article), of
the views I did not discuss, many were
not specifically on topics in religion or
philosophy of religion, and so discussion
of them did not belong in an article in
Tradition; others were not essential to
the book's main arguments and so could
receive no more than mere mention,
since my original discussion of just the
main arguments was too long. I did like
Professor Schlesinger's points about

miracles and about Pascal's Wager. But
my saying that I omitted discussing them
because I found nothing wrong with them
was meant facetiously. I apologize to all
those who took the remark seriously.

Third, as I mentioned earlier, it seems
from Professor Schlesinger's brief com-
ments on two of my criticisms, in Part III
of his article, that he did not understand
these criticisms. Unti he communicates
any specific thoughts on the other
criticisms, I can only assume that he
misunderstood those as well. For the

readers who have been following Pro-
fessor Schlesinger's arguments, my
criticisms, and his reply, let me just say
the following. (I) My main criticism of his
argument for free wil was that his in-
ference of a logical contradiction from
the statement that human choices could
be infallbly predicted is invalid. I further
argued that even if it were valid, it could
not be used to prove that human beings
are free in a way that no machine could
be; and I showed how the assumption

that human choices are undetermined

creeps into his argument in support of his
using it that way. (2) I think it is made

Tradition, 18(3), Fal/1980



Communications

quite clear in Par iv of my aricle, pp.
ll6-l20, in exactly what way Professor
Schlesinger is "trying to have it both

ways.. . ."
Fourth, Professor Schlesinger, on the

basis of the concluding paragraph of my
article, classifies me with those who feel
that it is impossible to prove God's ex-
istence and that one should not try to
prove it. There are people who hold one
or both of these positions, and people

who deny one or the other or both; to
which class i belong does not matter
much to the world, but i would like here
to try to clarify that brief and somewhat
cryptic paragraph at the end of my arti-
cle. Unfortunately, i must be brief here,
too.

In the introductory section of my arti-
cle I gave what I think is a good reason
for attempting to prove that God exists,
that He gave us the Torah, and so forth.
But the thrust of my article was to refute
just such an attempt. So I felt that I
should, in a concluding paragraph,
answer two questions: 0) Why did I
argue against a proposed theistic proof?
and (2) How do I feel about being left
apparently with no conclusive argument
for God's existence? My answer to ques-
tion i was simply that, though we should
try to prove God's existence, and the

like, we should really try to prove it and
not just uncritically accept as sound any
argument as long as "God exists" or
"Torah is mishamayim" is its conclu-
sion. My answer to question 2 was that I
do not feel so bad about not having an
obviously sound proof of God's ex-
istence. I can say "Gam zu
ltovah" - "this also is to the good."
Consider, for example, a physically han-
dicapped person who says, "It's good to
have a handicap, one can more easily
devote time to learning." He is not
recommending that physicians stop sear-
ching for a remedy for his handicap or
that others induce similar handicaps on
themselves; he is merely finding a good
aspect to a basically not-so-good situa-
tion. Similarly, I was saying that there

are good aspects to the basically not-so-
good situation of lacking an obviously
sound theistic proof. And part of the
good aspect I had in mind is the very ac-
tivity of trying to come up with such a
proof. To me, the struggle to bring
reason in line with faith is par of what
makes life interesting and challenging.
Furthermore, I do not feel ready for a
mode of living predicated on the kind of
belief in God that is based on incon-
trovertible proof. Compare the follow-
ing. We are (and should be) constantly
trying to make life easier for ourselves
and for others in various ways, but I do
not think many of us would enjoy a life in
which everything came easy, without any
work or effort. We're not ready for Gan
Eden. Similarly, we're not ready for the
drastic changes in outlook and, in our
way of life, that would be consequent to
realizing a situation in which faith comes
easy and amounts to knowledge.

Finally, Professor Schlesinger does not
bother to refute the various points I raised
in objection to the arguments in his book
because, he says, "any reader who reads
the book attentively enough and tries
honestly to follow the arguments
developed in it wil quite easily be able to
answer these points" (p. 20). AIl I can say
is: Read the book, and read the articles by
myself and by others on the arguments,
and judge for yourself.

Ira M. Schnall, Ph.D.
Indianopolis, Indiana

PROFESSOR SCHLESINGER REPLIES:

I really did not wish to cause agmath
nefesh and was only tryng my best to
make sense of a review that did seem to
me to have distorted what I have written
beyond recognition. In all earnestness, it
is not that I do "not bother to refute the
various points" raised. A useful reply

would require a careful restatement of a
set of complex arguments at a length that
would be beyond the scope of this Jour-
nal.
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There is, however, one interesting
point Dr. Schnall makes on which I be-
lieve I am able to comment meaningfully
in a few sentences. He says that if we had
incontrovertible proof of God's existence
life could become uninteresting because it
would become too easy. Consider for a
moment the case of Bilaam. He was a pro-
phet in frequent communication with the
AImighty (according to Hazal, in some
respects even a greater prophet than
Moshe). He had the strongest possible
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evidence for the existence of God, who
addressed him directly. Yet he is describ-
ed in the Torah, and even more so by
Hazal, as an exceedingly wicked person.
Thus we must not underestimate the
power of the Yetser Hara. Even if one is
in the possession of quite incontrovertible
proof for God's existence, it stil requires
an unceasing and most strenuous struggle
to keep this proof constantly in one's

awareness and not yield to the ever pre-
sent powerful temptation to deny Him.


