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INTRODUCTION

Recently a friend sent me a youtube link to a stand-up routine by George Carlin, with the point that “religion” (assumed to be Christianity) is a crock and God does not exist.  The point in sending this to me was not just that this was humorous, which it is, but that it captures some profound truths:  that while being a comedy routine, several important and valid points were made.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MeSSwKffj9o&feature=player_embedded



My friend wanted my reaction.  As G.K. Chesterton once said, “The only possible excuse for this book is that it is an answer to a challenge.  Even a bad shot is dignified when he accepts a duel.  It was perhaps an incautious suggestion to make to a person only too ready to write books upon the feeblest provocation.”    


SIGN-POSTS
Ridicule as a Substitute for Argument

First, I have always thought George Carlin was funny, engaging, and often perceptive.  Loved his joke in this video about “If there is a God, I challenge him here and now to strike … this audience dead!”  Several other zingers were worth seeing, as well.  But I am supposed to be looking at this from the point of view of the validity of Christianity.

I believe that lampooning and mocking sometimes just come as a way of venting frustration, and I can see how reasonable people, Christian or not, are often frustrated by the craziness of Christianity as it is displayed on TV, from the pulpit, in the media, and just all over the place.  Several of my Christian friends, in fact, are disappointed in “churchianity”, especially the (probably well-meaning) substitution of marketing for the fruit of the spirit.  I get that.
But, in other contexts, mocking is often the last refuge of those who have nothing else.  One example that comes to mind is when I asked Bishop Spong in a letter whether his former colleague, Bishop John A.T. (“Honest to God”) Robinson’s book Redating the New Testament was ever refuted.  He replied:
“… the world of New Testament scholarship simply dismissed it as not worthy of much consideration. I never hear that book referred to today, and I think that it was regarded as something of an embarrassment in John Robinson's career.”
Note that in this case, no arguments were (apparently) brought forth to counter Robinson’s points; it was just easier to mock.
Straw Men
The oldest trick in the book, and the easiest way to refute any position is to create a weaker look-alike (a “straw man”) and refute that.  This can be done by painting a broad picture to suit (such as of Barack Obama who purportedly “pals around with terrorists”), or by re-defining or over-simplifying the position in a false way (such as to attribute general skepticism to Descartes because of the “methodological doubt” of the cogito).
Whenever I see a straw man argument, I immediately wonder whether the person knew better.  Is he intentionally misrepresenting something so that he can attack a dummy?  Or does he really think that this is the position that is being put forward?  Obviously, you can correct the latter person, but not the former.

Inconsistencies

If a person’s critique of a position - whether humorous or serious, at length or concise, scholarly or popular – is based, all or in part, on internal contradictions, it is obviously weakened considerably.  If the contradictions or inconsistencies are important enough, his critique itself just becomes laughable.  

3 Sign-Posts

So these are three sign-posts that I always look for.  Over time, I have learned to see sarcasm and ridicule as sign-posts of the weak argument.  And mocking a straw man is the worst of the worst.  Let’s look at the points.


SPECIFIC EXAMPLES
The overwhelming impression of Carlin’s routine was that this was pretty obviously a caricature.  But it is more than that.  It is a caricature of a perversion.  Rather, a caricature of a perversion of a misunderstanding, wrapped in disgust.   
To see what I mean, let’s take some concrete examples through these steps.
 
God as the Old Man in the Sky

God is introduced to us as an old man in the sky, who looks down on us and, apparently, makes funny faces (remember, this is George Carlin).
1

The Jews worshipped the “I AM”, who is a being of Spirit, who created the world, appeared in the temple as Shekinah glory.  They stood out from their polytheistic contemporaries by their refusal to anthropomorphize the Creator.  Later, the Christian gospel clearly teaches that God the Father is a Spirit (and must be worshipped in Spirit and Truth), is not seen as he is in himself, and that "in him we live and move and have our being."  

2

To think that God is a human-like person with a body of a certain size who lives either in outer space or some planet is a complete misunderstanding (with apologies to Mormons, who apparently believe just this).   Perhaps this has been the image held in the minds of some unreflective Christians through the ages, and children, but it is just a misunderstanding of the doctrine (and, again, one of the things that separates traditional Christianity from Mormonism).
3
To seize upon this erroneous image and have it represent “religion” is just a perversion, creating a straw man.  

4
Last, Carlin can leverage his sizeable comedic talents to mug, mock, and caricature this alleged being.

The Ten Commandments
Next, per Carlin the one thing God is after with his creation is to hand us a list of ten no-no’s, and we had better not break any of the rules.  That’s what’s foremost on his mind.
1

The purpose of the Law was complex, and had to do with their civil code as a nation as well as how they were to act before God.  But even in Old Testament times, the wooden observance of rules for the sake of toeing the line was not ever the point – “I desire mercy, not sacrifice.”  And with Christianity, the point is made over and over and over and … that God’s purpose is to rescue his people, not to lay burdens on their backs of rules and regulations.  That’s grace.  
2

This salvation by grace, anti-legalism this is huge in the New Testament and a cornerstone of the Reformation.  Really hard to miss.  So, to think that God’s primary will is to obey rules and regulations is a complete misunderstanding.  
3
Yes, some Christians have seen God in this legalistic context, but it was labeled as “legalism” a long time ago, and is clearly not based on the gospel of Jesus.  Ministers and preachers and churches who based their teaching on this are perverting the gospel, and this is a tragic turn of events.  But this is not Christianity.

4
Carlin is thus able to create a caricature concerning God’s purpose for our lives, where obedience to a trivial little list of rules is what God desires most.  Easy to mock.  

Hell
Carlin then portrays anyone who breaks these ten trivial rules as punished forever in choking torment.

1

First, hell is a subject that needs to be treated carefully, but there is no room here for that.  But I would submit (so concisely that it probably won’t make sense) that (a) the primary meaning of terms like “eternal life”, “salvation”, “die in your sins” has to do with this life; (b) surprisingly little is actually said about our future life; it is very, very murky; the gospels are practical books and concerned primarily with this life; (c) C.S. Lewis’ view of hell is a plausible interpretation of the New Testament; (d) it is not at all a foregone conclusion that hell will last forever.  

Jesus’ own depictions of hell, when you look at them, turn out to have nothing to do with a trivial list of rules, but (as with the sheep and the goats) a dire warning to those who perpetuate the sick ways of dominance and self-absorption.  (More interestingly, it also has nothing to do with which “club” (denomination or church) you join, or if you say “Lord, Lord” or do works in his name.)
2

So, I believe that much of the prevalent thinking about hell in the U.S., where all “non-Christians”, or Ten Commandment Violators, etc. go, is a grave misunderstanding of the gospel message.
3
This has been further perverted over the years in various ways – thinking that “club” membership is what gets you in; thinking that your “ticket to heaven” is the central point of the good news and salvation; thinking you can game the system by confessing your sins on your deathbed, etc.  The greater perversion, perhaps, has been the spoken or unspoken implication that “If you disagree with me, you will be punished forever”; which leads to its diametric opposite, contending that disagreements are good and every position is equally valid, as if there were no truth.
4

Carlin does the expected caricature with this, with added power from making hell the penalty for breaking the trivial list of rules.

Riches
This is just a (justified) dig at the preachers and TV evangelists throughout the world who abandon the meaning and purpose of the gospel by grasping after riches.  ‘nuff said.
Prayer
Carlin presents prayer as the insistent pestering of God to get what we want, no matter how selfish or goofy, or even wrong, it may be.  He finds that this “works” about 50% of the time, whether you petition God or Joe Pesci (his humorous God-replacement), or some superstition.

1

Prayer should be understood as the two-way communication with God which forms part of a personal relationship – just like with a real person.  While we are encouraged in the gospels to ask for things we need, this is in context of the whole relationship, and not the most important part at that.  (The fact that God will stoop to relating with us on the basis of such self-serving contact is, as C.S. Lewis once said, a tribute to his humility.)  
2

This has been misunderstood by the unreflective, as by children, throughout the ages.  Petition-oriented prayer is sometimes mistakenly thought of “prayer” itself.

3

The perversion step inevitably follows when the issue of prayer becomes reduced to the question about whether it “works”, and the implication is it’s only worthwhile if we do indeed get the benefits we requested, otherwise it’s a bust.  Then it apparently becomes a statistical exercise, to find the “god” that satisfies the most demands.  
4

So Carlin lines up the images of prayer, voodoo practices, and other goofy stuff in our minds, as if they are all the same kind of thing.  His contention is that it all winds up the same (50/50), which is implicit proof that … what? … that God doesn’t do anything more worthwhile than the next guy, and so must not exist?


INTERNAL CONTRADICTION
We are Messed Up
For almost half of his monologue, Carlin is truly angry by the fact that the world is messed up.  He doesn’t say exactly how, but he doesn’t need to.  The assumption is that evil has run rampant, that the world is pretty much a miserable place to live in, and the conclusion is that no God would create that or even put up with it.
Carlin treats this as if it is a sort of systemic issue, an issue about our surroundings, the environment in which we find ourselves:  “The world around me is all messed up and causes me suffering” kind of thing.  
But when you think about it, the messed-up-ness of the world has much less to do with attributes of the world itself –the rocks and trees and grass and seas - than it does with people.  The world is messed up precisely because we people are messed up – no more and no less!  It is we who are bitter, hurtful, malicious, confused, scared, angry, contentious, self-absorbed; how hurt and devour and abuse each other.

I’m actually glad that Carlin feels the impact of this.  After all, it is our “existential situation” that despite the good things in life there is still something seriously wrong and flawed about us.  

Christianity Says We are Messed Up

But he falls into a direct contradiction, because in the next breath he complains that religion goes around telling us that we are bad, rather than good; that is, that we are all messed up!  But Carlin has just spent a lot of energy angry that we are so messed up.
What he does not go on to tell is that Christianity proposes to save us from this evil – not just by removing us to heaven, but by changing our inner selves and making things right.  That’s where the dominant theme of salvation comes in!  Now, this might seem like a pipe dream, but that’s another issue.  Here, we have Christianity pointing out the very same flaw that Carlin articulates, and then proposing to do something about it.

Ok, so I caught George Carlin in a contradiction, a slip-up.  So what?  I think the significance is the messed-up-ness of the world, and therefore of us, is the central reason Carlin says there is no God.  But it is actually God who agrees with him, that the world is incredibly and tragically messed up.  But Carlin takes offense at this  suggestion because it means that he also is messed up.  And he carefully ignores the proposed solution, which is at the crux of the issue!



CONCLUSION
Don’t Mock Straw Men

My objection to Carlin’s points does not come from the fact they were delivered in a humorous way.  That’s not it.

I certainly don’t object to his expression of his frustration with the arrogance of contemporary organized religion.
What I find wrong about this is the idea that Carlin presents any reasons to think that Christianity is false or the God doesn’t exist.
I actually agree that the things he critiques are false and wrong, and I laugh with him at the caricatures of those which makes them seem ridiculous and silly.  But those things, even if he wants to call them “religion”, aren’t Christianity, and have no bearing whatsoever on the issue of God’s existence.

The fact that he mocks straw men tells me that either Carlin is inexplicably ignorant or else is fudging the issues to fit his bitterness.

Critiques I Would at Least Respect
Now there are ways to critique Christianity which do have my respect, even if not my assent.  For instance, Nietzsche rejects Jesus’ moral view of the world because it panders to the losers.  Fine, I can understand that.  

Some people have claimed that Paul created Christianity, which if true would undercut everything I think I know about the New Testament.  I can respect that (at least, I can’t disrespect it) because I’ve never seriously considered that possibility in depth.

If a person had concrete arguments against the claim, say, that Luke canvassed eyewitnesses and produced their account, I would listen.  If anyone would ever engage with the “Structured Stories with Eyewitness Control” and explain how the Matthew and Luke copied from Mark, I would definitely pay attention and respect that.

Even a case where a Hindu or Buddhist mystic, one who speaks from experience, comes up with a new interpretation of all this which makes sense from some level at least might be interesting.  I’d have to see if these were serious thoughts.

But, back to the George Carlin “arguments”, in conclusion I’d have to say what my 12-yr old son tells me when we play basketball and I miss a shot:  “HEY, DON’T BRING THAT WEAK STUFF OUT HERE!”



