
Daniel D. Meyer / © Christ Church of Oak Brook / 2-24-08 1 

A CURE FOR THE DISEASE 
Is Faith the Enemy of Reason? 

Texts: John 20:24-31; Proverbs 2:1-6; Isaiah 43:8; Mark 9:24 
 

Responsive Reading:  
 
One of the Bible passages most frequently cited by the wave of new atheists seeking to crucify 
Christianity today is this famous story from John chapter 20, the story of doubting Thomas.  
What critics of Christianity zero in on are the words of Jesus in verse 28.  As they tell the story, 
Thomas has just asked for some evidence that the risen Christ is not a hallucination. He’s asked 
for permission to actually touch the nail and spear marks in Christ’s body.  But, suddenly, Jesus 
responds like some angry schoolteacher rapping the knuckles of a poor kid just asking a 
reasonable question.  Jesus spits harshly: “Stop doubting and believe." The critics then jump 
to verse 29:  “Then Jesus told him, ‘Because you have seen me, you have believed; 
blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.’ 
 
There you have it – the quintessential example: Religion is about requiring you to believe 
without real evidence. Religious faith is the opposite of reason.  Daniel Dennett, writes that 
Christianity is addicted to blind faith and that “blind faith secures its own perpetuation by the 
simple unconscious expedient of discouraging rational inquiry.”1  Best-selling author Sam Harris 
calls faith “nothing more than the license religious people give one another to keep believing 
when reasons fail.”   
 
But Richard Dawkins, author of The God Delusion, hammers perhaps the most beautifully 
chiseled spike of all.  Religious faith, he says is a “kind of mental illness… a state of mind that 
leads people to believe something – it doesn’t matter what – in the total absence of supporting 
evidence.”  Faith means “believing not only without evidence but in the teeth of the evidence.”2  
Is this true?  Is faith, irrationality or gullibility, raised to the level of a social disease?  What do 
you think?  I think that, maybe, there are some religious people who do come at faith that way. I 
think there are some who, like the new atheists, see reason as the opposite of faith. But, in 
doing so, they have abandoned the true nature of at least biblical faith.  Why do I say that?  
Because of the evidence. 

 
Faith and Reason 

 
Author David Marshall says: “The Bible frequently appeals to reason, empirical facts, and 
experiment as means of discerning the truth.”  We’re told to “Taste and see that the Lord is 
good” (Psalm 34:8). God’s invitation to Israel is “Come let us reason together” (Isaiah 1:18).  
“Take a walk through the book of Proverbs and you’ll see that “’simple-minded’ people and 
‘fools’ who ‘hate knowledge’ are rebuked (Proverbs 1:22).”3 On the contrary, we’re supposed 
to bring our rational minds to the pursuit of God. Proverbs tells us that if you: “Turn your ear to 
wisdom and apply your heart to understanding, 3 and if you call out for insight and cry 
aloud for understanding, 4 and if you look for it as for silver and search for it as for 
hidden treasure, 5 then you will understand the fear of the LORD and find the knowledge 
of God. 6 For the LORD gives wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and 
understanding.”   
 
Jesus said that we were to “love the Lord our God with all our minds” (Matthew 22:37).  In 
Romans 12:1, the Apostle Paul teaches that human transformation comes from the “renewing 
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of [our] minds,” so that we are “able to test and prove what God’s will is.”  In the New 
Testament, the Apostle Peter says that Christians are not to simply demand that other people 
have faith, they are called to present the “reason for the hope” that lies within us. In the Book 
of Acts alone, we are given numerous examples of the early Christians doing this.  We see 
them explaining, arguing, persuading, proving, and otherwise contending for the reasonability of 
the faith.4 
 
And this pattern continued on in church history.  The 2nd Century church father, Justin Martyr, 
wrote: “Reason directs those who are truly pious and philosophical to honor and love only what 
is true, declining to follow traditional opinions.”  Origen of Alexandria argued for the tremendous 
evidence in archaeology, history, miracles, and prophecy that Christian faith was, in fact, 
reasonable.  In the 5th Century, St. Augustine wrote, ‘heaven forbid that we should believe in 
such a way as not to accept or seek reasons.’”  “William Law said that ‘unreasonable and 
absurd ways of life… are truly an offense to God.’  Johannes Keppler added that religion ‘cannot 
be but rational,’ since God is ‘supremely rational, and the human being is also rational, being 
created in the image and likeness of God.’”5 

 
Christian Religion and Science 

 
If I were growing up in our society today and had heard nothing of these great themes of 
scripture and church history, I would be easily confused or led astray by the dichotomizing 
assertions of the New Atheists. I might well come to believe that religious faith is the enemy of 
reason. The atheists would feed me spectacular caricatures about how some pope or tribunal 
burned books or made life hard for some noble scientist like Galileo and I’d become very open 
to believing contentions like that once made by popular atheist, Carl Sagan. Sagan 
characterized science as a “candle in the dark,” struggling for progress while “superstition and 
pseudoscience keep getting in the way.”6 
 
But is this a rational contention?  Trace history over the past 500 years and you will see that far 
more often than not, people of Christian faith were on the vanguard of scientific inquiry and 
progress.  Sociologist Rodney Stark maintains that of the 52 greatest scientists between 1543 
and 1680 only two of them were skeptics, the rest people of devout religious faith.7  Between 
1597 and 1625, Francis Bacon laid out a program for the pursuit of scientific discovery, 
contending that while it was the glory of God to hide mysteries, it was the glory of kings to 
explore them. Bacon was the one who also said: “A little or superficial knowledge may incline 
the mind to atheism, but a farther proceeding therein doth bring the mind back again to religion.”   
 
As David Marshall writes: “Many skeptics seem to think science emerged from the so-called 
Enlightenment,” but “every great European thinker from John of Paris to John Locke was 
steeped in the Bible (even [the skeptic] Voltaire was educated by Jesuits… Evolutionary 
philosopher Michael Ruse points out that even Darwin drew heavily on Anglican natural 
theology, concluding ironically, ‘without Christianity, I doubt we would have had Darwinism.’”  In 
other words, “if theology makes it a virtue not to understand, as Dawkins claimed, then Western 
Civilization can only be a massive artifact of reverse psychology.”8  
 
Oxford professor, Alister McGrath recently observed: “The early twentieth century saw the 
development and domination of a mindset that assumed religion is a superstitious relic that has 
always been in essential conflict with science and will be until it is eliminated.”9  But as McGrath 
details extensively, the rumors of Christianity’s death in the scientific community are greatly 
exaggerated.  The reality is that Oxford biochemist, Arthur Peacocke, one of the scientists who 
determined the solubility and shape of DNA… John Polkinghorne, a Cambridge scholar of 
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elementary particles… Russell Stannard, the Physics prizewinner who researched the basic 
structure of matter… Distinguished physicist and futurist Freeman Dyson… Dr. Ard Louis, a 
brilliant scientist who studies the physics of protein folding at Oxford… Francis Collins, the head 
of the Human Genome Project and a former atheist… some 40% of all scientists and a 
significantly higher percentage of physicists are followers of Jesus.  If faith is the enemy of 
reason… if believing in the reality of God, the trustworthiness of the Bible, and the call to serve 
God with the whole of one’s life is actually in opposition to using your brain, it has somehow not 
occurred to many of the most brilliant minds of our time and of all time. 
 

Searching for Reality 
 
Richard and Thomas Howe write, “When we as Christians maintain that Christianity is true… 
our contention is that religion is more than something to give us peace of mind, a purpose for 
life, and happiness… [which it does, but] There is something more.  We believe that religion 
must be grounded in reality, that it must make true claims about reality – who we are as human 
beings, who God is, and how we are related to God.  The religion that cannot truthfully answer 
these questions is false, not because it fails to give one peace of mind, but because it makes 
false claims about the way things are.”10 
 
Long ago, Jesus of Nazareth did what to many scientific minds defied the limits of rationality.  
He plainly died and then, a few days later, overcame death and appeared to the people who 
considered him lost forever.  The disciple, Thomas, could not believe it. He insisted that he 
would not believe till he put his fingers IN the wounds.  But what no atheist will ever tell you -- 
largely because it doesn’t fit their caricature or they haven’t bothered to study the evidence very 
carefully -- is that far from discouraging such an empirical investigation by Thomas, Christ 
actually encouraged it. John 20:27 recounts the events: “Then he said to Thomas, "Put your 
finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side.” 
 
Presumably, as Thomas did this, Jesus said, on the strength of this evidence: Stop doubting 
and believe." 28 Thomas said to him, "My Lord and my God!"  The text goes on to say in 
verse 30: 30 Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, 
which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that 
Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.” 
 
Beloved, please don’t buy the propaganda being peddled at you today.  For the vast portion of 
Christian history, reason and faith have neither been opposites nor enemies.  Historically, they 
have been companions and friends.  At their best, they are allies in the pursuit of a true 
understanding of reality in all of its fullness.  It’s interesting to me that Jesus said something else 
to doubting Thomas that day.  John 20:29 reads: 
“Then Jesus told him, "Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those 
who have not seen and yet have believed."  Jesus is implying, I think, that as important as 
reason is, there is another way to Truth.   
 
Dinesh D’Souza writes: “When reason has reached its limits there are two possibilities.  We can 
stop or we can continue onward…  The purpose of faith is to discover truths that are of the 
highest importance to us yet are not available to us through purely natural means… the point is 
that the game of science is conducted on a field, and the most important questions of life –Why 
am I here? What should I love? What should I live for? –lie outside that field. .”11 
 
Philosopher Brian Magee writes: “We are like soldiers besieging a castle who have sought 
endlessly in vain to find a way of penetrating its walls, and whose only hope whether they 
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realize it or not, lies in a different mode of entry, a tunnel that will bring them up inside the 
fortress without penetrating the walls at all.”12  The Christian message is that God has given us 
rational minds to seek after him and the truths of life and we are meant to use them.  But there 
comes a moment when reason can go no further.  There comes a time when the glory of who 
God fully is, and what we have been made to love and do, is beyond the reach of rationality.  It 
is there where faith gives thanks that God has provided a tunnel and has come through it in the 
person of Jesus of Nazareth to lead us to the other side.  
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A CURE FOR THE DISEASE 

Discussion Guide 
 

1. Describe a time when someone insisted that you believe something without evidence or 
take something on [blind] faith.  What did that feel like? 
 

2. Which of the following views of the relationship between Faith and Reason (or Religion and 
Science) makes the most sense to you?  If you are able to explain why, do so.   

 They are in conflict.   
 They are independent of one another 
 They need to be in active dialogue.   
 They ought to be integrated 

 
3. What can reason tell us about God? 
 
4. Why is faith necessary, if at all? 
 
5. How do you feel about the idea that God exists behind a fortress wall that reason alone 

cannot cross? 
 

 
 
John 20:24-31 (NIV)  
24 Now Thomas (called Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not with the disciples when Jesus 
came. 25 So the other disciples told him, "We have seen the Lord!" But he said to them, "Unless I 
see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into 
his side, I will not believe it." 26 A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas 
was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, 
"Peace be with you!" 27 Then he said to Thomas, "Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach 
out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe." 28 Thomas said to him, "My 
Lord and my God!" 29 Then Jesus told him, "Because you have seen me, you have believed; 
blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed." 30 Jesus did many other 
miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. 31 But 
these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by 
believing you may have life in his name.  
 
Proverbs 2:1-6 (NIV)  
1 My son, if you accept my words and store up my commands within you, 2 turning your ear to 
wisdom and applying your heart to understanding, 3 and if you call out for insight and cry aloud 
for understanding, ear of the LORD and find the knowledge of God. 6 For the LORD gives 
wisdom, and from his mouth come knowledge and understanding.  
 
Isaiah 43:8 (NIV)  
8 Lead out those who have eyes but are blind, who have ears but are deaf.  
 
Mark 9:24 (NIV)  
24 Immediately the boy's father exclaimed, "I do believe; help me overcome my unbelief!" 


