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Forward 
 
The following letter appeared in the Letters to the Editor section of the Vancouver Sun on August 29, 
1988. 
 
A Source of Many Evils 
 
 I am amused but also disheartened by the large wave of protest against the film "The Last 
Temptation of Christ."  The fact that the protest is so widespread points to a general increase in recent 
years in a return to Christianity, especially the fundamentalist sort. 
 Christianity promotes not only intolerance (which causes bloody wars) but also lack of 
independent thought, guilt, inhibition, pointless self-sacrifice, and ignorance, to name a few tings.  Not 
only is there no hard evidence for the actual existence of Jesus Christ, what circumstantial evidence 
there is highly suspect, probably planted. 
 As far as I'm concerned, anything that may serve to weaken the influence of Christianity and 
reduce ignorance in this society is a step in the right direction. 
 
---------------------------------------------------- 
 
Al Harms, who is a Christian, wrote to Joyce and thus began a correspondence which has continued for 
over two years.  After a few initial letters, both agreed to correspond with the purpose of reflecting their 
views on a variety of issues.  They have attempted to describe how their particular world views are 
reflected in how they live and find meaning in life.   
 
Following a number of introductory letters, the writers chose to deal with specific topics which include 
Prophecy, Science, Ethics and Morality, Creation vs.  Evolution, The Authenticity of Scripture, and The 
Problem of Evil.  The remaining letters are identified as General. 
 
The following excerpt, taken from somewhere in the middle of our correspondence, discusses mainly 
Bible prophecy. 
 
 ---------------------------------------------------- 
 
February 24, 1989 
Dear Al, 
 I too, am looking forward to exploring the various topics that you have suggested.  For this 
letter, I've picked Biblical prophecy -- I've been doing some studying and thinking about this topic and 
find it extremely fascinating. 
 I was initially intrigued with the concept of prophecy when you once mentioned a doubting 
colleague of yours who became re-Christianized because she couldn't explain away fulfilled prophecy.  I 
have also noticed that this is a popular persuasive tool used by Christian authors and proselytes to prove 
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the truth of Christianity, i.e., the claim that Old Testament prophecy reached fulfillment through Jesus 
the Messiah. 
 However, the interpretation of Biblical prophecy too often entails a gullible acceptance of the 
paranormal.  After all, prophecy is a form of precognition and as such, can be grouped together with 
abilities like telepathy, telekinesis, and so on.  Christians generally denounce the occult, so why then, 
when it occurs within the framework of their own religion, do they accept prophecy as a revelation from 
God?  This is really an arbitrary and unjustified claim.  It should also be noted that prophecy tends to 
occur within altered states of consciousness.  Deprivation of food and other stimuli can result in visions 
and hallucinations -- drugs will also do the trick.  Mentally ill and insane people, who today are locked 
away in institutions, were the prophets of primitive cultures. 
 The correct method of examining Biblical prophecies should employ a strong measure of 
skepticism.  Can we find ordinary or naturalistic alternatives that better suit the explanation of the 
prophecy?  A good analogy for this process can be seen in the phenomenon of UFO sightings.  Many 
people are eager to accept the premise that we are being visited by extraterrestrial beings, so any 
unusual activity in the sky is readily interpreted as proof of these visitations.  However, when sightings 
are investigated in a thorough, rational manner, it is found that many are merely weather balloons, 
meteorites, airplanes, satellites, unusual weather patterns, or the planet Venus, and so on.  More still 
are shown to be hoaxes, or the products of overactive imaginations.  We are left with a handful of 
"unexplainable" sightings, for which we generally do not have sufficient information to make a 
pronouncement on.  In other words, there may be a natural explanation, but we just don't know enough 
about it to say.  We are neither entitled nor obligated to accept the theory of extraterrestrial visitation 
simply because there is a lack of evidence for a rational or any other type of explanation. 
 This same process can be utilized in analyzing Old Testament prophecies.  Many prophecies that 
are interpreted to refer to later events, such as the coming of Jesus, in fact have no relevance to him at 
all, but refer to other long dead and gone Davidic kings or other personages (Isaiah 9:2 refers probably 
to Hezekiah, and Malachi 4:5 talks of Elijah, which can't mean Jesus unless you believe in reincarnation).  
Some prophetic material, such as the book of Daniel, purports to predict future events, when in fact it is 
cataloguing current historical events.  Daniel claims to be writing during the 6th century B.C. Babylonian 
exile, when Biblical exegesis has conclusively shown that book to be written by an unknown author 
about mid 2nd century during the Maccabean revolt.  Daniel's apocalyptic narratives refer only to that 
period in history, and not to Jesus' time, or our own time, as has been claimed. 
 Many other so-called prophecies are either so ambiguous that one can infer anything one wants 
from them, or their original meaning is twisted and manipulated until it can be forcibly applied to a 
prediction of Jesus (Genesis 3:15, Zech. 3:8,9 and countless others).  The selection of Christian Messianic 
prophecies in fact, is so arbitrary that in many cases, the "prophecy" is not really a prophecy at all, but 
some sort of general statement construed to be predictive.  If this is allowed, virtually half of the Old 
Testament, to be consistent, should be interpreted to be exclusively about Jesus.  Furthermore, for 
every actual prophetic utterance in the O.T. that is deemed to have been fulfilled through Jesus, one can 
easily point to 10 or 20 more that are ignored by virtue of their inaccuracy and irrelevance (Isaiah 53:2,3 
see Luke 2:53; Isaiah 53:7 see John 18:20-23, 33-37; Isaiah 42:2-4 see Matthew 27:46, Matthew 21:12). 
 Some popular "fulfilled" prophecies were never really fulfilled at all.  New Testament writers 
simply pored over the O.T. scriptures, picked out prophecies that they felt should definitely apply to the 
Messiah and concocted stores about Jesus that showed their fulfillment through him.  Matthew was 
especially adept at this.  (Isaiah 7:14-16 see Matthew 1:18-25; Micah 5:2 see Luke 2:1-7; Jeremiah 31:15 
see Matthew 2:16-18.)  Still other prophecies could have been deliberately fulfilled by Jesus himself 
through premeditated, practical means (Zechariah 9:9 see Matthew 21:1-7 and Luke 19:29-35).  Also, 
some prophecies that appear to have been fulfilled could be just a matter of coincidence, especially if 
the prophecy is vague and general. 
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 Prophetic language commonly speaks of the Messiah as being the light of the world, serving and 
ruling all nations, the redeemer of Gentiles and Jews alike.  However, in view of history and the current 
world situation, it is extremely unlikely, if not unthinkable, that Jesus will ever attain the power 
attributed to him.  Christians constitute a minority in the world today.  Major cultures, such as those of 
India, China, and the Soviet Union have their own religion, philosophy, and ideology.  They have not 
been greatly swayed by Christianity.  As well, we must remember that Jesus was a Jew and was 
supposed to be the Chosen People's Messiah as predicted in the Hebrew (Jewish) scriptures, yet he was 
never accepted by the Jews themselves!  This simple fact alone is enough to discredit him as the true 
messiah.  It might be of interest to note here that large parts of the gospels' narratives and theology 
have been shown by Biblical exegesis as an attempt to explain away two embarrassing situations -- 
Jesus' crucifixion by the Romans for sedition and the rejection of Jesus by the Jews.  In fact, the highly 
anti-Semitic tone evident in the New Testament is completely unjustified.  The Romans killed Jesus, not 
the Jews.  The N.T. writers probably never envisaged the horrific legacy of persecution they bequeathed 
to subsequent generations of Jews by such passages as Matthew 27:25.  When stripped of the 
theological framework constructed around his person after his death, Jesus appears to be just another 
failed Jewish Messiah. 
 Messianic Biblical prophecy in reality has little claim for fulfillment through Jesus.  The 
assumption of fulfillment is based on extremely biased and arbitrary selection of prophecies, which all 
too often are themselves vague and ambiguous.  The misinterpretation of the Hebrew O.T. scriptures for 
Christian apologetic purposes amounts to an abuse of and disrespect for the Judaic tradition. 
 
References: 
Prophecy in Early Christianity -- David E.  Aune 
Encyclopedia of Biblical Prophecy -- J. Barton Payne 
The Bible Handbook -- Ball, Foote, Bowden, Smith, et al. 
The History of Ancient Israel - The Old Testament -- Isaac Asimov 
The Trial of Jesus of Nazareth -- S.G.F. Brandon 
Superstition -- Felix E. Planer 
Jesus:  An Historian's Review of the Gospels -- Michael Grant 
 
Sincerely, 
Joyce 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
(an “extra” letter from Joyce to Al) 
March 12, 1989 
Dear Al, 
 In your last letter, you asked permission to attack head on my broad statement about the 
indefensibility of Christianity.  Well, attack away!  I'm smiling too.  This letter will be an attempt to 
explore some personal aspects of my position and how I might have become this way.  I may be learning 
a little as I go along, who knows. 
 As a child, raised in a strict fundamentalist Christian home, I had no reason to question what I 
was taught, at least until I was old enough to think and encounter outside influences.  But before I fully 
realized that other people lived and thought differently, and before I discovered science, I was aware of 
an unfair discrepancy between the treatment of males and females at home, at church and in the Bible.  
I'm not sure from whence this feminist awareness arose, but I do know that I've always been 
tremendously glad to be female rather than male.  By Grade 2, it was patently obvious to me that girls 
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were far smarter, more sensible, and generally nicer than boys were.  Although I've become a lot more 
tolerant as an adult, I still tend to believe that women have a pretty good edge on men.  (Call me a 
female chauvinist pig if you like!)  There was no doubt in my mind that many passages in the Bible 
regarding the status of women (in the Pauline epistles for example) were just plain wrong-- in fact, 
downright criminal!  I remember complaining to my parents about it at the age of 7 or 8.  Although I 
couldn't have articulated it back then, I think the whole patriarchal, male-dominated religion of 
Christianity turned me off more than a little bit.  To put it metaphorically, I had a sneaking suspicion that 
Eve had been framed. 
 I recall an incident that occurred when I was 16.  After the service one Sunday, as the 
congregation milled around conversing socially in front of the church, the minister passed around an 
anti-abortion petition for people 18 and over to sign.  I remember thinking it was a good thing I was 
underage, because if he'd asked me to sign, I would have had to refuse.  Now at that time, I knew 
virtually nothing about the abortion issue, but I'd realized almost instinctively that it had to be a 
woman's right to choose.  As far as I could tell, not a single person at the church that day hesitated to 
sign the petition.  I got the impression I was the only rebel in my church.  I think I recognized then, as I 
do now, that legalized abortion is not really about killing unborn babies -- it is about the basic rights of 
women.  Either fetuses have rights or women do; the rights of one can only be protected at the expense 
of the other.  It's that simple.  (I find I'm very tempted to get on one of my favourite soapboxes here, but 
I'll refrain.) 
 Another incident from childhood that stands out in my memory happened during a church 
service and was purely of a psychological nature.  I think I was 10 or 11 years old.  I was sitting with 
perhaps half an ear to the sermon when I became gradually overcome with an extremely strange feeling 
of disorientation.  The minister's voice kind of faded away although I could still hear him as if he were at 
the end of a long tunnel.  I don't know if I can adequately describe the thoughts and feelings that ran 
through my mind, but I was overwhelmed with a strong sense of the very temporal nature of life.  In 
that moment, I knew there was no heaven or hell, no souls, no God, no meaning, nothing.  The words 
seemed to shout through my mind -- "This is all there is!" -- as in this life, this reality.  For a moment, I 
had a grasp of eternity, an idea of the immensity of the scale of time in the universe and the incredibly 
fleeting instant that my life occupied.  My emotions were a mixture of anxiety, hopelessness, and fear, 
but also wonder.  The entire episode lasted barely half a minute or so before my normal state of mind 
returned.  I went on being a Christian after that, but perhaps my heart wasn't as fully into it as before.  I 
think it was within a year or two after that I developed a strong interest in science and evolution, etc.  I 
can only speculate as to what brought on this unsettling "revelation" since I can’t remember the context 
-- perhaps I'd had some unconsciously felt doubts about God, and maybe something the minister said 
set it off.  However, I didn't then and I certainly don't now attribute it to any kind of supernatural 
intervention in my mind.  My brain was just playing tricks on me, as brains are sometimes wont to do.  I 
have read that children are especially susceptible to abnormal perceptions of one sort or another, and 
it's wholly a psychological phenomenon.  I regularly saw ghosts as a young child, and the fact that they 
were extremely real to me at the time does not cause me to believe in the reality of ghosts today.  
Children often have a difficult time separating imagination from reality. 
 None of this fully explains why I came to fall away from the Christian faith so completely.  
Perhaps the clues lie in my personality, my level of intelligence, and to some extent, elements in my 
upbringing.  Personality is a unique, individual thing, although it's possible to loosely categorize people 
according to various personality traits.  My five siblings and I were raised in the same home, under the 
same conditions, with the same teaching.  Today however, only three still go to church, one is a doubtful 
agnostic, one says "Religion?  Who cares?" and I am an avowed atheist.  Perhaps it's more than just a 
coincidence that the three youngest are the Christians -- for one thing, they attended a church-run 
school, whereas the three of us attended public school.  But certainly, we all have differing personalities 
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that may in some ways predispose us to belief or non-belief.  On my part, I seem to have always had an 
independent, questioning nature, an overactive imagination, and a strong desire to learn, which was 
expressed mainly by reading books.  I think in the end, Christianity was unable to respond to my needs, 
answer my questions, or inspire my imagination. 
 There was another part of my upbringing, closely tied to religion, that I had a difficult time 
dealing with.  I should mention it although it is a bit too personal to discuss, but here it is -- sexuality.  
Again, I'm not too sure where my attitude came from, but in spite of the obvious Christian taboo against 
premarital sex and the unspoken intimation that sex was "wrong" or "dirty," I had few qualms about 
engaging in sex.  It seemed like a natural thing to me (how could something that felt so good be wrong?) 
but I did eventually become quite ambivalent and sensitive about it, partly because of painful clashes 
with my parents, but also due to the traumatic discovery that out there in the real world, boys were 
perfectly free to sow their wild oats, but for girls, sex was something to be withheld at any cost.  I 
deplore the double standard to this day, although far from encouraging rampant promiscuity for both 
male and female, I feel that boys and men should be encouraged to make intimacy and love an integral 
part of sex.  Going for the "conquest" only deepens the rift between the sexes and ends up victimizing 
both of them. 
 Having been married and now single again at the ripe old age of 32 (apparently the sexual prime 
of women!) I would find it extremely difficult to live without sex, if I was constrained by a Christian 
moral code.  In fact, I wouldn’t even consider it -- sex is just too important and too great a pleasure.  I 
feel that I would be endangering my mental health, my efficiency at living, and my very happiness if I 
were to forego it.  Certainly I feel no guilt as far as sex is concerned; actually I'm very comfortable and 
even proud of my sexuality.  I think this attitude is directly tied to my happiness being a woman, and to 
me that seems very healthy, the way it should be.  There is a section in C.S. Lewis' book "Mere 
Christianity" where he discusses the human sexual appetite and how it seems to have gone awry since it 
is far more voracious than necessary simply to perpetuate the human race.  Sociobiology has suggested 
that the answer lies not in mankind's selfish or evil perversion of this human instinct, but in evolution, 
where frequent sexual relations serve to cement the male/female bond.  Sex seems to further 
emotional attachment; in other words, love and sex do go together.  After all, they call it "making love"! 
 
Joyce 
 
---------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
March 17, 1989 
Dear Joyce, 
 One result that our correspondence has had for me is that it is making me do a lot more reading.  
I must confess that the subject of prophecy is not one where I feel very knowledgeable so I hope that 
you are not disappointed in my response.  
 In your letter, you have raised a number of real problems in relation to prophecies in the Bible.  I 
must admit that I have had similar doubts about attaching great meaning to verses apparently picked at 
random and seemingly interpreted out of context.  Some years ago my wife and I attended a series of 
lectures given by an Old Testament scholar.  He made the recommendation that we should always look 
up the Old Testament references when reading the New Testament.  I decided that I would try that and 
when I went back to my room I started reading in Matthew.  One of the first references that I ran into 
was in relation to the fact that Mary and Joseph left for Egypt shortly after Jesus was born.  Reference 
was made to Hosea 11:1.  However, when I looked up that verse it seemed to be speaking very 
specifically of the exodus of the people of Israel from Egypt and not about some future Messiah.  When I 
raised this problem, it was explained that the Jewish scholars typically take verses out of context from 
the Old Testament.  To them it is perfectly acceptable.  Thus it seems that if God would give his people 
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prophecies that he would do it in a way which they would understand.  (The thought occurred to me just 
now that this would also have served as an effective way of keeping those who were not meant to 
understand from understanding.  A kind of code, perhaps?)  In any case, if one looks at this from a point 
of view of how the original readers would have understood this, instead of how we would understand 
this today, then the reference seemed to be perfectly legitimate. 
 I'm sorry that I won't be able to deal in detail with all the individual prophecies you have 
mentioned.  I'm not certain that much would be gained by that.  In many cases, I probably would agree 
with your analysis.  Instead, I would like to deal with what I see as the main principles involved in this 
discussion of prophecy. 
 In choosing prophecy as the first topic for discussion, you have hit on an issue which comes 
close to being an item open to falsification, particularly for the position of the atheist.  From the 
Christian standpoint, the message of the gospel is not directly dependent on the truth of prophecy.  
Jesus could have come to the earth out of the blue, so to speak, and still accomplished the same 
mission.  There is in the unfolding of the Old Testament an undeniable message of the coming of a 
saviour who would undo the fall of the human race through Adam.  Prophecy is thus seen as a 
foreshadowing of events to come which substantiates faith when fulfilled as in the case of Christ's death 
and resurrection.  It also offers hope when anticipated as in the case of the prediction of Christ's second 
coming. 
 For the atheist, the matter of prophecy is somewhat more crucial, since prophecy could be 
considered to be the supernatural intervention by God.  You have stated in your world view which I will 
refer to as the naturalist world view, "that there is not nor has ever been supernatural intervention in 
human lives and the world at large."  I hope that I am correct in assuming that the concept of prophecy, 
the foretelling of a unique event in history, falls completely outside of the naturalist view of what is 
possible in our world.  Therefore if prophecy is shown to be "real," then the naturalist position falls. 
 Just to elaborate on that, I would like to borrow an analogy from my farm days.  If a neighbour 
calls me and tells me that my cows are in his corn field, I don't have to ask how many of my cows are in 
his corn to conclude that there is a hole in my fence.  Even if there is only one cow in his corn, I am safe 
in concluding that there is a hole in my fence.  Similarly, even if only one prophecy regarding the coming 
of Jesus Christ and subsequent events in his life is true, the naturalist position has a hole in it just like my 
fence.  Getting back to that analogy, once I accept that one cow has gotten into the neighbour's corn, 
nothing changes in regard to the hole in my fence if I mistakenly conclude that all my cows are in his 
corn.  Similarly, nothing changes if the Christian mistakenly chooses to see more prophecies than he may 
be justified in seeing.  Therefore, it is not adequate to call this or that prophecy into question -- every 
prophecy has to be clearly seen to be questionable before the naturalist can safely conclude that his 
"fence" is intact. 
 At this point, I would like to detail just a few of the prophecies seen as predicting the coming of 
Jesus Christ and the events of his life. 
 The prophet Isaiah wrote some 400 years before the coming of Christ.  In Isaiah 7:14 we read:  
"Therefore the Lord himself will give you a sign: The virgin will be with child and will give birth to a son, 
and will call him Emmanuel." (Emmanuel means "God with us.") We see this fulfilled in Matthew 1:18-
25.  In Micah 5:12 there is reference to Bethlehem as being the place of origin for a new ruler.  In 
Matthew 2:1, we read that Jesus was born in Bethlehem.  In Malachi 3:1 there again appears the idea of 
a coming messenger from God, this time preceded by another messenger.  In John 1:23 the forerunner 
of Christ is identified as John the Baptist.  Then there is the whole matter of the messianic lineage 
through Adam, Abraham, Isaac (rather than Ishmael), Jacob instead of Esau (Genesis 21:12), Judah 
instead of one of his eleven brothers (through the prophet Balaam in Numbers 24) Jesse (Isaiah 11:1), 
David instead of one of his seven brothers (Numbers 16), etc.  Keep in mind that these are factors over 
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which Jesus had no control.  The question is not so much whether any or each particular prophecy can 
be explained away, but rather why there are so many that have to be explained away. 
 The above is only a small sample of the prophecies pointing to the coming of Jesus Christ.  There 
are also more than 20 specific prophesies which point to the way in which he would die (Psalm 22).  
 You suggest that we need to employ a strong measure of skepticism in examining Biblical 
prophecy.  I think that I would have to agree that one is not forced to accept the prophecies as 
interpreted by Christians.  One has only to look at the ability of the tobacco companies to deny the 
scientific data supporting the fact that smoking causes lung cancer to recognize that one can cast doubt 
on almost everything.  If that is true of the scientific data in regards to the effect of smoking on lungs, 
then it is certainly true of vague or not so vague references to future events in a rather strange book 
called the Bible.  But you must admit that the smoker is taking a gamble. 
 There is another aspect to all this.  In Luke 16, Jesus tells the interesting story of the beggar 
Lazarus and the rich man.  After they both died, the rich man found himself in hell and yet was able to 
see Lazarus in heaven.  The rich man begged that he be allowed to go back to warn his brothers of what 
they could expect if they did not change their ways.  Abraham replied, "They have Moses and the 
Prophets; let them listen to them."  The rich man pleaded that if he would return to them from the dead 
(they would see a miracle), then they would surely believe and repent.  But Abraham answered, "If they 
do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, they will not be convinced even if someone rises from the 
dead."  That short story depicts the human capacity to believe or disbelieve just about anything.  It also 
indicates that God does not appear to have an obligation to provide overwhelming proof of his being 
but only to provide adequate evidence to sustain belief.  The choice to believe or not believe remains 
ours.  If a person were judged for unbelief in a court, would the prophecies in the Bible serve as 
evidence against that person?  That is ultimately the question that the atheist has to answer. 
 Early in your letter you make reference to the occult.  There was at the time of Jesus and there is 
now a confusion as to the source of power used to work miracles.  Jesus was accused of using the power 
of demons to perform miracles.  There is much concern in Christian circles as to whether the miracles 
and, yes, prophecies, that are being seen and heard today are really from God.  The Old Testament 
makes it clear that there are two sources of supernatural power, one of which is forbidden for the 
people of God.   
 There is one further comment that I wanted to make in regard to your reference to the book of 
Daniel.  My understanding of the kind of criticism that you have used in establishing the date for that 
book is somewhat as follows.  If I find a letter bearing the date January 12, 1924 which makes reference 
to the future assassination of John F. Kennedy, then I must conclude that the date on that letter is 
wrong because that event did not happen until 1963.  Similarly, if the book of Daniel makes reference to 
events which happened in the 2nd century B.C. then I must conclude that it could not have been written 
in the 6th century B.C.  That would be correct if, in fact, prophecy were not possible.  But the whole 
message of the Bible centres around the fact that God does speak through his prophets.  This now 
appears to be cancelled by decree through the presupposition that prophecy is impossible.  This seems 
to place God in a kind of Catch-22 position.  On the one hand, if God does not provide some 
supernatural evidence of his existence, he cannot be known.  On the other hand, if he does provide 
some supernatural evidence of his existence, then it cannot be God because supernatural events are 
impossible.  
  I invite your further comment on this topic. 
 As I indicated earlier, there is a new interest in the gift of prophecy in the church today.  In fact, 
if you want to get some first-hand exposure, there will be a two day conference on prophecy, led by 
Augustine Alcala from Phoenix, Arizona at Burnaby Christian Fellowship, 7325 McPherson, Burnaby, on 
April 1st, 1:30 - 5:00 pm and April 2nd, 7:30 - 10:00 pm.  Anyone can go.  There is usually a time of what 
is called "ministry" when individuals may receive personal prophecies.  Who knows - he might have a 
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word for you.  Would you be willing to risk that?  I have met him and the words he had for me were right 
on.  However, I should perhaps warn you not to be put off by his personal appearance, should you 
decide to go.  I haven't quite decided whether I will go that weekend since he will also be coming to our 
church on the following weekend. 
 It occurred to me that perhaps we could both address the question as to how our lives and 
perceptions of life might change if we were to convert to the opposite world view.  I think both of us 
have invested fairly heavily in our particular belief systems. 
 
Best regards, 
Al 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
March 26, 1989 
Dear Al, 
 I feel that I have to write two letters in order to catch up on some of our correspondence.  One 
is a response to some of the points in your world view, the other a response to your rebuttal on my 
prophecy letter.  I'm sitting here experiencing some frustration because I'm so eager to write them both, 
I can’t make up my mind which to do first!  However, I guess I'll start with the prophecy one to keep up 
our continuity, and I’ll try and write the other within a few days. 
 I quite agree with your statement that we need only to prove the truth of one prophecy to 
establish that the supernatural has intervened.  However, with the nature of prophecy being what it is -- 
ambiguous, open to various interpretations, and the questionable circumstances under which it is 
received and/or written, it would be a difficult task indeed to prove unequivocally its validity.  There 
would always be some element to any prophecy that would be subject to doubt.  The skeptical position 
however, does not presuppose the impossibility of prophecy -- at least it shouldn't.  The skeptic ideally 
starts at point zero, with no prior assumptions on any aspect of prophecy, whether it is true, false, from 
God, or from man.  The skeptic does rely however, on what he can discover through naturalistic, rational 
means.  He uses the tools of science and empirical thought, purely human means.  This means that 
supernatural claims which lie beyond the realm of physical laws are difficult to prove using scientific 
methods and so are especially subject to skepticism.  This is not to say that it is necessarily impossible to 
demonstrate the paranormal.  Many scientific tests have been conducted in an effort to establish the 
existence of the supernatural.  Under rigorously controlled conditions, to prevent any possibility of 
deception or uncertainty, the existence of ESP, telekinesis, etc., however, has never been demonstrated.  
All psychics have failed repeatedly and consistently.  
  Prophecy, or clairvoyance however, is not as easily testable in a laboratory environment.  It has 
a rather deceptive side to it.  For instance, there are prophecies made that are later fulfilled, but their 
fulfillment could not in any way be said to constitute a miracle.  I could predict the outcome of an 
election between two candidates.  If my prediction proves true, should I claim some sort of divine 
revelation?  Obviously not, since my chances for a correct guess were 50/50 to begin with.  This reminds 
me of a cartoon I saw which pictured a fortune teller gazing into her crystal ball.  The caption has her 
exclaiming something like, "I predict that someone will win the election this year!"  Of course her 
prophecy will be fulfilled, but how much is it worth?  A fulfilled prophecy can also be a result of careful 
prior research.  If one is intimately familiar with all aspects of a particular election, the candidates, the 
issues, the opinion polls, voter history, etc., etc., it is possible to make a quite accurate prediction of the 
outcome.  In fact, I would say that often when we experience "gut" feelings, or have a hunch, or some 
unexpected insight pops into our head, it is not some mysterious, miraculous phenomenon.  It is the 
result of the mechanistic workings of the brain, constantly sorting and analyzing the whole of our 
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existing knowledge and perceptions of life on a largely subconscious level.  This means that when we 
formulate a prediction about something, even though it may seem to be coming out of nowhere, it is a 
product wholly and solely of our physical brains.  I am quite certain that at the conference you spoke of, 
people will likely generate prophecies right, left, and centre.  But what are they really?  We must 
remember that the human brain is incredibly complex and although many seemingly strange and 
unexplainable things can happen to us, there is really no evidence that they are anything but 
characteristics of our material brain.  Most of us have a very limited understanding of how our brains 
really work and so it is easy for us to misinterpret the many anomalies that occur.  I believe that an 
interpretation which includes a large supernatural component is based mainly on this lack of 
understanding and also an unhealthy degree of gullibility.  There is an excellent little book entitled "The 
Psychology of Anomalous Experience," by Graham Reed, which explains such things as visions and 
hallucinations, deja-vu experiences, dream elements, and various traits of our consciousness, thought 
patterns, and memory as normal or abnormal physical manifestations of our brains.  This book turns out 
to be quite a sweeping refutation of mystical explanations, although the book is by no means a treatise 
against religion or the paranormal. 
 Although it would be a long, arduous, and unwieldy process, perhaps the only way to properly 
examine and refute Biblical prophecy is to examine each and every one individually.  I can't conceive of 
an easier way since various generalizations may not be adequate by themselves.  Perhaps though, by 
exposing just the major prophecies in the Bible, it would render most of the lesser prophecies redundant 
and would demonstrate sufficiently the danger of accepting any one of them at face value. 
 I recently obtained a book called "Encyclopedia of Biblical Prophecy," by J.  Barton Payne.  It's 
subtitled the "Complete Guide to Scriptural Predictions and their Fulfillment."  The author is a 
conservative Christian scholar and his book is a thorough, 754 page listing and interpretation of every 
possible Biblical prophecy (and then some).  To say that many of his explanations are ludicrously far-
fetched is not an overstatement.  He has listed in one section 191 specific prophecies relating to Jesus.  I 
spent an evening investigating and analyzing the first twenty or so on his list, in order.  Every single one, 
without exception, was easily refutable.  Most were biased or mistaken to a degree that I can only 
describe as pathetic.  Frankly, I was amazed how someone, especially a scholar of some erudition and 
intelligence, could be so blinded by faith.  There seems to be something about a religious frame of mind 
that encourages a lack of, or perversion of, logical, rational thought, because I have consistently noticed 
this phenomenon amongst Christian writers, to a greater or lesser degree. 
 It is not difficult to understand why there are so many prophecies in the Bible.  Prophecy was a 
big thing in those days -- there was a very high significance attached to it.  Prophets were often the elite 
of society and were greatly reverenced by many -- obviously, since they were considered to be the 
mouthpieces of God.  The respect they commanded certainly must have played a part in the prevalence 
of prophetic writings that eventually became incorporated into the Bible.  I would also venture to say 
that it is quite likely that early Christian writers were very eager to show that Jesus was the true 
Messiah, and did so by relying heavily on prophecies both from the Old Testament and new ones put 
into Jesus' mouth to "predict" events that happened in the writer's time. 
 I would agree with you that the Old Testament is a sort of unfolding of a Messianic promise, but 
I would point out that this unfolding is anything but clear-cut and well-defined.  The O.T. writings span a 
long period of time, probably about a thousand years, and this unfolding is really more like an evolution.  
The conception of a Messiah developed and changed over time - one can point to a gradual reshaping of 
different Messianic themes and beliefs in the O.T., such as a royal, military Messiah who would liberate 
Israel and rule as an earthly king, to the concept of Isaiah's suffering servant, among others.  The New 
Testament notion of an atoning, personal saviour is yet a different abstraction, and not one that is either 
supported by or derived from the Old Testament.  The theme of a dying and resurrected god had its 
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antecedents with the Hellenistic pagan mysteries that proliferated in the Greco-Roman world at that 
time, which were in turn received from Egyptian, Persian, and Indian mythologies. 
 Although Christianity claims Judaism and the Old Testament as its basis, I have come to realize 
through my reading that the connections between the two religions are actually quite superficial.  
Christianity has been grafted onto Judaism in a manner that I would liken to a parasite/host relationship.  
Judaism’s already ancient and revered history afforded the infant Christian church a vehicle to achieve 
widespread success and respectability.  It is evident when comparing the Old and New Testaments that 
they have very disparate theologies and approaches.  The bloodthirsty, vengeful God of the O.T. has 
been transformed into the God of love and mercy, and suddenly the God who once thundered, "You 
shall have no other gods before me!" has been split into three separate entities.  The worship of Jesus in 
fact, embodies a deliberate and flagrant defiance of the second commandment.  As for the Holy Ghost, 
who has the foggiest notion of what or who that is supposed to be?  In tracing the origin of the concept, 
it has been theorized that the doctrine of the Holy Ghost is based on a mistaken understanding that this 
spirit was some kind of separate, divine being when, in fact, it was meant to symbolize a natural 
component of man's religious consciousness.  In other words, the holy spirit was simply an advanced 
theological doctrine that sailed over the heads of many early Christian preachers who managed to make 
a garbled mess of it. 
 Not only has Christianity shamelessly exploited and abused the traditions of Judaism to gain 
credibility and power for itself, it has then turned around and condemned the Jews for rejecting the 
Christian message, a message that is totally inimical to Judaic theology!  Furthermore, the blaming of the 
Jews for the crucifixion of Jesus is one of the cruelest lies ever perpetrated.  I would compare the 
treatment of Judaism by Christianity to that of a rape victim, who after being brutally and degradingly 
abused, is then forever punished for not enjoying it and begging for more.  If I was a Jew, I would be 
extremely resentful.  I'm sorry if these words seem harsh, but I do think it's an apt analogy. 
 You brought up a few specific prophecies in your letter relating to Jesus, namely Isaiah 7:14 
about the virgin with child, Micah 5:2 about Bethlehem as the birthplace for a new ruler, Malachi 3:1 
about the messenger (John the Baptist), and also the question of Jesus' Davidic descent.  I would like to 
discuss these in detail and by doing so, I can also incorporate aspects of New Testament criticism that 
I've been intending to get to for awhile. 
 The passage Matthew 1:18-25 which you cite as the fulfillment of Isaiah 7:14 is one that I 
mentioned in my previous prophecy letter as a fabricated tale concocted by one of the redactors of 
Matthew.  I say redactor because the infancy narratives in both Matthew and Luke are generally 
accepted as later non-genuine interpolations to the original narrative.  They are mythical in character.  
Virtually nothing was known about Jesus' childhood before the gospels were written down, but in an 
effort to give the story of Jesus weight and to respond to mounting pressure from Christian converts, 
mainly Gentile, for more information on his life, the infancy story began to take shape.  The virgin birth 
doctrine arose as a result of a simple error, probably compounded by an overeagerness on the part of 
the redactor to incorporate the virgin birth idea.  Virgin birth was almost a prerequisite for gods and 
heroes in that day; Christianity would never have gained a strong foothold amongst the Gentiles without 
the addition of this important pagan theme to its theology.  The origin of the theme probably lies in 
antiquity, when the process of human reproduction was little understood -- primitive societies were 
ignorant of the role that male/female intercourse played in the creation of life.  Even in Jesus' time, a 
virgin birth was not perceived as being outside the realm of nature -- it did not have the same degree of 
miraculousness as it does now.  The idea of a virgin birth has become more and more of a peculiarity 
with the steady increase in knowledge of the reproductive system that our modern era has experienced. 
 The error which the redactor of Matthew made (and which was carried over and expanded by 
Luke) was based on a mistranslation from the original Hebrew.  The redactor was working from a Greek 
translation of Isaiah, in which the Hebrew word "almah" was mistranslated to the Greek "parthenos."  
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The word almah means "young woman," while the word parthenos means "virgin."  Now a young 
woman may or may not be a virgin, but the Hebrew word for virgin, "bethulah," was not used by Isaiah.  
The proper Greek word for young woman, "neanis," was substituted in later translations, but the 
damage was already done and the church of course hung on to the original mistranslation, which is still 
repeated in many Bible versions to this day.  (The New English Bible and the Revised Standard Version 
use the corrected "young woman.")  Two other aspects of the Isaiah passage deny the relevance to 
Jesus.  One is the fact that Isaiah seemed to be referring to the child as though of his own time.  As a 
prophet in the court of Ahaz during a time of political upheaval, it is highly doubtful that Isaiah would be 
offering a helpful prophecy that was not to be fulfilled for 700 years!  It has been advanced that the 
child he speaks of is perhaps Hezekiah (the son of Ahaz), or possibly Isaiah's own son, or possibly just a 
symbolic representation of God"s merciful intervention on the kingdom of Judah"s behalf ("God is with 
us").  The second aspect is the obvious fact that the New Testament saviour was named Jesus, not 
Emmanuel!  Despite efforts to apply that name to Jesus, it never quite stuck, and this in itself is enough 
to expose the prophecy as unfulfilled. 
 This leads us directly to the problem of Jesus' Davidic descent.  The only way that Jesus could be 
said to be of the house of David is if the virgin birth doctrine is a myth!  The two genealogies in Matthew 
1:1-17 and Luke 3:23-38 are hopelessly contradictory.  (I won't go into detail, but if you take the time to 
do a simple comparison, you'll soon seen the problems.)  These genealogies however, both claim Davidic 
descent through Joseph, who according to the virgin birth scenario, could not possibly have been Jesus' 
father!  Since we don't know Mary's ancestry, Jesus' real genealogy is unknown.  However, if we accept 
that Jesus was a product of a normal conception and birth, and further that he was Joseph's son (and 
not an illegitimate bastard), then perhaps the theory of Davidic descent is tenable, although we then 
have to throw out Jesus' divinity.  This is not as bad as it sounds, when it is known that among the many 
competing Christian doctrines in the early days (before most of them were ruthlessly stamped out in the 
name of orthodoxy), there were some that taught that Jesus attained his Christhood upon his baptism, 
and others that claimed he did not achieve divinity until his resurrection.  Perhaps either of these views 
are still compatible with basic Christianity; they seem rather trivial distinctions to me at least.  (See "The 
Story of Christian Origins," by Martin A. Larson for a full treatment of the innumerable sects and their 
beliefs.  I was astounded at the sheer diversity and proliferation of all these heresies.) 
 Although Matthew claims Bethlehem as the birthplace of Jesus (Mt. 2:1), John denies this and 
places it in Galilee (John 7:41).  Luke, although agreeing with Matthew (Lk 2:4), tries to reconcile the two 
reports by having Joseph and Mary undertake an absurd journey from Nazareth to Bethlehem to meet a 
census requirement.  Indeed, Josephus, a Roman historian, records a census during Quirinius' 
administration between AD 6-9, but this is far too late to coincide with the birth of Jesus.  At any rate, no 
census would have employed such a peculiar, irrational method such as Luke describes.  His story is 
generally discounted as a well-intentioned, but badly muddled prevarication.  Mark seems to support 
Nazareth as Jesus' place of origin as well (Mk 1:9).  On the whole, the Gospels emphasize Nazareth as 
Jesus' home, and it is perhaps significant that Bethlehem is not mentioned elsewhere in the New 
Testament.  Some scholars have suggested that Matthew's use of Micah 5:2 is another generously 
interpreted O.T. prophecy used to help shore up the infancy myth and further Jesus' Messianic status. 
 There are some difficulties with the tradition of John the Baptist as well.  Jesus' bare bones 
theology was remarkably similar to John's -- "Repent, for the Kingdom of God is at hand," and it is 
thought that Jesus was probably a follower of John for a time before starting his own competing 
ministry.  It was unlikely that John considered himself the forerunner for Jesus (John doubted that Jesus 
was the Messiah (Mt. 11:3), although he may have considered himself the Messianic messenger.  An 
intriguing discovery that New Testament exegesis has revealed is that John's ministry was not 
subordinate to Jesus' as portrayed in the gospels.  John had disciples and a large following just like Jesus, 
and there is evidence in the gospels of an occasional tone of hostility and denigration towards John and 
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his cult (e.g., Mt. 11:11, Mt. 3:14), which implies that the two ministries were in direct competition with 
each other.  John was greatly revered by the people and his sect survived even after his death.  Acts 
18:25 and 19:3 demonstrate his continuing strong influence.  It is accepted that Jesus was indeed 
baptized by John, but it was not likely a baptism that John considered different in import from any other 
he performed.  Mk 1:9 and Lk 3:31 describe run of the mill baptisms with the following verses in both 
gospels implying a private, personal vision that Jesus alone saw and experienced.  Matthew's and John's 
versions of John's kow-towing to Jesus are regarded as fanciful exaggerations.  Another incidental point I 
would like to mention in regards to John the Baptist involves the passage in Malachi 4:5 which refers to 
the return of Elijah.  Although Jesus confirms that John is indeed Elijah (Mt 17:12,13), John himself 
denies it!  (John 1:21)  Who are we to believe? 
 The book of Daniel is not determined to have been written at a later date simply because 
skeptical scholars don't want to accept the possibility of genuine prophecy.  To be sure, skepticism likely 
plays a role, but the concrete reasons for disallowing an early date for Daniel are: 
 
1. Its chronological place in the Jewish canon among the later writings of the O.T., rather than the 

previous prophets. 
2. The first reference to the book of Daniel is in 1 Maccabees 2:59-60, this book having been 

composed about 100 B.C. 
3. It was a common technique of apocalyptic literature to relate contemporary events by putting 

them in the mouth of an ancient hero or prophet, thereby giving them the status of divine 
revelation (e.g., Books of Baruch, Book of Enoch, Assumption of Moses, etc.).  The main reason for 
this is because the prophetic canon was closed during the post-exilic period.  It was actually 
forbidden to prophecy in that era. 

4. Much of the book is in Aramaic, the common speech of the people in the Maccabean period.  
Certain Greek words are interspersed in the Aramaic, placing the book in the Greek rather than the 
Babylonian period. 

5. The author's total unfamiliarity with the neo-Babylonian period that he claimed to be writing in, 
evidenced by many errors and anachronisms (e.g., he makes Belshazzar the son of 
Nebuchadnezzar, although Belshazzar was the son of Nebonidus and was never even king), and a 
general lack of information on anything pertaining to that time. 

6. The author is intimately familiar with the history of the Seleucid and Ptolemaic kingdoms prior to 
the outbreak of the Maccabean war, as well as details of the revolt itself.  His exact knowledge 
ends abruptly between the years 167 when Antiochus Epiphanes left for Egypt and 164, when he 
died.  Daniel has no knowledge of his death or any subsequent events, and when he does venture 
to make further prophecies, they are inaccurate. 

7. The general tone of the book, and its contents, indicate that it was written to console and 
encourage the Jews during the Antiochan persecution. 

8. It would have been understandable and expedient for the author to backdate his work, both to 
protect himself from reprisals from the persecuting rulers, and to take advantage of the 
opportunity of attacking them, even indirectly, to help further the revolt and alleviate the plight of 
the Jews. 
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Joyce 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
April 9, 1989 
Dear Joyce, 
 I, too, feel the need to write several additional letters to address some of the issues left 
untouched.  I found this in particular with regard to your letter of December 6th.  At a rough estimate I 
would say that there are enough issues in that letter for a half dozen letters.  However, I'm sure we will 
get to all of them in due time.  Might I suggest that we aim for three letters each on any given topic and 
that in the last letter we attempt to summarize as well as give a somewhat more of a personal 
assessment?  Also, we might alternate in terms of who suggests the next topic and that person should 
then write the first letter on that new topic.  If you are in agreement with that I would like to start us off 
on the subject of science after we finish with prophecy.  However, before that I would like to respond to 
your "extra" letter of March 12.  Your letter plus my response might provide a welcome break from the 
"intellectualizing" on prophecy before we get into more of the same on science.  I'm glad that you are 
enjoying this as much as I am. 
 You are correct in saying that "it would be a difficult task indeed to prove unequivocally" the 
validity of any given prophecy.  However, there is much that we accept in life on the basis of probability.  
To require unequivocal proof of something that happened yesterday is very demanding; to require the 
same of an event which occurred some two thousand years ago is tantamount to saying that it can 
never be accepted.  Could we perhaps settle for acceptance on the grounds of a reasonable possibility as 
used in judging other ancient literature and events?   
 When we read an account of some particular event in the newspaper we are generally prepared 
to take the report at face value on the probability that it gives a reasonable description of the actual 
event.  I applied that principle when I accepted your account of your life with your family and you did 
the same in accepting my account of my past history.  (I'm certain that, had I been able to question your 
parents on some of the details, their view on the matter might have been quite different.)  We cannot, 
and seldom do, require the kind of unequivocal scientific proof of any given historic event (and even the 
events of the last second are now history) that you are demanding of prophecy.  We have to accept or 
reject information on the basis of the testimony of witnesses.  You will no doubt argue that the above 
may be true for events which happen naturally or which are logically possible, but that a different set of 
criteria applies to the claim for a supernatural event.   
 This brings me to my first specific question which I hope you will address in your next letter.  A 
doctor knows when a person is sick because he has a clear idea of what a well person should be like.  If a 
certain form of prophecy is held to be inadequate, it must be because one has a clear concept of what 
an adequate prophecy would be like.  What would be the characteristics of a prophecy which you and 
everyone else would have to accept unequivocally?   
 I have been at this letter for over a week.  Not that I have been sitting at the typewriter all this 
time, but I have been doing a lot of thinking about the issues you have raised; occasionally spinning my 
wheels as I remained stuck on one of your good points. 
 I must admit, you do make some very valid arguments regarding the ambiguity of scripture.  
However, I would like to point out several principles which, I think, have to be kept in mind as we 
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examine this topic.  In the paragraph above I used the phrase "spinning my wheels."  I'm sure that you 
did not even pause to analyze what I meant with that phrase.  But the meaning would not have been 
equally as evident to someone who had just arrived in Canada even though that person may have had a 
good knowledge of English.  That person would have been justified in thinking that I had switched the 
conversation to speaking about my car.  What I am saying by this is that words owe no clarity of 
meaning to anyone but the person(s) to whom they are directed. 
 It's true that prophecies are somewhat ambiguous to us in the twentieth century and they are 
certainly open to interpretation.  However, it is evident that they were not so ambiguous that the 
persons to whom they were directed were unable to pick up on them.  According to Alfred Edersheim 
"the ancient Synagogue found references to the Messiah in many more passages of the Old Testament 
than those verbal predictions, to which we (meaning the modern day evangelical Christian) generally 
appeal; and the latter formed (as in the New Testament) a proportionately small, and secondary, 
element in the conception of the Messianic era."  He goes on to point out that there were upwards of 
456 passages in the Old Testament which were regarded as Messianic and "their Messianic application is 
supported by more than 558 references to the most ancient Rabbinic writings."  ("The Life and Times of 
Jesus the Messiah," Book I, pg. 163)  However inadequate we may regard the prophecies today, they 
were certainly adequate to accomplish their intent to the degree that the people of Israel expected a 
very important personage to come on the scene.   
 The fact that the Jews did not, in the main, accept that Jesus was that person is a good 
argument in your favour.  There are two points that I would like to make in that regard.  This was not the 
first time that God had difficulty with his chosen people.  They are charged by God as being a "stiff-
necked" people as early as Exodus 32:9 and this charge is repeated many times in the Old Testament 
and is made the last time in Acts 7:51-53.  "You stiff-necked people, with uncircumcised hearts and ears!  
You are just like your fathers:  You always resist the Holy Spirit.  Was there ever a prophet your fathers 
did not persecute?"  (I realize that this is a touchy subject with you but please hear me out.  After all, I 
am quoting a Jew.)  Even his own disciples had trouble recognizing Jesus as the Messiah.  
  The second point is that there is a strong suggestion at various points in the Bible that it was not 
intended, nor was it possible, for everyone to clearly understand the words from God. 
 In Isaiah 6:9 we read : "He (God) said, 'Go and tell this people: 'Be ever hearing, but never 
understanding; be ever seeing but never perceiving.''" Jesus quotes this very same passage when the 
disciples ask him why he speaks in parables rather than speaking simply.  (Matthew 13:13)  As I 
mentioned in one of my previous letters, it has always appeared to me that God had to act in such a way 
so as not to "demand" acceptance of himself from everyone.  It had to remain the choice of man, but, as 
is the experience of the Christian, once the decision for God is made, God has no hesitation in making 
himself known so that all ambiguity is removed.  Take my friend Greg, for example.  He consciously 
remained an atheist until his life became so dismal that, in desperation, he prayed the prayer that has 
been answered for so many individuals, namely, "God, if you are real then let me know you are real." His 
testimony is, that as soon as he did that, his "inner being" was flooded with the knowledge that God was 
real indeed.  This sounds ambiguous, but it wasn't ambiguous to Greg.  (For those who may wish to seek 
a psychological explanation, I don't think that Greg will accept that his experience of God can be 
explained away by psychology.) 
 Are certain passages in the Bible difficult to understand and apparently ambiguous?  Yes, they 
are.  But the people who find meaning and hope in the scriptures are human beings too.  The justice lies 
in the fact that the meaning in the scriptures is clear, and the hope is real, to those with Down 
Syndrome as well as to those with degrees in science or philosophy. 
 As you have observed, it was only in retrospect that the writers of the New Testament saw the 
prophecies in the Old Testament which bore out the fact that Jesus was the Messiah.  On the other 
hand, the fulfillment of any prophecy can be seen only by looking backwards in history.  If I predict my 
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death by hanging, it is only after I am actually hanged that the prediction will be seen as being true.  
Therefore, there is nothing logically wrong with going back to the Old Testament after the event to see 
which prophecies were fulfilled by Jesus.  You said much the same thing in stating that a fulfilled 
prophecy is invalid if seen to be the result of careful prior research. 
 Having said that, I am not implying that skepticism is unwarranted or undesirable.  We quite 
naturally weigh the reasonableness of the information that we are subjected to in the course of a day.  
This is as true in church as it is in a secular business.  If a student tells me that he spent a whole week 
studying for a test on which he has just scored twenty percent, I am justified in being skeptical.  But he 
could, in a general way, be telling the truth and I would have great difficulty disproving his claim.  In 
short, what I am saying again is that we normally accept information because it is reasonable or 
probable.  On this basis, if we find, as we do in regards to prophecies in the Old Testament concerning 
Jesus, that it is probable and not impossible that these prophecies do, in fact, speak to the historical 
Jesus of the New Testament, then it is not in contradiction with normal rational behaviour to so believe.  
Which other person in history can we point to where there is even the remotest possibility of finding 
one, much less several dozen, indications in literature preceding that person's birth (ambiguous or 
otherwise) which predicts his or her coming to this earth?  Was there any expectation in regards to the 
coming of Buddha, Confucius, Mohammed, Napoleon, Stalin, etc.?  Also, the harder one has to work and 
the more inventive one has to be in order to dispute the prophecies, the more that speaks for their 
authenticity.  (Of course one could argue that it speaks only to the stubbornness and naiveté of the 
Christian.)  
 Since what one brings to skepticism in terms of presuppositions is very relevant, I question if 
skeptics always operate strictly on naturalistic, rational grounds.  The German scholar Frank gives the 
following as his presupposition in his book on Biblical criticism:  "The representation of a course of 
history is "a priori" to be regarded as untrue and unhistorical if supernatural factors interpose in it.  
Everything must be naturalized and likened to the course of natural history." ("Geshichte und Kritik der 
Neuren Theologie," pg. 289)  This does not really sound like "starting from zero" as you recommend.  
Also, there is a lot at stake.  For Isaac Asimov, for example, accepting even one prophecy would mean 
the overthrow of his entire world view.  Does anyone suppose that he would give that up easily?  It is a 
fact of human nature that the longer we have committed ourselves to a given world view, the more 
difficult it is, because of our pride, to give up that world view.  That is as true for me as it is for you.  
  It is not how strongly we hold to a particular world view that is important or that makes it 
relevant.  What is important is that it be the correct world view.  How does one judge that with any 
degree of unequivocal assurance?  It would almost seem that one has to be "outside" all world views to 
judge between them, but we can never get "outside" of ourselves, and so we are doomed to always 
prejudice our own choices, no matter how rational or scientific we may claim to be. 
 In regards to the scientific testing of supernatural claims, we can possibly take that up under the 
discussion of science.  I would only say that science can only prove that which is predictable and 
repetitious.  Supernatural events are supernatural events exactly because they do not fall under that 
category and to demand that they do so is tantamount to saying that they must BE natural events.  If 
one sticks to that requirement then, of course, there are no supernatural events, by definition.  In my 
opinion, this is a wrong application of science and of logic.  An earthquake is not a supernatural event.  
However, we cannot scientifically prove that a particular earthquake has actually happened, i.e., we 
cannot hope to repeat the event.  But we do accept the occurrence of the earthquake on the basis of 
evidence resulting from the outcome of this natural event.  Why should we not accept a particular 
supernatural event on the same basis? 
 With regard to your comments about ESP, telekinesis, etc., these powers are not generally 
claimed to be supernatural in the sense of coming from God.  Instead, they are claimed to be abilities 
which all of us have to a degree or which all of us can develop if we so choose.  If ESP, for example, is a 
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human ability, then it should be tested like any other human ability.  (We do not expect a baseball 
pitcher to strike out every batter to accept the fact that he can pitch a ball.)  Therefore, persons who 
claim to have these extraordinary abilities should not be placed in the same category as Biblical 
prophecies.  The subjects of psychics and clairvoyance would probably fit in best with a discussion on 
the occult and New Age philosophy. 
 When you say that something "is a product wholly and solely of our physical brain," exactly what 
do you mean?  Can you state the chemical formula by which you came to that conclusion?  If it was 
strictly a chemical event, then what controlled the event?  If it wasn't controlled from "outside," then 
how can you trust it to be reliable?  When Graham Reed talks about the "psychology of experience," 
what does he mean by "psychology?"  Psychology seems to be a word to fill gaps in understanding of 
human nature much like, it was charged, "God" was used to cover gaps in the understanding of nature in 
the past.  It might be interesting to study the psychological reasons for Reed's particular world view.  
After all, those who study and explain the behaviour of others are not immune to the same study of 
themselves.  I am digressing.  More on that at some future date. 
 I have not read Paine's "Encyclopedia of Biblical Prophecy" and therefore cannot respond to 
your comments on his book.  However, your amazement at his being "blinded by faith" is probably 
justifiably matched by the amazement of believers at the apparent inability of those of no faith to "see" 
the truth of the gospel of Jesus Christ.  As I mentioned in my letter of October 2, 1988, following my 
conversion experience, I was amazed at the new understanding I had of the message that was preached 
on the very next day.  It was probably something that I had heard dozens of times before.  It has been 
my experience, where I have been involved in trying to resolve differences between individuals, that the 
inability to see the other person's point of view is generally at the centre of the controversy.  (In fact, I 
see it as a bit of a miracle that we are able to communicate with each other so amiably given our basic 
differences of world views.  If I may be permitted an observation from my world view, I would say that 
God must have a purpose in it somewhere.  I was informed in church on Sunday that God works his 
purposes through his body, the church (not the building -- the people), which means that he is using me 
to show his concern for you.  I feel privileged.  However, once more I digress.) 
 You made the comment that there are many prophecies in the Bible, hinting thereby, it seemed 
to me, that their number somehow discredits their reliability or authenticity.  Your explanation is that 
everybody was doing it.  The events of the Bible, starting from the time of Abraham, span approximately 
2000 years.  It appears that prophets were active only for a relatively short time in that period.  
Abraham was the first man recognized as a prophet but Moses was the first prophet in the classical 
tradition.  That was some five to eight hundred years later.  Prophets were called to that office by 
special encounters with God.  There were also false prophets who set themselves up as prophets, 
possibly for personal gain and public recognition.  The true prophets alone were given the insights into 
the meaning of history as well as being able to make proclamations and predictions about future events.  
Their remarkable psychic powers even enabled them to foretell names of persons years in advance of 
their birth. (1 Kings 13:2)  The position could be a dangerous one since they were often called upon to 
confront kings as well as the masses of the people.  What they had to say for the most part did not 
endear them to their listeners.  Except for the cultic prophets who do not figure largely in the real 
significance of prophecy in the Old Testament, prophets were not necessarily the elite of society or 
greatly reverenced by many as you suggest (except possibly the false prophets who prophesied what 
their listeners wanted to hear).  The verse from Acts 7 quoted above indicates that many were 
persecuted and killed.  Furthermore, the test of a true prophet rested on the fact that his prophecies 
came true.  If he was wrong, the penalty was death by stoning.  Also, Moses insistently warned against 
divination for purposes of ascertaining the future.  Prophecy therefore had to be seen to come from God 
to be accepted. 
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 You made a comment to the effect that the writers of the New Testament  put words into Jesus' 
mouth to "predict" events that happened in the writer's time.  I'm not sure which events you might be 
referring to, but to make this claim with any degree of certainty (and we are interested in unequivocal 
claims, aren't we?) (sorry, I just couldn't resist that), you must have evidence from manuscripts which 
date to a time before the existing New Testament manuscripts which give a different account of the 
events involving Jesus and his disciples then the one we have at present.  You are imputing deception 
and lying to the writers which it would be very difficult to substantiate, particularly in the absence of 
motives.  Why would they continue in a deception which would eventually cost them their lives?  Your 
conclusion is forced on you by your presupposition that a supernatural event cannot occur and 
therefore it did not occur. 
 You are correct in your observation that the conception of the Messiah changed over time.  I 
really feel out of my depth here but an observation I would make out of my ignorance is that Jesus' 
death and resurrection more than surpassed any expectations that the people of Israel may have had.  
The suffering servant of Isaiah is fulfilled by Jesus' first coming.  The concept of the royal Messiah will be 
fulfilled at the second coming.   
 The reason that Judaism is seen as the basis of Christianity is summarized in a verse which I have 
used before, namely:  "In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and 
in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son." (Hebrews 1:1,2)  Parts of the Old 
Testament are quoted continually to provide a basis for New Testament theology.  I couldn't even hope 
to get a representative group in this letter.  One has only to look at the number of references to Old 
Testament passages in the New Testament to observe the extent to which the New reflects the Old 
Testament.  There are relatively few pages in the New Testament which do not refer back to at least one 
verse in the Old Testament. 
 What is the evidence that Christianity used Judaism "to achieve widespread success and 
respectability?"  What kind of success did they have?  It seems to me that the Jews, in the main, rejected 
Christianity.  (Acts 4:18; 14:2; 17:5; 18:6; 19:9 etc.)  The Apostles in Jerusalem were imprisoned and 
beaten and told to stop preaching about "the Way."  Please forward details that lead you to your 
conclusion. 
 While the Hellenistic pagan mysteries did contain elements like sacrifice and did make mention 
of a virgin birth, what unequivocal evidence exists that this had any bearing on the claim that Jesus was 
born of a virgin?  How much is pure speculation?  It would seem to me that it would require some 
specific proof in the way of old manuscripts to show that the kind of pressure to include a virgin birth to 
make Christianity acceptable to the non-Jewish audience, as claimed by the critics, actually existed.  If 
one turned the tables on the critics and employed their methods on their own findings, is it not possible 
that we would discover that they are the ones who are generating a myth? 
 I was surprised at your comments regarding the treatment of the Jews by Christians.  I was not 
aware of this fact although I have since found out that you were right.  I have been in a large number of 
churches, but I cannot recall hearing one angry word spoken against the Jews.  Since the Mennonites 
also suffered from  persecution from which they often escaped by moving to a different country, I have 
always identified with the Jews.  It never occurred to me to think of the Jews, in general, as the 
murderers of Jesus, particularly since the persons responsible for Jesus' being condemned to death, 
according to the Biblical account, constituted a very small group indeed.  For me to hold the Jews of 
today responsible for the death of Jesus would be like you holding me and other Christians responsible 
for the Spanish Inquisition, etc.  I recall when I visited the underground museum in Lima, Peru, which 
showed how persons had been tortured and killed during the Spanish Inquisition.  The visitor's book 
asked for comments and I could only weep silently as I wrote the single word "Why?"  I can do little else 
now but ask the same question again in relation to the situation which you have described. 
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 You mention that the passage in Matthew 1:18-25 regarding the virgin birth of Jesus is a 
fabricated tale generally accepted (by whom?) as a later non-genuine interpolation to the original 
narrative.  Once again, could you please forward information (such as specific references to your 
sources) as to how this conclusion was arrived at?  Which documents from the first century AD support 
the critic's explanation for the origin of the claim that Jesus was born of a virgin?  The apostle Paul was 
the main outreach to the non-Jewish world, yet I don't recall him ever mentioning anything about the 
virgin birth of Jesus.  If there had been any pressure from the Gentiles to include the virgin birth, it 
should have been reflected in his writings.  Instead, he writes "Jews demand miraculous signs and 
Greeks look for wisdom, [philosophical arguments, not myths about virgin births] but we preach Christ 
crucified: [not born of a virgin] a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness to Gentiles." 1 Corinthians 
1:22,23.  
  It might be argued that I have given credence to the fact that the virgin birth concept was 
invented at a later time since it was not mentioned in the epistles by Paul nor in the gospel of Mark, 
both of which are held to have been written earlier than Matthew or Luke.  The point I was trying to 
make is that there is no evidence in the Bible for the idea that there was pressure to include a story of a 
virgin birth.  Therefore, it would seem to me, that one would need manuscripts from the same period 
specifically detailing how this "myth" came into being.  It doesn't seem adequate to simply point out 
that such myths existed in other cultures. 
 Now, on to whether the virgin birth could have been possible.  It is something like asking 
whether a person who builds a cathedral could also build a simple doll house.  God created our complex 
minds out of nothing.  Where lies the difficulty with creating a relatively simple sperm out of nothing?  (I 
sense that you will have the same difficulty with my presuppositional argument as I have with yours.) 
 As to the translations of the Hebrew word "almah" as "maiden" in one instance (Genesis 24:43) 
and "virgin" in Matthew 1:23.  I wish I had more time to research this more thoroughly, but it seems to 
me that either word could have been used in each case.  "Strong's Concordance" gives both meanings to 
the word in the Hebrew.  It also indicates that the Greek word "parthenos" could also be translated as 
"maiden" and does not mean specifically a "virgin."  I understand that translation from the Hebrew 
always requires paying particular attention to the context.  The writer of Matthew, being no doubt 
familiar with the Hebrew text of the Old Testament, apparently saw nothing wrong with accepting that 
the passage in Isaiah referred to Jesus.  Also, why is it possible to interpret that "almah" refers to Isaiah's 
wife (your suggestion that Isaiah could possibly have been referring to his own son) in which case he 
should have used the Hebrew word "ishshah."  This would suggest that you are willing to accept a 
deviant interpretation in one direction, i.e., maiden can mean wife, but are unwilling to accept a deviant 
interpretation in the direction that the word could also have implied "virgin." 
 With regard to the commonality of virgin births, do you know of another claim to a virgin birth 
in Hebrew literature?  It is clear from the account in Luke that Mary was not naive about what was 
required for her to become pregnant.  To suggest that the people in the first century did not know about 
the connection between sexual intercourse and pregnancy seems rather far-fetched.  When Mary was 
told she would be having a child, she asks, "How will this be since I am a virgin?" (or, more literally, 
"since I know not a man.") (Luke 1:34)  Although a problem is seen in accepting that the Isaiah passage 
refers to Jesus, there is still the historical evidence that Jesus was, indeed, born of a virgin.  The event 
did not depend on the prophecy.  All of which points to the fact that the topic which we should have 
addressed first of all concerns the historical reliability of the texts in the Bible.  Most of what we have 
presented hinges on that.  No doubt we will have to deal with that at some time. 
 Is it "highly doubtful that Isaiah would be offering a helpful prophecy that was not to be fulfilled 
for 700 years?"  Yes indeed, from the atheist's standpoint.  Not at all improbable, however, if God exists 
and intervenes in the affairs of man.  It's all in the presupposition which one accepts. 



19 

 I still have two pages of your letter which I have not addressed but it is well past midnight again 
and so I will leave them for another time.  I am looking forward to your summing up letter, and, if 
possible, more details on your source materials.  My main frustration lies in not having enough time to 
research all these fascinating details.  I hope you realize that you're really making me work.  But then I 
tell my students that that is the only way they will learn anything. 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
April 16, 1989 
Dear Joyce, 
 I called one of the Jewish Synagogues a few days ago and had a little chat with the Rabbi.  You 
will be happy to hear that he said almost word for word what you have stated in your letter regarding 
the prophecy of the virgin birth of Jesus.  He did confirm my suspicion, however, that there is no trace of 
a virgin birth in any Jewish literature.  Therefore, the idea would be quite foreign to their frame of mind 
(even though they might be aware of it in other religions) and there would therefore be a real 
reluctance to introducing a mythical element into their thinking and writing.  Particularly when it has to 
be acknowledged that, except for the poetic books, both the Old and the New Testament writers are 
writing history (in regards to style and language) and not mythology.  But enough of that for now. 
 As I was thinking about the remainder of your letter the other day, it struck me that I have been, 
in the main, disputing your arguments regarding the invalidity of the prophecies.  The interesting 
question hit me:  "What would happen to my faith in Jesus Christ and what effect would it have on 
Christianity in general if, in fact, you were right in your claim that none of the prophecies in the Old 
Testament have anything to do with the historical person of Jesus Christ?"  Instead of attempting to 
answer that question now I will just leave it.  Possibly you could comment on it in your next letter. 
 
Best regards, 
Al 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
April 13, 1989 
Dear Al, 
 This letter is a response to your world view letter. 
 What is the meaning of life?  Why am I me, and what am I doing here?  Man has wrestled with 
these questions since time immemorial.  Another profound question which you have raised is, why does 
man need to seek meaning at all?  Why isn't he content with a naturalistic existence in a naturalistic 
world?  In investigating the possible reasons why this is so, we must be very careful to avoid 
unwarranted assumptions that take the place of knowledge and critical thinking.  It is true that people 
search for meaning, but it does not logically follow from this that there is therefore meaning to be 
found.  Even if there is meaning, it does not have to be of a religious/spiritual nature.  Perhaps the earth 
is part of a great scientific experiment being conducted by some extraterrestrial intelligence far more 
advanced than us.  Who are we to say?  However, the most practical explanation and the one that fits 
the most facts and observations of life is that there is no inherent meaning to life at all -- man is engaged 
on a wild goose chase on a grandiose scale. 
 One of the intriguing things about man is his ego.  In primitive times, man had a very inflated 
view of his place in the world and of the world itself.  The earth was the centre of the universe and all 
the heavens surrounded it in humble obeisance and reverence.  Man himself was the glory of creation, 
made in the very image of God himself.  The universe and the earth and everything in it existed for the 
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use and benefit of man.  Over the centuries, science began to overtake this egocentrism and one by one, 
the cherished doctrines of man's self importance were demolished.  Where once God's hand was 
discerned everywhere, now his power and influence have been relegated to the farthest limits of the 
universe, beyond the Big Bang.  In recent years, theories have been formulated to account for the 
beginning of the universe without any supernatural aid whatsoever. 
 This renders our existence meaningless at least in the sense of having a higher purpose, but the 
realization that human beings are the product of several billion years of evolution, starting with simple 
and crude chemical reactions, and resulting in thinking, feeling, conscious biological organisms capable 
of discovering our own origins is awe- 
inspiring to say the least.  I cannot help but marvel in amazement at this exciting reality. 
 It is the process of evolution and the increase in our brain power that has created our sense of 
self, our compulsive search for meaning.  Our brains have grown larger and more complex because the 
pressures of surviving have favoured individuals who were a little smarter than their brothers.  The most 
successful hunter and the warriors who avoided getting killed in battle were the ones most likely to 
claim for themselves the best, and the most, women.  We must remember that 99% of our evolution 
occurred in the context of a hunting and gathering way of life and much of our biological and cultural 
make-up is reflected in that.  Evolution though is blind.  Progress is not charted in advance -- there is no 
grand plan.  Development is slow and gradual, or perhaps at times subject to fits and starts with change 
occurring at a dramatic rate over a short period of time (say tens of thousands of years).  This could have 
possibly been due to sudden environmental crises where having more brains tended to protect oneself 
from getting wiped out.  Evolution does not care so much about the individual though, as much as it is 
concerned with replicating the genes contained within the individual.  The human body is a survival 
machine, designed and built to protect and duplicate our DNA and genes.  Nature has proven wildly 
successful with this human body design, for our brains have greatly enhanced the genes' survival 
capacity.  However, there is an expensive trade-off here -- the growth of practical intelligence carries 
with it a parallel growth of "impractical" intelligence if you will.  If we're smart enough to organize a big 
game hunt or fashion a clay cooking pot, we're smart enough to wonder why we're so smart.  As well, 
our intelligence cultivates curiosity, not just about ourselves, but the world at large.  We needed 
explanations for how the world worked and how the animals and ourselves got here and what our roles 
were.  Hence -- mythology, which is the basis of pretty well all religion, including Christianity.  Mythology 
though, is not simply a bunch of made-up stories from primitive times.  In a sense, mythology is a 
reflection of human needs, desires, and concerns, an expression of our nature.  Mythology can even give 
us real information on historical events in the ancient world, because myths were often constructed to 
explain these. 
 What I am basically saying here is that mankind needs those mythologies.  We need a 
philosophy for living and reasons for our existence.  There is nothing intrinsically wrong with this, but we 
should keep in mind that these belief systems are all arbitrarily created by us because our brains have 
outgrown nature in a way.  Mythology of course can be quite a boon to human life, but it can also be 
harmful.  Religion, by virtue of its rigidity and emphasis on placating and worshipping mythical gods, 
restricts our options, and wastes energy that could be better directed towards helping our fellow man. 
 Why do you say that the human race needs someone with divine credentials, ergo Jesus, to 
guide us?  I would contend that someone who is at least partly divine; someone other-worldly, 
regardless of whether he is disguised in a human body, is incapable of offering understanding and 
guidance to humanity.  Any empathy, compassion, and true moral understanding of the human 
condition can only arise out a full experience of the foibles of human life itself.  In other words, one has 
to be fully human to qualify as an arbiter in human affairs.  A workable society is based on relationships 
between husband and wife, parent and child, employer and employee, friends and neighbours, and 
other relations.  What god sitting in his ivory tower can possibly have the slightest notion of what it 
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means to be human in the context of people relationships?  Certainly Jesus set an extremely poor 
example of this himself.  He shunned his family and encouraged familial discord.  Read Matthew 10:34 
and tell me if you consider this an adequate and desirable moral guide for families.  The entire Bible can 
be easily shown to be an outdated and insufficient moral guide for modern society.  You acknowledged 
this yourself in your response to my comments about the status of women in Paul's epistles.  If we find 
we must ignore parts of this "divine" moral guide as unrealistic and unworkable, how can we even say 
that it was divine to begin with?  Either the Bible was written by men for the benefit of primitive 
societies, or God didn't realize that human societies would have to revamp their moral needs and values 
from time to time.  This makes mincemeat of God's omniscience and wisdom and shows that by denying 
and devaluing the human capacity for positive moral and social evolution, he doesn't really understand 
human nature at all. 
 If God and Jesus were so good and such great moral guides for us, why did they not impress 
upon us the wrongness of slavery?  Instead, we are offered guidelines on how masters should treat their 
slaves and vice versa.  It was up to man and man alone, over the span of centuries, to condemn and 
abolish slavery throughout the world.  In fact, the proponents of slavery commonly used God and the 
Bible to justify their position.  And as far as the status of women goes, although women fared better 
under Christianity than some other religions, it is not due to Christianity that women enjoy the status in 
North America that they do today.  Hard fought women's rights were won through the efforts of people, 
often the non-religious, such as Margaret Sanger, and they had to fight the church influenced status quo 
every step of the way.  Religion unfortunately, has a bad habit of enshrining into law, moral and social 
issues which by necessity must remain flexible to suit the needs of a changing society. 
 All the above demonstrates an aspect of unreliability of Scripture.  But the Bible is also 
unreliable to the extent that it is theologically biased, and what historical and factual information there 
is often interwoven with myth and legend.  The foundation of Christianity, the atoning death of Jesus, 
rests on the further premise of Original Sin.  The story of Adam and Eve's fall from grace is a classically 
styled myth, slightly modified from much older tales, which likely had their origin in Africa.  The original 
version has two main differences from the Biblical story -- 1) a greater emphasis on the role of the 
snake, since one of the reasons for the myth was to explain the apparent immortality of the snake due 
to the shedding of its skin, and 2) two different trees -- the tree of life and the tree of death.  The snake 
was instructed by God to tell the couple to eat only of the tree of life to achieve immortality, for if they 
ate of the tree of death, they would become mortal.  However, the snake cunningly switched the 
message around and helped himself to the tree of life.  That's why people die, and snakes live forever. 
 Scientific discoveries on the origins of the earth and life have served to dispel the creation myth.  
I won't take the time to discuss the evolution/creation controversy right now; that would take pages and 
pages, but the theory of evolution has greatly triumphed over the creation myth. 
 Biblical exegesis has discovered a Bible that is fraught through with contradictions, errors, 
pseudonymous writing, and often enough, bald-faced lies.  Besides the myths and exaggerations, there 
is cruelty and degradation galore in its pages and in general, the Bible is narrowly focused on its specific 
religious outlook, which simply isn't everybody's cup of tea.  To say that the Bible is a useful tool for 
teaching, rebuking, etc., is irresponsible and downright dangerous.  To go further and say that it is the 
historical record of God coming to earth -- his self revelation -- is absurd.  I could think of much better 
things for a god to do and better ways to do them than what transpires in the Bible.  It is a book that 
reflects a mirror image of man's struggle and uncertainties, and the clumsy fashioning of his own god 
and theology over time in order to cope. 
 Going back for a moment to Jesus' divinity, I would like to point out that Jesus never claimed 
divinity for himself.  This gets us into the complexities of New Testament interpretation, but in brief, 
most scholars agree that Jesus' ministry evolved around the immediate ushering in of the Kingdom of 
God, for which Jesus considered himself the agent.  This kingdom has been generally interpreted as an 
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earthly kingdom, but spiritually transformed, and it could not be brought about until all Israel repented 
and prepared for it.  This was Jesus' and the disciples' mission.  It was never Jesus' intention to start a 
new religion -- in a sense, by bringing in the Kingdom of God, he would be ending all organized religion 
on earth -- there would no longer be any need of it.  Basically, all references to Jesus being divine or 
acting as a personal saviour are spurious and artificial additions to Jesus' theology, including almost all of 
the Gospel of John.  The saviour doctrine has strong gnostic and pagan overtones to it and John's gospel 
is the probably product of a late first century or early second century milieu, written by an unknown 
author. 
 With the expectation of glorious eternal life awaiting all who commit themselves to Jesus, you 
express wonder why more people don't take advantage of this opportunity.  The most obvious reason is 
that many people have a difficult time believing in the story of Jesus since it appears to be quite far-
fetched on its face, especially to a logical state of mind.  It is not easy either, to see the relevance of the 
Christian doctrine to our everyday, modern life.  Some cultural upbringings, especially in Asian and 
eastern societies, seem to be less amenable to the message of Christianity not just because they have 
their own religious beliefs, but because their attitudes and ways of thinking are more alien to the 
Christian philosophy.  Worshipping a god and committing one's life and will to Jesus is not an easy step 
for people to take -- you're quite right about that -- but it's also in my view an unhealthy and unnatural 
step.  Strong religious belief promotes varying degrees and kinds of neuroticism.  Dr. Albert Ellis, a well-
known psychotherapist, has written on this subject, and using ten indicators of sound mental health 
(namely, self-interest, self-direction, tolerance, acceptance of uncertainty, flexibility, scientific thinking, 
commitment, risk-taking, and self- 
acceptance), he found religious beliefs works directly counter to nine of these, with the exception of the 
ability to commit.  This however often becomes distorted and obsessive when it involves committing to 
religious beliefs. 
 Another point worthy of note here is the whole idea of personal immortality.  In Jesus' day, the 
Jews did not accept the notion of heaven and hell -- there was a place where all the dead went (Sheol), 
but it was a shadowy, ephemeral, and sorrowful type of place.  When the concept of personal 
immortality is analyzed carefully, though, it falls apart.  Without a body, a brain, and sense organs to 
process all our thinking and perceptions, how can we have a conscious awareness of any sort?  One 
must postulate some sort of physical body, but in order for it to be still our unique self, we must 
somehow have at least our original brain with its memories and personality preserved intact.  How can 
this be when most of humanity now have dust for brains?  Their dead flesh has disintegrated and been 
recycled back into the environment.  Each one of us is a composite of organic materials that have been 
around for eons and have been present in many living things, including people.  Our original bodies 
could never be restored.  Arguing in this fashion, the idea of personal immortality becomes more and 
more baffling and more and more impossible. 
 Your statements about the existence of God being evident in the world around us is called the 
argument from design.  There are logical problems with this argument.  The first one is that it is only a 
subjective opinion, a point of view.  You may see God's creating hand in the material world around us, 
but I see only the work of millions of years of evolution.  It is simply a matter of perspective.  Another 
serious problem arises when we consider the product of God's alleged design.  Surely with his 
omnipotence, God could have created the world any way he wanted to -- why then did he make it so 
that life feeds on life to survive?  Why do natural disasters occur constantly, wiping out all life in their 
path?  Why does God bother having everything conform to physical laws, including geological and 
biological evolution?  Why is human life invariably short, painful and tragic (except for the lucky few like 
you and me)?  What is the purpose of disease and suffering -- would not a merciful and benevolent god 
want to create a perfect world and keep it that way by preventing evil?  The universe is not perfectly 
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ordered and harmonious; there exists disorder and chaos -- does this not mean that God was unable to 
properly organize the universe? 
 In truth, the notion of a designed universe is an anthropomorphic projection of human 
intelligence and qualities onto the universe, but on an omniscient and idealized scale.  In other words, 
man is revealing his own shallow vanity and conceit by making God in his own image. 
 
References: 
Transcendental Temptation -- Paul Kurtz 
The Case Against Religion - A Psychotherapist's View -- Dr. Albert Ellis 
Christianity Before Christ -- John G. Jackson 
 
Sincerely, 
Joyce 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
May 3, 1989 
Dear Al, 
 Thanks for your record long letter!  There are a lot of issues there to address, so I'm afraid this 
one will be a long one too.  This is getting to be a lot of work, isn't it?  But I'm really enjoying it.  I was 
thinking that even if we're unsuccessful at getting a book published, this is still an extremely valuable 
learning experience.  Your suggested system of 3 letters on a topic, with each of us alternating on choice 
of topic sounds quite reasonable.  How well it will work in practice we'll see!  I think it would be 
impossible to actually "finish" any particular topic, but then we have to stop somewhere.  Anyway, on 
with my response to your response to my original argument. 
 You are right in saying that it is difficult to prove anything unequivocally.  This goes for almost 
anything, including the tenets of both our positions.  Science in fact works on the basis that nothing is 
ever deemed infallibly true - it is all a matter of probability, even though for many things, the probability 
may be 99.99 to .01 for or against.  I have no argument with accepting something with a high degree of 
probability, but this should apply not only to prophecy, but other aspects of our debate, such as the 
truth behind the virgin birth doctrine, which I will get into later.  I don't know if I can come up with 
conclusive proof in the form of ancient documents to show the origin and development of the virgin 
birth scenario, but I believe I can amass sufficient circumstantial evidence, including much from ancient 
documents, that will point to a very high probability that the story is a myth. 
 What would I look for in a prophecy before I would accept it as probably real?  1)  specific details 
to be fulfilled (not vague generalities), including ideally, information not predictable by prior research;  
2)  high probability that the prophecy was made prior to fulfillment; not just on its own claims, but by 
other independent indicators;  3)  probability that any element of fraud is highly unlikely;  4)  actual 
fulfillment in all or the great majority of details. 
 The general nature of prophecy is its vagueness and ambiguity.  I would disagree with your 
contention that the meaning would have been clearer to the people for whom it was originally meant.  A 
typical prophetic passage might produce hundreds of differing interpretations right from shortly after its 
writing through to our present day.  Judaism has a strong tradition of Biblical interpretation called 
"midrash," which often entails a subjective and imaginative use of scripture.  Passages were interpreted 
rather loosely in order to make them meaningful and relevant to the particular community or historical 
situation of the time.  Midrash applies to scripture in general, but prophecy is of course included in its 
interpretations. 
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 I think that it is quite unfair for writers of the New Testament to have characterized the Jews as 
a stiff-necked people, at least when it comes to accepting Jesus as the Messiah.  It seems to me that the 
Jews throughout their long and colourful history have clung very tenaciously to their law and their 
beliefs.  Yet what have they gotten in return for their faith and loyalty?  Regrettably, it seems that this 
stubborn loyalty to their religion has been at the root of their hardships and persecutions, yet God 
promised them heaven and earth, so to speak, if they kept their faith.  Surely God has failed his chosen 
people by not protecting and rewarding them for their great faith.  The Biblical quote you chose by the 
way is from Acts, which was written by Luke, a Gentile, not a Jew.  He wrote it between 80 and 90 AD, 
after Christianity's break with Judaism, and he probably would not have been in danger from Roman 
authorities at that time.  The persecutions of the Christians in Jerusalem detailed in Acts took place 
sometime between 30 and 60 AD (probably) and were directed at only some of the Christians.  The 
leaders of the movement, the actual apostles, were left alone (Acts 8:1).  This was probably because the 
persecuted faction was preaching in an inflammatory manner against Jews and Judaism (ref. your quote 
from Acts 7:51). 
 It is not surprising that the Jews were "guilty" of resisting the Holy Spirit.  That doctrine (as part 
of the Trinity at least) had no precedent in Judaism, although it did in paganism.  So far as the Jews were 
concerned, they were only doing what God would have wanted them to do -- spurn false doctrines, as 
well as false Messiahs.  In other words, to stay true to the spirit of Judaism, they had no choice but to 
reject Jesus.  To castigate them in any way for this act is like punishing a cat for killing a mouse. 
 As far as the probability that Old Testament prophecies refer to Jesus goes, one could argue that 
it is far more probable that they do not apply to Jesus specifically.  The Jewish Messianic hope was a 
rather unique tradition in world history, so it is perhaps not entirely fair to ask why so few people have 
been singled out the way Jesus has.  We must realize that Jesus was not the only one to lay claim to 
being the Messiah - 
- many others came forward who very likely matched aspects of the prophecies.  Their failure and Jesus' 
success does not mean that he was the only true Messiah -- on the contrary, it can be shown that 
various other external factors played major roles in giving Jesus that status, not the least of which was 
the manipulation of prophecy. 
 I am not imputing lying and deception to the writers of the New Testament at all.  We are 
talking about a culture that existed 2000 years ago with a frame of reference entirely different from 
ours.  There was no science, no subjective\objective reasoning, no system of logical\legal ethics that we 
almost unconsciously adhere to today.  Actually, the gospels were in no way written as historical 
documents!  They are records of divinely revealed truth according to the authors' own personal 
perceptions.  These writers were not concerned with writing accurate history so much as they were with 
promoting Christian theology.  When a gospel writer constructed a narrative about Jesus or wrote down 
words of Jesus, he was not using the same yardstick of historical accuracy that we are familiar with.  He 
wrote from a sincere heart what he felt Jesus might have done or said, in order to answer the needs and 
concerns of his, the writer's, Christian community.  He was in effect only "clarifying the truth" as he saw 
it, harmonizing conflicting sources, and adding interesting details missing from his original sources, some 
of which were orally handed down and so contained myth and exaggeration.  It would never have 
occurred to him that what he was doing was not perfectly acceptable -- it was.  Also keep in mind that 
he lived in a time permeated with supernaturalism -- truth was divinely inspired, not something arrived 
at through careful research and experimentation. 
 You speak of God giving people a choice to believe and that not all are meant to understand the 
word of God.  The Bible does say this -- however, in my opinion, God gives no choice at all.  Choose to 
disbelieve, but suffer the consequences -- burn in hell forever!  What kind of a choice is that?  I bring 
your attention to II Thessalonians 2:11,12 which reads:  "Therefore God sends upon them a strong 
delusion, to make them believe what is false, so that all may be condemned who did not believe but had 
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pleasure in unrighteousness."  This is a mind boggling passage.  Not only has this alleged choice been 
removed from man, God deliberately causes peoples' unbelief so he can presumably have the pleasure 
of watching them writhe in torment for the rest of eternity!  How can I feel anything but disgust and 
contempt for such an infinitely cruel god?  Everything that contributes to unbelief -- science, reason, 
philosophy, etc., according to this verse, is nothing but God-sent delusions.  I do not accept that these 
nobler pursuits of man are anything but products of man's own better nature.  Not only do they have 
nothing to do with God, but religion has generally opposed their development.  This is not the only 
passage that describes God's double dealing.  In Exodus, the story of Moses and the liberation of Israel 
relates how the seven plagues were inflicted upon Egypt because God deliberately hardened the 
Pharaoh's heart against the Israelites.  If God hadn't done that, all that suffering could have been 
avoided and the Israelites would have been allowed to leave much earlier.  God's main motive for his 
actions was simply to show off his power -- it was, in effect, an ostentatious display of braggadocio.  So 
what if thousands and thousands of people died as a result -- he's God after all, and they were just a 
bunch of worthless unbelievers. 
 I'm not familiar with the German scholar Frank whom you quote, but I don't claim that all 
skeptics are perfect.  Lots of people have biases and presuppositions, including unfortunately, many 
scientists and historians.  This is not to say they all do.  The scientific, skeptical point of view shouldn't 
and tends not to work on the basis of presupposition.  By its very nature, it does not require any 
presuppositions except for the idea that nothing is exempt from free and critical inquiry.  But without 
the initial basic assumption of the existence of God and the reality of miracles, there is no religion, and 
no Christianity. 
 Scientific method does get outside of ourselves, our biases, and prejudices.  Because of its 
system of experimentation and replication, it is not dependent on capricious human perceptions.  At the 
very least, scientific methods are far less prejudicial than any other methods.  I am quite confident in the 
efficacy of my scientifically influenced world view, not because I have faith, but because of all the 
overwhelming evidence I have encountered in favour of it.   
 I've been thinking about the fact that science and supernatural events are incompatible with 
each other and I'd like to put forward this speculation.  If supernatural events are real, I wonder why 
they don't happen often enough, and obviously enough to be noticed by science.  It seems to me that if 
these events are really happening, they would be recognizable by the methods of science in some way.  
Science after all observes and explains what happens in the world around us and as a result of that, it 
has formulated laws of nature.  Wouldn't we have a different set of natural laws if supernatural events 
were occurring?  But because they've never been observed, they have fallen outside of the range of our 
constructed laws.  In other words, the real occurrence of supernatural events would naturally be 
incorporated into the world view of science, and it would of necessity have become a different world 
view than what science holds now.  The boundary line between natural and supernatural is relative -- it's 
governed by what is demonstrably real as opposed to that which isn't. 
 I asked a friend who's in the post-graduate neuroscience program at UBC, how to explain the 
actual chemical process of human thought.  He said the workings of the brain are so incredibly complex, 
that even with the vast amount of knowledge we do have, we have not reached the point where we can 
understand thought.  Since I'm certainly not qualified in this area, I can't give you details on what is 
known.  However, the March issue of "Discover" magazine has an article entitled "The Mind in Motion" 
which describes a study that observed the human brain engaged in simple tasks.  It showed that specific 
activities such as speaking, seeing, hearing, and thinking can be pinpointed to various areas of the brain.  
It seemed that the more complex the task, the more intensely the brain worked.  All I would like to say 
here is that any activity that you may expect a human soul in heaven to be capable of is actually brain- 
dependent.  And just because we don't know all the mysteries of the brain does not mean that we won't 
know someday, through scientific methods.  It is not necessary to invoke a supernatural explanation. 
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 It's not often that I do this, but I admit that you are right about Old Testament prophets not 
being revered, and in fact being in a rather dangerous career.  I said otherwise without properly 
researching it.  Obviously, some were revered, but probably not till long after their death, and they must 
have been the exception to the rule. 
 The evidence that Christianity used Judaism to achieve widespread success and respectability is 
right there in the New Testament.  You yourself stated the evidence:  Hebrews 1:1,2 -- "In the past God 
spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days 
he has spoken to us by his Son."  The New Testament's continual use of the Old Testament to back itself 
up is the link forged between Judaism and Christianity.  The concept of the Jewish Messiah was taken 
and transformed into a pagan saviour.  The fact that Christianity took its authority from the Judaic 
tradition gave it credence in the Gentile world, which actually had some awe and respect for the 
indomitable Jewish religion.  The success of Christianity that I was referring to was not achieved right 
away -- it took many generations for Christianity to build up a strong enough following to become the 
state religion of Rome.  And of course it was not a success with Jews as a rule, only Gentiles. 
 I would like to make a valiant effort to show the unreliability of the virgin birth doctrine 
(hereinafter referred to as the VBD, or just VB).  First of all, just a brief note on the passage of Isaiah 7:14 
that we've been discussing.  It is your faith in the divine authority of Matthew that forces you into the 
presupposition that this verse must be speaking of Jesus.  I have no presupposition.  My opinion on this 
passage was arrived at through research, and it has been greatly reinforced by the more extensive 
research I've been conducting over the last couple of weeks.  However, I won't add much more to this 
particular argument except to invite you to read carefully Isaiah chapters 7 and 8 to study the context of 
the verse.  It becomes plain that the main thrust of the prophecy was to inform Ahaz that Damascus and 
Samaria would be destroyed in the length of time it took for a child to reach the age of conscience.  Also 
note that Isaiah 8:3 says he went into the prophetess and she conceived.  This is the passage that gives 
rise to the idea that it was Isaiah's own child that the prophecy might be referring to (even though the 
name of the child is different).  At least this interpretation has more to substantiate it than the Christian 
one. 
 There are countless sources that treat the VB as a myth.  The VBD was first discarded as 
historical truth in 1835 by D.F.  Strauss, in his book "The Life of Jesus Critically Examined."  I have listed 
at the end of this letter most of my sources.  The ones that discuss the VBD are unanimous in either 
discounting the story entirely or at least casting grave doubts on it.  This is a good example of what I 
discussed in a previous letter once -- that the evidence against Christianity is strong and varied and has 
been around for a long time, yet most Christians have not the foggiest idea that it even exists.  You are 
an intelligent, well-read, long- 
time Christian, yet it seems you've never heard of any of this before our correspondence!  Even 
orthodox theologians are compelled to admit problems with the VBD, although they still defend its 
truth, based on their presupposition of the reality of miracles and the necessity of their faith. 
 Most of the evidence that points to a mythological character for the VBD is from ancient 
manuscripts.  Not only the Old and New Testaments, but also the Christian Apocryphal gospels (of which 
there are four infancy and childhood gospels alone) and the writings of the early church fathers attest to 
a gradual evolution from no VBD at all to the Catholic church doctrine that Mary herself was 
immaculately conceived.  Although it cannot be demonstrated conclusively that the canonical gospels 
were influenced by pagan stories of VB, it is much more obvious that some of the apocryphal gospels 
were. 
 As you say, neither Paul or Mark (or Peter) knew anything about a virgin birth.  There are several 
references though to Jesus being of the seed of David (which the VB contradicts), namely:  2 Timothy 
2:8, Hebrews 7:14 and Revelation 5:15 and 22:16 (written by Jewish Christians probably just before or 
during the Jewish war of AD 66-70).  Romans 1:3 denies the virgin birth and asserts Jesus' Davidic 
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descent.  The passages of Titus 3:9 and 1 Timothy 1:4 are intriguing because they condemn silly 
genealogies and myths.  It seems logical to postulate that the writers are speaking of the 
Matthean/Lucan genealogies and possibly the VB stories.  (Commonly occurring in many of the epistles 
are polemics against various conflicting gospels and doctrines that abounded in the early churches.)  The 
apocryphal work Acts of Pilate, also known as the Gospel of Nicodemus, reveals that a major 
controversy raged in the apostolic church as to whether or not Jesus was born in wedlock or out of 
fornication.  The main attack on Jesus' credibility in the early days was indeed the question of his 
possible illegitimacy -- it was not until the 2nd and 3rd centuries that criticisms of the VBD pop up in the 
literature, a good indication that the VBD was originally unknown.  This also gives us a possible motive 
for the promulgation of the VBD, i.e.,  to supply a defence against the critics of Jesus' legitimacy.  In 
addition, another document entitled the Panarion, written by St. Epiphanius in 370 AD, describes how 
Jewish Christians vigorously denied the VBD that arose among the Gentiles. 
 There are a number of contradictions and anomalies in the infancy narratives of Matthew and 
Luke.  One of the most obvious is the fact that mention of the VD is restricted to these narratives and 
appears nowhere else in either those gospels or the rest of the New Testament.  From careful analysis of 
the structure of the gospels, it is evident that there was a strong initial tradition of Jesus' Davidic 
heritage, hence the genealogies and other confirmations of his Messianic status.  This tradition was too 
well known and too well documented to drop when the Gentiles took over Christianity, so it was left in 
the writings and the VBD was simply tacked on.  There is some evidence that the original Matthean 
narrative is a bit different from what we have today.  The earliest surviving Semitic version, the Sinaitic 
Syriac manuscript, reads for Matthew 1:16:  "Matthan begot Jacob, and Jacob begot Joseph.  Joseph, to 
whom was betrothed Mary the virgin, begot Jesus who is called the Messiah."  Here then appears a 
transitional document, which, while mentioning the virgin Mary, manages to assert that Joseph was the 
father of Jesus. 
 We also have a surviving manuscript of Luke that differs from what we have now.  The Latin 
Veronensis omits Luke 1:34, having instead:  "And Mary said, 'Behold, the handmaid of the Lord; be it 
unto me according to thy word.'"  Those words occur in verse 38 of our text, and are omitted in verse 38 
of the L.V.  manuscript.  This weakens Luke's support of the VB.  As well, it must be noted that the 
accepted reading "And Mary said to the angel 'How can this be, since I have no husband?'" doesn't make 
a lot of sense.  Why would a betrothed woman be puzzled over a prediction that she would conceive?  
There was nothing in Gabriel's announcement to indicate that the conception was to be anything other 
than a normal one.  Verse 35, which represents Gabriel naming Jesus as the Son of God contradicts the 
earlier verse 32 which names David as his father and is replete with Jewish Messianic terminology.  
Verse 35 in contrast is Hellenized, with its emphasis on the Holy Spirit and sonship with God.  One is led 
to the conclusion that verses 34 and 35 at least are possibly a later interpolation.  This would totally 
remove any mention of the VB in Luke. 
 Mary's Magnificat, Luke 1:46-55, is based on the song of Hannah from I Samuel 2:1-10.  The 
parallels are quite unmistakable and this shows that Luke was utilizing literary skills and techniques, 
rather than reporting an event to which no one was a witness anyway.  Luke's story of Elizabeth and 
Zechariah is very reminiscent of Old Testament stories, such as those of Abraham and Sarah, and Jacob 
and Rachel, which by the way, are the only type of miraculous births in Judaic tradition.  Virgin birth was 
unknown in Judaism.  The Elizabeth narrative also represents John the Baptist as subordinate to Jesus, 
and recognizing him as the Messiah (jumping for joy in the womb no less!).  I explained in a previous 
letter that the subordination of John to Jesus is an inaccurate distortion of history. 
 The most puzzling anomaly in Luke occurs in the narrative of Jesus' visit to the temple as a 12 
year old.  Luke 2:50 states "And they did not understand the saying which he spoke to them."  This is 
truly amazing when one considers the manner in which Mary was fully informed in the previous chapter 
of the exact divine nature of her son.  And if she knew what his destiny was to be, why, in Mark 3:21, 
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does the family try to hustle him off to the funny farm?  Either the events in Luke 1 never happened, or 
Mary didn't think them worth remembering. 
 An early sect of Christians called the Ebionites believed that Jesus was fully human.  They 
rejected the VBD.  It's possible that the Ebionites were a remnant of the Jewish Christian sect destroyed 
or dispersed as a result of the Jewish war. 
 The Apocryphal gospels, generated mostly during the 2nd century or later, built on earlier 
gospels and added increasingly more fantastic detail to Jesus' life story.  The following is a brief overview 
of some of these works as they pertain to the VBD. 
 Protovangelium of James -- Jesus was born in a cave with shepherds watching (exactly as was 
Mithra, the saviour god of the Persians).  He spoke eloquently to his mother fresh out of the womb.  
Mary's parents are Anna and Joachim (a Levite).  Mary's perpetual virginity is established by making 
Jesus' siblings Joseph's children by a previous marriage.  Mary in her childhood was a consecrated virgin 
of the temple. 
 Gospel of Thomas -- a story of Jesus' boyhood, replete with extravagant miracles, including one 
in which the young Jesus strikes a playmate dead for accidentally jostling him.  Ernest Renan, a 19th 
century Biblical scholar, characterized Jesus in the Gospel of Thomas as a "vicious little guttersnipe." 
 Arabic Gospel of the Infancy -- based on James and Thomas, but adds more fantastic details and 
miracles, accomplished with the aid of the linen or bath water used by the infant Jesus. 
 History of Joseph the Carpenter -- fanciful story of the life of Joseph, including his marriage, 
flight into Egypt, death, and the removal of his soul by angels. 
 Obsequies of the Virgin -- the apostles go to Mary's tomb and transport her body to heaven 
upon the clouds. 
 Hieronymian by St. Jerome -- the perpetual virginity of Joseph is assured through the claim that 
Jesus' siblings were actually his cousins. 
 In Contra Celsum, Origen, a famous church father, counters pagan stories of virgin birth bearing 
strong parallels to the Christian story by claiming that God prepared the world for Christianity with a 
sequence of beliefs that foreshadowed it, thereby facilitating the acceptance of the true religion. 
 Justin Martyr and other church fathers took great pains to refute the pagan parallels and so 
defuse the criticism that was being heaped upon Christianity for its copycat style. 
 There were various speculations made on the mode of conception employed by the Holy Spirit.  
Origen suggested it was the words of the angel that did the trick, since one of Jesus' personas was Logos 
(the word).  Plutarch advanced the theory that Mary had conceived through the ear.  Another idea was 
that Jesus was placed fully formed in Mary's womb. 
 It is a matter of record that the Catholic church developed immutable doctrines of the perpetual 
virginity of Mary, her status as the divine Mother of God -- worthy of worship and prayer, and her own 
immaculate conception, which exempted her from the taint of Original Sin. 
 The point of all the foregoing is to demonstrate the absurd lengths that the VBD was taken to.  If 
all this material could be freely dreamed up and foisted upon people as the divine truth, what assurance 
do we have that the stories in the canonical gospels are not just more of the same?  At the very least, we 
should take the entire virgin birth story with a large grain of salt. 
 To clarify a comment in my last letter, although Mary of course would have understood the 
relationship between intercourse and pregnancy, it was the specific roles of the male and female in 
producing offspring that was misunderstood.  The woman was seen as supplying the bodily material for 
the child, but the man provided the soul, or life force.  This fits in very nicely with the idea of the Holy 
Spirit acting as the male agent of conception, and certainly not as a supplier of a physical 23- 
chromosome sperm, containing only half of the genetic instructions for forming a human being.  For if 
that's what God provided, then Jesus was just as human as the rest of us. 
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 The questions that come to mind when one realizes the tremendous lengths the church went to 
safeguard an immaculate conception and birth for Jesus are:  What is wrong with the normal and 
conventional method of having children?  What's so awful about a woman losing her hymen during 
intercourse, conceiving a child, and delivering it through her vaginal canal?  Why this insistence on 
Mary's virginity anyway?  What difference would it have made if Mary had been married with a couple 
of kids before having Jesus?  Is a non-virginal woman not worthy of God?  Is there perhaps something 
wrong with our sexuality, something dirty and shameful about how we reproduce, that it's somehow not 
good enough for God?  If God finds the whole business of human sexuality so distasteful, why did he 
even bother creating us this way?  It looks as if God, in deciding to come down to the human level for a 
time by means of Jesus, couldn't quite bring himself to stoop quite so low as to contaminate himself 
through the unholy and unclean medium of human sexuality.  What does this say about God's opinion of 
his creation?  Or what does it say about the early church fathers who dreamed up these doctrines?  
Christianity from the very beginning has been an anti-sex religion, and the Virgin Mary's role and image 
is a reflection of the church's fear and mistrust of this human drive.  Too often, women have borne the 
brunt of this malicious ignorance, as in during the Inquisition and even today in the fundamentalist drive 
against abortion, birth control, and sex education. 
 The VBD has placed woman in an impossible situation -- the only role model for her to emulate 
in the Christian tradition is this sexless, sinless, two-dimensional and totally unrealistic example of 
womanhood.  The Virgin Mary is in fact, simply a sanitized version of pagan goddesses, modelled 
especially on Isis, the great Egyptian goddess.  Statues of Isis and her divine infant Horus were 
commonplace in the Middle East and Europe long before Christ, and the Christian church took them 
over as a convenient stand-in for the worship of Mary and the baby Jesus.  The fact that some were 
Negroid caused much embarrassment and frantic covering up on the part of the church. 
 That about wraps it up for my "anti-VBD" argument.  However, lastly, I would like to relate to 
you an example that I came across of another saviour god born of a virgin who even promised a second 
coming.  The Mexican Aztecs had a story about a virgin named Sochequetzal who received a visit from a 
heavenly ambassador announcing that she would conceive and bear a son.  The child became 
Quetzalcoatl, who grew up to become a great priest and teacher of mankind.  He travelled eastward to 
establish his institutions and eventually disappeared, promising to return.  He was known as a white god 
because of his habit of wearing white clothing.  When the Spaniard Cortes arrived in Mexico in the early 
16th century, his conquest of that nation was made much easier due to the Mexican people mistaking 
him for their long lost god, Quetzalcoatl. 
 
Sincerely, 
Joyce 
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June 20, 1989 
Dear Joyce, 
 This series on prophecy has really weighed heavily on me from time to time, since so much of 
what you have brought forward strikes at the very root of my belief system.  I have to frankly admit that 
several times I felt myself trapped.  I had to seriously ask myself what I could give up and still maintain 
my faith.  Could I, for example, succumb to the arguments against the virgin birth of Jesus and still 
maintain faith in the rest of Scripture?  You may have sensed some of that desperation in my letter of 
April 9th when I just became so tired of dealing with all the issues that in the end I left much of your 
letter unanswered.  There was one brief moment when I was even tempted to give up on our 
correspondence, but I quickly put that temptation to rest.  The month away in England gave me the rest 
from our correspondence that I needed to gain a new perspective as well as simply give my mind a 
break.  Only on a couple of occasions, usually while lying awake at night, did I spend time formulating 
answers to your challenges.  Throughout the time, since we came home, I have sensed a reluctance on 
my part to begin answering your last letter.  However, here goes! 
 One of the most encouraging things about your last letter was your admission of an error on a 
minor point.  I have been very much afraid of making a similar error (and may even have made a few yet 
undetected) not knowing whether you would simply accept it or use it to call everything I have written 
into question.  I feel that I can now relax on that matter, not in the sense that I can become careless 
about what I write but rather, that I can have confidence that I will not be condemned if I have to admit 
to an error in judgement or statement of fact.  I feel that that kind of give and take is essential for a 
discussion such as ours where our feelings may often be involved in what we write about. 
 To be honest, there are some problems which, with present knowledge, simply do not have 
explicit solutions.  The difficulty of the differences in the two genealogies of Jesus presented in Matthew 
and Luke, which you have already alluded to, is one such problem.  When both Matthew and Luke make 
claims in regard to the virgin birth of Jesus how could they make what appears to be a technical error in 
the genealogies?  And if it was a technical error, why was it not corrected since both of them would have 
had access to the other's writing.  At the very least, the correction should have been made by the end of 
the first century since both gospels would have been available to leaders of the church by then.  There 
must have been something in their understanding of the genealogies which made them acceptable.  It 
has been suggested that Luke's genealogy, although ending in Joseph, was actually the genealogy of 
Mary.  In any case, the fact that Jesus was descended from David and of the house of Judah is borne out 
by other passages in the New Testament and claims to the contrary are never used by his detractors .  
Note also that Luke puts in a little side comment in 3:23 "He (Jesus) was the son, so it was thought, of 
Joseph,...".  Similarly, Matthew 1:16 shows an interesting deviance from the normal when he includes 
Mary in the genealogy:  "and Jacob, the father of Joseph, the husband of Mary, of whom was born Jesus, 
who is called Christ."  Neither makes it necessary for Joseph to be the biological father of Jesus but they 
do establish Joseph as the legal father, much like our procedure of adoption today.  Even Paul, who, as I 
pointed out earlier, never makes direct reference to the virgin birth, does, in the Greek, use a different 
word for "born" when referring to the birth of Jesus than the word used normally.  (For a further 
development on this I refer you to "The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology," Vol. 
III, pg. 661, by Colin Brown.)  
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 I am tempted to plead as you did in your letter regarding our present inability to give a chemical 
explanation for thought, namely, "Just because we don't know all the mysteries of the brain doesn't 
mean we won't know someday."  I would plead "Just because we don't know why the apparent 
discrepancy occurred in the two genealogies doesn't mean that there wouldn't be a satisfactory 
explanation if we knew all the facts."  Both involve a degree of faith and both stand about an equal 
chance of being resolved in the course of our correspondence. 
 While I'm on the subject of the virgin birth of Jesus, I would like to make a few comments in 
regard to the inference drawn by the skeptics that this aspect of the origin of Jesus was drawn from 
Hellenistic influences.  Under the topic "Mystery Religions and Christianity" in the Encyclopedia 
Britannica, we have the following statement.   
 "The simultaneousness of the propagation of the mystery religions and of Christianity and the 
striking similarities between them, however, demand some explanation of their relationship.  The 
hypothesis of mutual dependence has been proposed by scholars -- especially a dependence of 
Christianity upon the mysteries -- but such theories have been discarded.  The similarities must rather 
be explained by parallel developments from similar origins."  
 It goes on to explain that these origins were grounded in culture and social conditions and not 
religious belief.  Under the same topic it states further that: 
 "There are also great differences between Christianity and the mysteries.  Mystery religions, as a 
rule, can be traced back to tribal origins, Christianity to a historical person.  The holy stories of the 
mysteries are myths; the gospels of the New Testament, however, relate historical events.  The books 
that the mystery communities used in Roman times cannot possibly be compared to the New 
Testament.  The essential features of Christianity were fixed once and for all in this book; the mystery 
doctrines, however, always remained in a much greater state of fluidity.  The theology of the mysteries 
was developed to a far lesser degree than the Christian theology.  There are no parallels in Christianity 
to the sexual rites in the Dionysiac and Isaic religion with the exception of a few aberrant Gnostic 
communities.  The cult of rulers in the manner of the imperial mysteries was impossible in Jewish and 
Christian worship." 
 The Encyclopedia Americana, under the topic "Mystery Religions," points out that whereas the 
various mystery cults were not rivals, "The true rival of all was Christianity, which refused any commerce 
with the enemy -- and to the Christian God all other gods were enemies.  This uncompromising 
exclusiveness was a heritage of Judaism, and seemed graceless intolerance to the cultivated Greek or 
Roman.  Yet it was probably one secret of Christianity's eventual success."  Under the general topic 
"Christianity," in the Encyclopedia Britannica, we read, in part:  "The fundamental cause of persecution 
was that the Christians conscientiously rejected the gods whose favour was believed to have brought 
success to the empire."  One writer commented that one should not make the mistake that because 
something looks similar that it is the same in essence.  To that I would add the illustration that the 
outsider, seeing persons casting ballots on election day in the USSR, might conclude that he is seeing the 
same thing when he observes the behaviour of persons on election day in Canada.  For the insider, 
however, the two similar actions have quite different meanings.  The same differences are present in 
features of Christianity which appear to be the same as in the mystery religions such as Baptism.  The 
casual observer and the skeptic may make more of the similarities than is warranted. 
 The above references do include the comment that "Although Christians borrowed from the 
other cults certain features, the date of Christmas, the tonsure of priests perhaps, and the exaltation of 
the Virgin -- yet the consciousness that these cults offered alternate ways of salvation drove the 
Christian apologists for Christianity to emphasize its uniqueness and superiority." Borrowing the 
"exaltation" of the virgin is not the same as borrowing the concept of the virgin.  Somehow I think that 
we have this image of Christians in the past as being long-faced and pious.  (Works of art probably have 
something to do with that.)  Suppose they were more like us, which I think would be a fair assumption.  
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When I grew up, Hallowe'en was simply a day to have a party at school and collect treats from the 
neighbours, much like it is now.  No consideration was given to there being any actual meaning behind 
the idea of witches, goblins, etc.  Suppose, fifteen hundred years from now, someone finds pictures of 
my daughter dressed in a witch's costume as well as indications that our family was Christian.  Might 
they not jump to the conclusion that Christians freely took part in occult practices?  I think we can easily 
make too much of these minor indicators from the past.  Getting back to the topic of exalting the virgin -
- there is no Biblical basis for this aberration in the Roman Catholic church and so I would have to admit 
that it was borrowed from somewhere.  But what does that really have to do with that singular event 
when Mary was visited by an angel and later discovered herself to be mysteriously pregnant?  What we 
make of a particular event after it happens has no real bearing on the event itself.   

Your criteria for the acceptance of a given prophecy is not unreasonable.  One prophecy which 
comes to mind which meets all your criteria is Jesus' prediction of the betrayal of Peter.  However that 
prophecy is too readily explained away by psychology based on Jesus' knowledge of the character of 
Peter.  On the other hand, how could Jesus know that Peter would deny him exactly three times?  Even 
then one is left with having to prove that the story wasn't concocted; a favourite accusation of the 
skeptic against which there is little defence.  Probably one of the best examples of a specific prophecy is 
the one given by Isaiah in Isaiah 44:28 and 45:1 regarding the restoration of the Temple in Jerusalem by 
Cyrus the king of Persia.  This was some 150 years prior to the actual event.  This prophecy was not 
vague; it even gave the name of the king.  For its fulfillment, we look to 2 Chronicles 36:22,23 as well as 
Ezra 1:1.  The skeptical approach, to save us further correspondence on this matter, is simply to deny 
that Isaiah wrote that part of the scripture.  With that kind of an approach to prophecy, what more can 
one say?  According to the skeptic, there simply could not have been a prophecy because prophecy is an 
impossibility.  My question is, "Why are there records of so many apparent impossibilities for which 
alternate explanations have to be found?"  

 You make the claim that "the Jews throughout their long and colourful history have 
clung very tenaciously to their law and their beliefs." You must be referring to the period between the 
exodus from Egypt and the time of Jesus.  However, I don't know how you drew this conclusion.  That 
whole period is replete with examples of disobedience to the laws of God, starting with Exodus 16:28:  
"Then the LORD said to Moses, 'How long will you refuse to keep my commands and my instructions?'" 
After giving instructions about not making gods of silver or gold in Exodus 20, what are they doing in 
Exodus 32 but making a golden calf.  In Numbers 12 we have a record of rebellion against Moses.  
Turning to the time when Israel was ruled by judges, anarchy ruled in the land as recorded by the last 
verse of the book of Judges:  "In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit."  Following 
the death of Solomon, Israel, perhaps justifiably, rebelled against Rehoboam, Solomon's successor.  The 
next king, Jeroboam, "built shrines on high places and appointed priests from all sorts of people" to 
worship idols of gold.  The LORD spoke through his Prophet "You have done more evil than all who lived 
before you." (1 King 14:9)  Then we have a succession of kings where one would do what was "evil in the 
eyes of the LORD" and the next one might do "what was right in the eyes of the LORD."  By the time we 
get to King Hezekiah, (2 Chronicles 29) the temple of the LORD was in such disrepair that it took a group 
of men sixteen days to clean out the mess.  To top it off, when Josiah became king, the Book of the Law 
of the LORD had actually been lost and forgotten and it was discovered much to everyone's surprise 
while doing some renovating in the temple.(2 Chronicles 34:14) You were right -- it was a colourful 
history but it did not serve as an example of dedicated obedience. 
 The quotation regarding the "stiff-necked people of Israel" which I used was from Acts as you 
pointed out, but Luke is quoting Stephen who was a Jew.  Stephen could have been quoting out of 2 
Chronicles 30:7-8:  "Do not be like your fathers and brothers who were unfaithful to the LORD, the God 
of their fathers, so that he made them an object of horror, as you see.  Do not be stiff-necked, as your 
fathers were; submit to the LORD. ... If you return to the LORD, then your brothers and your children will 
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be shown compassion by their captors and will come back to this land, for the LORD your God is gracious 
and compassionate.  He will not turn his face from you if you return to me."  These words were 
contained in a letter written by king Hezekiah and circulated throughout Israel and Judah.  However, the 
history of unfaithfulness of the Jews does not in any way justify subsequent mistreatment of the Jews.  
Nevertheless, Stephen's accusation against the Jews was well-founded. 
 While I'm on that topic, the Jews have also suffered under the myths of science.  In an article in 
the Vancouver Sun, August 27, 1989, pg. H16, Dr. David Suzuki is quoted as saying:  "It (the carrying out 
of experiments in Nazi Germany) was not the result of a madman -- Adolf Hitler.  In fact it was the great 
claims made by leading geneticists about the hereditary nature of mental disease and human behaviour 
that led to the formulation of Nazi policies on racism and race purification.  Most geneticists today have 
not even learned about this part of their story."  The followers of science are thus equally guilty of 
persecution of the Jews. 
 You have made several comments about the Holy Spirit, both in this letter and in a previous one.  
Probably the best English translation for the meaning of the word as used in the Hebrew would be the 
word "breath."  It was used as early as Genesis 1:2:  "...and the Spirit of God was hovering over the 
waters."  In Exodus 31 we have the example of an individual being filled with the Spirit of God for a 
specific task.  In Numbers 11, Moses makes reference to God putting his Spirit on people for purposes of 
prophecy.  The term "Holy Spirit" is used in Psalm 51:11.  God's Spirit implies the presence of God from 
which there is no escape.  The doctrine of the Holy Spirit is further developed in Isaiah 2-9 which 
prophetically predicts the future work of the Spirit.  There are numerous other references to the Spirit of 
God in the Old Testament and so there is little if any basis for saying that the Jews would not have 
known what Stephen was referring to when he charged them with resisting the Holy Spirit.  Admittedly, 
the broader theology of the work of the Holy Spirit as a person of the Trinity was not revealed until the 
New Testament and even now there remains a degree of mystery, as is understandable, in regard to the 
Trinity.  Who could claim to fully understand God? 
 When you make general statements about other Messiahs who might have matched aspects of 
the prophecies and make reference to external factors which played a role in making Jesus a successful 
Messiah figure, I don't know what to do with that sort of information.  I would need specific names and 
details to be able to either agree or disagree.  The New Testament does make reference to some men 
who claimed to "be somebody," but who quickly disappeared from memory after the leaders were 
killed.  (Acts 5:35-39)  The test that was applied in the case of these men was the test of survival of the 
movement which they attempted to start.  As Gamaliel pointed out, "if (the movement) is from God you 
will not be able to stop these men."  Christianity is still on the move. 
 I am not sure if I follow your argument in regard to the cultural background that gave rise to the 
Gospels.  I do know that the critics have made attempts to spiritualize the whole of the Gospels by the 
charge that they are not historical but mythical in content.  I have already included a quote from the 
Encyclopedia Britannica which says the very opposite.  C.S. Lewis, unquestionably an authority on 
literature, makes some rather devastating remarks about the apparent inability of critics to differentiate 
between the literary structures of a myth and historical writings.  (I have included a copy of his essay 
"Fern-seed and Elephants.") With regard to the historicity of the New Testament, when a piece of 
literature starts off with:  "In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar -- when Pontius Pilate was 
governor of Judea, Herod tetrarch of Galilee," etc., how can anyone fail to identify that as history?  (Luke 
3:1)  Compare that with your letter of your own life dated October 7, 1988.  Would you not consider 
that as a historic narrative?  And you didn't even mention which province you were born in or include 
such details as to who was Prime Minister of Canada at that time.  In the continuation of this narrative in 
your letter of March 12, 1989, you also make reference to some mystical experience.  Must I now 
classify your letters as mythical inventions designed to meet your needs at the time of writing?  In what 
specific details, from the standpoint of literature, do the gospels differ from your own letters? 
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 Critics do a lot of inventive generalizing of the type that you exhibit in that paragraph which 
makes reference to "a culture that existed 2000 years ago with a frame of reference entirely different 
from ours."  Pardon me for saying this but when you read this yourself for the first time, did you clearly 
understand what the critic was trying to say?  It sounds very impressive, but to me, it says absolutely 
nothing meaningful.  What is meant by "no science, no subjective/objective reasoning, no system of 
logical/legal ethics?"  The characters in the New Testament have always struck me as being very 
practical.  They reacted with terror as would you and I if we were out on a rowboat and suddenly a 
figure appears walking on the water.  They were filled with awe when the paralytic was miraculously 
healed.  If they were the superstitious, naive, weak-minded individuals that the critics would like to 
make out, they would not have given these incidents the slightest notice.  Considering the low level of 
actual scientific knowledge of the man in the street in our society today (I teach physics so I have some 
idea of what I am talking about), I would suggest that a man such as Peter in the year 30 AD was more 
capable of applied physics in his occupation as a fisherman than the man who attempts to move his car 
forward when stuck in a snowbank by spinning his wheels faster, which, if he had any knowledge of 
physics, he would not do.  The critic needs to develop a healthy skepticism about his own reasoning.  
Could I not say of the critic that he is "clarifying the truth" as he sees it, harmonizing conflicting sources 
(like prophecy) so as to meet his need to have a closed universe immune to supernatural phenomena?  
And is this not reasonable since he lives in a world permeated with naturalism and unbelief?  And is he 
not guilty of a degree of distortion when he attaches the label "myth" to literature that, by all normal 
standards, would be seen as being historical? 
 I started to agree with your statement that the society at the time of Jesus was permeated with 
supernaturalism and therefore was quite unlike ours.  On reflecting on that some more I wonder if that 
is really true.  In the New Testament we are presented with pictures of people fishing or farming to earn 
a living, persons suffering for years from a chronic ailment, corrupt officials collecting unfair taxes, rich 
officials throwing parties for their friends and including the local prostitutes among their guests, church 
officials trying to make reputations for themselves, a dissident group plotting to overthrow the Roman 
government, parents being concerned about a sick child, a variety of religious belief systems to chose 
from, insane persons who had to be chained because there were no mental hospitals available with 
drugs to keep them under control, etc.  In short, a world of believable people very much like our own.  
We tend to have a picture of all of them dutifully going to the synagogue and believing in God for all 
kinds of miracles and believing in these miracles because they were happening all the time.  I'm certain 
there must have been a large component of irreligious people and that the conversation you would 
overhear in the market place would not be about religious matters only but would be very much like 
what we would hear from any group of people in our society today.  "Did you hear that Anna is engaged 
to Reuben?"  "What price did you get for that sheep you sold yesterday?" etc.  I think it was possible 
that the men that Jesus picked for his disciples were of that irreligious group.  (The religious would have 
had to unlearn too much to prepare them for the good news.) We need to get a sense that we are 
dealing with a down-to-earth people who knew not only the meaning of faith in God but also knew how 
to make a profit on market day.  Only then does it make sense that the supernatural events associated 
with Jesus evoked feelings of awe, fear, amazement, etc.  As I pointed out earlier, if they were as 
miracle-minded as the critics would have us believe, then they would not have been at all impressed 
with what Jesus did in terms of miracles.  Therefore, the cultural argument is largely ineffective in terms 
of "explaining away" the miracles of Jesus.  The people of Jesus' day had simply never seen that sort of 
thing before.  Sure, there were stories of miracles connected with Moses, but as we have seen in the 
history of the Jews, that was certainly not sufficient to evoke loyalty or obedience.  Yes, they gave 
"supernatural" explanations to phenomena they could not explain naturally and, yes, their faith in God 
made them more ready to accept the revelation of the Kingdom but the disciples continually had 
difficulty grasping the meaning of Jesus' teachings.  Besides, God's purpose throughout their history had 
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been to prepare them to hear and accept the coming Messiah.  Which brings us back to the subject of 
stiff necks which is what I am getting from sitting at this keyboard too long. 
 I just noticed that I am starting page eight while I am only on page three of your letter.  It is no 
wonder that commentaries are always larger than the work they are commenting on.  I think I will have 
to screen out those issues which do not relate directly to prophecy and we can deal with them as 
separate topics in later correspondence.  I sense that there are a lot of issues about which you have 
quite strong feelings and you can't wait to get at them.  One of those issues is the apparent injustice of 
God.  This is not directly related to prophecy so I will try to keep my comments brief and then we can 
take it up again in the future.  The nature of God is a topic about which there is much discussion even 
today. 
 First of all, if you came in contact with me only once and it happened to be at a time when I was 
in a shouting match with one of my daughters, or, some years earlier, I was angrily spanking one of them 
(these are not hypothetical situations), and you formulated your entire opinion of me on that single 
encounter, I believe that you could form what I would consider to be a very unjust picture of me as an 
angry and abusive parent.  I think that is what you are doing with God in this instance.  Secondly, I 
wonder if there is any transfer of this to or from your relationship with your parents and your sense that 
they have treated you unjustly?  I know that I always had a sense of God as the strict disciplinarian and it 
is only in recent years that I have come to accept God as a God motivated by love.  Despite that, I still 
have difficulty receiving love from God or from others or, perhaps better said, accepting that others can 
actually love me.  So much of this is tied up with our experiences with our peers and our parents, but 
particularly, our parents. 
 You have addressed topics relating to science in several paragraphs which I have marked for 
later discussion. 
 I have difficulty following your logic in relation to the use of Judaism to win popularity for 
Christianity.  First of all, the apostles did not see themselves as starting a new religion or belief system; 
they were merely claiming that Jesus was the fulfillment of past prophesies.  They were not proclaiming 
a new god.  Politicians try to be popular but religious leaders have seldom, if ever, had that as their main 
objective.  The liberal church leaders of today (I can't call them Christian) have tried to make Christianity 
more acceptable by de-mythologizing Christianity à la Bultmann but have become largely disillusioned 
because of their lack of power to change much of anything, either in themselves or in the persons 
coming to them for help.  They have destroyed the foundation of the Christian faith by denying 
doctrines like the virgin birth and, more importantly, denying the doctrine of the physical resurrection of 
Jesus.  I want to mention one other thing in connection with this.  Whenever there have been great 
revivals, such as the Welsh revival, it has not been as a result of human effort.  The church of Jesus 
Christ cannot be likened to a service club where you campaign for members to do good works.  It is God 
calling people to himself.  This is not to say that he won't use certain individuals in a powerful way (such 
as D.L. Moody) or many individuals in a small way, but it is always God through the Holy Spirit who 
ultimately brings the individual into a position of faith.  That is why the idea of popularity is quite foreign 
to the Christian church.  If you want popularity, the Unitarian church would be more suitable since there 
it doesn't matter what you believe as long as you are sincere.  Instead, God calls us to recognize that "all 
have sinned and fallen short of the Kingdom of God" (Romans 3:23) and to turn from these sins, not a 
concept which has popularity as the central issue. 
 Coming to your further comments on the passage in Isaiah 7:14 re the virgin birth I will admit 
that if one had only the Old Testament and one attempted to make sense of this prophecy then the 
interpretation put forward by you might be as good as any other one.  It would be interesting to know 
how many times in the history of Israel they asked themselves:  "Is this person the sign predicted by 
Isaiah?"  For some, the prophecy may have been answered as you suggest.  The prophecy provides the 
expectation and then the hearers have to interpret events in the future as they wait for the fulfillment.  
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If you listen to some of the Christian speakers on radio KARI you will find that they are entirely occupied 
with looking at present events and trying to relate them to similarly vague passages in both the Old and 
New Testaments.  (I don't imagine that their success at doing this is particularly stunning -- maybe time 
will prove otherwise.  I'm certain that they have arrived at certain conclusions from time to time which 
later events have caused them to change.)  Persons living at the time of Isaiah may very well have 
concluded that the son of Isaiah was a sign for Ahaz because his very name, Shear-Jashub, contains a 
prophecy in that it means "a remnant will return."  (Isaiah 3:7)  Suffice to say that the writers of the New 
Testament, hearing the testimony of Mary regarding the visit from the angel Gabriel (I know someone 
who is recognized as a prophet and who claims to have had several visitations from this same angel), 
concluded that Jesus was the person referred to by Isaiah.  Prophecies were intended to communicate 
to persons willing to listen and to recognize prophecies as coming from God.  I don't think their purpose 
was to serve as an apologetic tool to convince atheists to become believers although they may have 
served that purpose in individual cases such as the one I gave you some time ago.  How well prophecies 
have served their purpose remains a matter open for discussion. 
 The thought just occurred to me that if the prophecy of Isaiah 7:14 was fulfilled by a person 
other than Jesus, such as the son of Ahaz as you claim in your letter of March 26, 1989, the fact would 
remain that, by your own admission, a prophecy was fulfilled, which would negate the naturalist's view 
of the world and allow for supernatural events to take place.  Was that not the main intent of our 
discussion on prophecy? 
 I am tempted to leave the topic of prophecy with the above general observation but I think that 
you will then justifiably accuse me of the normal Christian escapist route of preferring ignorance if I 
don't deal with the additional facts that you have raised in regard to prophecy, particularly as it pertains 
to the virgin birth doctrine.  However, at present I cannot do this because of time constraints and 
because of wanting to get on to other topics.  I promise to keep working at it and may, from time to 
time, make interjections in our correspondence in relation to what I have found out. 
 A few general comments. 
 Why are Christians generally ignorant of the "problems" you have raised?  Firstly, the person 
who has a genuine, life-transforming experience at the time of conversion, will hardly want to begin 
research which denies the basis for the reality of his experience.  The church is more interested in 
teaching people how to understand the meaning of faith and how to live in accordance with faith in the 
Bible as the infallible, inerrant, and inspired Word of God.  Were the clergy who no longer believe in the 
doctrines of the deity of Jesus Christ as per the virgin birth and the physical resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
as C.S. Lewis pointed out in the already mentioned article, to begin preaching their doctrines of unbelief, 
the hearers would either leave and go where orthodox Christianity was taught or declare themselves 
atheists.  Liberal clergy are the epitome of hypocrisy and, by remaining in the church, demonstrate only 
a laziness in not wanting to find honest work.  Or perhaps they have suddenly realized that if they were 
wrong about their old way of thinking about God, it doesn't matter what they do and therefore it's 
alright to believe one thing and teach another thing in church on Sundays.  A true acceptance of relative 
ethics! 
 The reason why the average Christian is not informed about the issues we have been discussing 
is probably because they are not considered to be relevant.  I discovered a book on my shelf entitled 
"The Highest Critics vs. The Higher Critics" by L.W. Munhall.  It was published in 1896 which is in the 
period when this debate was at its highest.  I assume that as the years went by, people simply tired of 
discussing issues which, it would seem, could never be resolved.  Atheists continued in their unbelief 
through generating their own myths regarding the meaning of temporary life and believers continued in 
their hope of eternal life. 
 A comment about the Apocryphal gospels.  These gospels are not recognized by Christians as 
having any authority and therefore have essentially nothing to do with the authenticity of the virgin 
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birth doctrine.  For example, you and I and everyone else can write any amount of fiction about the 
assassination of J.F.  Kennedy but it won't change the real facts as to who killed him.  Any theories on 
the actual event based only on fiction should be immediately discarded.  The Apocryphal gospels are not 
seen by Christians as being in the same category as the books accepted in the Canon.  Only one question 
remains:  Did Mary receive a visitation from the angel Gabriel or did she not and did she find herself 
pregnant without having sexual intercourse with a man or did she not?  I can grant D.F. Strauss and 
others all the points of their research and still believe in the virgin birth, not because I choose to, but 
because it is literally impossible to prove or disprove an event after it has happened.  This is true in 
relation to the example given above of the assassination of J.F. Kennedy, but is particularly true of so-
called supernatural events.  I give the following illustration of an incident related to me by one of my 
colleagues whom I will call Jim, which I will probably have reason to refer to at various times in our 
correspondence and so it shall henceforth be known simply as the "ghost story:" 
 "When I was eight years old, the ghost of my grandfather appeared to me in my bedroom.  (My 
bedroom was right next to the room in which my grandfather was lying on his death-bed.)  My 
grandfather's ghost spoke to me and one of the things he said to me was that, at some time in the 
future, my sister would call me for special assistance and that I should not refuse to help her.  That did, 
in fact, happen.  A short time later my father came into the room and told me that my grandfather had 
died.  I replied that I already knew that he was dead." 
 We discussed this for a few minutes and he, being a humanist, concluded our conversation by 
saying:  "I do not doubt that I saw the ghost of my grandfather but I do not accept it as a supernatural 
event.  I believe that if we knew enough about the material world, we would be able to explain what 
happened in natural terms."  (Note that the incident included a fulfilled prophecy.)  
 Since I knew that I would be using this illustration in this letter, I told this story to a number of 
my colleagues from a variety of disciplines at the college to see how they would react to the story.  Only 
the anthropologist accepted the story at face value but even that acceptance was on the basis that "if 
the experience was true for him then we cannot deny him his perception of what he experienced."  The 
historian asked several times if the person, whom I had not identified, was Irish since the Irish 
apparently are prone to this type of experience.  (That brings up an interesting point:  if something 
happens only once, it probably didn't happen at all, and if it happens many times but always to the same 
type of people, then it couldn't be true either.)  Each one of my colleagues had alternate explanations 
which denied that a ghost was actually seen by Jim.  The psychologist, in particular, had several 
alternate explanations.  How can this incident be proved?  I don't believe it can.  Any critic could make 
mincemeat out of it from the point of view that it can't be repeated; Jim may not have remembered it 
correctly since it happened some fifty years ago' I may not have remembered what Jim told me 
accurately; and I don't have any witnesses who also heard the story (I believe that Jim has since died and 
he may not have told this story to anyone else since none of my other colleagues had heard it before); I 
may have dreamt it; I might have made it up to prove a point, etc.  All of these reasons why Jim never 
actually saw a ghost are logical and can be backed up with scientific evidence in that people do make up 
or imagine such incidents, etc.  If we can provide alternate explanations for this incident today when it 
occurred in this generation, what credibility will this story have after it is passed down through ten or 
more generations?  Particularly since Jim may have been Irish.  Do you see my point?  I rest my case. 
 
Best regards, 
Al 
 


