GOD: THE FAILED HYPOTHESIS
(HOW SCIENCE SHOWS THAT GOD DOES NOT EXIST)

BY VICTOR STENGER
The book opens with an introduction by Christopher Hitchens. Don’t skip it!
In the preface, Stenger sets out the goals of his book and specifically defines the terms he will use.
In chapter 1, Stenger states the thesis of the book: “The supernatural hypothesis of god is testable, verifiable, and falsifiable by the established methods of science.” He lists the 5 main conditions for evaluating “extraordinary” claims. He briefly mentions “divine hiddenness.” For the philosophically-inclined, Stenger gives a list of logical “disproofs” of god which are fascinating to ponder. One example he uses is the “Paradox of Omnipotence” which asks the question, “Can god create a stone that he cannot lift.” Stenger begins his scientific investigation into the existence of god by defining a “god model” with 8 attributes assigned to god. As Stenger is writing mainly to an American audience, the god he uses is the god of the bible.

In the next chapter, Stenger discusses the “Illusion of Design.” He compares Paley’s argument, which is based on finding a watch and then concluding the existence of a designer  V.  Dawkins’s “The Blind Watchmaker.” He gives a 20th century tour of Creationism in America, from the 1925 Scopes “Monkey Trial” to the 2005 Dover School Board “Intelligent Design” Case. He evaluates arguments from the best the Creationists have to offer: Morris & Whitcomb (Genesis flood), Behe (irreducible complexity), and Dembski (entropy). He concludes with a proof of the ability of nature to “self-design.”

Chapter 3 sees Stenger take on the really big issue of “The Soul.” He begins with a brief history (which began in the late 1600’s in England) and concludes with the latest neurological studies on the brain.
He tackles modern quackery with science: qi (chi), therapeutic touch, esp, out-of-body experiences, psychokinesis, and intercessory prayer. He concludes the chapter by discussing immortality, “emergences,” and near-death experiences.
In chapter 4, Stenger explains the basic laws of physics starting with the first law of thermodynamics. It is worth reading several times to make sure you understand exactly how it works. His discussion of the beginning of the universe is fascinating: you will learn about “negative gravitational energy” and how it allows for matter to exist without violating the first law; and without the need of resorting to the concept of a “creator.” In “creating order,” Stenger “ups” the technical level significantly. It will likely require several “re-reads” to even get a partial understanding, unless you are already well-versed in astrophysics. The rest of the chapter is less technical, but still rough, as he uses the cosmos itself, to prove the improbability of god.
In the next chapter, Stenger evaluates the likelihood of life in outer space. Creationists believe their arguments are supported by the “fine-tuning hypothesis.” Stenger demolishes many of these arguments with particle physics by showing that these “finely-tuned” conditions can arise without any invisible help.

Normally, I try to avoid giving away the “details” of a book that I review. But the paragraph at the top of page 161 was so powerful that I have decided to quote it: “Our descendants, genetically engineered or made of titanium and silicon, unhampered by our brief life spans, may reach other planets. And if we do it right they hopefully will be smarter, kinder, more rational, and free of the superstitions that plague us and threaten our very survival.”

In chapter 6, Stenger flexes his biblical muscles and uses scripture to prove that the bible cannot possibly be divinely inspired. He attacks the prophecies and shows that none have been proven to be true; and that those that have been proven - have been proven … wrong. He gives a devastating critique of the lack of evidence, not only for christ, but for Moses and the Jewish Exodus as well.

Next, Stenger takes on the claimed “Christian Moral Superiority.” By the time he is through - their false claims are left in tatters. He provides much evidence to prove that christianity “incorporated” already-existing morals - they did not “invent” them. Stenger rips the ten commandments for the farce that they are, and points to far superior laws from earlier times.
He beats the bible up over slavery and women (not a hard thing to do). 

Chapter 8 is about evil. Stenger shows himself to be a first-class philosopher as well as a top physicist. His arguments are incisive and enlightening. He shows that evil and the concept of an all-powerful, all-loving god are inconsistent. As always, his arguments show that what we see, is exactly what we would expect to see - if there were no god.
In the penultimate chapter, Stenger lists reasons why the data do not support the monotheistic god hypothesis. Then he provides another very provocative list that details all the things we should have seen, had the god hypothesis been true.
He also tackles the “hiddenness” argument in this chapter. Stenger feels that If god is hiding himself so that only those with faith will be rewarded in heaven, while those who don’t find him, burn in hell forever - then he wants nothing to do with this god - and frankly, neither do I.
In the final chapter of the book, Stenger empties his gun. He attacks the results of religious belief in the modern world. This is not difficult to do after 9/11/01. It is like shooting into the sky and trying to hit the air. He ends the book by giving a remarkably powerful answer to the question of the “meaning of life.” 

Do not skip the “postscript” which follows the final chapter. In it he answers the christian defense that “absence of evidence is not evidence of absence” by pointing out that “absence of evidence can be strong evidence of absence when the evidence should be there and it is not.”
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