Where Else Shall We Go?


Prologue to Part I: Where Else Shall We Go?


	Sherlock Holmes told Doctor Watson that, “When one has eliminated all the other possibilities, the one that is left, no matter how improbable, is the truth.” There is a certain logic to this way of thinking, perhaps a logic as simple as saying: “It's either A or B; it's not A; therefore it is B.” Of course the options in many cases, certainly in many of Holmes’ cases, is not a matter of “A or B.” The first premise is rather something more like “A or B or C or D…” and therefore, the second and ensuing premises must eliminate a whole series of possibilities. But it does seem logical, that if I have a series of ten options, and if I can eliminate nine, then the one remaining is the truth. Or at least it is the best option left.
	It may perhaps seem backwards to approach religious apologetics in this manner, but that is the purpose of the following dialogues. The options represent worldviews, whole and consistent ways of seeing the world, more than they represent religions per se, for they contain ideologies like pluralism and materialism that might seem to contain many religions or deny them altogether. Moreover, when one claims to be discussing something as complex as Buddhism, or even something as supposedly monolithic as Islam, we must admit that no religion and no worldview is a single, simple set of doctrines and practices. Buddhists and Muslims – and for that matter, materialists and humanists – will come in many colors and many flavors. It is impossible to explore one set of ideas in a single chapter and think one has dealt with all the arguments and all the variations of that philosophy. All of this is to admit that an effort to pursue apologetic arguments by looking at all the alternatives is necessarily incomplete. But, if Holmes and the disjunctive syllogism are correct, it is not unreasonable.
	From a more Christian perspective, the approach of these chapters is justified, as the book's title suggests, by John 6:68. The context of this verse is important, for it sets up a situation in which real problems have arisen for those listening to Jesus, and a number of people have ceased to follow him. Apparently, Jesus has just declared that he himself is the giver of eternal life, and even today, for those who would like to see Jesus as a great moralist or even a prophet, the idea of Jesus as savior can be – and perhaps should be – troubling. In that original context, however, he had couched the assertion of his own importance in the metaphor of food, calling himself “the bread of life.” Even more, he went on to say that those who follow him must eat his flesh and drink his blood, or they have no life within them. As Christians read these words two thousand years later, they see perhaps a comfortable image for the Eucharist, the Christian ritual in which believers eat bread and drink wine as symbols – or indeed as foods transmuted into the very real substance – of Jesus' flesh and blood. But before it was a remark about the Eucharist, it was a shock to the audience that heard Jesus telling them to eat his flesh. “This is a hard thing to listen to,” they said, quite reasonably and realistically. And so they withdrew. At this point, Jesus turned to his innermost disciples and asks, “And what about you? Will you also go away?” And it was Peter who responded: “Where else shall we go? It is you that holds the words of eternal life.”
	And so we have the project of this book. “Where else shall we go?” is a question taken here not merely as rhetorical, but as a challenge to look at the options. Where else indeed? Shall we go to non-religious philosophies, like materialism or humanism? Shall we go to other religions, like Hinduism or Islam? These are real options, and they deserve our real interest. And so this book runs through – in a necessarily incomplete way – a list of philosophies and religions to consider if we can "go there." And the answer in each case is argued: No.
	In an effort to consider the different options fairly, each of the next nine chapters presents a religious or non-religious worldview through voices defending their own position. That is, each chapter has its own spokesperson into whose mouth the ideas of the worldview under consideration are placed. Of course it must be admitted that these “spokespersons” are not real people; they were invented, along with their arguments and position statements. So we cannot pretend that the positions presented here are perfectly authoritative. Of course the “Christian” here is also an invention, so he's not so authoritative either.
	One other point can be drawn from the context of John's Gospel: The great reply of Peter comes in the middle of a kind of crisis of belief. There are problems with what Jesus has said, and many people walk away from him because they cannot believe what he says. And they are right to doubt. Therefore, it is also right that we admit that there are possible problems with Christian belief and Christian practice. You will find throughout these nine chapters that the Christian in the dialogue confesses a number of problems with Christianity, for we have to admit – and we will repeatedly emphasize – that showing the difficulty of believing in Humanism or Islam is not enough to defend Christianity against its own apparent difficulties. And that's why, after these next nine chapters, there are three more chapters that will attempt to defend Christianity more directly. But that will be Part II.
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