Is faith worth having? –some quotes.
William Clifford 1845-79 ‘The ethics of Belief’
“it is always wrong, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence”.

 “no belief held by one man, however seemingly trivial the belief, and however obscure the believer, is ever actually insignificant or without its effect on the fate of mankind”

“fatal superstitions can ‘clog’ a whole race”

“what mothers inculcate in their children may either ‘knit society together, or rend it in pieces”.

Credulity is “a danger to society”

In 1875 he wrote

 “When men respect human life for the sake of Man, tranquillity, order and progress go hand in hand; but those who only respected human life because God had forbidden murder have set their mark upon Europe in fifteen centuries of blood and fire.”

“The rule of right conduct in this matter is exactly the opposite of that implied in the two famous texts: ‘He that believeth shall not be damned’ and ‘Blessed are they that have not seen but have believed’. For a man who clearly felt and recognized the duty of intellectual honesty, of carefully testing every belief before he received it, and especially before he recommended it to others, it would be impossible to ascribe the profoundly immoral teaching of these texts  to a true prophet or worthy leader of humanity.

William James 1842-1910  ‘The Will to Believe’ is from a lecture given at Harvard in 1896

Our passional nature not only lawfully may, but must, decide an option between propositions, whenever it is a genuine option that cannot by its nature be decided on intellectual grounds,: for to say, under such circumstances, ‘Do not decide, but leave the question open,’ is itself a passional decision- just like deciding yes or not- and is attended with the same risk of losing the truth. 

Summary 

Two opposing views of religious faith have been considered.

Clifford- faith is a kind of credulity, that to believe anything with insufficient evidence always does harm and so is wrong.

James – In religious matters, we cannot avoid taking a stand and that we need to risk error to achieve truth. It is more important to achieve truth than to avoid error and that therefore we have a right to believe in the truth of religion. He offers an amended version of Pascal’s wager – someone who chooses to back a particular religion is acting prudently.  
Some suggested questions to discuss.

Please feel free to suggest others or to comment on ideas put forward.
How much belief is involved in weather forecasts or in predictions by football fans?
Is prejudice and bias ever useful?
Are parents justified in being biased about their children?
How persuasive do you find Clifford’s argument about the boat?
Could you put forward any counter arguments against Clifford?
What do you think of Pascal’s wager? What sort of a god would Pascal’s wager seem to suggest?
Are there cases where what you believe does not have implications for others?
Is it true that in science it is always wrong to go beyond the evidence?
Does this have any bearing on religious belief?
Is religion really a ‘forced option’?
Does reason play any part in predisposing us to hold those beliefs which go beyond the evidence?
SO, WHAT DO YOU THINK?????????

IS FAITH WORTH HAVING?????????
Is faith worth having-handout

