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REZA ASLAN—CREATOR OR CREATIVE STORYTELLER BY BOB WALDREP 

 Once again Reza Aslan has performed 

a historical investigation into religion. In 

past books he has created controversy 

regarding his take on Islam and Jesus. In 

his latest book, God: A Human History 

(GHH), he goes big taking on the subject 

of God. But, is this truly meant to be an 

account of the historical record or is it 

an account of a record shaped by the 

author’s own ideas and beliefs? 

 The inside front jacket of the book is 

telling as to the author’s presumption of 

how God is popularly viewed today – 

particularly, as we will see, among Chris-

tians: “As Aslan writes, ‘Whether we are 

aware of it or not, and regardless of 

whether we’re believers or not, what 

the vast majority of us think about when 

we think about God is a divine version 

of ourselves’.” 

Interestingly, the author admits up 

front the goal of his writing isn’t simply 

to educate the reader about the histori-

cal record, – at least as he views it – but 

to lead us to the “truth” about God 

(spoiler alert, the view held by the au-

thor) which is, we are all God. As he 

writes in the introduction, “...this book 

is more than just a history of how we 

have humanized God. It is also an appeal 

to stop foisting our human compulsions 

upon the divine, and to develop a more 

pantheistic view of God.”1 Pantheism, he 

later explains, is the belief that God is all 

or all is God which would mean, not 

only is the created also the Creator, but 

the Creator is also the created. 

DEATH IS JUST ANOTHER LIFE 

It is no surprise Aslan begins his history 

with a collision of particles that create 

the essence of life, which evolves as it 

oozes, slithers and ultimately stands 

erect as man and woman – mankind, or 

Adam and Eve as he refers to them. 

These early humans, he tells us, are 

hunters; they are nomads who bury 

their dead with the few possessions they 

own. Aslan informs this is due to their 

assumption that, “the dead are not real-

ly dead but in another realm, one that 

the living can access through dreams and 

visions.” 2 

How did they 

come to this 

conclusion about 

an afterlife? Sur-

prisingly, the 

author admits he 

doesn’t know. 

He says he can 

only explain it as, 

“Adam and Eve 

seem to know 

intuitively that 

they are embodied souls…a belief so 

primal and innate, so deep-rooted and 

widespread that it must be considered 

nothing less than the hallmark of human 

experience.” 3 It is this belief in a soul 

that will lead to belief in God. 4 

Aslan acknowledges his belief that the 

evidence or desire for God – whoever/

whatever that may be – is within man 

from the beginning. This would seeming-

ly track with what the Apostle Paul 

wrote, “…that which is known about 

God is evident within them; for God 

made it evident to them. For since the 

creation of the world His invisible at-

tributes, His eternal power and divine 

nature, have been clearly seen, being 

understood through what has been 

made.” 5 

Paul observed that, despite the evi-

dence to the contrary, men began to 

believe that the created – “birds”, “four-

footed animals”, “crawling creatures” – 

was god. Rather than seeing that the 

creation clearly evidenced there is a cre-

ator, Paul said man came to believe the 

creation was the creator and wor-

shipped it. 6 

It may appear that Aslan comes to a 

similar conclusion when he describes 

Adam and Eve fashioning their gods in 

the image of the animals they hunted/

observed and then, as they moved into a 

more agrarian civilization, finding their 

gods in the land and crops that they har-

vested. However, there is an important 

distinction between what Aslan believes 

and Paul is stating. 

Whereas Aslan asserts man began wor-

shipping the creation and later moved to 

worshipping someone/something other 

than the creation, the biblical record 

reports man began worshipping God as 

Creator and later some began to wor-

ship the created. As one goes through 

the book it becomes abundantly clear 

the real purpose is – not so much a his-

tory of God as it is – an attempt to 

“prove” the errors and inadequacies of 

Christianity (and, to a lesser degree, Ju-

daism and Islam) while providing the 

correct answer to the question posed in 

the third section of the book: “What 

(not who) is God”. 

We find that the author is not writing 

to give the reader an unbiased account 

of the historical facts; rather, he is 

schooling us on the correct view of god 

– his view. As Alexander Waugh appro-

priately notes in reviewing the book for 

The Spectator, “…[what] started as an 

informative history of an idea, trans-

forms itself into a self-help manual and 

an autobiographical consecration, deliv-

ered from the pulpit of the author’s per-

sonal epiphany…God is everything that 

exists.” 7 
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ONE GOD—LONGTIME COMING 

To prop up his own view, Aslan realizes 

he must discredit monotheism – the be-

lief there is only one God. He knows to 

do this he must also call into question 

the Bible and those who believe it to be 

true. This is nothing new for Aslan. He 

took the same approach in his 2013 

book Zealot – also offered as a historical 

record – in which he presents the central 

teachings of the Christian church as fab-

rications steeped in a desire for political 

power. He asserts the same in GHH 

writing, “The truth is the early Church’s 

desire to maintain a fealty to the Jewish 

belief in one God may have been as 

much for political reasons as it was for 

theological.” 8 
[Ed. Note: Find information on ob-

taining our review of Zealot after the Endnotes.] 

While Zealot was intended only to call 

Christianity into question, GHH also rais-

es issues about Judaism as a monotheistic 

religion. Aslan takes great pain to prove 

Judaism began with the worship of many 

gods and evolved into the belief in one 

God who, he claims, maintained many of 

the characteristics of the “other gods”. 

For example, he states, “…by no stretch 

of the imagination could the early Israel-

ites be considered monotheistic. At 

best…they worshipped one God, El, 

without necessarily denying the existence 

of the other gods in the Canaanite pan-

theon.” 9 He further writes, “While 

there’s some evidence for the presence 

of a ‘Yahweh-only’ sect in Jerusalem, the 

monarchy itself neither discouraged nor 

encouraged the worship of other gods.”10 

On this point he cites Morton Smith, 

who he refers to as “the renowned bibli-

cal scholar”. Some certainly disagree with 

this assessment of Smith – perhaps best 

known for his discovery of the contro-

versial Mar Saba Letter, a document alleg-

edly written by Clement of Alexandria 

and believed to contain parts of a secret 

gospel of Mark. The Mar Saba Letter, like 

the Gnostic Gospels it is associated with, is 

disputed among scholars – some of 

whom allege it is a fake forged by 

Smith.11 

As are the Gnostic Gospels, the so-called 

Secret Gospel of Mark is claimed to have 

been destroyed by the early church for 

having additional and conflicting infor-

mation not found in the biblical accounts. 

For example, the Mar Saba Letter, or Se-

cret Gospel of Mark, contains controver-

sial language, interpreted by some as, in-

dicating Jesus was gay. The text in ques-

tion refers to the account of Lazarus be-

ing raised from the tomb. 

In Smith’s translation the person raised 

was a young man who looked upon Jesus 

and “…loved him and began to beseech 

him that he might be with him. And going 

out of the tomb they came into the 

house of the youth, for he was rich. And 

after six days Jesus told him what to do 

and in the evening the youth comes to 

him, wearing a linen cloth over his naked 

body. And he remained with him that 

night, for Jesus taught him the mystery of 

the kingdom of God.” 12 

It should be noted Smith also authored 

Jesus the Magician in which he theorizes 

the miracles Jesus did were nothing more 

than a magician’s tricks. Considering his 

own view of God, it is little wonder Aslan 

turns to scholars who promote the idea 

Jesus was a magician and who generate 

evidence of the Gnostic Gospels. 

Relying upon scholars such as Smith, 

Aslan provides the answer as to where 

Judaism got this idea there was only one 

God? Aslan tells us it was born out of the 

Babylonian Exile and the desire to sur-

vive. As he puts it, “…for these mono-

theistic reformers suffering exile in Baby-

lon, it was better to devise a single venge-

ful god full of contradictions than to give 

up that god and thus their identity as a 

people. And so all the historical argu-

ments against a belief in a single god were 

suddenly swept away by the overwhelm-

ing desire for this tiny insignificant Semitic 

tribe to survive.” 13 

This all may sound well and good but it 

denies the fact that Judaism was founded 

on the belief in one God – the one God, 

not a bunch of gods, appeared to Abra-

the Mar Saba letter 
contains…language… 
interpreted by some as  

indicating Jesus was gay 

WHAT DO AMERICANS MEAN WHEN THEY SAY THEY BELIEVE IN GOD 

Polling Conducted by Pew Research Center, Released 2018  *In each category 1% either did not answer or were not sure 

 BELIEVE IN GOD DO NOT BELIEVE IN GOD NOT SURE 

ALL ADULTS 80% 19% 1% 

POPULATION SEGMENTS 
BELIEVE IN GOD AS 

DESCRIBED IN THE BIBLE 

BELIEVE IN OTHER HIGHER 

POWER/SPIRITUAL FORCE 

DO NOT BELIEVE IN HIGHER 

POWER/ SPIRITUAL FORCE 

ALL ADULTS 56% 33% 10%* 

CHRISTIANS 80% 18% 1%* 

PROTESTANTS 85% 13% <1%* 

CATHOLICS 69% 28% 2%* 

JEWS 33% 56% 10%* 

RELIGIOUS “NONES” 17% 53% 27%* 

Culture Tracks 



Page 3 

Continued, p. 4 

ham. The Shema recited by Jews attests 

to this, “Hear O Israel! The Lord is our 

God, the Lord is one!” (Deut 6:4) This is 

the central tenet of Judaism. It is the first 

of all commands, “You shall have no oth-

er gods before me.” (Exodus 20:3) 

Did other people in 

that day, including 

some Jews, worship 

other gods? Of 

course they did. 

Does that mean 

there is more than 

one God or does it 

negate God’s decla-

ration that He is the 

only true God? Of 

course not! With-

out question, throughout the Old Testa-

ment period there were Jews who were 

drawn to the gods of their neighbors. 

That fact does not make those gods real 

or mean the religion of Judaism was ini-

tially polytheistic (worshipping many 

gods) despite the fact it does not fit into 

Mr. Aslan’s narrative. 

CHRISTIANITY RUINS IT 

However, having finally arrived at the 

belief in one God, or monotheism, Aslan 

quickly points out it didn’t last long. Of 

this new concept of God, he writes, “It 

is an extraordinary development in the 

history of religions – one that took hun-

dreds of thousands of years to evolve; 

one that would be overturned a mere 

five hundred years later by an upstart 

sect of apocalyptic Jews calling them-

selves Christians.” 14 With that, he turns 

his attention to Christianity, this “upstart 

sect” which turns from the worship of 

one God to the worship of – what he 

believes to be three – the Trinity, dis-

placing the new monotheism of Judaism. 

Aslan now rewrites the history of the 

Christian Church in a single chapter 

pushing forth alternatives often claimed 

by detractors of Christianity, including:  

An appeal to the Gnostics as evidence 

the Church originally believed Jesus 

was only a man. 

Quoting from The Secret Gospel of John, 

(one of the Gnostic Gospels) as proof 

there was a lesser god – the Demiurge, 

“who foolishly believed himself to be 

the only god in the universe”. 15 

And, as do so many who believe Jesus 

was just a man, or not God, he claims 

the lie that Jesus is God came from the 

Council of Nicea in 325 A.D. and the 

Emperor Constantine. 

Former lawyer, now author and Chris-

tian apologist, Roy Williams observed, 

“…as regards Christianity and I suspect 

the other major faiths also, Aslan has a 

tendency to attack straw men, or to 

posit theories not held by the vast ma-

jority of qualified experts.” Williams also 

finds, “…troubling errors and oddities 

creep into Aslan’s discussion of Christi-

anity” and some of his assertions about 

Christianity and Judaism, “…are highly 

questionable, if not downright false”. 16 

WHAT ABOUT ISLAM 

Having disposed of Judaism and Christi-

anity, Aslan now turns his attention to 

the religion of his youth, Islam. Central 

to his discussion is the Islamic concept of 

“tawhid”, the underlying principle upon 

which Islam is based – God is one. In 

fact, Aslan refers to tawhid as Islam 

“kind of doubling down on the very con-

cept of monotheism”.17 “What this 

means in principle”, he writes, “is that 

there can be no physical similarity be-

tween Allah and his creation, which is 

why…the Quran expressly rejects the 

belief that God created human beings in 

his image…[God] has no body, is of no 

substance, takes no shape in any form, 

human or otherwise.” 18 

This is an accurate representation of 

what Islam has taught, and Muslims have 

understood, about the nature of God 

since its beginning. Aslan recognizes this 

is the majority opinion among Muslims, 

yet he calls this interpretation of tawhid 

into question due to the Quran, at 

times, attributing human characteristics 

to God – i.e. “hands”, “eyes”, “face” – 

which he says should be interpreted 

metaphorically. He argues that most 

Muslims deny this interpretation and 

insist on the words in the Quran being 

taken literally. Supporting this he refer-

ences Abu al-Hassan (a spiritual leader 

during the 9th century) as teaching, 

“Allah has a face because the Quran says 

so. And if such a literal reading happens 

to contradict the core tenet of tawhid 

and thus everything that Islam as a reli-

gion was founded upon, so be it.” 19 

The fact of the matter is, Alsan could 

not care less whether tawhid is to be 

taken literally or metaphorically. It is 

brought into the discussion to show that 

this position, held by Muslim theologians 

and the vast majority of Muslims today, 

“not only proves just how durable our 

innate evolutionary impulse to humanize 

the divine can be; it also lays bare the 

paradox at the heart of the Islamic defini-

tion of God.” 20 

And what is that paradox? Aslan be-

lieves, “If God is indivisible, and God is 

Creator, how can there be any division 

between Creator and creation? Are they 

not necessarily one and the same?” 21 

The implied answer, of course, is yes. 

This is quite a leap to make but the au-

thor appeals to Sufism for support. This 

is a small sect of Islam that asks not 

“who” is God but “what” is God. 

GOD IS ALL 

The answer they arrived at was, “if God 

is one, then God must be all.” 22 In other 

words, he concludes, “God is not the 

creator of everything that exists. God is 

everything that exists.” 23 This is panthe-

ism and, not surprisingly, it is the view of 

the author. It probably also comes as no 

surprise that he came to embrace pan-

theism through the teachings of Sufism. 24 

With this conclusion as to what God is, 

we have come full circle in Aslan’s histo-

ry. He writes, “This is essentially what 

our prehistoric ancestors believed. Their 

primitive animism was predicated on the 

belief that all things – living or not – 

share a single essence: a single soul, if 

you will.” 25 The last chapter simply af-

firms what we were told in the first. 

The true purpose of this book is evi-

dent from its concluding paragraph – it is 

not to inform about history so much as it 

is to teach readers that they are God: 

“Believe in God or not. Define God how 

you will. Either way, take a lesson from 

our mythological ancestors Adam and 

Eve and eat the forbidden fruit. You need 

not fear God. You are God.” 26 

As Waugh notes, it is little more than 

“a sermon from the pulpit of the au-

thor’s personal epiphany.” Similarly, in 

reviewing the book for the NY Times, 

Emma Green writes, “While [Aslan] 

claims he’s not interested in proving or 

disproving the existence of God, by the 

end, his metaphysical commitments be-

come clear.” She also observes, “Aslan 

shows little interest in religious tradi-

tions that don’t fit his pattern, such as 
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Hinduism and Buddhism…Instead, Aslan 

bushwhacks his way through intellectual 

history in pursuit of his point.” 27 

Bushwhacking history and presenting 

his own views and speculations under 

the guise of scholarship are not new to 

Aslan. Professor Dale Martin came to 

similar conclusions regarding Zealot. 

Martin, as an openly gay professor at 

Yale University, certainly could not be 

accused of partnering with Evangelicals 

or conservatives to discredit Aslan’s 

scholarship when he writes, “Some of 

Mr. Aslan’s other claims are just specu-

lations with no supporting evidence, 

more at home in fiction than in scholar-

ship…By profession, Mr. Aslan is not a 

scholar of ancient Judaism or Christiani-

ty. He teaches creative writing. And he 

is a good writer. Zealot is not innovative 

or original scholarship but it makes an 

entertaining read.” 28 

Aslan’s speculations about God being a 

creation of some unknown “impulse” in 

man are nothing new and can be found 

in many writings. In fact, after reading a 

few pages of GHH I thought of some-

thing similar I had read: 

“In the beginning Man created God; 

and in the image of Man created him. 

And Man gave unto God a multitude of 

names, that he might be Lord of all 

the earth when it was suited to Man… 

And Man became the God that he had 

created and with his miracles did 

rule over all the earth. 

But as all these things 

came to pass, the Spirit that did 

cause man to create his God 

lived on within all men…” 

These are not words I had read in 

some religious text, nor are they the 

words of one starting his own religion. 

They are words I first read in 1971 on 

the back cover of the Jethro Tull album I 

had just purchased, Aqualung. The few 

verses penned by Jethro Tull took much 

less time to read and offered me as 

much to reflect upon as Aslan did devel-

oping his theory over the first one hun-

dred forty, plus pages. GHH offered 

nothing in its speculations about God 

that made it any more credible than 

those of Aqualung. 

When I first read the verses by Jethro 

Tull I had little exposure to religion and 

had given little thought to who or what 

God is. I read “…Man created God” and 

simply thought “Cool!” and moved on. 

The musings of Jethro Tull, like the 

words of Reza Aslan, had nothing to 

offer me. Not true of the Bible. 

A few years later I began to read the 

Bible. The words that I read impacted 

me profoundly and still do. Through 

them I know that Reza Aslan, while a 

creative storyteller, is not God, nor are 

you or I. They instruct me that there is 

only one God, that He is my Creator 

who made man in His own image 

(Genesis 1:27) and that I can know Him 

because He makes Himself known. As 

Paul said, God has placed within man-

kind the knowledge there is a God – He 

declares this in creation. 

God did not give us this knowledge 

simply so we would have information 

about Him; He has made this known so 

we can know Him – enter into relation-

ship with Him through Jesus. On this 

point, the Bible is certain, “For God so 

loved the world – loves you and me – 

He gave His only begotten son, that 

whoever believes in Him should not 

perish, but have eternal life.” 29 

I think Green makes a pointed obser-

vation in her review, “Readers searching 

for God in Aslan’s history will most like-

ly be disappointed. But in this, there’s a 

hidden blessing. Unlike Aslan’s search, 

theirs will continue once the book is 

done.” 30 

It should be evident that if you are 

looking for a good history book about 

God, it is best you look elsewhere. 

However, if you want to read how 

someone became a pantheist through 

Islam, and you want the story to be dis-

guised as a history of God, this just 

might be the book for you. 

If you don’t know Jesus, keep searching. 
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