Understanding Atheism

‘Unbelief is an accident, and faith is the only permanent state of mankind.’

1. Introduction
1.1. Our situation
We live in a time of renewed and quite aggressive atheism. This can make us fearful.

Why?

· Twin Towers

· Tsunami

BUT

How new/unique is this?

Contrast two ‘stories’

- ‘We used to believe as a society but now we know better. We’ve changed.’

· ‘We humans have always struggled to have true faith in God, although the ways in which we struggle change.’

NOTE:-
Both feature an account not just of God, but of humanity. 

They differ not just over who God is, but over who humanity is.

1.2. Outline

· Description of flavours of atheism (Part 1)
· Christian approaches to atheism (Part 2)

PART 1

2. The territory
Vital to grasp:-

· there are different issues, some pastoral, some intellectual

· these kinds of atheism are not necessarily consistent with each other.

3. Secularist Atheism
2.1. History

Note the context in which modern British secularism emerged, the 19th century Victorian crisis of faith

3.1.1.The Victorian crisis of faith
The example of George Eliot.

Asked in 1873 about God, Immortality, and Duty, she pronounced "with terrible earnestness how inconceivable was the first, how unbelievable was the second, and yet how peremptory and absolute the third."

------- >
an attempt to retain ethical absolutes, while rejecting the God who set out  ethical commands. 
3.1.2. G.J.  Holyoake 

We could cite several now less well-known figures – Charles Bradluagh, Annie Besant, but note George Joseph Holyoake (1817-1906), who coined the term secularism, probably around 1846. He writes:

Secularism is a code of duty pertaining to this life, founded on considerations purely human, and intended mainly for those who find theology indefinite or inadequate, unreliable or unbelievable. Its essential principles are three: (1) The improvement of this life by material means. (2) That science is the available Providence of man. (3) That it is good to do good. Whether there be other good or not, the good of the present life is good, and it is good to seek that good.

Key here are:-

· Denial of a God who stands above and beyond this world, so this world is all there is

· Assertion of binding moral duties. 

But

the focus of those duties lies in the present. 

3.2. Contemporary Secularism

The general principles of the National Secular Society:-

1. Secularism affirms that this life is the only one of which we have any knowledge and human effort should be directed wholly towards its improvement. 

2. Affirming that morality is social in origin and application, Secularism aims at promoting the happiness and well-being of mankind. Secularism demands the complete separation of Church and State and the abolition of all privileges granted to religious organisations.

3.  Secularism affirms that progress is possible only on the basis of equal freedom of speech and publication; that the free criticism of institutions and ideas is essential to a civilised state. 

4. It asserts that supernaturalism is based upon ignorance and assails it as the historic enemy of progress. 

5. It seeks to spread education, to promote the fraternity of all peoples as a means of advancing universal peace to further common cultural interests and to develop the freedom and dignity of mankind. 

6. To remove an impediment to these objectives, we demand the complete separation of Church and State and the abolition of all privileges granted to religious organisations.

3.3. Comments 
Obvious continuations with Holyoake.

But note 

· The claim to knowledge (Epistemology)
· The claims about Ethics
Two big presuppositions:-

· There is right and wrong without a spiritual/transcendent element to existence

· We know what that right and wrong are

----- > religion as the enemy of what is good, namely human progress

----- > religion as a tool of domination, notably in Christianity one where the weak wrongly dominate the strong (F. Nietzsche)

4. Practical Atheism

Two key observations from F. Nietzsche:

4.1. We live as though God is not there

4.2. How can we have ethics if God is not there

Why should I listen to the views of others and be bound by them?

Note- here N undermines the ethical claims of modern secularist atheism

5. Protest Atheism

5.1. Outline

Thus, most of us have heard an argument something like this:

A. God is love

B. God is all powerful

C. If you love you prevent the loved one suffering if you can

D. BUT suffering occurs

E. Hence God does not exist

Here the point my be that savage disappointment is met by the ‘revenge’ of denying God is there at all.

BUT
5.2. Evaluation 

step E does not really follow necessarily from steps A-D (although it might do). After all, God’s nature might be more than A & B, which puts all sorts of variables in, and in particular, step C might not be true.

----- > I do allow my children to feel pain which I could prevent – innoculation is the obvious example. Why? Because I have a concept of a higher good for them.

To shore steps A and B up against this, J.S. Mill built in a further premise - that moral qualities like ‘good’ and ‘love’ mean the same thing when we say ‘God is good’ etc as when we say ‘Albert the human being is good’. 

The obvious responses are:

· why should I accept this?

· Even from a human point of view, ‘good’ and other terms commonly have a different reference in different situations - I deny my children a snort from the gin bottle while upholding the aptness of gin for adults….

So, the argument to atheism is not much cop - from a logical point of view. So why do we hear it so much?

Well, the obvious alternative is an argument, not about existence, but about the nature of God. Thus:

A   God is love

B. God is all powerful

C. If you love you prevent the loved one suffering if you can

D. BUT suffering occurs

E. HENCE 

·                either God is not all-powerful

·                or not all-loving – 

· either way, not the ‘God of Christianity’

So:  ----- >
why don’t we meet it more? 

5.3. Human preference for atheist versions

Three reasons, perhaps for favouring the existence (that is, Atheist) version of the argument.

5.3.1. it's less complicated

5.3.2. it maximises our freedom from God ---- > He's not there at all

but also

5.3.3. I wonder if it’s not less threatening: the other version would leave us in a universe where moral evil or suffering occurs and a God who is:

· indifferent, or 

· immoral, or 

· inept.

------ >  Perhaps that is even less comfortable than a God who doesn’t exist?

This reminds us once more that this is an area that may more than just an ‘intellectual’ exercise, but where a given individual is dealing with great personal grief and pain. 

----- >
Identifying the motivation for an argument in this area is crucial.

5.4. Presuppositions

The power of the argument rests (very understandably) on the notion that suffering is somehow evil, bad ie, ‘That evil is evil.’

But

Without a God, why should we think murder is evil, or tsunamis ‘bad’. Where does the ethical value come from? And how do we know it?

6. Intellectual Atheism

Distinguish:

· ‘philosophical’ atheism

· Darwin-based atheism

6.1. Philosophical atheism

Distinguish again:-

· Arguments against the existence of God

· Critique of arguments for God 

6.1.1. Arguments against the existence of God
Actually quite difficult to think of these, because a full argument against the existence of God has, ultimately, to show that no data will emerge suggesting God exists. 

To do that you’d need to know all data and understand it properly

---- > you’d have to be God to have a conclusive anti-God argument?

6.1.2. Critique of arguments for God

there are a range of arguments like ‘first cause’ or ‘design’ that both Christians and non-Christians have constructed over the years.

They have been subjected to strong critiques.

But

Their current status may be that they work as ‘probabilistic’ arguments. One formidable pro-God argument is the so-called ‘kalam’ argument.

In effect there are two big steps:

Step 1

· whatever begins to exist has a cause

· causes are either personal or impersonal

· the universe had a beginning

· ----- > therefore the universe had a cause

step 2

· BUT this cause could not be an earlier physical state of affairs(ie impersonal)

· ------ > this cause must transcend the universe and yet be causative

· ------ > must be a mind

NOTE:- the vital question of miracles:

· early Christians did not use e.g. the kalam argument, but pointed to the risen Jesus 

----- > importance of the resurrection

6.2. Darwin-based atheism

The essential argument is that with the hypothesis of evolution, we have no need of the hypothesis of God

But

Note the limited scope of explanation:-

· strictly Darwinism only deals with the origin of species
but

· this is only one of a number of ‘origin’ questions:

· origin of cosmos (why is there something rather nothing?)

· origin of life (the shift from inanimate to animate)

· origin of species (why is there animate diversity?)

· origin of humanity, in particular the origin of consciousness, ethics and aesthetics)

· the difficulty of definition of species itself

· the lack of unanimity over who is the true heir of Darwinism (disgreement within the evolutionist guild)

· outstanding theoretical questions – notably irreducible complexity

· ethics and aesthetics – how can right/wrong exist, or beauty exist in a Darwinian world? (No answer to say an appreciation of right and wrong improves survival chances, because debunking right and wrong would thus be a counter-survival move)

PART 2

7. Reflections
Spend a few moments thinking through the following questions:

· Are these atheistic views consistent with each other?

· Do you see any key presuppositions coming up in the different atheistic views?

· Do you think there is a ‘one size fits all’ answer to these different atheistic views?

8. The knowledge of God, the knowledge of humanity

So far we have been thinking about ‘atheism’ as a denial of God.

BUT

All truths are interconnected, and so to say something about God also has implications for what we say about ourselves

More technically,



So, spend a momnet thinking through what denial of God means for the doctrine of humanity present in:

· Practical atheism

· Intellectual atheism

· Protest atheism

· Secularist atheism

What does a human being now look like? How do we know things? How do we know about right and wrong? What are we worth, either as a species, or as individuals? Do we have rights? Where do they come from?

9. The Bible’s view of us

The Bible’s account of human beings is that we are in the image of God



AS created but fallen….

9.1. Common Grace

By which even after the Fall we have grace e.g. to keep our marriage vows, administer forms of justice, know the world we live in

See Job 28 

9.2. idolatry

The diagnosis of Romans 1:18-32. The bible does not take us to:-

Faith vs no-faith
But to:-

True faith vs false faith
The biblical account would be that humans end up worshipping something…..

What happens in idolatry is a reversal of the relation between creature and created (See Esp. Acts 17:28ff):-








THE GREAT REVERSAL


Shaped by us as in ‘I like to look at God as….’

Three points:-

· The pastoral and apologetic premium on seeing what someone’s idol is

· Seeing what blocks out God from their sight

· At this stage, we are treating atheism as merely one more case of idolatry

Why is atheism so hard to spot as idolatry?

We tend to assume ‘God’ means:-

· Personal

· Powerful and transcendent

BUT

Re-define ‘god’ so that it can be:-

· impersonal (e.g. ‘justice’)

· ‘local’

‘atheism’ does tend to generate a religion

but what kind of religion?

A hypothetical world from which the sacred has been swept away would admit of only two possibilities: vain fantasy that recognizes itself as such, or immediate satisfaction which exhausts itself…The conscience liberated from the sacred knows this, even if it conceals it from itself.



10. The centrality of Jesus

10.1. Vindicated Son of God in our world

· Importance of Jesus’ identity as Son

· Importance of Jesus as incarnate

· Importance of Jesus as resurrected/vindicated
10.2. Last Adam

Humanity as it should be, as example and teacher of what human existence shlould be

10.3 the uniqueness of Jesus
Plural/polytheistic





disintegration





‘Feuerbachian’ – we project our this-worldly ideals





Addictive hedonism:


‘Empty the heavens and they are at once occupied by an army of myths more compelling than hunger, more despotic than the worst despot’


H. de Lubac The Discovery of God Dartman, Longman, Todd: London. 1960 p 186.





‘Atheism’





Protest Atheism-


‘How could a God allow..?’





Secularist Atheism


- ‘religion obstructs’


- ‘only matter’





Practical Atheism


‘you live as if God doesn’t exist’





‘Intellectual’ atheism





‘Darwin’





‘philosophical’





Doctrine of God





Doctrine of humanity





Derived but grounded value





High value, but not paramount value





humanity





God





Humans act as though creator





Humans acts as though God is a creature of theirs, shaped by them








� A. de Tocqueville Democracy in America I: 310


� English Secularism


� L.Kolakowski ‘The revenge of the sacred in secular culture’
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