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<CT>Introduction</CT>

Atheism is a minority position in today’s world. At least in the parts of the globe accessible to pollsters, most people believe in God. The rate of theism has little to do with the level of scientific or technological development of the society in question. Consider, for example, the United States, where, despite the country’s constitutional commitment to the “separation of church and state,” most institutions of daily life are infused with theism.1 U.S. coins carry the proclamation “In God We Trust,” sessions of the U.S. Congress are opened with a prayer offered by the official congressional chaplain, and national and civic leaders routinely invoke the name of God in campaign and policy speeches.


Within this climate, skeptics and atheists are viewed with suspicion. We are presumed to be arrogant, devoid of moral sentiments, and insensitive to a wide variety of human goods. Indeed, according to the authors of a recent survey from the University of Minnesota, “Atheists are at the top of the list of groups that Americans find problematic in both public and private life.”2 Forty-seven percent of those surveyed said that they would “disapprove” if their child “wanted to marry a member of this group.”3 The survey’s authors hasten to point out that these opinions seemed not to reflect their respondents’ actual encounters with real, live atheists—most people in the survey claimed not to know any—but rather reflected a stereotypical construction, one that linked disbelief with egotism, consumerism, and ethical relativism.


This volume is meant to contribute to a more just understanding of those who have rejected religious belief. It collects original essays by twenty  leading philosophers from Great Britain and the United States, all of whom abjure traditional religious faith. Contributors to the first section, “Journeys,” write in a personal vein, describing and reflecting upon the development of their own positions on issues like the existence of God and the basis of moral value. Authors in the second section, “Reflections,” discuss in a more general way philosophical questions that arise in connection with religion and theology: Is religious faith really a form of belief?  Can an atheist affirm the meaningfulness of human existence?  Without God, is anything sacred?

None of us are casual atheists. Some of us were once religious; others never believed. But all of us have had long and serious engagements with religious questions and religious people, both through our professional work and in the course of our daily lives. As professional philosophers, all of us have studied and taught the main philosophical arguments for and against the existence of God, and several of us have published scholarly work on the philosophy of religion. We have discussed religion with colleagues at professional conferences, and with friends over dinner.4 We have made common cause with religious people in social and political movements. We have seen friends find courage, inspiration, hope, and solace in their religious beliefs, and support and fellowship from their religious communities. We know what we are rejecting. But more importantly, we know why we are rejecting it.


I hope the reader will be struck, as I was, by the marvelous diversity of perspectives expressed in these pages, some of which the reader may find quite surprising. Many of the authors, for example, express great affection for particular religious traditions, even as they explain why they cannot, in good conscience, embrace them. Stewart Shapiro (“Faith and Reason, the Perpetual War: Ruminations of a Fool”) and Joseph Levine (“From Yeshiva Bochur to Secular Humanist),” both raised in Orthodox Jewish homes, make vivid both the lofty intellectual pleasures of Torah study and the mundane gratifications of a Torah-governed life. Daniel Garber is Jewish by descent but was raised in a secular home. In his essay (“Religio Philosophi”), he expresses a poignant longing for the Christian religiosity that inspired the philosophers he studies, particularly Pascal. Walter Sinnott-Armstrong (“Overcoming Christianity”) explains how his loneliness as a displaced Southerner was eased by the fellowship he found in the Amherst College Christian community. Marvin Belzer (“Mere Stranger”) recounts with unalloyed pleasure the joyous experiences of his childhood in an evangelical Protestant home.


Still, every one of these writers found reason to give up religious belief. Although Shapiro maintains a kosher home and participates with his wife and children in the life of their local synagogue, his faith has dissolved. He explains his paradoxical relationship to Judaism in his essay. Levine explains, in his, how he came to reject both the doctrines and the practice of orthodoxy, despite the heavy personal costs his rejection entailed. Belzer recounts the gradual process whereby the defining doctrines of his family’s Christianity came to seem, one by one, irrelevant to the core of his religiosity. Sinnott-Armstrong explains how, forced to choose between an ethos of faith and one of rational inquiry, he abandoned religion and took up his life work as a philosopher. I describe a similar dynamic in my own essay (“For the Love of Reason”).


Only a few of us in these pages engage in what might be called “evangelical atheism.” Like Sinnott-Armstrong, Edwin Curley (“On Becoming a Heretic”) urges atheists to abandon their quietism when religion is invoked in defense of immoral and regressive social policies. Simon Blackburn (“Religion and Respect”) descries the way the mere designation of a belief as “religious” is held by many to immunize it from all criticism. In my essay (“For the Love of Reason”), I indict dogmatic religion, like the Catholicism in which I was raised, for lionizing the irrational acceptance of preposterous claims.


Several authors acknowledge the losses that can be suffered when faith dissolves. Daniel Farrell (“Life without God: Some Personal Costs”) was a Jesuit seminarian when his crisis developed. He explains that in losing his vocation he lost forever the kind of clarity of purpose that had hitherto defined his life. David Owens (“Disenchantment”) considers, by means of a brilliantly creepy thought-experiment, the way a thoroughgoing naturalism about human behavior threatens to undermine our most fundamental self-conceptions. Levine laments the loss of what he used to experience as personal connection with a transcendent being.


Other contributors, however, argue that secular life can provide rewards as great and as rich as those claimed by the religious. Anthony Simon Laden (“Atheism and Invisibility”) contends that transcendent experiences are possible without transcendent beings, through a loving and open refocusing of attention toward other people.  Daniel Dennett, writing in the aftermath of a life-threatening heart attack, shares his appreciation of the thoroughly human skills and kindnesses that contributed to his survival and that now sustain his recovery.   It’s not necessary to thank God, he insists, when we can, instead, literally “Thank Goodness.”  Kenneth Taylor (“Without the Net of Providence: Atheism and the Human Adventure”) explains why he thinks human beings have the capacity to generate moral value from within, and how our mutual recognition of these capacities in each other can form the basis of moral communities. He also points out that the notion of “divine providence” can offer no psychological bulwark against the horrors that threaten us in everyday human life. At least according to traditional texts, God’s plan may well include untold suffering for any particular human being.  In my essay, I add that religion can actually increase one’s psychic distress by populating the world with supernatural beings and powers. Simon Blackburn articulates a secular conception of the “sacred” as that which is held separate and apart, beyond comparison with things of merely mundane value. Marcia Homiak (“An Aristotelian Life”) finds in Aristotle’s theory of eudaimonia (“human flourishing”) a compelling model of attainable virtue and fulfillment. Laden, Taylor, Homiak, and
 I all argue that a naturalistic understanding of the human condition reveals a set of heroic challenges—to pursue our goals without illusions, to act morally without hope of reward—challenges that, if taken up, can impart a durable value to finite and fragile human lives.


Atheists are frequently accused by religious people of caricaturing religious doctrine, of attacking straw positions to which few enlightened believers subscribe. Religious people, we are told, need not be fundamentalists; they need not acquiesce to the Bible’s apparent endorsement of slavery, genocide, and collective punishment. With more nuanced readings of Scripture[cap throughout?], they say, and more sophisticated theology, belief in God can be reconciled with moral rationalism. Several authors consider and reject this reformist expedient. Levine and Sinnott-Armstrong point out that such recommendations invalidate the religious faith of a great many people. Levine insists that anyone who dismisses fundamentalism as unsophisticated effectively disparages the entire tradition of Torah Judaism. Shapiro and Tappenden (“An Atheist’s Fundamentalism”) argue that attempts to read religious texts and doctrines in a “non-realist” way, to treat them as not in the realm of literal truth or falsehood, must, in the case of Judaism and Christianity, founder on the fact that certain claims of fact are essential to these religions as we know them. Tappenden argues that a properly respectful atheism must take religious narratives at face value, so as to acknowledge the power these stories have held for human beings through the centuries.


But what does “respect” come to in this context? Two authors explicitly consider the question what it means to “respect” views that one believes to be deeply mistaken. Simon Blackburn (“Religion and Respect”) argues that it’s one thing to demand that we atheists show respect for the projects and needs that people so often address by means of religion: the search for meaning, the struggle to overcome weakness, the need to mark life’s passages. This demand is wholly legitimate. But it’s quite another thing, and not at all legitimate, to demand that we applaud or endorse people’s embrace of doctrines that seem to us unjustified and unjustifiable. Richard Feldman (“Reasonable Religious Disagreement”) writes more generally about the puzzle of religious “tolerance:” if I genuinely believe that my religion is true, and if my religion makes claims that yours rejects, how can I think it “reasonable” for you to hold to yours? How can we solve this puzzle without either stiffening into a repressive intolerance, or lapsing into a lazy relativism?


Another charge routinely leveled at atheists is that we have no moral values. The essays in this volume should serve to roundly refute this. Every writer in this volume adamantly affirms the objectivity of right and wrong.  I rehearse the main argument--an ancient one, from Plato--for thinking that the existence of God is neither necessary nor sufficient for morality. Taylor develops a positive secular account of the basis of moral value, inspired by the work of Immanuel Kant. Homiak and Laden both explain what they find compelling in Aristotle’s secular conception of the connection between virtue and human flourishing.


Several authors take the moral argument further. They argue that traditional religion not only fails to ground morality, but is, in fact, incompatible with it. These authors point to what they see as irreconcilable tensions between the moral messages in Scripture, and the dictates of common-sense morality. Elizabeth Anderson (“If God Is Dead, Is Everything Permitted?”) contends that, if one relied on scriptural evidence, one would have to conclude that God is monstrously evil. David Lewis (“Divine Evil”) concurs. In his view, the strongest challenge to rational theism is not the traditional argument from evil, which concerns “evils God fails to prevent” but rather the argument from “divine evil,” concerning “the evils God himself perpetrates.” Curley and Shapiro express their horror at the moral standardly drawn from the story of Abraham and Isaac--that it is right to obey God even when He commands murder. Sinnott-Armstrong, Levine, and  I explain how moral scruples about doctrines in  our respective traditions contributed to  our loss of faith.


While Anderson and Lewis look at the dark side of religious doctrine, Georges Rey and Jonathan Adler examine what they contend are pathological features of religious belief. Rey (“Meta-Atheism: Religious Avowal as Self-Deception”) observes that there are many psychological peculiarities about religious “belief.” For example, many doctrinal beliefs professed by the faithful are not emotionally or behaviorally manifest in their daily lives in the way typical of beliefs about more mundane matters. Religious doctrines, Rey concludes, are not so much believed as merely avowed. Jonathan Adler takes up the question of why fanaticism is so frequently grounded in religious belief. His answer is that the notion of religious faith is at odds with ordinary norms of knowledge, norms that serve to block extremist inferences in ordinary circumstances.


Humility is a premier religious virtue. I think that all the contributors to this volume are humble, perhaps more humble than most religious people. Like theists, we affirm the limitations and fallibility of the human mind; like them, we acknowledge, with awe, the vastness and complexity of the natural world. Unlike theists, however, we have no master story to tell about the origins or the ultimate future of the world. Human science has learned a great deal, we think, but it’s not a patch on what there is left to know. We have no sacred texts, no authorities with definitive answers to our questions about the nature of morality or the purpose of life, no list of commandments that cover every contingency and dilemma. We can have no confidence, the evidence of history being as it is, that the truth will win out, or that goodness will triumph in the end. We have no fear of eternal punishment, but no hope, either, of eternal reward. We have only our ideals and our goals to motivate us, only our sympathy and our intelligence to make us good, and only our fellow human beings to help us in time of need. When we speak, we speak only for ourselves—we cannot claim inspiration or sanction from the Creator and Lord of the universe.


What we offer here, then, are not manifestos or creeds. We want simply to explain what we believe, and why we believe. That, in the end, is the best we can do.

 








Louise Antony
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