
Atheism: Luminous or delusion? 

Posted on March 24, 2010 by Fr. Ted 

1st in a blog series. 

Blogging has caused me on occasion to cross paths with some atheist – both on my blog 

and on theirs.  This has produced a few exchanges of ideas as well as exchanging barbs 

at times.  Often these communications are related to evolution which is 

one point at which the interest of atheists and believers do intersect.   

This meeting point is actually a crowded city intersection because the 

spectrum of beliefs held by “faithists” (as some atheists like to label 

believers) and scientists is diverse.  There are of course atheist and 

biblical literalist/creationist ideologues who are the ones who draw the 

most media attention because their extreme views make for easier and 

more entertaining contrasts.  But there also are a wide variety of those who are agnostic, 

theistic scientists, deists, intelligent design adherents, and the indifferent.  The 

ideological atheists have no sympathy for the theistic scientists as they feel they just 

muddy the waters, but their real enemies are the biblical literalists/creationists.  Often 

when the ideological atheists attack religion they are referring only to biblical literalists 

and creationists, though admittedly they don’t distinguish between believers (see for 

example Jerry Coyne’s webpage Why Evolution is True which to some extent is devoted 

to refuting creationist claims that evolution is unproven).   Their attacks however often 

do not take into account the wide spectrum of beliefs held by “faithists” or that people 

believe for many different reasons, some much more logical and even factually 

determined than others.   While all creationists and biblical literalists are believers, not 

all believers are biblically literalistic creationists. 

David Bentley Hart in his book ATHEIST DELUSIONS: THE 

CHRISTIAN REVOLUTION AND ITS FASHIONABLE 

ENEMIESoffers a rebuttal to some of the common attacks on 

religion offered by “the new Atheists.”  (You can see a short video 

interview of Hart on the same topic: The New Atheists and the 

Ugly God).   Part of the basis of his polemics is that the new 

atheists’ attacks on religion are so broad in their claims as to be 

easily refuted by simply studying history (something many biblical literalists and “bible 

alone” believers are unwilling to do) and offering historical examples which refute the 

atheists’ claims.    For example in dealing with a favorite historical event for atheists – 
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the Galileo affair in which the scientist having truth on his side is oppressed by the 

superstitious religionists, Hart points out: 

“And the irony is, strange to say, that it was the church that was demanding proof, and 

Galileo who was demanding blind assent—to a model that was wrong.” (p 66) 

Galileo couldn’t prove his theory as he still lacked the means to prove it, but he was 

asking the church to accept his theory as he felt certain it would be proven eventually.  

The Church refused to accept his ideas without proof.  As Hart notes, ironically, the very 

model Galileo was proffering at that moment later proved to be inaccurate.   Thus to say 

the church always opposed scientific truth is simply not supported by historical 

example.  Hart offers several instances which refute the popular claims of “the new 

atheists.” 

“This would, at any rate, be in keeping with one of the rhetorical strategies especially 

favored in New Atheist circles: one labels anything one dislikes – even if it is found in a 

purely secular setting—‘religion’ (thus, for example, all the twentieth-century 

totalitarianisms are ‘political religions’ for which secularists need take no 

responsibility), while simultaneously claiming that everything good,  in the arts, 

morality, or any other sphere—even if it emerges with an entirely religious setting—has 

only an accidental association with religious belief and is really, in fact, common human 

property; (so, for example, the impulse toward charity will doubtless spring up wherever 

an ‘enlightened’ society takes root).  By the same token, every injustice that seems to 

follow from a secularist principle is obviously an abuse of that principle, while any evil 

that comes wrapped in a cassock is unquestionably an undiluted expression of religion’s 

every essence.” (p 220) 

Hart’s point is one that I have noted myself in conversations 

with atheists – if one points out that 20th Century Fascism and 

Communism were ideas both born of the scientific skepticism 

of the Enlightenment and both were profoundly anti-religious 

and based in absolute adherence to human reason and secular 

rationalism, the atheists immediately say that is because those 

anti-religionists followed religiously based thinking for how to 

solve problems.  Thus they claim 20th Century militant atheism 

is just another form of religion and not at all what real atheism 

is about.  However, if a believer points out that much evil that 

has happened in the name of religion was in fact a denial of that religion’s core values, 

the atheists simply scoff and say the two cannot be separated.  Hart’s contention is that 



much that happened in terms of religious warfare in Europe leading up to the 

Enlightenment’s separation of church and state was every bit if not more so guided  by 

political realities than by religious claims.  As states asserted themselves as independent 

of church control, their tendency toward relying on violence, abuse and warfare grew 

because they were freed from Christian moral constraints to do what was politically 

expedient – for which they always could find some religious support.  Certainly this is 

part of philosophical support that was given to Fascism in Germany – it was Christianity 

which was crippling Germany from being the dominating world power and which had to 

be overthrown.   Communistic Bolshevism made the same claim about Christianity in 

Russia. 
 

Atheism: Ideal, Idyllic or Ideology? (1) 

Posted on March 26, 2010 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 2nd blog in a series, the first blog is entitled Atheism: 

Luminous or Delusion?    David Bentley Hart in his 

bookATHEIST DELUSIONS: THE CHRISTIAN REVOLUTION 

AND ITS FASHIONABLE ENEMIES offers a rebuttal to some of 

the common attacks on religion offered by “the new Atheists.”  

Hart’s comments are quite dismissive of the arguments of the 

new atheists claiming they lack logic or historical knowledge to 

back them up.  Here I am most interested in Hart’s own apology for why he can’t take 

the new atheists seriously. 

“It is not even especially clear why these authors imagine that a world entirely purged of 

faith would choose to be guided by moral prejudices remotely similar to their own; and 

the obscurity becomes especially impenetrable to me in the case of those who seem to 

believe that a thoroughgoing materialism informed by Darwinian biology might actually 

aid us in forsaking our ‘tribalism’ and irrationality and in choosing instead to live in 

tolerant concord with one another.” (p 14) 

“…nor is it possible any longer to deceive ourselves that humanity free from religious 

authority must inevitably advance toward higher expression of life rather than retreat 

into pettiness or cruelty or barbarism.”  (p 106) 

The above is certainly something I also have encountered when dialoguing with some 

atheists.  They assume that once religion has been shown to be a fraud, that the world 

would then be guided by logic and logically people’s behavior would suddenly be 

incredibly moral.    In every sense of the word it defies logic to think that by simply 
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replacing one set of beliefs with another that people will stop being human.  The basis of 

religious war and barbarisms is found in humans, not in the ideology they hold.  

Ideological atheists will continue to behave like humans, which means they will get 

angry, be unreasonable, be selfish and self centered, and will form their own version of 

tribal mentality. 

 

Unit 731 

  Twentieth Century fascists and communists are a perfect example, so too the Japanese 

treatment of the Chinese in WW II - Unit 731 (watch 

video: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bAp8bSdE5MQ) .  Eliminating religion, will 

eliminate using religion as an excuse for violence, but will not erase humanity’s 

tendency toward relying on violence to achieve goals and to oppress those who 

disagree.   Just look in the extremes of American politics today and watch how quickly 

those claiming to be flag-waving, patriotic defenders of democracy want to deny votes to 

those with whom they disagree and become edgy to the point of using violence to 

overthrow majority rule votes.   The problem is we are dealing with humans and 

ideologues exist in every persuasion and belief and are willing to do anything to make 

their ideas triumph over all others.   Some atheists persist to believewithout any 

evidence to the contrary that atheists will somehow magically choose to act differently 

than humans have since they first emerged from their genetic ancestors – emotion, 

prejudice, fear, hatred, mistrust, greed, racism and selfishness will all miraculously 

disappear and humans will become completely altruistic, compassionate, and loving.   

One wonders whether these atheists really do take seriously the implications of 

evolution and genes on human behavior. 

“For every ethical theory developed apart from some account of transcendent truth—of, 

that is, the spiritual or metaphysical foundation of reality—is a fragile fiction, credible 

only to those sufficiently obstinate in their willing suspension of disbelief.  If one does 

not wish to be convinced, however, a simple ‘I disagree’ or ‘I refuse’ is enough to exhaust 

the persuasive resources of any purely worldly ethics.” (p 15) 
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When I have asked atheists a question 

concerning on what would all of their 

imagined human altruism be based – why 

do they believe people freed from religion 

would suddenly become unselfish, 

altruistic, benevolent and non-violent?—

they have no ready answer.  It is in fact 

simply a belief to which they hold, even 

though they dismiss “faithists” for holding 

to beliefs which the atheists say have no basis in fact.  Hart’s point above is exactly that 

– if one’s convictions about morals are simply based in one’s private beliefs, others need 

do nothing more than say, “I disagree” or “I refuse” to accept or go along with.  There 

would be no further basis for dialogue.    That is why the atheistic Soviets replaced 

religion with the state – some basis for demanding agreement must be found.   Ethical 

behavior on a social level will not magically emerge because religion has been 

banished.   And such an atheistic society will still have to deal with those who disagree 

with them. 
 

Atheism: Ideal, Idyllic or Ideology? (2) 

Posted on March 28, 2010 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 3rd blog in a series, the first blog is entitled Atheism: 

Luminous or Delusion?    The blog preceding this one is Atheism: 

Ideal, Idyllic or Ideology?  (1).  David Bentley Hart in his 

bookATHEIST DELUSIONS: THE CHRISTIAN REVOLUTION 

AND ITS FASHIONABLE ENEMIES offers a rebuttal to some of 

the common attacks on religion offered by “the new Atheists.”   

Below are a few quotes from Hart regarding the philosophical 

assumptions which atheists make.  The atheists want others to believe that atheism is 

based in scientific fact, but Hart says their unproven assumptions are neither based in 

experience nor in logical deductions and so must be debunked as somehow representing 

a scientifically proven reality. 

“There is, after all, nothing inherently reasonable in the conviction that all of reality is 

simply an accidental confluence of physical causes, without any transcendent source or 

end.  Materialism is not a fact of experience or a deduction of logic; it is a metaphysical 

prejudice, nothing more, and one that is arguably more irrational than almost any other. 
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… The question ofexistence does not concern how it is that the present arrangement of 

the world came about, from causes already internal to the world, but how it is that 

anything (including any cause) can exist at all. ”    (p 103) 

 

The Big Bang 

Hart places the greater question of the existence of anything as at the heart of the debate 

between atheistic materialists and those who believe in God as the creator of all things.  

What he contends that materialism cannot do is explain why anything exists.  That is a 

legitimate question which humans are capable of posing, but materialists cannot answer 

the question because they are limited in their answers to empirical reality – they must 

search for answers “from causes already internal to the world.”  Hart’s point is that this 

in itself is a belief not based in logic or experience but in a “metaphysical prejudice” – 

they say it is so, cannot prove it, but then act as if it is the unquestionable truth of the 

universe. 

Hart’s insistence is that without some basis for beliefs in a transcendent truth, 

everything really is reduced to opinion, even if an educated one.  Every opinion can 

simply be refuted by anyone who disagrees with the opinion.  Thus a civic morality will 

not emerge from a completely atheistic society – they may imitate the moral precepts of 

the religious societies they reject, but they will not be able to sustain a morality because 

they cannot lay claim to any ethical truth above personal opinion, democratic rule by the 

majority, or the tyranny of those in power. 

“A culture could remain quite contentedly Christian in all its convictions and still 

achieve space travel.  The mass manufacture of nerve toxins and nuclear weaponry, 

court-mandated sterilizations, lobotomies, the miscegenation of human and porcine  

genetic materials, experimentation on prison populations, clinical studies of untreated 
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syphilis in poor black men, and so on: all of this required the scientific mind to move 

outside or ‘beyond’ Christian superstitions regarding the soul and the image of God 

within it.” (p 232) 

 

Crematorium at Dachau 

Hart’s contention is that precisely as societies have freed themselves from religious 

constraint have we witnessed the growth of mass murders, ethnic cleansing, racial 

extermination, on a level that no religious society was ever capable of doing.  Watch 

the UTube video on the Japanese Unit 731 during WW II.  Their emperor, thought of as 

a god, was trained in biological science, and it is to science that he turns to conduct 

some of the worst cases of mass human torture and murder under the guise of science 

ever conceived.  Some claim more people have been killed in the name of religion than 

for any other reason, but it was science in the 20th Century that enabled the killing of 

more people than ever had been previously possible.   More Christians were known to 

have been killed under the Fascists and Communists than were killed in the first 300 

years of Christian history – a time period in which the Church was outlawed by the 

Roman Empire and persecuted.  Rome lacked the scientific means to kill the Christians 

on a massive scale. 

In the end, Hart waxes philosophical about what happens to human beings when 

scientific progress makes life easier and enables homo sapiens to have more leisure time 

and not to have to worry about the difficulties of life which used to cause people to turn 

to religion and gods for help: 

 “… perhaps that is simply what happens when human beings are liberated from want 

and worry, and we should therefore gratefully embrace the triviality of a world that 

revolves around television, shopping, and the Internet as a kind of blessedness that our 
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ancestors, oppressed by miseries we can scarcely now imagine, never even hoped to 

enjoy in this world. … When the aspiring ape ceases to think himself a fallen angel, 

perhaps he will inevitably resign himself to being an ape, and then become contented 

with his lot, and ultimately even rejoice that the universe demands little more from him 

than an ape’s contentment.” (p 230) 

Some of us cannot imagine what difference it makes 

whether we can calculate let alone use in math the 

concept of “the square root of negative one” nor 

are we impressed that it helps solve certain algebraic 

formulae.    Some of us are hostile to let alone 

cannot believe in the existence of a God, nor can we 

see any purpose served by such an imaginary being.  

The fact that our imaginations do not permit us to 

appreciate  certain concepts does not mean the concepts themselves are unreal or 

unimportant.  One of the greatest evolutionary gifts to humans is the ability to think and 

to know abstractly – this has made possible an understanding of the universe which 

goes beyond what we can normally perceive or experience.  Or as Hart contends perhaps 

we really will cease to aspire for things beyond our human limits and will settle for an 

ape’s contentment in life. 

Atheism: Ideal, Idyllic or Ideology? (3) 

Posted on March 30, 2010 by Fr. Ted 

This is the 4th and final blog in a series, the first blog is 

entitledAtheism: Luminous or Delusion?  The blog preceding this 

one isAtheism: Ideal, Idyllic or Ideology?  (2).    David Bentley 

Hart in his book ATHEIST DELUSIONS: THE CHRISTIAN 

REVOLUTION AND ITS FASHIONABLE ENEMIES offers a 

rebuttal to some of the common attacks on religion offered by 

“the new Atheists.”  

Hart contends that the philosophical assumptions we currently have about personal 

autonomy and freedom ultimately are based in ideas that are cannot sustain a social 

order.   For modernity sees personal free choice as in itself to be the highest good (not 

what one chooses, just the ability to choose).  Consequently what one chooses is neither 

good nor bad as long as one is choosing.  In this world view no one can determine what 
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is good or bad for anyone else – for the only moral issue is whether one is free to choose 

or not. 

“Modernity’s highest ideal—its special understanding of personal autonomy—requires 

us to place our trust in an original absence underlying all of reality, a fertile void in 

which all things are possible, from which arises no impediment to our wills, and before 

which we may consequently choose to make of ourselves what we choose. … the ethos of 

modernity is—to be perfectly precise—nihilism.” (p 21) 

If each individual determines what good and evil is, and there is no 

reference external to an individual by which good and evil can be 

determined, then shared meaning cannot exist.  This is the situation of 

much postmodern thinking.  Humans become nothing more than 

individual atoms which collide in the only thing they all share – time 

and space.  To a certain degree the movie CRASH reflects this thinking 

quite well – individuals, the movie suggests, intentionally crash in to one another just to 

feel something – to experience reality beyond the isolated and alienated self.  

“The will, we habitually assume, is sovereign to the degree that it is obedient to nothing 

else and is free to the degree that it is truly spontaneous and constrained by nothing 

greater than itself. … For us, it is choice itself, and not what we choose, that is the first 

good…” (p 23) 

“… the tendency of modern thought is to see the locus of liberty as situated primarily in 

an individual subject’s spontaneous power of choice, rather than in the ends that subject 

might actually choose.  Freedom, thus understood, consists solely in the power of 

choosing as such.  Neither God, then, nor nature, nor reason provides the measure of an 

act’s true liberty, for an act is free only because it might be done in defiance of all three. 

… Here explicitly, for the first time in Western thought, freedom was defined not as the 

unobstructed realization of a nature but as the absolute power of the will to determine 

even what that nature might be.  One might even say that, in this view of things, God’s 

essence simply is will.  And if this is what freedom is for God, then this must be what 

freedom is for us as well.” (p 225) 

The extreme emphasis on individualism, defining freedom as freedom “from” others 

and from all sources external to the self, is an idea born of the Enlightenment.  Choosing 

is all that matters – little importance is placed on consequences or responsibility which 

are often seen as efforts to limit one’s personal freedom.  The end result is people 

imprisoned in their “free” but totally isolated and alienated selves. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nihilism
http://www.crashfilm.com/
http://frted.wordpress.com/2008/06/26/the-enlightenment-potentially-and-potently-good-and-evil/


“Moreover, if there really is no transcendent source of the good to which the will is 

naturally drawn, but only the power of the will to decide what ends it desires – by which 

to create and determine itself for itself—then no human project can be said to be 

inherently irrational, or (for that matter) inherently abominable.  If freedom of the will 

is our supreme value, after all, then it is for all intents and purposes our god.  And 

certain kinds of god (as our pagan forebears understood) expect to be fed.”  (p 227) 

 

Christ humbles Himself to wash His disciples' feet. 

If humans reduce themselves from being relational beings (even if produced in a test 

tube we still share the DNA we received from other humans) to isolated individuals, 

then they make freedom and individualism into their gods – gods that expect to 

homage, loyalty, and sacrificial offerings.  If freedom is the absolute value and 

individualism the only good, then we are going to have to answer to 6 billion gods and 

all of their contradictory and self centered demands. These kinds of gods quickly 

becomes monsters which not only demand to be fed, but which consume everything in 

their path. 

Christianity postulates that humans are relational beings, beings designed to love one 

another, beings designed to be in relationship with other humans, with the rest of the 

created order and with the Creator.  Christianity deals with the question of what it 

means to be human, and it connects each human person to the rest of humanity, all of 

the cosmos and to the Creator who is the source of all things.   The way to 6 billion 

humans living in peace on earth requires that we humble our self-as-gods and be willing 

to serve the other instead of serving one’s self. 
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