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The Spirituality of Atheism

Armand J. Boehme

Abstract: An increasing number of people today are saying they are spiritual
but not religious. Many new spiritualities have surfaced including atheistic
spirituality. Atheists have developed their own creed, Sunday gatherings, Sunday
Schools, chaplains, devotional books, Bibles, ethics, Ten Commandments, summer
camps, and weddings and funeral services. This raises the question as to whether
atheism has become a non-theistic religion like Buddhism Taoism and the Raelians.
The American legal system has recognized atheism as a religion. Parallels to
attempts at secular religions are also explored, as are ways in which Christians can
respond to the increasing secularism of the age.’

For some today spirituality and religion are separate, if not distinct, realities.
Spirituality exists in many places not traditionally associated with spirituality in past
days.

Currently there exist “Eastern and Western spirituality, women’s spirituality,
New Age spirituality, secular and esoteric spirituality, interfaith and ecumenical
spirituality, children’s spirituality, even spirituality and aging, spirituality and health,
spirituality and gender, spirituality and human well-being. There is also talk of
spirituality in management, business, sociology, economics, and geography, even of
spiritual capital in analogy to social and cultural capital. . . . This [superfluity] . . .
points to the undeniable fact that, in its most inclusive sense, spirituality is so all-
embracing that it does indeed touch everything.”

In addition are yet other spiritualities: “the individual and communal spiritual
experiences of Christianity, sex, science, the New Age, science fiction, technology,
humanism, transhumanism, drugs, tattoos, and atheism.”?

This article will focus on the spirituality of atheism, that is, a spirituality as
opposed to religion. A growing number of atheists see a distinction between being

Rev. Dr. Armand J. Boehme serves as Associate Pastor, Trinity
Lutheran, Northfield, MN. He has served as an Intentional
Interim, a Theological Educator in Kazakhstan, guest lecturer
at Concordia Seminary in Nagercoil, Gurukul Lutheran
Theological College, India, the Lutheran Bible School in
Slovakia, and the AALC Seminary. He served on the CTCR 14
years, and is an EIIT mentor. armandboehme@yahoo.com

Copyright 2017 Lutheran Society for Missiology. Used by permission.

View Lutheran Mission Matters 25, no. 1 (2017) at http://Isfm.global/.

Membership in LSFM is available at http://Isfm.global/joinlsfm.htm.
E-mail Isfmissiology@gmail.com to purchase a print copy of a single issue.



http://lsfm.global/
http://lsfm.global/joinlsfm.html
mailto:lsfmissiology@gmail.com
mailto:armandboehme@yahoo.com

106 Lutheran Mission Matters

religious and being spiritual. Daniel Dennett writes that he, like William James,
cannot deny the existence of “the lone communicants of what we might call private
religions.” To distinguish these privately religious people from “the typical religious
people who identify themselves with a particular creed or church” of many members,
Dennet calls them “spiritual people, but not religious.”

SPIRITUALITY OPPOSED TO RELIGION: Sam Harris, a prominent new
atheist, extols the virtues of spirituality in opposition to religion. “Once we have
examined the problems inherent to faith, and the threat that even ‘moderate’ religious
faith, however inadvertently, now poses to our survival, we can begin to situate our
ethical intuitions and our capacity for spiritual experience within the context of a
rational worldview.” “There is no doubt that (spiritual) experiences of this sort are
worth seeking, just as there is no doubt that the popular religious ideas that have
grown up around them, especially in the West, are as dangerous as they are
incredible.”

Harris believes that there is a range of human experience that can be identified
as “spiritual or mystical.” He identifies these as meaningful experiences of
selflessness and elevated emotion that move one beyond self.® He believes that many
“results of spiritual practice are genuinely desirable” and that human beings should
“seek them out.” These spiritual or mystical experiences employ varied techniques,
such as meditative practices and “the use of psychedelic drugs.”’

Like some others, Harris describes the difference between religion and
spirituality as that which cannot be proven (religion) and that which can be proven
(spirituality): “It is nowhere written, however, that human beings must be irrational,
or to live in a perpetual state of siege, to enjoy an abiding sense of the sacred. On the
contrary, | hope to show that spirituality can be—indeed must be—deeply rational
even as it elucidates the limits of reason. . . . Science will not remain mute on
spiritual and ethical questions for long.”®

Spirituality and ethics “transcend national, religious, and ethnic boundaries,”
and thus vastly different human beings “converge on similar spiritual experiences
and ethical insights. . . . Such is not the case with the “truths’ of religion, however.”®
Harris declares all religious ideas to be “intellectually defunct and politically
ruinous.” On the other hand “spiritual experience” is a natural work of the rational
mind. Clearly “it must be possible to bring reason, spirituality, and ethics together”
which would be the beginning of a reasonable approach to “our deepest personal
concerns. It would also be the end of (religious) faith.”'° Harris believes that
religious faith “is surely the devil’s masterpiece.”*

In line with his emphasis on atheistic spirituality, Harris believes that what he
has written in The End of Faith was: “written very much in the spirit of a prayer.”*
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Harris wrote Waking Up: A Guide to Spirituality Without Religion to further
separate spirituality from religion. “Spirituality must be distinguished from
religion—because people of every faith and of none, have had some sorts of spiritual
experiences.”*® He notes that “Twenty percent of Americans describe themselves as
‘spiritual but not religious.”™*

Harris writes that many people have a faulty perception of religion as the true
repository for the virtues of love, compassion, moral goodness, and self-
transcendence. He believes that atheists are able to exhibit these characteristics and
urges non-theists and atheists to change this faulty perspective by talking about the
full range of human experience in a way that is “free of dogma as the best science
already is.”® Harris sees an intimate “connection between scientific fact and spiritual
wisdom.”®

“A rational approach to spirituality seems to be what is missing from secularism
and from the lives of most of the people | meet. The purpose of this book is to offer
readers a clear view of the problem, along with some tools to help them solve it for
themselves.”*’

When this author first encountered Harris’s comments about spirituality, it was
as though one were experiencing a new phenomenon—atheistic spirituality.
However, further research proved this not to be the case. Harris’s writings on
spirituality, especially in his latest book, Waking Up, are part of a burgeoning
spiritualistic trend among atheists.

The atheistic spirituality Harris encourages is being practiced by many atheists,
non-theists, humanists, and secular individuals today. As one surfs the net, one will
find websites like “Atheist Spirituality: A forum for exploration of the meaning of
spirituality for atheists.”

This website, edited by Geoff Crocker, states that it exists to explore “the
meaning of human spirituality . . . from an atheist point of view but it does not
exclude anyone with religious belief. Indeed the site explores some surprising areas
of harmony between atheism and religion.™®

Though there are variations in beliefs, the
atheist  spirituality  website, “Atheist
Revolution,” provides a good summary of
atheistic beliefs about spirituality. This site,

The discussion of
atheistic spirituality
begins by asking

subtitled “Breaking free from irrational belief “Can an atheist be
and opposing Christian extremism,” is a_ISpII’IFuaI person,
authored by Jack Vance. and if so, in what sense?”

The discussion of atheistic spirituality
begins by asking “Can an atheist be a spiritual person, and if so, in what sense?” He
notes that he does not like using the term “spirituality” in reference to atheists and
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atheism. He emphasizes that he does not believe in “spirits, souls, ghosts, demons, or
anything else that is not part of the natural world.” However he also recognizes that
there may be some value and benefit to using the term in relationship to atheist
beliefs. What follows is quoted from the “Atheist Revolution” website.

“What is spirituality?” “Spirituality is not the same thing as religion, or
even religious belief. One can be deeply spiritual while simultaneously
rejecting anything recognizable as religious belief or religious practices.
Moreover, not all religious believers are necessarily spiritual.” “Many
components of spirituality have been posited, and while consensus remains
elusive, some of the more popular include vitality, connectedness,
transcendence, and meaningfulness. One of the most commonly described
experiences of spirituality involves a sense of one’s interconnectedness to
others and a dissolving of self-other boundaries.”

“Can an atheist be a spiritual person?” “Absolutely. If we think of
something like spirituality as ranging on a continuum from low to high,
atheists can score at any point along the continuum just like anyone else.
High scores would indicate someone who seeks spiritual experiences or
who experiences the various components of spirituality, depending on how
the measure functions.” “Practically, we might see a spiritual atheist as
highly empathic, aware of his or her connection to others, concerned with
equality and social justice, regularly awed by the beauty of nature, etc. Such
descriptors apply in varying degrees to all persons, theist and atheist alike.
Being spiritual does not require one to believe in spirits, gods, or any other
supernatural entities.” [emphasis in the original]

“Do atheists need spirituality?” “I think this question might need to be
reframed in order to be both palatable and meaningful. Think of it this way:
atheists (like everyone else) vary in terms of the importance of spirituality
in their lives. Spirituality is vital to some atheists, and we could
appropriately label such persons as needing spirituality. For others, the need
for spirituality may be low enough that it would be hard to recognize it as
such.” “In all honesty, I am not sure where | would fall along this
continuum. | tend not to think of myself as ‘spiritual,” but I certainly find
great meaning and purpose in experiences that others describe as spiritual. |
have had many intense spiritual experiences in which | experienced
connectedness, transcendence, and the like, and not all of them were drug-
induced. | suppose | am a fairly spiritual person in many ways, but one who
prefers to think of himself in terms of components such as empathy,
meaning, and connection rather than ‘spirituality.” Does that make any
sense? Like | said, | have a bit of trouble with the label.”
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“Should the secular community increase our focus on spirituality?”
“Probably. | suspect that very little is known about the importance and role
of spirituality among nonbelievers, and the scientist in me thinks that
improved understanding might be beneficial. To neglect something we do
not understand well simply because we lack understanding makes little
sense. We know that spirituality is important to a great many people
regardless of their religious belief, and | think there is a large potential
benefit from better understanding its role in our community. Discussing and
potentially embracing an explicitly secular form of spirituality could make
it easier for believers to imagine life without belief and could make our
community more attractive for those who have come to doubt their faith.”

“Tailored Beliefs”® is another atheist spirituality site offering the story and

blogs of Sigfried Gold, which attempt to reconcile “absolute atheism with a
passionate commitment to spiritual engagement in the form of Buddhist meditation
and Twelve-Step recovery—including worship of a non-existent God compatible
with my atheism—with the hope of providing inspiration for others to find creative,
uncompromising spiritual paths that work for them.” In this site Gold refers to
himself as a “Born-again atheist.”

To nourish his spirituality, Gold invented his own God, “Ms. X”—a powerful,
rotund, fifteen-foot-tall, black, lesbian goddess with a large afro. Ms. X rides a flying
ewe named Butch and is manifested as a small stuffed animal that Gold holds during
his prayers. Gold likens this stuffed animal to the icons of saints in Roman and
Greek Orthodox churches. He describes his godhead in trinitarian form—*the
Mother, the Sheep, and the Infinite VVoid.” If one finds this alternative atheistic
Trinity strange, one should remember that The Shack envisioned a Trinity of a black
housekeeper, a Hebrew handyman, and a mystical Asian gardener.”* Gold offers a
long and extended exposition of his spirituality and his journey to atheism. His
understanding of a good life would parallel that of the Golden Rule Christians.?? He
talks about his atheistic conversion experience in much the same way that
evangelicals speak about their conversion experiences. He encourages everyone—the
religious and non-religious alike—to explore the meaning of spirituality in order to
discover that which is “universal to all religions” and non-theists and to see those
spiritual beliefs and practices which transcend dogma, in order to find a “spiritual
commonality.”?

Yet another website entitled “The Center for Spiritual Atheism” purports to
unify spiritual atheists regardless of their differing spiritual views. This site stresses
that each person is responsible for his or her own “spiritual philosophy.”*

Richard Packham’s website includes an exposition of his conversion to atheism:
“How | Became an Atheist,”® and his article on “Atheist Spirituality.”?°
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Another site, “The Spiritual life of An Atheist,” authored by S. Anne Johnson
states, “My spiritual practice centers around a love of nature and knowledge and a
commitment to a pragmatic compassion. . . . Spirituality, for me, is about cultivating
my better impulses, nourishing my better nature. My atheist spirituality is founded in
a deep appreciation for the privileged stance | have been granted for the briefest
moment in our little corner of the Universe by the mechanical forces that be.”?” More
sites like this could be found.

In addition to Harris’s Waking Up are many other books on the subject of
atheistic spirituality.”®

ATHEISTIC MONISM: Ninian Smart writes that one of the alternatives to
theism is monism.? The monistic view—that all is one—entered Western theology
from Eastern religions, such as Hinduism and Buddhism, and was manifested in New
Age spirituality. Christianity on the other hand is dualistic, emphasizing a distinction
and separation between God and the creation and creatures He has created.*

The concept of monism or nonduality is
part of an atheistic view of the world.** Sam

Harris has great praise for the Eastern religious The concept of monism

emphasis on non-duality and faults or nondual_itY is part
Christianity, Islam, and the Jewish faith, which of an atheistic view
are dualistic (God is other than human beings), of the world.

for the wvast spiritual difference he sees

between Eastern and Western spirituality. This

non-duality is “a fundamental insight of most Eastern schools of spirituality” and the
removal of the lines between self and other breaks the “duality of subject and
object.” Harris holds that duality leads to “feelings of separateness” that need to be
corrected.®® In his book on spirituality, Harris makes extensive use of monistic
Eastern thought.** Richard Dawkins believes that “children have a natural tendency
towards a dualistic theory of mind,” and from his perspective he emphasizes the fact
that religious belief is a “by-product of such instinctive dualism.”* In the atheistic
view, dualism is tied to religiosity, Christianity, feelings of separation, and many of
the world’s problems. Thus a number of atheists believe that Christianity and other
religions need to be eliminated.

“Almost every problem we have can be ascribed to the fact that human beings
are utterly beguiled by their feelings of separateness. It would seem that a spirituality
that undermined such dualism, through the mere contemplation of consciousness,
could not help but improve our situation. . . . There is clearly no greater obstacle to a
truly empirical approach to spiritual experience than our current beliefs about God”
[that He is totally other—a dualistic view].*
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This monistic view is widespread. “Evolutionary biologists such as Ernst
Haeckel and Julian Huxley attempted to make evolutionary biology a religion by
advocating a monistic, naturalist world-view without supernatural revelation. The
participants of this study affirm many of the tenets of Haeckel and Huxley,
particularly the monistic, naturalistic aspects.”® For a refutation of Haeckel’s
monism and an exposition of the incompatibility of monism with Christianity, see
Frank Ballard, Haeckel’s Monism False.*” Further evidence that monism is
incompatible with religion, especially Christianity, is seen in an article stating that
atheistic “Marxism has been one of the most influential monistic systems in the
Modern Times.”®

ATHEISTIC DEVOTIONAL SPIRITUALITY: Atheistic spirituality is given
public expression in a number of ways. An example of a secular, atheistic devotional
spirituality would be A. C. Grayling’s Meditations for the Humanist: Ethics for a
Secular Age. These brief devotional articles were written to encourage the non-
religious to a “life enriched by thinking about things that matter.”* They are
designed to extol virtues to which the non-religious but spiritual person should
aspire. The author writes that he believes “passionately in the value of all things
spiritual” by which he means the “things of the human spirit, with its capacity for
love and enjoyment, creativity and kindness, hope and courage.”

These meditations place religion in the category of “some of the things that are
enemies to human flourishing.” Thus religion is put in the same category with evils
like poverty, racism, revenge, depression, and capitalism. The meditations state that
religion is “an affliction in human affairs” and is “an irrational hangover from
mankind’s ignorant and fearful infancy.” These meditations state the desire that
humanity be liberated from “tyrannies of belief” and be educated in better ways of
human affections, in tolerance, and in the wisdom that comes from “individual
experience.”

Religious morality is not only stated to be “irrelevant” but that it is also declared
to be “anti-moral” and “immoral.”* The same sentiments about religion are also
found in the articles titled sin, repentance, faith, miracles, prophecy, virginity,
paganism, blasphemy, obscenity, and reason. These meditations ask: “Does religious
superstition any longer deserve a place in the intellectual economy of the world? The
history of human knowledge shows that it does not.”** The God of traditional
religion (specifically Christianity) is described this way: “God, accordingly is the
name of our ignorance.”**

ATHEISTIC PATTERNS OF SPIRITUALITY: In spite of the above
sentiments, atheistic spirituality has borrowed many things from religion, especially
Christianity. Atheists have their own creed.* They have gatherings entitled the
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“Sunday Assembly,” which serve as a “full-fledged spiritual community” patterned
after typical religious services. There are songs, talks, and the readings of poems or
books. Births are recognized. These songs, talks, readings, and birth recognitions are
patterned after hymns, sermons, Scripture readings, and baptisms/child dedications
in Christian worship services. Atheistic Sunday assemblies even have chaplains like
Greg Epstein, who is the Humanist Chaplain at Harvard. Epstein is also one of the
organizers of the Sunday Assembly movement in the U.S.“® Atheists have borrowed
other aspects of religion, such as prayers,*’ devotional books,*® Bibles—The Good
Book: A Humanist Bible,” The Atheist’s Bible*>—and atheistic Bible commentaries
on the Scriptures of major religions.®® They also have written their own Ten
Commandments.*?

Like neo-Pentecostals, spiritual atheists often speak at length about their
conversion experiences from religion to atheism and are often militantly
evangelistic.®® Atheists also have their
“sacred” texts, such as the writings of Harris,

Dawkins, Hitchens, Dennet, Onfray, Dewey, A_‘the'St'C ga}therlngs,
James, Darwin, Freud, Jung, Fox, and Flew. actions, and rituals have
However, Anthony Flew renounced atheism been directly patterned
and became a theist before his death.** Some  after their counterparts in
atheists profess their own version of the organized religion.

Trinity.™® Many are now running atheistic

Sunday Schools.*® They have written books to

help in the moral training of children and adults.>” Atheistic humanists run their own
system of summer camps for freethinking, non-believing children.®® Some atheists
and humanists have devised orders of service for non-religious weddings and
funerals.>® They also have begun writing their own hymns.®

These atheistic gatherings, actions, and rituals have been directly patterned after
their counterparts in organized religion. This copying of the forms of religion has
come about because of the need to replace religious forms with similar spiritual
forms that have a humanistic, atheistic, secular bent.

Andre Comte-Sponville writes about the need atheists have to gather in worship
settings:

But we need ritual. When we are confronted by the death of someone close,
you have to say that purely civil funerals have almost something poor and
flat about them, like a copy which wouldn’t be able to make one forget the
original. Perhaps it’s a question of time; you don’t replace 2000 years of the
imaginary in a flash..[stet] religious ceremony allows horror to be tamed:
you don’t bury a man like a beast: you don’t burn him like a log. Atheists
are looking for equivalents, with varying degrees of success. Civil marriage,
when it’s not botched up, seems today to offer an acceptable substitute. It
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allows us to officialise what is intimate, the most secret, the most savage, to
include family, friends, and society . . . it’s another way of being united.®

MORE THAN JUST SPIRITUAL? This atheistic copying of the outward forms
of religion raises a question: Is atheism a religion?

Stephen Prothero lists four functional
characteristics of all religions. They “have

statements of beliefs and values (creeds); ritual This atheistic copying
activities (cultus); standards for ethical of the outward forms
conduct (codes); and institutions of religion raises
(communities).”® Ninian Smart provides a a question:

longer list, which includes these characteristics Is atheism a religion?

or dimensions of religion: the “ritual or

practical,” the “doctrinal or philosophical,” the

“myth or narrative,” the “experiential or emotional,” the “ethical or legal,” the
“organizational or social,” and the “material or artistic.”®

As noted above, atheists have created their own creed, have their own ritual
activities in Sunday assemblies and other gatherings, have compiled their own Ten
Commandments, and have formed communities and institutions, such as Camp
Quest, and numerous other organizations like the Atheist Alliance International,
American Atheists, and the National Council of Ex-Muslims.** In addition, atheists
have their own narrative stories, basic teachings and beliefs, texts regarded as
scripture, and an ethical worldview that is often claimed to be superior to that of
religion. They speak openly about their spiritual experiences and have their own
chaplains or clergy, all earmarks of religion.

Some may claim that atheism cannot be classified as a religion because it is not
theistic and rejects the existence of any god. It is important to note that there are non-
theistic religions: Confucianism,*® Taoism,*® and Buddhism.®” As the Dali Lama
said, “We Buddhists are atheists.”® Other movements have been defined as
religions: humanism,®® the Unitarian Universalists,” and the Raelians.”" American
Civil Religion is built on four core ideas: “personal freedom (often called liberty),
political democracy, world peace, and cultural (including religious, racial, ethnic,
and gender) tolerance.””® American Civil Religion is a non-theistic “real religion”
that exists alongside and outside of more readily recognized theistic religions like
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam.”

Don Cupitt was an advocate for religion without God and saw religion as “an
experiment in selfhood.”” Chapter 3 of his book, After God: The Future of Religion,
is entitled “Religion After God.”” Ronald Dworkin stated that the phrase “‘religious
atheism’. . . is not an oxymoron; religion is not restricted to theism.””® Further he
wrote that the word religion “does not necessarily mean a belief in God.””” Billington
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wrote a book with the desire “to rid religion of theology, to rescue it from God, to
declare God redundant.” He also stated that “religious experience is . . . potentially
available to everyone” whether they believe in God or not.”

Alain de Botton advocates a “‘religion for atheists’ that incorporates religious
forms and traditions to satisfy our human need for connection, ritual and
transcendence.”” Einstein, though an atheist, considered himself a religious person.
Dworkin also stated that religion “does not necessarily mean a belief in God.”®
Richard Dawkins has described himself as “a secular Christian.”® Dawkins’ self-
designation as “a secular Christian” and Dworkin’s statement about “religious
atheism” remind one of the Christian Atheism/Death of God movement of the
1960s.%

Other atheists also state that atheism is a religion or can be part of a religion.
Austin Cline has written that people need

to keep in mind that atheism is nothing more than absence [of] belief in the
existence of gods. Atheism is not the absence of religion. . . . Because of
this, there is no inherent barrier preventing atheism from being part of a
religious belief system. . . . So, yes, atheists can be religious. There are not
only very old and traditional religions like Buddhism which are accessible
to atheists, but there are modern organizations as well. Some humanists call
themselves religious, and many members of Unitarian-Universalism, and
Ethical Culture societies are also nonbelievers. Raelians are a relatively
recent group which is recognized as a religion legally and socially, yet they
deny the existence of gods. . . . There is some question as to whether such
forms of humanism do qualify as religions, but what is important for the
moment is that atheist members themselves believe that they are part of a
religion. Thus they do not see any conflict between disbelieving in the
existence of gods and adopting a belief system which they consider a
religion—and these are atheists in the Western sense of scientific,
philosophical atheism. The answer to the question is thus an unequivocal
yes: atheists can be religious and atheism can occur in conjunction with, or
even in the context of, religion.®®
Don Cupitt’s book, The Sea of Faith, and his TV series of the same name
supplied the title for the Sea of Faith (SoF) Network, an association of individuals
who believe that religion is “a human creation.”® While having no formal creed or
doctrinal statement, the Sea of Faith Network associates itself with “the non-realist
approach to religion. This refers to the belief that God has no ‘real,” objective or
empirical existence independent of human language and culture; God is ‘real’ in the
sense that he is a potent symbol, metaphor, or projection, but He has no objective
existence outside and beyond the practice of religion. Non-realism therefore entails a
rejection of supernaturalism—miracles, afterlife and the agency of spirits.”
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This is “a voluntarist interpretation of faith,” which is also “a fully
demythologized version of Christianity.” Though its adherents have “given up the
idea that religious beliefs can be grounded in anything beyond the human realm,
religion can still be believed and practiced in new ways.” Sea of Faith members are
free to dissent from the above positions, but almost all adhere to them while
remaining members of their respective religious traditions.?®

The Sea of Faith Network publishes a journal titled Sofia. The June 2016 issue
contains articles on Jesus as the Son of God. The editorial for this issue states that
“God and the Christ Epic” are “creations of the human poetic genius,” which means
that they are “myths” that demonstrate the fact that “Jesus can’t really be God
because God is not real.” But with a “poetic faith” people “can celebrate the dramas
of Christmas, Easter and Pentecost—indeed the Eucharist itself—with all their
wealth of liturgy, music and treasures of wisdom” so that religion rises above simple
ethics to embrace “a fuller humanity.” People (whether believers or not) are thereby
able to “keep the feasts in good faith.”® An article by Edward Walker in the same
issue states that Jesus’ divine sonship is a “myth expressing the disciples’
experience.” He further states that because Jesus is not really divine, “Jesus does not
have a superior, ‘divine’ status above that of Muhammad or the Buddha.”®

The above examples illustrate that the meaning of the word “religion” in current
use does not necessarily include belief in a god or higher power. Thus it cannot be
argued that atheism is not a religion because atheism believes that there is no God.

Understanding the word “religion” as inclusive of both theistic and non-theistic
beliefs is in accord with common definitions of the word.

Dictionary.com defines religion in its second definition this way: “2. a specific
fundamental set of beliefs and practices generally agreed upon by a number of
persons or sects:”%

The Merriam-Webster Dictionary gives as
ong of the definit_io_ns of rel_igion “a_m interest, a The supposed gap
belief, or any actl\igtgy that is very important to between faith and reason
a person or group. . .

Steve Donaldson has written that the Is a false dichotomy.
supposed gap between faith and reason is a
false dichotomy, for faith is operative in both the secular and religious parts of life
whether it is the scientist who believes that her experiment will be successful
because she believes in the laws of science, or the quarterback who believes that his
receiver will catch the pass in the end zone, or the student who believes that his
diligent studies will be worth the effort, or the person who believes that God exists or
the one who doesn’t.%

The court system in the United States has begun to recognize atheism as a
religion.

Copyright 2017 Lutheran Society for Missiology. Used by permission.

View Lutheran Mission Matters 25, no. 1 (2017) at http://Isfm.global/.

Membership in LSFM is available at http://Isfm.global/joinlsfm.htm.
E-mail Isfmissiology@gmail.com to purchase a print copy of a single issue.



http://lsfm.global/
http://lsfm.global/joinlsfm.html
mailto:lsfmissiology@gmail.com

116 Lutheran Mission Matters

In ruling on a case, the 7th Court of Appeals in Wisconsin stated that “Atheism
is [the inmate’s] religion, and the group that he wanted to start was religious in
nature even though it expressly rejects a belief in a supreme being.”®*

“In 2005, the Supreme Court reiterated its view that religion should not be
defined narrowly, and the Seventh Circuit likewise observed that ‘the Court has
adopted a broad definition of “religion” that includes non-theistic and atheistic
beliefs, as well as theistic ones.””*

The status of atheism in the legal apparatus and court systems of American and
Canada seems to be the basis for this post on Richard Dawkins’ website:

Do Atheists deserve religious protection? The Ontario Human Rights
Tribunal says yes, declaring Atheism is a creed that deserves the same
religious protections as other recognized faiths. Last year a secular church
opened in Calgary. There’s a push to have atheist chaplains in the Canadian
and American military. Next month is “Super Secular September” in
Manitoba. To discuss whether Atheism is becoming an organized religion
of its own, Day 6 is joined by René Choinard. He brought the case to the
Human Rights Tribunal. Catherine Dunphy is a former Roman Catholic
Chaplin and the executive director of The Clergy Project, and Margaret
Somerville is the director of the McGill Centre for Medicine, Ethics and
Law.”

Another indication that some atheists and humanists consider atheism a religion
comes from England, where the High Court ruled that all non-faith schools in
England will be required to teach atheistic humanism in their religious education
classes required for the General Certificate of Secondary Education (GCSE)
diploma. This ruling was prompted by humanist parents who objected to the absence
of atheistic humanism from the course on religion and brought suit to force its
inclusion.”

HISTORICAL PARALLELS: Atheistic attempts at displacing religion with
non-theistic spirituality and religious belief systems have similarities to previous
historical patterns which arose during the French Revolution and the Soviet era. The
governments of France and Russia copied and secularized the outward forms of
religion in an attempt to displace religion.*

The following is a summary of what came after the French revolution of 1789:

The French revolutionaries . . . established a form of “secular religion”
[and] . . . numerous churches and monasteries were closed and hundreds of
clerics were executed. . . . Revolutionary songs were substituted for church
hymns, a new civil calendar took the place of the one previously imposed
by the Church. . . . All churches in Paris, including Notre Dame, were
turned into Temples of Reason. . . . Within these Temples of Reason,
representations of saints were replaced by those of revolutionary martyrs as
Marat, Lepelletier, and Chalier became the symbolic focus of a new secular
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Trinity. The Jacobin clubs placed man at the center of their *“secular
religion,” but their practices were clearly influenced by Christianity in terms
of rites and vocabulary: a day in the new revolutionary calendar, decadi,
was even reserved for sermons. . . . Catholicism was replaced by a religion
worshiping a God of Reason.”

The French revolution produced a secularism which gave rise to “Comte’s new
religion which deified man. . . . After his death, a secular church . . . was founded; it
included rites for baptism, marriage, and burial. . . . Secularization . . . filled the void
left by the Church’s narrowing role by establishing new forms of ritual that
constituted “secular religion.””

The French were not alone. The Bolsheviks attempted their own secular
spirituality and religion.

The Bolsheviks . . . suppressed the Christian churches and began to
establish a secular religion. . . . That same year [1918], the Soviet
legislature issued the “Proletarian Ten Commandments”. . . . Secular rites,

often mimicking those of Christianity, have been applied to the life cycle
from birth to death. “Octobering,” instituted during the Civil War, is a form
of baptism, which can take place at communist party offices or at special
baby palaces. . . . Godparents play a role in the ceremony. . . . For teenagers,
the equivalent of confirmation is the rite for receiving an internal passport at
the age of sixteen. “Red weddings” originated during the twenties. . . . They
gave way to civil wedding ceremonies. . . . A funeral rite was initiated . . .
in which candles are lit at the graveside and dirt is thrown on the coffin. . . .
The communists have parodied church rites by conducting “red masses” at
which Christian hymns were sung with the words altered. . . . An anti-
religious counter-Christmas was staged in Moscow which featured
Komsomol carols based on Orthodox hymns, skits ridiculing God and the
clergy, and the burning of the effigies of Jesus, Mohammed, Buddha, and
other religious figures. . . . The New Year’s holiday has been enhanced in
importance to compete with Christmas as trees are decorated and
Grandfather Frost replaces Santa Claus. . . . Easter, which has particular
importance for the Russian Orthodox, is challenged by rites honoring
spring. . . . Thus communism has assumed the function of religion as its
earthbound and non-theological rites provide both celebration and solace for
the masses.”’

The Soviets even produced their own Bible: Yaroslavsky’s Bible for Believers
and Nonbelievers. It engaged in “a rational demystification of religion” and
attempted “to undermine its legitimacy.”*®

After Lenin’s death, the Soviets mimicked the Russian Orthodox home icon
corners by encouraging godless corners or Lenin corners. Lenin’s body was
preserved in his mausoleum, which mimicked the Russian Orthodox thinking that a
true saint’s body would not decay after death. Stalin shaped events after Lenin’s
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death to portray his death as the departure of the “atheist Messiah, the God Lenin.”
Stalin’s wish was realized, as a mausoleum was built for Lenin, a building which
was the place for the “immortal” and “imperishable God,” Lenin.*® At his
mausoleum, Lenin was proclaimed “Savior of the world.” Lenin’s enduring presence
with the Soviet people was encouraged by the phrase “Lenin lived! Lenin lives!
Lenin will live.” Lenin’s writings became the new scripture of Soviet scientific
atheism.'%

There are other similarities between Christianity and Communism even though
the perspective of Christianity is that of faith in God and of Marxism is scientific
atheism. Both desire the betterment of human beings. Both share “a concern for
history,” have a concern for social justice, are messianic, and have “a predestination
of historical moment” and “missionary zeal.” Both share a historical focal point and
have a sense of communalism. Each has a specific worldview, a concept of salvation,
an understanding of evil, and dogmatic beliefs. Both attempt to deal with alienation,
have their own social ethics, and look forward to a better world.’®* “In general we
can say that Marxism follows Christianity step by step in the meta-narrative of
creation, fall, redemption and final salvation. Marxism offers Christianity’s history
of salvation, yet without God or the Kingdom of God.”*%

Soviet scientific atheism’s attempt to portray itself as separating religion from
spirituality began with Marx. “Unless we see that for Marx, as for Hegel, man’s
needs are more than biological, that they are what may, indeed, be called spiritual,
we shall not, I think, fully appreciate the depth of his analysis of religion as a fantasy
of alienated man.”*®® Marx attempted to describe human activity, as well as human
spiritual and cultural achievements, “in naturalistic terms.”*® The Soviet journal,
Science and Religion, emphasized the fact that Soviet scientific atheism was an
“ideological and spiritual alternative” to religion. In its later years the journal did not
overtly battle against religion, but rather battled “for Soviet spiritual life.”*%
Showing how far the Soviet attempt to separate religion from spirituality went,
Soviet ideology stated that “the observance of religious rituals” would leave “people
spiritually desolate.”*®

In the late period of Soviet scientific atheism, the “Soviet state and Communist
ideology came to be discussed in explicitly spiritual terms.” Because religion had not
disappeared as the Soviets expected, they began “to see spiritual fulfillment” as an
obligation the state had in relationship “to its citizens.”**" A number of Soviet leaders
saw that the success of their revolution ideologically was dependent on transforming
their overtly violent atheistic battle against religion into a spiritual movement
because people wondered what the state would provide for them as it took away their
religious spirituality. The pseudo-scientific nature of scientific atheism could not
provide adequate answers to questions about spirituality and religion. More and more
the Soviets saw the need for a secular spirituality to replace religion and the need to
address “the moral world of the Soviet person.”*®
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This Soviet spirituality closely resembled actual religion, and many have said
that the spirituality of Soviet scientific atheism was or became a secular spiritual
religion. As one author noted, the Bolsheviks attempted to develop “a new
communist secular religion divorced from Christianity, but with rites that echoed
Christian themes.”™® Others have described Soviet scientific atheism as a civil
religion similar to American Civil Religion."'® The Soviet experiment to eradicate
religion and replace it with a secular form of atheistic spirituality was not totally
successful.'* The Soviets failed to achieve the “transfer of sacrality” to their
alternative rituals which had also “been the goal of the French revolutionaries in their
own festivals.”**?

CONCLUSION: The atheistic movement

to spirituality with the attendant borrowing of The atheistic movement
the forms of religion noted above could be to spirituality with

described as the spiritual and religious .
! pifitd 'giod the attendant borrowing

evolution of atheism. -
These trends indicate that human beings of the forms of religion

have an innate need for something spiritual noted above could be
that transcends reason and that can be described as the spiritual
empirically measured. Human beings possess and religious evolution
a natural knowledge of God that has resulted of atheism.

in worldwide manifestation of religion.*

Currently some atheists are moved by this

natural knowledge of a god or higher power to produce their own brand of
spirituality and religion. There are Marxists and others like them today who believe
that Marxism is “the legitimate secular successor to the Christian religion in Western
Europe.”*** They believe that they actually did “create a modern secular faith.”**

TO RESPOND: Today “sensitive Christians cannot fail to identify themselves
with unbelievers, in the awareness that both are sinners in need of God’s forgiving
love. All alike are included in ‘the ungodly’ for whom Christ died.” Many outside of
faith have serious and thoughtful questions about matters of faith. Thus, Christians
need to proclaim the Gospel and lovingly “speak and act out of concern for the
atheist” so that the love of Christ is shared.™®

Christians have an important task: to proclaim the reality of God and salvation
in Christ to the world today (Mt 28:18-20). To do that in an informed and holistic
way, Christians must have an understanding of the *“questions, doubts, objections,
and rejections” that are held by many “thoughtful people” today.*’” Thus Christians
need to be engaged in diligent sociological study of the world and culture in which
they currently live in order to address the spiritual needs of all. There are resources
that can be employed by Christians in preparing for fraternal conversations with non-
theists, for example, reading their works to understand their thinking.**®
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Christians actively engaging in friendships with non-theists enables diverse
people to build bridges of understanding. The type and quality of friendship and
respect that can and should exist between people, including those with very opposite
views, such as an atheist and a Christian, is illustrated by the friendship of
Christopher Hitchens and Larry Alex Taunton.™® Such positive relationships are part
of loving one’s neighbor and are an important part of the Christian’s response to the
grace of the Gospel and witness to the love of Christ for the world.

Unfortunately, due to the labors of those whose faith is law-based and who see
anyone without belief negatively, some outside the faith see believers in a less than
positive light and see God as a God of vengeance and judgment. Loving, Gospel-
motivated friendships with people outside the faith give a very different and positive
picture of believers and of the love and concern of God for all (Jn 3:16; Jn 13:34-35;
Mt 22:35-40; Gal 6:10).

Because believers have friendships and relationships with non-theists, there will
be many opportunities for reasoned evangelical conversations of a spiritual and
religious nature; they should be pursued. In order to do so in an informed manner,
Christians should have accurate knowledge about their faith, the Scriptures, and the
world in which they live, hence the importance of sound catechetical training and
continued religious education throughout the Christian’s life. These educational
endeavors should include training in Christian apologetics.

Sociological surveys and other studies of the beliefs of Christians in America
indicate the need for sound religious education, for many have little knowledge of
the tenets of their faith. Some of what is
believed is inaccurate, even contrary to the
orthodox Christian faith, such as believing that ~ Apologetic training needs
Christ is sinful or that sinners are justified by a ~ to address the faulty idea

combination of faith and works or by simply of the eternal conflict
being good.'® An inaccurate view of the faith between science
has led some to leave the faith and others and religion.

outside the faith to reject it or speak ill of it.
Christians have diligent work to do in this
area.

Apologetic training needs to address the faulty idea of the eternal conflict
between science and religion."? Another idea that needs addressing is that belief in
God (religious faith) is unreasonable and lacks empirical evidence. Christian
education needs to avail itself of the apologetic books and videos that address these
and similar issues so that parishioners are equipped to witness to their faith in sound,
biblical, and rational ways."”? One such resource is THRED.org.*® Apologetic
training should lay out reasoned argumentation for the Christian faith.

Today, Christians need to be actively engaged in the public square’s
marketplace of ideas. If they are not, something is missing in culture and society.
This need was expressed by Jurgen Habermas of the neo-Marxist Frankfurt School,
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who paid “tribute to religious convictions and their profound historical traditions as
powerful cognitive and motivational ‘potentials’ which we cannot dispense with.”
Concern was also stated to prevent “secular reason” from setting “itself up as the
judge concerning truths of faith.” There is a great need for the religious and secular
parts of the world to communicate clearly with one another to help address the
“urgent challenges confronting humanity.” Habermas stated that “the Judeo-
Christian and Arabian traditions” are an integral part of the inheritance of
civilization."**

Christians are to be actively pursuing works of social ministry (Mt 25:31-40).
Active engagement with the world in which they live illustrates the Christian’s love
and concern for the well-being of others. Helping at neighborhood food-shelves,
serving as an elected government official, volunteering at a teen shelter, and
supporting Lutheran World Relief are examples of things that can be done. The love
of Christ constrains us to do these things because we are our brothers/sisters keepers
(Gn 4:9).

Christians also need to cultivate loving and caring relationships in their
congregations and in other forums.'® A Christian community into which people
outside the faith can be warmly welcomed provides a loving witness to the Christian
faith. Thus, Christians are to be actively involved in their congregations and in their
communities.*?

Christians should avoid thinking that all atheists are immoral and incapable of
good. Our Confessions praise the civic righteousness of those without faith in God—
people who attempt to live moral lives, be good parents to their children, honest
citizens, diligent workers, individuals who are concerned about helping others,
protecting the environment, and the like (Ap 1V, 24, 27; XVIIl, 4). Christians should
commend such good works whenever they are found.*?

Not all atheists desire the eradication of religion or religious belief. There are
those atheists who believe that religious faith is a positive in society and who also
defend religion and its existence.®® Furthermore, Christians should understand that
atheists are engaged in apologetic discourse to win human hearts and minds for their
position. Thus, Christians should be actively engaged in the apologetic enterprise as
well.

Christians have stood and continue to stand before an urgent task: to
understand the biblical message as a whole, as a work of one God of
history—the Creator, Redeemer and Sustainer/Sanctifier of all reality. One
must gain a complete picture about God’s actions, about His work of
redemption and sanctification, about His will for the redeemed people of
God and the whole world. One must make sure that he or she comprehends
where the essence of the Gospel lies, and who exactly is this glorious and
gracious Lord that the Gospel witnesses to. This fulfills the task of
systematic theology, Christian apologetics, homiletics, and Christian
witness in general.*?°
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Christians should be taught to understand that God’s Holy Spirit is their helper
in all that they do. They are not living and witnessing using only human power.
God’s Holy Spirit helps us to live our faith and witness it to the world. Christians
should also remember that reasoned discourse will only go so far. The primary
message that the Church has for the world is the saving Gospel of God’s love for all
sinful human beings in Jesus Christ. This blessed Gospel of justification by grace
through faith without the deeds of the Law is the only thing that will change hearts
from unbelief to faith. Neither human reason nor the Law will change anyone’s heart
or mind in matters religious.

Christ died for all. Christ loves all. Christ desires the salvation of all. Christ
wants His followers to show love and respect to all. God encourages His people to
engage in loving reasoned dialogue and discussion: “Come let us reason together” (Is
1:18). Christians are to love their neighbors as much as they love themselves (Mt
22:39). Christians are also encouraged to always be ready to share the reason for the
hope in Christ that exists within them: “Always be ready to give an answer to
everyone who asks you to give a reason for the hope that you have. But do so with
gentleness and respect” (1 Pt 3:15). Christ’s love and salvation are for all people. As
Christians live the spirituality of their religious faith in their daily lives, the love of
God in Jesus Christ is communicated by their words and their actions, so that living
in the light of Christ, people give glory to the Father in heaven (Mt 5:16).

Endnotes

' This is an exhaustively annotated essay. For that reason, we have posted these valuable
resources on the Lutheran Society for Missiology’s Web site (http://Isfm.global).
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