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Prior to the Revolution, people accepted the authority of King and Church. However, there were feelings of great resentment in France due to the behaviour of the monarchy. Marie Antoinette was infamous for her extravagant lifestyle at a time when many poor people were starving. The Church supported the monarchy and tried to repress the resentment of the working classes. This meant that as the Revolution of rebellion against the monarchy began, atheism also began to rise. 
Many people in France wanted to be liberated from the oppression of the Monarch. France’s intellectuals wanted to be liberated from the superstition of the Church. As the world witnessed the Revolution in France, they too began to see atheism as a real alternative to religion. 
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The Enlightenment began in the 18th Century. It was an age where thinkers began to search for truth through reason and rationality rather than religious superstition. After the French Revolution, it became more acceptable to use this rationality to criticise religion.  There were developments in science and empiricism which further weakened religion and strengthened the position of atheism. People also became concerned about the links between religion and evil and sought to reject all moral absolutes. Increased travel to and communication with other countries also led to an awareness of faiths other than Christianity, which greatly challenged the faith and its claim that it had absolute truth. As we will see, all of these things, it has been argued, led to the ‘death of God’.  
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1. In the theological stage, humans seek the causes of events and conclude that events are caused by God.
2. In the metaphysical stage, ideas about God are replaced by natural explanations. 
3. In the scientific stage, the human mind seeks facts which can be observed. (Empiricism)
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2. There was a belief that science had conclusive proof for all of its theories and that religion hides behind irrationality and mystery when faced with this scientific evidence.
3. After Darwin’s theory of Evolution, many felt that religious belief is impossible and that advances in science have thus made atheism necessary. 

In the 18th Century, there had been harmony between religion and science, as Newton’s ideas fit with Christianity’s idea of a God who has created a harmonious universe. However, from the second half of the 19th century, science and religion were in conflict. Victorian Britain was full of scientists who resented the power and influence that the church leaders had. They wanted to be the ones who influenced others. Therefore, they attacked religion and encouraged atheism, forcing religion back from the public domain and allowing it to function only in the private beliefs of individuals. Religion had lost its credibility and, therefore, its influence. 
Science placed great importance on reason, rationality and empiricism (gaining evidence from the senses) and religion was shunned as it appealed to faith rather than reason. 1859 saw the publication of Darwin’s “Origin of the Species” which was used by many scientists in their attempts to destroy religion. In Natural Theology, Paley had argued that God created everything exactly as it exists today, despite suggestions from theologians like Kingsley that He may have created life with the ability to improve itself and change. Paley’s ideas were very popular, with every Cambridge undergraduate being obliged to read Natural Theology in their first year
as an undergraduate. It is, therefore, unsurprising that Darwin’s ideas affected the position of Christianity so greatly. 
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In the 20th and 21st Centuries, Dawkins openly attacked religion, claiming that it had been destroyed by modern scientific thought, particularly the developments in evolutionary biology. He states that there is no longer any need for God, as science can explain things such as the origins of life and the universe without appeal to a supernatural agent. For Dawkins, those who continue to have a religious faith when faced with scientific evidence which counters religious ideas are deluded. 
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Jacques Monod – “Chance and Necessity” (1971)

Monod felt that the developments of natural science have left humans with a purposeless world. Humans must accept the fact that their existence was an accident and learn to cope with this purposelessness without God: “The ancient covenant is in pieces; man knows at last that he is alone in the universe’s unfeeling immensity, out of which he emerged only by chance. His destiny is nowhere spelled out, nor is his duty. The kingdom above or the darkness below; it is for him to choose.” 

Therefore, developments in science have led some people to turn away from God and religion. Scientists argue that their ideas have countered many religious beliefs and so God should be rejected. According to scientists, they have evidence and can demonstrate their ideas through experiments, which religion cannot do. Thus, it is more reasonable to reject religious ideas and support science. For scientists like Dawkins, accepting science leads necessarily to atheism, as there is no longer any need or desire for God. In a modern, scientific ear, religion is seen by those such as Dawkins as “intellectual suicide.”
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As we have seen, after the French Revolution, the great thinkers of the modern world wanted to encourage people to place their trust in reason and rationality, rather than religious authority. They wanted people to believe what they experienced through their own senses rather than the superstitions they were told by the Church. Therefore, the ideas of empiricism flourished. They stated that it is only possible to know something if you have experienced it through one of the 5 senses. As religion was based on faith and trust, rather than fact, it should, therefore, be rejected. 

Enlightenment thinkers, such as Rene Descartes (1596 – 1650) tried to protect religion by using reason and rationality to prove the existence of God. However, McGrath feels that this was a mistake as, “Nobody really doubted the existence of God until theologians tried to prove it.” Those who put forward arguments for God, left Him open to criticism and doubt. The empiricists argued that there was no evidence for God, with later thinkers, such as Marx and Freud suggesting that there was evidence against God.  
After the French Revolution, it became more acceptable to criticise religion. Hume had argued that we could not know that God exists because we have no empirical evidence. Feuerbach, Marx and Freud were able to go a step further, emerging as Enlightenment thinkers who sought to find empirical evidence that religion is false. Marx and Freud in particular, believed that superstitious religion must be rejected so that humans can focus on themselves and find a way to make their lives better.



Karl Marx
Marx expanded upon Feuerbach’s ideas. He felt that humans created God in order to help them deal with the pain and suffering of life. Marx argued that religion is an ‘imaginary sun’ which humans mistakenly believe they must revolve around. Humans must realise that they are the centre of their own revolution. He believed that religion was a tool used by those in power to oppress the ordinary people. Without the ‘intoxication’ of religion, he felt that ordinary people would be able to stand up for themselves and change their miserable lives. 





The Problem of Evil
One of the greatest challenges to faith in an all-powerful, all-loving God is the existence of suffering and evil in the world. After the French Revolution, it became acceptable to question God and so theologians had some difficult questions to answer. How could an omnipotent, benevolent God allow evil to happen? Theologians such as Descartes had highlighted awareness of the problem of evil; in their attempts to strengthen the position of God, they had weakened it. They argued for the existence of a perfect being, but how could an omnipotent, benevolent God allow evil to happen? How could a perfect God create such an imperfect world?

Thinkers, such as Marx, encouraged people to turn away from religion as it not only allowed suffering to take place, but was a method by which the rich could control the poor, stop them from uprising and trying to change their lives. People at this time were focussing on what they could experience; they could experience evil and suffering, but they could not experience a God trying to do anything to relieve this suffering. 
However, as we shall see, the modern world, with its insistence upon reason and rationality rather than religion has allowed atrocities such as the Holocaust to occur. This has led many to reject reason and science and turn back to a spiritual way of life.  
Christianity teaches that there are moral absolutes, for example, it is always wrong to steal. Before the Enlightenment, most people followed these moral absolutes without question. However, as reason and rationality were exalted, people began to question the authority of the Church and sought to work out their own ideas on morality. As suspicion of the Church grew, people began to believe that the Church ordered people to behave in a certain way because it served their interests, rather than because of any commandments from God. Many thinkers, such as the Marquis de Sade, stated that if one is to be happy, one must reject the moral absolutes of religion and focus on one’s own wants and needs.
The Marquis de Sade (1740 – 1814)
In “Dialogues between a Priest and a Dying Man”, the Marquis de Sade argued that humans should obey their natural desires. He felt that humans must reject God so that they can enjoy life and indulge in their vices. 


Friedrich Nietzsche argued that in a modern world where ‘God is dead’, morality will no longer be related to God but to the things that humans need. “Morality is the herd-instinct of the individual.” He believed that there would no moral facts or absolutes, just our interpretations of morality. (See 6. Death of God for more on this)
However, many people in today’s world feel that there is a real lack of morality and may seek to move back towards a religious outlook in order to create a better world. 




“Have you not heard of that madman who lit a lantern in the bright morning hours, ran to the marketplace and cried incessantly, “I seek God” I seek God!” – As many of those who did not believe in God were standing around just then, he provoked much laughter. “Has he got lost?” asked one. “Did he lose his way like a child?” asked another. “Or is he in hiding? Is he afraid of us? Has he gone on a voyage? Emigrated?” – This they yelled and laughed ... The madman jumped into their midst and pierced them with his eyes. “Wither is God?” he cried, “I will tell you. We have killed him you and I. All of us are his murderers. But how did we do this? How could we drink up the sea? Who gave us the sponge to wipe away the entire horizon? What were we doing when we unchained this earth from its sun? Whither is it moving now? Wither are we moving? Away from all suns? Are we not plunging continually? Backward, sideward, forward in all directions? Is there still any up or down? Are we not straying as through an infinite nothing? Do we not feel the breath of empty space? Has it not 

Nietzsche felt that the death of God led to Nihilism – a world with no meaning, which humans have to put their own meaning onto. He felt that this was a terrible thing and predicted that the world would suffer for it. Without God there could be no morality, no judgement of sins or any sins at all. “How much must collapse now that this faith has been undermined, because it was once built upon this faith, propped up by it, and grown into it – for example the totality of our European morality.” (Nietzsche)

For Nietzsche, it was a fact that God was dying. However, he mourned the loss of God and was genuinely troubled at the thought of a world without God. 

Death of God Theology in the 1960s
In order to save Christianity, theologians felt that they must update their notion of God, “[It was felt that] it was only a matter of time before the increasingly faint candle of faith in the West flickered, finally to die. Religion would be eroded, to be replaced with a secular, materialist world.” (Alister McGrath) 
Thomas Altizer’s views on the Death of God were featured in the article in Time Magazine. In “The Gospel of Christian Atheism”, he wrote that, “We must recognize that the death of God is a historical event: God has died in our time, in our history, in our existence.”  He, and other Death of God Theologians, felt that superstition must be taken out of Christianity in order to make it acceptable to modern culture. 

In his book, “Honest to God”, Anglican Bishop John Robinson argued that Christianity needed to get rid of the idea of the God ‘out there’. He also acknowledged that if Christianity was going to survive it must change. He stated that God should be viewed as the ‘ground of our being’ whose revelation comes through culture rather than just through Church and religion. 
Positive and Negative Atheism
Negative Atheism (Weak Atheism): Absence of belief in God or non-theism. It could be argued that many of the thinkers included in this booklet are negative atheists, as they do not state that God does not exist, but have an absence of belief in God. For example, David Hume believed that it was as impossible to prove that God does not exist as it is to prove that he does exist. Therefore, he simply chooses to disregard the question. It has therefore been suggested that Hume was not an atheist in the strictest sense. Likewise, the French thinker Voltaire is often thought to be one of the forerunners of atheism. He stated that religion had corrupted the pure concept of God which can be known through nature and reason. However, he never stated that God did not exist. McGrath therefore argues that Voltaire was a deist rather than an atheist. 

It is also possible to argue that Nietzsche was a negative atheist as he never claims that he is absolutely sure that God does not exist. He simply states that there is an absence of God in the modern world and that it is almost impossible to believe in God. 

Also, the ‘Death of God Theologians’, such as Altizer and Robinson, could be described as negative atheists as they argue that the concept of God ‘out there’ should be rejected. They recognise that the God of traditional Christianity has died. However, some would argue that this is not an atheistic view point, as an atheist would assert that God has never existed, rather than that He once existed and has now died. 
Positive Atheism (Strong Atheism): The position that God does not exist. Positive atheists are absolutely sure that there is no God. Examples of positive atheists would be Dawkins, Marx and Freud. These thinkers believe that the claim ‘God exists’ is totally false and are convinced that there is no God. They feel that there is some evidence which suggests that God does not exist. 


If we look at negative atheism, the absence of belief in a God, we can see that it could be argued that this is not atheism at all. Richard Dawkins would argue that negative atheism is nearer to agnosticism than atheism. He feels that anyone who can categorise their belief in God as ‘very weak’ or ‘very strong’ is an agnostic, whilst only those who can say that they are sure that God does not exist can be called ‘atheists’. Agnosticism cannot be a religion as it is an absence of belief rather than a belief itself. There is no faith involved, but an absence of faith.  
In the case of positive atheism, however, there are, arguably, some similarities between atheism and religion. This is certainly the position of Alister McGrath:

“The simple fact is that both atheism and Christian belief were found to lie beyond the available evidence. The burden of proof is equally distributed between the two. Both could be proposed; both could be defended; neither could be proved.” (Alister McGrath)
Therefore, for McGrath, Dawkins’ view that there is no God is based on the same thing as the Christian view that there is a God: faith. There is no evidence that God definitely exists, but there is no evidence that He definitely does not exist either. So, for McGrath, both Christianity and atheism are world-views which are taken on trust and are not based on any provable evidence. 



The term ‘agnostic’ was first used by Thomas Huxley in 1869. He stated that both theism and atheism were wrong, as there were some questions that could not ever be answered. He felt that neither theists nor atheists would ever be able to prove their ideas to be correct as the existence of God is beyond human knowledge. 


Agnosticism is distinct from atheism, as far from asserting that there is no God, agnostics state that it is as impossible to state that there is a God as it is to state 


 

Modernity – The time of the Enlightenment when people sought to find the Truth through reason and rationality

Postmodernity – The time after Modernity when people began to lose their trust in reason and rationality and yearned for the rekindling of a religious view of life. Postmodernism is characterised by a belief that there is no essential ‘truth’ to the world; the world cannot be known, understood and mastered through rationality and science. There are, therefore, different ‘truths’ and different ways at arriving at these truths. 
Religion and Science
It is possible to argue that science and rationalism do not necessarily have to lead to atheism. McGrath argues that scientists often take things on faith without having conclusive proof which makes science and religion more similar than scientific atheists like Richard Dawkins would have us believe. Some scientists are religious and some are not, but McGrath believes that viewing Darwinism as an ‘intellectual highway to atheism’ is not correct. As Stephen Jay Gould states, “Either half of my colleagues are enormously stupid, or else the science of Darwinism is fully compatible with conventional religious beliefs and equally compatible with atheism.” 


Religion, Evil and Moral Absolutes
As people began to become suspicious of religion in the Enlightenment, many began to think that it could be linked with evil in the world. Some thinkers began to suggest that the rejection of religion was a rejection of evil and the morally corrupt Church. However, the secular world of recent times has seen such atrocities as the Holocaust. Hitler’s regime placed great importance on reason and rationality and shunned any religious morality. This led to genocide. Likewise, Lenin and Stalin killed millions of people in their attempts to get rid of religion. After this, some people began to search for a spiritual way of interpreting the world and to embrace a structured morality once more. They sought religious tolerance and an acceptance of different world-views, rather than one over-arching truth or ‘metanarrative.’

 

John Hick argues that it is now possible to regard Christianity as “One true religion among others” and to acknowledge that, “the same God who saves Christians through the incarnated Christ also saves the Jews through their response to the Torah, and saves Muslims through their response to the Qur’an, and saves Hindus through their response to the Vedic revelation and the various streams of religious experience to which it has given rise, and saves Buddhists through their response to the dharma. This view validates the other world religions as alternative channels or contexts of 

Religion can be seen as a cultural construct. This means that people who are trying to access the Real, or God, use ideas from the culture in which they live in order to do so. This can account for the differences within and between the different religious traditions and can show that they are all working towards the same goals. In this way, they are no longer a threat to one another, but are different ways of arriving at different ‘truths’. No religion is right or wrong, no religion has access to the ‘Truth’ as “there is no Truth, only truths.” (Guinnes) Every person of faith is on a personal spiritual search towards their own idea of truth; how they choose to get there is entirely their own decision. They may decide to stick to one religious tradition, or they may decide to pick and mix their ideas. This idea is sometimes called the religious supermarket as people put ideas from different religious groups into their spiritual ‘trolley’. For example, they could believe in Jesus as the son of God from Christianity, but could also believe in reincarnation from Hinduism. Their religious quest is their own living religion which they choose for themselves through their own ideas and feelings; it is not an intellectual faith which they have to learn about and be taught by other people, such as the clergy. 




The response of Postmodernism and the growth of interest in the spiritual is quite strong as we have evidence for it. There are more people than ever going to Yoga classes, joining meditation groups and reading books from the rapidly growing ‘Mind, Body and Spirit’ sections of bookshops. It seems that people are turning away from the reason and rationality of the Enlightenment and looking for things to help them on their personal spiritual journeys. “Visit any ... bookstore and you will find almost as many books on angels as you will find on how to run the latest version of Microsoft Windows.” (John Caputo)


Are these new religions recognisable? Has Christianity lost its identity with the death of the God ‘out there’? It has had to change very dramatically to attract followers and has become one of many ways to get to many different ‘truths’. Some may argue that it has been so watered down that it is no longer truly Christianity. Also, as believers can ‘pick and mix’ their ideas, it is possible that some followers of religions like Pentecostalism may not actually believe in a God, especially not the God of classical theism. Rather, the followers seem to have taken on God-like qualities, such as the ability to heal. 
Supporters of religion have argued that the rationalism of the modern world should be replaced with religion and spirituality as the modern world allowed evils such as the Holocaust and the religious persecutions of the Soviet Union. However, the Postmodern world has seen religious terrorism such as September 11th. Dawkins thus argues that religion can still be linked to evil and that any sensible person will reject religion. Dawkins’ book, “The God Delusion” was an international best seller, showing that many people are still anti-religion. 

By allowing religious pluralism, encouraging individual spiritual quests and allowing their ideas to be part of a spiritual bag of pick and mix, religious groups are allowing people to move away from their true ideas and values. What once bound religious groups was their sense of identity and community; people believing the same things and performing the same rituals – this has now changed. It seems that religion has 

However, if science can revise its ideas and come up with new theories and the world and its creatures can evolve, is it not also true that religion can adapt to its surroundings? Nietzsche argued that the ‘Death of God’ was a reflection of the culture at the time. Perhaps our new spirituality is the reflection of our culture today. Perhaps cultural shifts in the future will see the reinstatement of the God ‘out there’ and the whole cycle will begin again?



The Rise of Atheism and the Death of God


“God is dead, God remains dead, and we have killed him.” (Friedrich Nietzsche)





The Rise of Atheism


It is generally believed that atheism became a conceivable alternative to a religious outlook on life after the French Revolution of 1789. 








“If any event signals the dawn of the golden age of atheism in the West, it is the French Revolution of 1789. Generations of accumulated popular resentment and intellectual hostility against king and church could finally be contained no longer ... [The storming of the Bastille was] seized upon as an icon of liberation, symbolizing the sweeping aside of an old order based upon superstition and oppression. A brave new world lay ahead, firmly grounded in nature and reason, and equally firmly committed to the liberation of humanity from ‘tyranny’ and ‘superstition’. The wisdom of the day was as simple as it was powerful: eliminate God and a new future would dawn.” (Alister McGrath)





Auguste Comte (1798 – 1857) was a Frenchman who was one of the founding fathers of Sociology. 


Comte argued that human thought goes through 3 stages:


Theological


Metaphysical


Scientific








Alister McGrath: The Twilight of Atheism


McGrath argues that science had an important impact on religion in three ways:


Science was seen as a way to free people from the oppression and superstition of the religious past. Liberation from this oppression can only occur if religion is eliminated.








“One of the most remarkable developments of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries has been the relentless advance of the perception that there exists a permanent and essential conflict between the natural sciences and religion. Science is at war with religion and can only lead to the elimination of religion ... science proves things whereas religion depends on the authoritarian imposition of its dogmas, which fly in the face of evidence. To take the idea of God seriously is to commit intellectual suicide.” (Alister McGrath)





Darwin reluctantly admitted that, “The old argument of design in nature, as given by Paley, which formerly seemed to me so conclusive, fails, now that the law of natural selection has been discovered.” 








“What has theology ever said that is of the smallest use to anybody? When has theology ever said anything that is demonstrably true and is not obvious? I have listened to theologians, read them, debated against them. I have never heard any of them ever say anything that was not either platitudinously obvious or downright false.” Dawkins)





David Hume (1711 – 1776)


Hume is seen as one of the first empiricists. Hume’s books (many of which were published after his death as it was not acceptable, at his time, to speak out against religion), suggested that God could not be said to exist as there was no empirical evidence for his existence.





Sigmund Freud





Friedrich Nietzsche





Karl Marx





“If God did not exist, it would be necessary to create him.” (Voltaire 1694 – 1778)





Karl Marx (1818 – 1883), Sigmund Freud (1856 – 1939) and Friedrich Nietzsche (1844 – 1900) are regarded as ‘Masters of Suspicion’ as they were very suspicious about religion and the effect of belief in God. McGrath argues that Marx and Freud offered ‘scientific’ explanations of religion which caused people in the West to move their trust from religion to science.





Ludwig Feuerbach (1804 – 1872)


Both Marx and Freud were influenced by the work of Feuerbach. In ‘The Essence of Christianity’, Feuerbach argued that humans had invented God. He felt that humans project their ideas onto God. For example, they seek immortality and so create an immortal God. “Consciousness of God is human self-consciousness; knowledge of God is human self-knowledge.“  He believed that humans should destroy this created God in order to escape the oppression caused by religion. (At this time, Germany’s working class were facing extreme poverty whilst the Church enjoyed riches and privileges). 





“Religious distress is at the same time an expression of real distress and protest against real distress. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the heart of a heartless world, just as it is the spirit of a spiritless situation. It is the opium of the people ... The abolition of religion as their illusory happiness of the people is required for their real happiness. (Marx)





Freud


Freud believed that religion was an illusion created in order to fulfil the wishes of humankind. He felt that humans create religion in order to help them to feel less helpless in a harsh world, “Religious ideas have arisen from the same needs as have all the other achievements of civilization, from the necessity of defending oneself against the crushing superior force of nature.” 








“Freud was regarded as having scientifically unlocked the hidden, repressed secrets of the human mind, thus enabling humanity to face its future with confidence and hope – and without religion.” (Alister McGrath)





“Your god is a machine you fabricated to serve your passions; you manipulated it so that it suited them – but the moment it interfered with mine, I kicked it out of my way, and was glad I did so ... Nature shaped my soul, which is the result of the disposition she formed in me while pursuing her own ends and needs. And as she needs vices just as much as virtues, whenever she wanted to arouse me to evil, she did so, just as whenever she wanted a good deed from me, she roused in me the desire to perform one, I just did as I was instructed.” (The Marquis de Sade) 





When faced with religious traditions which were sometimes radically different to Christianity, people began to question whether or not the teachings of Christianity were true. Christianity claimed that there was one God, Hinduism claimed that there were thousands of Gods. Maybe Hinduism was correct and Christianity wrong. Maybe neither of these religions were true. This doubt led some people to reject their Christianity and move towards an atheistic world view. 





Prior to the Enlightenment, Christianity had existed alone as the ‘one true religion’ of much of Western Europe. However, as travel and communication progressed, people became aware of a variety of different religious traditions around the world, all of whom claimed to be the ‘true’ religion. 





Friedrich Nietzsche (1844 – 1900)


“Nietzsche did not form a project to kill God, but found him dead in the soul of his contemporaries.” (Albert Camus) Nietzsche believed that God was being eliminated from culture. He stated that God had become ‘unbelievable’. To illustrate his point, he tells the “Parable of the Madman” who announces to a marketplace that God is dead.  





become colder? Is not night continually closing in on us? Do we not need to light lanterns in the morning? Do we hear nothing as yet of the noise of the gravediggers who are burying God? Do we smell nothing as yet of the divine decomposition? Gods, too decompose. God is dead. God remains dead. And we have killed him.” 








The madman then states that he has come too early, that although God is dying, he is not yet completely dead. 





In 1965, Time Magazine had a cover which contained three words: “Is God Dead?” This issue gave the message of the Death of God Theologians.








“Atheist writers of the 19th Century often defined their position in terms of an absence - rather than a denial – of a belief in God, and argued that the burden of proof lay with those who had faith.” (Alister McGrath) 





Could atheism be classed as a religion?





Characteristics of religion:


Belief in the supernatural;


A distinction between the sacred and the profane.


Having ritual acts;


A moral code;


Prayer and worship;


A world-view;


Faith in something unproven;














things which are ‘sacred’, in that they should be worshipped, although they may have may have things in their lives which are ‘sacred’ because they are special to them. 


There are no rituals associated with atheism, which makes it different to religion. 


Although atheists have individual moral codes, they do not believe that these morals come from a supernatural agent and do not have one moral code which they all follow. 


As atheists do not believe in gods, they do not attempt to pray or worship. As such worship is an essential part of religion, atheists may argue that their ideas are far removed from those of religion.


Atheists argue that they do not have one world-view. All atheists have different philosophies and ideas of life, unlike religious believers who all adhere to the teachings and ideas of their religion.








However ...


Atheists do not believe in the supernatural. As this is the most important aspect of ‘religion’, atheism should, arguably, not be referred to as a religion. 


Religion distinguishes between objects, places, times etc which are ‘sacred’ and those which are ordinary or ‘profane’. This helps them to focus on the supernatural. Atheists do not believe in 





“I invented the word ‘agnostic’ to denote people who, like myself, confess themselves to be totally ignorant concerning a variety of matters, about which metaphysicians and theologians ... both dogmatise with utmost confidence.” (Thomas Huxley)





that there is no God. Both views lack evidence and thus all a human can do, using their reason and rationality, is to suggest that they do not know whether or not God exists. Some have likened this position to that of negative atheism, as thinkers such as David Hume have chosen to ignore the question of whether or not God exists as there is no proof for either position. It is possible for an agnostic to say that it is unlikely that God exists, as Hume suggests, but not that God does not exist, as this would be atheism. 





“The natural sciences may lead some away from God and others to God. But to say that they must do one or the other is to move beyond the legitimate scope of scientific method and to smuggle in religious or anti-religious claims under a pseudo-scientific smokescreen.” (Alister McGrath)





Science and Postmodernism: “Postmodern culture seems fed up with the rather boring platitudes of scientific progress and longs form something more interesting and exciting.” (Alister McGrath) It is argued that humans have become tired of science with its quest for truth and rationality. This has meant that many of the previously damaging criticisms of science which caused people to turn away from religion no longer seem valid and people feel the need for a spiritual aspect to their lives.





“The twentieth century gave rise to one of the greatest and most distressing paradoxes of human history: that the greatest intolerance and violence of that century were practiced by those who believed that religious caused intolerance and violence.” (Alister McGrath)





Religious Pluralism – Although initially, the acknowledgement of different religious traditions with different ideas and outlooks threatened the existence of the different religions, as time went by people began to see that different religious traditions could co-exist quite happily. Aftfer the atrocities of the Soviet Union, they began to see that religious tolerance was very important. People saw that there were similar themes running through the different religious traditions. 





divine salvation.“ In a post-Kantian world, it is possible to see God as the ‘Real’, or the noumenon and the religions as the ‘Real as conceived by the different religious traditions’, or the phenomenon. The different religious traditions can thus be seen as simply different lenses through which people can interpret the Real, or God.  








“Religion shows every sign of adapting with Darwinian dexterity.” (Caputo). John Caputo believes that religion in all of its forms is on the increase. It has had to make some changes to sit more comfortably in today’s world, but organised religion is still flourishing. Many thinkers, including Jung, predicted that the death of God would be followed by His resurrection. Pentecostal Christianity, for example, has spread dramatically in America in recent years. Its focus on a personal God and its experiential forms of worship (speaking in tongues, healings etc) has attracted over 500 million followers throughout the world. 





Unit Summary





The rise of atheism and the death of God


Reasons for the rise of atheism with reference to 


Science


Empiricism


Evil


Rebellion against moral absolutes


Awareness of other faiths


Meaning of the slogan ‘God is Dead’


The nature of atheism


Positive and negative atheism


Distinction from agnosticism


Religious responses to atheism


Postmodernist view of religion


Key ideas of postmodernism


Religion as cultural constructs


No right or wrong religions


Personal spiritual search


The religious supermarket and the pick and mix approach


Living religious rather than intellectual faith.








However, some would argue that the amount of people attending Yoga and reading books on spirituality is not really an indicator of religiosity in today’s world. These activities are clearly removed from traditional religions such as Christianity. People may be trying to find meaning in their lives through embarking on a ‘spiritual quest’, but they still find it unacceptable to believe in God.





been altered and, some would argue, damaged by modern thought. God may not be dead any more, but He certainly looks a lot different than He did prior to the


Enlightenment. In fact, some people who claim to be religious do not really believe in God, but in some ‘truth’ which they can’t really define.








Issues Arising


Is religion in retreat in the modern world?


Is postmodernism an affirmation of religion?


How successfully has religion responded to the challenge of atheism?











