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‘Krish Kandiah presents us with a book that doesn’t pull its punches in suggesting that the way we relate to one another over faith – or the lack of it – often lacks rigour, intelligence and civility. He proposes solutions that challenge and inspire.’

Rt Hon. Tim Farron MP

‘Krish Kandiah is one of the best communicators I know. In this wise and irenic book, born of considerable experience of social work, education and popular media, he offers practical guidelines to move beyond the mutual stereotyping and suspicion that bedevils relationships between Christians and Atheists in an increasingly intolerant, polarised and religiously illiterate Europe.’

Vinoth Ramachandra, IFES Secretary for Dialogue & Social Engagement

‘The debate between believers and atheists can be very fruitful – and usually isn’t. Krish Kandiah has been on the front line of that debate for years and in this scrupulously fair-minded book, he looks at how it goes wrong and how we can move from conflict and complicity to genuinely constructive conversations.’

Nick Spencer, Research Director at Theos

‘Without doubt, we need a better conversation about faith in public life. This clear and accessible book provides an engaging account of some of the key issues. I recommend it warmly.’

Grace Davie, Professor Emeritus in the Sociology of Religion at the University of Exeter UK

‘Both Christians and Atheists are often guilty of wilfully misunderstanding each other. Krish Kandiah’s brilliant book urges both sides to begin a proper conversation. His insightful analysis of the way we caricature each other is combined with a grace-filled approach to seeing the best in each other.’

Justin Brierley, Presenter of Premier Christian Radio’s ‘Unbelievable?’ radio show and podcast

‘With humour, humility, and charity, Krish Kandiah calls us to a better conversation around faith and unbelief. Our society desperately needs such a conversation, and this book might provoke it. I pray and hope that it is widely and seriously read.’

Dr Steve Holmes, Senior Lecturer in Systematic Theology, University of St Andrews UK

‘Krish offers a set of lenses that helps us all see more clearly how to negotiate our way in a complex, faith-shaped world with wisdom and grace. Thoughtfully and provocatively, he invites us to consider commonly held beliefs around Christianity and Atheism through a framework that will help us in our relationships, serve the common good, and protect religious liberty.’

Tracy Cotterell, Managing Director, London Institute for Contemporary Christianity

‘This book is a welcome contribution to the challenging of preconceptions and stereotypes on both sides of the argument. In essence, it teaches us to look for the best in those with whom we disagree, and the world needs to take that on board today more than ever.’

The Rev’d Canon Dr James Walters, Chaplain & Senior Lecturer in Practice, Director of the LSE Faith Centre

‘Can we really value what others value? Krish thinks so, and encourages us to be generous in our understanding of people who believe differently to ourselves. This book is a welcome challenge to complacency on all sides.’

Katie Harrison, ComRes Faith Research Centre

‘A great antidote to the current tide of opinion that religion is to blame for the world’s ills. I like the thesis that Christians and Atheists have more in common than they realise. We should dream as Luther King did that a day will come when we are at peace.’

Rt Hon. Caroline Spelman MP

‘The author of this remarkable book was born into an affectionate family whose religion was Hinduism, but he converted to Christianity. This experience has given him an urge to help our society to develop a way of discussing differences in what we hold to be true in a way that is respectful to one another and encourages freedom of speech.’

Lord Mackay of Clashfern

‘Faith and religious literacy really matter in all areas of public life. Krish very helpfully lays out why this matters for all people, regardless of their particular faith (or no faith). The whole book is grounded in actual experience working at every level of society. Required reading now for all engaging in developing a better public life together.’

Bishop Paul Butler, Bishop of Durham

‘Faitheism demonstrates what happens when those with deep differences don’t talk at each other or past each other, but rather to each other. A winsome model in Christian civility.’

Dr Dan Strange, College Director, Oak Hill College

‘At a time of great ignorance about religious faith, can those with and without faith still live harmoniously together? This illuminating and readable book tries to promote communication and mutual understanding, instead of blank hostility.’ 

Professor Roger Trigg, Senior Research Fellow, Ian Ramsey Centre, University of Oxford

‘Faitheism is both serious and lively, and deeply and movingly personal. My first thought was to recommend it for students, but then I realised the rest of us could also profit from reading it. Do so!’

Michael Ruse, Professor of Philosophy, Florida State University

‘Dr Kandiah tries to prod us into radical commitments toward acting out our Christianity for the greater good.’

Jerry Pattengale, Professor at Indiana Wesleyan University

‘We need to find a way to live together properly, not alongside each other in uncomfortable suspicion. I hope this book makes both sides think very deeply and realise, as they turn the pages, that they are not in fact different sides, but neighbours.’

Isabel Hardman, Assistant Editor, The Spectator
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Introduction

It ended with a vial of poison, a dagger and two young people lying dead. Four hundred years later, the tragic conclusion of Romeo and Juliet cast its cautionary shadow over two more young people. Two people, also from very different backgrounds, yet helplessly in love.

My fiancée and I had found a quiet spot in Shakespeare’s hometown where we could sit by the river, watch the swans glide past, and plan our future life together as husband and wife. Naturally, we wanted a happier ending than the bard had offered.

Our conversation that day worked through our differences one by one. My family were immigrants from Asia; hers could trace their British ancestry back through the generations to the resettlement of the French Huguenots in the seventeenth century. Mine were nominal Hindu; hers were committed Christians. I had grown up in a bustling liberal city in the south of England; my in-laws-to-be lived in a sleepy mid-shire village. Said in-laws both had postgraduate qualifications and earned their salaries in education; my parents were paid weekly – often in cash. And then there was the fact that I was brown – and she was white.

Some family members warned us very clearly that our relationship would never work. Were they right? Or could we prove them wrong, overcome the differences and build a marriage that would last? We began to dig down into the questions they had raised, and many more of our own. Before we left Stratford that day we stopped by a second-hand bookshop and bought a small dusty hardback copy of Shakespeare’s most tragic of tales. Twenty-some years of marriage later our little red copy of Romeo and Juliet still stands on our bookshelf to remind us of those questions, that conversation, and our resolve to make the relationship work even when we didn’t have all the answers.

As the curtain falls on the final and heart-rending scene of Romeo and Juliet, the audience are left thinking: ‘What if …?’ What if Juliet had been better at communicating her plan of faked death? What if Romeo had spent more time making sure he understood the plan? What if they had been able to talk things through with their parents? What if the enmity between these two great families could have been resolved sooner? What if, instead of focusing on their differences, people had recognised what they had in common? What if their common attributes – same language, same age, same hometown, same economic backgrounds, same skin tone – united them rather than differentiated them? What if conflict and tragedy could be avoided and the misunderstandings and miscommunications that generate them could be resolved?

It is this last question that has given this tale of two star-crossed lovers resonance way beyond the time of Shakespeare and the city limits of Verona. Romeo and Juliet, despite its tragic storyline, has been Shakespeare’s most popular play for centuries because we all know a little of the terrible cost of conflict. We all have people in our lives who live and think in very different ways to us. We all experience something of the pain and damage misunderstandings cause us and those we love. The relational breakdown is painful at a micro scale. But our world is also reaping the whirlwind of relational breakdown at a macro scale. When we look at the overall picture of global conflict, we have to ask ourselves: what if there is a better way to handle our differences?

Recently I have watched two politicians, from different ends of the political spectrum, being told on a national television news broadcast that their faith was not acceptable in public life. The interviewer forcibly suggested that what they believed about God and the world should be kept personal and private, as those beliefs would negatively influence their ability to govern fairly. Imagine someone telling a politician that their skin colour, their gender or their sexual orientation might negatively influence their ability to do their jobs. Thank goodness that our culture now recognises such assertions for the prejudice and ignorance they are. But when it comes to issues of faith, we often do not recognise the biases that still exist. It is time to figure out how to become a genuinely inclusive society on all fronts – including that related to faith or no-faith.

Faith and Atheism1 seem diametrically opposed to one another; they are definitely not what anyone would call a match made in heaven. Like the fictional Capulet–Montague feud, there is a whole history and heritage of conflict, misunderstanding and even violence between devotees of the two groups, as well as a trail of victims left in their wake. Believers and Atheists are not supposed to get on. And yet, in marriages and homes and streets and workplaces and communities across the world, there are those from both camps who are avidly trying to build deep and meaningful relationships across the divide. Maybe it is time to sit down by the river, metaphorically speaking, and talk through our differences openly and constructively. Might it be possible to raise the questions, and seek out ways to build positive and strong relationships with those around us? Could honest and authentic conversation lead to us not only believing the best about each other, but also believing the best for ourselves?

But what if you identify with neither group? Think about the audience at a Romeo and Juliet play. None of them are Capulets or Montagues. However, despite not belonging to either house, they are drawn into the story, they identify with the protagonists, understand something of the conflict, feel something of the pain, and empathise with Romeo and Juliet as they seek reconciliation. Similarly, those of us reluctant to be identified with Christians or Atheists are not excluded from the conversation. In fact, you may have a unique perspective to bring to the table. 

According to the Pew Research Center,2 one of the fastest-growing religious group in the world are called ‘nones’. They are the second-largest ‘religious group’ in North America and much of Europe. They are a diverse collection of people, that includes agnostics and Atheists as well as those who have an eclectic mix of spiritual and religious beliefs but don’t identify with any particular faith group. They are caught in the middle of the public war of words between Christians and Atheists. If this group describes you, then this book may help you not only to understand the viewpoints of the committed Christians and Atheists in your personal and professional life but also to uncover how their worldviews are intrinsically linked to your own.

There is perhaps an opportunity here, not only to forge a new relationship with those we have traditionally been in conflict with, not only to check our beliefs and values through rigorous field-testing, but also to achieve something even more significant. In the past twenty years there have been huge leaps forward in the way society regards people of different race. There has also been huge progress in the gender-equality debate. What if now we can apply the lessons we have learned in accepting and valuing those of differing cultures to those coming from very different faith positions?

In our divided world, how can those with and without faith and everyone in between learn to get along? More than that, how can we live well together? In our ‘faitheist’ world, significantly shaped by both the spiritual and the secular, is there, in fact, more that unites us than divides us? Can we not only make peace with each other, but also help make peace for each other? Can we discover principles that could help people with all sorts of different beliefs and values find a way to relate and live well together?

Maybe you are an Atheist and you have a colleague at work who is a Christian. Or vice versa. Although officially you both speak the same language, perhaps you have noticed that you seem to talk at cross-purposes on a whole range of issues. Offhand comments and opinions pique or rile you. What if these differences could make your relationship not more awkward, but more authentic? What if these differences, instead of making your workplace less friendly and less productive, could actually enhance your working environment and bring better collaboration? What if these differences could strengthen instead of undermine your own beliefs?

Maybe you are a Christian and your spouse is an Atheist. Or vice versa. You love each other deeply but you avoid talking about anything faith-related because it always seems to stir up controversy. So a vital part of your life and identity and values goes unshared between the two of you. What if there is a way not only to acknowledge these differences, but also to enjoy robust discussion, find meaningful common ground and strengthen the relationship? What if more authentic discussion can produce a more authentic faith and a more authentic marriage, and even a more authentic home that truly is welcoming to all?

Maybe you are uncertain. Perhaps you consider yourself spiritual but not religious, or you are simply undecided. You know Christians and you know Atheists, but you are unwilling to join either camp. The war of words between committed Christians and ardent Atheists puts you off getting involved. You may feel you have found the sweet spot, or you may feel you are wandering aimlessly around a dangerous no man’s land. So, what if there is peace to be made, or truth to be found, or common ground to own?

Aiming to be accessible to all, Faitheism assumes little or no understanding of either Christianity or Atheism. This book is organised into short chapters that demonstrate a simple method of communication and understanding relating to some crucial areas of life together. By tackling head on the traditional areas of greatest conflict, we can see most clearly the advantages of a new conversation for everyone. The skills and principles that are explored in these ten chapters are applicable in a myriad of complex and contentious issues that are beyond the scope of this book.

The Conversation Matrix

Faitheism is based on the best thinking in the new area of ‘faith literacy’, a field that is helping to build bridges in an age of increasing polarisation in society. In an engaging manner, this book will challenge us to find a deeper understanding of our own worldview, build better relationships and create more productive collaborations with people who do not share our view of life, faith and the universe.

I have spent a lot of my time in professional and public discourse facilitating and mediating conversations between Atheists and Christians and people of other faiths, and find that time and again I come across similar challenges and controversies. Faitheism offers a framework for secular and sacred interaction that is much needed at a time of great political, economic, and cultural division and confusion in the world.

As a member of the Standing Committee for Religion and Ethics at the BBC, I have witnessed the struggle broadcasters face as they seek to represent the breadth of society – trying to offer programmes with religious content, but without offending people who claim no or different religious affiliations.

In my work with social workers, I have seen that although they recognise that people from faith communities often make very motivated, committed and supported carers, they also need to safeguard children against any form of proselytisation, radicalisation or other forms of spiritual abuse.

I have worked with journalists who, despite no formal faith training, face the challenge on a daily basis of sensitively covering global news stories involving people from faith contexts.

I have worked with teachers who are struggling to teach about faith as part of the National Curriculum to an increasingly diverse cohort of students.

I have worked with aid and development charities who are faced with the challenge of seeking to help lift some of the world’s poorest people out of poverty and yet wanting to honour and respect their religious backgrounds, values and dignity.

I have worked with the Home Office as the charity I founded seeks to provide carers for thousands of unaccompanied refugee children who are fleeing religious persecution and violence, and whose beliefs need to be protected once they come to the UK. Many politicians face conflicting pressures from those who are suspicious of faith and the harm it could do, and those who are motivated by their faith to do good and build a caring society.

I work with medical professionals who frequently come across a huge range of practical, social and ethical dilemmas when it comes to treating people of different faiths.

In the consultation and facilitation I have led around faith, conflict and literacy, it is clear that a new framework is needed to enable professionals across the board to promote constructive collaboration and defuse situations that could otherwise escalate into significant conflict. But help is just as badly needed for many of us in our everyday lives.

Our family regularly welcomes foster children from Muslim, Hindu, Christian and Atheist backgrounds into our home, and we are often faced with the personal challenge of how to make each one of them feel welcome, and how to take seriously all of their needs, whether emotional, physical, social, cultural – or spiritual.

Those of us who offer comfort to a grieving relative or who discuss current affairs across the garden fence may well benefit from thinking through some of the personal, relational and cultural challenges and benefits of faith literacy.

Couples who span the Atheist–Christian divide may benefit from richer and healthier communication.

Facing up to this challenge could help us appreciate the life-choices our children or grandchildren may be making.

Faith literacy will help us when, in our book club debates or amid our running group banter, questions of life, the universe and everything suddenly catch us off guard.

It will help us keep the courage of our convictions without losing our friends – or our jobs – in the process.

Equality and diversity training is important, but it is not without difficulty when it comes to faith. For that matter, both halves of the term ‘faith literacy’ are disputed. Most obviously, for some the term ‘faith’ relates to irrational and unjustified belief, while for others it means warranted, committed belief. Faith, for some, means a low-level thing, to do with tradition and cultural family background, while for others it represents a 24/7 devotion that impacts on everything they do. For some, the word ‘faith’ represents a radical cause to unite behind and effect positive change in society; for others, it is inseparable from radicalisation that brings aggression and violence that seeks to damage society. We will look at the nature and origins of personal belief commitments more closely in Chapter 1, and the outworkings of those commitments in subsequent chapters. For now, it is worth noting that even using the term faith can be provocative and misleading.

But not only is the term ‘faith’ contested, the term ‘literacy’ also carries a spectrum of inference. Literacy relates primarily to the ability to read or write, but in recent years the term has come to take on a wider remit. When we speak of ‘computer literacy’, ‘media literacy’ or ‘political literacy’, we mean the ability to understand, interpret and act competently within these differing spheres of understanding. For example, we all recognise the information revolution that has taken place since the invention of the Internet. While I would not expect someone who was deemed computer literate to know everything about everything when it comes to this information revolution, I would expect a certain level of competency in using electronics: managing communication between different devices, or recognising and understanding messages on different social media platforms. We live in a world where the majority of the population adhere to or affiliate with some form of religion. We live in a culture where faith has played a pivotal role in shaping our art, literature, music, laws and politics. Being faith literate does not mean knowing every chapter of the Bible and every sura of the Qur’an, but it does mean being able to recognise the ways that faith impacts the people we interact with day to day and being aware of when our own beliefs and assumptions might prejudice the way we relate to them.

When I was at school, it was normal for me to be called ‘Paki’ or to be told to ‘go back home’. I got used to being asked if my mother had left me out in the sun for too long or forgotten to get the shower fixed. Although this kind of language was normal both inside the classroom and outside on the school playground and football pitch, I cannot remember a single occasion when a teacher intervened. One teacher told me in front of the whole class that the reason I was so bad at swimming was because I was brown. No teacher would get away with that nowadays: racially offensive language and prejudice is taken very seriously in our schools today. What happened? How did this change take place? We became aware of our racial bias, we became race literate. Something of the same revolution needs to take place when it comes to our understanding of faith and Atheism.

I have had the opportunity to help a wide range of medical professionals, academics and social workers work through these issues, and have developed a model that can be broadly helpful as a starting point.

The model I have called the ‘Conversation Matrix’ recognises that understanding of others relies fundamentally on good communication. This goes back to the Romeo and Juliet dilemma: if only they had been able to communicate better what they were doing (and why and when and how), the tragedy could have been averted. In today’s world our conversation is more multi-modal than ever. The means and the media of communication are increasing, with different modes of etiquette in different environments and platforms; and the complexities of social diversity add an extra dimension. Good communication across contextual divides is vital. When it comes to conversations between those who believe and those who don’t, this matrix can help us see where traditionally we have gone wrong and where, potentially, we can change and improve the way we interact.
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The four quadrants in the diagram above offer four different modes of conversation: collision, collusion, contention and collaboration. When it comes to interaction between Christians and Atheists, there are plenty of examples of all four of the above modes in historical and contemporary practice, as we will see. As we determine to find ways to improve our conversations, each chapter will demonstrate ways to move them towards the constructive and cooperative ends of the scale. I am not suggesting that there is no room for conflict, as I believe that occasionally conflict can be useful. But when conflict has been the predominant basis of interaction between Christians and Atheists, it is surely time to shift our focus onto alternative, mutually enriching models of conversation.

Let me use an everyday example of how the quadrants of this Conversation Matrix can help us analyse interactions. Imagine I discover my teenage son has broken the laptop I bought him for his birthday. I am sure you can picture the scene. I accuse him of being negligent or clumsy or of downloading risky software. He claims it is not his fault and accuses me of jumping to conclusions. I begin pressing buttons in a bid to reboot it. He tells me I am making the problem worse and he will sort it out himself. This is collision. Our conversation is terse and difficult. Our relationship, like the laptop, is broken.

One way of fixing our relationship might be to avoid talking about fixing the laptop ourselves, and instead to think of an alternative way forward. If we were to report the laptop to the insurance company as stolen, then eventually the computer could be replaced at minimal cost. This is collusion. The relationship is more important than anything else, and the problem – the broken laptop in this case – can be dealt with in a dishonest or dismissive way in order to protect that relationship.

Another member of the family refuses to let us compromise our integrity on this occasion and challenges us to sit down again and talk about fixing the laptop. We want to find a solution but our ideas are very different. I want to phone a friend. My son wants to consult YouTube. I want to restore it to factory settings. He wants to rewire the motherboard. Although we have very different approaches, there is at least a basic agreement that there could be a way forward that would result in fixing the laptop, even though it remains broken for the time being. This is contention. We present our disagreements and opinions, perhaps even quite forcibly, while still protecting some level of the relationship by listening to the options and working towards an agreed common goal.

The optimum way forward, collaboration, is when we put all our ideas on the table without recourse to fighting, and slowly and systematically work together until we find and agree on a solution. After a few days, with various phone-calls and lots of googling, not to mention a trip to the local hardware store and considerable perseverance, we have a result. The laptop is fully functioning again. Not only that: my relationship with my son has been strengthened as we have spent time problem-solving in a constructive, meaningful way. We look back and laugh together at the mistakes we made and the blows we almost came to. And we celebrate our achievement all the more, because of the time and effort that went into it.

This simple example can help us see how there are choices in the ways we communicate that can lead to radically different outcomes. We cannot assume there is no difference between Christian and Atheist approaches to life. But we do not have to stop being true to our core convictions in order to find a way to talk and work together. There will be times when we will collide, but collision does not have to be the end of the story.

Instead of a broken laptop, imagine the problem to hand is a nuisance neighbour who needs dealing with, a funeral that needs planning, a vote that needs casting, a child that needs disciplining, a complex ethical decision that needs making. In each case the Christian and the Atheist viewpoints could be set to collide. I am not suggesting those involved sit down and contemplate the four quadrants before they proceed. This framework is not supposed to constrain or in any way manipulate conversation. However, an awareness of alternative approaches to interaction may enable us to better engage with people we know and love. It can help us to check our own standpoint more honestly, relate to one another more deeply, and work together more constructively.

Before we look at some examples of how these interactions could work in practice, using some provocative examples, there are seven core assumptions that I want to flag up before we begin.

1. It is worth trying to move from conflict to cooperation in our conversations

Life is complicated enough without unnecessary conflict. Most of us long for better relationships – at work and at home. I have worked in contexts where there is unresolved conflict, and it is toxic not just to personal well-being, but to productivity as well. Many of us will know the pain of conflict in family relationships. Our national news is full of events that arise from political and socio-economic conflicts. On a global scale many people are quick to blame religion as the cause of war and conflict, but, as we will see, this may be to misunderstand how religion functions, as well as the role of secular ideologies. If we can find ways to promote cooperation we have a better chance of resolving misunderstanding and conflict, and making the world we live in a better place.

2. It is worth trying to be more constructive and less corrosive in our conversations

Facing such pressing issues as global poverty, climate change, the AIDS epidemic and the refugee crisis, corrosive attitudes like cynicism, criticism and complaint are a luxury for the self-absorbed. These attitudes rarely lead to activism. In fact, they usually exacerbate the problem. They instil guilt and resentment, and make solutions hard to find, and even harder genuinely to work towards. Sometimes we need to acknowledge when corrosive attitudes have brought unconscious bias into our perceptions, conversations and dealings with others. So many of the problems in our world could be resolved if only we were able to swallow our criticisms and complaints and choose to be more constructive in our conversations. One thing this book is not going to provide is knockdown arguments for or against Christianity or Atheism – but it will seek to blow up some of the prejudices and caricatures on both sides that prevent constructive conversations from taking place.

3. Neither Atheism nor Christianity are going away

The global Christian population is on the increase. According to the best study of its kind, somewhere in the region of 2.4 billion people claim some kind of Christian allegiance, making it by far and away the world’s largest faith, claiming over 30 per cent of the global population.3 According to the same study,4 there are around 136.4 million Atheists in the world, which is about 1.8 per cent of the global population. This dataset counts as Atheists those who specifically marked it on the relevant survey.

Meanwhile, other studies in North America and Western Europe have revealed a growing number of what sociologists are calling ‘Nones’5 – those who tick the ‘none’ box in surveys and polls about religion – many (though of course not all) of whom would also identify as Atheist, but who may resist the very idea of religion as a worthy area of self-definition. The millennial generation are particularly highly represented among the Nones in the West, and some countries claim that up to 25 per cent of their population should be counted collectively as Agnostic, Atheist or ‘None’. An Agnostic refers to someone who neither believes nor disbelieves in the existence of God – practically and etymologically this is the ‘Don’t Know’ category. The term Atheism, though, derives from the Greek, in which ‘a’ means without and ‘theos’ means god. Michael Martin, editor of The Cambridge Companion to Atheism, goes on to distinguish between two types of Atheism: positive Atheism, which refers to someone who believes that there is no God or gods, while negative Atheism refers to those who do not have a belief in God, effectively the Nones.6For the purpose of this book we will generally use broad definitions for both Christians and Atheists, although at times we may need to differentiate groups within the sectors.

Although their global number is relatively small, Atheists have a significant influence on the global media, and in academia internationally. Rather than seeking to deny either the prevalence or significance of Atheism or Atheists, it is important for Christians to recognise and respect them as a growing group with high levels of influence. Similarly, it is important for Atheists to recognise the global and growing Christian population.7 Irrespective of the numbers, Christians and Atheists are both often considered minority groups in the UK, and so it is important not only to acknowledge both groups, but also to protect freedom of speech and conscience and religious liberties in the two communities.

4. We are better together but we don’t have to pretend to be the same

There are many wonderful benefits of living in a pluralist and multicultural society. It is one of the defining features of a modern democracy that as a society we make space for people with different views, customs, languages and beliefs. Indeed, a commitment to protecting the human rights of all members of society irrespective of race, gender, sexuality and religion is a fundamental building block of progressive thought. Most of my friends and colleagues, Atheist and Christian alike, hold these values in high regard.

Hence, I believe that finding a meaningful way for Christians and Atheists to do more than just tolerate each other’s existence but find positive ways to live, love and work together is vital for the flourishing of our society. Nonetheless, the differences between Christians and Atheists cannot be ignored. The very fact that Christians define themselves as followers of Jesus Christ, whom they believe to be God, while Atheists assert that a core part of their identity is centred upon the non-existence of God, makes it hard to imagine two more diametrically opposed positions. Yet it is my contention that most Atheists and most Christians have more areas of shared vision and values than one might expect. Christians would understand this to come from what theologians call ‘common grace’, while Atheists may articulate this in terms of a shared humanity. Either way, despite our differences, there is much to commend a society where both groups can be valued and work constructively together.

5. Atheists and Christians alike have a rationale to work at mutual respect and understanding

Many Atheists express their values in terms of humanism – a belief in the dignity and value of all human beings.8 Christians also believe in the dignity and value of all human beings, based on their belief that each person is made in the image of God. For both Atheists and Christians, these different rationales establish common core values which provide a robust justification for freedom of religion, freedom of conscience and mutual respect, care and tolerance. Sadly, just as it is true that it is easy to point to examples of Atheists who have lived in ways diametrically opposed to these humanist ideals, it is also easy to find examples of so-called Christians who have failed to live consistently with their beliefs about the universality of the image of God in our fellow human beings. But, as we shall see, exceptions do not prove the rule. Following the train of thought of both humanistic Atheism and confessional Christianity leads to a well-grounded expectation that both groups should have strong motivation to work at more constructive and cooperative approaches to engagement with one another.

6. Atheists and Christians have the right and freedom to convert

Respecting the twin values of freedom of conscience and freedom of religion means that both Christians and Atheists can allow the other the right to hold firmly to the convictions they choose and also acknowledge that a change of convictions is permissible. Within robust and respectful conversation between two people of opposing views, there is always the chance that an argument can conclude in the realisation that one’s own views may be misplaced. If there is no room for conversion then there is no true freedom of religion: the ability to change beliefs is included in the very notion of freedom. Therefore, in a free society, it must be acceptable for Atheists to become Christians, and for Christians to become Atheists. In fact, one could argue that ‘conversions’ should be seen as an indicator of a free and cosmopolitan society. Freedom of religion and of conscience cannot mean avoiding conversation on core beliefs, as this would deprive the other person of the ability to make an informed decision based on the totality of the evidence available. Respecting our freedom, however, means that conversation rather than compulsion allows the space and choice to change.

7. We always seek to believe the best

The conviction that all human persons are worthy of dignity and respect, coupled with the conviction that freedom to make an informed decision results from conversation on issues of core beliefs, leads to what I hold to be the central core of all conversation – ‘believing the best’. Believing the best for ourselves means that we remain humble and teachable in our personal search for the truth. Believing the best about another means we continue to treat others with respect, whatever their beliefs, opinions and reasoning. Believing the best about a subject of conversation means there is freedom given to both sides to search out the most coherent, relevant and trustworthy belief system, based on evidence, values and other considerations. There may be persuasion, but never pressure. There may be mission, but never manipulation. There may be conversation, but never compulsion. There may be disagreement, but never disrespect.

 

In a bid to genuinely and meaningfully understand our own views as well as those held by our colleagues and spouses, our neighbours and friends, we will tackle some difficult subjects in this book. Each chapter will begin by myth-busting, taking on a commonly held stereotype of the Christian/Atheist debate. As is so often the case, the stereotypes are far from the whole truth. We
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Hodder & Stoughton is the UK’s leading Christian publisher, with a wide range of books from the bestselling authors in the UK and around the world ranging from Christian lifestyle and theology to apologetics, testimony and fiction. We also publish the world’s most popular Bible translation in modern English, the New International Version, renowned for its accuracy and readability
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