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My Journey to Atheism

I was born an atheist … and so were you.

Like every other newborn mammal for the past 210 million years, I departed my mother’s womb with no prenatally formed beliefs about the world I was entering.

Like most other newborn members of my 300,000-year-old species, Homo sapiens, I was thrust unprepared, as a blank slate, into a social environment where adults held an understanding of their world, uninformed by science, that represented the shared beliefs of their time and place.

By fortunate happenstance, in my case that social environment was a loving Christian family in the rural Midwest of the United States. The year, as denoted in the Common Era’s method of counting solar circuits, was 1945. Had my birth occurred in 3000 BCE in a place that is now called Egypt, Tibet, Peru, Iraq, Zimbabwe, or Borneo, I would not have become a Christian. Even if I had been born in 1945 in any of those places, I would not have become a Christian. The demographic accidents of my birth determined the religion that I acquired from my family, as did yours.

My mother, as her mother before her, was the pianist of our local Methodist church. My grandfather was the choir leader. As a pliant child, I conformed to my family’s implicit expectations of me. I earned and proudly wore a lapel pin awarded by our church for not missing Sunday services for six consecutive years. I learned our hymns and enjoyed singing them with my congregation of co-parishioners. I became a Christian. Indeed, I had never even met a person who was NOT a Christian.

Then, one fateful Sunday in my mid-teens, I met a boy about my age who was the visiting grandson of a family in our community. He told me, boldly and without shame, that he was not a Christian. Indeed, he did not believe in any religion. He gave me a small paperback book, which remains on my bookshelf today, of excerpts of writings by British mathematician, philosopher, and noted atheist, Bertrand Russell. I hungrily devoured that book, intrigued by the discovery that the beliefs I held might be malleable. The moat surrounding my insulated world had been breached.

An epistemological crisis was thereby launched: How could I be SURE my beliefs, mirroring my community’s Methodist doctrine, were true? A Baptist church was located a few miles away, and I knew several fine, upstanding farmer-neighbors who attended it. The tenets of our respective churches differed only slightly, but I wondered why “we” believed in our teachings while “they” believed in theirs. We both were equally confident that we were correct, but both being true was logically impossible if any of those beliefs were mutually incompatible. Someone was wrong, and didn’t know it. How could I KNOW, for sure, that my beliefs were the correct ones? So, I broadened my identity as a Methodist to the more general category, Protestant.

The logical impossibility of mutually exclusive beliefs both being true soon became even more troubling. My questioning progressed to even greater challenges to the religious beliefs of my family. A Catholic church was located a few miles away in Richmond, the largest town in our rural Missouri county. Although I was dimly aware of the general beliefs of Catholics, I recognized that they were VERY different from those of us Protestants. My epistemological crisis deepened. I began to call myself a Christian, no longer specifically a Protestant.

Somewhere along the way, I learned that Jewish people lived in Kansas City, an hour’s drive away, although I had not yet knowingly met a Jew. Knowing little of Jewish faith, yet recognizing that significant seemingly irreconcilable differences defined the ideological chasm between us Christians and those Jews (most significantly, the identity of Jesus), my crisis darkened further. I reluctantly recognized that I had no way of knowing that we Christians were correct, and those Jews were wrong. It seemed everyone grew up believing what their parents taught them, ignorant of the array of alternative religions, one of which might actually be the correct one. Uncritically absorbing my community’s faith was insufficient for my wondering mind to feel confident in the correctness of my beliefs. Blind faith was not enough.

A pivotal moment occurred in my junior year of high school while on the softball field, where, as a non-athletic boy, I was relegated to deep outfield where I had time to think between infrequent calls to action. That moment is seared in my memory. It was a lightning bolt of panic in which I realized that my growing skepticism was leading inexorably to the forbidden question of whether God exists at all. That was a terrifying doubt, a mortal sin, an inexcusable failure of faith. My eternal afterlife dangled by a thread.

My father, an esteemed man in our community, had died a few years earlier. Although I assumed he had been a Christian, he had not been a regular church attendee, and he never led prayers at mealtimes. I dearly longed for his wise guidance through my existential crisis.

My mother was more devout, although not a scaremongering “hellfire and brimstone” fundamentalist. So, I gathered up my courage and asked her about my growing doubts about the most central element of faith – does God exist? Worried for my soul, she tried her best to explain, but was unable to assure me of an affirmative answer. Fearing for my salvation, she referred me to her brother, who had become a Methodist preacher mid-way through a career of farming. Surely, as a “man of God,” Uncle Bob could help me escape hell and damnation. Although caring and compassionate for his struggling nephew, he could offer nothing more than the palliative instruction to have faith. I felt abandoned in my wavering wasteland of faithlessness.

Soon, upon graduation from high school, I went to college (University of Missouri) where I met Catholics, Jews, fellow skeptics, and even atheists. Campus life was a tantalizing island of freethought in an ocean of dogma. I promptly identified as an agnostic, arriving at the conclusion that the answer to the question of God’s existence is inherently unknowable. My relief was palpable upon concluding that a loving God surely would not condemn me to everlasting hell simply for not believing something that was essentially unknowable. All I needed to do was to be a kind, considerate person, as modeled by my loving family – a religion-free ethic that I later learned to identify as “secular humanism.”

Further, I concluded that the love I experienced in my family had nothing to do with their religious beliefs. From my humanist perch, I could see that their humanitarian values were not motivated by a transactional bargain about reward or punishment to be delivered in their imagined afterlife. Rather, their kindness was a feature of our family’s cultural ethos.

Along my educational path as a mathematics major, I took several courses in science. With each horizon-broadening channel into understanding the natural world, my agnosticism tilted further toward atheism. Belief in “supernatural” entities, such as deities and a spiritual, nonmaterial afterlife, seemed increasingly likely to be human inventions, born of scientific ignorance, designed to satisfy psycho-emotional needs.

My wandering academic path eventually took me to psychology, where I remained through the PhD in 1977. My ensuing career firmly consolidated my science-based worldview, my atheistic theology, and my humanist ethics.

Today, retired and well into my eighth decade of life, I am untroubled by theological doubts. My pleasure-reading largely involves science, especially cosmology and its quantum-scale counterpart, particle physics. Taking mind-trips to the edge of the cosmos and beyond, and into the “spooky” (to quote Einstein) quantum world, is all the inspiration I need to rise above humdrum human-scale existence and be lifted to the secular equivalent of “spirituality.” Regular sunset-moments inspire awe and gratitude for the extreme good fortune of my conscious existence in this vast universe of time and space. Those magic moments suffice as my occasional “sweet hour of prayer.”

This slight e-book is my invitation to visit some touchstones I’ve stumbled upon along my journey. May you find your own way.




Haiku quintet explainer: I strive to pack as much meaning as possible into seventeen syllables in three unrhymed lines of 5-7-5 format, adopting the 17th Century Japanese style. Intentionally ambiguous words and phrases prompt the reader to project personal idiosyncratic significance onto the verse (think Rorschach inkblot). Diverging from tradition, and committing other poetic heresies, I compose a quintet of haiku under a single umbrella idea, which, as an ensemble, comprise a narrative theme. A photo or image illustrates and completes the final product. I dub this novel art form “verbal impressionism by curious wordcraft.” Apologies to Basho for my unorthodoxy.
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