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 Chapter One - THE LAND
OF NO GOD


In the
beginning there was the Word, and the Word was ....

… atheism …

The
popular image of modern, western society is of man as an
individual, divorced from all other elements of his society and
nature, and armed only with his own intellect and free will. He
perceives himself as the ultimate expression of evolutionary
advancement in a universe without God. Such an attitude was
notoriously expressed in recent years by Margaret Thatcher's
declaration that there is no such thing as society. In such a
statement we see the primacy of the individual; an entity in his
own right, and much bigger in himself than the sum total of the
reactions of the 'society' of peers he belongs to. Whilst many
people who hold such views concerning society may well declare
their belief in God, the basis of such views can be found in a
train of thought known as atheism.

Atheism
itself can be split into three distinct categories. Most of us
appreciate atheism as a blank denial of the existence of God. Such
a view was expressed by Karl Marx, who viciously attacked religion
at every turn, classing it as the 'opium of the people'. It was a
requirement of his dialectical materialism through which his view
of communism was expressed in his 'Das Kapital.' Religion and
communism could never mix as it caused a clash of loyalties within
the individual and dictatorial communism could not allow that.
However, we also have sceptical and critical atheism.


Sceptical atheism does not, necessarily, deny the existence
of God. Accepting that the mind of man is finite and incapable of
grasping ultimate knowledge, this approach argues that we are
incapable of theorizing properly upon His existence or
non-existence. As such, the question becomes pointless, leaving us
free to ignore Him.


Alternatively, critical atheism holds that the evidence for
God is inadequate and cannot be proved one way or the other. Hence,
as the concept can only be unproven, man's intellect can rise above
the concept and discount Him.


In such
views, we can trace the roots of atheism. Prior to the Renaissance,
western culture was based predominantly upon the existence of God.
Society was seen as a preparation for eternal life upon death.
Christian authorities regulated European society and learning, and
even a monarch only ruled by virtue of 'Divine Right'. However, the
explosion of art and learning during the Renaissance led to a
rejection of the existent knowledge as the only system of
thought.

Such a
revolution led to a movement known as Humanism, where human affairs
in THIS world gained predominance over other-worldly preparation.
Such a view of life had not been known since the later periods of
ancient Greek society. But now, suddenly, Classical texts were
examined from this earlier period, and the European became inspired
by the unique curiosity of the Greek philosophers. Man had an
intellect of his own, and soon his intellect birthed the
sciences.

Whereas
religion demanded unquestioned belief, man's new-found curiosity
caused him to think for himself. Scientific materialism had burst
upon the world, and with it, unquestioned belief
disappeared.

Whilst
scientific materialism is still as prevalent today as it has been
for the last four hundred years, the height of the scientific
revolution came with Sir Isaac Newton's 'Principia', and his
understanding of universal gravitation. In scientific terms, Newton
offered an understanding of the universe as a predictable mechanism
which held no room for God. The mechanics of the universe were
within the universe itself - they were self-perpetuating and didn't
require an over-seer. God still had a role in creating the universe
in the first place, but upon creation He made Himself
redundant.

Where
religious belief filtered down to regulate society, so, too, with
scientific materialism. Scientists replaced priests; science
replaced theology. Hence, it was a logical progression of human
intellect that scientific certainties would impinge upon
philosophy.



Principle among such philosophers of the time was the 18th
century Scot, David Hume. In his 'Treatise On Human Nature' he
reconciled the new scientific thinking into a Godless philosophy.
He saw human intellect in mechanistic terms that echoed the cold,
mechanistic universe. Intellect, to him, was a process of
impressions and ideas. We observed things and built impressions of
them, which formulated into the ideas in our heads. Furthering the
empirical approach devised by philosopher John Locke, the process
was based purely upon our perceptions. As to our understanding of
religious belief, although not a complete atheist, he discounted
God as a simple mental habit with no place within the
intellect.

Hume
was, however, the philosophical expression of atheism. Helping to
establish an empirical science of man, many philosophers were
appalled by the clinical coldness of his works. He had devised a
system of intellect which made God as redundant in the mind of man
as He had become in the universe. Atheism was gaining ground as the
natural way that man should think.

Put
bluntly, scientific knowledge had destroyed the evidence for faith.
However, in the 19th century the Dutch philosopher, Soren
Kierkegaard, began to mount an attack.



Kierkegaard argued that the impossibility of proof for God
was the whole point of faith. Man could not use his intellect to
rationalize the concept because in an intellectual sense God was
not a reasonable proposition. One could not learn to be a
Christian. A man had to BECOME a Christian. The impossibility of
faith was the whole point, for being a Christian was not a soft
option. It involved the rejection of all other points of view,
including the intellectual. Belief, decided Kierkegaard, was a
specific act of 'choice'. The implausibility of the existence of
God was at the heart of faith in Him.

Such
ideas removed belief in God from all philosophical and scientific
debate. The meaning of God became pointless to anyone except a
believer in God. And the believer believed because he had made the
choice to believe, end of story. But, unfortunately for God, such
ideas conflicted so much with existent rationality that they never
became popular.

But one
element of Kierkegaard's work did - the power of choice. For as
well as choosing belief against all rationality, a man could also
have the choice to reject God. Such a choice became the most
blatant expression of radical atheism, which eventually manifested
in the popular, modern atheist branch of the philosophical system
known as Existentialism. In attempting to save God from science,
Kierkegaard brought out the philosophical credentials of atheism.
But what does existentialism say about man?


Philosophically, atheistic existentialism sees man as a true
individual armed only with his ability to choose. Such choices
allow him to renew himself each day, for he is the only concept
within the universe that holds meaning. Such meaning is entirely
personal. The existentialist is his own hero; the only self-created
entity in existence, free of outside morality or influence. Man had
become free to 'do his own thing'. He and he alone was responsible
for his own life and held no responsibility for others. He could do
as he chose without falling back on God or society for guidance or
permission. Narcissus, the mythical youth who fell in love with his
own reflection, became the symbolic idol of the age; and
narcissism, the excessive and erotic interest in one's own body and
personality, the cultural expression of our times.

Atheism
can here be seen for what it really is; a huge boost to the human
ego, placing man, the individual, supreme in the universe. The
concept becomes a glorious announcement of the arrival of man at
the pinnacle of evolution. Man, the concept, is above all else. He
is what the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche called the
'Superman'. He is the only thing that can possibly hold meaning.
But what did the concept mean in terms of the psyche?


The
father of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud, came to the conclusion
that life is an unnatural event in an uncaring universe. The goal
of all life is death. And what of death? If we, as individuals, are
the only expression of meaning in the universe, then we are the
only self-aware 'being' in the universe. Hence, we come from
nothingness, and eventually we return to nothingness when we
die.

Such a
view was expressed by the 20th century spearhead of existentialism,
the French writer Jean-Paul Sartre. Classing man as a 'useless
passion' he wrote, in 'Being and Nothingness': '… it is meaningless
that we live and meaningless that we die.' Atheism had become the
cultural expression of scientific materialism, and such enquiry had
taken God out of the universe, and with it order, benevolence and,
most importantly, meaning, had disappeared - which gave the
universe no purpose in creating man in the first place. Man's very
existence had therefore become 'absurd', with no possibility of him
ever grasping a wider meaning than himself, alone in darkness and
chaos.

But of
course, man is not alone; is not unconnected from either his
universe or society. I am the result of an amalgam of the genetic
structures of my mother and father. Such genes produced the colour
of my eyes, my height, my stature. I am more than the meaning of
myself, but a continuance of the meaning of my parents. In my blood
I have iron. But it is not my iron. It was cooked in stars billions
of years ago and released through supernova, and will exist within
the universe for billions of years after my passing.

The iron
in my blood is proof of my physical connection with nature. At the
moment of writing these words I am sat at my laptop, transferring
my thoughts to cyberspace. I am a writer because I am an observer.
I observe society and analyse such society's interactions. A man of
apparent inconsequence carries out an action within society. I
observe the action and learn a little of human behaviour. His
action has transferred his meaning into my mind. The action is of
consequence to my thought processes and helps to shape them. He has
therefore helped to shape what I write. You are reading what I
write, and if I'm successful, MY meaning will be transferred to
your mind and will cause YOU to react in society and be observed.
Society becomes inter-active, providing thousands of meanings for
thousands of people to observe and digest. Society is an amalgam of
all our actions and meanings, and therefore holds a consensus of
meaning in itself. And that meaning is our culture. And such
culture is a total denial of atheism. Culture is a product of the
interactiveness of lives, and is, in itself, a higher entity, a
higher meaning, than the individual.


God had
the audacity to place Himself above human intellect. But in
granting us the power to reason, He was doomed to failure. The
human ego would inevitably be victorious. But maybe God should have
a little 'g'. Maybe God was not existent as Christianity believed.
Maybe God was a cultural expression of a previous society, devoid
of intellect and reason and unable to stay sane within an awesome
universe without His guidance and benevolence.

If so,
we can see why intellect had to banish this cultural God. He was an
inhibitor of reason, of advancement, of cultural progression. But
perhaps it is time to realize that in banishing the concept of God,
we also have the intellect to understand and appreciate the
connectedness, the wider meanings, hidden the under the
monotheistic veneer. Such meaning need not degrade our reason, but
enrich it, allowing us to appreciate our wider loyalties to each
other, whilst retaining our interest in our body and
personality.

In other
words, we have advanced through the dual notions of blind belief
and rational inquiry, but neither seemed to offer the possibility
of a valid role for man. It is time to realize this and use our
intellect to provide a workable, liveable balance within an
acceptable appreciation of God.


 Chapter Two - WHAT'S IT
ALL ABOUT?


Of all
the mysteries the greatest is who we are. And from the time that
man began to think, answers had been created from the second
mystery - the nature of religion. It has been a puzzling and often
vicious circle, for you cannot answer a mystery with a paradox.
Indeed, some would argue it is sloppy thinking that the second
could ever answer the first. So why, for millennia upon millennia,
have we tried to grasp the answer from religion?

Ovid
provided a remarkably modern answer in the 1st century: 'It is
convenient that there be gods, and, as it is convenient, let us
believe that they are' (Ars Amatoria). This is certainly not sloppy
thinking from Ovid, but it indicates that sloppy thinking is
endemic to the subject in the people. Seventeenth century
mathematician Blaise Pascal saw the problem of religion in terms of
probabilities, arguing that it is wiser to bet on God existing
rather than on His not existing. If we DO meet God upon death, then
we were right; if we don't, then it doesn't matter anyway, because
we would then have no existence to worry about.

A
contemporary of Pascal's, Robert Burton, said: 'One religion is as
true as another' (Anatomy of Melancholy, 1621). Such a statement
seems to be confirmed by the remarkable similarity in the
fundamentals of religion once a particular culture's expression is
removed from the basics. But the statement offers us nothing in
terms of understanding. However, in 'Hebrews', the Bible itself
offers a helping hand for understanding, by saying: 'Faith is the
substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not
seen.'

This can
be seen as giving a psychological basis for faith and religion.
Basically, without it, what do we have to give us comfort and
guidance. Yet so often, when we rely on religion for comfort and
guidance, we construct a system that turns comfort into tyranny and
guidance into demands. As the philosopher David Hume remarked: 'In
all ages of the world, priests have been enemies of liberty'
(Essays, Moral, Political and Literary, 1875). But is this a
criticism of religion, or a criticism of what people do with
religion? As Karl Marx made clear: 'Religion ... is the opium of
the people;' it is the reason for this and the reason for that in
human terms; a need to be fulfilled, a direction to be taken - but
is this the fault of religion itself, or the human interpretations
placed on it? Indeed, is there a religion in itself, or could it be
that religion is nothing more than human interpretation - a
completely human construct in which Man is not made in God's image,
but God in Man's?


Whatever
the truth of the above, man has felt adept in making of religion
what he will, for in a universal declaration of all religion that
man will not kill, man has proved that to prove his religion he
will. Perhaps the problem here was identified by Jonathan Swift:
'We have just enough religion to make us hate, but not enough to
make us love one another' (Thoughts on Various Subjects,
1711).

Why is
this? Is religion too exacting? Does it demand too much from us? G
K Chesterton often thought so. That's why he wrote: 'The Christian
ideal has not been tried and found wanting. It has been found
difficult; and left untried.' (What’s Wrong With the World, 1910).
Which leaves another puzzling paradox that answers nothing. If
religion is truth, then we are not up to it. If, on the other hand,
it is a human construct, then we ask too much of ourselves. But is
not perfection a worthy goal to work for?

Shelley
wrote that religion was: '... the dust of creeds outworn'
(Prometheus Unbound, 1820). In a poetic way he was saying that by
the time a religion is accepted by the people, it is old hat. It
has the morality and knowledge of a past time with little to tell
us of contemporary affairs. Which may well be true, but isn't it
the case that to know the now, we must place it in respect of the
past?

This is
the essence of the world of the historian - to place the present in
terms of the past, and from thence, to hand the whole to the
moralizer and politician to guide us into the future. In this way,
religion and its myths is a form of history with that added touch
of magic. And do we not all need a little magic in our
lives?

Of
course we do. Normal life is essentially a bore, the region of the
brain. Only by the dictats of the heart do we become completely
human. Today the answer of who we are is more a problem of science,
but science has no heart, so can only answer half the human
paradox. Religion may well have left us with severe problems in the
past in terms of politics, but in teaching of love and the role of
man in society, of the possibilities of good and bad, right and
wrong, science can never offer us anything. Science can only ever
answer the question 'how.' It has nothing to tell us of
'why.'

Albert
Einstein was aware of this when he wrote: 'Science without religion
is lame, religion without science is blind' (Science, Philosophy
and Religion, 1941). Perhaps the two are meant to be complementary,
science the stuff of the liberal, chaotic and compartmentalized;
religion the stuff of the conservative, harmonious and holistic.
Maybe that is the problem of history. The two have battled with one
another, one rising supreme at a particular time, when they should
really have been working together. Perhaps we should remember the
east and realize there is no Vishnu without Shiva, no yin without
yang.


This is,
of course, all speculation. But from such musings on religion,
perhaps a systematic religious anthropology and 'science' can be
grasped. At least, this is what this book is about. Maybe religion
is not the great mystery we take it to be. Maybe the answers are
waiting to be found, but not realized because we ask the wrong
questions, begin from erroneous assumptions. For instance, we can
truly blame the later expressions of religion for much of the
wickedness in the world, a wickedness that caused Christians to
slaughter Muslims in Jerusalem and burn suspected witches by the
thousand. But the point is these are later expressions, not initial
creeds.

Is this
relevant? Isn't it a case that a later expression of a system can
be seen as being seeded in its initial conception? Perhaps, but if
such a system involved human interaction, the nature of that
humanity must surely play its part. And the simple fact is that I
cannot think of a single initial religious creed that was not
beauty personified, having within it all the vital elements of love
and social living and worthy purpose.

But as
the religious ideal progresses it also exposes an endemic naivety
that fails to stop the rise of Ego in future leaders who bastardize
the beauty of the beginning into an evil of intolerance and
control. This is the problem of religion - how to take out and live
the religion at its best without allowing its perversion by
politics for the bad. It we can truly come to terms with this
problem, religious intolerance could become a thing of the past,
allowing us to thrive in our Churches, Temples, Mosques, Synagogues
and covens without fear of persecution - or danger of
persecuting.

Many
would, of course, say this hope is repeating the naivety of the
initial creeds, thus condemning humanity to further strife if the
notion was ever to be implemented. But not if, as I suggested
earlier, we ask the right question. But what question should that
be?

Well,
first of all, an indication of what the question is not. It is not
in Judaism, or Christianity, or Islam, or Hinduism, or Buddhism. It
is not asking if they are absolute truths. The question is not a
question to be asked of any single religion. The question is one
that should be addressed to all religions at once. And that
question, as a whole, is why are THEY here? NOT why are WE here,
but THEY, the religions as a whole. For in order to answer
ourselves, we must first answer the expressions to answer the
question. Why do we put religious expressions in place? And the
best way we can search for the answer is to work out a specific
anthropology of religion that can be seen as relevant to all
religions in all times.

If such
a system can be found, then we can dispel naivety and intolerance
through knowledge, NOT of a specific creed, but of the religious
impulse that lies below ALL religious expressions, and is as
relevant to one as it is to another.

For in
doing so, we will not be validating one above another, but all in
equal measure. In other words, we may well be looking for a
fundamental truth, as all religions do, but we will search for this
truth, not in a religious expression as such, but in the specific
nature of the man and god relationship that is shared through
humanity and the known universe.


A
mammoth task indeed, but one that must, at some stage in human
evolution, be attempted. But let us suppose for a moment that I am
successful. Suppose that by asking the right question we can come
to a logical answer to the illogical nature of religion. Suppose a
fundamental truth does exist that no religion correctly grasps.
Doesn't this make all religions a lie, and therefore of no use at
all?


Absolutely not! For the simple fact is that all religions are
a unique form of symbiosis. On the one hand, they would be seen as
reflecting the ideal of a fundamental truth in themselves, and on
the other, they would be seen as a
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