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(Cue: Todd Rundgren, “Hello It’s Me”)

It goes like this, pretty much: I like to write fiction. I realize I’m an atheist. I get mad at some Christians. I decide to be an activist. I get less mad. I write Like Rolling Uphill: Realizing the Honesty of Atheism. I get mad at some atheists. I quit atheism. I write fiction. I decide to take said book off the market. Then I decide to release it again because, well, I wrote it and it ought to be out there. I look at it and realize there’s something wrong with it. What was the problem? Well, as I was reading it, I didn’t recognize the author. I’m the author. But I kept saying to myself, “Who is that person?”

The author of the first edition of Like Rolling Uphill is more than ten years younger than I am. She wants to be taken seriously by god only knows who...the world, I guess, but damn it she’s an atheist so that’s not going to happen. She’s had it up to here with being accused of things, labeled incorrectly, and dissed by the religious. She wants to lay it all on the line with the expectation that she won’t have to talk about it anymore afterward. (It worked. Pretty much.) She’s trying to sound conversational...not snooty and intellectual as she often comes across when she writes about the subjects of religion and atheism. She’s trying to be nice. Like, when a nurse has to give you a shot and she gets all, “This might hurt a bit.” It’s fake. It might not have been fake at the time, but it sounds fake now.

I couldn’t just reissue this book with my name on it when it doesn’t represent me anymore. So I decided to write a different book–a wacky memoir of a sort–on growing up and realizing I was an atheist. I thought I’d include the entire Like Rolling Uphill book inside it (at the end, rather), only this time critiqued by me. No, I mean it. A crazy memoir and then this book, totally fisked. But I started on the memoir and realized it just wouldn’t work. The memoir is wild. Uncontrolled. Batshit crazy. And Like Rolling Uphill...well, it isn’t. They don’t go together. I don’t want them together. 

That settled it. I had to release it on its own–a second edition. But I had to put the new me into it somehow. I thought I could just rewrite it. Completely. But I know how that turns out–a completely different book. I wanted to somehow preserve what I wrote back then–who I was and who I was trying to be–and still hack the crap out of it. So that’s what I did. And that’s what you’re going to get: the old me with a stick up her butt and the new me snarking her for it. We should call this, Like Rolling Uphill: Snark Edition.

I’ve also addressed any grammatical, spelling, or factual issues I came across. Nothing major. Silly stuff that drives me nuts. Like the fact that 2003 me was apparently not as enamored with the Oxford comma as I am today. 

Let me apologize in advance for offending you. Christians, believers, agnostics, atheists, anti-semicolonists, anti-exclamationmarkists: sorry about that. No, really. Really sorry. Somewhere inside there’s a sorry part. Oh, and sorry I say, “snap!” a lot. I’m kind of a nerd.
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Chapter One
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To Begin With

––––––––
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I remember well the first time I came out to a Christian family member; my body tingled with fear and my face grew hot. I didn’t know what she would do or say–I didn’t know what I should do or say. I carefully avoided the “A” word, saying simply that I didn’t believe in God. Her reaction was mild surprise and a question: “Are you an atheist?” My response was a mumbled, “yes” followed by weak support for Jesus as “okay by me” thrown in as an apologetic afterthought. [What a coward.] She was curious and open; though she didn’t seem to mind that I didn’t believe, she felt I was wrong and recommended a book on the subject. I agreed to read it and let her know exactly what I thought of it. Big mistake.

Maybe it wasn’t entirely my fault. Perhaps she hadn’t actually read the book she recommended, the one that said atheists were immoral, irrational, hopeless, and depressed. She may not have known it was merely an angry diatribe against nonbelief and instead rather hoped it would lead me to see things from her perspective. But I reacted as if she, herself, had written the book; I was hurt and insulted and let my thoughts be known. [Let my thoughts be known? You can see why I don’t like the original version, right? What I did was write her a series of emails picking apart the books she gave me, telling her in no uncertain terms how wrong and unsubstantiated (love that word) they were (are?). At one point, I think I told her that if her God came down here I’d throw the Bible at him or smack him with it or something. It was good stuff. It just wasn’t the sort of stuff you write to someone you’re related to and might want to chat with at a family get together later. What I should have done was to just nod politely while she was talking about Jesus and sing a song in my head. Cue: The Who, “Baba O’Riley.”] Clue to the clueless: most people don’t really want to know what you think; they want you to think like they do.

Humanity is a silly species. [Really? Silly? How about batshit crazy?] It’s a good feeling to be able to say that now, because for so long I didn’t find anything remotely humorous about it. Early on I thought people were rather stupid, but for the most part well-intentioned. After realizing atheism, I went through a phase when I thought people were hateful, cruel, and ignorant–certain book recommendations didn’t help. I noticed, though, that there were others like me in the world who weren’t fuming...they were entertained. These people watched John Hagee and Benny Hinn for a good belly laugh when I couldn’t stand to listen to them. [I’m talking about my husband here. No ‘people.’ Just him.] I wanted to laugh too; it’s a lot more fun to let the foibles of a silly species amuse you, than it is to be fearful of them. It took me a long time to understand people well enough to laugh, and even now the humor is tempered by sadness. [Yeah, well not anymore. Lesson: a lot of time and continuing education make things funnier than you thought they could ever be. If my fun is tempered by anything, it’s disgust.]

Being an atheist in the United States is like being Neo, walking around inside the Matrix watching all the batteries living their lives believing they see reality. Or, it’s like being Captain Kirk in “The Return of the Archons” episode of Star Trek, puzzling over the behavior of the “followers” of Landru and trying to avoid being absorbed into “the Body.” Sometimes I want to shake the whole of humanity and scream, “Wake up!” But it wouldn’t work because what they’re doing is natural to them; it’s a part of what makes them human. [I don’t agree with that–not exactly. I bet I only said it to be nice–to not offend believers, make them think I’m okay with it and I’m not going to scream at them later. I go into the reasons people believe stupid things somewhere below and the reasons they do are because of behaviors that are natural to humans. In that way, resistance to ideas that would shake them of their belief is natural. But it’s not a necessary behavior and they should stop it. Really. Just stop.] The methods used to untangle the web of theism and loosen its grip on each person differ. For some, nothing will work because they are so entwined both with the illusion and the love of it, that no matter what you show them, they will not see it as it is.

Believers have been defending “The Faith” against nonbelievers from the very beginning. As soon as followers of the Christ cult [Oh, snap, I got the cult dig in early.] started spreading the “Good News” that the majority of humanity was doomed to eternal torment, there were naysayers. The disagreement is nothing new. Believers think they have a truth that others don’t have; they call those others all sorts of names like heretic, infidel, and heathen. The heretics and infidels think the believers have been duped into mistaking a lie for truth. [Uh, yeah.] But no matter how much debate is engaged in, nothing changes. Well, that’s not entirely true...the theology evolves. With each new attack from science and rationalism, Christianity heals its wounds, shifts its paradigm [You won’t hear me admitting that I pronounced it ‘para-dij-m’ for ever so long until I heard someone smarter say it.] to accommodate, and moves on. Christianity, as do all types of cultural beliefs, adjusts.

It is wildly apparent that nothing anyone can say will make someone who believes in God simply stop believing in God and there is no amount of persuasion a believer can engage in to force a nonbeliever to start believing. [Really? Are you sure?] The only reason a person will change is because something within him changes; he, for some reason, starts seeing things a different way. [Maybe that reason is something somebody said.] It can’t be coerced. In fact, the more you try to induce someone to change his beliefs, the more fervently [I said fervently. What a word.] he will cling to them. When a person is devoted to his beliefs, showing him that he is in error won’t make him stop believing; logic doesn’t work. [Egad. Showing him he is in error? I’m going to get a stomach ache from laughing at this stuff.] The believer may adjust his beliefs to accommodate new information, but he will rarely abandon them. A person will only change his mind when he is open to doing so.

I’ve heard stories of Christian deconversions. Most claim the process was painful and disturbing. Abandoning a cherished belief can be traumatic, but still they did it. A complicated process of doubt and reason led them away from something they were certain was truth into skepticism. These particular people are lucky–they have seen the world from two places, two sides. Sometimes I wish I could force that process on believers so they could see the world from my perspective, even for just a few moments. We might then finally understand each other. [Now, hold on there, bubbette. How is that understanding going to be possible when I’ve never been a real, honest to gawd, Bible believing Christian? I mean sure, there was that time I carried the book around and acted all pious until my mom told me to cut it out. And I read the nativity stories once or twice at Christmas time. But did I ever really believe it? I mean like these really into it Christians do? No. So, I’d have to see the world from their perspective, too. I’d have to get freaky and really believe it. Maybe stop showing my cleavage and go to church and hold my hands up in the air with my fingers all close together the way they do and sing praises to God. No thanks. Just forget that whole part about understanding each other. It’s not going to happen and it’s no big deal. We’ll manage.]

In my experience, few believers (Christians, to be specific) understand atheism at all and the human propensity is, it seems, to demonize and hate that which we don’t understand. I have felt the frustration of being misunderstood and denigrated for choosing the atheist label. People try to tell me what I think, what I believe, and who I am, as if they know me–when they have just met me. Believers attempt to explain atheism and atheists to me–they’ve told me what a depressing, hopeless life I lead, that I am wicked and willful. If I protest that I am not what they say I am, they simply smile that Collective [ooh, another cult dig] smile and explain that, though I don’t realize it because Satan has blinded me to the Truth, I am, in fact, wicked, desperate, and hopeless. 

If I do manage to clear up a few misconceptions with one member of the Collective, it does no good–along comes another with the same incorrect assumptions. I suffer under the delusion that if I share with believers what I think and why I think it, what I believe and don’t believe and why, some might come to a better understanding of atheism and at the very least, not feel threatened by it. [Delusion? Technically, if I’m aware of it, it’s not a delusion.] While I would like to explain why I don’t believe the Christian message, I know I won’t convince anyone that my view is correct. People have their good reasons for believing what they do–but very few Christians seem to understand why atheists don’t believe the same things. I’d really like to change that but I wonder if it’s possible–I wonder if there isn’t some code in the Collective that says members must adhere to a dogmatic definition of atheism and atheists. Or perhaps seeing atheism for what it really is would be a threat to the belief.

I can’t speak for all atheists–we’re all different–[Isn’t that the truth?]I only speak for myself. And I can’t speak to or about all Christians. I know that all Christians are not alike, don’t believe the same things, or hold the same views–atheists are the same way. There, the labels atheist and Christian have something in common. The terms cover various types of people, uniting them under one common definition while allowing for their differences. Atheists are even more varied than Christians because there is no atheist dogma for us to accept. We all share only one thing in common: no god belief.

[Okay, right here I’m going to explain which Christians I’m talking to and about when I get all pissy and sarcastic and start mocking and using words like dumb, stupid, and idiotic. I’m not talking about or to nice people who happen to be Christians. (Okay, when I talk about beliefs being dumb, stupid, or idiotic, yes, I suppose even nice people have those beliefs and they’ll just have to accept that some of us think those beliefs are dumb, stupid, and idiotic even when they themselves might not be.) I’m not talking about people who care about others whether they’re straight, gay, Muslim, Wiccan, atheist, or whatever. There are a lot of really good people who are Christians and they just don’t think about it much. That might get harder and harder as our culture becomes more and more diverse, but there it is. And sure, in this book I talk about why I’m not a Christian and originally I guess I hoped any kind of Christian could read it and get something from it, even though it was just a tad bit offensive. Well, now it’s really offensive. But I’m not aiming that offense at those really good people.

No. I’m mocking and getting pissy about conservative Christians who think the Bible is literally true, the earth is 4,000 years old, evolutionary theories are false, atheism is a religion, and their children are being indoctrinated into it in the public schools. They think that homosexuality is evil and if we allow gays their right to marry the next thing you know people will be marrying horses (that is just stupid). Christians who think school teachers and administrators ought to be able to pray Christian prayers with other people’s children and anytime a student and her parents protest, they shove her into the lockers, stick crosses all over their yards all over town to intimidate the family, tell them they should leave the country (as if only their kind are real Americans), and threaten them with physical violence. Those who believe that religious freedom means the freedom for Christians only to pray before government meetings, protest funerals, pray over loud speakers at high school football games, pass out their literature to public school students, and put their Bible clubs in public schools to lure and convert other people’s children to their religion. 

People who actually believe this is and was always intended to be a Christian country. People who believe our laws are based on the Bible. People who think that when gays, humanists, atheists, and smart empathetic people start enforcing a strict separation of religion and government, they’ll act like conservative Christians did when they were a majority and deny them their rights.

Those are the kinds of Christians (and Muslims while we’re at it, and frankly anyone who thinks he ought to be able to enforce his own brand of morality on others because he thinks his interpretation of his old religious book is more important than my personal rights) I’m talking about.]

I don’t expect Christians to accept atheists as friends, although there are many who do. I hope that we can at least allow that not everyone believes the things we do and it’s important to learn about those who are different–to try to understand them as best we can so that we can live together.

[I thought that if theists understood atheism, they could accept it, and in doing that they’d realize that having a strong separation between religion and government was a good thing and they would stop trying to make everyone live the way they thought everyone should. The fact that Americans United for Separation of Church and State is not an atheist organization means that it’s possible. But the idea that I could do it by writing a book is ridiculous.]

What is an atheist?

Everybody seems to think he knows what atheism is and what atheists believe but there is the first clue that something is amiss. The term atheist doesn’t tell you anything about what a person believes...only one thing that he doesn’t.

Atheism, in its basic sense, is lack of belief in deity. When someone says he is atheist, that’s the only thing you can be sure of: he does not believe in deity–he has no such belief. Some people make a distinction between strong and weak atheism. A strong atheist would assert that gods do not exist or even that they can’t possibly exist; a weak atheist only claims he has no belief in any god. The difference is fuzzy, but it is also profound. Strong atheism is a position with respect to gods’ existence–deity does not exist or I don’t believe (or think) it does. Weak atheism is the barest definition of the term and is a description of a person’s nonbelief: I don’t believe in gods.

Many atheists waver between strong and weak atheism. We must, for instance, take the strong position (that gods do not exist) when arguing the matter. It would be pointless to enter a debate on the existence of God with the attitude that God may exist but we simply don’t believe it. We can’t always live with the certainty we desire in a debate, however. Sometimes in normal conversation or thought, I am a strong atheist, feeling that the idea of deity is nonsensical or impossible. At other times I’m a weak atheist, imagining that deity is possible but acknowledging that I simply do not believe in it. 

The theist rebuttal to the strong atheist position is typically to claim that there are, in actuality, no atheists. Imagine my surprise upon hearing that! [I am so prissy!] In order to know that gods do not exist, they say, you would have to know everything...and you can’t know everything so the most you can be is agnostic. This is not acceptable reasoning. [My god, I was a snot, wasn’t I? I was really much snottier. I can feel myself trying to be as non-offensive as possible.] Do Christians accept the existence of every possible entity because they can’t be sure that such an entity does not exist? Can we never make a claim that something doesn’t exist?

A favorite example among many atheists is the Invisible Pink Unicorn. Do you believe in the Invisible Pink Unicorn? Does she exist? Is it at all possible for her to exist? You don’t know everything, so you can’t say she doesn’t exist. How about fire-breathing dragons? Are you an agnostic with regard to fire-breathing dragons? You must be–you must claim that you do not know whether they exist or not. This leaves a person in a constant state of “maybe” with regard to all possible entities. Atheists might claim that theists, not having proof of the existence of deity and having to rely on faith, should honestly proclaim agnosticism as well. Because certainty of the existence of gods is impossible, by theistic reasoning we must all be agnostics.

When deciding the question of the existence of gods, the strong atheist weighs the evidence and decides against the proposition: gods are not evident, therefore, the probability of their existence is minute so, for all intents and purposes, gods do not exist. I know that gods don’t exist in the same manner that I know fairies, gnomes, and unicorns don’t exist. I have no evidence for their existence. There is no need to form a belief about them. I, in the same manner, have no need to build a belief around a deity for whom I have no evidence. 

Theists claim there is adequate evidence for a creator; I have studied all that has been presented to me, but have found it lacking. Therefore, it is quite reasonable for me to claim strong atheism: gods do not exist–at least until such time as evidence might prove otherwise. [Quite reasonable. Quite. Maybe I’d been listening to a lot of Dawkins and my British was showing. Not that I have any British, really. I use to like to talk with a British accent. I went on a trip once with some girls (I know, weird) and we went to a night club where I talked to this guy with my British accent and he thought I was really British. I was going to tell him the truth, but I’d never see him again, so why bother? Then, another time, I did tell this guy the truth and started talking American and he didn’t believe me. He thought my American accent was fake. And then I went to London and my mother told me to talk British to the hotel clerk. ‘Really she sounds exactly like you people.’ So I did my accent and he tried to smile politely, but said...no. Yeah, so, not British.] With regard to the Christian god of the Bible, not only do I find no evidence of its existence, but I find it logically inconsistent and contradictory. I am, therefore, more certain of the nonexistence of that particular god than of any other. [Please. I’m pretty sure they’re all fake.]

An atheist, though, is not someone who steadfastly denies the existence of deity as if it is proven fact; atheists know they can’t prove gods’ nonexistence, but, we may reasonably deny the existence of deity because there is no evidence that such exists. There is no reason to be continually on the lookout for deity any more than one must continually lookout for elves. There is even less reason to create a belief about deity in light of the lack of evidence.

Agnostic is supposed to mean “without knowledge.” An agnostic might claim that we can’t know if gods exist. They would be more likely to say they don’t know if a god exists or not, as to say, as many atheists do, that no gods are evident therefore they do not exist. Agnostics generally have no belief in deity, so to me they are atheists–they don’t believe in gods. [Oh, they’re atheists all right.] I suppose it can be said that the agnostic, while claiming no knowledge of deity, is free to believe in deity and still remain agnostic. He would say, “I don’t know if it exists for certain, but I believe in it.” I’ve never met such agnostics, but I’m sure they’re out there.

On The Secular Web at infidels.org [which surprisingly still exists] I have had the pleasure of reading debates on the atheist versus agnostic positions, their meanings, their uses as labels, and their relationship. [My god, the time I wasted there. Let’s just say I don’t get along with agnostics. If you can’t answer the question, ‘Do you believe in gods?’ with a simple yes or no, you’ve got issues. You either believe in a god or you don’t. You either believe there is a supernatural realm, or you don’t. It’s that simple. And for those of you who have no idea what I’m talking about, yes, there are people who refuse to answer that question–claim it’s meaningless. They’ll go on and on with some funked up reasons but the actual reason is that they’re just above that sort of thing. They’re...philosophers!] The best I can say about them is that you can never assume to know what a person means when applying the labels atheist or agnostic to himself. It is always best to find out from the individual just what form his nonbelief takes. [Yeah, and then tell him how he’s wrong.]

If you want to play the semantics game, you could say that everyone is an atheist. The deists believe that there was a god that started everything, set the universe in motion, then left or sat back to watch. It isn’t a personal god and certainly isn’t the one in the Bible. That makes deists without belief in any number of gods and therefore atheist with respect to them.

Pantheists too are atheist. They believe that the universe itself is god. They certainly are atheist with respect to all the myriad gods of history, especially the traditional Western god.  Those who practice nature religions don’t believe in gods, but rather spirits and other supernatural entities, therefore, they are atheist.

Christians and Jews, too, are atheist with respect to all other gods but their own. In other cultures, it is Christians who are atheists. Stephen Roberts, a widely-quoted atheist on the Internet, [Seriously. That was all the information I could find out about that guy at the time.] said, “I contend that we are both atheists. I just believe in one fewer god than you do. When you understand why you dismiss all the other possible gods, you will understand why I dismiss yours.”* It is important to understand the distinct difference between atheists and Christians. Atheists don’t believe in any gods while Christians don’t believe in all gods save one. Very simply, when you understand why you don’t believe in Zeus or Vishnu, you will understand why I don’t believe in your god. [Well, that’s it then; mission accomplished! We can wrap this whole thing up and be done with it. But no, let’s go on. Besides, it gets really snarky soon.]

I don’t consider everyone atheist simply because there are some gods in which they don’t believe. To me, an atheist is someone who doesn’t believe that any gods exist or has no god belief. When I meet someone, I let them define themselves. [Sure I do.] I wish that others would grant me the same ability: to describe myself and my label as I use it. Instead, I am told what atheism is by someone who is not one himself and what they tell me I am is rarely the truth about me. 

Where did this misunderstanding of atheism originate? It isn’t all the fault of theists, though they define atheism on their own terms by claiming they know that God is real and atheists deny his obvious existence. Atheists too, have claimed different meanings for the word.

As quoted in Bertrand Russell on God and Religion (Prometheus, 1986), in an article published in Look magazine in 1953, Bertrand Russell said that:


An atheist, like a Christian, holds that we can know whether or not there is a God. The Christian holds that we can know there is a God; the atheist, that we can know there is not. The agnostic suspends judgment, saying that there are not sufficient grounds either for affirmation or for denial. At the same time, an agnostic may hold that the existence of God, though not impossible, is very improbable; he may even hold it so improbable that it is not worth considering in practice. In that case, he is not far removed from atheism.



Did you get that? Russell said that atheists think they can know there is not a god. Many atheists would not accept this definition. I do think that the lack of evidence for deity is sufficient to accept its nonexistence; but I also believe that it cannot be known with absolute certainty. It is so close to certain, however, that I reasonably claim strong atheism. I am not so sure that all agnostics suspend judgment. I have little doubt that agnostics call themselves agnostic for all manner of reasons. [It’s fancy to be an agnostic. Cue: Iggy Azalea, “Fancy.”]

Agnosticism was first coined as a label by Thomas Henry Huxley in 1869. [In the original, I said it was Aldous Huxley, his grandson. I had it fixed later. But I’d bought, like, fifty copies by then. What the hell did I think I was going to do with fifty copies?] George Smith, in Atheism: The Case Against God (Prometheus, 1989), writes:


It seems that Huxley originally meant this term as somewhat of a joke. [How apropos. Ooh, look. I said apropos. I bet I won’t get to use that word again anytime soon. And yes, I totally just dissed the agnostics. Sorry agnostics. I’m just playing with you.] He selected the early religious sect known as “Gnostics” as a prime example of men who claim knowledge of the supernatural without justification; and he distinguished himself as an “a-gnostic” by stipulating that the supernatural, even if it exists, lies beyond the scope of human knowledge. We cannot say if it does or does not exist, so we must suspend judgment.



[Gnostic is pronounced without the g, like ‘nostic,’ so, how come we don’t say ay-nostic instead of ag-nostic? I really only just now that of that... Anyway, go ahead and suspend judgement all you want. You still ought to be able to say whether or not you believe any god or gods exist. And if you don’t, you’re an atheist. I’m really sorry about it. I mean, I get that you don’t want to be one. But some things you just are and there’s nothing you can do about it.] Does the agnostic really suspend judgment? He doesn’t act as if the supernatural and gods might exist, does he? [Nope.] I haven’t met one yet who does. Sometimes the way we live our daily lives says one thing about us and our philosophical labeling says another. [You mean like people who call themselves Christians and then lie or steal or send pictures of their penises to women who are not their wives on their phones? I’m willing to bet God doesn’t even like you looking at your penis, much less photographing it.] Philosophically a person could be an agnostic–when pressed on the matter he may claim that the answer to the god question is inherently unknowable. But he lives his life as if no god exists just as the atheist does. I can’t say I am any different from an agnostic in that respect–if there is a supernatural entity out there, we don’t know anything about it. But I don’t suspend judgment entirely. If it’s there but is unknowable, there is no difference between its existence and its nonexistence therefore it may just as well not exist as exist; so as far as I’m concerned, it doesn’t. But most importantly, I don’t believe it does.

Why do the agnostics get better treatment from the Christian community? [And they do. They really do.] If you define agnosticism as mere doubt, the agnostic seems to say, “I don’t know, you might have something there but I’ll withhold judgment on it.” If you define atheism as outright refutation, the atheist seems to say, “There is no god; I don’t believe it.” [Right. It has nothing to do with those of us who are outspoken and enjoy a bit of mockery now and then...okay, every day. And then there’s that whole ruining their public prayer time. ‘Damn you atheists! We were doing just fine making all the people at our football games, graduations, and public meetings pray with us until you came along and ruined it. You’ve ruined Amurka!’] 

With the agnostic, then, the Christian might sense an honest questioning and with the atheist, an abrupt denial. [With just a little bit of eye rolling and snorting added in.] Because the Christian claims that in order to experience God you must be open to the possibility of his existence, he would naturally be antagonistic toward someone he thinks flatly denies that possibility. I don’t feel these are adequate portrayals of agnosticism and atheism. They are both a lack of belief in deity for perhaps shades of different reasons. Many, if not most, atheists do not deny the possibility of deity but they claim the label atheist because they feel it best describes their position with respect to deity–they don’t believe in it. [I’m still giggling over my use of the word fervently earlier. Fervently. Snark.]

How are people atheists? 

[Whenever I read this, I want to say, “They just are!”]

There are a few ways people find themselves to be atheist. You could be taught to accept atheism uncritically, you could fail to or refuse to consider the question of deity, or you could arrive at the conclusion rationally. The best pathway to atheism, in my opinion, is through rationalism. Any other approach is not well-grounded. 

Indoctrination and atheist parenting

To be atheist only because you were taught to be without examining the question of gods’ existence critically would be a sad state of being. [So sad.] Claiming that gods do not exist, that you don’t believe in any, only because someone you consider an authority has told you so is not acceptable, in the same way that believing in a god because someone else has told you it exists is not acceptable. [Not acceptable to whom exactly? I mean, just who did I think I was, anyway?] Atheist parents must be careful not to indoctrinate their children with atheism. But what is indoctrination?

There are no gods; that is apparent to me as I have not seen, heard from, nor experienced any. I have no problem discussing the prospect of gods with my children. It can be fun to imagine the possibilities of what life is all about, where it came from, what the universe is, etc.. But, after thoroughly studying Christianity, through the Bible and history, I am fairly certain the Christian god doesn’t exist. [I think I meant pretty damn certain.] I can’t tell my children that perhaps it does, any more than I can tell my children that perhaps fire-breathing dragons or monsters exist. If I should tell my child that, yes, it’s possible that the Christian god exists and if he doesn’t believe in him and worship him properly a terrible punishment awaits him after death, how then am I to deny that it is possible that an invisible monster is indeed under his bed at night and may take him away and torture him? How can I deny one and not the other when, in my view, the evidence for both is equal–they are both characters from stories in books? Let me say that again for proper effect–[Oh, lah ti dah, proper effect.] the evidence for monsters under the bed and for the existence of the Christian god is equal. For the same reasons I reject monsters, I reject the existence of Jehovah.

I have heard of parents who spray water around the bedroom pretending to ward off ogres or spend several minutes exposing all possible hiding places proving them free of imaginary creatures. I don’t do these things because I will not tell my child that his fears are reasonable when they are not. I tell my children that it is understandable to be afraid, but that monsters are fictional characters in books. Fictional characters aren’t real. There’s no need to spray the room with monster repellent; there’s no need to check the corners. Monsters could not possibly be in the room because they do not exist.

Telling my child that monsters do not exist is not indoctrinating him against monsters. Telling him that fairies, gnomes, and elves do not exist is not indoctrination. Telling him that dinosaurs, no matter how real they are made to look in movies, are extinct and no longer roam the earth is not indoctrination. Teaching my children that fantastic things they read about in books and see in movies are fiction, is not indoctrination. And telling my child that gods do not exist is also not indoctrination.

Indoctrination would mean instilling in my child a doctrine of belief. It is telling my child: this is what you must believe; you must accept this and not that. How then, does an atheist parent keep from indoctrinating his children? Simply by not ever telling him what he must believe. [Or what he must not believe, for that matter.] Children should be taught to think rationally and be skeptical of all claims, and they should be taught to use critical thinking skills in determining what is true and what is not.

The question of gods, when it comes up–and it will–can be discussed and examined as is any other claim. Your child must be allowed to discover possibilities and explore beliefs but certainly he must always be expected to exercise critical thinking at his age level. My children, each in turn, expressed a belief in a god of some sort at different times in their youths. I never discouraged them–never told them they were wrong, or silly. I accepted their belief. I also never lied. When they asked me–and they always did–if I believed, I said no. When they asked me why, I was as honest as I could be. That is not indoctrination; it’s honest parenting.

However, it must be noted that we live in a world where god belief is the norm. It would be inadequate for me to simply tell my children that as far as I can tell there are no gods, without also explaining to them that most people believe there are. As an atheist parent, I consider it part of my job to teach my children about all the world’s religions from Christianity, Judaism, and Islam, to ancient paganism, Wicca, and Native American spirituality. I have read African and Asian creation myths to my children; we explored Bible stories; we compared and discussed religions. I never told my children they must believe one of them over another and I certainly never told my children they must not believe in any of them.  

I hear a little Christian voice in the back of my head, saying, “But you presented the Christian God as myth to your children; you controlled their ability to accept him as real.” That’s right. I read the Christian story of creation alongside other cultural stories of creation and my children never batted an eyelid. Not once did they say, “Boy, the Christian story sounds so true, so possible, so different frin those other stories!” Not once–because the Christian story reads the same as the other myths. There is no reason other than cultural programming and parental indoctrination to believe that the Christian myth is anything more than all the other myths of history. In other words, and this is very important, I didn’t have to tell my children the Christian story was a myth–they were able to discern that for themselves. [And yes, they’ve all turned out to be snarky atheists just like their mother.]

Atheism without much thought

Traveling through life never considering the idea of deity is acceptable. [I’m sure the people who do that appreciated my letting them know I approved.] For some of us, the concept is never brought to the fore, the question never arises. However, once you consider the proposal seriously you have a decision to make: will you accept that gods do not exist because someone tells you they do not? Will you accept that one or another god does exist because someone tells you it does? Will you read one of the holy books and believe in one of the deities told of in it because the author of the book says it exists? Or will you weigh the evidence for yourself and use your reason to determine your stance? 

Many people might say that the question of gods is nonsensical and a stance is not necessary. This is certainly acceptable [Once again, they thanked me, I’m sure.] and is, actually, grounded in reason. Such a person, in declaring the term god meaningless, has used his knowledge of the world to make that determination. [Maybe he’s just stupid and doesn’t know what the word means?] As long as the person who finds it unnecessary to take a position is not simply deferring the question because he is uncomfortable with it or finds it confusing, he isn’t open to attack by theists bent on absorbing him into the Collective. [I’m laughing. Really, the image that came to mind...Christians attacking the poor unsuspecting guy who doesn’t know what the word god means...then absorbing him. Like slurping him up. Thwooop.] Claiming that a stance is meaningless because god is meaningless is different from ignoring the idea altogether.

There are all sorts of atheists around who have never really examined the question of gods’ existence. They are everywhere; in all economic and educational levels–in all ethnic and age groups. There are atheists teaching your children, running your government, flipping your burgers, guiding corporations. There are atheists in the churches, the synagogues, and mosques. But they don’t all know that they’re atheist because they haven’t actually considered the matter of the existence of gods. [Well, somebody should tell them, don’t you think?]

It is part of human nature that we go along with our society and community or that we continue to do what we were taught to do as children. We do what is comfortable. If going to church is comfortable, or gives us some reward such as a sense of community or business contacts or a feeling of peace and goodness, we continue to go. If not, we quit going; but we may still call ourselves Christian because everyone else we know says they are and we are social animals who crave a feeling of belonging to a group. 

From what I can tell through observation and experience, much of the church affair is akin to a weekly self-help workshop as much as it is a gathering to praise and worship a deity. In that respect, I can see the appeal. But even those people who might secretly suspect they don’t agree with the god part of the religious matter seem to be repelled by the idea of atheism.

Taking on the label

The word atheist really bothers people, especially Christians. It is the complete opposite of what believers claim to be, a denial of what they believe, an affront to their belief. I can understand that. If you believe in something and feel that everyone else ought to also, someone blatantly saying you’re wrong could be a problem. Even people who don’t believe in gods will back away from the label of atheist because of the reaction other atheists have received or because they have fallen for the negative definitions proffered by theists. [Help, I’ve fallen for a definition!]

“Atheists are rude,” one Humanist told me, after confessing he was one himself but wouldn’t use the label. [Oh, go on and say it. He was a Humanist minister at a Unitarian Universalist church where I live. And I shit** you not. There I was, visiting his church, and because of that he makes an effort to chat with me. I tell him I’m an atheist and that’s the first friggin’ thing out of his mouth. Sheesh. Some people.] I have no doubt that there are rude atheists. There are rude people of every sort. It may be that this man had only met rude atheists because it takes some nerve to go about in this country actually admitting you are atheist. [This was in 2003. I hear atheism’s all the rage now.] It might be good for atheism if all atheists were kind and considerate...it might be good for Christianity if all Christians were kind and considerate, too [Oh, snap!]–but, that’s not the way people work. I’ll try not to judge all Christians by the worst I’ve seen, if others try not to judge all atheists the same way. 

There are two kinds of people who are likely to make the bold claim that they are in fact, atheists: those who have thought carefully about their lack of belief and have chosen the label as the best description of that nonbelief, and those who want to piss people off. The teenager who rebels against his family and his religion and spends a few years pretending to disbelieve in his god’s existence is not an atheist. 

There are Christians who claim they were former atheists. Few of them, upon careful questioning, turn out to have truly been. Atheists do not believe that gods exist. Anyone who believes a god exists but denies that god’s authority over his life is not an atheist–he is a rebellious believer. Someone who believes there must be a creator, a supreme being of some kind, but doesn’t call that being the Christian God and doesn’t believe that Jesus was the son of a god, is not an atheist except in that semantics game we played earlier. 

Letters From a Skeptic (SP Publications, 1994) by Gregory A. Boyd was presented to me as a book in which a son converts his atheist father to Christianity through a series of letters between them. Was Mr. Boyd Sr. an atheist? In his preface, Mr. Boyd claims: “Exceptionally intelligent, intensely skeptical, very strong-willed, and seventy years old–could a more unlikely candidate for conversion be found than my father?” Yes, a more unlikely candidate could certainly have been found. From the start of their letters, his father admits he believes in a supreme being. His father wasn’t an atheist; he was simply a non-Christian theist. Once a person is willing to accept the supernatural, converting him to one’s particular brand of supernaturalism isn’t such a great feat. It was an achievement–I don’t want to discount Mr. Boyd’s proselytizing skills; and his father was indeed skeptical of Christianity. But Mr. Boyd did misrepresent his father as the “most unlikely candidate for conversion” to be had! I don’t recommend anyone approach an atheist with that book in mind. You must first persuade the atheist that there is a god before you can even begin to convince him he had a son.

Is “god” meaningless?

Some atheists and agnostics will answer the question, “Do you believe in God?” with the statement, “Define god.” What is god? God is different things to different people. 

I watched a talk show once on the topic of god. One of the audience members stood to tell the host that she didn’t believe in god. The host countered with, “Do you believe in love?” The woman answered, “Yes.” “Then you believe in god,” said the host. [It was Oprah. Okay? Oprah. I couldn’t get hold of the transcript and didn’t want to get into any trouble. But it was Oprah.] How odd. What is it to believe in love? The host never bothered to find out in what manner her audience member believed in love, what she meant by believing in it, or what she meant by love. She simply enlarged her circle enough so that the audience member fit in. Why? Because if everyone believes, it’s okay for her to believe too!

What does it mean to say god is love? Love is an emotion–a feeling of empathy, adoration, caring, and compassion. It moves us to behave in various ways, not all attractive. Christians like to say that their god is love but that is meaningless. In order for their god to be love itself, love must first be considered not an emotion, but an existing force...an entity. Then god becomes some sort of energy-in-motion for good only. Not only does this alter the definition of the emotion love, but it reduces the concept of god to an impersonal force. Yet, the Christian god is said to be a personal god, not an impersonal force–and I’ve never heard of anyone praying to love.

I must assume they mean that God is all-loving. How one can accept the concept of Hell and an all-loving deity seems an exercise in mental gymnastics [And honestly, isn’t it fun to watch them do their flips and spins on that subject?]; but, that’s beside the point. Yes, some people believe that god
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