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Introduction

Over the past few years, the revival of religion has taken on spectacular and, in many ways, frightening dimensions. This is clearly the case in Muslim countries, but everything seems to indicate that the Western world, though in a different way, is equally affected by the phenomenon. Is it a revival of spirituality? If it were, we could only welcome it with open arms. Is it a revival of faith? That wouldn’t be a problem either. Unfortunately, it is all too often accompanied by dogmatism, obscurantism, fundamentalism – and sometimes fanaticism. It would be a mistake to leave the field to these forces. The struggle for enlightenment continues; never has it been more urgent, and it is a struggle for freedom.

Is it a struggle against religion? No; rather, it is a struggle in favour of tolerance, in favour of the separation of church and state, in favour of the freedom to believe or not believe. The spirit is no one’s private property, nor is freedom.

I was raised a Christian. My feelings about this are neither bitter nor angry – quite the opposite. I owe much of what I am, or what I try to be, to the Christian religion, and therefore to the Christian (in my case Catholic) church. My morality has scarcely changed at all since my pious years. Nor has my sensitivity. Even my way of being an atheist bears the imprint of the faith to which I subscribed throughout my childhood and adolescence. This is nothing to be ashamed of or even surprised at. It is part of my history – or, rather, it is part of our history. What would the Western world be without Christianity? What would the world itself be without both? Being an atheist by no means entails being amnesiac. Humanity is one; both religion and irreligion are part of it; neither are sufficient unto themselves.

I loathe obscurantism, fanaticism and superstition. I find nihilism and servility equally repellent. Spirituality is far too important a matter to be left to fundamentalists. Tolerance is far too precious a possession to be confused with indifference or laxity. Nothing could be worse than letting ourselves be deadlocked into a confrontation between the fanaticism of some – no matter what religion they lay claim to – and the nihilism of others. Far better to combat both, without either conflating them or falling into their respective traps.

The name of this combat is the separation of church and state. It remains for atheists to invent the spirituality that goes with it. This is the task to which the present book hopes to contribute. I’ve deliberately made it brief and accessible – so as to get straight to the essentials and address the greatest possible number of readers. It seemed to me that the task at hand was an urgent one. Erudition and the quarrels of experts can wait; freedom of thought cannot.

What are ‘the essentials’? In spiritual matters, it seemed to me that they could be summed up in three questions. Firstly, can we do without religion? Secondly, does God exist? And thirdly, can there be an atheist spirituality? This little book reflects my search for the answers to these questions. Atheists have as much spirit as everyone else; why would they be less interested in spiritual life?



Chapter I

Can We Do Without Religion?

Let us begin with the easiest part. God, by definition, surpasses us. Religions do not. They are human – all too human, some would say – and, as such, accessible to our understanding.

God, if he exists, is transcendent. Religions are part of history, society, the world (they are immanent).

God is reputed to be perfect. No religion can ever be so.

The existence of God is open to question (as will be discussed in the second chapter). The existence of religions is not. Thus, the questions raised by religions are not so much ontological as sociological or existential: we need to ask, not whether religions exist (unfortunately, they often seem to exist too much!), but what they are and whether we could do without them. It is especially the latter question that interests me, but in order to answer it we must first take at least a brief look at the former.

What Are Religions?

The notion of religion is so vast and various that it is not easy to find an adequate definition of it. What could shamanism and Buddhism, Taoism and Islam, Confucianism and Christianity possibly have in common? Might it be a mistake to use the same word, religion, for all these things? I sometimes think so. Several of these systems of belief, the Eastern ones in particular, seem to me to be a mixture of spirituality, ethics and philosophy rather than a religion in the generally accepted Western sense of the word. They are less about God than they are about human beings or nature. They have to do less with faith than with meditation; their practices are not so much rites and rituals as they are exercises and requirements; and their followers assemble not so much in churches as in schools of life or wisdom. This is especially true of Buddhism, Taoism and Confucianism, at least in their pure or purified forms – that is, independent of the superstitions that, in all countries, tend to accrete around a doctrine, sometimes to the point of making it unrecognizable. They are sometimes referred to as atheistic or agnostic religions. While the expression may sound self-contradictory to Western ears, it is far from absurd. Not only are Buddha, Lao-tzu and Confucius not gods themselves; they identify with no deity, no revelation, no personal or transcendent Creator of any sort. They are merely men of freedom, men who have been freed; wise men; spiritual guides.

But let us move on. I am neither an ethnologist nor a historian of religions. As a philosopher, I wonder about the possibility of leading a good life without religion. In order to answer this question, I need to know what religion is, and thus I must come up with a definition of the word, however approximate and temporary. One definition people often find enlightening is the one quoted by Émile Durkheim in the first chapter of his Elementary Forms of Religious Life: ‘A religion is a solidary system of beliefs and practices relative to things sacred, that is to say, set apart and taboo – beliefs and practices which bring together those who adhere to them in a moral community known as a church.’ Certain elements of this definition may be debatable – the sacred is not only taboo and set apart, it is also revered; the community of believers is not necessarily a church; and so forth – but not, I think, its general thrust. It will be noted that it makes no reference to one or several gods. That is because Durkheim knew that some religions had no gods – Jainism, for instance, which is atheistic, and Buddhism, which is ‘an ethics without God and an atheism without Nature’ (the phrase, quoted by Durkheim, is from the writings of Eugène Burnouf, the great nineteenth-century scholar of India). All theisms are religious, but not all religions are theistic.

Durkheim’s definition, centred round the notions of the sacred and the community, gives us what we can call the broad sociological or ethnological meaning of the word religion. As I myself belong, for reasons of personal history, to a monotheistic universe, and more specifically to the field of Western philosophy, I would like to propose a more limited definition, one that is not so much ethnological as it is theological or metaphysical, one that can be seen as a subset of Durkheim’s. In our parts of the world, a religion is almost always a belief in one or several deities. Were we to combine the two definitions, as vocabulary itself encourages us to do (but without conflating them), we could come up with the following formulation, a reiteration and extension of Durkheim’s: by religion, we mean any organized set of beliefs and rituals involving the sacred, the supernatural or the transcendent (this is the broad sense of the term) and specifically involving one or several gods (this is the restricted sense), which beliefs and rituals unite those who recognize and practise them into a moral and spiritual community.

Was the original Buddhism a religion, in this sense of the word? I’m not certain that it was. Buddha asserted the existence of no deity, and it is doubtful that the words ‘sacred’, ‘supernatural’ or ‘transcendent’ would have meant much to him, or to his least superstitious followers. Yet it is clear that, historically speaking, Buddhism became a religion – with its temples, dogmas, rites and prayers, its sacred or purportedly supernatural objects. Much the same thing is true of Taoism and Confucianism. Such wisdom at the outset! So many superstitions over the centuries! Almost everywhere, the need to believe tends to win out over the desire for freedom.

The least that can be said is that the Western world is no exception to this rule. It, too, developed schools of thought imbued with great wisdom, but these were rapidly subsumed by the very religiosity that, for a while, they had purported to replace. Faith and reason – mythos and logos – coexist; this is what is known as civilization. Our own civilizations have been nourished on transcendence for centuries. How could they not bear the imprint of this nourishment? In our part of the world, animism and polytheism are no more. I don’t feel nostalgic about their disappearance – on the contrary! It was a first step, as Max Weber has shown, towards the rationalization of reality. Nature has been emptied of its gods – nothing remains, as Alain once put it, but the emptiness of the desert and ‘the formidable, all-present absence’. That is still very much alive. Judaism, Christianity and Islam are indeed religions, in the restricted sense of the word I have just delineated. And in our part of the world, it is these three monotheisms that matter the most.

Personal Testimony

Can we do without religion? Obviously, it all depends on what is meant by we. Who are we?

If we is a series of individuals, then I must say that I personally have no trouble at all living without religion!

I know what I’m talking about – or, at least, I can compare: not only was I raised a Christian, but I also believed in God. My faith, if occasionally laced with doubts, was powerful until around age eighteen. Then I lost it, and it felt like a liberation – everything suddenly seemed simpler, lighter, stronger and more open. It was as if I had left childhood behind me, with its fantasies and fears, its closeness and languorousness, and entered the real world at long last – the adult world, the world of action, the world of truth, unhampered by forgiveness or Providence. Such freedom! Such responsibility! Such joy! Yes, I’m convinced that my life has been better – more lucid, freer and more intense – since I became an atheist.

Of course, this does not necessarily apply to everyone. Many people who have converted would say just the opposite, namely, that they have led a better life since they became believers; and many believers, even if they’ve done nothing but share their parents’ religion since childhood, would describe it as the best part of their lives. All we can conclude from this is that people are different. For me, this world is enough; I’m an atheist and happy to be one. Other people, most likely the majority, are equally happy to be believers. It may be that they need a God to console and reassure themselves, to escape from absurdity or despair (such is the meaning of Kant’s ‘postulates of practical reason’), or simply to give their lives some sort of coherence; it may be that religion is what they see as the highest part of their lives, either affectively or spiritually – their sensitivity, their education, their history, their thought, their joy, their love . . . All these reasons are worthy of respect. ‘Our need for consolation is impossible to satisfy’, as Swedish novelist Stig Dagerman once put it. So is our need for love and protection; we all have to deal with these needs as best we can. Mercy upon us.

Mourning and Rituals

What is religion’s greatest strength? Contrary to what is often said, it is not the fact that it reassures people on the subject of their own mortality. The perspective of hell is less disturbing than that of nothingness. Such, indeed, was the main thrust of Epicurus’s attack on the religions of his day: they give death a reality it doesn’t have, thus absurdly locking the living into a purely imaginary danger (hell), which ends up spoiling all life’s pleasures for them. Against this, Epicurus taught that ‘death is nothing’. It is nothing to the living, since as long as they are alive it does not exist; and nothing to the dead, since they no longer exist. To fear death is thus to fear nothing. This doesn’t eliminate anxiety (whose very definition, in modern psychiatry, is the fear of a nonexistent object), but it does put it in its place and help us overcome it. What frightens us is our own imagination. What reassures us is our own reason. By definition, there can be nothing to fear in nothingness. To the contrary, what could be more terrifying than the prospect of eternal damnation? True, many of our contemporaries have ceased believing in hell. They see it basically as a metaphor – only heaven, apparently, is to be taken literally. Quite a step forward.

Atheists have none of these worries. We accept our mortality as best we can and try to get used to the idea of nothingness. Can this actually be done? We try not to obsess about it. Death will take everything away with it, including the fear it instils in us. Life on earth is more important to us, and quite sufficient.

Far more real, far more painful and unbearable is the death of loved ones. This is where atheists find themselves the most helpless. The person you care about most – your child, parent, spouse, closest friend – has just been torn away from you by death. How not feel bereft? For you, there can be neither consolation nor compensation – only, sometimes, a faint sense of relief at the thought that at least that person is no longer suffering; at least they need no longer endure the horror, the rending, the terrible pain . . . It takes a long time for the pain to attenuate and become tolerable. Gradually, however, the idea of the person one has lost evolves from gaping wound to piercing nostalgia, to moving memory, to gratitude, and almost to happiness . . . At first, you thought: ‘How dreadful that (s)he should no longer be here!’ But as the years go by, you start thinking, ‘How wonderful that (s)he should have lived, that we should have met, and that we grew to know and love each other!’ This is the mourning process: it takes time and memory; it takes acceptance and fidelity. At the moment of the death itself, it is obviously impossible – there is nothing but horror and inconsolable suffering. How one would like to believe in God at such times! How one envies, temporarily, those who do believe! Yes, it must be admitted, this is where religions are virtually unbeatable. Is that any reason to believe? For some people, it clearly is. For others, including myself, it would almost be an additional reason to doubt, either because the ploy seems too obvious or else out of pride, rage and despair. Despite the pain we must endure, mourning merely reinforces our atheism. In the face of terrible distress, we consider revolt more appropriate than prayer; horror, truer than consolation. For us, serenity will come later. Mourning is not a race.

There is another aspect to mourning, an aspect that involves not thoughts but acts, or, more accurately, gestures, and a specific, valued way of performing these gestures together. What religion affords us, when we lose a loved one, is not only the possibility of consolation but also a sorely needed ritual – a ceremony, with or without pomp, a sort of ultimate courtesy, which helps us confront and integrate death (both psychologically and socially), perhaps accept it as well, since we shall eventually have to do so, or at least acknowledge it. Wakes, funeral orations, chants, prayers, symbols, postures, rites, sacraments . . . All these things help us grow accustomed to the horror, humanize it, civilize it – and this is no doubt necessary. A human being can’t be buried like an animal or burned like a log. Ritual acknowledges, emphasizes and confirms the difference; that is what makes it almost indispensable. Funerals fulfil with respect to death the same purpose as marriage (for those who deem it necessary) with respect to love and sexuality.

Nothing prevents atheists from seeking an equivalent – and, indeed, they often do so. This has been the case for marriage for quite some time now, with varying degrees of success: civil weddings, when they are not slapdash affairs, offer an acceptable substitute for religious weddings. The idea is to render official the most private, secret, savage part of ourselves – and find some way of including family, friends, society itself. The town hall is sometimes adequate. A party can complete the picture. But where death is concerned? Technically, of course, it is possible for funerals to be a purely civil affair; burials and cremations per se do not require religion. A moment of silence and contemplation could suffice. Silence and tears could suffice. Yet it must be admitted that they rarely do; a nonreligious funeral almost always seems flat, artificial and impoverished – like a poor copy of the original. Perhaps it is a matter of time – two thousand years of emotion and imagery can’t be replaced at the drop of a hat – but there is probably more to it than that. The power of religion at such times is neither more nor less than our own powerlessness in the face of the void. This is what makes it essential to so many people. If necessary, they could do without hope for themselves. Faced with the unbearable loss of a loved one, however, they cannot do without consolation and ritual. Churches are there for them. They are not about to become obsolete.

‘I believe in God,’ a reader once told me, ‘because life would be too sad without him.’ This is not an argument, of course (‘It is possible,’ as philosopher Joseph-Ernest Renan said, ‘that the truth is sad’), but it should be taken into account. There is no reason to take faith away from those who need it – or even those who simply live better because they have it. Some believers are admirable (and the fact that there are more saintly people among believers than among atheists, while it proves nothing as to the existence of God, should make us refrain from scorning religion); most are worthy of respect. Their faith in no way offends me. Why should I combat it? My intention is not to convert people to atheism. It is merely to explain my position and the arguments in its favour, motivated more by the love of philosophy than by the hatred of religion. There are free spirits on both sides, and it is to them that my words are addressed. The others, whether believers or atheists, can be left to their certainties.

Can we do without religion? From an individual point of view, we’ve seen that the answer to this question is at once simple and subtle: many people, including myself, live perfectly well without it on an everyday basis, and as best they can when confronted with death. This does not imply that everyone should do the same. Atheism is neither a duty nor a requirement. The same is true of religion. It remains for us to accept our differences. When the question is considered in this light, tolerance is the only satisfying answer.

No Society Can Do Without Communion . . .

The word we can also refer to a collectivity, a society or even humanity as a whole. Our question then takes on a very different meaning, not so much individual as sociological. It amounts to asking whether or not a society can do without religion.

In this case, it is less a matter of whom than what we are talking about – in other words, it depends on what we mean by religion. Taking the word in its restricted, Western sense – as the belief in a personified creator God – the question has been historically resolved: yes, societies can and do dispense with religion. Confucianism, Taoism and Buddhism have been proving as much for centuries; great societies and admirable civilizations, some of the most ancient and refined among those alive today, recognize no God of this kind.

On the other hand, if the word religion is taken in its broader, ethnological sense, the question remains open. As far back as we can go in history, no society has ever been completely without it. The twentieth century is no exception. Nazism laid claim to God (‘Gott mit uns’). As for the examples of the Soviet Union, Albania or Communist China, they are inconclusive, to say the least – and, indeed, not completely without their messianic or idolatrous traits (the term ‘religion of History’ has often been used in connection with them, and justifiably so). Moreover, since they did not last long enough to make up a true civilization, or even – fortunately! – to entirely destroy the civilizations that gave rise to them, we can only acknowledge that there has never been a great civilization without sacred myths and rituals, beliefs in certain invisible or supernatural forces – in a word, without religion in the larger, ethnological sense of the word. Should this lead us to assume that such will always be the case? That would be jumping to conclusions. Spirituality is like the stock exchange: its future can’t be predicted on the basis of its past. Still, I’m fairly certain that a few centuries down the line, say, in the year 3000, religions will still exist, and so will atheists. In what proportions? No one can say – and, indeed, that is not the most important question. Our wish is to understand, not to predict.

Etymology can help us, despite (or perhaps thanks to) its uncertainty in the present case.

What is the origin of the word religion, a word common to most Western languages? Throughout the history of ideas, two answers have vied with one another, and, as far as I know, modern linguistics has never managed to decide between them. Neither is certain; both are enlightening; more enlightening still, perhaps, is the wavering between the two.

The answer most frequently cited seems to me the most dubious one. Many authors, beginning with Lactantius or Tertullian, claim that the Latin religio (whence, of course, religion) comes from the verb religare, which means ‘to bind’ or ‘bind back’. This hypothesis, often presented as simple fact, leads to a specific conception of religious reality – religion, it is claimed, is what binds people together. This hardly constitutes proof that the only conceivable social bond is the belief in God. History, as we have seen, has proved the opposite. Still, it remains true that no society can dispense with bonds among its members. If, therefore, as this etymology suggests, all bonds are assumed to be religious, then no society can dispense with religion. QED. However, this is less a demonstration than it is a tautology (if the two words religion and bond are synonymous) or a sophism (if they are not). Even clearly established etymologies prove nothing (why would language be ‘right’?) – and, as I said, this one happens to be uncertain. Not only that, but to claim that all bonds are religious is to empty the word religion of any and all specific working meaning. Self-interest also binds members of a society together, particularly in a market economy; this hardly implies that we should sacralize it, or turn the marketplace into a religion.

True, in monotheistic cultures, people are bound together (horizontally, so to speak) by the fact that all of them feel bound to God (vertically). It is like the warp and woof of the religious material. The community of believers – whether the Chosen People, the Church or the Umma – is as powerful as this double bond is solid. What is its real content, however, from the point of view of human sciences? It can only be a human phenomenon – at once psychological, historical and social. What binds believers together, as seen by an outside observer, is not God, whose existence is open to doubt; rather, it is their communion within the same faith. Such, according to Durkheim and most sociologists, is indeed the true content or primary function of religion – it favours social cohesion by reinforcing communion of thought and adhesion to the rules of the group. Fear of retribution or rumour does not suffice, nor does general interest. Indeed, neither of these factors is dependable; witnesses are not always available, and people’s interests diverge as often as they coincide. Something else is needed – a cohesion that is more profound, more essential and more durable, thanks to the fact that it is more interior (or interiorized). This is what I mean by communion. How could any society do without it? It would mean renouncing the idea of connection, the idea of community, and thus the idea of society itself – for it is communion that creates the community, far more than the other way round. It is not an already-existing community that generates communion; rather, it is a
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