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Dedication
This work is dedicated to all those who have decided to put
away childish things and abandon seductive virtual worlds.
It is also dedicated to those who wrestle honestly with doubt.

The stewardship of religious ideas creates a powerful
phenomenon: belief in belief, which radically transforms the
content of the underlying beliefs, making rational investigation
of them difficult if not impossible.

—Daniel C. Dennett, Breaking the Spell
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PROLOGUE
“The fool hath said in his heart, ‘There is no God.’”
—Psalm 14:1

his book is a heartfelt reply from the fool!
Once a devout Christian, now atheist,1 I challenge
truth claims made for religious belief, of whatever kind.
Local forms of Christianity are often in the foreground, but the
challenge is wider.
Commonly religions place central significance on a unique
mythology featuring marvellous accounts of deeds or words
attributed to an historic sage or mystic whose divine status or
mission grows in the telling.
These, however prominent, are not the core of the religions
concerned. They presuppose two other ancient mythological
beliefs. The first is a dualism, a belief that the real world is an
immaterial world, populated by a deity or deities accompanied
by hosts of acolytes and (usually) demons: of this world, the
material world is but a mere shadow. This first myth usually also
posits human life as a preamble, a testing-ground, for a further
post-mortem existence in a “spiritual” realm, or a progression
through reincarnation to some other state. An expression of this

T

1. A.C. Grayling, Against All Gods, favours abandoning this word,
since one who rejects all superstition should not allow theism reverential status beyond what is implied in rejecting belief in ghosts and
fairies.
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myth popularised early in the West is found in Plato’s “Allegory
of The Cave.”
The second of these myths underlying religious beliefs
reveals itself in magical thinking. Magical thinking exposes a
desire to transcend physical and material limitations in order to
find fulfilment of desires and wishes and to escape from fears
engendered by mortality and fallibility. From “touch wood”
as an amulet protecting from an unpleasant occurrence to the
miraculous efficacy attributed to religious relics, there is an
appeal for a displacement of earthy physical regularities by a
magical non-material causation. Curiously, religions reject the
magical claims of their competitors while failing to recognise
that their own confidence in the miraculous (the magical) is no
better based than those they reject.
This book invites readers to leave the shadows of Plato’s
“Cave,” to abandon magical thinking and the seductive virtual
reality of faith, in order to live the only life they have.
Atheism has a bad press amongst religious believers.
Sometimes attributed to satanic influence, or to rebellious
rejection of what seems to the believer (of whatever persuasion)
to be the only obvious truth, rejection of theism is seen as
abandonment of the only possible basis for morality. So atheism
is thought to be clouded with an aura of moral incapacity and
wilful blindness. It is not unusual to hear that atheism must arise
because one is belligerent or defensive, perhaps even emotionally
“damaged” and unable to give belief reasoned consideration.
Such, though, are not the core issues. The heart of the matter
lies in the grounds one might have for accepting one’s beliefs as
true, rather than one’s emotional motives for believing. Whether
theist or atheist, one’s emotional state is not determinative of
whether one’s beliefs are true or not.

PROLOGUE

xiii

Religious faiths are legion, taking their place amongst other
popular human activities and allegiances. Acknowledging this,
this work emphatically denies that claims to the truth of the
various religions are sustainable and points to assertions by rival
faiths of mutually exclusive “truths,” despite each faith basing
itself on similar appeals to tradition and to ancient writings as
do the others. Each “great cloud of witnesses” attests beliefs
repugnant to rival religions.
Years of theological training sowed my seeds of doubt, and
throughout years of active pastoral ministry, I increasingly
juggled faith and doubt, first concerning fundamentalist
teachings regarding scripture, then concerning foundations
for belief. I studied philosophy at university, seeking to equip
myself to confront faith and doubt and to examine my beliefs.
After some years, I resigned from the church and returned to
teach philosophy at the same university.
I have been privileged to retain friendships since the years
of theological training with some fellow students who, while
traveling divergent paths over those fifty years, have retained
theistic belief and engage in parish life and worship regularly.
From time to time discussion with those old colleagues turned
to matters of belief with mutual respect and ambient tolerance.
To them I am grateful, first for their continued friendship despite
my apostate status, but also for their integrity in questioning
and maintaining their beliefs and the stimulating challenge they
provided. What is written here reflects views I have held for
many years past. Those discussions contributed to my finally
deciding to begin this venture. Of course, these friends remain
steadfastly theist and so should not face inquisition because they
associate with me.
It is my present hope that a similar spirit of tolerant discussion
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of these significant topics is more widely possible. Manifestly,
the beliefs expressed here will not please all readers, but I
neither feel a need to tiptoe around the issues apologetically nor
to approach them aggressively.
A widespread feature of religious belief, from animism and
ancient cults through the Abrahamic “religions of the book”
to contemporary sci-fi based religions is a certainty that this
material world is only “real” in some dependent fashion, since
reality lies in an immaterial realm of deities and spirits without
which there could be no physical universe, no life, no thought. A
classic expression of this dualistic belief is to be found in Plato’s
Republic, dramatically expressed in the “Allegory of the Cave.”
An immaterial world needs no material causation, but reliance
on magical thinking offers to supply any needed explanatory
account of the working of such a world. These pervasive beliefs
provide useful points at which to begin questioning the viability
of religious belief.
A well-rehearsed chorus of prominent clergy links
diminishing adherence to religious observance or declining
godliness to increasing crime, violence, and civil disorder. A
challenge to this ideological belief that religion provides the only
source of ethics and is essential for a humane society is required.
So here I deny this implied necessity of a religion, or of any
particular religious belief, for social cohesion and morality.
The past decade has seen a more open and explicit debate
about religious belief. Commenting on aspects of this debate,
Carlin Romano wrote, “Believe it or not, courtesy counts.”2 There
are more significant priorities than urging cannibals to behave
politely at table. In the debate about religious belief, “courtesy”
2. Carl Romano, “Believe it or not, Courtesy Counts.” The Australian, October 31, 2007: 34-35.
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is hardly the substantive issue. Certainly, one may wish that
debates on this topic were mutually respectful, as they well may
be, but the faithful and their opponents have records at least as
acerbic and confrontational as each other. In such debate, those
who take a condescending or condemnatory stance, accusing
others of bad faith or insensitivity to honest commitment, need
not cry foul if they are treated with a similar lack of respect.
What is essential is that ancient texts and traditions are to be
handled respectfully, neither as archaic irrelevances nor as
oracular jewels of unquestionable truth and authority.
A pivotal question in such debate is whether questions of the
truth of belief systems can be decided by appealing to tradition
that is of great antiquity, sincerely venerated, and historically
formative of cultural practices and rites.
I take the stance that people are entitled to whatever
speculative religious belief they can justify to themselves and
to find in such beliefs guidance for their way of life, comfort
in hard times, and personal motivation and meaning amidst
life’s vicissitudes. Amongst a number of self-help movements,
meditation techniques, and social supports, various religions
provide significant personal life-guidance and strength.
Efficacy in meeting personal needs is not to be derided,
nor is speculation or cherishing a company of like-minded
people sharing commitment in causes one finds life-affirming
and supportive. Secular interest groups of many kinds, exservice organisations, quilting groups, bowling clubs, political
alliances, and involvement in charitable institutions or voluntary
educational efforts like the University of the Third Age also
meet human needs. The claim that there are “spiritual” needs,
implying supernatural human characteristics, may be merely
a triumphalist religious spin on human aspiration or distress, a
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reaffirmation of Plato’s “Cave.” There seems no reason to deny
religious believers whatever satisfactions they find in their faith,
unless these satisfactions include demands that others adopt
their beliefs or be subject to their lifestyles and values.
A disclaimer: I do not imagine that matters discussed here will
find general acceptance, as did the dependant planetary nature
of the earth, any time soon. Phillip Adams puts the point thus: “I
have long given up trying to convince people: you cannot reason
people out of an irrational belief.”3 This is not to say that believers
are irrational or lack reasons for accepting their beliefs, though
it does deny that those reasons are finally well based. What is
asserted is that a rationally justifiable claim to truth of belief is
not presented by appealing to ancient and venerated tradition, no
matter how ornate the argumentative processes justifying those
traditions. The celebrated elegant medieval attempts to prove the
existence of God fail, as do their modern counterparts.
Given the multiplicity of incompatible traditions leading to
the prodigious variety of religions, there are no good grounds for
declaring that any tradition is the sole basis for truth-claims or for the
ordering of society. Tradition cannot simply authenticate itself.
There has been talk of a “clash of cultures” focussed mainly
on the militant and triumphalist assertion of Islam brought into
prominence during the so-called “War on Terror.” I attempt
to discuss the significance of fundamentalism—Christian,
Islamic, or other—that intensifies the dynamic of religious and
cultural difference driving the perceived collision of cultures.
Fundamentalisms, far from being pure and intense expressions
of faith, are in fact expressions of pathological personal needs
cloaked in religion. They reflect the insecurities of their adherents
3. Quoted in The Weekend Australian, Review, (October 20-21,
2007): 5.
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and betray a need for control and an inability to tolerate ambiguity.
Similarities with twentieth century totalitarian movements are
mentioned, and I suggest that believers, both Christian and
Islamic, should eject the cuckoos from their nests and rescue
their faiths from fundamentalists.
Attempting that rescue may not be without its own hazards,
since the strength of fundamentalism lies in its Manichaean
ability to abolish ambiguity by seeing issues as dichotomies, black
and white, simplifying belief and controlling behaviour with
great parsimony of intellect. I recall the reply of one theological
educator to difficult questions about the doctrine of the Trinity
and the Problem of Evil. “It all remains within the penumbra
of divine mystery, gentlemen.” The more liberal, moderate
expressions of religion face a problem of expressing focussed
belief and mobilising committed action. In this connection,
attention is paid to the writing of Bishop John Shelby Spong,
an American Episcopalian. Spong’s critique of theism is cogent
and leads him to advocate that Christianity abandon theism and
rethink its belief and practice along lines suggested by Tillich’s
theology, representing God as “the Ground of all Being.” That
approach is respectfully rejected in favour of an atheism that
absolutely rejects metaphysical dualism as the preferable
alternative to theism.
Two central perennial human questions are “What can we
know?” and “What should we do about what we know?” Religions
approach these, offering supernatural beliefs in answer to the first
question and moral codes in answer to the second. After Chapter
1 presents Plato’s “Cave,” and Chapter 2 considers magical
thinking, Chapter 3 asks why we should take religion seriously,
and Chapter 4 questions religion’s claims to be the source and
enforcer of moral codes. Chapter 5 takes notice of problems about
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truth, while Chapter 6 examines the bases offered for claims to
religious truth, and in Chapter 7, a critique of fundamentalism is
offered. Following Chapter 8, concerned with religious missionary
imperialism, Chapters 9 and 10 ask respectively what liberal
Christians and atheists can say about God.

1. PLATO’S CAVE
God is dead: but considering the state the species man
is in, there will perhaps be caves, for ages yet, in which his
shadow will be shown.
—Friedrich Nietzsche, 1882
Die fröliche Wissenschaft, Bk 3, §108

Plato’s Republic provides the powerful image with which
Nietzsche conjured. Rejecting Plato’s notion that an ideal world
of perfection is imperfectly represented in perception, I agree
with Nietzsche’s sentiment.
The Cave
Imagine the condition of men living in a sort of
cavernous chamber underground, with an entrance open to
the light and a long passage all down the cave. Here they
have been from childhood, chained by the leg and also by
the neck, so that they cannot move and can see only what is
in front of them, because the chains will not let them turn
their heads. At some distance higher up is the light of a fire
burning behind them, and between the prisoners and the
fire is a track with a parapet built along it, like the screen
at a puppet-show, which hides the performers while they
show their puppets over the top. Now behind this parapet
imagine persons carrying along various artificial objects,
1
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including figures of men and animals in wood or stone or
other materials, which project above the parapet. Naturally,
some of these persons will be talking, others silent.4
Plato develops the allegory, claiming that humans perceive,
as it were, mere shadows of the real world, which contains to
perfection that which is only approximated in our experience.
The seductive allegory has lingered, not least in metaphysical
dualism positing material and immaterial worlds.
On the memorial stone for John Henry Cardinal Newman
is carved the motto Ex umbris et imaginibus in veritatem (From
shadows and types into the truth). His biographer, Oxford scholar
Father Ian Ker, explicates this thus:
What the inscription means is that in death he was
moving out of the unreality of this world into the true reality
of eternal life.5
The belief is that there is in addition to the visible physical
world an immaterial world of the spirit. Humans are thought
to be an immaterial soul or spirit inhabiting the physical living
body. This soul is then viewed as the morally responsible aspect
of the person, which survives death, disembodied. This belief
expresses a metaphysical dualism.6
This supposition of a supernatural spirit realm as the “true
4. Cornford, F.M. The Republic of Plato: translated with introduction
and notes, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1941: 222-223.
5 Father Ian Ker cited in Peter Wilson, “Cardinal’s body exhumed to
‘bury gay past,’” The Weekend Australian (August 30-31, 2008): 17.
6 One classic view was that of Rene Descartes who (at least officially)
maintained that only an immaterial mind was capable of thinking.
Darwin, The Descent of Man, Part 1, Chapter 3, is of interest here.
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reality” frames a seductive virtual world, an alternate reality
affording mystical satisfactions and solutions to life’s harder
realities. The most significant human experiences and expressions
are thought to be located in this virtual world, devaluing human
life as but a preamble to the reality of “spiritual” eternity.
People are seen as not capable of aspirations, of wonder, joy
and hope or altruism, of loyalty and love unless this immaterial
spirit world is involved. “Higher” emotions and volitions are,
on the traditional religious account, whether Islamic, Hindu,
Christian, or whatever, the prerogative of a disembodied mind,
soul, or spirit stuff (the accounts differ), which properly belongs
in the imagined eternal immaterial realm and that is what is
said to survive death and face judgement (or be reincarnated
or even resurrected to earthly existence in a theocracy). This
belief purports to locate the real human experiences in a “just
so” world of which the only evidence is a vastly diverse set of
ancient traditions, by no means consistent, and the belief that the
world cannot be as it is unless there is a supernatural magical
sustaining of all its processes, especially living processes. This
presents a significant and dubious epistemological claim. It is
notable that Buddhism takes the existence of the universe as
a given, seeing no value in pursuing speculative metaphysical
explanations regarding its origins.
This notion of spirituality can intrude unhelpfully. “Spirituality”
obviously finds a ready explanation for metaphysical dualists
believing spirit to be an immaterial aspect of life, surviving death,
and somehow inhabiting an immaterial parallel world. It is clearly
false, however, that one needs to believe in a dualist universe to
exhibit such spirituality as higher human aspiration and hope, to
attempt to construct a meaningful account of human life, or to
have a personal sense of purposeful living and concern for the
welfare of others. One may marvel at the universe, be enthralled
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by personal courage and achievement, catch one’s breath at the
light flooding from high clerestory windows of a cathedral, be
excited by speculative boldness, or be awed by neonatal life.7
Dualists often seem to highjack the spiritual as if all such values
must be ascribed not to the person, but to their immaterial “spirit,”
and as if one can only ascribe spirituality in religious contexts.
This, to an atheist, is indeed a radical devaluation of human life.
Because of this ready identification of the word spiritual with
dualist belief, one might wish for an expression less prejudiced
in its associations. One’s attitudes, aspirations, and hopes can be
referred to as one’s spirit without reifying spirit, imagining that it
is a separate immaterial entity.
The point is that religious believers cannot lay unique claim
to spirituality and cannot claim that the religion they follow
alone expresses spirituality. Nor can they assume that those not
sharing their views are dull clods blind to “ultimate reality.”
Non-believers may well see the dualist vision as imaginary,
mythological speculation. After all, not too many today share
the world view of worshippers of Horus, and the spirituality of
a self-flagellating monk is not clearly akin to that of a Hindu
at their household shrine or of a dancing Dervish, much less
of a Buddhist contemplative who has no need to construct an
alternative immaterial existence.8
Metaphysical dualism in whatever form is to be rejected.
Whether the spirit world of the animist, the ascription to
humans (and maybe other animals) of a ghostly soul or
spirit, the channelling or séances of the spiritualists, or the
numerous immaterial deities, angels, demons and djinns, all are
7 Antonio Damasio’s Looking for Spinoza Chapter 7 includes a useful discussion.
8. Horus: another of the ancient Egyptian deities, son of the virgin
Isis, a noteworthy precedent for Christian beliefs.

5
speculative human explanatory constructs. Interactions between
the supposed world of spirits and the material world of human
life are explicated by what can hardly be viewed as other than
magical thinking. However elaborate and complex, these belief
systems remain incurably mythological.
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