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“The supernatural does not exist.”

—CAMILLE FLAMMARION1


 



“The figures are shocking. Three quarters of the American population literally believe in religious miracles. The numbers who believe in the devil, in resurrection, in God doing this and that—it’s astonishing. These numbers aren’t duplicated anywhere else in the industrial world. You’d have to maybe go to mosques in Iran or do a poll among old ladies in Sicily to get numbers like this. Yet this is the American population.”

—NOAM CHOMSKY.

 



“There is more religion in man’s science than there is science in his religion.”

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU

 



“I am so far beyond atheism, there isn’t a word in the English language dictionary to describe me.”

—HARLAN ELLISON

 



“Who says I am not under the special protection of God?”

—ADOLF HITLER

THE WORLD (NOT JUST AMERICA) is deeply divided. The main fault line is where the tectonic plates of religion and of reason/secularism /modernity/science/Enlightenment meet and grind against each other, making an absolutely unbearable noise. It’s sort of like . . . forget it, I can’t describe it.

My aim in compiling The Quotable Atheist was to heal our broken planet, essentially by eliminating the religious part. Not with nuclear weapons or lesser acts of mass murder, no—that’s the religious style, nowadays, in certain quarters—but through argument, persuasion, and most of all (since I know perfectly well that argument is utterly useless against dumb, blind faith, and just wanted to pay it lip service), the steady application of powerfully abrasive ridicule which will slowly but surely erode away the offending continent.

I’m serious. Do I really believe this book will convert believers and turn them from the path of self-righteousness to the path of righteousness? Yes. A few. Three, I estimate. Two for sure. But the point is this:

For years, millions of fine, upstanding American atheists and agnostics have watched and stewed as the religious right expanded its influence throughout public life, and as America closed its mind and opened its heart to angels, aliens, ghosts, psychics, Jesus, astrology, Kabbalah, Genesis, Revelation. . . . As SAM HARRIS wrote in The End of Faith: “Unreason is now ascendant in the United States—in our schools, in our courts, and in each branch of the federal government. Only 28 percent of Americans believe in evolution; 68 percent believe in Satan. Ignorance in this degree, concentrated in both the head and belly of a lumbering superpower, is now a problem for the entire world.”

Meanwhile, religion continues to be granted far too much respect and too little critical examination in our culture and mainstream media. We need to change the cultural climate so as to make supernatural, occult, and faith-based claptrap feel unwelcome and to make adults ashamed of the blithe surrender of their otherwise sound minds to idiocy. We need climate change. Bullshit levels are rising globally, threatening to submerge intellectually low-lying areas. Much of the United States is already inundated. Temperatures  are rising; IQs are dropping. Four of the five stupidest years on record have occurred since 2000.

I would of course have preferred a declaration by the president of the United States—purportedly God’s messenger on earth—stating that neither God nor WMDs ever existed and that most religious beliefs are untrue and harmful, and urging citizens to bring their minds back up at least to an eighteenth-century stage of development. (I have proposed this plan in a letter to George W. Bush, but haven’t heard back yet. They must be hashing out the details.)

Failing that, it is up to atheist/secularist groups and individuals to do what we can to stop global worming (people groveling like worms before nonexistent deities). That’s where this book comes in.

As a number of these collected quotes say (far more wittily): Religion in general is based on falsehoods—comforting beliefs in a heavenly parent or big brother; hopes of surviving death—and on utility or expedience: socially cohesive tribal myths; politically useful codes of law and behavior; divine ordination of rulers (including certain presidents); attempts to explain, influence, or placate nature and the elements; the wish to raise ourselves above (i.e., deny our place among) the animals. Religion may help people feel their lives have a loftier purpose than the mere satisfaction of material wants and sensual desires, but it does it with smoke and mirrors, at the cost of our respect for truth and of our integrity and dignity.

Truth has never needed to win converts forcibly. (“Say it—‘I believe in the second law of thermodynamics’—say it, infidel, or die!”) Religion can only demonstrate a miracle; threaten eternal damnation; offer delightful, virginful visions of heaven; promise health, wealth, social or political benefits, or relief from guilt, loneliness, and emptiness; or offer as the other alternative a swift beheading or slow burning.

Persecution and violence have been the rule throughout religious history. Religious tolerance has grown just to the extent that we have become less religious. Religious authority has always sought to obstruct scientific research and education; to control and censor art and literature; to impose rules of behavior that may have made sense centuries or millennia earlier, and probably not even then; and to  support rulers and governments, however cruel and oppressive, in exchange for the preservation of its own privileges and wealth. In short, religion has been doing more harm than good for the last, oh, 2,007 years or so. Definitely the last 1,427. Possibly the last 5,767. It has far outlived any beneficial purpose it ever had. (For achieving oneness with the universe, for example, we now have pills.)

Yet religion not only persists; after retreating nicely for a few hundred years, it’s back literally with a vengeance—September 11, 2001 being the outstanding recent example. (See quote by Monsignor LORENZO ALBACETE.) In American politics, religion has been rearing its ugly head more rearingly in the past decade or two—and particularly since January 20, 2001—than in the entire history of the United States. And our culture? My God. Make Jesus the center of your movie or novel, make angels, ghosts, witches, vampires, psychics or UFOs the theme of your TV series, and your pecuniary prayers are answered.

If a thinking person of a century ago were told that the next hundred years would see a war in which millions of Jews were murdered out of an originally religious hatred; another war, basically over religion, on European soil (the former Yugoslavia); Middle-Eastern countries still under theocratic rule; enormously popular Islamist groups waging a worldwide jihad; millions of Chinese Falun Gong devotees following a self-anointed savior who also claims the abilities to levitate and to become invisible; arena-sized churches springing up all over the United States; as few as 28 percent of Americans believing evolution is a fact, and 13 percent or fewer believing it occurred through natural selection, unguided by God; the U.S. government dominated by professed evangelical or born-again Christians; Christian fundamentalists holding effective veto power over Supreme Court nominations; and the Oval Office occupied by a man who has affirmed the impossibility of a non-Christian entering heaven2—that thinking person might well feel that all the  intellectual progress of the previous three or four centuries had been for nought.

We must also count false belief as in itself an irreducibly bad thing, and regard respect for truth supported by reason and evidence as a fundamental human obligation. We should view willful ignorance and stupidity as—I almost said a “sin”; call it an offense against life. And to my mind, to fail to learn about and feel reverence for what science has discovered—to refuse to see in the 100-trillion-mile, 100-billion-galaxy extent of the observable universe, the strange-beyond-comprehension subatomic universe, and the possibility of other universes (separate God for each or same one for all?)—to refuse to recognize there the proper objects of our religious attention, if you will, and instead continue to hold barbaric tribal myths as sacred—I call that willful ignorance and stupidity. I call it unpardonable ingratitude toward the generations of scientists over the centuries who have labored to discover, bit by painstaking bit, real, verifiable knowledge about the world we live in; actual, precious facts that have not only made our lives longer, healthier, safer, and more pleasant but are in and of themselves worthy of profound respect, if not, as I said, reverence.

As for belief in any form of creationism: That insults nature itself by denying or ignoring its ability to structure, organize, and build itself. (See LEE SMOLIN.) The evolution of chemical stuff into what we call life (and by the way, it’s time we recognized there is no real duality of living and nonliving, let alone between human and animal life) is almost certainly an inevitable development from the properties—the geometry, physics, and statistics—of nature’s most fundamental stuff. Science presents us at every turn, why, on every boring textbook page, with a fantastically strange world—the 99.99999 percent of our own world that we can’t or don’t perceive in everyday life. Every significant discovery about nature is, in its sudden, stark reality and radical other-ness, rather like an encounter with an extraterrestrial. (If I had a nickel for every one of those I’ve had.) It’s an insult to both science and nature to take no interest in the “miracle” of reality while lapping up Tales of the Supernatural, Testaments 1 and 2. Biblical religion adds injury to these insults by teaching that the  world was created for humans’ exclusive benefit and exploitation, thus sanctioning environmental wantonness and vandalism.

Complaints about the collateral damage caused by religion might almost be beside the point if the beliefs in question—in particular, the belief in God—were true. The thing is—and this is a very important point—there is no God. (By writing that, I’ve just broken Massachussetts law as well as British law. I hope I’m proud of myself.) I mean there exists nothing similar enough to any of the traditional ideas of God to warrant calling it “God.” If one means something very different, one should call it something else—and explain why we should worship it. The pantheist or Spinozist statement “God is nature” or “nature is God,” for example—if it merely means, “let’s call nature ‘God’”—is pointless; to the extent that it suggests that nature has some sort of conscious, purposeful personality, it is false and misleading. Nature certainly never promised Abraham the land of Canaan, spoke to Moses atop Mount Sinai, begat a child by a virgin, dictated a message to the Prophet Muhammad, or revealed to me my divine nature and mission. God did those things.

What I really mean, of course, is that there is no reason to believe that there exists a superintelligent, purposeful, conscious—in short, liberal-like—being that created and/or rules the universe; and I have come to earth to tell you that no reason to believe is good reason not only not to believe but to disbelieve.

 



It’s time, I suppose, for the tedious business of defining terms. Feel free to skip a paragraph ahead. Vaya con dios.


I’m using “atheist” as shorthand to indicate any nonbeliever in the existence of a deity or deities. This includes both the agnostic, who thinks there’s not enough evidence to decide one way or the other—and therefore remains a nonbeliever; the atheist proper who goes further and believes the Supreme Being does not exist—i.e., disbelieves; and the nontheist, who considers the question meaningless and irrelevant (whereas an agnostic may consider the question unanswered but very important). Throughout the eighteenth century, “Spinozist” or pantheist was regarded as equivalent to “atheist”; I’m using “atheist” in this broad sense. I could have chosen as my catchall  term “nontheist” or “agnostic” or the recently coined “Bright,” which includes all of the above plus skeptics, “ignostics” (see SHERWIN WINE) and, for all I know, Flying Spaghetti Monsterists (see BOBBY HENDERSON). I just think “atheist” has more sales appeal, in more than one sense.

Much bewilderment arises simply because we ask illogical or meaningless questions—questions that are merely figments of human behavior, perceptions, or language (as philosophers from KANT TO WITTGENSTEIN taught). I suspect, for example, that the “why” in that ultimate question “Why does anything exist?” has no meaning outside of human language, and that the question is no different in type than “Why does 5 = 5?” Yet people ask it, and the most popular answer throughout history has of course been “God.” (Oh, the trouble words cause us! Get rid of them all, I say. Imagine there’s no language. . . . It’s easy if you try. . . . No grammar below us. . . . Above us, no “why.”. . . You may say I’m a dreamer....) But to jump to the conclusion—to arrogantly presume to know—that an intelligent, conscious, and purposeful Creator is the answer to that supreme Why makes infinitely less sense than to simply and humbly continue to gain what actual knowledge we can—and meanwhile to acknowledge that there is so far no sign whatsoever of Godot.

“You’re missing the point. Faith isn’t about numbers or logic. It’s about what we know and feel inside.” That of course is precisely the problem. It means you can believe just about anything. God did clearly promise all the land between the Mediterranean and the Euphrates to the children of Israel. Jesus was—or Reverend Moon is—the incarnation of God on Earth. Psychiatry does kill. Infidels must be killed. Say what you will about atheism—no one has ever slaughtered in its name. (Stalin’s principles were not so lofty. As for HITLER—look him up in this book.)

Yet I confess, I’ve got a soft spot for “spirituality.” Why those quote marks? The trouble with “spiritual” is that, at least according to the diagram in my manual, there aren’t two kinds or levels of reality—a physical world and a second, separate, spiritual one. “The supernatural does not exist.” Or, if you prefer (and I rather do), it’s all “supernatural.” The very fact of existence feels supernatural. At least it cries  out for explanation. We are here, apparently, and we don’t know why. You can’t just call that “natural” and go on your merry way.

I even have a couple of nice things to say about organized religion. I respect, indeed feel awed and somewhat shamed by, the seriousness, depth, and commitment of the genuinely religious life. At its best, it ensures at least a weekly reminder (in church, synagogue, mosque, or hogan) of the Larger Scheme of Things. It can hold families and communities together. Strong, vibrant communities like Jonestown and Heaven’s Gate.3 Its observances and holy days help to structure, give meaning to, and, from the believer’s point of view, sanctify life. It can make the adherent a better, kinder, gentler person.

But to qualify for these benefits, which may also include health insurance, you’re supposed to believe all kinds of bizarre, crazy stuff–beginning, of course, with the Big Guy upstairs. And apart from the iffy benefits, these beliefs bring heavy costs. “Nearly all religions have traditions of fighting for one’s faith and supernatural rewards for martyrdom,” wrote VANESSA BAIRD. “You have to believe it to do it.... So religion does not simply justify violence—the suicide bomber’s God, like that of George [W.] Bush, orders it.”

But do you have to believe? I think most religionists are cheating. Many readily admit that they believe at most in some nebulous Higher Power or Spirit (the Force is also popular these days—see BBC ONLINE) and that for them, religion is mainly about tradition, family, feeling all warm and fuzzy—or perhaps about getting sober. But I contend that even fundamentalist Christians and Muslims by and large don’t really believe in God. Not the way a European of the Middle Ages could believe—before everyone knew the earth isn’t the center of the universe, that microbes, not sin, cause disease, that humans are descended from apelike animals (does anyone today really not believe that?), and that thunder . . . what does cause thunder, anyway?—in short, the way a Joan of Arc could believe. As philosopher DANIEL DENNETT puts it (almost echoing Bishop JOHN SPALDING): “Most people in the West who say they believe in God actually believe in belief in God.” They like the idea.


Faith today is a flag. The current worldwide religious revival is a rebellion against modernity, in the name of identity, tribe, and tradition—a protest against the paving over of local and national traditions by the steamroller of global commercial-consumer culture. (Ground Zero was after all the World Trade Center.) Religion has rushed in to fill the genuine spiritual vacuum created by modernity and capitalism—the archenemy of all tradition, including religion, as conservatives once understood. Osama bin Laden is the bastard offspring of LOCKE, Adam Smith, BENTHAM, MILL,VOLTAIRE, BONAPARTE. . . .

The problem, however, isn’t that science, secularism, and Enlightenment ideas have become the modern religion, but rather that they haven’t. While fundamentally antagonistic toward science, the current antimodernist, postmodernist religious reaction isn’t against a rival belief system or philosophy, so much as against an absence of strongly held values—a spiritual-philosophical void that business seeks to fill with toys, amusements, and celebrity idolatry, replacing old-fashioned ideals, with a cool cynicism, irony, and disdain for any kind of seriousness and passion—religious, political, emotional, or intellectual. TV and advertising have bred these virtues out of our culture because they were rivals to the “values” of consumption; after all, if people start feeling their lives are rich and meaningful enough without having to buy stuff, then where will we be?

Ironically, atheism in its best sense—as a positive, vigorous philosophy of life rather than just a rejection of—confronts the same unserious-ness. Your average nonbeliever—and I know him well—just can’t be bothered thinking through what he believes and doesn’t believe. He isn’t against religion so much as uninterested. To him, the Origin-of-Species –thumping atheist orators of yester-century are as antique as an old-time revival meetin’. At the same time, multiculturalism has taught us that while it may be okay to trash fundamentalist Christianity (a freedom that this book will eagerly avail itself of), we mustn’t presume to tell non-Western societies what they should and shouldn’t believe.

But with creeping theocracy at home and religious fanaticism on the loose everywhere, this is no time for ironic detachment (read, intellectual laziness). It’s time to get post-postmodern about  religion: less indifferent, less respectful, less relativistic—frankly, less tolerant—toward religion per se, not just its more “extreme” (read pure) manifestions. The problem with religious moderation is that it helps keep barbaric, scripture-based beliefs respectable. Religious moderation, Sam Harris notes, “is the product of secular knowledge and scriptural ignorance.” Moderates ignore or pay lip service to scriptural injunctions; Osama bin Laden acts on them. In an age of suitcase bombs, tribalistic irrationalism in any degree is no longer just a harmless anachronism.

Atheists, for our part, can be as closed-minded, humorless, self-righteous, and evangelical as religionists. Throughout the ages, nonbelief has served some atheists as a means of feeling superior to the credulous crowd, the moronic, manipulable, mesmerized masses. (Not that the feeling isn’t justified.) To some atheists, one must be a strict materialist, free of any taint of spirituality, if one is to remain above suspicion of un-atheistic activities. At least one atheist Web site displays an amusingly McCarthyite zeal for rooting out religious or spiritual sympathies among supposed nonbelievers.

But spiritual appetites are real (see HUBERT HARRISON, last quote), worthy of respect, and of course a begging to be milked for profits. What’s needed is more than just the discrediting and utter humiliation of religion as we know it, but a counter-religion, if you will—a positive, assertive, science-based secularism that amounts to, and isn’t squeamish about being, an alternate way forward “spiritually.” Science, after all, arose out of mysticism and sorcery, with which it shares the thirst for higher knowledge and for mastery over nature. In fact, in many ways science has been growing more mystical again. I believe that, just as certain eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Spinozists envisioned, science is destined to replace, or if you prefer, remerge with, religion. It may need to be called something else. (The First Church of Something Else? Has a nice, tax-exempt ring to it.)

Actually, there’s nothing wrong even with the word “religion.” Put a new engine in it, clean it up, get rid of that smell, and it’ll be good as new. All the word means, after all, is “re-tying”—reconnecting with our cosmic origins, with the LST (Larger Scheme of Things)—and nothing’s wrong with that. LST will open your mind, man.

Accordingly, this book is intended not only to inspire, amuse, and pander to nonbelievers but also to challenge them—to be thought provoking to atheists and theists alike. Hence, I didn’t trouble much about ideological purity, and included agnostics, ignostics, eggnostics—even theists and theocrats. (In fish-nor-fowl cases such as America’s deist Founding Fathers, I of course carefully cherry-picked the quotes that put them most decisively in the antireligious camp.) I favored quotes that bespeak a really open mind—open even to the appalling possibility of a consciousness and purpose in nature. (My garden, God knows, seems to have a mind of its own.) I strove to include figures from all periods and walks of life, especially if they added celebrity and sex appeal. But above all, in sifting through thousands of quotes in books and on the Internet, I looked for the most brilliant, penetrating, and funny.The words of ANDRÉ MALRAUX, “Be careful—with quotations you can damn anything,” were my constant inspiration.

Atheism should mean getting, and laughing at, the mother of all jokes: that we’re animals—animated mud—agglomerations of molecules that have evolved the ability to reproduce themselves and have formed into large colonies that we regard as plants, animals, people (but which our selfish genes “regard” as cities and vehicles)—colonies whose Weblike web of neural interconnections can even produce an impression of consciousness. We, the “most evolved” of these colonies, anointed ourselves the center and purpose of the universe, only to discover that we’re not, but that the likes of us have apparently been left in charge of a planet in a universe without purpose, center, leader, or moral authority; that we’re all, as the Firesign Theater once put it, “just bozos on this bus.” Which suggests we’d better put aside tribal myths, absolutist truths, and obsessional mass neuroses and learn to get along.






A

David Aaronovitch (1954–), British journalist, broadcaster and author. Former communist. Twice winner of the GEORGE ORWELL prize for political journalism. For making what he called “a left-wing case for supporting the overthrow of a fascist regime [Saddam Hussein’s] . . . I have had the almost astral experience of finding myself excommunicated” and labeled a neoconservative by the left—while continuing to be criticized by the right as a liberal. Also accused of Islamophobia for criticizing Muslim organizations for antigay, antifeminist, and illiberal positions. Wrote of his embarrassment at being in the same room as his young daughter when the TV news reported that President Clinton had received oral sex in an Oval Office vestibule—until she asked, “Daddy, what’s a vestibule?”



“For people with God on their side, monotheists are a touchy lot. . . . In Exodus, Moses gets the tribe of Levi to go with ‘sword at side’ and massacre 3,000 calf-worshippers. And we are supposed to celebrate such a violation of the freedom to worship? . . . Why are they so touchy? The problem is partly that all monotheisms are, by their nature, anti-pluralistic. They’ve got the one true God, and the very latest valid version of his thoughts. It is asking a lot of monotheisms to coexist with other faiths and views. Paganism, on the other hand, is much better suited to modern ideas of tolerance and human rights. Under polytheism you can choose your own god overtly.”




Edward Abbey (1927–1989), American author/environmental advocate. Wrote most memorably about the Western deserts where he was once a park ranger. His novel The Monkey Wrench Gang, about a group of “eco-warriors” who sabotage development projects, is said to have inspired the formation of radical environmental groups like Earth First. Writer Larry McMurtry called him “the THOREAU of the American West”; sometimes called “the desert anarchist.” Specified that he wanted his body to fertilize “a cactus, a cliffrose, a sagebrush or a tree.”



“Whatever we cannot easily understand we call God; this saves much wear and tear on the brain tissues.... Belief in the supernatural reflects a failure of the imagination.”

“Fantastic doctrines (like Christianity or Islam or Marxism) require unanimity of belief. One dissenter casts doubt on the creed of millions. Thus the fear and the hate; thus the torture chamber, the iron stake, the gallows, the labor camp, the psychiatric ward.”



Clark Adams, Public relations director for Internet Infidels, creators of the Secular Web; cofounder of the Secular Coalition for America; moderator of the alt.atheism newsgroup; organizer of the annual Lollapalooza of Freethought at the Freedom from Religion Foundation’s Lake Hypatia4 resort in Alabama, “right in the buckle of the Bible Belt.”


“If atheism is a religion, then health is a disease.”

 



 



Douglas Adams (1952–2001), British radio dramatist; author of the Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy series. Said the idea came to him while he lay drunk in a field in Austria, gazing at the stars. He was carrying a book called The Hitchhiker’s Guide to Europe. Previous occupations included chicken-shed cleaner, bodyguard for an Arab royal family, and guitarist for Pink Floyd. Was six feet tall by age 12. A giant among freethinkers. Professed “radical atheist.”



“There is a theory that states that if ever anybody discovers exactly what the universe is for and why it is here, it will instantly disappear and be replaced by something even more bizarre and inexplicable . . . There is another theory that states that this has already happened.”




John Adams (1735–1826), Founding Father and second U.S. president. A Deist, like many of the F.F.’s—including THOMAS JEFFERSON and GEORGE WASHINGTON. Deists rejected organized religion and the divinity of Christ and held that reason is the path to knowledge, including knowledge of God. Some saw God as a clockmaker who created the world but does not intervene in it, or does so only as a subtle force. Others believed God is the universe. In 1831 an Episcopal minister complained: “Among all our presidents from Washington downward, not one was a professor of religion, at least not of more than Unitarianism.”



“God has infinite wisdom, goodness and power; he created the universe.... He created this speck of dirt and the human species for his glory; and with deliberate design of making nine-tenths of our species miserable for ever for his glory. This is the doctrine of Christian theologians, in general, ten to one.... Wretch! What is his glory? Is he ambitious? Does he want promotion? Is he vain, tickled with adulation, exulting and triumphing in his power and the sweetness of his vengeance? Pardon me, my Maker, for these awful questions.”

“Twenty times in the course of my late reading, have I been upon the point of breaking out: This would be the best of all possible worlds, if there were no religion in it!”

“Even since the Reformation, when or where has existed a Protestant or dissenting sect who would tolerate a free inquiry?”



From the Treaty of Tripoli, ratified unanimously in the Senate and signed by Adams into law, 1797: “The United States of America is in no sense founded on the Christian Religion.”

“Who does not see that the same authority which can establish Christianity, in exclusion of all other Religions, may establish with the same ease any particular sect of Christians, in exclusion of all other Sects?”

“In the formation of the American government . . . it will never be pretended that any persons employed in that service had interviews with the gods, or were in any degree under the influence of heaven.”



Never say never:


“I trust God speaks through me.”—George W. Bush.




Scott Adams (1957–), American cartoonist-satirist. Creator of the Dilbert comic strip; CEO of Scott Adams Foods, Inc., makers of the Dil-berito, America’s favorite microwavable vegetarian burrito.



“Nothing defines humans better than their willingness to do irrational things in the pursuit of phenomenally unlikely payoffs. This is the principle of lotteries, dating, and religion.”




Wayne Adkins (1948–), American military officer. Served in Iraq in 2004–2005. Former fundamentalist Christian who became an atheist after studying to become a Baptist preacher. “Instead, the more I studied the Bible, the more problems I uncovered and eventually . . . I stopped believing.” Maintains the Naked Emperor atheist Web site.



“How do you choose between believing in Jesus, Bigfoot, leprechauns, witchcraft, Islam, alien abductions, the Tooth Fairy, gold at the end of the rainbow or the myriad other assertions that people have made over the course of human history? [Faith is] like rolling the dice and hoping you have placed your faith in a true proposition.... However, if you are still inclined to place faith in an un-provable assertion, I am God, send me money.”



“Adonis” (born Ali Ahmad Sa’id, 1930–), Syrian-born Lebanese-Arab-French poet/editor/publisher. Did not attend school, see a car, or listen to a radio until age 12. His father, a farmer and imam, gave him a traditional Islamic education. Later attended a French lycée and studied law and philosophy at Syrian University. Often mentioned as a Nobel candidate.



“The religious interpretations that compel Muslim women to wear the veil in secular countries where church and state have long been separated and where equality of the sexes is firmly established, reveals a mentality that is not content merely with veiling woman, but seeks to shroud man, society, life in general—to pull the veil over the eyes of reason itself.”



Decca Aitkenhead (1971–), British journalist and broadcaster. On “an almighty row” that broke out about the teaching of creationism in a British school in 2002: 
“‘Rational’ Christians fell over themselves to make it plain that they were much too sensible to believe such fairy tales . . . about God creating the world in six days. What a preposterous suggestion! Where was the science in that? Everyone knew the story of Genesis was just a rhetorical flourish. God created evolution. Now, not a month later, the same Christians ask us to believe the story of Easter. . . . Attributing God’s authorship to either version of [“creation”] events comes down to the same thing: you believe in a supernatural power. . . . Trying to defend religion by invoking science is like claiming that three plus four equals ice cream.”





Monsignor Lorenzo Albacete, professor of theology, St. Joseph’s Seminary, New York.



“From the first moment I looked into that horror on September 11th, into that fireball, into that explosion of horror, I knew it, I recognized an old companion. I recognized religion.”




Ayaan Hirsi Ali (1969–), Somali-Muslim-born Dutch author, filmmaker, human rights and women’s rights activist, and former member of the Dutch parliament (2003–2006). Has received repeated death threats from Islamists for her public rejection of Islam and its subjugation of women and for her coproduction of a film on the latter subject with Theo Van Gogh, a Dutch filmmaker (and great-great-nephew of VINCENT VAN GOGH) who was later murdered by an Islamist extremist/film critic. A letter containing a  death threat to Hirsi Ali, along with a rant about Jewish conspiracies and a vow that America, Europe, and the Netherlands “will go down,” was pinned to Van Gogh’s body with a knife. In her youth Hirsi Ali wore a hijab (full head-scarf) and supported the Islamist Muslim Brotherhood. Fleeing a forced marriage, she received political asylum in the Netherlands. Inspired by the Atheist Manifesto of Dutch philosopher Herman Philipse, she renounced Islam and became an atheist. Author of The Caged Virgin: An Emancipation Proclamation for Women and Islam. Named one of the 100 Most Influential Persons of the World by Time magazine in 2005. Nominated for the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize. Can denounce religious beastliness in fluent English, Somali, Arabic, Swahili, Amharic, and Dutch. On first hearing, as a schoolgirl, of SALMAN’S RUSHDIE’s Satanic Verses:
“We had heard that there was this book, and that the author had said something horrible about the Prophet, which was extremely blasphemous. And the first thought that came into my head was simply, ‘Oh, he must be killed.’”






On the Great Dane-ish Cartoon Controversy of 2005: 
“I do not seek to offend religious sentiment, but I will not submit to tyranny. Demanding that people who do not accept Muhammad’s teachings should refrain from drawing him is not a request for respect but a demand for submission.”





Tariq Ali (1943–), Pakistani-born British historian, journalist, filmmaker, antiwar activist, atheist. Grew up in a communist family in Lahore.



“From the age of five or six I was an agnostic. At twelve I became a staunch atheist.... But [Muslim culture] has enriched my life.. . . The historian Isaac Deutscher used to refer to himself as a non-Jewish Jew, identifying himself with a long tradition of intellectual scepticism, symbolised by SPINOZA, FREUD and MARX. I have . . . on occasion, described myself as a non-Muslim Muslim.”




From his book The Clash of Fundamentalisms:
“I want to write of the setting, of the history that preceded [9/11], of . . . an increasingly parochial culture that celebrates the virtues of ignorance [and] promotes a cult of stupidity . . . a  world in which escapist fantasies of every sort are encouraged from above.”






Amy Alkon (c. 1970–), American “Advice Goddess.” In her column of that name, syndicated in over 100 papers, she enjoys disparaging astrologers, psychics, and other serious, dedicated scientists. From a 2003 column titled “We’re The Chosen People And You Suck!”: 
“That anybody believes in God—just because somebody severe-looking told them God exists—is really a hoot.... Some guy who looks like Charlton Heston clutching the Ten Commandments is passing judgment on the universe.... Like the guy would even have time to care about your pathetic little life: ‘Hmm, Amy stiffed the coffee bar on a tip today. I suppose I’ll have to smite her after I finish my breakfast.’... If people really just wanted a framework to be good, all they’d need to do is live by the tenets of the religion I’ve created (and feel free to call it Amyism): 1. Be kind. 2. Be ethical. 3. Be rational. 4. Live as if a piano could fall on your head at any moment . . . 5. Leave the campground better than you found it.”





Ethan Allen (1738–1789), American Revolutionary War hero. After publishing an attack on Calvinist Christianity titled Reason, the Only Oracle of Man, a minister called him “Antichrist.” When asked at his wedding to pledge to live with his bride “agreeable to the laws of God,” he halted the ceremony in protest. Attempted during the war to capture Montreal, my hometown, but I forgive him his trespasses.



“In those parts of the world where learning and science have prevailed, miracles have ceased; but in those parts of it as are barbarous and ignorant, miracles are still in vogue.”



Steve Allen (1921–2000), American comedian, musician, songwriter, screenwriter, creator and original host of NBC’s Tonight Show, and author of 43 books, including three on his rejection of biblical religion. Raised  Catholic. As an entertainer who often stayed in hotels, he discovered his abhorrence of the Old Testament God while reading the Gideon Bibles. So you see, they do do good.



“Both the existence and the nonexistence of God seem in some respects preposterous. I accept the probability that there is some kind of divine force, however, because that appears to me the least preposterous assumption of the two.”

“We hear much, in recent years, of a return to religion.... There is also an especially disturbing proliferation of bizarre cults and freako churches . . . whose belief systems are intellectually on a par with the mindset of supermarket tabloids. And even within religious groups that are respectful of scientific evidence, not to mention common sense, it is the irrational and superstitious wings that are flourishing.... Among the hundreds of millions of believers in Islam, it is the most violent and fanatical elements that are flourishing.” (Written in 1994.)


“Few if any articulate atheists, agnostics, or secular humanists have been attracted to cults.” Allen’s son joined a Jesus cult in the 1970s. (May have been called “Christianity”—not sure.)


“I believe it is the imposition of a dictatorship that increasing numbers on the Christian Right now wish to construct in the United States.... Fundamentalist Christians [who] believe that the Bible is reliable as history and science are no longer content with teaching their freely-gathered congregations.... When they insist on having historical and scientific errors taught in our nation’s public schools, then they must be opposed by all legal means.” And if those fail?




Woody Allen (born Allen Stewart Konigsberg, 1935–), comedian, film director, screenwriter, actor. First published joke: “I am two with Nature.” He’s definitely also two with God. “The Jewish voice in mainstream society is often cynical, skeptical and philosophically materialist.” 25 (Also see LENNIE BRUCE, JACKIE MASON, HENNY YOUNGMAN.)



“Not only is God dead, but just try to find a plumber on weekends.”

“There’s no way to prove that there is no God. You just have to take it on faith.”

“I do not believe in an afterlife, although I am bringing a change of underwear.”

“I don’t want to achieve immortality through my work . . . I want to achieve immortality by not dying.”



Thomas Altizer (1927–), American theologian. A leader of the 1960s “death of God” theological movement (a.k.a. theothanatology). Author of The Gospel of Christian Atheism and The Death of God. God packed up and moved to Earth as Christ, and although the latter died, the former’s spirit has been living here—and not “out there”—ever since. Or something like that.



“Only by accepting and even willing the death of God in our experience can we be liberated from a transcendent beyond, an alien beyond which has been emptied and darkened by God’s self-alienation in Christ.” (Also see RICHARD RUBENSTEIN.)



Henri Frédéric Amiel (1821–1881), Swiss poet and philosopher.



“We are always making God our accomplice so that we may legalise our own inequities. Every successful massacre is consecrated by a Te Deum, and the clergy have never been wanting in benedictions for any victorious enormity.”

“The efficacy of religion lies precisely in what is not rational.... Religion attracts more devotion according as it demands more faith—that is to say, as it becomes more incredible to the profane mind.”

“A belief is not true because it is useful.”



Martin Amis (1949–), British novelist. His father, the much better and funnier novelist but reactionary shit Kingsley Amis, criticized Martin’s work for “breaking the rules, buggering about with the reader, drawing attention to himself. . . .”



“Since it is no longer permissible to disparage any single faith or creed, let us start disparaging all of them. To be clear: an ideology is a belief system with an inadequate basis in reality; a religion is a belief system with no basis in reality whatever. Religious belief is without reason and without dignity, and its record is near-universally dreadful. It is straightforward—and never mind, for now, about plagues and famines: if God existed, and if He cared for humankind, He would never have given us religion.”



Anaxagoras (c. 500–428 B.C.E.), Greek philosopher. Regarded the conventional gods “as mythic abstractions endowed with anthropomorphic attributes. His writings led him to a dungeon, charged with impiety.”1 Only Pericles’ intervention saved him from a death sentence. He had to pay a fine, was banished, and lived his final years in exile.



“Everything has a natural explanation. The moon is not a god but a great rock and the sun a hot rock.”



Anaximander (c. 610–546 B.C.E.), Greek philosopher, journalist, and media personality. Was named Proto-Darwinian of the Year in 561 B.C.E.



“Living creatures arose from the moist element as it was evaporated by the sun. Man was like another animal, namely a fish, in the beginning.”



Peter A. Angeles, American philosophy professor. Author/editor of Critiques of God: Making the Case against God. Writer and host of a radio show, The Children’s Story Time, in which he no doubt corrupts small children with his atheist filth.



“What was God doing . . . for an eternity . . . before He created the universe ex nihilo? God existed by Himself through an eternity . . . without needing a universe. Why did He suddenly desire to create the universe?” (He got hungry and needed someplace to order pizza from?)





Natalie Angier (1958–), Pulitzer-winning New York Times science writer. From her article “Confessions Of A Lonely Atheist,” New York Times Magazine, 2001:



“[Today,] nothing seems as despised, illicit and un-American as atheism.... So, I’ll out myself. I’m an Atheist. I don’t believe in God, Gods, Godlets or any sort of higher power beyond the universe itself, which seems quite high and powerful enough to me. I don’t believe in life after death, channeled chat rooms with the dead, reincarnation, telekinesis or any miracles but the miracle of life and consciousness, which again strike me as miracles in nearly obscene abundance.... I’m convinced that the world as we see it was shaped by the again genuinely miraculous, let’s even say transcendent, hand of evolution through natural selection.”



Anonymous (536 B.C.E.–2006 C.E.), prolific author of T-shirt and bumper sticker slogans.



“Philosophy is questions that may never be answered. Religion is answers that may never be questioned.”

“Morality is doing what is right no matter what you are told. Religion is doing what you are told no matter what is right.”

“Education and religion are two things not regulated by supply and demand. The less of either the people have, the less they want.”—Charlotte Observer, 1897


“The mind of the fundamentalist is like the pupil of the eye: the more light you pour on it, the more it will contract.”

“Christian Fundamentalism: The doctrine that there is an absolutely powerful, infinitely knowledgeable, universe spanning entity that is deeply and personally concerned about my sex life.”

“If God doesn’t like the way I live, let him tell me, not you.”

“Out of convicted rapists, 57 percent admitted to reading pornography; 95 percent admitted to reading the Bible.”

“Blasphemy is a victimless crime.”

“Give a man a fish and you’ll feed him for a day. Give him a religion and he’ll starve to death while praying for a fish.”

“Only sheep need a shepherd.”

“Why be born again, when you can just grow up?”

“Christian: ‘I’ll pray for you.’ Atheist: ‘Then I’ll think for both of us.’”


Nineteenth-century Orthodox Jews’ reproach to Enlightenment and Reform Jews: “The Torah teaches, ‘Hear, O Israel’ not ‘Think, O Israel.’”

“Power corrupts. Absolute power corrupts absolutely. God is all-powerful.”

“If forgiveness is divine, why is there a hell?”

“If you see a blind man, run up and kick him. Why should you be kinder than God?”—Old Iranian proverb


“Nothing that would invent a mosquito is worthy of anything but hate.”

“Organized religion is like organized crime; it preys on peoples’ weaknesses, generates huge profits for its operators, and is almost impossible to eradicate.”


Ancient Spartan whose confession a Christian priest wanted to take: “Is it to you or to God I am to confess?” “To God.” “In that case, man, begone!”

“The only worse liar than a faith healer is his patient.”

“The ‘religious right’ aren’t and ‘scientific creationism’ isn’t.”

“Most people hate the idea of evolution because they realize that if it were working properly, they’d be dead.”



Jean Anouilh (1910–1987), French playwright.



“Every man thinks God is on his side. The rich and powerful know he is.”



Susan B. Anthony (1820–1906),American women’s suffrage and antislavery crusader. Arrested, tried, and (although defended by MATILDA  JOSLYN GAGE) found guilty for casting a vote in the 1872 presidential election. Campaigned against abortion—then seen as an imposition forced on women by men. Expelled from the National Labor Union for encouraging women to enter the printing trades while male workers were on strike.



“I was born a heretic.” (A Quaker, actually.)


“I distrust those people who know so well what God wants them to do because I notice it always coincides with their own desires.”



Brian Appleyard (1951–), British author.



“Modernism may be seen as an attempt to reconstruct the world in the absence of God.”



Louis Aragon (1897–1982), French novelist, poet, essayist. Dada and Surrealist movement leader. After the death of his wife in 1970, he revealed his bisexuality and appeared at Paris gay pride parades in a pink convertible.



“Of all possible sexual perversions, religion is the only one to have ever been scientifically systematized.”



Aristophanes (c. 448–385 B.C.E.), Greek comic dramatist. Prosecuted for libel at least twice. His ungovernable characters say things like:



“Shrines! Shrines! Surely you don’t believe in the gods. What’s your argument? Where’s your proof?”

“What sort of god is Zeus? Why spout such rubbish? There’s no such being as Zeus. . . . Just tell me—where have you ever seen the rain come down without the Clouds being there? If Zeus brings rain, then he should do so when the sky is clear, when there are no Clouds in view.” (But then how would Zeus hide from mortals the fatal sight of his terrible countenance, dummy?)




Aristotle (c. 384–322 B.C.E.), Greek philosopher. Did not, as per legend, throw himself into the sea because he couldn’t explain the tides;  to propose giving that “alternative theory” equal time in the classroom is ludicrous.



“Men create gods after their own image, not only with regard to their form but with regard to their mode of life.” (Greek gods had lifestyles, which is more than can be said for Jehovah.)


“A tyrant must put on the appearance of uncommon devotion to religion. Subjects are less apprehensive of illegal treatment from a ruler whom they consider god-fearing and pious [and] less easily move against him.”



Karen Armstrong (1944–), British religious historian and former nun.



“The statement ‘I believe in God’ has no objective meaning, as such, but like any other statement only means something in context, when proclaimed by a particular community.... A fundamentalist would deny this, since fundamentalism is antihistorical: it believes that Abraham, Moses and the later prophets all experienced their God in exactly the same way as people do today.”

“[Fundamentalisms] are embattled forms of spirituality, which have emerged as a response to a perceived crisis.... Fundamentalists fear annihilation [by secularism], and try to fortify their beleaguered identity by means of a selective retrieval of certain doctrines and practices of the past.”

“The Qur’an reflects the brutal tribal warfare that afflicted Arabia during the early seventh century. . . . The scriptures all bear scars of their violent begetting, so it is easy for extremists to find texts that give a seal of divine approval to hatred.”

“The Christian Right today has absorbed the endemic violence in American society: they oppose reform of gun laws, for example, and support the death penalty. They never quote the Sermon on the Mount [“love thy neighbor . . .”; “judge not, lest ye be judged”] but base their xenophobia and aggressive theology on Revelation.”




Lance Armstrong (1971–), American cyclist. Seven-time consecutive Tour de France winner (1999–2005) and cancer survivor. Self-described as “middle to left” and “against mixing up State and Church.” Writing about the night before he underwent brain surgery:



“I asked myself what I believed. I had never prayed a lot. I hoped hard, I wished hard, but I didn’t pray. I had developed a certain distrust of organized religion growing up, but I felt I had the capacity to be a spiritual person.... I believed I had a responsibility to be a good person . . . fair, honest, hardworking, and honorable. . . . If there was indeed a God at the end of my days, I hoped he didn’t say, ‘But you were never a Christian, so you’re going the other way from heaven.’ If so, I was going to reply, ‘You know what? You’re right. Fine.’”



Referring to the organs where his cancer started:


“If there was a God, I’d still have both nuts.”



Liv Arnesen (1953–), Norwegian explorer and motivational speaker. First woman to ski solo to the South Pole (1994) and all the way across Antarctica (at age 48, with American Ann Bancroft).



“I know many people who believe in God, and I expected to find Him on my way to the South Pole if He exists. My religious experiences were very different however, involving [only] myself, nature and the universe.” (Has also explored the Arctic. No Santa.)




Matthew Arnold (1822–1888), English poet and foremost literary critic of his era. According to T. S. Eliot, Arnold wanted “to get all the emotional kick out of Christianity one can, without the bother of believing it. . . .The total effect of Arnold’s philosophy is to set up Culture in the place of religion.” (Right . . . is there a problem?)



“So deeply unsound is the mass of traditions and imaginations of which popular religion consists, that future times will hardly comprehend its audacity in calling those who abjure it atheists.”

“The theological faculty of the University of Paris, the leading medieval university, discussed seriously whether Jesus at his ascension had his clothes on or not. If he had not, did he appear before his apostles naked? If he had, what became of the clothes?” Incredible. They should have been asking where he bought his clothes: at an overpriced store or at the home of Jerusalem’s best values in men’s wear?




Isaac Asimov (1920–1992), Russian-born American biochemist, science and science-fiction author. Wrote or edited over 500 books (and an estimated 90,000 letters and postcards). Served as president of the American Humanist Association from 1985 until his death, when he was succeeded by KURT VONNEGUT. The asteroid 5020 Asimov is named in his honor.



“I am an atheist, out and out. It took me a long time to say it.. . . Somehow I felt it was intellectually unrespectable . . . because it assumed knowledge that one didn’t have. Somehow it was better to say one was a humanist or agnostic. I don’t have the evidence to prove that God doesn’t exist, but I so strongly suspect that he doesn’t that I don’t want to waste my time.”

“Properly read, the Bible is the most potent force for atheism ever conceived.”

“Imagine the people who believe such things and who are not ashamed to ignore, totally, all the patient findings of thinking minds through all the centuries since the Bible was written. And it is these ignorant people, the most uneducated, the most unimaginative, the most unthinking among us, who would make themselves the guides and leaders of us all; who would force their feeble and childish beliefs on us; who would invade our schools and libraries and homes. I personally resent it bitterly.”

“Creationists make it sound like a ‘theory’ is something you dreamt up after being drunk all night.”

“To rebel against a powerful political, economic, religious, or social establishment is very dangerous and very few people do it, except, perhaps, as part of a mob. To rebel against the ‘scientific’ establishment, however, is the easiest thing in the world, and anyone can do it and feel enormously brave, without risking as much as a hangnail.”  “No vision of God and heaven ever experienced by the most exalted prophet can, in my opinion, match the vision of the universe as seen by Newton or Einstein.”



Kemal Atatürk (Mustafa Kemal Pasha, 1881–1938), founder, first president, and pitiless modernizer and secularizer of the Turkish republic. Removed Islam as the state religion; replaced the Arabic alphabet with the Roman, and religious, Arabic-language schooling with secular, Turkish-language schools; established universal suffrage (yes, including women); and, most important, decreed that men abandon the fez in favor of European-style hats; in short, filled Turkey to the brim with modernity. “One of the few positive things Atatürk said about religion was that since his soldiers thought they were going to heaven, they were conveniently willing to die.” 2



“I have no religion, and at times I wish all religions at the bottom of the sea. He is a weak ruler who needs religion to uphold his government; it is as if he would catch his people in a trap. My people are going to learn the principles of democracy, the dictates of truth, and the teachings of science [if I have to slaughter every last one of them]. Superstition must go.”



Peter William Atkins (1940–) British chemist. Author of two of the world’s leading chemistry textbooks as well as Galileo’s Finger: The Ten Great Ideas of Science and The Creation.


“It is not possible to be intellectually honest and believe in gods. And it is not possible to believe in gods and be a true scientist.”

“Religion closes off the central questions of existence by attempting to dissuade us from further enquiry by asserting that we cannot ever hope to comprehend. We are, religion asserts, simply too puny. Through fear of being shown to be vacuous, religion denies the awesome power of human comprehension. It seeks to thwart, by encouraging awe in things unseen, the disclosure of the emptiness of faith.... Science opens up the great questions of being to rational discussion.... Science, above all, respects the power of the human intellect. . . . Science respects more deeply the potential of humanity than religion ever can.”




Rowan “Mr. Bean” Atkinson (1955–), British actor/comedian. Starred in, and cowrote some of, the richly sacrilegious British TV comedy series Blackadder. Stuttered as a child and still has particular trouble with the letter B (as in belief, benediction, bishop). Led a coalition of prominent actors and writers opposed to Britain’s Racial and Religious Hatred Bill (which Muslim groups lobbied for) as a threat to freedom of speech and expression: 
“Having spent a substantial part of my career parodying religious figures from my own Christian background, I am aghast at the notion that it could, in effect, be made illegal to imply ridicule of a religion or to lampoon religious figures.... I have always believed that there should be no subject about which one cannot make jokes, religion included. . . . For telling a good and incisive religious joke, you should be praised. For telling a bad one, you should be ridiculed and reviled. The idea that you could be prosecuted for the telling of either is quite fantastic.... Comedy takes no prisoners.”






A bishop addressing Blackadder (Atkinson): 
“You fiend! Never have I encountered such corrupt and foul-minded perversity. . . . Have you ever considered a career in the church?”





Blackadder’s servant, Baldrick, describes his Nativity play woes:


“At the last moment, the baby playing Jesus died!” “Oh, dear. . . . What did you do?” “Got another Jesus!” “Oh, thank goodness. And his name?” “Spot. . . . There weren’t any more children, so we had to settle for a dog instead.... Well, it went alright ’til the shepherds came on. See, we hadn’t been able to get any real sheep, so we had to stick some wool . . .” “ . . . on some other dogs.” “Yeah. And the moment Jesus got a wiff of ’em, he’s away! . . . So while the angels are singing ‘Peace on Earth, goodwill to all men,’ Jesus is trying to get one of the sheep to give him a piggyback ride!” “Oh no! . . . Weren’t the children upset?” “Nah, they loved it! They want us to do it again next year for Easter. They want to see us nail up the dog.”



Sir David Attenborough (1926–), English broadcaster and naturalist; brother of filmmaker Lord Richard Attenborough. Writer and presenter of nine popular nature documentary TV series. As a BBC Controller,  commissioned Kenneth Clark’s series Civilization and JACOB BRONOWSKI’s Ascent of Man. To be knighted by the queen and have a species of long-beaked echidna named after you (Zaglossus attenboroughi) yet still not believe in God—I call that ingratitude.



“I don’t know [why we’re here]. People sometimes say to me, ‘Why don’t you admit that the humming bird, the butterfly, the Bird of Paradise are proof of the wonderful things produced by Creation?’ And I always say, well, when you say that, you’ve also got to think of a little boy sitting on a river bank, like here, in West Africa, that’s got a little worm, a living organism, in his eye and boring through the eyeball and is slowly turning him blind. The Creator God that you believe in, presumably, also made that little worm. Now I personally find that difficult to accom modate. . . .”



Margaret Atwood (1939–), Canadian novelist, poet, critic. Her novel The Handmaid’s Tale (1985) was shortlisted for the Booker Prize and won the ARTHUR C. CLARKE Award for Science Fiction. The Blind Assassin (2000) won the Booker. Named both Canadian and American Humanist of the year 1987. Invented a device to allow godlike authors to remotely sign a book while interacting via video and audio.




Self-description: “A doctrinaire agnostic [which is] different from someone who doesn’t know what they believe. A doctrinaire agnostic believes quite passionately that there are certain things that you cannot know, and therefore ought not to make pronouncements about. In other words, the only things you can call knowledge are things that can be scientifically tested.”

“God is not the voice in the whirlwind. God is the whirlwind.” (Can we ever be really certain of that? If not, isn’t it irresponsible to make such statements?)




St. Augustine of Hippo (354–430), Roman–North African saint. In his youth, a serious party animal and—to the horror of his mother, Saint Monica—a follower of the Manichean faith. (He might as well have brought a Mithraist home.)




Hope this clears things up: “God always is, nor has He been and is not, nor is but has not been, but as He never will not be; so He never was not.”

“Often a non-Christian knows something about the earth, the heavens . . . about the motions and orbits of the stars . . . and this knowledge he holds with certainty from reason and experience. It is thus offensive and disgraceful for an unbeliever to hear a Christian talk nonsense about such things, claiming that what he is saying is based in Scripture.” Tell us about it . . .


“The good Christian should beware of mathematicians.... The danger already exists that mathematicians have made a covenant with the devil to darken the spirit and confine man in the bonds of Hell.” (I hear the mathematicians are in league with the Jews. In fact, see HERMANN BONDI, MAX BORN, JACOB BRONOWSKI.)




Sir A. J. (Alfred Jules) Ayer (1910–1989), British philosopher. Author of the classic Language, Truth and Logic (1936), which argued that “unverifiable statements—such as ‘God exists,’ ‘human life has a distinct purpose,’ or ‘abortion is evil’—are scientifically meaningless. . . . They are pure opinion.” 3 Succeeded JULIAN HUXLEY as president of the British Humanist Association. While teaching in the United States in 1987, Ayer, then 77, saw boxer Mike Tyson harassing model Naomi Campbell at a party, and demanded that he stop. “Do you know who the fuck I am?”Tyson asked. “I’m the heavyweight champion of the world.” “And I am the former Wykeham Professor of Logic,” Ayers replied. “We are both pre-eminent in our field. I suggest that we talk about this like rational men.”



“To say that ‘God exists’ is to make a metaphysical utterance which cannot be either true or false.... Not to confuse this view of religious assertions with the view that is adopted by atheists, or agnostics.... [Agnostics] hold that the existence of a god is a possibility in which there is no good reason either to believe or disbelieve; [atheists] hold that it is at least probable that no god exists.... Our view [is] that all utterances about the nature of God are nonsensical.... If the assertion that there is a god is  nonsensical, then the atheist’s assertion is that there is no god is equally nonsensical, since it is only a significant proposition that can be significantly contradicted. As for the agnostic . . . he does not deny that the two sentences ‘There is a transcendent god’ and ‘There is no transcendent god’ express propositions one of which is actually true and the other false. All he says is that we have no means of telling which of them is true, and therefore ought not to commit ourselves to either. But we have seen that the sentences in question do not express propositions at all. And this means that agnosticism also is ruled out.” Later variations on this position include “ignosticism” (see SHERWIN WINE) and “apathetic agnosticism” (see JOHN PARIURY).


“The ‘person’ who is supposed to control the empirical world [but] is not himself located in it . . . is not an intelligible notion at all. We may have a word which is used [the G word], as if it named this ‘person,’ but . . . it cannot be said to symbolize anything.... The mere existence of the noun is enough to foster the illusion that there is a real, or at any rate a possible entity corresponding to it.”

“None of those who have compared the world to a vast machine [made by the Great Watchmaker] has ever made any serious attempt to say what the machine could be for.... Theists have generally assumed that it had something to do with the emergence of man. This is a view which it is perhaps natural for men to take but hardly one that would be supported by a dispassionate consideration of the scientific evidence. Not only did man make a very late appearance upon the scene in a very small corner of the universe, but it is not even probable that, having made his appearance, he is here to stay.... So far as scientific evidence goes, the universe has crawled by slow degrees to a somewhat pitiful result on this earth, and is going to crawl by still more pitiful stages to a condition of universal death. If this is to be taken as evidence of purpose, I can only say that the purpose is one that does not appeal to me.”







B

Edward Babinski (1956–), American librarian and “atheistic rabble-rouser.” Former young-earth creationist and fundamentalist Christian. Editor of Leaving the Fold: Testimonies of Former Fundamentalists and of the periodicals Monkey’s Uncle and Cretinism or Evilution [sic]. (“My spell-checker,” he explained, “lacks the word ‘creationism’ in its dictionary, so each time that word is encountered, an alternative pops up at the bottom of my screen, ‘cretinism.’”)



“Don’t creationists ever wonder about the fact that the paleontologists found ape-like skulls with the ‘human leg and foot bones,’ rather than the other way around, i.e., human skulls with ‘ape leg and foot bones?’ . . . Come on, creationists, think about it! Did God hide the human skulls, only leaving behind leg and foot bones belonging to human midgets with misshapen feet, and mix such bones only with the skulls of ape-like creatures with larger cranial capacities than living apes? What a ‘kidder’ the creationists’ God must be.”



Sir Francis Bacon (1561–1626), English philosopher and statesman; father of the scientific method. JOHN DRYDEN wrote: “The World to Bacon does not only owe it’s present knowledge, but its future too.” Only 43 degrees of separation from Kevin Bacon.




No one’s saying he was an atheist. . . . The Bacon line that clerics love to quote: “A little philosophy inclineth man’s mind to atheism, but depth in philosophy bringeth men’s minds about to religion.”


But in the very next essay: “Atheism leaves a man to sense, to philosophy, to natural piety, to laws, to reputation, all which may be guides to an outward moral virtue . . . but superstition dismounts all these, and erecteth an absolute monarchy in the minds of men.”


And: “In every age, natural philosophy [science] had a troublesome adversary and hard to deal with; namely, superstition, and the blind and immoderate zeal of religion.”


And: “If a man will begin with certainties, he shall end in doubts; but if he will be content to begin with doubts, he shall end in certainties.”



Joe Bageant (1946–), American writer/journalist. Vietnam veteran, hippie, Buddhist, and self-described “universalist humanist socialist.” For seven years he lived and farmed off the grid on an Indian reservation in Idaho. Was friends with TIMOTHY LEARY,Allen Ginsburg, WILLIAM BURROUGHS, Marshall Mcluhan. With cred like that, he can say and write pretty much anything. And has. His articles have gained him “internet cult status.” You can’t buy ICS.



“As the [2004] elections proved for once and for all, Christian fanatics . . . can no longer be written off as Dogpatch religionists. . . . It is one thing for them to have it in for their enemies, and quite another to have their own president, cabinet, Supreme Court, and newly established Department of Fatherland Surveillance backing them up.”

“At the same time, the faithful presume themselves to be aggrieved holy victims, every last damned one of them. And when you are a victim, whether it be of the removal of the Ten Commandments from your white cracker court house by onanist liberal heathens ‘frum up nawth,’ or the refusal of the Great Satan Kansas school board to add humus and sheep’s eyes to the school lunch program, you are entitled to revenge in the form of taking down the entire world. What the hell? God is  gonna do it anyway at the end time.... About the only thing all three gods agree on is that exposed belly buttons and young folks having too much fun leads to the end of the world.”




Julian Baggini, British philosopher. Editor of Philosophers’ Magazine. Author of Atheism: A Very Short Introduction (2003).



“Atheism can be understood not simply as a denial of religion, but as a self-contained belief system . . . a commitment to the view that there is only one world and this is the world of nature.”

“Goblins, hobbits . . . truly everlasting gobstoppers. . . . God is just one of the things that atheists don’t believe in, it just happens to be the thing that, for historical reasons, gave them their name.”




Kurt Baier (1917–), professor emeritus of philosophy, University of Pittsburgh.


“I suspect that many who reject the scientific outlook . . . confusedly think that if the scientific world picture is true, then their lives must be futile because . . . man has no purpose given him from without. These people mistakenly conclude that there can be no purpose in life because there is no purpose of life; that men cannot themselves adopt and achieve purposes. . . .”
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