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    INTRODUCTION




    All of a sudden atheism is fashionable. In a world shaken by a perfect storm of fundamentalisms, it’s increasing its market share, even in the god-bothering United States.




    Whilst Islam is the fastest growing belief in the land of right-wing religiosity—not through immigration but via the religious conversion of young African-Americans in prison—the demographics of disbelief are more dramatic. Throughout the western world people are buying the books of Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris, Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens and Michel Onfray—and even if not entirely persuaded by their arguments are seeking to distance themselves from the clear and present danger of religious zealotry. More and more people are choosing to turn down the theological thermostat.




    It was different twenty years ago. When Adams versus God was first published, some of the essays had been written years, even decades earlier, when the atheist was as lonely a figure as the biblical leper. Even those on my side of the argument regarded the term ‘atheist’ as charged, pejorative, dangerous. And when atheism was mentioned in Australia, it was often identified with me—in the same way that my namesakes, Herbert and George, were linked to meat pies or lottery tickets.




    I’d only myself to blame, having pontificated on death and religion, mortality and meaninglessness in The Australian, Nation Review, The Age and the Sydney Morning Herald. Taking advantage of the transition of newspaper to viewspaper, I’d sneaked God onto the Op Ed pages, previously the exclusive domain of matters political. I wasn’t so much interested in competing theologies as in humanity’s denial of death, its ingenious ability to muffle mortality with euphemism. The columns provoked avalanches of angry letters to the editor and, like it or not, I was typecast and demonised as the voice of Australia’s Doubting Thomases.




    So during my first twenty years as a columnist, I found myself crusading against the wide range of Christianities then on sale. Whilst I had a few run-ins with the other Abrahamic faiths, Islam had yet to become a major issue.




    I was an atheist before I knew exactly what that meant. Before I knew the word existed. Before I’d read my first book. And my father, the Reverend Charles Adams, Congregational pastor and wartime chaplain, played no part in it. Nobody influenced me at all, one way or another. No friend, family member or teacher. And no author—I wouldn’t read a book expressing religious doubt for another decade: Bertrand Russell’s Why I’m Not a Christian. Having asked myself the question ‘If God began everything, then who began God?’ at the age of five, I was fascinated that Russell had not lost his faith until he was nineteen—when the same deadly question belatedly occurred to him.




    One of my early essays describes my sense of the numinous—the awe of infinite space and eternal time that has overwhelmed our species for thousands of years, along with the dread of death’s annihilation of our consciousness. That orgasm of terror and wonderment shaped my mind and life ever after. I could see no place for God in the stars that filled the night, in the skies and in my soul—no role for a creator, no ultimate meaning for existence. Not only did I feel alone in the universe but I feared I was entirely alone in thinking these thoughts, in feeling these feelings.




    Although broadly agreeing with Dawkins, Hitchens et al in their enraged critiques of religion as a malign force, a great destroyer of human hope and psychological health, a progenitor of wars and genocides, I’m more forgiving of the religious impulse. I’ve always been aware of the poignancy in religious yearnings, recognising the overwhelming primacy of the fear of death. It is this fear that built the pyramids and the cathedrals, that drives our sciences and our arts. Without death, the world would not only be even more crowded—180 billion immortal humans as a rough estimate (before factoring in a vast population of ‘fellow creatures’)—but the impulse to create religions would disappear. Our desperate need for self-expression, first displayed with the imprints of human hands on cave walls from Altimera to Arnhem Land and consequently in the impulse to write poetry novels, plays and hymns, would evaporate, while our insatiable curiosity, leading to discoveries via microscope and telescope, would be considerably dulled.




    But imagine the boredom!




    Our blessing and our curse is the awareness of our mortality. On the one hand, death provides the aphrodisiac for living. On the other, it explains our love of war. One of my columns provoked a postcard from Les Murray containing this single and singular sentence, ‘We kill because we die’. There’s not a lot that Les and I agree on—but we agree on that.




    How many people have been slaughtered through war, ethnic cleansing and genocide over the last millennia? Throughout human history we’ve been victims of our religious disputations—not simply between the major faiths but also within them. Let the record show that the great enemy of any religion is not atheism; from the Balkans to Belfast, it’s another religion or another religious faction.




    As a child I made an immense discovery—that to fear death was foolishness. I realised that I’d already been dead forever. The oblivion that preceded my life exactly balanced the oblivion that would follow it. Time had dawned with my consciousness of it and would end as that consciousness dimmed. There is, dear reader, no mystery about death. We’ve already endured eons of non-existence. What we have now, while we have it, is all there is. And by any reasonable measure it should be more than enough. In the 600 000 or 700 000 hours of a lifetime, if we’re lucky to enjoy the current average, we’ve opportunities to live, laugh, taste, smell, feel and think. We’ve a long time in which to be curious, critical, creative, compassionate. And here’s the principal responsibility of we atheists. We must try to calm the religious nutters, to show them the joy of living without dogma, without a ‘how to’ guide written millennia ago by people who knew little of the world and nothing of the universe. Each of us is immensely fortunate to be alive—the odds against our individual existence involve numbers with many more zeros than you’ll find in sidereal measurement. And we shouldn’t waste a moment of it.




    There’ve been times when Christian churches have singled me out for fatwahs. In 1982, Australia’s Roman Catholics were told that it was a sin (venial not mortal) to read any newspaper that published me or to listen to any radio station that broadcast me. One of the pieces in this book—a letter to Bishop Kelly—helped provoke that squabble.




    Things have changed. A few weeks ago I was invited to talk to a large group of nuns and priests about social justice issues. These people are my friends. As I frequently say these days, nuns and Jesuit intellectuals are just about the only lefties in Australia today. And it is here where, in part, I distance myself from Hitchens, Dawkins and Onfray




    When I put it to Monsieur Onfray that radicals like him could, indeed should, form alliances with the like-minded religious, he angrily rejected the suggestion. Nuns and priests are not doing good things for good reasons. They are, he said contemptuously, doing it for their own salvation. Although I agree with Dawkins that atheists who do good things can claim a slightly higher ethical standard (we’re not seeking brownie points from an omniscient god, let alone the rewards of an afterlife), I’m not entirely convinced by his argument. Yes, Dawkins is correct that empathy and altruism were created by the process of natural selection rather than given to us by God. Yet it may be that many people who feel that evolutionary imperative are drawn to religious life because they see a place where such a commitment can be practiced. At least some people must embrace a religion in the same way that others join a political party.




    I concur with Hitchens that the good works of Christianity by no means absolve the religion from its immense burden of guilt, of its centuries of savagery towards indigenous heathen and Christ-killing Jews. Nonetheless, when concerned by the injustice meted out to refugees during the Howard era or the ongoing tragedies of indigenous life, I find common cause with priests and nuns. Though let it be said that these same priests and nuns are often highly unpopular with their church hierarchies.




    I gave up trying to convert people a long time ago. I believed that religion was running out of puff, that as knowledge advanced, God would recede. Despite the current plethora of religious manias I still believe that this is true—that we’re seeing the storm before the lull. However, religion remains such an overwhelming fact of life from the familial through to the planetary that raging against it, or trying to argue it out of existence, is a waste of effort. It is here that Dawkins, in particular, seems utopian or Pollyanna-ish, for not even his best-selling book will persuade the popes and ayatollahs to surrender. All but devoid of rationality, religious belief will not be eradicated by Dawkins’s rational arguments, and he’s wildly irrational to think otherwise.




    For that reason I’d like to negotiate a truce rather than impose my truth. When replying to the countless thousands of letters I’ve received during my half century in journalism—from readers angered or hurt by my attacks on their beliefs—I’ve tried to find some common ground. I suspect that neither Dawkins nor Hitchens would agree with the words I’ve often used at the end of letters: ‘Let’s not let a little thing like God come between us’.




    Dawkins agrees that both atheists and theists tend to come up with pretty much the same list of ethical beliefs. Rejecting the nonsense about God’s commandments, he insists that such basic attributes as altruism and sharing are hard-wired into us. He argues that these protective, defensive or charitable impulses were initially restricted to expression within a small tribal grouping. What 21st century humanity must do is extend these feelings to encompass an ever-expanding group of people—until a sense of mutual responsibility is not merely tribal, local or national but global. Moreover, it should not be specific to our own species but should encompass all sentient life forms. I believe that atheists and intelligent believers can and must cooperate in this ambitious undertaking.




    For example, not so long ago Christians were indifferent to environmental matters. Reagan’s Secretary of the Interior famously dismissed concerns regarding allowing mining in national parks because the Second Coming was imminent. This view had pervaded the Pentecostal faiths, who saw the Earth as some sort of staging camp on the way to glory, a place that would soon be surplus to human requirements. Now, in the face of global warming, many people of religious faith are divining in the Bible subtle environmental messages.




    (This theological opportunism requires the desperate re-reading of text, as we see amongst High Court judges who belatedly divine protections for free speech in our rather lacklustre constitution. But I’m not going to complain if the profession that once discussed how many angels could hoof on the head of a pin now apply their mighty intellects to how many species face extinction. By all means, let them come to the conclusion that pillaging and polluting the planet is blasphemous.)




    I write these words in a room crowded with dead gods. Having collected antiquities for most of my life, my office is filled with the deities of Egyptian, Roman, Grecian and Mesoamerican cultures. The Hindu menagerie is well represented, as is Buddhism, with several statues of Buddha, in addition to the ‘graven images’ of scores of indigenous cultures. So many gods in wood, clay and bronze—and a few small glints of gold—that have exceeded their use-by date.




    Everyone on Earth is an atheist in regard to most spiritual beliefs, for the fervently religious believe only in their own god and reject all others. So it’s tempting to suggest that there’s just one more god to jettison before atheism is universal. Call him Yahweh or Allah, he is one final manifestation of the ancient yearning for explanation and guidance.




    Sadly, this isn’t true. Just as there are many Jesuses, most of them mutually exclusive, the ‘one god of monotheism is a multitude, defined differently by each of his followers. God is personal, impersonal, a being providing the physical template for human beings—or he’s a spirit, non-corporeal. He’s either involved in our lives or outside of time. He’s black, he’s white, he’s fraternal, she’s maternal, whatever. The one god couldn’t be more plural, though he remains the fellow on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel to a multitude of peasant Catholics, even if the faithful in Africa might change his skin colour.




    If that ‘one god’ is so very many, there’s always room for more. Thus new gods are coming onto the market—kindly provided by technophiles who see information technology combining with artificial intelligence to flout the Second Law of Thermodynamics. That’s the law condemning everything to death, the law that says that the energy that holds everything together, the social glue of atoms and galaxies, is doomed to lose its strength. Until everything is null, void and silent.




    There are those who say that while God didn’t exist and doesn’t exist, he’s coming into existence because of the intellectual energy generated by humans that is slowly but surely filling the void with our ideas and intelligence. Human intelligence aided, abetted and ultimately pushed aside by AI will blow through the cosmos like pollen—calling into being a collective consciousness so vast in scale that it will, in effect, turn the suns into neurons. I find this as anthropomorphic as the pre-Copernican view and believe it similarly doomed to failure, but I won’t be around to find out who’s right.




    There are more urgent considerations arising from science. If religious need and yearning has been intensified by life being brief and brutal—as it has been for most people in most times—then will the probability of dramatically extended lifetimes calm us? Were we to live 6 million rather than 600 000 hours would we become more tranquil, less fearful? Probably not. Although I’d greatly enjoy living another few centuries, I’ll still be dead for just as long. Non-existing for trillions of years. And so will you. Unless we can forever preserve our consciousness in cyberspace—by downloading it into some immense database provided by a god-like Google (in an updated version of everyone’s brain living on in a bottle), ultimate death will still define our lives and focus our fears.




    Scientific speculation about the cold mechanics of the universe continue to spawn such counter-intuitive notions as the parallel universe or an infinity of multiple universes—all of which present impossible conundrums for religious beliefs and theologies. But not to worry—human hubris will survive. Verily I say unto you that the self-importance of our species is preposterous. Our very existence, let alone our dominance on this planet, is a consequence of chance. Had this planet orbited at a greater or closer distance to the sun, our lives—in fact, all life—would have been impossible. And had Earth not been thumped by an asteroid, the death of the dinosaurs wouldn’t have provided our evolutionary opportunity. Although we’ve given up the notion that the sun revolves around the Earth, we refuse to believe that the entire universe does not revolve around us.




    In any case, I’m appalled by how many human beings view their existence with gross ingratitude and manage to spend so much time—indeed any time at all—complaining of boredom. If you can be bored in your meagre 600 000-hour allotment, imagine your ennui if you lived for twice, thrice that length.




    Since I wrote Adams versus God, a great many things have happened. Cosmological theories have come and gone. Variations on the ‘Big Bang’ theory continue to be postulated. And there’s been a belated effort by scientists, particularly British-born Christians, to suggest that science and religion are not only compatible but spiral around each other like the double helix of DNA.




    A case in point is my late friend Darryl Reanney a scientist and scientific populariser whose writings and TV shows preceded similar efforts by Carl Sagan. Darryl had contacted me following a newspaper article I had written on death to confess his overwhelming dread of it—and his hope that there was a scientific basis, within the counterintuitive realm, to quantum mechanics, for hope for an afterlife. He poured his considerable talents into a book—The Death of Forever—for which I provided the preface, and he persisted with this theme for the rest of his sadly abbreviated life. On his deathbed, poor Darryl denounced his own hopes, telling me that his desperate fears had distorted his scientific judgement. At the end he renounced his last book, an unpublished sequel to The Death of Forever. He died afraid and angry.




    (Readers may remember the triumphal tours of Australia by Elizabeth Kubler Ross, then a secular saint propounding her new ‘science’ of thanatology Instead of denying death she talked of the states of denial and acceptance that we must go through when dealing with it. Her evangelical intensities reminded me of Darryl’s, and I wasn’t surprised when she suddenly announced she’d discovered a mathematical proof of life after death. Then she joined a religious cult where she claimed to enjoy sexual intercourse with ghosts.)




    Only marginally less absurd is the tiny minority of scientists still clinging to the ‘god delusion’, who tend to win the lucrative Templeton Prize. On the subject of the Templeton I concur with Dawkins. Having spoken to many of its winners, I’ve found their attempts to blend science with faith as a combination of the sad and the ludicrous. If you believe in the laws of physics, it’s a bit of a stretch to believe that Jesus walked on water, fed a huge crowd with a few loaves and fish or raised Lazarus or himself from the dead.




    Adams versus God expressed concern about the growing threat of Christian fundamentalism in US politics—without suspecting how quickly it would become all consuming. Nor could I imagine that the fundamentalisms of other faiths would grow so fast and so furiously. The Middle East, where God had clumsily chosen to base the three great Abrahamic faiths was, of course, already in deep trouble. Twenty years on, the hatreds are more intense, the dangers greater. Now the wars within Islam, as intense as the schisms that racked Christianity for centuries, imperil us all. For the first time in history, fundamentalists have access to the technologies of death and few faiths are without their Taliban or bin Laden.




    One of the most powerful protests Richard Dawkins makes involves the balkanisation of childhood—the way society not merely permits and condones but also encourages the indoctrination of the very young into the beliefs of their parents. Rather than teaching our children how to think we tell them what to think so that, as Dawkins protests, we have Catholic children, Protestant children, Muslim children and so on. Having escaped such predestination I’ve been a lifelong enthusiast for public education. Now I see an Australia where religious education, combined with class-consciousness, continues to condemn the next generation to the intellectual sins and prejudices of their parents. More than ever, Australian kids are ‘streamed’ into religious schools, subsidised by taxes. This at a time when there’s such a desperate need for the young to mingle and interact. We practice a prepubescent form of ethnic cleansing.




    The dangers of religious education extend far beyond the celebration of claimed superiority. There is a clear tendency for religious education to maintain the ancient war with science. Outside the USA the Christian church has increasingly accommodated the theory of evolution, but within the USA, and to some extent within the faith-based education systems in the UK and Australia, the arguments heard between Clarence Darrow and William Jennings Bryan in the Monkey Trial of the 1920s continue to resonate. In the US, an astronomical percentage of the population still believe in a world created well within the last 10 000 years, making a mockery not only of biology but also of geology, tectonic plate theory and cosmology. Indeed, evolutionary theory underpins much of 21st century science and its technological cornucopia. Now ‘creationism’ has been cunningly repackaged as a pseudo-science called Intelligent Design.




    This was a phenomenon I didn’t anticipate when writing Adams versus God—nor the Bush Administration’s war on science, every bit as irrational as its wars on drugs and terrorism. In its assaults on stem cell research and climate change, ideologues determined to create a US theocracy continually up the ante. Far from retiring gracefully, the forces that Isaac Asimov so vividly described as ‘the armies of the night’ are on the march.




    In Bush, the US has a president who, during his tenure as Governor of Texas, executed someone every nine days—providing one third of America’s executions and ensuring that Texas would hold its place as a world leader in capital punishment. Yet the man who’d joke about the desperate appeals of the doomed, who’d sign their death warrants without bothering to read them, takes the ‘every sperm is sacred’ line in his opposition to the scientific use of embryonic stem cells and loudly campaigns to prolong the lives of the brain dead in hospitals. In bin Laden’s case a fascist faith leads to the slaughter of thousands in the attacks on the World Trade Center, whilst with Bush it extrapolates to a readiness to wage war on the flimsiest pretext, to slaughter hundreds of thousands of Iranians on the basis of what he sees as his personal mission from God.




    This is the same president who joined in an unholy alliance with the Vatican to deny AIDS-stricken Africa desperately needed condoms. Although this policy has now been modified slightly US religiosity still tells millions of doomed Africans that the only way to defeat AIDS is through abstinence. Throughout Africa we’re witnessing a calamity that has already doomed 28 million people to death. In numerical terms it dwarfs the Holocaust and, like the Holocaust, it is driven by religious imperatives.




    True, the extermination of Africans is not proactive as was the attempt to exterminate the Jews. But just as Hitler’s swastika was the crucifix in jackboots (and any suggestions that Hitler was an atheist are destroyed by both Dawkins and Onfray), the Shoah came out of centuries of Christian anti-Semitism. Martin Luther and the popes might have disagreed on everything else, but they were united in their hatred of the Jews and, long before Hitler, Luther was enthusiastically advocating a ‘Final Solution’.




    A couple of early essays deal with the destruction of human sexuality by Roman Catholicism. As Christopher Hitchens points out in God is not Great, Christianity is not alone in its hatred of sexuality—but the pathological response to sexual pleasure reaches its apotheosis in Catholic doctrine. The control of sexuality—with emphases on chastity, virginity, celibacy, virgin birthing, adultery, homosexuality and abortion—is frequently paramount. The goings-on in bedrooms take precedence over almost every other aspect of life. Sin and guilt—dating back to original sin—preoccupy most faiths and there are only brief moments, quickly repressed, when the joys of sexuality are acknowledged, let alone approved.




    Hitchens insists that the major faiths should feel ashamed and guilty for their systematic destruction of sexual pleasure. Yet ironically that same pleasure is probably intensified for many by these preposterous taboos. The dark side is, of course, that many people cannot escape the gravitational pull of guilt. It is certainly the taboos surrounding sexuality that have made pornography the world’s most popular download, just as it is the denials of mortality that, at some deeper level, trigger even worse pornographies—the pornographies of violence.




    It was my discussion of such problems within the church that led to my fatwah. I was writing about the impact of guilt-ridden doctrines on heterosexuality long before the revelations about pedophilia. I sympathise with Dawkins’view that the moral panic about pedophilia unfairly focused on Catholicism and led to many false accusations—aided and abetted by fraudulent therapists conjuring ‘repressed memories’ and the greed of opportunistic lawyers. But as the great Catholic writer Gary Wills said in essays in the New York Review of Books, church teachings infantilised generations of priests, preventing the maturation of sexuality. It was this, he believed, that triggered the problem for the church. In its way, the psychological scarring left on the minds of young Catholic men and women by nonsensical taboos has been just as damaging as the physical mutilation suffered by young women in so many Muslim communities. Yet there is no sign that the world’s religions will retreat from their sexual terrorisms in the 21st century.




    Meanwhile, the Vatican has dumped other theological embarrassments from its repertoire. A few months back the Vatican decided that both Purgatory and Limbo were surplus to religious requirements. Hell, though still in place, receives less emphasis. The pill was one good reason for millions of Catholics to ignore papal teachings. Another, surely, is the thought that billions of people will spend billions of years in constant agony because of earthly transgressions—eternal torture inflicted by an allegedly loving god. Approved by gentle Jesus, meek and mild.




    For decades I’ve been receiving letters from Christians who inform me, very soberly, that anyone who lives in a universe without an author or a purpose—a meaningless universe—cannot possibly have a personal or social morality. No God, no ethics. This is as ludicrous as suggesting that without Santa there’d be no generosity and without the Tooth Fairy no teeth. As well as the evolutionary impulse to behave altruistically—at least as strong as the impulse to violence—there are a host of practical and administrative matters where we work out a code without the need for an Old or New Testament or a Koran. Take traffic laws. Speed limits, traffic lights and keeping to the left are not concepts that require inscriptions on clay tablets or dire warnings from prophets. Common sense suffices.




    Finally, it matters very little whether one identifies with Christianity, Hinduism, Islam or Buddhism. ‘Do unto others’ is as eminently sensible as the admonishment not to kill each other. Almost all human morality and ethics come from logic rather than spirituality, like the incandescent instructions provided in green, red and amber.




    I willingly concede that an individual atheist may be no better or worse a human being than an individual believer. Moreover, whilst I despise religion I’m untroubled that many of my closest friends are people of faith. But there is one thing about we atheists. Whereas people of belief go to war against each other constantly, people of disbelief are less militarily inclined. Traditionally, many of us have felt a responsibility to talk the religious out of their hatreds, if not their beliefs. At the very least, we’d like to reduce the levels of bigotry and the demands for vengeance.




    Religion is not taught. Like patriotism it is indoctrinated. It is the realm of ritual, of repetition, of reading and re-reading, of chant and response, of limited repertoire, of hymns and stories. It involves regimentation and restriction. It does not encourage debate, let alone dissent. Faith means what it says. It rejects evidence in favour of acceptance, prefers compliance to curiosity. The metronomic head nodding at the Wailing Wall, the endless recitations of the Koran or the kindergarten Christianity exemplified in the hymn ‘All things bright and beautiful’ is the antithesis of open inquiry.




    Every -ism and -ology operates on exclusion. Communism quickly became a religion, developing its own index and inquisitions. Nazism and fascism, aided and abetted in their ambitions by Catholicism, were similarly proscriptive and anti-intellectual. Fortunately these -isms proved to be short-lived and local, quickly burning out. In contrast, the major religions remain the most substantial global organisations, the ultimate multi-nationals, capable of exercising remarkable degrees of social control over vast distances even if lacking the centralised power of the Vatican. The Muslim faith has no pope or head office, but that poses little threat to its hegemony.




    You see the retreat from religion clearly in Europe and the UK, where people, as appalled by the religiosity of George W Bush as they are by the Taliban, are going cold turkey on the opiates provided by the churches. The decision of Tony Blair to swap Anglicanism for Catholicism is hardly typical. The ranks of the LCs (Lapsed Catholics) are swelling, whilst the C of E, once seen as the ‘conservative party at prayer’, is now a halfway house for agnosticism. Those previously attending church now seek solace in the shopping malls.




    Jesse Helms has gone to God. The Moral Majority have been greatly embarrassed by the leading televangelists who’ve yielded to the temptations of testosterone. Many of Bush’s Pentecostal supporters have jumped ship because of Republican Party sex scandals or the perception that George W has been insufficiently ardent in his support for their causes—his veto on stem cell research and the stacking of the Supreme Court to overthrow Rowe v. Wade notwithstanding.




    Much formal faith has been undermined by the foolishness of latter-day superstitions. Like its high priestess Shirley Maclaine, the New Age is now in its old age, yet TV schedules are crowded with supernatural dramas about teenage witches, pseudo-documentaries about ‘psychic detectives’ and chat shows where shonks chat with the dead relatives of vulnerable audience members. California continues to inculcate its myriad cults whilst Hollywood, its unofficial capital, remains home to the ‘Religion of the Month Club’. It’s sad to see the face of Scientology reduced to three famous members—John Travolta, Tom Cruise and James Packer—whilst Richard Gere and the Dalai Lama show the way to a somewhat Disneyfied Buddhism. From her exile in England, Madonna betrays her Christian name by pushing the Kabala.




    The ‘god of the gaps’ will continue to be squeezed out by the ongoing revelations of science, whilst multitudes of people will reject the bad examples of militant Islam and the mirror imagery of the ‘Born-Agains’. Certainly, Australia has lost much enthusiasm for the fervour and fever of faith. Although we might tick a box on the census form indicating an affiliation with the RC or Protestant churches, it denotes neither depth of religious conviction nor frequency of church attendance. Increasingly, Australians approach Judgement Day as indifferently as they do Election Day. They might be casting a vote but they do so without much enthusiasm.




    Having now mentioned local politics I wish to make two confessions. I have, in recent years, campaigned against Kim Beazley and Mark Latham in favour of the god-bothering Kevin Rudd. A recent essay included in this book explains why. If my advocacy for Rudd can be excused, I must abjectly apologise for another political intervention, one consequent on accepting an invitation from a large group of Australia’s Pentecostal ministers. Every Sunday they speak to tens of thousands of ardent Christians and a few years back they invited me to speak to them.




    Characterising myself a mangy lion in a den of Christians, I tried to persuade them that Christianity was not, in its essence, conservative. Certainly you could argue that Jesus was, from time to time, very much the opposite. I reminded them of the role of progressive Christians in the US civil rights movement—embodied in the ultimately martyred Martin Luther King. Then, as an afterthought, I expressed relief that my audience hadn’t realised their latent political power and formed a party. Shortly after I left the lectern, the major players gathered in a back room and did exactly that. That encounter, that very day, triggered the formation of Family First.




    I’ve found in recent years that many Australian Christians are as appalled by conservatism amongst the Anglicans, Catholics and Pentecostals as we atheists. This recognises that there are social and cultural imperatives within society that are at least as powerful as the old doctrines—and emphasises one of my central points: that religious fanaticism is producing a sort of ‘Christian lite’ response. Perhaps, down the track, the same phenomenon will occur within Islamic communities.




    I would far prefer to live in a world without religious divisions, although I’d quite like to maintain the ‘heritage issues’ of the old faiths. We could keep the churches, synagogues and mosques as museums and continue to enjoy the works of Bach, Michelangelo and Della Francesca as magnificent expressions of the human spirit.




    But I no longer fantasise that’s going to happen any time soon, and I therefore accept the need for political and social partnerships. This would involve encouraging the Bishop Spongs over the Cardinal Pells, supporting religious leaders who are not so obsessed with sin, women and homosexuals. Let us encourage those believers who are sufficiently interested in our brief lives to care about the environment—rather than addressing all their attention to a hypothetical heaven. Such united fronts would not for a moment require us to soft-peddle atheistic criticism of religions or religious pseudo-science—or even let the Templeton Prize winners off lightly. We need not pretend that faith and science are more compatible than chalk and cheese.




    Although the Christian religion endorsed slavery and more recently apartheid, Christians also helped destroy, though tidily, both obscene institutions. Just as the civil rights movement in America pitted Christian against Christian, with the Reverend King opposing the cross-burning, sheet-wearing Ku Klux Klan. It is more realistic for atheists to try and finetune faith than eliminate it.




    One of the problems with religious upbringing, with childhood indoctrination, is that beliefs are rarely, if ever, tested. To a large extent, most true believers are not entitled to their beliefs because they’re entirely unexamined. This is painfully apparent in the letters I receive from Christians. It matters little if they’re aggressive or patronising—whether they threaten me with damnation or undertake to pray for me so that I’ll be more quickly propelled down the road to Damascus. These correspondents have one thing in common. They know far less about Christianity than the atheist they’re writing to. Theirs is a comfortable, cozy Sunday school Christianity. They remain in the kindergarten of faith knowing nothing of biblical scholarship, of the history of the Old Testament or the contradictions of the New.




    Oddly, their ignorance of their professed faith makes them more confident, or at the very least more complacent. They’re true believers in belief, blissfully unaware of the disagreements in the approved gospels let alone the existence of the gospels that were rejected. The essential difference between those who write to admonish and those who write to save is that some believe that every biblical word is holy and beyond challenge whereas others can see that perhaps Noah’s ark will not be unearthed on Mount Ararat. But whether they’ve eaten the three-course meal of Christianity or have chosen to pick at the food, to go on a sort of religious diet and reject the high calories of virgin birth, bodily assumption and eternal damnation, their innocence (a kind word for their ignorance) is astonishing.




    I’ve more sympathy with the unthinking than the half-hearted, whose low-cal version of faith often encroaches upon agnosticism or the turf of the atheist. But perhaps this is where hope lies in regard to all faiths. After all, many Jews have long since abandoned orthodoxy in favour of being ‘culturally Jewish’. Surely an increasing number of Christians and Muslims will, in future, be content with sentimental attachment to some of the rituals.




    Rather than vehemently denouncing anyone of faith—the Onfray approach—I hope that more people of faith will become expatriates, retaining a cultural attachment but refusing to maintain the fears, hatreds and bigotries of religion. In fact, this is clearly what will happen in the years ahead. Not so much a stampede into the ranks of atheism as an increasing trend towards tolerance.




    By and large, atheists favour the progressive side in most political and scientific arguments—the overwhelming majority of the world’s scientists, particularly at senior level, are non-believers. When Stephen Hawking mentions God, it is whimsical or metaphoric. Even my Templeton-winning friend Paul Davies, with whom I’ve discussed the ‘big questions’ in books and on television, rejects the god of Christianity, Islam or Judaism. Davies’ God does not intervene in our lives, let alone answer our prayers. He is, to Davies, the ultimate physicist.




    When my little book first appeared it was seen as further evidence of its author’s eccentricity. God, however, did respond. After a terrorist massacre at the airport, I boarded a Qantas flight in Athens, heading for Rome. As we approached the Eternal City (we knew of our proximity because the captain told us) there was an immense explosion and the plane was plunged into darkness. Passengers screamed. The lights came on and the captain explained that, at the very second we’d flown over the Vatican, we’d been struck by lightning. ‘But it never strikes twice in the same place’, he said soothingly. Whereupon it did. Once again, an explosion. Once again, total darkness. Once again, screaming. After making a safe landing the fuselage was inspected and I was informed that the strikes had hit the plane within inches of each other. And they were both just beside the window where I’d been sitting.




    Let that be a warning to you.
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    AN UNNECESSARY, ALBEIT CHARMING, FICTION




    If a triangle made a god, it would give him three sides.




    Charles de Montesquieu




    I don’t believe in god. Or, if you prefer, God. Haven’t believed in Him (or Her or It) since I was six.




    It’s about that age when God first arises. You ask your parents the age-old questions about how everything started, how everything began. ‘Where did everything come from?’ And you’re given the answer ‘God’. ‘God made everything?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘But … who made God?’ This eminently reasonable question usually provokes a quick change of subject.




    Being finite creatures, born to die, we humans insist on beginnings. Things must have beginnings, it stands to reason. At the same time, fearing death, we don’t like to have endings. So we yearn for life after death. Thus we’ve a lopsided universe with, on the one hand, a beginning, a creation, and on the other, life everlasting. And we don’t see what an unbalanced view that is—to postulate an existence that must have a beginning but mustn’t have an end.




    Consequently, I find God an unnecessary, albeit charming, fiction, like the Tooth Fairy, the Easter Bunny or Father Christmas. They’re ideas kids grow out of, whereas God is an idea that people grow into, with increasing vehemence and conviction.




    There’s solid evidence for the existence of the Tooth Fairy. We all saw the magnified coins in the glass of water. Yet no kid believes in him (or her or it) in the same way that the Reverends Jerry Falwell or Fred Nile believe in God. And look what they do with their belief, turning God into a weapon, a cause, a bully.




    It’s astonishing that people still believe in God. One would have thought that by the middle of the twentieth century, surrounded by nuclear missiles, felt-wick pens, VCRs and Vitamin B capsules, that He would have faded away like that other improbable invention, the Cheshire Cat. Yet He lingers on and, in some ways, looms larger and loonier than ever. Despite the attacks of the feminists, He is still a he, His face an identikit made up of fragments of Michelangelo, Sir Robert Menzies and, latterly, Ronald Reagan.




    

      Yesterday upon the stair




      I met a man who wasn’t there.




      He wasn’t there again today.




      How I wish he’d go away.


    




    Remember that poem from childhood? Shades of God on the stairway to Paradise. Non-existent yet persistent. A lingering echo of old ideas and ancient prayers, thumbing His enormous nose at Rationalists, Humanists, atheists and sundry heretics. Yet in a sense He has disappeared. Fewer and fewer people are confident of what He looks like, if He looks like anything.




    The idea of God according to Michelangelo, bearded and ancient, of God played by John Houston, of God as the eternal Santa, has taken a bit of a pounding. People who believe in God say they don’t believe in that sort of god as it would be, clearly, silly. So instead of giving him human shape, they back-pedal and speak of God as a spirit, a force, an idea. Some of the more sentimental, more desperately ecumenical, even talk of him as Love. Or they’ll say that God is simply everything—the name for the awesome, infinite totality, from neutron to supernova. ‘We’ve got to call it something, so we might as well call it God.’




    But why God? Why not call it E = mc2? Or nothing? Or Jubilation T Cornpone?




    Not many people believe in Thor, Atlas or Zeus any more.




    Somehow a name like that makes God too specific, too humanoid. But there’s something satisfyingly simple about ‘God’. Something elegant about those three letters. It’s more of an abstraction, an equation, a symbol. Most of us are too sophisticated to believe in a god with features as the Egyptians did. Or one with octopodal arms like those quaint Hindu gods. We want an elusive, abstract sort of god these days, one that’s more compatible with the world’s microscopes and telescopes. A god that’s graduated from the Gospels to the Big Bang.




    Einstein said that God does not play dice with the universe, but believers are inclined to see him playing billiards with atoms and galaxies. So they need a bigger and less culturally specific god than the simple, primitive faiths. They need a god to believe in, but not one to touch or to see.




    That is, unless you’re a fundamentalist, a Creationist. Then it’s back to the Renaissance drawing board for a Michelangelo-style god who created the world and all the other worlds around 6000 years ago. For these quaint and cretinous creatures, the Sunday school god is still alive and well, listening to the fall of every sparrow. They are flat-Earthers who believe in a flat heaven where, god forbid, you’ll spend all eternity reunited with dead relatives. And because that’s such a silly thing to believe in, they have to believe in it very, very hard indeed.




    And that’s the nature of religious cults—the madder the hypothesis, the more frenzied the conviction. Which leads to breathtaking levels of dottiness and intolerance. Because they cannot, dare not debate their beliefs, they must defend them to the death, preferably yours. And because their beliefs are simplistic and linear, constructed like Lego, they are devoid of subtlety, paradox or contradiction. As such they scarcely rate as mystical at all.




    Despite what you might have been told, ancient Egyptians weren’t into mysticism. To them the after-life was as solid and substantial as this one. They actually packed their suitcases. They tried to take one of everything with them, physically, into the next world. It was an inventory that included themselves, their bodies. Hence mummification and tombs full of wine and cheese.




    Well, today’s fundamentalists seem similarly literal. Like the Egyptians, mysticism eludes them. Hence their Lego religion with its Meccano morality, with ideas bolted together so strictly, so rigidly, that they’re beyond question. Hence they oppose divorce, vote for Reagan, hate the rather eclectic, imaginative process of evolution, and sternly impose their beliefs.




    The churches of the fundamentalists are small totalitarian societies with a library containing just one book. With fundamentalism, there’s little of the charming poignancy that characterises real religion, little of the transcendental joy that makes other faiths at least sociologically fascinating. Fundamentalists practise not religion but rigidity. They’re not mystical but mechanical. Little wonder they so readily adopt the structures of American corporations, echoing their hierarchical and multinational nature. They don’t believe in God so much as list him on the stock market.




    If I did believe in a god, I’d believe in one with a sense of humour, one you could joke with. I’d applaud his prodigious originality, and the humour expressed in the incongruities of creation. Anyone who, for example, created sex is clearly a consummate practical joker. But the fundamentalists, like the Boers, are a humourless bunch. Theirs is the Old Testament God of vengeance, discipline, law and order. They see God as a grumpy old bugger glaring balefully down at an unworthy world, just aching to demolish it, to judge and to pulverise. The only pleasure they seem to feel is self-righteous indignation. Their brand of Christian soldiering evokes the brutality of the Crusaders and the Cossacks.




    As a rough rule of thumb, the greater the certainty, the more ringing the conviction, the less the humour, the greater the cause to fear. The fundamentalists have created God in their own mean-spirited, frightened and humourless image. If there was a god, I think he would dislike fundamentalists as much as I do.




    According to my reading of history, the idea of believing in one god rather than a pantheon began with Akhenaten, the heretic pharoah. Three thousand years later, a few dozen million Hindus notwithstanding, most people profess monotheism. But they’re wrong. The fact is people believe in half a hundred gods, in gods as different from each other as Akhenaten’s from Muggeridge’s. Gods of love versus gods of vengeance. There’s the god of judgement who makes us suffer for our sins—versus god as grandpa, caring for each and every child.




    Similarly if all the Jesuses of all the cults and sects were gathered together, contrasting Pasolini’s with Muggeridge’s, Mary Whitehouse’s with Albert Schweitzer’s, you’d have a cacophony of Christs, a mess of Messiahs. The Christ of the Gnostic Gospels versus the Christ of the Byzantine church. The poor Christ of St Francis versus the Christs of the American televangelists, Christs who would want Lear jets and crystal cathedrals, who’d proffer their Diner’s Club cards at the Last Supper. There are revolutionary Christs, conservative Christs, anti-Semitic Christs, white Christs and black Christs. Not merely different, but mutually exclusive.




    As a kid I was much taken with an aphorism by John Steinbeck. ‘The prayers of the millions. How they must fight and destroy each other on the way to the throne of god.’ Well, it seems to me there must be a great deal of jostling for that throne between all those competing, contending gods. As a kid, I was told that thunder was the sound of God moving the furniture around in Heaven. I now suspect it to be the sound of contending gods battling for possession of that most important piece of furniture. Like in musical chairs.




    Many Humanists, Rationalists, atheists, whatever, react with rage to the idea of religion, get apoplectic about the idea of the Almighty. Not me. I find religion poignant. I can understand and even respect the yearnings that produce religion, the trouble, turbulent doubts that men call faith. What I do find loathsome are the internecine wars between religions, and within them. The faction-fighting that turns church into charnel-house. And I’m irritated by the way sophisticated Christianity, if that’s not a contradiction in terms, patronises the older, simpler faiths, like those of Aboriginals, dismissing their dreams and mythologies as charming, child-like attempts to explain the unexplainable. What they fail to see is that all religions are bed-time stories to ward off the darkness, to soothe us in our fear of death. All religions, Hinduism, Catholicism, Islam, are so much whistling in the dark.




    Consequently I don’t see God as a great, huge, overwhelming idea—I see him as a very small one. A very small, nervous idea. A timid, pipsqueak of a notion against the immeasurable, preposterous, inexpressible vastness of what is and isn’t. It’s a bit like the Wizard of Oz. When you finally confront him he’s such a little bloke hiding behind all the theatricals, closer to a garden gnome than Goliath.




    In the end, religion isn’t the biggest idea man has ever had. Science is. Religion is an attempt at reassurance where science is a commitment to exploration. Religion is fearful; science unafraid. Science pushes back the darkness; religion invites it in.




    Religious people try to convince us of the grandeur of God in everything from Beethoven’s Ninth to Gothic cathedrals. Notwithstanding the exhilaration of such human achievements, they remind me that, in the final analysis, God is limiting, inhibiting, blinkering, hampering, restrictive. Oh, God may provoke big, self-indulgent emotions, but so does patriotism. When taken too seriously, as both frequently are, religion and patriotism become brutalising dogmas. They are, of course, closely related phenomena: in the final analysis, the worst forms of intellectual provincialism.




    The idea of God is big in only one sense. God isn’t love so much as ignorance. He’s a measure of the enormous amount of things we don’t know. What we can’t comprehend we call God. As such, He’s an idea that will shrink and diminish as we learn and discover more. But given that there’ll always be sizeable things we don’t understand. He’ll never entirely disappear.




    

      Yesterday upon the stair




      I met a man who wasn’t there.


    




    In that sense, God is a word that describes emptiness. It is the word given to an absence … of information, of comprehension, of answers. The idea of God grows in the way a balloon grows, a membrane inflated by ignorance.


  




  

    A FRACTURED AND FACTIONALISED FAITH




    Over the years I must have received 15 000 letters from angry or conciliatory Christians, trying to show me the error of my irreligious ways. Whilst the authors of these epistles would disagree on this or that article of faith, arguing amongst themselves about Papal infallibility, virgin birth, immaculate conception, bodily assumption, reformation, fundamentalism, Creationism and so forth—they’ve one thing in common. A serenity that is, in fact, an ineffable smugness. A sense of their spiritual superiority. Each writer is convinced that his or her brand of Christianity is the one true faith and that everyone else is in serious, tragic theological error.




    Just as the most intense hatreds can be found within political parties, not between them, Christians are forever fracturing and factionalising their faith and branding one another heretics. It’s Protestant versus Catholic, Catholic versus Catholic, Methodist versus Baptist, Jehovah’s Witness versus Mormon. And so on. Other beliefs, like Buddhism, Hinduism and Islam, scarcely rate a mention.




    There’s the paradox. They write to Adams attacking him for his patronising pooh-poohing attitude to Christianity, accusing him of writing in ignorance, of not knowing what he’s talking about, of having a closed mind to the unassailable truth of the New Testament, whilst dismissing religions of equal authority and, more often than not, greater antiquity, than their own. In short, they look down their noses, patronise and pooh-pooh other people’s gods. When it comes to the belief systems of the rest of the planet, Christians are sceptics, agnostics, atheists.




    Thus they’ll dismiss Aboriginal mythology as quaint, its iconography suitable to be screen-printed on tea towels, and at best will regard the Hindu faith, insofar as they know the slightest thing about it, as a suitable subject for Kodachrome slides. At heart, everyone else’s religion is simply silly, whereas their own beliefs are, of course, axiomatically and unarguably correct.




    In short, their relation to most religion is the same as mine to all religions. Yet my Christian correspondents remain blissfully indifferent to the contradiction. The letters I get from true believers talk about Christianity as if it were a country they’d discovered, as a result of bold and brave exploration. The fact is it’s a country that discovered them. Far from coming to their faith at the end of a long journey, they got it as a result of standing still.




    For 99 per cent of all believers, of whatever ilk, religion is a matter of geography. If you’re born here, you’re a Hindu; a few hundred kilometres north you’re a Sikh; a day’s drive south-west makes you a Jain; and if you turn left at the train station, you’re a Muslim, though which sort of Muslim depends on the side of the street. You don’t embrace a religion. It embraces you. It involves no choice, no process of evaluation and abhors independent inquiry. Your beliefs come with the territory, like your entitlement to vote in this or that electorate.




    It is a sad fact that we know far less of other faiths than we know of foreign cuisines or politics or cinema. Yet in surrendering to the local orthodoxy, we are confident, self-assured and, finally, arrogant. If you’re born in Russia, you’re Russian Orthodox. If you’re born in Rome you’re Catholic (either that, or the local anti-clericalism propels you into the Communist Party). If you’re born in East Cheam, you’re Church of England. And if you’re born in Northern Ireland, you’re in trouble. Faith, like flora and fauna, was a function of things like climate and rainfall. You had dry arid religions and moist humid tropical religions.




    There have been, of course, many attempts to export faiths, to break from the gravitational pull of geography. The most militant marketers were, of course, the Christians whose missionaries were so zealous that local faiths were uprooted or ploughed in. The imposition of the Bible meant a scorched earth policy, a cultural uprooting from which many ancient societies have never recovered.




    For centuries a Christian in Japan was as rare and incongruous as a date palm in the Arctic. The Japanese must have been the most successful in warding off the tentacles of Christianity by the simple expedient of bolting their country’s doors and making Osaka and Kyoto as impregnable as Lhasa.




    As much as nationality religion remains an accident of birth. You’ll suddenly discover yourself in a place and a time that is not of your choosing. You learn that you’re French or German or Polish or Icelandic and are given an appropriate name and address, which by and large you accept without question. If you do question the culture, you’re subject to the pressure of parents, peer group and community until most people, most of the time, succumb.




    Yet many people are forced or choose to abandon their culture or nationality and immigrate. When they do, they invariably take their religion with them. Remarkably few people become expatriates from their faith. They change their landscape, not their mindscape. Quite apart from the phenomenon of proselytising, religion has proved stronger than nationality.




    People talk about making a decision for Christ, but it’s not a considered decision. It’s not something that is arrived at after evaluation and comparison. We buy cars and hi-fi sets with more care than we acquire our religious beliefs. We buy bananas with more caution and objectivity.




    While the whites of America talk about being Born-Again Christians, the embracing of a belief is, 99.9 per cent of the time, a function of where you were born the first time. Unless the Reverend Il Sung Moon is in town, or a recently imported maharishi who’s buying up the local real estate, you’ve little chance of being born, or born again, anything else.




    In recognition of this boring predictability, of the almost municipal specificity of faith, many young Americans and, for that matter, young Australians, are becoming theologically promiscuous. Just as they reject mum and dad’s social attitudes and political beliefs, they’re going in for praying around, for religious exoticism. Whilst most kids seem content to live on a diet of Coke and hamburgers, they want a spiritual diet of different flavours. Hence the enthusiasm for curry-scented beliefs like the Hare Krishna, which gets kids out of yuppie costumes and into socks, thongs, saffron robes and Kojak haircuts. Borrowing a chant from the Vedic literature and a tambourine from General Booth, they bound through the shopping centres of the western world, bouncing up and down so as to escape the gravitational pull of the god of their grandpa.




    The same phenomenon explains Moonies (fully imported from South Korea) and the onward march of those maharishis who so skilfully combine the worship of mammon and moolah with mysticism. Indeed, the young have become so religiously unstable, so faddish in faith, that one anticipates a Religion of the Month Club, using that splendid song from Sweet Charity, ‘The Rhythm of Life’, as a theme. There’s a couplet which talks about ‘all those pigeons waiting to be hooked on new religions’.




    I recently had dinner with a very young and brilliant chief economist for a major financial institution. Superficially, he seemed to conform with the value system of the Melbourne Establishment, except that it emerged, over soufflé, that he was, and had been for some time, an ardent Muslim. It was as astonishing as coming upon a holy man sitting cross-legged high in the Himalayas, fiddling with a computer terminal trying to work out shifts in the Dow Jones Index. But at least he had subjected a variety of faiths to some sort of analysis. He was, it seemed to me, more entitled to his beliefs than most.




    It’s true that modern Christians become theological tourists, in that they’ll check out the temples and the artefacts of other religions as interludes from duty-free shopping. But the temples of Bali or the mosques of India are not treated with profound reverence—in fact you’ll see far more reverent behaviour in the boutiques of Gucci or Fiorucci. Christians may remove their shoes or cover their heads or lower their voices, but the essential experience is more acquisitive than mystical—other people’s religions have to be briefly inspected, like ticking off the Eiffel Tower, the Mona Lisa and the Tower of Pisa on an itinerary.




    This is equally true of other faiths—the level of mutual incomprehension is extraordinary. There’s a tentative ecumenical spirit within Christianity and, whilst some of the older brands of Jesus are negotiating truces, open warfare breaks out in other parts of the commonwealth of Christ. But where, oh where, is there a true respect for other people’s faiths?




    It seems that every decade in India, the bloodbaths between Hindus and Muslims will flow again. And the Sikhs, who tried a compromise between those entrenched beliefs, will find themselves attacked by everybody.




    An atheist, like me, is able to feel a sense of oneness as he wanders around this planet, because religion does not provide an obstacle to communication. In a strange way, I’ve been able to make friendships with people of many faiths, even the odd Christian, because my atheism makes me a neutral. When sentiment overwhelms scepticism, I feel an equal cordiality to all beliefs.




    A few random thoughts on the regionalism of religion. The Shah of Iran used to have visions of Shiite saints. Meanwhile, a few thousand kilometres away, pubescent girls in northern France habitually have visions of the Virgin Mary. (The experience that led to the establishment of Lourdes is a familiar one, just one more expression of a local tradition.) I’d be far more impressed if the visions had been transposed; if the Shah had seen Mary and those Catholic schoolgirls the Shiite saint. This would have suggested that the images had a certain objectivity and were not simply manifestations of a programmed sensibility—that the images were from without, not projections from within.




    We shouldn’t be surprised by the regionalism, even the suburbanism, of religious belief. All religions come from man’s absurd egocentricity from his planetary xenophobia, from his arrogant sense of being at the centre of things. The fact is that man is, in cosmic terms, a brief and inconsequential life form, living on a minor planet in a common-or-garden solar system in an off-Broadway part of the galaxy.




    If he wants to put his place in the universe into perspective, he could do worse than read the Gospel according to Arthur C Clarke. In Profiles of the Future, Clarke speculates on the size of a cosmic telephone directory, a book whose contents would be restricted to listing suns, making no effort to include less individual planets. ‘The phone directories for such cities as London and New York are already getting somewhat out of hand, but they list only about a million numbers. The cosmic directory would contain more pages than all the books that have ever been produced since the invention of the printing press.’




    The fact that Buddhism has a more comprehensive compassion for other forms of life, that Hinduism comprehends a universe that is millions of years old (in contrast to Christianity which, until recently, argued that it was 6000 years old) is unknown to the true believer from Townsville or Tasmania. In their religious certainties they are not simply regional but racist, dismissing the beliefs of all those quaint darkies. And we must remember that, over the last thousand years, western Christians have convinced themselves that Jesus Christ was a tall, bearded blond instead of being small, dark and Jewish.




    Ah, the arrogance of the Christian, claiming copyright on God and morality, proudly wearing his blinkers, dismissing ideas he’s never examined, concepts he’s never considered, whilst proclaiming an unswerving belief in a sacred text that, by and large, he’s never studied. Mind you, they’re always telling me that it’s finally a matter of faith. And when I read the familiar patterns of their arguments, it’s painfully obvious that it’s a blind faith.




    If you haven’t tested your beliefs, you’re not entitled to them. I find I know considerably more about the Old and New Testaments than most of my Christian critics. I know how the Roman emperor put the gospels together, choosing those that argued for a Roman-centred faith whilst texts of equal or even greater antiquity, gospels that described a gentler Jesus or postulated a less authoritarian or hierarchical church, were plonked in the out tray. Again and again I find myself receiving, and replying to, letters from Christians who know nothing of Christianity, whose beliefs are based on little more than the clichés of Sunday school.




    It’s a pleasure to get a well-argued letter from a true believer, someone who’s taken the time and trouble to study the beliefs he or she lives by. But I grow, oh, so bored with the sugar bags of mail from people who’ve inherited their Christianity from their parents, whose depth of understanding comes from Bible stories and images of the crib in shop windows at Christmas-time. They’re like people who vote from habit, without beginning to understand the issues, totally reliant on the how-to-vote card issued at a polling booth.




    Most Christians (and most Hindus and Muslims and Buddhists) are in exactly the same boat. They were given how-to-pray cards at the age of three or four and haven’t given it a moment’s real thought ever since. The majority of Christians do not test their beliefs, such as they are, against other beliefs or emerging knowledge. Moreover they’re unaware of the on-going debate about biblical scholarship and the quest for the historical Jesus. Mind you, if they are aware of the implications of a century of sophisticated analysis, which has tended to reduce much of the gospels to rubble, they choose to ignore it. Like a friend of mine who’s a minister in the Hawke Government who, on the one hand, accepts the legitimacy of modern textual criticism and the anomalies and contradictions it continues to reveal, while still managing to be a simple, believing Christian. ‘I know all that intellectually, but my Christianity is something that I feel.’




    Australia’s railway system has been a cause of national exasperation. All those sudden changes of gauge. Yet it’s been a model of centralised planning compared to Christianity, where Spirits of Progress and Puffing Billies fight it out with funiculars, monorails, rollercoasters and trains that puff steadily backwards. Christianity presents us with the most confused of shunting yards, with rails going off in all directions. Which timetable to believe? Which train to catch? Everywhere collisions, derailments, a cacophony of huffings and puffings. The appeal is to people who want to run their lives according to central planning, yet …




    Whilst claiming serenity and certainty, Christianity is entropic, encompassing everything from the hooping and hollering, speaking in tongues, charismatic movements to the austere, withdrawn life of a closed order. Everything from the radical work of priests in battling fascist regimes in South America to the racist beliefs of white supremacists in South Africa. I suppose you can argue that diversity is both inevitable and healthy. Strength in disunity. On the other hand, it’s hard to think of an organisation, or a philosophy, in comparable disarray.




    We laugh at debates about how many angels can dance on the head of a pin whilst observing a Christian world shattered and fragmented over issues of the most preposterous theological hair-splitting. It is hard to produce a single issue on which Christians agree, least of all on the significance or even the reality of the Resurrection. If you put all the competing crosses of the contending Christs together, you’d have more than enough for the Arlington Cemetery or for the graveyards of Ypres and Flanders.
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