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So how did we embark on this project? One of us (Keith) lives in Texas and the other (Paris) lives in Illinois, but each holiday season we return to visit family and friends in our home state of Georgia. We always meet a day or two after Christmas to enjoy a good meal and lots of laughs. When we got together in 2016, we were in a more subdued mood. It was in the aftermath of the election that made Donald Trump president of the United States. To us, this event was perhaps the most shocking and puzzling occurrence in our country in our lifetimes. When we got past our initial expressions of incredulity and dismay, we found that we strongly agreed on why this event disturbed us to such a degree.


Donald Trump's 2015/2016 presidential campaign exhibited an utter disregard for truth by disparaging science, expertise, journalism, and religious practices that did not suit his own ends. Instead, he favored crackpot claims and conspiracy theories. Trump also repeatedly displayed extreme incivility toward his opponent, and, more disturbingly, contempt for any critic, even mocking the disability of a reporter he perceived as hostile. Further, the rhetoric of the campaign was bitterly divisive, exploiting ethnic, racial, religious, and gender divides, playing up to extremist and racist elements, and making alarmist and even paranoid claims.


As we see it, the elements of mendacity, incivility, and divisiveness have been metastasizing in our public life for some time, reaching their loudest and most blatant expression in the Trump campaign. We therefore found ourselves in strong agreement about what is wrong and why it is wrong, despite the fact that we come from very different religious and philosophical viewpoints. That is, we found that we shared much common ground and that we could appreciate and learn from each other's thinking on these topics, though one of us is an atheist philosopher and the other is a minister of the Gospel. The discovery of such a basis of agreement, in itself, is an important achievement in these deeply divided times.


We are old enough to remember the terrible divisiveness caused by the Vietnam War. We sat together in August 1968 and watched in horror as cops beat antiwar demonstrators in Chicago during the Democratic National Convention. The demonstrators chanted “The whole world is watching,” and what the world saw was America apparently coming apart at the seams. As this is being written, clashes between neo-Nazi white supremacists and counterdemonstrators in Charlottesville, Virginia, were like a flashback to 1968. We as a nation most definitely do not want to go back to those days.


The purpose of this book is to encourage all people of good will, secular and religious, to seek common ground and work together to oppose the dangerous deterioration of our public discourse. At a deeper level, we hope to show that secular and religious thinking is often far more congruent and mutually supportive than is recognized by zealots on either side of the religious/secular divide.


The election to the nation's highest office of a man we both consider utterly unworthy of any public position had for us one salutary effect. Both of us rediscovered patriotism. Patriotism to us had always seemed associated with jingoism, ethnocentric arrogance, maudlin displays of flag waving, and theocratic insinuations that God is an American. Now we both agree that such arrogance, sentimentality, and militarism are not what makes one a patriot. An American patriot is one who thinks that the republic created by the founders, despite its many sins and follies, is the embodiment of ideals necessary to preserve, essential ideals expressed in the nation's founding documents, open to good-faith interpretation.




These ideals are not top-down mandates to honor God and King or to profess the approved ideology, and neither are they mystical appeals to blood, race, and soil. Rather, they are higher-order ideals that allow individuals to follow the dictates of their own conscience and pursue their well-being as they perceive it, so long as such pursuits leave their neighbors equally free to do the same. They must also be willing to defend—through any means conscience will allow—the republic that is based on such ideals from enemies both foreign and domestic.


Astonishingly, this idea, the American Idea, works. It survived perhaps its greatest international challenge when it faced down the Axis forces and their ideologies based on racial purity in the Second World War. The American Idea survived its greatest domestic challenge, the secessionist insurrection of the southern Confederacy in defense of the profoundly anti-American doctrines of racial hegemony and superiority. The defeat of the Confederacy in 1865 should have meant the end of its anti-American agenda. The election of 2016 was a shocking demonstration that its defeat was far from final.


The presidency of Donald Trump, and the forces that gave rise to it, are the greatest domestic dangers to the American Idea since the Civil War. Trump's campaign and presidency are profoundly antithetical to the ideals of the founders. The Enlightenment geniuses who founded this country expressed deep respect for the capacity of the American people for self-government, and that capacity requires that the citizens practice the virtues of reasonableness, civility, and tolerance. Trump and all that he stands for (to the extent that he stands for anything other than Donald Trump) are in direct opposition to these ideals and virtues. We therefore see resisting Donald Trump as our patriotic duty, and this opportunity to write in collaboration with each other, is, among other things, an expression of patriotism.


What follows, therefore, is a back-and-forth set of essays in which we state our concerns and proposals and respond to each other. Of course, we are addressing the reader as well as each other. Because this book is an attempt at achieving a meeting of minds, we begin with autobiographical introductory remarks about our backgrounds, our convictions and how they were formed, and on what basis we can find common ground. We felt that a more personal statement would better convey the nature and depth of our convictions than a bare credo or abstract summary. In the main body of the book we focus on the issues of truthfulness, civility, and unity in diversity because we think that these are crucial ideals and that their abandonment spells grave danger to our society. We state why these ideals are important, how they are under attack, and what can be done to support or restore these crucial values. We approach these topics in different but congruent ways, as will be seen as our dialogue develops. Again, our hope is that people of good will, both religious and secular, will acknowledge the values that we share and work together against those who disdain and undermine these values. We feel that the task is urgent and the time for action is now.
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One benefit of the internet is its ability to connect people over long distances, many years, and different worldviews. Such was the case when Keith Parsons found my email address and sent me a note expressing nostalgia over our childhood friendship. I think he had just watched the movie Stand By Me, had grown a bit wistful, and then reached out to me. I was deeply touched. Like him, I treasured our youthful memories together, and we had connected with each other at various times over the years, but I surmised that our separate paths and perspectives had created a chasm between us that could not be spanned. A close relationship, I assumed, was out of the question. One of my great joys in life was the discovery of just how wrong I was.


Keith and I enjoyed one of those rare childhood connections. We shared very similar interests in almost everything, and we spent as much time as possible exploring them. Unfortunately, those interests seldom intersected with the subjects our teachers wanted us to explore. Why waste time on multiplication tables and diagraming sentences when the jungle gym in my backyard could be transformed into a space ship or jet plane, and a few railroad ties pushed together in Keith's backyard could become a flying carpet or a raft adrift in the ocean? We created an entire alien culture on the planet of Pum, and thrilled to any horror movie we could watch—everything from Godzilla to Dracula. Mostly, we did a lot of laughing. When I remember our childhood, it comes to me with a rib cage sore from continuous giggling and cackling.




Fissures in our relationship began to form in our high school years. Our families moved away to different suburbs of Atlanta, and our interests began to diversify. Dependent on our busy parents for transportation, our personal contacts waned. By the time we procured driver's licenses we had developed different friendships. Besides, I was going to be a rock star, and Keith had given up on the guitar. Like many teenagers in the sixties, I had an inflated opinion of my musical talents, and I was sure I would soon be performing in stadiums full of buxom females shouting my name. When I entered college I declared a major in journalism, but it was only a cover to keep the adults in my life from raining on my parade.


To say I was a mediocre student would be an understatement. For the most part, I skated through high school academics. The college atmosphere, however, affected me profoundly. I discovered I enjoyed an environment where no one pushed me to study. My professors got paid whether I made an A or an F, and they were not about to cut me any slack just because I was a dimwit. I actually did okay in my math classes (always the bane of my existence), and I did better in the other subjects. By the time I reached my junior year I found my name regularly on the Dean's List.


My freshman year also brought one the most significant experiences of my life, one that continues to shape me even now. Because I was eighteen years old and knew everything, I had regular verbal sparring matches with my Dad. On one occasion I stormed to my room and slammed the door in order to seethe in private. Looking for something to take my mind off my frustration I scoured my bookshelf, and, for a reason unknown to me even now, I picked up my Bible.


Like Keith I had been raised in the church. Our Southern Baptist family never woke up on Sunday morning and asked if we were going to church. It was as much a part of our weekly routine as school and work. My paternal grandfather had been pastor of my home church many years prior. My Dad was a deacon and sang in the choir. My mother worked in the nursery. I was involved in youth group, Sunday School, youth choir, and any other activity that afforded me opportunities to laugh with my friends and secretly lust after the girls. But it was all social. I did not practice Christian discipleship in any substantive way not proscribed by my teachers and leaders.


On that day in my room a new perspective dawned for me. Though I had dutifully carried my Bible with me to Sunday School every week like all good Southern Baptists did, I had never paid much attention to it. That day in my room I began to discover the power of Jesus's words and their capacity for pointing beyond Roswell, Georgia, to the kind of world I had envisioned only in my daydreams. The political turmoil of the sixties had captivated me for some time, but I was at a loss as to how create a world that did not end in dour cynicism. In Jesus's vision of the kingdom of God I found what I had been looking for.


Slowly the possibility of a life in ministry took shape in my mind. I talked with my parents (my mother had suspected I would take this path, although she never breathed a word to me about it), my pastor, my teachers in the church, and others. Finally, I announced my decision to my home church—I believed God had called me into ministry.


I like to say I was raised a fundamentalist, but the word was not spelled with a capital F. Though the basic theology of my upbringing was traditional conservative Christianity couched in a revivalistic mold, my family always encouraged me to think for myself. My pastor, who later became my mentor in ministry, taught me to respect other Christian traditions as well as other religious faiths. During my college years I got involved with Campus Crusade for Christ, played in a Christian folk music group, and made many friends. By the time I graduated, however, I knew I was a poor fit for such hyperevangelical faith. I was grateful for my professors at Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary who gave me the tools to explore the Bible and theology instead of swallowing a party line. None of this is to say I did not clash at times with my religious tradition. I did, and by the time I received my Master of Divinity degree I already had the reputation for being “a little liberal.”


Yet I still wanted to be a good Baptist pastor, so I tried to fit the mold. Then, while still serving in my first church after seminary, the Southern Baptist denomination that had birthed and nurtured me in the faith became embroiled in a fight for its very soul and survival (see my remarks on “Truth” below). Though I grieved the loss of familiar theological surroundings, the rancor within Southern Baptist ranks forced me to take a long, hard look at myself and the ministry to which I felt called. Even though I had been born, raised, and educated as a Baptist, I realized I would always be something of a fish out of water in Baptist life. I entered the Doctor of Ministry program at Columbia Theological Seminary in Decatur, Georgia (not too far from my old stomping ground with Keith), not only for the education, but also for the chance to examine my beliefs within a context other than Southern Baptist.


Columbia Seminary's Presbyterian roots helped me look at faith and ministry with new eyes. I reveled in an atmosphere in which I could leave questions unanswered instead of searching for routes to predetermined conclusions. I learned to appreciate the inconsistencies in the Bible as representative of the paradoxical lives we all live instead of engaging in intellectual gymnastics to explain them away. I discovered a love for the beauty and power of corporate worship done for its own sake instead of as a means to an end. I began to learn the concept of community to describe the church as a living, breathing organism instead of merely an institution. And I was given the freedom to envision the church collaborating with God to create a world of justice and peace instead of saving souls and hoping for the best.


For the first time I seriously entertained the possibility of ministry within a different denomination. I talked with pastors, teachers, and other leaders from Presbyterian, Episcopal, Methodist, United Church of Christ, Disciples of Christ, and probably other churches that I simply cannot recall. I thought about leaving the pastorate and going into teaching. Keith was kind enough to invite me to visit him at the college where he was serving at the time to talk over issues and strategies. Then one day I was perusing an issue of Christian Century and saw a notice from a church with roots in the United Church of Christ, located in Park Ridge, Illinois, which was looking for a pastor. I asked for more information and received a document detailing a congregation that prized open inquiry in a nondenominational context. If this church called me as pastor I would not only be leaving the Southern Baptists, but also taking up residence far above the Mason-Dixon Line.


Both possibilities came true in January of 1991. Many ministerial colleagues could not understand why I was abandoning the denomination that had ordained me. When one fellow pastor heard that my new charge was not a Southern Baptist church, he said, “But you're going to change them into a Southern Baptist church, aren't you?” He clearly could not process my no answer. My family, on the other hand, was more upset about the change in location. They said they were not surprised that I was leaving the Baptists, but how could I transplant my family to the wilds of Illinois? My wife's aunt was scandalized to learn her great-grandmother's china would cross into Yankee territory.


It was during my tenure in Park Ridge that I formally made the split with my former tradition. My ordination was moved into the United Church of Christ, where I have found a home ever since. Little did I know that the fissures I had seen in Southern Baptist life were a microcosm of forces tearing the church of Jesus Christ apart all over the country. Although I was grateful for the sense of place the United Church of Christ gave me, it slowly dawned on me what dinosaurs denominations had become. My efforts throughout the 1980s to rescue the Southern Baptist Convention from fundamentalist fanatics turned out to be little more than rearranging deck chairs on the Titanic, and the United Church of Christ is still mired in its glory days of the 1950s and 1960s, when mainline Protestantism was on the frontlines of the civil rights movement. These days the UCC passes resolutions that are met with a national yawn.


For various reasons too numerous to elaborate here, churches of all shapes and sizes have been losing membership for decades, and most congregations have slipped into survival mode. I spent my entire ministerial career against a backdrop of religious and ecclesiastical ferment, and I find myself these days feeling more and more like a relic. The modalities of ministry I was taught often do not fit the needs of a church increasingly relegated to the sidelines of society. Additionally, I have watched Christian faith in the United States be slowly hijacked by right-wing politics, special interests, and the worst of American society, as evidenced especially by corporate greed. Granted, the faith tradition in which I was raised has never been a paragon of open-mindedness, and my second home seems reluctant to speak biblically for fear of being mistaken for fundamentalists, but within my lifetime Christian faith in general has come to be associated with intolerance, condemnation, hypocrisy, and fuzzy nostalgia. No matter how much I declare that all Christians cannot be painted with the same closed-minded brush, the perception remains. And far too often, perception is reality.


So why do I still cling to Christian faith? Why do I continue the attempt to order my life according to the example of an itinerant rabbi who lived two thousand years ago? Quite simply, because I choose to. Keith has his rational, intellectual, and experiential reasons for choosing atheism, and I have my rational, intellectual, and experiential reasons for choosing faith. Unlike observable phenomena in a test tube, questions of ultimate reality are not a zero-sum game. Human beings observe life around them and decide what it means. As much as we like to think we have tallied up the evidence and come to the only logical conclusion, none of us can claim to possess ultimate knowledge and omniscience to refute other perspectives once and for all. Keith looks at the wonder of the cosmos and sees marvelous naturalistic forces at work. I look at the cosmos and see a loving God guiding those forces. Neither is right or wrong. Both are complementary.


Besides, in the model of Jesus I find more than a lifestyle. I find a way of life. There is a difference. A lifestyle is a persona one can change like clothing when it becomes boring, inconvenient, or old-fashioned. By contrast, a way of life is a set of values informing all choices and behaviors. A way of life cannot be abandoned any easier than breathing. It has to do with the core principles that form and shape the person one claims to be. I do not believe it was by accident that disciples of Jesus in the earliest centuries called themselves “followers of the way.” Jesus did not gather disciples by means of theological arguments or threats of perdition. He simply said, “Follow me.” I can only imagine the list of questions those early disciples had. The answers, however, were found in the following, in the day-to-day living of their time with Jesus.


I stay with faith because this way of life puts a frame around experience that is at once comforting and challenging. Anne Lamott says, “God loves us exactly the way we are, and God loves us too much to let us stay like this.”1 There is freedom in choosing to believe in a God who is not in heaven with a tally sheet, but instead loves me unconditionally. “We're all bastards,” said the late Will Campbell, “but God loves us anyway.”2 Some Christians believe they will be punished for their sins in eternity. I believe we are punished by our sins in this life. My mistakes (some of which have been whoppers), have consequences that rebound on me, on those around me, and on society in general. But those mistakes do not follow me beyond the grave. God has no interest in keeping lists.


On the other hand, God is no lenient grandparent leaving me to fend for myself. God does not want me running wild like a naughty toddler loose in a grocery store. I want to live the way of life called Christian faith because God's unconditional love is such an incredible gift. I am motivated to live according to the radical tenets of Jesus not because I fear being the main course at an eternal barbecue but in gratitude for God's loving hand on me. When my daughters were growing up I did not want them to do what I asked because they feared my wrath, but because they knew I loved them. To expect anything less from God is to label God's morality inferior to my own.


Dietrich Bonhoeffer spoke of the difference between cheap grace and costly grace.3 For me perhaps the most powerful illustration of the difference between those two is the image of a great banquet in heaven. Seated next to me at the table is the person I injured most deeply during my earthly life. At that moment I am overcome by the grace of God that forgives the wrong I did to that individual. Seated next to me on the other side, however, is the person who most injured me during my earthly life. Suddenly grace has become costly. I want that person to pay for what was done to me, but God's grace does not play favorites.4 The struggle between those chairs on either side of me is illustrative of the consolation and the confrontation of Christian faith. Within that struggle I find a context for positive living.


At a lecture at the Furman University Pastor's School I heard pastor and author Charles Poole say, “Most of us fear we will go too far with grace, when the truth is, we haven't gone far enough.” Such unfathomable grace led me to a new understanding of Jesus's crucifixion and resurrection—new for me, at least. I had always been taught that humanity's sins were offensive to God and required a sacrifice in order appease divine righteousness. Therefore, when Jesus died on the cross he was paying the penalty that all humankind should have paid, and his resurrection on Easter demonstrated his power over death. The older I got, and the longer I dealt with the human condition, the less satisfied I became with such an interpretation. When I discovered that this theory was first outlined by Anselm of Canterbury in the late eleventh century, I decided it made sense within the context of feudal Europe but not in my own milieu.


The grace of God points me in a different direction. I see Jesus in the world with a message of a God whose love knows no bounds, who is radically inclusive, and who strips away the lies fomented by the status quo to keep their perks and power in place. He was crucified because humanity has never trusted anyone who does not play by the rules. History is replete with stories of people who proclaimed a vision of a better world and were destroyed by those who had too much invested in the existing state of affairs. Jesus, therefore, was rejected. But God loves us too much to let us have the last word. The empty tomb of Easter is God's flat rejection of humanity's rejection.5 It is God's way of saying, “I love you exactly the way you are, and I love you too much to let you stay that way.”


And why do I stay with the church? Given that I will make some disparaging remarks in these pages about the current state of Christ's church, some will claim my commitment is nothing short of hypocrisy. Some wags will claim my real motive is economic—I stayed in ministry for forty years because the church paid my salary. But the truth is this: I stay because of the grace of God I have experienced through my fellow faith pilgrims. As a shy, overweight teenager who felt like a fish out of water most days, I was graced by the support of teachers, youth leaders, and peers who gave me opportunities to discover myself and my talents. When I was a wet-behind-the-ears pastor fresh out of seminary, with absolutely no idea how to lead a congregation, I was graced with an elderly man who would visit me, invite me to walk with him through the church graveyard, and gently suggest ways I could best lead that particular church. When my second daughter was born with a cluster of birth defects called Klippel Feil Syndrome, and I was feeling abandoned by God, I was graced with the friendship of a fellow pastor, as well as a man from my home church whose young adult daughter, unbeknownst to me, had been born with the same anomalies. When my first marriage was falling apart, unlike some churches, who treat divorce as the unpardonable sin, I was graced with people in the church who called me, invited me to meals, gave me hugs when I most needed them, and helped me rebuild my life. When I was working as a hospice chaplain, I was graced with a pastor who, without the subject ever being broached by me, challenged me to consider returning to my first love—ministry in a local congregation. I love the church because, on its better days, it can truly be the “light of the world” Jesus talked about. If I am critical, it is because I believe the church can be much more than a mere institution in society. I believe ordinary people of faith, unsullied by conflicting loyalties, can turn the world upside down.


Some will claim this is wishful thinking, and they could be correct. I choose, however, to see glimpses of God's love and grace in the world around me, and especially in the people who walk the way with me—some for the duration, others for a time. Joshua's challenge to the children of Israel could be my watchword: “Now if you are unwilling to serve the Lord, choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served in the region beyond the River or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me and my household, we will serve the Lord” (Joshua 24:15).6


When Keith and I were young adults we often clashed over our different viewpoints. Looking back on it now, I realize how much of the conflict stemmed from us being two males feeling like we had something to prove to the world. I am thrilled, to say the least, that we are past that stage of life. Perhaps the most telling evidence of our new phase of life was the night we sat down and read One Fish, Two Fish, Red Fish, Blue Fish out loud to each other like we did when we were boys. Whatever rivalries we had in the past evaporated in our laughter that evening.




Unfortunately, childish playground enmities have become the norm in America. But they are luxuries our society can no longer afford. The chasms between Americans grow deeper every day, and nothing is served by shrieking at one another across the divide. It is time for people of good will to come together and celebrate our commonality while honestly acknowledging our differences without acrimony. I, for one, still hold out hope. Long ago I heard John Claypool declare, “Despair is the ultimate presumption.”7 For a Christian like myself, despair means believing God is powerless to change a situation. For an atheist like Keith, it means believing humanity has reached the limit of its creative skill. Either way, Keith and I will not give in to it. There is too much at stake.
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Paris Donehoo and I have known each other for nearly sixty years. My recollection of how we met is this: During recess one day in first grade our activity was kickball, a pursuit, like all such team games, that seemed pointless to me. Perhaps recognizing my lack of enthusiasm, the teacher put me far back into the outfield, where I stood daydreaming and hoping that the ball never came my way. My outfield post happened to be close to a small copse of trees, so, when the teacher was not looking I sidled off to the trees. Another kid was already there. It was Paris. Pleased to find another kickball shirker, I immediately approached him and we began to plan our own fun. Of course it was not to be. The teacher soon spotted us and, with minatory words and looks, led us back to our assigned outfield posts. So, a friendship was born out of mutual disregard for kickball.


We soon found that we had many other things in common. Neither of us was the least athletically inclined, but we had vivid imaginations, and we acted out pretend adventures that we plotted as seriously as novels. We loved monsters, science fiction, Ancient Greece, and whatever struck our fancy that day. Mostly we loved a good laugh. I remember getting a copy of Dr. Seuss's One Fish, Two Fish, Red Fish, Blue Fish and reading it with Paris until we were both so choked with hilarity that we could hardly proceed. When Paris got a reel-to-reel tape recorder we began to record our own comedic skits, some of which had a Monty Python-esque flavor. We recorded The Adventures of Captain Zoom, a parody of the horrible space operas, like Lost in Space, that network TV inflicted upon us.


As young adults we were caught up in the so-called “Jesus Movement” of the early seventies, where “Jesus Freaks” practiced fundamentalist Christianity with a countercultural flair. Each of us took different paths from fundamentalism. I will let Paris tell his own story. For me, the exit was pretty rapid. For about six months I tried hard to be a fundamentalist, but I just could not do it. Try as I might, I just could not disbelieve in evolution or accept that the earth was only six thousand years old. Another stumbling block was the idea of an eternal, punitive hell. The idea that sincere nonbelievers such as Muslims or Jews would be eternally punished for remaining true to their deepest convictions seemed flatly inconsistent with the concept of a loving God.


Then I took some courses in biblical studies in college where, for the first time, I was exposed to critical studies of scripture. I learned that the Gospels were not written by four stenographers—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—who followed Jesus around writing down everything he said. Something like this: “What was that, Mark, ‘Blessed are the cheese makers?’” “No, Matthew, ‘peacemakers.’” “Okay. That makes more sense.” Rather, the Gospels were composed by persons unknown forty or more years after the time of Jesus. They certainly were not eyewitness accounts, nor were they historical narratives composed in accordance with modern standards of scholarship and objectivity. Instead, they were highly redacted and reworked composites of earlier materials, largely of unknown provenance and of dubious historical reliability. The facile literalism of fundamentalism and its doctrine of scriptural inerrancy are simply untenable in the face of what is known about the Bible.


Biblical fundamentalism is therefore flatly refuted by science and by biblical scholarship. Its defenders try to prop it up with creationist pseudoscience and junk apologetics, but the Bible is not, and cannot be made into a textbook of science or history. I also found fundamentalism viscerally repellent. It allied with the most extreme political conservatism, while I leaned toward the antiestablishment, anti–Vietnam War radicalism of the day. Also, fundamentalism, despite its glib proclamations of God's love, seemed (and still seems to me) basically mean-spirited and intolerant, with inherent tendencies toward fanaticism, hypocrisy, and self-righteousness.


I therefore tried to rethink my Christian commitment in terms inspired at various times by Rudolf Bultmann's demythologizing, Camus and Sartre's existentialism, and Paul Tillich's philosophical theology. In the fall of 1974, looking for answers, I took off to Emory University's Candler School of Theology in Atlanta, Georgia. Paris remained on the conservative side and went to Southwestern Baptist Seminary in Fort Worth, Texas. Geographically separated and finding ourselves irreconcilably theologically divided, we had little contact with each other during those years.


Unfortunately, I found the kind of Christianity taught and practiced at Candler to be no more intellectually or spiritually satisfying than the fundamentalism I had fled. While I deeply admired the intellect and scholarship of my professors at Candler, I simply could not understand what Christianity meant to them. It seemed to me that once the supernatural element had been taken out, all that remained of Christian belief was a free-floating attitude of reverence with no clear referent or intentional object. What was the object of belief? Put another way, they seemed to be practicing a kind of secular humanism that was “Christian” only in the sense that they continued to respond emotionally to elements of Christian preaching and liturgy. One professor explained that he “resonated” to the words and symbols of Christian worship (like a struck bell, I guess). So, Christianity now appeared to me as a choice between hateful, crackpot fundamentalism and vapid, pointless “liberalism.” There are alternatives between these extremes, as Paris explains above, but at the time there seemed to me to be no viable via media.


At this point two things happened to me: personal crises (the usual young-adult Sturm und Drang) and intellectual awakening in the form of the discovery of the writings of Bertrand Russell. In Russell I found an intellect of astonishing power, penetration, and clarity. After the turgid German theology and fuzzy French existentialism that I had been reading, Russell's pellucid prose was like the voice of reason. Russell led me from the dark groves of theology into the brilliant yet harsh light of analytic philosophy. Finding that theological obscurity and cant could not survive in that light, and that my personal problems were not salved by religion, but only by my own efforts, the remnants of my faith crumbled like rotten wood. At age twenty-four I became an atheist, and my intellectual and personal experiences in the forty plus years since have only strengthened that commitment.


What is the intellectual basis of my atheism? For me, atheism is part of a more inclusive commitment to what is normally, but somewhat vaguely, called “naturalism.” I take “naturalism” in a minimalist sense. As I understand it, the thesis of naturalism is that the physical universe is causally closed—that is, the only causes are physical causes. Thus, whatever happens in the physical universe happens due to physical causes and conditions. Full stop. There are no miracles, no supernatural interventions into nature, and no supernatural agents to do the intervening. In principle, therefore, physics can explain everything that happens, from the explosion of a supernova to the passing of a transient thought.


Naturalism in the minimalist sense that I accept does not rule out the existence of nonphysical things or abstract objects, such as possibilities, meanings, patterns, numbers, or sets. However, it denies that anything nonphysical has causal powers. Doing math might give you a headache, but the number seven cannot. The set of even integers cannot vote Republican (or Democratic or independent either). By implication, therefore, naturalism rules out any and all putative supernatural agents or actors, and so it rejects ghosts and goblins as well as gods. In particular, naturalism opposes theism, since theism claims that the natural world, and at least some events in that world, have a personal, supernatural cause—i.e., God.


This causal closure of the physical is not dogmatically asserted; it is a default position, a null hypothesis that can be rejected in the light of argument or evidence. If it can be shown that any event has occurred that (a) requires an account or explanation (i.e., it is not reasonably regarded as a brute fact), and (b) that no physical cause or causes can be sufficient for that occurrence, and so only a supernatural cause will do, then naturalism is false.


Of course, many in have in fact tried to prove naturalism wrong. I find that their arguments typically share a standard modus operandi. First, the opponents of naturalism conjure a faux sense of mystery, claiming that something is in principle inexplicable in physical terms. Mind, life, objective morality, or the “fine tuning” of the basic physical constants, for instance, are said to present deep, insoluble mysteries for the naturalist. Such realities, or putative realities, cry out for explanation, but the naturalist allegedly can offer none. God is then introduced as the tailor-made solution to the alleged mystery.


My replies to such arguments are always along the same lines: (a) The alleged mystery is no mystery, or (like the origin of life) there is no reason to think that natural science cannot provide a satisfactory answer; and (b) invoking God or some other spiritual entity, like souls, does nothing to solve the supposed problem, but, on the contrary, only makes the mystery final and absolute. For instance, some philosophers, generally theists, argue that, being physical systems, brains cannot think, and that we must therefore posit spiritual souls or disembodied minds to account for mental phenomena. And just how does a soul think, feel, or imagine? Nobody knows; indeed, the question is in principle unanswerable. Gods and souls are simply posited to have the occult powers of doing whatever they are supposed to do. In other words, saying “God did it” or “a soul did it” seems to me a roundabout and ax-grinding way of saying “I have no clue.”


As for “fine tuning,” the argument is that, of all the possible ultimate, uncaused physical realities that might have been, we were, given naturalism, impossibly lucky to have one that permits our existence. Therefore, there must have been an a supernatural intelligent designer to actualize life-friendly conditions out of those vastly numerous possibilities. My reply is that, by precisely the same reasoning, of all the possible ultimate, uncaused supernatural entities that conceivably could have been, we were impossibly lucky to get one that both wanted our existence and had the power to create and control a physical universe so that it would produce us. Any posited ultimate (logically) contingent fact—natural or supernatural—will necessarily be only one of infinitely many alternative realities that were equally logically possible. Sauce for the gander. The upshot, on my view, is that it is meaningless to speak of objective probabilities of ultimate posits. Whatever exists as the ultimate, uncaused reality is neither probable nor improbable. It just is.


The arguments against default naturalism therefore seem to me to fall into two categories—bad and really bad. A further reason that I am an atheist is that there are many, many phenomena, like pediatric cancer, that prima facie are not what you would expect to find in a universe supposedly created by an all-powerful and perfectly benevolent being. In general, there is very much undeserved and undesired suffering in the world, both by human beings and nonhuman animals. There are, in other words, very many apparently gratuitous evils—i.e., evils that appear utterly pointless and senseless in that, so far as we can tell (or even imagine), they serve no higher purpose as necessary conditions for redeeming goods. For some evils no conceivable good seems good enough to justify them, as Dostoevsky's Ivan notes in The Brothers Karamazov.


Also, what kinds of necessary conditions can be imposed on God, an allegedly all-powerful being? Well, even God cannot do the logically impossible; even God cannot make an odd number into an even number. So, is the theist willing to claim that every instance of undeserved, undesired, and seemingly pointless suffering is necessary, that is, that no such instance could have been omitted by God without necessarily sacrificing the ultimate good (whatever that might be)? The theist would appear committed to such a claim because a single genuine instance of gratuitous, irredeemable evil would rule out the existence of an all-powerful and all-benevolent being—i.e., God. After all, an all-benevolent being would prevent that evil and an all-powerful being could do so. I therefore place my bet that one or more of the innumerable apparently gratuitous evils actually is gratuitous, and hence that an all-powerful and perfectly benevolent being does not exist.


Considerations such as these—here expressed very succinctly and roughly—are sufficient to convince me of atheism. For book-length, detailed defenses of atheism, see Nicholas Everitt, The Non-Existence of God; J. L. Mackie, The Miracle of Theism: Arguments for and against the Existence of God; or Michael Martin, Atheism: A Philosophical Justification. For a defense of naturalism in the minimalist sense I support, see Graham Oppy's Naturalism and Religion.1


It seems to me, then, that there are no good reasons supporting theism and several good ones supporting atheism. Should the arguments for atheism be persuasive for everyone? Can we conclusively rule out any transcendent reality or dimension? No. Reasons such as the above are sufficient for me, but I cannot assume that they would be sufficient for every rational person.


Consider John Hick, who is, in my not-so-humble opinion, the top philosopher of religion going back at least to Hume. Hick's very important book, An Interpretation of Religion, argues that the universe is religiously “ambiguous.” That is, it may be reasonably interpreted in either a naturalistic or religious way.2 Hick readily concedes that reality may be viewed as I view it, as physics all the way down. He regards the theistic arguments, in their classical and recent forms, as devoid of cogency, and offers detailed critiques of them.


On the other hand, Hick argues that a religious interpretation of human experience is equally valid—that is, one that acknowledges transcendence. This acknowledgment arises from an encounter with the numinous, a sense of standing in the presence of the holy. Perhaps, if I may add my own gloss, it is the awareness that Wordsworth described best in Tintern Abbey:


…And I have felt


A presence that disturbs me with the joy


Of elevated thoughts; a sense sublime


Of something far more deeply interfused,


Whose dwelling is the light of setting suns,


And the round ocean, and the living air,


And the blue sky, and in the mind of man,


A motion and a spirit, that impels


All thinking things, all objects of all thought,


And rolls through all things.


Such experiences occur across cultures and throughout history. They appear to lie very deep in human nature, and are of fundamental significance to those who experience them.


Indeed, many who subscribe to no religious beliefs have such experiences. You do not have to probe far into the reflections of the greatest scientists to find expressions of awe and wonder in the presence of the cosmos, responses that may rightly be termed “religious.” How we interpret these experiences will differ from person to person, depending upon the individual and his or her cultural milieu. However, Hick's claim is that it is perfectly reasonable to take these experiences as exactly what they appear to be to many people, that is, as encounters with a transcendent reality, perhaps as an experience of the very presence of God. Speaking personally, I have had such experiences of the numinous and interpreted them in a pantheistic rather than a theistic sense (as I will explain later on), but I can find no epistemic fault in those who take such experiences differently.


Hick's point is that there is a significant degree of interpretive latitude in whether we take a religious or naturalistic view of reality. Neither the atheist nor the theist can offer conclusive proof or decisive evidence that rules out rational disagreement. Where reason can make no final determination, interpretive choice must step in. That is, each of us, guided by our deepest convictions and values and strongest intuitions, must make choices about our fundamental interpretive categories. This should be a rational choice, an informed choice, but it is still a choice.


I choose to interpret the world in a naturalistic way, because my most basic and compelling experiences and cognitions point me in this direction. I could choose differently. I could persist in trying to take the world in a religious context despite all doubts, but eventually such a commitment would become very costly in time, effort, and mental energy. If I tried to be a Christian now, I would be waging a constant battle against cognitive dissonance. I would constantly be patching holes, plugging leaks, and propping up—and perhaps inevitably engaging in some degree of self-deception. Put simply, atheism is the authentic stance for me.


Recognizing, then, that reasonable people of good will may differ deeply in their religious commitments—or lack thereof—provides us with a basis for understanding and a search for common ground, and that is what Paris and I intend to do here. We will pursue a path that, we hope, will converge in the discovery of shared values, thereby showing just how much secular and religious people can have in common. We see this as a very important message in a cultural milieu that is badly polarized and balkanized.


Perhaps at rock bottom all human beings share basic concerns and values. Like Aristotle, I think that they do. We value the health, security, and well-being of ourselves and our loved ones. We recognize standards of basic decency, justice, and fairness, and we have capacities for empathy and benevolence. Yet the words we use are all too often filled with anger and contempt. Extremist ideologies and overheated rhetoric dominate our public discourse, making it easy to sneer and hard to empathize.


In the often acrimonious confrontations between religious and nonreligious people, both sides energetically fan the flames. I contribute to a blog called the Secular Outpost that promotes discussion of religious and philosophical issues. Recently, the site had to impose a strict policy of moderation because discussions between atheists and Christians all too often degenerated into mutual insult and abuse. The “religious right” has long demonized atheists and secular people, and militant atheists have returned the favor.


In the past decade or so we have seen the rise of what is called the “new” atheism, which encompasses the writings of such authors as Sam Harris, Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens, and Jerry Coyne. While I think that, with some revision and logical tightening, many of the arguments of the “new atheists” are solid, they seem to me far too quick to tar all believers with the same brush. It is true that fundamentalists, fanatics, creationists, theocrats, and religious bigots all deserve criticism and often condemnation. However, it simply is not the case that all religious believers are either fools or knaves, yet this is the impression that the new atheists often convey. Further, I know from personal experience that some atheists are as “fundamentalist” in their attitudes as any Bible-beating street preacher, and are viciously hostile to any atheist who is not as hardline as they.


I am an unapologetic defender of the “old” atheism—that is, atheism that is long on argument and does not waste time on calumny or ad hominem. I developed my atheist convictions under the tutelage of such philosophers as J. L. Mackie, Antony Flew, Kai Nielsen, Wallace Matson, and Michael Martin, authors who were content to refute theistic arguments, and felt no need to add dollops of insult. As I say, it seems obvious to me that many religious believers are rational and decent people who, like me, are following their best lights in traversing this vale of tears. If we truly acknowledge this fact, and do not merely pay it lip service, then we have a basis for mutual understanding.
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Truth is saying of what is, that it is, and of what is not, that it is not.


—Aristotle, Metaphysics


I think we should begin by asking, “What is truthfulness?” Why “truthfulness”? Why not “What is truth?” After all, we are talking about the value of truth, so why not begin by defining “truth”? The reason is that philosophers have struggled mightily to define truth and, though theories have proliferated, there is no consensus.1 Philosophers have proposed that truth be understood as the correspondence of propositions with facts, or as a state of maximal coherence among a body of propositions, or as the efficacy of beliefs in satisfying our long-term desires. Other philosophers propose the radically deflationary view that any assertion of the form “p is true” is just a redundant way of asserting “p.” Thus, “It is true that snow is white” is just a verbose way of saying “snow is white.” Still others see the whole idea of truth as vacuous and irrelevant. Unsurprisingly, these debates quickly become very technical, and, to non-philosophers, seemingly arcane.


Why has it been so hard to reach agreement about so basic a notion as truth? The reason is that the most basic notions—like truth, love, or goodness—are always the hardest to define precisely. Also, philosophers set a very high standard for definition. A completely satisfactory philosophical definition would have to specify a set of necessary and sufficient conditions that would apply in every conceivable case. It may be impossible to provide strict criteria for truth, except for artificial languages of the sort developed in formal logic. It may be that in natural languages, like English, French, or Russian, the use of locutions such as “true” and its cognates is irreducibly diverse and that there can be no rigorous definition that would not entail conditions that unduly restrict what we are allowed to say. Sometimes we just have to put up with a degree of ambiguity or vagueness, and depend upon context and good sense to keep things straight. As a philosopher, I naturally think that philosophical debate, with its emphasis on rigor and precision, is important and illuminating even when, as is generally the case, it does not lead to consensus. However, the details of the technical issues concerning the definition of truth need not detain us here.


For my money, the most useful and plausible definition of truth is the one given by Michael P. Lynch in his insightful book True to Life: Why Truth Matters.2 Lynch offers a “functional” definition of truth. Some things exist to perform particular functions; that function is why they exist, whether they are natural things like kidneys or artificial things like generators. A kidney is something that filters the blood and a generator is something that produces electricity. The specific design and physical constitution of a kidney or a generator is not what primarily defines such things, but, rather, the job that they do.


Consider a proposition, which, for our purposes, we will just equate with a declarative sentence—e.g., “Austin is the capital of Texas.” What is the function of a proposition? A proposition has the function of informing. It does its job when it does inform—i.e., when it correctly tells us what is or is not the case. A true proposition is therefore one that performs its function of “telling it like it is”—of accurately informing us of what is or is not the case, as Aristotle noted in the quote at the beginning of this section. For instance, by telling us that Austin is the capital of Texas when (and only when) Austin is the capital of Texas, the proposition “Austin is the capital of Texas” is true. True propositions, then, like kidneys or generators, are things that do their assigned jobs. So what is truth? “Truth” is an abstract noun, but it really is just the property of being true that propositions have in virtue of doing their job of representing accurately.


I think that for our purposes here, we may simply assume Lynch's definition of truth. It seems to accord very well with our commonsense and ordinary understanding of truth and falsehood. For one thing, we know that functions can be performed fully, partially, or not at all. A proposition, then, might be wholly true, partially true, or not true at all, depending upon the degree to which if performs or fails to perform its function. This is consistent with our recognition that the simple binary opposition of true and false is not sufficiently nuanced. For instance, in addition to propositions that are simply true or simply false, there are half-truths, prevarications, and equivocations. There are statements that, while technically true, are more misleading than outright lies. On the other hand, a satirical representation, while not strictly accurate, can sometimes convey truth more deeply and vividly than a straightforward description.


In most contexts we know with tolerable clarity what it is to speak truly and what it is to speak untruly. We know what it is to report things fully, fairly, and accurately or, on the other hand, to misrepresent, mislead, or obscure. Therefore, what we need to know here is not so much how to define truth, but what makes it so valuable—and this will be our emphasis. In that case, what we need to get clear about is not truth per se, but the virtue of truthfulness and the vice of untruthfulness. Why speak of “truthfulness” as a virtue when there is already a perfectly good word—“honesty”—for the virtue of being truthful? Because if you value truth it is not enough merely to embrace honesty as a personal habit; you must also hold others accountable when they lie or mislead. A respecter of truth will neither lie nor tolerate lies.




One who practices truthfulness will become familiar with the many tricks and sophistries used by those who want to hide, distort, or slant the truth, such as the fallacies listed in textbooks on informal logic. For instance, a defender of truth should learn to recognize when a speaker distracts attention from an argument by attacking the arguer (ad hominem) or muddies the waters by employing emotionally charged or biased terms. Everyone who values truth over obfuscation should carefully study George Orwell's classic essay “Politics and the English Language.”3 That essay shows how ax-grinders can drape the naked truth behind obscuring layers of pretentious verbiage. You don't kill your enemy; you “neutralize hostile elements.” Finally, those who seek truth must become aware of the many ways that we can deceive ourselves, even with the best of intentions. Researchers such as Daniel Kahneman and Amos Tversky have shown that humans have built-in tendencies to succumb to a variety of cognitive illusions that require extra diligence to escape.4


Those who respect truth also uphold the methods, standards, persons, and institutions that generate knowledge; in short, they honor and defend science and scholarship. In our day, scientists and scholars have produced a mass of facts and well-confirmed theories that tell us more than we have ever known about the universe and ourselves. We are potentially the best-informed society that has ever existed. Yet in recent years we have seen ideologically motivated attacks from both the political left and right on the integrity of scientists and scholars. In the 1980s and ’90s, under the banners of postmodernism, social constructivism, and radical feminism, leftist scholars attacked the methods and findings of natural science. From the right, creationists and “intelligent design” theorists have waged a long and bitter campaign against evolutionary science.


Such movements have done enough damage, but the real danger arises when big money joins the fight. Big Tobacco pioneered the way. In the 1950s, strong scientific evidence was building linking cigarettes to lung cancer. What do you do if the science says that your product is killing hundreds of thousands, yet this very product is making you rich beyond the dreams of avarice? You attack the science, of course. The comic Dilbert shows how easy this is. In one strip, evil CEO Dogbert enters a business called “Rent a Weasel.” He tells the weasel behind the counter, “I need three bitter and unsuccessful scientists and a hundred lazy journalists.” The final frame has Dilbert reading the headline, “Toddlers Thrive on Pollution.”5 Great news if you make money by polluting! We are now in the dire situation described by Naomi Oreskes and Erik M. Conway in Merchants of Doubt, where it is big business to generate junk science to protect profits.6


Since most members of the public are scientifically ignorant, they cannot tell the difference between junk science and the real thing. What is a layperson to think when one PhD says that adding large amounts of carbon dioxide to the atmosphere is dangerous and another PhD says it is not? In such a case, you are highly susceptible to believing what ideologues tell you. In recent years, right-wing ideology allied with Big Oil and Big Coal to oppose climate science, particularly the evidence for human-caused climate change. Fossil-fuel interests have lavishly funded right-wing “think tanks” that spew misinformation, skewed statistics, and bogus research intended to discredit the inconvenient discoveries of climatologists. Climate-change “skepticism” became a litmus test for true conservatives. Powerful members of Congress, and Scott Pruitt, Trump's former head of the Environmental Protection Agency, deny human-caused climate change, though the overwhelming majority of qualified scientists hold that it is real.7 When big-money interests ally with ideology to undermine science, they compromise a society's fundamental ability to reach rational decisions.


They say that we live in the Age of Information. Really, we should call it the Age of Disinformation, or, in earthier terms, the Age of Bullshit. Because we are hyperconnected by the internet and electronic media, bullshit today enjoys advantages vastly greater than in the past. It is an old saying that a lie goes around the world while the truth is still pulling up its trousers. The speed of dark has always been faster than the speed of light. These days, fake news, rumor, pseudoscience, and every form of irrationality and falsehood bounce around online echo chambers and instantly become so deeply entrenched that truth hardly has a chance. For instance, the idea that vaccines cause autism is as thoroughly debunked as any bogus claim can be, but anti-vaccine activists keep it alive on their blogs and websites.8


This is not the worst of it. Those whose livelihoods depend upon your beliefs, such as politicians and advertisers, have perfected techniques that are wickedly effective in manipulating opinion. Most politicians are adept at spin. Spin is not a simple lie; anybody can lie, but it takes real cleverness to spin effectively. Spin is telling something that, technically, is the truth, but telling it in a way that misleads. George W. Bush was a master of spin. Donald Trump does not even bother to spin; he goes straight for the big lie. Big liars loudly repeat blatant falsehoods until, by sheer repetition, they become accepted as truth. Finally, catch phrases, code words, buzz words, and slogans fill the air, and, if you let them, they will do your thinking for you. You will start mouthing things like “Make America great again!” and come to think that you are actually saying something.


In conclusion, truthfulness is the virtue of being vigilant for truth. Of course it involves being scrupulously honest in what you say and do. You have to have a visceral hatred of lies. More than that, truthfulness motivates you to require others to respect truth, especially pundits, politicians, and everyone who contributes to public discourse. You will not be silent when the purveyors of lies and claptrap do their dirty work. You call them out in no uncertain terms. When spin doctors and message managers try to excuse such lies, you call them out too. Further, you oppose the merchants of doubt who serve big-money interests by generating junk science and undermining legitimate research. You should oppose ideologues on either the left or the right who denigrate science in order to promote their doctrinal infatuations. Finally, you become aware of all the subtle ways that bullshit can permeate and vitiate our thinking, and you determine to oppose irrationality in all of its forms.
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