HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH

ATHEIST BOOKS – A CHALLENGE FOR THE CHURCH

By Dr. Riley B. Case

         In just the last few months, three books attacking belief in God and making a case for atheism have been national best sellers: "The God Delusion" by Richard Dawkins; "God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything" by Christopher Hitchens; and "Letter to a Christian Nation" by Sam Harris. A fourth book, "Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon" by Daniel C. Dennett also sold very well.

     What is happening?  Obviously the books are being read by mainstream Americans, the kind of people that—whether born-again Christians or not—are otherwise known as United Methodist or Presbyterian or Roman Catholic.  Do the books represent a back-lash against Christianity, or at least the religiosity of the past several years?              

     Evangelicals are sometimes prone to wring their hands and get defensive in the face of atheist claims.   In this case why not see the atheist challenge as an opportunity to contend for the faith?    We should understand that the atheism of the books is a form of false religion.  The books appeal to science, but they really argue, not for science but for a world-view (religion) without design or purpose.  Our argument is not with science as such but with the “faith” or the assumptions behind the science.

    It is also recognized that there are other factors at work:  

1) People feel threatened by evangelical Christianity.   Talk of salvation, sin, and hell fly in the face of relativist, “tolerant” post-modernism which disdains truth claims. (Liberal Christianity is not a threat because it demands very little and claims very little.)   People do not want to be reminded they must someday answer to a righteous God.   To speak of Christ’s death on the cross as an atonement for humankind is a scandal in the world today.  Atheism is a convenience way for persons to attack a religion that makes them feel uncomfortable.  Indeed, the anger against evangelical Christianity might be interpreted as a sign we are truly presenting the gospel.
2) The negative reaction to militant Islam spills over and affects evangelical Christianity.  Militant Islam gives secularists an excuse to blame all religion for the world’s problems.  This is a poor understanding of religion and a poor reading of history.   Despite some common roots Christianity and Islam are fundamentally different religions.  We need to make this point.
3) Christians will now need to start “contending for the faith.”   Up until now our culture has basically supported the presuppositions of Christianity.  Now, as in New Testament times, we must make our witness in a world becoming more alien and unbelieving.  
4) While “apologetics,” the defense of the faith, needs intellectual support, the strongest argument for Christianity is the changed life, and the witness to that changed life.  
5) The future is with God, not with atheism.  Atheism, as advanced in places like the Soviet Union, has always failed.  It leads to cynicism and despair (the biggest problem facing those who minister in former Soviet Union countries).  We have a living hope.           

