HAPPENINGS IN THE CHURCH
            By Dr. Riley B. Case




HERE COME THE ATHEISTS
   The news is out.  Atheism is on the rise.  Or is it?  Sift through some of the following reports, surveys, or observations to help make an informed opinion.   
+++

    Three books by atheists in the past several years hit the bestseller lists: The God Delusion by Richard Dawkins (2006); Breaking the Spell by Daniel C. Dennett (2006); God Is Not Great :How Religion Poisons Everything by Christopher Hitchens (2007).
+++

     Rodney Stark, in What Americans Really Believe, in a chapter entitled, “Atheism: The Godless Revolution That Never Happened,” reports that despite the efforts of two of the largest countries in the world—China and the Soviet Union—to promote an official atheism among its people in the mid-20th century, despite the best sellers on atheism, despite the claims for many years by academic types from secular universities that advanced societies would not long tolerate religion, the number of atheists, at least in America, has remained steady at 4% from 1944 to 2007 (various studies).  To come up with this figure Stark argues that 67% of those who claim no religion still hold some belief in God.
+++

    Stark’s claims, based on Baylor’s Institute of Studies of Religion studies, are challenged by Dr. Gregory S. Paul of the Council for Secular Humanism, who in a lengthy article makes a point that Stark only counted “convinced” atheists as atheists, but when moderate atheists, agnostics, and “spiritual but non-religious” persons and other basic non-theists are considered, the more accurate figure of non-believers is 21%.    In 2008 13% of respondents told Gallup pollsters they had significant doubts about the existence of God.   Paul quotes Harris Interactive, another polling group, which concludes that the number of atheists and agnostics has now reached 60 million in America, a 30-fold increase since the 1950s.   Paul comments, furthermore, that Protestants are now a minority in America, the first time since the early settlers at Jamestown.  Paul further argues that the rest of the First World in moving rapidly away from religion with atheists and agnostics in all of the following countries registering 40% or more of the population: Japan, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, Finland, Holland, Belgium, France, Germany, and Spain (Japan with the highest figure of 65%).
+++

…In another recent study (see Christian Century, 4-5-09) conducted by the American Religious Identification Survey, from 54,000 respondents, the number of Americans who identify themselves as “Christians” dropped from 86% in 1990 to 79% in 2008.  During the same period the number of persons reporting “none” on religious identification, which is assumed to be atheists, agnostics, and secularists, rose from 8.2% to 15%.  Of those identifying as “Christian” 45% of the total considered themselves “evangelical,” including 39% of the mainliners and 18% of the Catholics.

+++

   Meanwhile in Great Britain, the atheist-theist battle is being fought with bus ads.    This started when a group of atheists plastered the sides of 800 buses across the country as well as 1,000 posters in London’s underground trains with messages like “There’s probably no God.  Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.”   The bus ad generated so much attention the atheists have announced they intend to carry their campaign to Spain, Italy, Canada, and Australia.    In response the Trinitarian Bible Society (which normally limits its witness to distributing Bibles) countered with a bus ad campaign of its own.   Their campaign, which cost the equivalent of $51,300 (US), featured Bible verses on 183 buses, as well as information about how to obtain a free copy of the Bible.

+++

     But British atheists were not satisfied with just bus ads.  They have made available “certificates of de-baptism” for persons who wish to renounce their baptisms (and presumably any last ties to Christian faith) and more than 100,000 Brits have downloaded the certificates.  While the news stories have not discussed the theological implications of “certificates of de-baptism,” it might make for an interesting discussion as to whether baptisms, once done, can be un-done.  And who declares it so?   The Church?  The government?  Parents?  God (which wouldn’t make sense if there is no God)?

+++
    In another confusing survey a United Nations report, according to the UK newspaper The Times, indicates that two-thirds of Brits claim no religious affiliation.  This contrasts with the United Kingdom National Census of 2001 which said that 72% of Great Britain’s population is Christian.

+++

     Conclusions?

     The Bible, and Christian tradition generally, does not present the problem of faith as an issue between theists and atheists, but rather between those who are “in Christ” and those “outside Christ.”   It is the Christian (at least the evangelical) understanding that all sorts of unconverted persons are all around us.  They may even be baptized, or church members, as well as adherents of other religions, or vague theists who follow their own made-up religion.   As far as their standing with God they are no better off than atheists, whether “convinced,” ”moderate,” “uncertain,”  or agnostics,  humanists, or secularists.  So the real question is: is the number of those who have accepted Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior growing or declining?    
     Our task as Christians is, on the one hand, to defend the faith, which may be in debating atheism, or other forms of unbelief, but more importantly, to lift up and witness to Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior, whom to know is life eternal.   And that, of course, is one of the main reasons why the Confessing Movement is in existence.   

