Religion

Freethinker Christmas Number

L

N A

,ﬁ

l

I
||

I

i
" L™
‘h—

)

: B

;:;'3.' 1y \
S W

< 1 N e e T4 _ . 5 AN
SRR ICL TR Y 2 - - S By = P g~ v P :

MOSES GETTING A BACK VIEW

N
“hl i

And it shall come to pass that I will put thee in a clift of the rock, and I shall
take away my hand, and thou shalt see my back parts — Exodus xxxiii.,23

R 25




THE RAVEN anarchist quarterly 25

Volume 7 Number 1 ISSN 0951 4066 Spring 1994
Editorial 1
Nicolas Walter

Anarchism and Religion 3
Tony Gibson

Should We Mock at Religion? 10
Colin Ward

Anarchist Entry for a Theological Dictionary 19
Peter Lumsden

Only the Atheist Can Understand Religion 26
George Walford

Through Religion to Anarchism 29
Sébastien Faure

Twelve Proofs of the Non-Existence of God 37
Brian Morris

Matriliny and Mother Goddess Religion 68
Arthur Moyse

Boo 77
Michael Duane

Church, State and Freedom 82
Comments on Raven 24 96

Cartoons by Donald Rooum (page 17) and Arthur Moyse (page 79)

Cover illustration from a French book by Léo Taxil, as reprinted in
The Freethinker, December 1882.

Subscriptions to The Raven (four issues)

Inland: regular £12, institutions £ 18, claimants £10

Abroad: regular: surface £14, airmail (Europe) £16, airmail (rest of
world) £18. Institutions: surface £22, airmail £27

Joint subscriptions to The Raven (4 issues)and Freedom (24 issues)
Inland: regular £24, claimants £18
Abroad: surface £34, airmail (Europe) £40, (rest of world) £50

Freedom Press (in Angel Alley) 84b Whitechapel High Street,
London E1 7QX

(Girobank account 58 294 6905)
Printed by Aldgate Press, London E1 7RQ



Editorial 1

Editorial

Religion has been much in the news lately because of fundamentalism.
One can scarcely pick up a newspaper, it seems, without reading some
horrific story of a suicide bomber or a woman shot for infringing dress
customs in the Middle East. The press gives prominence to such
stories in direct proportion to the ‘violence’ involved, but the
phenomenon is not confined to any one country or one religion, and
in the West it has been seen particularly in demands by religious
minorities for separatist schooling.

In the nineteenth century it had been supposed by advanced thinkers
that religious beliefs would wither and die as progress and
enlightenment spread over the world; today, we are faced with the
eruption of the irrational. It is natural that liberal-minded people,
believing the irrational to be innate to humanity, should want its
manifestations restrained by democratic process; the more politically-
minded will observe that fundamentalism, like xenophobia, racism
and fascism (all of which, we were assured, were things of the past)
arise because of the failure of the political ‘left’ to present a viable
alternative to the ills of society for which capitalism is to blame — but
a Marxist analysis is the most likely response, and again an alternative
government is seen as the answer. -

‘Neither God nor master’ was the traditional anarchist slogan, and
when the anarchist movement came into being at the time of the First
International there was no doubt in the mind of Bakunin that, to use
a recent catch-phrase, ‘anarchism implies atheism’. Bakunin was
concerned with the question of human liberty as manifested in
society, and in his writings he showed religion as idealised authority.
It was in his clash with Karl Marx in the First International that he
crystallised the theory of anarchism, and in doing so he identified
Marxism as a religion, with ‘a little army of fanatical adherents’,
making a cult of the state.

A century ago, those who from anarchist platforms attacked religion
as well as capitalism became known as ‘Bakuninists’, and they were
criticised by those of their comrades who regarded it as a tactical
mistake to attack the religious beliefs of ‘the workers’ especially since,
they said, there was no ‘necessary connection’ between anarchism and
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atheism. This question has not, to the knowledge of this writer, been
addressed in the anarchist press in recent years and we are therefore
obliged to Nicolas Walter for clarifying the issue and attempting a
solution in the opening essay of this collection.

We hope that a significant number of readers may be found whose
primary interest is in religion, and who are curious to know the
anarchist position; for such readers some explanation is necessary of
what anarchism is. Colin Ward does this in his essay. Naturally
enough, writing for a dictionary of theology, he emphasises certain
quasi-anarchist tendencies which were of historical significance but
which would not be regarded as anarchist by most anarchists.

Many of the readers of this issue may be atheists but not anarchists.
Anarchism may imply atheism, but no one would argue the converse,
that atheism implies anarchism. Indeed, there are ‘right-wing’
secularists, but even atheists who support the political left may be far
removed from anarchism — an obvious example being Bertrand
Russell whose Why I Am Not a Christian has had a vast circulation,
but who advocated world government at the same time as he was an
active member of the Committee of 100. Nevertheless, many who
became anarchists did so having first discarded religious beliefs — one
such was Sébastien Faure, whose classic text is here given in a new
translation.

When this issue of The Raven was projected it was hoped that it
would deal with the subject of fundamentalism, amongst other
matters. In fact, a substantial article has been received and the editor
has been promised important studies of Hindu fundamentalism in the
Indian sub-continent, and of state funding of religious schools in
Britain. In view of the importance of the topic and of the quality of
the material received, a second issue on ‘Religion’ dealing specifically
with fundamentalism will be published, for which contributions are
invited; while this issue, as it were, clears the ground by providing an
anarchist view of religion in general.
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Nicolas Walter

Anarchism and Religion

For the present purpose, anarchism is defined as the political and
social ideology which argues that human groups can and should exist
without instituted authority, and especially as the historical anarchist
movement of the past two hundred years; and religion 1s defined as
the belief in the existence and significance of supernatural being(s),
and especially as the prevailing Judaeo-Christian system of the past
two thousand years. My subject is the question: Is there a necessary
connection between the two and, if so, what 1s it? The possible
answers are as follows: there may be no connection, if beliefs about
human society and the nature of the universe are quite independent;
there may be a connection, if such beliefs are interdependent; and, if
there is a connection, it may be either positive, if anarchism and
religion reinforce each other, or negative, if anarchism and religion
contradict each other.

The general assumption is that there 1s a negative connection —
logical, because divine and human authority reflect each other; and
psychological, because the rejection of human and divine authority,
of political and religious orthodoxy, reflect each other. Thus the
French Encyclopédie Anarchiste (1932) included an article on Atheism
by Gustave Brocher: ‘An anarchist, who wants no all-powerful master
on earth, no authoritarian government, must necessarily reject the
idea of an omnipotent power to whom everything must be subjected;
if he is consistent, he must declare himself an atheist.” And the
centenary issue of the British anarchist paper Freedom (October 1986)
contained an article by Barbara Smoker (president of the National
Secular Society) entitled ‘Anarchism implies Atheism’. As a matter
of historical fact the negative connection has indeed been the norm —
anarchists are generally non-religious and are frequently
anti-religious, and the standard anarchist slogan is the phrase coined
by the (non-anarchist) socialist Auguste Blanqui in 1880: ‘N: dieu n:
maitre’ (Neither God nor master!). But the full answer is not so
simple.
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Thus it 1s reasonable to argue that there 1s no necessary connection.
Beliefs about the nature of the universe, of life on this planet, of this
species, of purpose and values and morality, and so on, may be
independent of beliefs about the desirability and possibility of liberty
in human society. It is quite possible to believe at the same time that
there 1s a spiritual authority and that there should not be a political
authority. But it is also reasonable to argue that there is a necessary
connection, whether positive or negative.

The argument for a positive connection is that religion has
libertarian effects, even if established Churches seldom do. Religion
may check politics, the Church may balance the State, divine sanction
may protect oppressed people. In Classical Greece, Antigone (in the
Oedipus myth) appeals to divine law in her individual rebellion
against the human law of the ruler Creon.* Socrates (the greatest
figure in Greek thought) appealed to the divine demon within him to
inspire his individual judgement. Zeno (the founder of the Stoic
school of philosophy) appealed to a higher authority than the State.
Within Judaism, the Prophets of the Old Testament challenged Kings
and proclaimed what is known as the ‘Social Gospel’. One of the most
eloquent texts in the Bible is Hannah’s song when she conceives

Samuel, which is echoed by Mary’s song when she conceives Jesus —
the Magnificat:

My soul doth magnify the Lord; and my spirit hath rejoiced in God my
saviour. . . . He hath shewed strength with his arm; he hath scattered the
proud in the imagination of their hearts. He hath put down the mighty from

their seats; and hath exalted the humble and meek. He hath filled the hungry
with good things; and the rich he hath sent empty away.

Within Christianity, Jesus came for the poor and weak, and the early
Christians resisted the Roman State. When Christianity became the
established ideology in its turn, religious heretics challenged both
Church and State. Medieval heresies helped to destroy the old system
— the Albigensians and the Waldensians, the Brotherhood of the Free
Spirit and the Taborites in Bohemia, the Anabaptists in Germany and
Switzerland.

This pattern may be seen in Britain. John Ball, the ideologist of the
Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, was a priest who proclaimed in a sermon

* In Sophocles’ play Antigone (c. 440BC), Creon actually says in response to her
rebellion, “There is no greater evil than anarchy’ — one of the earliest uses of the word
in the pejorative double sense.
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to the rebels: “Things shall not go right until there is neither master
nor slave.” Later religious dissent led to political dissent, and the
extreme Puritans in the English Revolution of 1649-1659 were the
pioneers of the native tradition of anarchism. Gerrard Winstanley, the
ideologist of the Diggers or True Levellers, who came nearer to
anarchism than anyone before the French Revolution, moved within
a few years from quoting the Bible to invoking ‘the great Creator
Reason’. The tradition was continued by the Ranters and Seekers, the
Quakers and Shakers, and later the Universalists and Unitarians, and
may be seen in the modern peace movement.

The argument for a negative connection is that religion supports
politics, the Church supports the State, opponents of political
authority also oppose religious authority. In Classical Greece and
Rome, the religious sceptics — Protagoras, Diogenes, Epicurus,
Lucretius, Sextus Empiricus — were the real liberators (and the same
is true in Ancient India and China). Within Judaism, God is the
archetypical figure of (male) authority, the Jewish State was a
theocracy ruled by priests, and the few good Prophets (and the good
Rabbis who followed them) should be seen as dissenters. In
Christianity, Paul told his followers that ‘the powers that be are
ordained of God’, Church and State stand together as the ‘two
swords’ of the Gospel of Luke, and the good Christians have been
rebels against ecclesiastical as much as secular power — the heretics
and sceptics, esprits forts and libertins, the freethinkers and philosophes,
Jean Meslier and Denis Diderot (who both wanted to see ‘the last
king strangled in the guts of the last priest’) and Voltaire (whose motto
was ‘Ecrasez ['infame!’), Thomas Paine (the pioneer of freethought
and also of free society, the opponent of Priestcraft as well as
Kingcraft) and Richard Carlile (who led the shift towards both
atheism and anarchism), and so on to the historical freethought
movement.

Within the historical anarchist movement, these two attitudes exist
together. Revolutionary anarchism, like revolutionary socialism, has
quasi-religious features — expressed in irrationalism, utopianism,
millennialism, fanaticism, fundamentalism, sectarianism, and so on.
But anarchism, like socialism and liberalism, also has anti-religious
features — all of them modern political ideologies tending to assume
the rejection of all orthodox belief and authority — and is the supreme
example of dissent, disbelief, and disobedience. All progressive
thought, culminating in humanism, depends on the assumption that
every single human being has the right to think for himself or herself;
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and all progressive politics, culminating in anarchism, depends on the
assumption that every single human being has the right to act for
himself or herself. (A point worth mentioning is the connection of
anarchism, as of liberalism and socialism, with the alternative religion
of Freemasonry, to which several leading anarchists have belonged —
Proudhon, Bakunin, Louise Michel, Ferrer, Volin, and so on.)
There is no doubt that the prevailing strain within the anarchist
tradition is opposition to religion. William Godwin, the author of the
Enquiry Concerning Political Fustice (1793), the first systematic text of
libertarian politics, was a Calvinist minister who began by rejecting
Christianity, and passed through deism to atheism and then what was
later called agnosticism. Max Stirner, the author of The Individual and
His Property (1845), the most extreme text of libertarian politics,
began as a left-Hegelian, post-Feuerbachian atheist, rejecting the
‘spooks’ of religion as well as of politics — including the spook of
‘humanity’. Proudhon, the first person to call himself an anarchist,
who was well known for saying, ‘Property is theft’, also said, ‘God is
evil’ and ‘God is the eternal X’. Bakunin, the main founder of the
anarchist movement, attacked the Church as much as the State, and
wrote an essay which his followers later published as God and the State
(1882), in which he inverted Voltaire’s famous saying and
proclaimed: ‘If God really existed, he would have to be abolished.’
Kropotkin, the best-known anarchist writer, was a child of the
Enlightenment and the Scientific Revolution, and assumed that
religion would be replaced by science and that the Church as well as
the State would be abolished; he was particularly concerned with the
development of a secular system of ethics which replaced supernatural
theology with natural biology. Errico Malatesta and Carlo Cafiero,
the main founders of the Italian anarchist movement, both came from
freethinking families (and Cafiero was involved with the National
Secular Society when he visited London during the 1870s). Elisée and
Elie Reclus, the best-loved French anarchists, were the sons of a
Calvinist minister, and began by rejecting religion before they moved
on to anarchism. Sébastien Faure, the most active speaker and writer
in the French movement for half a century, was intended for the
Church and began by rejecting Catholicism and passing through
anti-clericalism and socialism on the way to anarchism. Andre
Lorulot, a leading French individualist before the First World War,
was then a leading freethinker for half a century. Johann Most, the
best-known German anarchist for a quarter of a century, who wrote
ferocious pamphlets on the need for violence to destroy existing
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society, also wrote a ferocious pamphlet on the need to destroy
supernatural religion called The God Plague (1883). Multatuli
(Eduard Douwes Dekker), the great Dutch writer, was a leading
atheist as well as anarchist. Ferdinand Domela Nieuwenhuis, the
best-known Dutch anarchist, was a Calvinist minister who began by
rejecting religion before passing through socialism on the way to
anarchism. Anton Constandse was a leading Dutch anarchist and
freethinker. Emma Goldman and Alexander Berkman, the
best-known Jewish American anarchists, began by rejecting Judaism
and passing through populism on the way to anarchism. Rudolf
Rocker, the German leader of the Jewish anarchists in Britain, was
another child of the Enlightenment and spoke and wrote on secular
as much as political subjects. In Spain, the largest anarchist movement
in the world, which has often been described as a quasi-religious
phenomenon, was in fact profoundly naturalistic and secularist and
anti-Christian as well as anti-clerical. Francisco Ferrer, the
well-known Spanish anarchist who was judicially murdered in 1909,
was best known for founding the Modern School which tried to give
secular education in a Catholic country. The leaders of the anarchist
movements in Latin America almost all began by rebelling against the
Church before rebelling against the State. The founders of the
anarchist movements in India and China all had to begin by
discarding the traditional religions of their communities. In the
United States, Voltairine de Cleyre was (as her name suggests) the
child of freethinkers, and wrote and spoke on secular as much as
political topics. The two best-known American anarchists today (both
of Jewish origin) are Murray Bookchin, who calls himself an ecological
humanist, and Noam Chomsky, who calls himself a scientific
rationalist. Two leading figures of a younger generation, Fred
Woodworth and Chaz Bufe, are militant atheists as well as anarchists.
And so on.

This pattern prevails in Britain. Not only William Godwin but nearly
all libertarians have been opposed to orthodox religion as well as
orthodox politics — William Morris, Oscar Wilde, Charlotte Wilson,
Joseph Lane, Henry Seymour (who was active in the National Secular
Society before he helped to found the British anarchist movement),
James Tochatti (who was active in the British Secular Union before
he turned to socialism and anarchism), Alfred Marsh (the son of the
son-in-law of G. J. Holyoake, who founded the secularist movement),
Guy Aldred (who rapidly moved from evangelical Christianity
through secularism and socialism to anarcho-syndicalism), A. S. Neuill
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(whose educational work was opposed to religious and ethical
orthodoxy as much as to political and social orthodoxy), and so on.
And of course Shelley is the poet laureate of atheists and anarchists
alike.

There have been few serious studies of anarchist psychology, but
those that do exist agree that the first step on the way to anarchism 1is
frequently the rejection of religion. Nevertheless, there are plenty of
exceptions to this rule. In Britain, for example, Edward Carpenter
was a mystic, Herbert Read saw anarchism as a religious philosophy,
Alex Comfort moved from scientific to quasi-religious humanism,
Colin Maclnnes saw anarchism as a kind of religion; in the United
States, Paul Goodman rejected Judaism but retained some kind of
religion, and New Age nonsense has infected anarchists as well as so
many other radicals. But the great exception is the phenomenon of
Christian anarchism and religious anarcho-pacifism. Above all, Leo
Tolstoy, who rejected all orthodoxies of both religion and politics,
exerted a powerful double pressure towards anarchism — although he
always repudiated the anarchist movement — and towards religion by
pushing Christians towards his idiosyncratic version of anarchism as
much as he pushed anarchists towards his idiosyncratic version of
Christianity. He influenced the Western peace movement (including
such figures as Bart de Ligt and Aldous Huxley, Danilo Dolci and
Ronald Sampson), and also movements in the Third World
(especially India, including such figures as M. K. Gandhi and J. P.
Narayan). A similar development in the United States is the Catholic
Worker movement (including such figures as Dorothy Day and
Ammon Hennacy).

So the conclusion is that there is indeed a strong correlation between
anarchism and atheism, but that it is not complete, and it is not
necessary. Most anarchists are non-religious or anti-religious — and
most take their atheism for granted — but some anarchists are religious.
There are therefore several valid libertarian views of religion. Perhaps
the most persuasive and productive one was that expressed by Karl
Marx (before he became a ‘Marxist’) in the famous passage from his

essay Towards the Critiqgue of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (1844):

Religious distress is at the same time an expression of real distress and a
protest against real distress. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the
heart of a heartless world, the soul of a soulless situation. It is the opium of
the people. The abolition of religion as the illusory happiness of the people
is required for their real happiness. The demand to give up the illusions about
their condition is the demand to give up a condition which needs illusions.
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The criticism of religion is therefore in embryo the criticism of the vale of
tears whose halo is religion.

The true anarchist attitude to religion is surely to attack not faith or
the Church so much as what it is in so many people that needs faith
and the Church, just as the truly anarchist attitude to politics is surely
to attack not obedience or the State so much as what it i1s in most
people that needs obedience and the State — the will to believe and
the will to obey. And the last anarchist hope about both religion and
politics is that, just as the Church once seemed necessary to human
existence but is now withering away, so the State still seems necessary
to human existence but will also wither away, until both institutions
finally disappear. We may yet end with Neither God nor master!

Based on a talk given at the South Place Ethical Society on 14 Fuly 1991.
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Tony Gibson

Should We Mock at Religion?

Many people, perhaps the majority, hold that although we should
freely express our atheistical views, we should carefully avoid mocking
at religion. Such mockery does, of course, gravely offend the
sensibilities of religious people. It is held that in the presence of
religious people we should speak in terms of respect about their
beliefs, however ridiculous or indeed offensive we find them,
especially when they are being taught to children who are too young
to reason for themselves. I have not noticed that religious people show
the least respect for the opinions of atheists, or refrain from speaking
of them in the most derogatory terms; they seem to expect that their
own views are the only ones worthy of respect.

In the present century we have seen the rise of what might be termed
secular religions, systems of belief which are held with utter fervour,
contempt for evidence, and held to justify the most atrocious and
inhuman acts. I refer to such world-wide cults as Marxism-Leninism,
Maoism and the brand of Fascism that gripped the German people
under the Nazi regime. I think that it is justifiable to refer to them as
religions for they differed only from the better established religions
such as Christianity, Orthodox Judaism, Islam and Shinto in that they
do not postulate a supernatural God. These secular religions have
been short-lived in our twentieth-century experience, although there
is no guarantee that they will not rise again to power at some time in
future history. To some extent they resemble the dominant religion
during one period of the Roman Empire in which the Emperor was
held to be a God, and to be worshipped as such, at least in some parts
of the Empire. Religious figures such as Stalin, Hitler and Chairman
Mao were, to all intents, regarded as God during the latter part of
their reigns and it was blasphemy, and punishable by death, to ridicule
them.

I have noticed that many Christians did not hesitate to mock figures
such as Stalin, and pour scorn on Marxism-Leninism in the presence
of devout Communists; they did not seem concerned that they were
deeply hurting the feelings of their listeners. Yet if anyone expressed
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the opinion that Jesus Christ was a silly twit — and much of what he
was alleged to have said was nonsense, boring platitude, contradictory
and just plain silly — they would feel that this was in very ‘bad taste’.
Some centuries ago they would have demanded that the speaker
should be imprisoned, hanged or burnt for expressing such opinions,
but now that they have lost their power in Christendom they can only
fall back on ‘bad taste’, although there are still trials for blasphemy in
this country, as Nicolas Walter points out.' I have never encountered
a devout Christian who will seriously debate the point that Jesus
Christ (if he ever existed) was simply a very conceited young man, equal
in his brass-faced conceit to Stalin, Hitler or Mao. Why should we
treat this man of straw, whose very historical existence 1s in doubt,
with special respect?? Why should we treat all the muddled blether
attributed to him as being beyond criticism? The Christian story 1s no
better and no worse than any other recorded mythology, and we must
acknowledge that its emotional power is comparable to that of other
legends. We acknowledge the dramatic power of the legends of
Oedipus, Orestes, Iphigenia, Medea and other Greek myths; but to
pretend that these things actually happened, and to teach children
that this is true and not to be questioned, is to tell them a pack of lies.

The Christian Bible, Old Testament and New, is part of our cultural
heritage and, written as it is in the magnificent language of Jacobean
English, it is a valuable piece of literature and children should
certainly become familiar with it as part of their general education.
Someone who does not know who Noah was, or Samson, or Judas
Iscariot, has certainly missed out in part of his education — just as if
he had never heard of Oedipus or Odysseus. What the modern
Christians have done is an act of cultural vandalism. They have taken
the Jamesian Bible and vandalised it by rendering it into ‘modern’
English. Thus legendary happenings, such as the feeding of the four
thousand, told in the original Jamesian translation has a certain
dignity and grandeur appropriate to legend:

And Jesus saith unto them, How many loaves have ye? And they said, Seven,
and a few little fishes.

And he commanded the multitude to sit down on the ground.

And he took the seven loaves and the fishes, and gave thanks, and brake
them, and gave to his disciples, and the disciples to the multitude.

And they did all eat and were filled: and they took up of the broken meat
that was left seven baskets full. (Matthew 15, 34-37, The King James Bible)
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It 1s almost poetry, and we can accept this impossible happening as a
piece of romantic hyperbole, like Samson killing ten thousand men
with the jawbone of an ass! But what have the modern churchmen
done with it? They have pretended that iz actually happened and
reported it much as it might appear in The News of the World:

‘How many loaves have you’ Jesus asked. ‘Seven’ they replied, ‘and there are
a few small fishes’. So he ordered the people to sit down on the ground; then
he took the seven loaves and the fishes, and after giving thanks to God he
broke them and gave to the disciples, and the disciples gave to the people.
They all ate to their heart’s content; and the scraps left over, which they picked
up, were enough to fill seven baskets. (The New English Bible)

A conjuring trick worthy of Uri Geller! Told like that, it is a monstrous
lie devised to deceive children and the simple-minded, and deserving
to be mocked and ridiculed.

During the 1930s when Hitler and Mussolini were extending their
power, the cartoonist David Low produced a series of very funny
satirical cartoons depicting them in various clownish situations. These
men were responsible for very great villainy, but moral condemnation
was not enough; they could be cut down to size most effectively by
being mocked as clowns. Later, when Hitler and Stalin formed a pact
and dismembered Poland, Stalin also became the butt of Low’s
satirical brush, and depicted not only as evil but as a blundering oaf.
I think that we should not fail to expose the ridiculous aspects of
religion and to prick the pomposity of priests and their gods and icons
with satire.

Children are too immature to appreciate the extensive harm that
religion has caused, and continues to cause, world-wide. However,
we can and should show them the ridiculous aspects of the solemn
and powerful figures who strive to intimidate and corrupt them by
pretending that a set of thumping great lies are sacred truths. We will
enlighten them more effectively by showing that priests and
churchmen are clowns peddling piffle, than attempting to explain the
full tragic consequences of their religious endeavours. Full
understanding of the meaning of religion, which is like a mental
disease of humankind, will come later.

Belief and make-believe

Belief and Make-believe is the title of one of George Wells’ books.?
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Children learn to discriminate between fact and fantasy very early
on, and it is essential that they should do so in order to grow up into
independent-minded individuals. They fully enjoy such tales as Jack
and the Beanstalk, Red Riding Hood and the Wolf, Aladdin and his
Lamp, and Sindbad the Sailor, but they do not believe that such
exciting adventures ever took place in reality. They can easily accept
that the Christian myths, or those of other religions, are similarly in
the realm of fantasy, and not that of reality. Our various folk-festivals,
which we should all enjoy, have their associated myths; Christmas has
the baby in the manger, the three wise men following a star, etc.
(myths that date from many centuries before their alleged occurrence
at the time of King Herod), but there is also the myth of Santa Claus
travelling with his reindeer over our roof-tops. But while children
enjoy these myths, they soon appreciate that anyone who seriously
pretends that reindeer really do clatter over our roof-tops is a joker,
a buffoon, a jester at the feast who is not to be taken seriously. But
when churchmen solemnly pretend that all sorts of impossible
marvels really did take place, and demand that children should believe
them on pain of punishment, these people are both clowns and bloody
liars and should be recognised as such by children.

I have been referring to children and the attempt by religious people
to abuse and corrupt them by attempting to make them accept that a
pack of lies is sacred truth. But what of mature and intelligent adults
who claim to believe in the literal truth of what their Church (or other
religious institution) teaches? Here we must examine what we mean
by ‘belief’. Do they really believe, or do they only believe of themselves
that they hold such absurd beliefs? This question is one of
considerable psychological interest.

By analogy, I must refer to people whom we regard as mentally sick,
and appear to believe, perhaps temporarily, that they are someone
other than themselves — generally famous or notorious historical
figures. When working at the Maudsley Hospital I was seeing a patient
who apparently believed that she was Joan of Arc, and demanded that
she be treated as such. This lady suffered from a condition known as
manic-depressive psychosis, a disorder in which the manic phase 1s of
a temporary nature, but during which the person may be subject to
extraordinary delusions. When she was coming out of her ‘high’ and
returning to normal, no longer claiming to be Joan of Arc, I was able
to discuss the matter quite rationally with her. I asked her if it had
worried her during her deluded state that she, a medieval woman, was
living in twentieth-century London. She said no, because she never
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actually believed that she was Joan of Arc; she knew all the time that
she was a housewife, but acting in the role of the medieval figure was
so immensely gratifying to her that she could not bear to admit, either
to herself or to others, that she was not the historic figure she claimed
to be. We must consider whether an intelligent and well-balanced
adult who claims to believe all the nonsense that his religion teaches,
is in a similar position. He cannot bear to admit, even to himself, that
it 1s all rubbish, for such an admission would have serious
consequences for his emotional life and mental balance. ‘Losing faith’
sometimes brings on a mental breakdown, and I have known this
happen with a devout Communist who ‘lost faith’ at the time of the
Soviet crushing of the Hungarian rising in 1956.

Intelligent but religious adults may also be compared with small
children who go through phases of acting out a fantasy over a short
period. A little boy may go through a phase of apparently believing
himself to be a squirrel, and demand that he be treated as such as far
as 1s compatible with his normal life. When his hair i1s brushed he
insists that it is to be referred to as his “fur’; he asks to be given plenty
of nuts, and accumulates a store of them under his pillow. Sometimes
he will eat his tea up a tree. He goes to school quite normally, and
tolerant teachers must overlook his squirrel-like behaviour provided
that it does not disrupt the classroom. The acting out of such fantasies
by children is generally quite brief, and sensible parents do not mock
his squirrel role but are indulgent towards i1t. But 1s it true to say that
he believes that he is a squirrel?

Some intelligent adults may go through a period of apparently
holding a quite bizarre belief with great fervour, without being
otherwise mentally unbalanced. I remember that at the LLSE there was
a group of young women who belonged to a James Dean Club. James
Dean was a film star who died young. The central tenet of these
students’ club was that they firmly believed that Dean was still
mysteriously alive and actively performing. This belief was very
rewarding to them and acted as the social cement that held the group
together. When they acquired steady boyfriends they dropped away.
Their sisterhood was rather like that of nuns who are supposed to
believe that they are ‘Brides of Christ’. But can we really call this
‘belief’?

What then is ‘belief’? There are some physicists who are devout
Christians. Ask such a physicist whether the mass of the planet Earth
was diminished by about nine or ten stone when Christ left it and
ascended to Heaven, and what does he reply? Inwardly he may be
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somewhat disturbed and annoyed that you are trying to bait him by
ridiculing his belief. Outwardly he will probably remain calm and try
to demonstrate that it is an ignorant question that cannot properly be
answered because the questioner does not properly understand the
nature of science or religion. He believes that he believes, and it would
be emotionally catastrophic for him to admit doubit.

Does mocking harden belief?

In some cases mocking hardens the outward expression of belief. The
manic patient who claimed to be Joan of Arc, the little boy who said
he was a squirrel, the students who claimed that James Dean was still
alive, the Communists who worshipped Stalin or Mao, the physicist
who said that of course Christ ascended to Heaven, would all be more
strident in their affirmation of belief if they were mocked. But in the
long run mockery will create a climate of scepticism in which the
intended victims of religious propaganda will be less vulnerable, and
some of the ‘believers’ may eventually come to admit to themselves
that they truly do not believe such a lot of nonsense, and it is merely
a crutch on which they have to depend because of their personal
inadequacy. They may learn to do without this crutch, and to trust
their own rational judgement. Eventually, like the lady coming out of
her manic state, they may admit to themselves that they never really
believed in the nonsense, but that claiming to believe it served a
purpose for a time. It is possible that humanity may eventually
outgrow the tragic legacy of religion, with all the bloodshed and strife.
Humanity may become rational and humane.

Flogging a dead horse?

A. N. Wilson, the well-known biographer, novelist and erstwhile
Christian apologist, writes:

It is said in the Bible that the love of money is the root of all evil. It might be
truer to say that the love of God is the root of all evil. Religion is the tragedy
of mankind.*

Very true, and being of this opinion also, I find it heartening that a
man of his intellectual power should have shaken off the chains of
irrational belief that were put upon him as a child.

Christian apologists sometimes use the argument that people of
considerable intellectual power, such as Dr Johnson, were religious.
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But a man’s beliefs, his deepest principles, are not simply the product
of his intellect; they are powerfully buttressed by emotion, and all too
often maintained by fear. The weak and terrified child lives on deep
within us long after we have attained adult status. Although fear and
intimidation are at the heart of religious indoctrination, children’s
positive emotions are also manipulated. The myth of gentle Jesus, the
darling baby cradled in the manger, is played up every Christmastide,
and the pathos of the crucifixion is invoked, with the monstrous
implication that it is he or she, the little child, who is somehow
responsible for this cruel torture because of acts of sin! Yet it is this
same Jesus who, according to the Gospel of St Matthew, declared:
“Think not that I am come to send peace on earth: I came not to send
peace, but a sword’ (Matthew 10, 34-36).

There are plenty of similar contradictions in the Gospels to bemuse
and confuse the child, and they are not a source of weakness, but of
strength, as they serve the essential purpose of religion: to administer
a resounding slap in the face of reason and common sense.

If one refers to all the cruel horrors that are practised in the name
of religion, religious people declare that there is nothing wrong with
Christianity (Islam, Judaism, etc.); the horrors, they say, are due to
the wickedness of human nature. The fact is that although people can
be cruel, intolerant and irrational enough when acting in their own
personal self-interest on occasion, they are infinitely more beastly
when acting in the furtherance of a religious purpose, as history and
modern tragedies bear witness. Strengthened by religion, ordinary
weak, moderately selfish and sometimes kindly human beings can
become transformed into monsters: monsters of arrogance and
intolerance, unflinchingly flouting all human values, because they
believe that somehow they are doing it to the greater glory of God.

By castigating religion like this in the late twentieth century in
Britain, am I merely flogging a dead horse? Non-believers can regard
the Church of England, and other such religious bodies, with amused
tolerance, and do and say what they please. But what degree of
freedom of thought, speech and action we have achieved has been
hard won through centuries of struggle, and such freedom as we have
i1s tenuous. Among the preachers who coo to us so gently over the
radio, are those who would dearly like to get back to the days when
their ancestors imprisoned, hanged and burnt us for questioning their
power and dogmatism. The death threats against Salman Rushdie
demonstrate that fanatics in Britain can get away with open
incitement to murder and snap their fingers at British law. It is
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AT A —

Thisisanargumentfrom -~ The concept love includes theidea,

John Stuart Mill : that if the lover knows the beloved is suffering,,
and has the power to prevent that suffering,
G then the lover will save the beloved from pain.

Men, women, and children suffer > It follows, that if an all-knowing, all- powerful
horribly in earthquakes, floods, Being exists, then He, She, or It doesnot
and other “acts of God~” love children, women, or men.

bt
