A Practical and Philosophical Dissertation on Atheism
Whither is God? I shall tell you. We have killed him—you and I. 

All of us are his murderers… What was holiest and most powerful of 

all that the world  has yet owned has bled to death under our knives.

Who will wipe this blood off us?

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Gay Science

[T]o have lost God means madness; and when mankind will

discover that it has lost God, universal madness will break out.

Professor Walter Kaufman, Nietzsche

INTRODUCTION

While polytheism dominated much of ancient Greek philosophy and theism reigned in medieval times, atheism has had its day in the modern world. Society has “progressed” from the madman’s nihilistic proclamation in Nietzsche’s The Gay Science that, “God is dead,”1 to Ernest Hemingway’s famous line from A Farewell to Arms, where an army major states that “all thinking men are atheists.”2 Atheism has become common, if not dominating, in the arenas of philosophy and science through the likes of Nietzsche, Marx, Einstein, Freud, and countless others. God has been expelled from our schools in favor of “science” and atheism is touted as the new “intellectual authority” in our colleges. In fact, atheism is even more common than it may appear to those unacquainted with its multiple “personalities.” Indeed, many atheists do not desire to be labeled as “atheists.”3 Isaac Asimov, author of the book that inspired the movie I,Robot, demonstrated this fact when he said, "I am an atheist. It took me a long time to say it. I've been [one] for years, but somehow I felt… it was better to say one was a humanist.”4 Asimov was not alone. Many prefer this more positive moniker of “humanist.” Others would be better described as, “naturalists,” “nihilists,” “existentialists,” “materialists,” “free thinkers” or “rationalists.” Even the skeptic and the agnostic can be understood as such, for they say, “I cannot know if God exists. If he does exist he remains so entirely unknowable that he might as well not. Therefore I will live as if he does not exist.” Ultimately, all are non-theists. Regardless of the many differing titles, motives and conclusions, each of these separate belief systems center around the presupposition that God is dead. All have emptied God from their worldview and claim to live without Him. Thus all must be understood to be fundamentally atheistic. 

However, while atheists may empty their worldview of God, they cannot empty God from His world. In the critique of atheism that follows we will first see that the atheist lives in a perpetual dichotomy, caught between what he experiences of reality and where his beliefs should logically take him. We will then examine the logical implications of the atheistic worldview and compare them to the answers given by biblical Christianity; we will find that by rejecting the triune, personal God revealed in Scripture, the consistent atheist is rendered unable to adequately account for himself or the world in which he lives.  

1 THE POINT OF TENSION

In The God Who Is There, Francis Schaeffer presents a concept, which he calls the “point of tension.”5 This point differs from each individual to the next and represents where they fall along the line between the real world and the logical conclusions of their false beliefs. Schaeffer points out that no one whose belief system is contrary to reality can be completely consistent with the logic of his system. The rules of logic dictate that if one or more of your premises are false, your conclusion will likewise be false. In the same way, the logical conclusion of any false belief is that which falls outside reality (i.e. is false), and as Schaeffer puts it, “man must live in reality.”6 Thus we see that the man whose fundamental beliefs are false, cannot, literally, live with his conclusions. Man may create his own universe, but he can’t live in it. This includes the atheist. 

Of course, this is not to say that atheists are entirely inconsistent, but that none can be entirely consistent. Some are more prepared than others to leave the real world behind, in an attempt to be more logical to their presuppositions. The French existentialists Albert Camus (1913-1960) and Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980) exhibited this clearly in their semi-parallel lives. Once friends, they had a falling out when Sartre accused Camus of being inconsistent in regards to their mutual presuppositions. The reason for this, as was expressed when Camus received the Nobel prize for literature in 1957, was because he never gave up hope for morality, even though he believed the world was without meaning. This irritated Sartre, not only because it was logically inconsistent, but also because Camus was more loved by the intellectual community because of it. Yet Sartre also failed to accomplish the impossible. While more consistent than his counterpart, he still could not be entirely consistent. In what is arguably his most famous work, Existentialism, Sartre recognizes the fact that “everything is permissible if God does not exist.”7 While we will examine this logical conclusion of the atheist’s presuppositions more fully later on, for now let us only observe the inconsistency of Sartre, as he continues his work by speaking of conscience, responsibility, and perfection; concepts seemingly foreign to the valueless and purely finite reality he has created in his mind. Thus Sartre too was in tension. 

Whenever the non-Christian tries to logically extend his position and then live within it, he is checked by two things, which, as Schaeffer puts it, “slap him across the face.”8 These two things compose the reality in which all men must live: the world and its laws, and man’s own personality. The atheist cannot account for either while remaining consistent with his beliefs. We would do well to bear in mind that while all atheists are forced to live in reality and may accomplish some good in many areas of life, a system of belief gains no merit by its members living well if their actions are in direct contradiction to their stated beliefs. A system must be weighed, not by that which is inconsistent with its presuppositions, but by that which is consistent. We will therefore proceed by comparing that which is consistent with the views of atheism to the answers given by Christianity, first in regards to man’s personality, and second, in regards to the world and its laws.

2 THE MANNISHNESS OF MAN

The first half of reality for which all systems of belief must give an adequate account involves the basic question of all men: “Who am I?” Man’s soul screams for an explanation for those things, which make him a man. Those qualities, which we refer to as ‘personality’: love, communication, hope, morality, and rationality. 

The biblical Christian answer alone supplies what is necessary to meet this need. This answer takes us back to the beginning and a personal, triune God who created a personal universe. We find in Scripture that it is within the Trinity that the origin and the essence of love and communication are found.9 Furthermore, the Bible states that this personal God created man in His own image. Man is personal, because God, his creator, is personal. Man’s hope, love, communication, morality, and rationality are ultimately due to his design as the one and only creature intended to have fellowship with his Maker. Therefore, we find that the biblical Christian answer provides a sufficient explanation for both the source and the meaning of human personality. Man’s personality springs from a personal beginning, God. 

However, by rejecting the God revealed in Scripture, atheists have consigned themselves to an impersonal beginning. Furthermore, no one in all the history of atheistic thought has presented even an idea, let alone demonstrated it to be feasible, to explain how an impersonal beginning, no matter how much time and chance are added to the equation, can account for personality. The logical atheist does not only fail to account for personality, but denies its very existence! Thus in the atheistic world, man is reduced to a machine. And yet this logical conclusion of the atheist’s beliefs is at odds with everything man knows about himself. As Schaeffer says, “The very ‘mannishness’ of man refuses to live in the logic of the position to which his humanism and rationalism have brought him.”10 Man claiming that he is only a machine is one thing, but living consistently with that claim is quite another. That is why Sir Julian Huxley acknowledged, though he was an atheist, that man functions better if he acts as if God is there. Norwegian author Henrik Ibsen likewise said, “Take the lie away from man and you take away his happiness.”11 What both these men are saying is that man cannot function as a man unless he is living on a false assumption. Take away the “lie” (that the personal, triune God of Christianity is there) say both Huxley and Ibsen, and you take away man’s hope. However, even a brief moment’s reflection reveals the true horror of this concept. Such an answer is, to the logical atheist, what Schaeffer calls, “darkness and death.”12 

Why? Schaeffer uses the analogy of an all-liquid universe filled with various kinds of fish. These fish are, quite naturally, conformed to their environment, with the needed gills, fins, and structure necessary to continue living. However, let us then suppose that by blind chance one of these fish developed lungs. This fish would now be unlike all the other fish, but would also lose its ability to function and fulfill its position in the universe. Would the fish with lungs be higher or lower in its new state? The answer is, it would be lower. Indeed it would drown. This is the “darkness and death” of the logical atheist. He must either deny the existence of those things that make him a man, which he cannot do, or else he must present man as a fish with lungs; a personal man in an impersonal universe. And when all the things that make man a man are rendered to be ultimately meaningless, is man higher or lower? The answer is, he would be the lowest creature imaginable. In such a world, as Schaeffer so eloquently put it, “The green moss on the rock is higher than he, for it can be fulfilled in the universe which exists, [and] man, being unfulfillable, is dead.”13 Thus we see that the first component of reality, the personality of man, cannot be adequately explained by the atheist worldview.

3 THE WORLD AND ITS LAWS

Having looked at man himself, let us now, as men, look beyond ourselves and at the world and the laws that govern it. Here we find the second half of reality for which all systems of belief must give an adequate account, and this involves providing a satisfactory explanation for both the unity and the diversity of the universe in which man lives. This is a question that has preoccupied the minds of philosophers throughout the centuries, from the pre-Socratics of ancient Greece until now. Man looks around him and sees millions of particulars, those individual and finite “things” that comprise our universe, including man himself. At the same time man realizes, as did Jean-Paul Sartre, that no finite “thing” has any meaning apart from an infinite reference point. There must ultimately be some sort of universal infinite by whom the countless, diverse particulars acquire meaning, significance, and unity. Yet no one has found an answer. That is, no answer they will accept. 

There is indeed an answer, the only answer. And that answer is the personal, triune God revealed in Scripture. Not only is God revealed as the absolute standard of goodness, giving man a basis for morality; not only is God revealed as the absolute standard of logic, giving man a basis for knowledge; not only is God revealed as the absolute standard of order, giving man a basis for science; but God is further revealed as the very essence of unity and diversity in the high order of the Trinity; three points of consciousness, one divine essence. 

However, by rejecting the personal, triune God, atheists have destroyed all hope for meaning. Jean-Paul Sartre recognized this by acknowledging that, without God, all possibility of ultimate standards disappears. There can be no absolutes because there is no infinite reference point. Thus he concludes that “[mankind is] on a plane where there are only men.”14 What Sartre is essentially saying is that, without God, there are only particulars. Thus, there can be no meaning. This is captured in chilling clarity by the words of Sartre’s contemporary and fellow existentialist, Albert Camus. In his work, The Rebel, Camus wrote, “I proclaim that I believe in nothing and that everything is absurd.”15 This must be the conclusion of the logical atheist. Nonetheless, we again observe the impossibility of living consistently with the conclusions of a false belief, for Camus never gave up his search for morality. This drew the ire of his counterpart, yet even Sartre himself was forced to acknowledge the dichotomy, saying, "Man is absurd, but he must grimly act as if he were not.”16 Thus Camus and Sartre remain but two examples of men who could not live with their conclusions. 

One of the best examples of a man consistent with his presuppositions regarding the meaning of the universe is 20th century composer, John Cage (1912-1992). Through his music Cage challenged hundreds of years of established artistic thought, including the power of art to communicate ideas and emotions, to organize life into meaningful patterns, and to realize universal truths through the individuality of the artist.17 Cage instead proposed art born of chance and indeterminacy. He realized, along with many, that if God does not exist man could have no real meaning or knowledge of that which is outside himself. All that remains is man and his finite self-expressionism. However, what made Cage unique was that he quite logically perceived that this is not the end of the line. He took it one step further by smashing self-expression and leaving only chance to speak. In Cage’s music nothing comes through but noise and confusion or complete silence. Few modern men have had the confidence to remain so consistent with their beliefs.18 And yet even Cage was a man in tension. In a profile published by The New Yorker in 1964, we note with interest that Cage began collecting and studying mushrooms at the age of 42. As Cage admitted to reporter, Calvin Tomkins, no matter how good a mycologist one is, there is always the possibility of a mistake in identification. “I became aware,” said Cage, “that if I approached mushrooms in the spirit of my chance operations, I would die shortly. So I decided that I would not approach them in this way.”19 

Here we see the sad irony of even a particularly consistent atheist; he cannot even apply his philosophy of life to picking mushrooms. So we see that atheism proves inadequate to explain the second component of reality as well. The atheist cannot live in a consistent application of his views in regard to the universe, any more than he can in regard to man himself.

CONCLUSION

We close with the understanding that the life of the consistent atheist is a frustrated and despairing one. He is constantly trapped between the rock of reality and the hard place that is the logical conclusions of his presuppositions. Unlike Christianity, which presents reasonable answers to the basic questions of all men, the logical conclusions of atheism not only fail to adequately respond to the challenge, but essentially deny all hope for any answers whatsoever. As Leslie Paul describes it in her book, The Annihilation of Man, "[without God] all life is no more than a match struck in the dark and blown out again. The final result… is to deprive it completely of meaning."20 Such a conclusion is so incredibly depressing that few have the courage to accept it, and thus, the logical atheist is a rare find. And yet, even the most logical atheist serves as only another example of the fact that man, no matter how hard he tries, cannot live in complete consistency with the conclusions of his false beliefs.

Notice that we have used the phrase, “the atheist cannot live with his conclusions,” many times throughout this paper, each time in the literal sense that man cannot create his own universe and then live in it. Yet it is also true in another sense, just as literal, and even more unsettling. As atheist Professor Walter Kaufman once commented in regard to Nietzsche’s famous proclamation, "Nietzsche prophetically envisages himself as a madman: [for] to have lost God means madness…”21 True to his own foresight, though not perhaps in the same way he envisioned, Nietzsche suffered a mental breakdown just four years after declaring that God was dead, and spent the remainder of his life in a mental asylum. At the age of 61, Ernest Hemingway, the man who had once made the bold statement that all thinking men were atheists, took his favorite shotgun, placed the barrel in his mouth, and pulled the trigger. Both of these great intellects lived their last days on earth in a quagmire of paranoia and despair. 

Such hopelessness is not surprising when found in one who has rejected the personal, triune God revealed in Scripture and then attempted to live consistently with that belief. It is a futile effort that leads to darkness and death. For while they have emptied God from their worldview, they could not, and indeed cannot, empty God from His world. 

While attempting to develop a lifestyle consistent with one’s presuppositions is admirable, we must emphatically reject those of atheism, for they place themselves in direct opposition to the argument of the universe and to our very nature as men. We have seen that such attempts at consistency on the part of the atheist inevitably result in selective inconsistency, and in the most tenacious, madness and despair. In this the atheist condemns his own worldview. Without God, there are no answers. Man is annihilated. In the words of Albert Camus, “everything is absurd.” 
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