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Matthew 23:1-15 
Matthew 10:29-32 
 

Atheism in America 
(preached at New England and Amesville Presbyterian Churches June 3, 2008)  

 
I have probably mentioned to you that the department I teach in at OU won a major Ford Foundation 

Grant to introduce students to ways of discussing difficult topics concerning religion.  The Ford Foundation set 
up the competition for these grants because they were convinced that just as American political discussions have 
become angry and partisan, and nobody can actually make progress on the real problems, so also the well of civil 
discourse among people of different religious beliefs has been poisoned, and people donÕt know how to discuss 
competing religious beliefs civilly.   

The project will start in a big way in the fall, and since I am in charge of it, I have been very busy with 
planning.  My colleagues and I have planned three new courses, and weÕve recently conducted a couple of public 
discussions that some of you attended.  We began with the assumption that much of our task would be to bring 
deeply devout ChristiansÑ members of the many very successful fundamentalist and Catholic churches in Ohio, 
for exampleÑ into conversation with unbelievers.  We assumed that many of our students would represent the 
religious beliefs one hears from the fundamentalists televangelistsÑ the late Jerry Falwell, Pat Robertson, or in 
our region Ron Parsley, who pastors an influential megachurch in Columbus.  We also assumed that discussions 
of topics like abortion and gay marriage would be highly volatile because of the many Catholics and 
fundamentalist Christians in Ohio.  Athens County was, after all, one of the very few counties in Ohio that 
voted against the state constitutional amendment that outlawed anything resembling gay marriage in Ohio. 

This past year we ran a couple of experimental courses with our current students, and our expectations began 
to change.  We didnÕt have a single student who seemed to be a typical fundamentalist Christian or a Catholic 
who believed what Catholics are supposed to believe.  We had quite a few students who grew up in those 
traditions.  We even had a couple who were members of Campus Crusade for Christ.  But none of them believed 
the things that we had expected them to believe.  I think we didnÕt have a single student who opposed gay 
marriage or even declared that gay sex is inherently wrong.  I think we didnÕt have a single student who believed 
that abortions should be made illegal.  I think we didnÕt have a single student who believed that the Bible is 
altogether true and inerrant or that the pope should be obeyed in all his declarations. There were students who 
grew up in religious families, but most of them said that they were thankful to be liberated from what they now 
consider stupid and oppressive superstitions.  A few students expressed belief in what I think of as Òdesigner 
gods.Ó  One, for example, is an outspoken neo-pagan who declares a belief in many gods, but I have the sense 
that she believes in them as a kind of personal invention of hers rather than as gods she believes are really there 
and worthy of her worship.  Some expressed a vague belief in some power that they prefer to call Òthe goddess,Ó 
though again I failed to detect in them the sort of religious awe for the goddess that I assume people should have 
for a god that they think is really there and really a god.  In fact, a surprising number of our current students 
simply declared that they donÕt believe in any god at all.   

Most of these kids grew up in fairly traditional homes in the Midwest.  Many of them grew up in church-
going families.  So we might imagine that they gave up their religious beliefs under the secular influence of Ohio 
University.  But the last couple of weeks IÕve been recruiting incoming freshman for next yearÕs program.  As 
these studentsÑ high school seniorsÑ accept our invitation, we put them in contact with one another by means 
of a web-based discussion board.  I patrolled the postings pretty carefully for several days, waiting for the 
arguments between the Christian kids and the secular kids that I had assumed would occur. There were none. At 
this point we have 180 kids signed up, and about 80 have been talking with one another online. Every kid who 
has spoken to the question of gay marriage has spoken in favor of it.  Every kid who has spoken to the question 
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of abortion has granted that women should be free to make her own choice.  Beyond those political litmus tests 
for conservative Christians, we have yet to have one kid clearly declare himself or herself a Christian.  One kid 
has said he is pretty certain that he believes in God.  At least a dozen have declared that they do not believe in 
God.  Many have said that they consider religious belief superstitious and something we would be better off 
without.  These incoming freshmen are showing me that our students are not being made liberal and secular by 
the university (particularly not if you imagine the university as the faculty rather than fellow students).  Rather, 
even as high school seniors kids have a much more liberal and secular view of the world than their parents 
imagine, and they are anxious to get to college where they can quit pretending that they believe what their 
parents assume they believe.   

Now, I should explain that these are among the best of our incoming students.  Most of them are scholarship 
recipients.  And I should also explain that they appear to be really good kids.  The letter I wrote inviting them to 
join the Difficult Dialogues Group described it as a group devoted to trying to encourage careful thinking and 
careful discussion so as to make the world a bit better.  Many of the kids who responded said, ÒMake the world a 
better place? Count me in!Ó  They are smart, generous, anxious to make the world better, and almost to a person 
they seem to think that belief in God has been shown to be foolish, mean-spirited, and harmful to society. 

This should not have surprised me as much as it has.  Think about your own neighbors. The fact is that we are 
surrounded by good people, often the bulwarks of our communities who are very skeptical of religion, who have 
too often had to fight ignorant religious people to get anything good done, who have been treated with 
contempt by religious people.  It isnÕt just kids.  Lots of adults stay as far away from religion as they can.  For 
that matter, think about your own beliefs and doubts.  Many of us church-goers have very mixed feelings about 
and bad experiences with organized religion.   

The fact is that the Christian faith as most kids have been exposed to it has been the sort of thing they judge 
foolish, embarrassing, ignorant, and repressive.  It has tried to teach them to believe that God will send to hell all 
who fail to say ÒI believe in Jesus.Ó  It has tried to teach them to despise gays and women who get abortions.  It 
has told them that dinosaurs were not real and the light from stars over 6000 light years away must be some kind 
of weird miracle because the earth is only 6000 years old and yet we see light from stars millions of light years 
away.  The most outspoken Christian churches, that is, have told these kids (and their parents before them) that 
believing in God requires them to be adopt mean and ignorant beliefs.  The kids have taken those churches at 
their word and made their decision: They have decided to be neither mean nor ignorant.  They have decided that 
they do not believe in God. 

What I have seen the last year or so has persuaded me that the days of the fundamentalist revolution are 
over.  All that is left is the collapse.  You remember the Road Runner cartoons in which Wiley Coyote would run 
out over the cliff and then after considerable delay realize what had happened, look down, and then plummet to 
the ground?  Fundamentalist Christianity with its formulaic ÒPraise JesusÓ-es, its threats of hell for all who do not 
accept Jesus as Lord and Savior, its insistence that abortion doctors should be treated as murderers and that gays 
are destroying the American family, with its insistence that paleontologists are Darwinian devils, with its 
constant expectation of discovering the real NoahÕs ark on Mt. AraratÉ   Fundamentalist Christianity has run 
off the cliff.  It just hasnÕt looked down yet.   

They have lost their own kids.  Almost none of their kids really believe what they have been taught.  In the 
coming decades fundamentalism will become increasingly marginalized and irrelevantÑ like snake handling 
churches in the mountain communities of West Virginia are today.   

ThatÕs what I think I see coming based on what I think I see in current college students.  And itÕs a great 
shame.  ItÕs a shame that people who claim to follow the teachings of Jesus should so distort the message of the 
Gospel.  Jesus taught that God sends his rain and sun on the good and the evil because he is a good father.  These 
people have taught that God sends plagues on homosexuals and eternally barbecues people because they fail to 
say, ÒI accept Jesus as my personal savior.Ó  These people have taught that God is a god of ignorance and 
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meanness, of political power and war.  These people argued that because they were afraid that the faraway 
country of Iraq might someday, somehow hurt us, God would consider a pre-emptive American invasion a just 
war: that it would be Christian for us to bomb the Iraqi people and make war on them 
(http://erlc.com/article/the-so-called-land-letter/). Jesus taught otherwise.   

ThereÕs nothing new here unfortunately.  Over the centuries the people who carry the name of Jesus, the 
churches who declare themselves his representatives, have often insisted on folly and engaged in evil.  They have 
launched wars to reclaim the Holy Lands, Crusades that killed countless innocent Muslims, Jews, Christians, and 
just ordinary folk.  They have burnt witches and heretics at the stake.  They have tortured people who believed 
wrong things until they recanted and declared their belief in the truth faith.  They have insisted that the earth is 
the center of the universe and declared that people cannot be true believers if they believe the earth travels round 
the sun.  They have declared that it is sinful for doctors to dissect human corpses to learn anatomy.  They have 
declared that the use of any and all birth control measures should be illegal.  Not many decades ago in America 
they passed a constitutional amendment to criminalize the drinking of beer and then passed another 
amendment to undo the mischief they caused by the first. 

Jesus said that those who follow him must be wise as serpents and harmless as doves.  Unfortunately, the 
churches have too often been the opposite: dumb as rocks and mean as snakes.  And the result is that kids 
coming into college no longer believe in God.  Instead, they think that they are merely biological creatures, 
merely very neurologically sophisticated animals.  They do not believe they have a purpose in the universe.  They 
do not believe that anything in the universe notices them or cares about them.  They do not believe that God 
loves either them or their neighbors.  The sheer fact is that the church in our time has failed in its mission to 
spread the Good News that God is real and good.  Instead the church has preached that God is cruel, 
authoritarian, and a sociopathic monster who gets to do any crazy thing he wants to just because he has all 
power.  Because of the folly of the Christians, the kids have turned to the Good NewsÑ of atheism.   

The church in contemporary America has failed God and the lonely children he loves.  I think our little 
parish may be less guilty of this than many other churches, but we havenÕt done such a hot job either.  Jesus 
declared that the universe is not merely biological.  He did not deny biology: Things live, and they die.  But he 
insisted that there was more.  He insisted that every life is importantÑ really and lastingly important: No little 
sparrow dies without God noticing and caring.  Biologically, terrible things happen.  A young mother gets 
cancer and dies at the age of 38 leaving two young children behind, as happened in this parish last week.  Jesus 
did not deny that such things happen and will continue to happen.  But he insisted that people are not alone and 
they really do matter.  ÒGod knows every hair on your head,Ó he insisted.  ÒYou are worth more than many 
sparrows,Ó he insisted. 

We are not stupid people.  We know that our belief in God is just thatÑ belief, not scientifically provable 
knowledge.  But we have good reasons for our belief.  We have tried the other way and found it wanting. We 
have tried the way of looking at one another merely as things.  Most of us have at various times used other 
people merely as biological creatures to get sexual pleasure or as economic creatures to make money.  We have 
treated one another as sociological stepping stonesÑ picking on someone else just so we could climb up the social 
pecking order.  But that way of looking at other people didnÕt turn out to be ultimately true.  It didnÕt align with 
our deeper and better perceptions of people. All of us have also seen people as more than just things. We have 
seen them as somehow worthy of awe and wonder.  We have held our children or other peopleÕs children and 
sensed the deep goodness in them.  We have fallen in love with our wives and husbands, girl friends, boy 
friendsÑ and sensed that in this person there is something wonderful beyond wonderful.   

We do not know exactly what it is we have seen in one another, but certain statements by wise people of 
faith have caused us to say, ÒYes!  ItÕs something like that.Ó  When, for example, the author of Genesis says that 
God made all the various things in the world and declared, ÒIt is good.Ó  And then that he made humansÑ men 
and womenÑ and declared, ÒIt is very good,Ó my heart swells with joy and says, ÒYes!  ThatÕs the sort of thing I 
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have seen.  The world is beautiful.  And people at their best are even more wonderful.Ó  Or when Jesus 
contemplates the Òlost childrenÓ of the world who wander off into folly, and their lives get all messed up and 
lonelyÉ   When he says that the prodigal son finally comes to himself and his heart turns to God, and he thinks, 
IÕll go to my father and ask for his helpÉ   Then Jesus says, when the father sees the foolish, messed up kid 
coming home, he runs down the road and throws his arms around the kidÕs neck and weeps with joy that he has 
finally come home. Once again my heart shouts, ÒYes!  That gets at it.  ThatÕs the sort of thing I sense when I sit 
with the confused, lonely, weary kids whose lives have somehow spun out of control and who want to get things 
right. I believe that the universe does laugh with them and weep with them.  It sees them and welcomes them 
back.Ó  

We are not stupid people.  We know that when our hearts leap like that at the thought of a God who loves 
his people, we may be wrong.  There may be no God.  We may be deceived by our own feelings and beautiful 
stories.  But weÕre not wrong about this: ThatÕs how things should be.  If there is no God who weeps when the 
young mother dies, there should be.  If there is not God who weeps over her little childrenÕs grief, there should 
be.  If there is no God to comfort and strengthen the broken lost kids of our community, there should be.  We 
are not so stupid as to be unable to doubt, but we are also not so stupid as to be unable to hope.  And so most of 
us most of the time believe that Jesus was rightÑ that there is a God who cares.  And we try as best we know how 
to show our love for the children he loves.   

We do not bully them or terrify them with threats.  We do not try to force them to obey us by passing laws.  
We do not sneer at them, ridicule them, or treat them as enemies.  To the degree that we are able to follow Jesus 
we try to live lives of gentleness, truth, and decent service to the children God loves.  And we never cease to tell 
them what we try to believe and try never to disbelieve: that their lives matter; that their Father loves them.  
That is what we are called to do as followers of Jesus. 

Friends, we live in sad times when the preachers who have spoken most loudly about God and Jesus have 
destroyed the hope and the faith of the people.  We live in a time when kids cannot believe in God.  That is not 
the fault of the schools or the universities.  It is not the fault of rock music or TV.  That is the fault of the 
churches, who have demanded that believers practice ignorance and meanness.  It is time for the churches to 
repent and rediscover God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ.  ItÕs time for all of us to speak boldly as ordinary 
followers of JesusÑ insisting that God is not mean and does not require ignorance of his children.  ItÕs time for 
each of us to open our eyes and see the frightened, lonely children among us; itÕs time to for us to carry on the 
work of JesusÑ to heal the wounded and bind up the broken hearted.  I suspect that when ordinary Christians 
can do that, ordinary kids will once again be able to believe in God. 

 


