
World Religions
Week 7: Atheism and Agnosticism

New Atheism

Identity

An atheist is a person who does not believe in the existence of a god or gods (in contrast to an agnostic,
who believes that the existence of a god cannot be known with any certainty). The term “New Atheist” 
generally refers to popular 21st century atheist authors who are considered “new” because, instead of 
holding quiet, personal opinions, they boldly promote their criticism of all religious beliefs.

History

Atheism is not a recent development, although in earlier centuries, atheism was for most people an 
unacceptable worldview. Modern atheism stems from the elevation of human reason during the 
Enlightenment of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when alternatives to the biblical worldview 
were more widely embraced. For the New Atheists, the loss of belief in God is hardly more damaging 
to the culture than outgrowing a belief in Santa Claus. In contrast, atheists of the nineteenth century, 
individuals such as Friedrich Nietzche, Karl Marx and Charles Darwin (who might be thought of as the 
“old atheists”), understood that atheism “demanded a much more radical transformation of human 
culture and consciousness.” In his poem, “Dover Beach,” the nineteenth century English poet Matthew 
Arnold wrote that the loss of faith would leave behind a world that had “neither joy, nor love, nor light, 
nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain.” Atheism would result in a “pointless world.” Such a world 
was terribly demonstrated by twentieth century events such as the Holocaust and world wars, 
circumstances that caused the rise of “protest atheism,” the belief that a good God, if such a God 
existed, could not allow such evil.

In the more permissive culture of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, atheism was not only 
tolerated, but embraced and openly advocated. The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, against 
New York and Washington, D.C., highlighted radical, dangerous religious beliefs, encouraging the New
Atheist authors in their criticism of all religions. Sam Harris, one of the first New Atheist authors, 
“expresses what many people, shocked by 9/11 and mystified by daily reports of ideologically inspired 
violence, are beginning to think … [the New Atheists’] professed concern for world peace, their 
defiance of fundamentalist expressions of religion, and, of course, their cynicism and skepticism all 
resonate well with the reading public. This, it seems, will be the new face of unbelief for decades to 
come.”

The New Atheist authors proclaim their views with missionary zeal. Richard Dawkins, in his book The 
God Delusion, writes, “If this book works as I intend, religious readers who open it will be atheists 
when they put it down.” Dawkins hopes that the “faith-heads” who read his book will be able to 
overcome years of childhood indoctrination and “break free of the vice of religion.” Sam Harris, in 
Letter to a Christian Nation, says that he intends “to demolish the intellectual and moral pretensions of 
Christianity in its most committed forms.”



Beliefs

According to author John Haught in his book, God and the New Atheism, the New Atheists generally 
believe that 1) there is nothing apart from nature, no God, no soul and no life after death; 2) nature is 
not created; it is self-originating; 3) the universe has no overall purpose, although human beings can 
live purposefully; 4) only science can help us understand all explanations and all causes; 5) all of the 
various features of living beings can be explained in natural terms by evolution; 6) faith in God is the 
cause of many evils and should be rejected on moral grounds; and 7) morality does not require belief in
God; people actually behave better without faith.  R. Albert Mohler Jr. suggests additional 
characteristics—a new boldness in promoting their beliefs and shaming people of faith; an attack on 
tolerance; and questioning the right of parents to teach their beliefs to their children. Still another trait 
often expressed in New Atheist writings is a new level of passionate zeal, however misguided. Atheists 
“claim to believe that God does not exist and yet, according to empirical studies, tend to be the people 
most angry at him.” Author David Bentley Hart comments that the New Atheists’ accusations against 
religion “are attitudes masquerading as ideas, emotional commitments disguised as intellectual 
honesty.”

Concerning God and Creation 

Although the New Atheists oppose all religions, the God described in the Bible is a favorite target. 
Richard Dawkins writes, “The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in 
all fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty, unjust, unforgiving control freak; a vindictive, bloodthirsty 
ethnic cleanser, a … malevolent bully.” Author Dan Baker says of the God of Israel, “We can choose 
between reason and human kindness, or we can serve the most unpleasant character in all fiction.” 
Dismissing the idea of a Creator, Dawkins writes that “the illusion of design in the living world is 
explained with far greater economy and with devastating elegance by Darwinian natural selection.”

Concerning Religion and Faith

For the New Atheists, the beliefs, ceremonies, holy sites and sacred writings of religion are 
unnecessary. According to Christopher Hitchens, “We atheists do not require any priests, or any 
hierarchy above them, to police our doctrine. Sacrifices and ceremonies are abhorrent to us, as are 
relics and the worship of any images or objects (even including objects in the form of one of man’s 
most useful innovations: the bound book).” Religion is thought to be man-made, “one natural 
phenomenon among many.” Author A. C. Grayling agrees, commenting that the claims of religion 
place it “in the same class as astrology and magic. Like these systems of thought, religion dates from 
mankind’s less educated and knowledgeable early history, and like them it has been superseded by 
advances in our understanding of the world and ourselves.”

While the New Atheists are especially opposed to fundamentalist expressions of religion (literal 
interpretation) — within Christianity, Islam, Hinduism or any faith—even non-fundamentalists are 
derided and accused of “cherry-picking the given religion’s doctrines, discarding the uncongenial 
teachings and reinterpreting the others to make them more comfortable to live with.”

According to Richard Dawkins, faith is a “mental virus” that spreads among people even though it 
lacks testability, evidential support, precision, consistency and other “virtues” such as those found in 
scientific ideas. In contrast, scientific ideas are scrutinized by forces that do not favor “pointless, self-
serving behavior.” The New Atheists believe that religious faith will never die out until human beings 
are able to overcome their fear of death and the unknown, and their fear of one another. To this end, 



New Atheists recommend that people throughout the world should be educated in order to make 
informed choices about their lives. It is unacceptable to pass faith from one generation to the next. 
Daniel Dennett writes, “Ignorance is nothing shameful; imposing ignorance is shameful. Most people 
are not to blame for their own ignorance, but if they willfully pass it on, they are to blame.” 

Concerning Morality

The New Atheists offer several different critiques of religious morality. Atheist Dan Baker, who was 
once a Christian pastor, came to think of himself as “a biological organism in a natural environment, 
and that is all there is.” Rejecting the belief that human beings are the special creation of a loving 
Creator, New Atheists believe that morality in such biological organisms does not arise from “the work 
of the law written on their hearts” (Rom. 2:15), but from life experience and the discovery of different 
ways to resolve questions. Dan Baker explains that “there is no need for a god. Millions of good people
live happy, productive, moral lives without believing in a god.” Christopher Hitchens complained that 
the central teaching of the Christian faith, the redeeming death of Jesus Christ, is actually immoral: 
“Under no persuasion could I be made to believe that a human sacrifice several thousand years ago 
vicariously redeems me from sin. Nothing could persuade me that that was true—or moral, by the 
way.” For Richard Dawkins, atheism is a worthwhile pursuit and a realistic goal, in fact, “a brave and 
splendid one.” Sadly, but perhaps accurately, Dawkins continues, “You can be an atheist who is happy, 
balanced, moral, and intellectually fulfilled.”

Lutheran Response

God and Creation 

The apostle Paul asks, “Where is the one who is wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this
age? Has not God made foolish the wisdom of the world?” (1 Cor. 1:20) The New Atheists, who may 
regard themselves as wise debaters of this age, proclaim what Scripture condemns as the opinion of 
fools: “There is no God” (Ps. 14:1). Fallen human beings “by their unrighteousness suppress the truth” 
about God’s existence. “For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it 
to them.” He has revealed His divine attributes “ever since the creation of the world, in the things that 
have been made” (Rom. 1:18-20). Creation proclaims the glory of God (Ps. 19:1-4; Job 38:4 to 41:34). 
God revealed Himself and His plan of salvation through the prophets and finally “in these last days he 
has spoken to us by his Son” (Heb. 1:2) 

The Triune God, the God of Israel, describes Himself as “a jealous God” (Ex. 20:5; Ex. 34:14) because 
He alone is God. He says, “My glory I give to no other, nor my praise to carved idols” (Is. 42:8). God 
reveals Himself as the rightful Lord and Judge of all, severely punishing human rebellion and 
wickedness. He sends the great Flood, destroys Sodom and Gomorrah, commands the death of the 
Canaanites, and warns of the final judgment on the Last Day. Yet the accounts of Israel’s history in the 
Old Testament also show the ways in which God mercifully guided His chosen people, protecting them 
from their enemies and shielding the family line of the promised Messiah. At times, to draw His 
wayward people back to Himself, God “sold them into the hand of their surrounding enemies” (Judges 
2:14), restoring them when they repented and keeping for Himself a faithful remnant (1 Kings 19:18). 
Far from being the “bully” and “ethnic cleanser” of the New Atheists, this same God so loved the world
that He sent His Son to be its Savior. 



Religion and Faith 

The church father Justin Martyr (110-165 A. D.) said that the early Christians were called atheists 
because they asserted that the pagan gods were actually wicked demons: “Hence are we called atheists. 
And we confess that we are atheists, so far as gods of this sort are concerned, but not with respect to the
most true God, the Father of righteousness and temperance and other virtues, who is free from all 
impurity.”As Christians, we may perhaps call ourselves “atheists” with regard to the so-called gods of 
this world (Acts 19:26; Gal. 4:8), but we confess our faith in the one true God, the God and Father of 
our Lord Jesus Christ. 

Religions that reject the Holy Trinity and salvation by grace through faith in Jesus Christ are rightly 
described as man-made. Scripture describes the worker who fells a tree, using half of it to cook a meal 
and the rest to fashion a god for himself: “Half of it he burns in the fire. Over the half he eats meat; he 
roasts it and is satisfied. Also he warms himself and says, “Aha, I am warm, I have seen the fire!” And 
the rest of it he makes into a god, his idol, and falls down to it and worships it. He prays to it and says, 
‘Deliver me, for you are my god!’” (Is. 44:16-17). The Christian faith, in contrast, is not man-made. It 
is based in God’s revelation of Himself in His creation (Rom. 1:19-20), in His Word and, finally, in the 
Person of His Son (Heb. 1:1-2). God’s will for us and the story of our salvation are found in His 
inspired Word (2 Tim. 3:16-17). 

Faith is not the “mental virus” described by Richard Dawkins, nor is it lacking in evidential support, as 
Dawkins claims. Faith in Jesus Christ is a gift of God the Holy Spirit (1 Cor. 12:3) and “the assurance 
of things hoped for” (Heb. 11:1). Christian author Greg Koukl comments, “So let’s set the record 
straight. Faith is not the opposite of reason. The opposite of faith is unbelief. And reason is not the 
opposite of faith. The opposite of reason is irrationality.” New Atheist Daniel Dennett asks if religion is
worthy of our loyalty. David Bentley Hart responds: “For Christians the pertinent Question is whether 
Christ is worthy of loyalty, which is an entirely different matter.” In response to the complaint that faith
cannot be tested by scientific method, Hart writes, “By that standard, I need not believe that the Battle 
of Salamis ever took place, that the widower next door loves the children for whom he tirelessly 
provides, or that I might be wise to trust my oldest friend even if he tells me something I do not care to 
hear. [Sam] Harris is quite correct to say, for instance, that Christ’s resurrection—like any other 
historical event—is known only by way of the testimony of others. Indeed, Christianity is the only 
major faith built entirely around a single historical claim.” In God’s Word we have eyewitness 
testimony to that historical claim, the resurrection of our crucified Savior (1 Cor. 15:3-8). In joyful 
obedience to God’s command, we hand down the teachings of this faith—a faith grounded in historical 
fact— to the next generation (Deut. 6:4-7; Ps. 71:18; 2 Tim. 2:1-2). 

Morality 

New Atheist morality is not based on revealed truth but on life experience and personal decisions made 
in ever-changing circumstances. New Atheists believe that people can live “happy, productive, moral 
lives without believing in a god.” Although a certain morality is possible, Peter Hitchens (a Christian 
and the brother of New Atheist Christopher Hitchens) warns of the danger of an ever-changing morality
that is based on human experience apart from the Law of God: “If morality evolves, then morality 
changes. Then the things of which we most strongly disapprove now could be things which are 
permitted later, in which case it’s not really morality, as far as I’m concerned.” 

The Lutheran Confessions admit that “the human will possesses freedom regarding works and matters 
that reason can comprehend by itself. It can to some extent produce civil righteousness or the 



righteousness of works … it can keep back the hand from murder, adultery, and theft.” However, “apart
from the Holy Spirit human hearts lack the fear of God and trust in God. They do not believe that God 
hears their prayers, forgives them, or helps and preserves them. Therefore they are ungodly; for a bad 
tree cannot bear good fruit [Matt. 7:18], and ‘without faith it is impossible to please God’ [Heb. 11:6].”

Scripture will not permit us to harbor any proud thoughts of a consistent or God-pleasing morality. 
Speaking of fools who deny God’s existence, the psalmist says, “They are corrupt, they do abominable 
deeds, there is none who does good” (Ps. 14:1). All people, believers and unbelievers alike, fall under 
God’s just condemnation: “None is righteous, no, not one” (Rom. 3:10). We all fall short of the glory of
God, and we are justified by His grace as a gift, “through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus” (Rom. 
3:24). 

Conclusion 

Atheists, new and old alike, truly live “having no hope and without God in the world” (Eph. 2:12) and 
they need our prayers and our witness to the love of God in Christ Jesus, a witness in which our words 
are supported by our loving actions. The apostle Peter writes, “Keep your conduct among the Gentiles 
honorable, so that when they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify 
God on the day of visitation” (1 Peter 2:12). The need for loving, Christ-centered witness is urgent. 
New Atheist Sam Harris writes, “So let us be honest with ourselves: in the fullness of time, one side is 
really going to win this argument, and the other side is really going to lose.” As those who trust in Jesus
Christ alone for our salvation, we can, with both joy and sorrow, agree with that statement because we 
already know the outcome. 

Talking Points

Humanitarian Efforts

Christians are called to help the needy, poor, widowed, etc. When this vocation is lived out correctly, it 
becomes the strongest connecting point between Christians and atheists. Modern atheism tends to be 
very anti-theistic, but will tolerate theism if it’s contributing to society.

Most atheists that you might meet will probably either end the conversation or become argumentative 
after learning about your faith. One of the ways to avoid this is to set a foundation before you even 
begin to learn about one another. Doing good deeds for others, volunteering, and being kind and loving 
in all circumstances will help set you apart from the numerous examples of Christians that they’ve seen
not do those things.

If you can meet an atheist while showing that you live your life in a way that is not only true to 
following Jesus and his commands, but also benefits society and mankind, you might be able to build a 
relationship where conversations are civil and explanations can be heard. That being said, you can’t 
plan when you’re going to meet someone who is an atheist, so if you want to be prepared to build a 
relationship with one on the off chance you meet one, your life has to be entirely shaped by doing good
works and serving others, not just doing it from time to time or when it’s convenient.



Agnosticism/Newer Atheism

Identity

Agnostics are those who do not believe in any specific gods or religions, but, unlike atheists, do not 
posit that a god couldn’t exist or that a religion might not be true. They are similar to “newer” atheists, 
which believe that a world without religion isn’t necessarily a good thing, and that living in a purely 
atheistic world would leave a vacuum in ontological and eschatological philosophies. Because 
Agnosticism is a “catch-all” term or “transitional” term for someone between philosophies or faiths, 
we’ll focus more on the Newer Atheists, noting the similarities with general agnostic beliefs.

History

The New Atheism developed after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. Atheists such as Sam 
Harris, Richard Dawkins, Christopher Hitchens and Daniel Dennett denounced all religions, including 
Christianity. Sam Harris began writing his book, The End of Faith, immediately after the terrorist 
attacks. 

Nearly two decades later, the newer atheists are more open to the need for religion, realizing that 
religion addresses questions science cannot answer and provides meaning in the lives of many people. 
Some atheists admit that religion offers helpful rituals, such as fasting or meditation. Evolutionary 
psychologist Jonathan Haidt notes in his book, The Righteous Mind, that human groups practicing a 
religion of morals had an evolutionary advantage over those that did not. Newer atheist author Douglas 
Murray criticizes earlier atheist views: “Religion was portrayed as a force of unremitting awfulness, a 
poisoned root from which no good fruit could grow. It seems to me the work not of a thinker but of any
balanced observer to notice that this is not the case. A new... dogma has emerged. And the argument has
stalled.”

The newer atheists, concerned for Western culture, realized that there is a cultural vacuum resulting 
from the loss of Judeo-Christian traditions. The New Atheists had also downplayed the Christian nature
of progressive beliefs, such as an opposition to racism and support for social justice. A newer atheist 
comments, “In reality, anti-racists, like all modern liberals, are standing on the shoulders of saints.”

Beliefs

The newer atheists, and now even some of the earlier New Atheists, admit that religion may have value.
Religion is not necessarily viewed as a force for evil and some religious rituals may, in fact, be helpful. 
New Atheist Sam Harris, author of Waking Up: Searching for Spirituality without Religion, suggests 
that the West could learn from the traditions of eastern meditation, as in the practice of Hinduism or 
Buddhism. 

In an attempt to follow a moderate path between belief and unbelief, the newer atheists reject the 
existence of God and other supernatural aspects of religion, or consider such teachings of secondary 
importance to potentially useful rituals and practices. Some of the newer atheists think that traditional 
religious faiths, especially Christianity, have virtues that are lacking in a secular worldview, including 
an understanding of life and death that comforts many people. While the newer atheists support 
science, they realize that increasing knowledge in science cannot answer every question or validate 
values such as human equality and personal freedom, values, the newer atheists say, that have their 



source in monotheism. Newer atheist writers also acknowledge the foundational importance of Judaism
and Christianity in Western culture. Jordan Peterson, even though he doubts the historicity of the 
resurrection, believes that Christianity contains fundamental truths necessary to our culture. 

British philosopher and atheist John Gray thinks of religions as great works of human imagination, but 
comments that the Christian teaching of original sin has a truth in it, “which is that humans are divided 
animals … they regret and sometimes even hate the impulses that guide them to act as they do.” Newer 
atheists also admit that non-believers can certainly be immoral, pointing to the violent evidence of the 
Nazi and Soviet regimes. “The key novelty of the newer atheism, perhaps, is its attentiveness to human 
frailty.” Douglas Murray thinks that religious faith may be needed for society to survive. He comments 
that in post-Christian societies abortion and assisted suicide are increasingly accepted. “The more 
atheists think on these things, the more we may have to accept that the concept of the sanctity of human
life is a Judeo-Christian notion which might very easily not survive Judeo-Christian civilization.” The 
answer, Murray suggests, would be an atheist version of the sanctity of life or a return to faith. Without 
Christianity, society has to decide what is right and wrong, and the culture wars indicate how difficult it
is to reach consensus. 

In a secular society, without reference to God, people have no moral foundation for good and evil. 
Douglas Murray believes that the modern concept of human rights, based on a Judeo-Christian 
foundation may die off without its source, “leaving us fumbling about in a thick and impenetrable 
darkness.”

Lutheran Response

In his poem, “Dover Beach,” the nineteenth century poet Matthew Arnold watches the “sea of faith” 
that once encircled the earth withdrawing like waves from the shore, leaving behind a fresh new world 
thought to be “like a land of dreams.” In his last stanza, the poet reveals the reality of that new land. 
The faithless new world has “neither joy, nor love, nor light, nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for 
pain.” All that remains is a “darkling plain... where ignorant armies clash by night.”

Discussing the first commandment in the Large Catechism, Martin Luther emphasizes that there are no 
people so wicked that they have not developed a god and some sort of worship. The testimony of the 
newer atheists is that we really cannot live with atheism. There is always a need to hang on to the 
residue of religion. Luther’s point is that humans cannot live in a vacuum where there is no god. This is
something that Canadian philosopher, Charles Taylor, calls echoes of transcendence.

The newer atheists acknowledge that a faithless world is not as promising as earlier atheists imagined it
to be, but of course they do not embrace faith in any god, much less faith in the Triune God who has 
revealed Himself in Scripture and in His Son Jesus Christ. These newer atheists search for a “moderate 
path” between belief and unbelief. Such a moderate way may be possible in some worldviews, but with
regard to faith in Christ, there can be no such middle path. The Lord Jesus told His disciples, “I am the 
way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6) and 
“Whoever is not with me is against me, and whoever does not gather with me scatters” (Matt. 12:30). 
The apostle Peter said of Jesus, “There is no other name under heaven given among men by which we 
must be saved” (Acts 4:12) Newer atheist Douglas Murray comments that “we have been living 
through a period of more than a quarter of a century in which all our grand narratives have collapsed.” 
A grand narrative is a comprehensive account of life that explains historical events and provides a 
cultural foundation. Such an account provides answers to life’s “big questions” of origin and purpose. 



Newer atheists recognize that the religions of Judaism and Christianity once supplied the grand 
narratives that supported Western culture. 

In the grand narrative that is Holy Scripture we have the revealed truth of creation’s beginning, of 
human beings created in the image of God and of the origin of human sin and suffering through the 
disobedience of Adam and Eve. In His Word, God’s mighty acts are revealed as His plan to send the 
Savior unfolds through history. In Christ Jesus we have answers to questions of life and death because 
Jesus lived, died and rose again for the sake of our salvation. All that we need to know concerning 
forgiveness and eternal life is given to us in Holy Scripture (John 20:31, 2 Tim. 3:15-17). Scripture also
shows us that the moral foundation for every time and place is found, not in human experiences and 
opinions, but in the Law written on the hearts of all people (Rom. 2:15) and in its written expression in 
the Ten Commandments. 

Jesus calls us to be lights in a world lost in the darkness of sin (Matt. 5:14). It is a fallen world that is 
no “land of dreams,” and life apart from Christ has no “certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain.” 
Through faith in Christ we look forward to His return, to eternal life in His presence and to a world 
made new, “a new heaven and a new earth,” where there will be no mourning, “nor crying, nor pain 
anymore” (Rev. 21:1, 4). 

Jesus once told an inquisitive scribe that he was “not far from the kingdom of God” (Mark 12:3). 
Perhaps at least some of the newer atheists are just a little closer to the kingdom, and we pray that they 
will be brought—by the power of the Spirit through the Gospel—to believe that God does exist and 
that He sent His Son to be their Savior. 

Talking Points

Because newer atheism and agnosticism are quite variable in both beliefs and personalities, creating a 
plan to connect with them is a difficult task. More-so than any of the other belief systems we’ve talked 
about, these two depend entirely upon the person. As said at the beginning, both are typically 
transitional, agnosticism more than newer atheism. Both sets of beliefs are searching for a truth, one 
which is open to anything, another which is trying to find the balance between religion and society, 
never going to far in either direction.

The best advice you can follow if you happen to run into this rare group (there may be a decent amount
of those who follow these belief systems, but they are often the least likely to admit to them or bring 
them up) is to just be care in how you talk to and treat them. It’s best to not dive into any deep or 
divisive doctrinal topics as they might be looking for reasons to cross out certain religions. Keep 
conversation light and focus on them as a person. They’re looking for a reason to accept you. As long 
as you don’t give them a reason not to, building a relationship should be pretty easy.


