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I probably shouldn’t have been, but I was somewhat surprised to find that 

the recent attack on Religion by professing atheists such as Richard 

Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens did not differentiate between what we 

might call ‘the progressive religious movement’ and what we tend to 

loosely term the ‘fundamentalist’ elements of religion. I confess that I have 

only read bits and pieces of their latest offerings but I did watch Richard 

Dawkins documentary on Compass a few months ago titled “The Root of 

all Evil” so I do have a bit of an inkling on what they are saying.  

 

I would have to say that I think most of the best discussions about religion 

and spirituality I have had have been with atheists, and the consensus has 

generally been that neither of us believed in the God that is exalted by 

fundamentalist Christians or Moslems and in fact there have been times 

when  we have discovered that the line between us  was a very blurred one 

indeed. In my last settlement at Cootamundra NSW we had had a 

progressive discussion group that had been going for about 5 years when I 

left and is still functioning quite well today. Amongst other things, we had 

studied books by Spong and Borg, journeyed through the Living the 

Questions Program twice and the Michael Morwood’s DVD series 

“Reshaping Christian Imagination.” Before I left, I asked the various 

members to share with everyone else what the group had meant for them. 

One particular chap that I had asked to join the group a couple of years 

before and who had been a very regular participant made the following 

comment. “I have gotten a lot out of these discussions. I joined this group 

as a committed atheist and I am now convinced that you are all atheists, 

just like me!” 

 

We are all used to being attacked by the conservative and fundamentalist 

side of the church, whether it be biblical fundamentalists or those who 

might be defined as ‘traditionalist’ fundamentalists , that is, those who are 

unable to see hope beyond maintaining the traditions of the church. But 

now, however, we seem to have another flank that appears to need 

defending from what I think can rightfully be acknowledged as the 



 

 

“fundamentalist atheist” movement. Some may want to suggest that that is 

an oxymoron, but I don’t think so. 

 

Whilst there are no doubt more complex and specific explanations for 

fundamentalism, I think that one of the defining commonalities of 

fundamentalism is its either complete disregard of reason or its somewhat 

dubious use of it. One thing that struck me in watching Dawkins “Root of 

all Evil” was that here we had a scientist who was upholding science up as 

the great antithesis of religion because of its appeal to reason and scientific 

enquiry, and at the same time, was completely abandoning these principles 

and simply attacking all religion by highlighting the intellectual absurdity 

of the religious extremists. It would be a bit like me attacking all science as 

evil because it was scientists who created the Atomic bombs that were 

dropped on Japan in WW2 and which continue to threaten the safety of the 

world. Would he dare suggest that it was religion that was causing the 

problems in Burma at the moment? It seemed to me that there was not 

much difference between the way Dawkins rejected all religious discussion 

as having no validity and the way in which fundamentalist Christians reject 

all science that does not conform to their biblically based view of the world.   

 

Significantly, I have found myself in pretty close to a position of consensus 

with much of what Dawkins had to say about that end of the religious 

spectrum which operates somewhere between fantasyland and Star Trek. I 

could also acknowledge that religion has played a significant part in many 

of the  atrocities that have happened in the world over the past few 

thousand years or so. However, I also noticed that he completely forgot to 

mention culture and politics, both of which have played a pretty significant 

role in these atrocities, quite often, one has to say, with a little help from the 

latest weapons of mass destruction that have been developed by some of his 

scientific mates. 

 

I also find myself having a little sympathy for Dawkins and co. when they 

suggest that the moderate side of religion has tended to give tacit support 

for the extreme fundamentalists. For example, with the exception of a few 

brave people like Jack Spong, I have heard few religious leaders of any 

Christian denomination stand up publicly and reject creationism as being 

mindless nonsense in the context of the world as we know it today. I have 



 

 

known a number of Uniting Church moderators and Presidents who are 

quite happy to tell me privately that they believe it is nonsense but to stand 

up and say so publicly would mean that they would wear the ire of many of 

their constituents. What they don’t realise is that there would be many in 

the church who would breathe a great sigh of relief to see such leadership 

and it might just help to prevent them from taking the journey of so many 

thinking people into the world of secularism, or the ‘church alumni 

association’ as Jack Spong refers to it as. 

 

It seems to me that in some ways, the fundamentalist atheist has actually 

climbed into bed with the fundamentalist Christians whom they claim to be 

so opposed to. How is this so? You might well ask. The other day I was 

reading something that had been written by someone from the conservative 

side of Christianity that stated that you could not be a Christian if you did 

not belief in a theistic God. Now let me define what I mean by a theistic 

God, after all, in a literal sense, Theo simply mean God.  

 

It has become common today to talk about theism as a belief in God as a 

supernatural being who is ‘out there somewhere’ and who is somehow in 

control of the universe and especially human lives. It is this image of God 

that I will refer to when I speak of theism. Well interestingly enough, 

Richard Dawkins has also dismissed those of us who do not believe in a 

theistic god or take a pretty literal approach to scripture as not really being 

Christians. So in that sense, I see that we are being dismissed as not being 

truly Christians by both the fundamentalists and the atheist. 

 

So where then does that leave us? We are here in ever increasing numbers 

because we still believe that there is some mysterious ‘otherness’ to life that 

neither religious certainty nor atheism can satisfy. Most of us are here 

because we’ve been able to shake off the chains of religious certainty and 

now feel free to explore the meaning of life through whatever means that 

might be available to us, be that scientific research, scholarly investigation 

or engaging with the mystical dimensions of human experience. We believe 

there is something that lies within and beyond the mechanistic view of the 

universe which is held by the hard line atheists, that is simply 

unexplainable by the limited mental capacities of our human intellect and 

we are prepared to name that mysterious essence or something god for the 



 

 

lack of a better word. We are prepared to say that sometimes human lives 

and experiences are touched and altered in ways that we are unable speak 

about in rational human language and that there are times in our lives where 

we feel a sense of ‘connectedness with this sacred’ that we are unable to 

describe in any literal sense.  

 

So where does that leave us as we feel the barbs of fundamentalist atheism 

biting into our already bruised and battered flesh? I want to propose that 

there are what I believe to be several appropriate responses that we need to 

consider in deciding our future actions. 

 

The first of these responses is to do absolutely nothing. It has struck me that 

whilst the attack from the atheists does seem to be including ourselves as 

the self appointed body of progressive Christianity or religion in our 

somewhat early and fragile stage of development, the overwhelming thrust 

of the attack is directed at the sort of religion that our own leaders should 

have been openly objecting too. If the atheist attack helps to enlighten some 

people who have been attracted to the mindless sort of devotion to religion 

that is advocated by the ‘religious Right’, then that may well be to our 

benefit as some people begin to question the limitations of the blind faith 

that has been their security blanket for so long. They may even seek to 

explore the questions of life beyond the limitations of dogmatic faith. I’m 

sure that many among us here who have already made that pilgrimage. I am 

continually amazed at how many of those who now identify themselves 

within the progressive movement have previously experience of a 

fundamentalist background. You see, science is not our enemy, it is our 

ally. There are many scientists such as Paul Davis and Charles Birch who 

are telling us that there is a very deep and real mysterious side to the 

universe that may never be explainable with the limited amount of 

consciousness that the human brain is capable of activating.  

 

There are still other scientists who are telling us the humans seem to have 

been inoculated with a sort of ‘god gene’ that motivates us to search for 

meaning and engage with something that is beyond ourselves and our 

everyday experience. This god gene, if it exists, will almost certainly mean 

that the likes of Dawkins and Hitchens can never really eliminate our sense 

of the mystical and desire to explore it. This indicates to me that where we 



 

 

are able to establish the sort of open dialogue that exists in groups such as 

this, the god gene will ensure that there will be those who will avail 

themselves to the resources for developing meaning and hope that I believe 

we are able to offer. 

 

The second thing we need to do is to make a conscious effort to develop 

and use vocabulary to talk about the sacred that does not confront our 

knowledge of the universe or our common sense. We can no longer use 

language, even in our liturgies,  that speaks about God as ‘up there’ or Jesus 

as some sort of spiritual superbeing, a sort of half human and half God who 

share’s Gods abode ‘up there’. The old religious language that was 

formulated for a 3 tired view of the universe is simply ludicrous in the light 

of modern knowledge of a universe that is about 14 billion years old with 

thousands of billions of galaxies and solar systems in it. If this mysterious 

essence or energy we call god exists anywhere, then it exists in every 

molecule atom and sub atomic particle that goes to make up the universe. It 

exists as the motivational force that is continually calling us into life and 

being. To continue to use theistic language that speaks about god as being 

‘out there’ or ‘up there’ is to suggest that god is not part of the atoms and 

molecules that make up us and the world we live in. It is to continually 

reinforce what we now believe to be the outdated concept that god is 

somehow separate from our human existence.  

 

The third thing I believe we have to do, is, after having become confident 

with new ways of speaking about the divine, is to have the courage to 

actually start telling our story and sharing  our enthusiasm about our faith 

journey and experience. In other words, we might have to reclaim the old 

‘E’ word, that is we have to become somewhat evangelical or enthusiastic 

about what we believe. I think this is what makes Jack Spong distinct from 

many contemporary ‘liberal’ scholars. Jack has had the courage as well as 

the literal and oratory skills to proclaim what he believes in a way that 

connects with so many of the religiously ‘disillusioned’ in our Western 

society. 

 

I suspect that for many of us, the idea that Christianity can have the tools 

and basis to facilitate a deep and attractive spirituality is something that we 

have trouble coming to terms with. We have become so conditioned to 



 

 

thinking that Christianity is about ‘right doctrine’ and believing the correct 

creeds or formulas that we forget that our origins were in a mystical and 

radical spirituality that was proclaimed and lived by a man named Jesus of 

Nazareth. Although the carriers of mystical Christian spirituality largely 

became a persecuted minority in the 4
th

 century CE as the church climbed 

into bed with the Roman Empire and strict doctrinal codes and creedal 

statements dominated the religious movement, there has always been a 

strand of Christianity that has continued to buck the trend. Pelagius, 

Meister Eckhart, Francis of Assisi and the various mystics that have often 

run foul of the established church ‘defenders of the real faith’ over the 

centuries, have continued to be the voices crying in the wilderness and in 

many cases have been the means by which those who have been searching 

for a deeper spirituality than the traditional doctrinal based church has 

offered, have managed to discover a depth of faith that has allowed them to 

withstand much persecution and torture that the established church has 

inflicted upon them. 

 

This does not in any way mean that I am advocating that we need new 

formulas or doctrines to replace the old and failing ones. Heaven forbid, we 

have to always be on our guard against that one. But what we have to do is 

boldly proclaim that real faith and spirituality grows out of exploring 

questions without the limitations of outdated dogmas and doctrines that 

teach certainties and stifle creative searching. We have to give space for 

exploring spirituality that engages with that which is the creative energy of 

the universe without the constraint of closed minded scientists like Dawkins 

who see everything that is as some sort of cosmic accident that has just 

happened to come about. 

 

So in summary, I want to conclude by saying that I do not believe that 

fundamentalist atheism is a threat to progressive Christianity. I think that 

the real challenge before us is to develop language that speaks about the 

sacred in a non-theistic way and to proclaim confidently our belief in a god 

is present to us in every molecule, atom and sub-atomic particle in the 

universe, and that we see in the man Jesus of Nazareth the presence of that 

God in a way that calls us to life in its fullest sense. 
 
 


