Defending Theism: A Response
to Hume, Russell, and Dawkins

T.S5. Weaver looks at anti-God arguments from three prominent
philosophers, showing why belief is God is more reasonable
than their objections to His existence.

Theism, broadly defined, is the belief in the existence of a
supreme being or other deities. Believers in Jesus Christ
would say we follow Christian Theism, believing in and
trusting the one true God who has revealed Himself through His
word and through His Son Jesus. In pursuit of the defense of
theism and answering profound antagonists to the faith, I will
engage with some of the objections raised by three prominent
thinkers: David Hume, Bertrand Russell, and Richard Dawkins.

David Hume

David Hume (1711-1776) was a Scottish philosopher who is often
considered the best philosopher to have written in the English
language. Although he was wary of metaphysical things like
God, he was very fascinated by religion. He 1is widely
considered to be an atheist, but we do not know for certain
whether he was atheist [one who denies that God exists],
agnostic [one who is not sure if God exists], or deist [one
who believes God created the universe but then let it run
according to natural laws without divine intervention] by the
time of his death. Regardless, his more prominent work 1is
Dialogues Concerning Natural Religion. In it he presents
classical challenges to theism.

The strongest challenge to theism Hume presents in Dialogues
is the problem of evil and God’'s moral nature. His view 1is
that with the amount of evil in the world, we cannot consider
God as morally sensible, morally great, and powerful. His
assumption is that if God were to exist, He does not care to
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solve the problem of good and evil. While this is the toughest
intellectual challenge a theist has to answer, I believe there
1s an answer.

When God created, He gave humans the ability to make free
decisions. If this ability were denied, our love (the supreme
ethic) for Him would not be a choice and thus coerced. As a
result, it would not be real love. Church Father Augustine
(354-430) commented on this in his book On the Free Choice of
the Will, by arguing that free will is what makes us human.
God made us that way so we could freely choose to venerate,
trust, and follow Him. So built into love, veneration, trust,
and obedience was the ability to make free decisions.
Consequently, certain choices are going to be terrible or evil
(e.g., Adam and Eve'’s disastrous disobedience in the Garden of
Eden). As a result, the only way to eradicate evil 1is to
eradicate free will. Hence, evil is merely the consequence of
the free will of humanity. John Stackhouse rearticulates this
case:

God desired to love and be loved by other beings. God
created human beings with this in view. To make us capable
of such fellowship, God had to give us the freedom to
choose, because love, though it does have its elements of
“compulsion,” is meaningful only when it is neither
automatic nor coerced. This sort of free will, however,
entailed the danger that it would be used not to enjoy God’s
love and to love God in return, but to go one’s own way in
defiance of both God and one’s own best interest. This is
what the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden

portrays.{1}

It is not that God is insensitive to evil (Proverbs 6:16,
15:26; Psalm 5:4), but that moral and natural evils are the
cause of the sin (free choice to disobey God) of man.



Bertrand Russell

Shifting gears, Bertrand Russell, (1872-1970) a famed agnostic
philosopher, argued against theism with a famous view that
everything on this globe is the result of “an accidental
collocation of atoms.”{2} Thus, there is no real aim for which
we were produced. I believe this view is both incredibly
depressing and incredibly wrong. If one were to take what
Timothy Keller would call a “clue of God” like beauty and
think this through, it would have serious implications. If
this were true, as Keller put it in The Reason for God,
“Beauty is nothing but a neurological hardwired response to
particular data.”{3} Conductor Leonard Bernstein once spoke of
the effect of the beauty of Beethoven’s music:

Our boy has the real goods, the stuff from Heaven, the power
to make you feel at the finish: Something is right in the
world. There 1is something that checks throughout, that
follows its own law consistently: something we can trust,
that will never let us down.{4}

Does that sound like a “neurological hardwired response to
particular data”? Or is Beethoven’'s music beautiful? As a
seminary student, I often yearn for an excellent night of
sleep. The thought is beautiful to me. Augustine in his
Confessions arqgued that yearnings like this were clues to the
existence of God. While my tiredness does not prove that my
desire for an excellent night of sleep will happen tonight, it
is correct that native yearnings like this link to actual
substances that can fill them. For example, sensual yearning
(linking to sex), hunger (linking to food), tiredness (linking
to sleep), and interpersonal yearning (linking to
relationship). We have a desire for joy, love, and beauty that
no quantity or condition of sex, food, sleep, and relationship
can satisfy. We hope for something that nothing on this globe
can satisfy. Do you think this is a clue? I assert this
unpleasing yearning is a deep-rooted native longing that is an
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undeniable clue not only for the existence of God, but also
that God is the only one who can satisfy that yearning. C.S.
Lewis wrote in Mere Christianity, “If I find in myself a
desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most
probable explanation is that I was made for another world.”{5}
(Please also see Dr. Michael Gleghorn’s article “C.S. Lewis
and the Riddle of Joy” at probe.org/c-s-lewis-and-the-riddle-
of-joy/) Tying all this back to Russell’s famous view, it
makes sense that if there were a God who can satisfy that kind
of yearning, this God likely made us, not by accident, but
with a purpose. That is worth investigating.

Richard Dawkins

Now I turn to Richard Dawkins (1941- ), who I think is best
described as a militant atheist scientist. He writes in his
book The God Delusion, describing God:

The God of the 0ld Testament is arguably the most unpleasant
character in all fiction: jealous and proud of it; a petty,
unjust, wunforgiving control-freak; a vindictive,
bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynistic, homophobic,
racist, infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential,
megalomaniacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent
bully.{6}

Tell us how you really feel, Dawkins. Although there is a lot
said here, what is most obvious 1is his portrayal of God as
immoral because of what God displayed of Himself in the 01ld
Testament. These acts are perceived to undermine his morally
perfect nature. Although this will not be my main response, I
want to highlight that for Dawkins to grumble that God has
perpetrated immoral acts, he acknowledges there 1is an
objective moral law. In a separate argument, I could go from
here to make the case that for there to be an objective moral
law there must be an objective moral law giver (God). However,
I instead want to concentrate on “the God of the 01ld
Testament.”



https://probe.org/c-s-lewis-and-the-riddle-of-joy/
https://probe.org/c-s-lewis-and-the-riddle-of-joy/
https://probe.org/talking-about-the-problem-of-evil/

The O0ld Testament passage found in Deuteronomy (7:1-5;
20:16-18) tends to be the most cited in an argument against
God such as Dawkins’s quote above. In this passage, God
instructed the Israelites to destroy the Canaanites living in
a specific region: “[T]lhen you must destroy them totally. Make
no treaty with them, and show them no mercy” (7:2), and “[D]o
not leave alive anything that breathes” (20:16). This passage
bothers many (including myself) and may be an example of where
Dawkins got his characterization. It 1is understandable to
wonder how a good and loving God could instruct this.

To make sense of a tough passage like this one must understand
the context, starting with who God is. God is not like any
earthly ruler. He’s not like Trump. He’s not like Biden. He is
Creator of all things and King of the Universe. That said, He
supplies life, and He can take life when He chooses, however
He chooses. The next step is to think through whether His
instruction was justified (as if it were up to us to define
justice). There are occasions when we as humans may feel it is
justified for people to take another’s life, as in self-
defense, to safeguard others, or in a just war. What we must
understand about the Canaanites in this passage is that this
was not some illogical imperative for them to be murdered. The
Canaanites were malevolent. In their obscene paganism, they
were spiritually dangerous. They were unspeakably wicked. God
said to the Israelites, “It 1is not because of your
righteousness or your integrity that you are going in to take
possession of their land; but on account of the wickedness of
these nations” (emphasis mine) (Deuteronomy 9:5).

The worst example of their wickedness 1is child sacrifice.
Apologist Timothy Fox informs us, “They would burn their
children alive in a fiery furnace as a sacrifice to the god
Molech. Just that one act alone would be justification for
their complete annihilation.”{7} I wonder what Hume, who
raised the problem of evil, would have to say to Dawkins about
God dealing with and judging evil. One of the explanations God



provided for wrecking the Canaanites was so that Israel would
not embrace their malevolent ways. Dawkins may still object
though and say, “What about the kids? How could a loving God
instruct the Israelites to destroy harmless kids?” I do find
this troubling as well, but as shown above, God can take life
when He chooses, however He chooses. No one is promised a
lengthy, peaceable life and to perish of old age. Furthermore,
what if God saw that if these children were to mature, they
would be just as evil and corrupt as their parents? What if
ordering the death of children infected by their parents’
wickedness is similar to an oncology surgeon cutting out small
cancer cells along with the full-grown cells? That is a
possibility. In addition, God does not appreciate the murder
of the evil but patiently waits for repentance of sins
(Ezekiel 18:23). In the case of the Canaanites, we see He will
only allow wickedness for so long though.

Another objection Dawkins has to the existence of God 1is
science. His view is that you can either be scientific and
sensible, or religious. He 1is either ignoring, or ignorant of,
the fact that modern science arose out of a biblical
worldview. Christians are responsible for developing the
scientific perspective and method. Francis Bacon, astronomers
Kepler and Galileo, and the brilliant mathematician and
physicist Isaac Newton all believed in God. They all helped
shape the development of modern science; they believed that
since God was a God of order, they expected nature to be
orderly. They also understood that one man’s opinion could be
faulty because of sin, and therefore others needed to verify
what any one scientist said. Kepler even characterized his
scientific perspective as “thinking God’s thoughts after Him.”

Dawkins thinks God and science do not mix. Yet two legendary
experiments performed in 1916 and 1997 reveal this view is not
as widely held as Dawkins and others make it seem. In 1916,
American psychologist James Leuba conducted a study asking
scientists if they believed in a God who actively communicates



with humanity, no less than via prayer. 40 percent confirmed
they did, 40 percent confirmed they did not, and 20 percent
were not confident either way. Edward Larson and Larry Witham
duplicated this study in 1997 using identical queries with
scientists. They discovered the figures had not altered
substantially. Even atheist philosopher Thomas Nagle disagrees
with Dawkins’s view of reality. Nagle even questions whether
atheist naturalists think their moral instincts (yes morality
has come up again), for example the belief that genocide 1is
morally incorrect, are true instead of just the consequence of
neurochemistry hardwired into humans. He writes:

The reductionist project usually tries to reclaim some of
the originally excluded aspects of the world, by analyzing
them in physical-that is, behavioral or
neurophysiological—terms; but it denies reality to what
cannot be so reduced. I believe the project is doomed-that
conscious experience, thought, value, and so forth are not
illusions, even though they cannot be identified with
physical facts.{8}

Science cannot explain all and can be consistent with
religious faith. Therefore, it 1is unreasonable to think that
an individual can only be a believer of science or a believer
of God. It is also irrational to believe we came into the
world by accident, or that because of the presence of evil in
the world theism is not workable. In short, it is more
reasonable to believe in theism than not to.
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Influential Intellectuals

Kerby Anderson examines four famous intellectuals—Rousseau,
Marx, Russell and Sartre, looking for reasons they are worth
following and not finding much.

Over the last two centuries, a few intellectuals
have had a profound impact on Western Culture.
British historian Paul Johnson writes about many of
these influential intellectuals in his book,
Intellectuals: From Marx and Tolstoy to Sartre and
Chomsky. In this article, we will look at four of the better-
known intellectuals whose influence continues to this day.

Paul Johnson reminds us that over the past two centuries, the
influence of these secular intellectuals has grown steadily.
He believes it is the key factor in shaping the modern world.
In fact, this is really a new phenomenon. It was only the
decline of clerical power in the eighteenth century that
allowed these men to have a more significant influence 1in
society.

Each secular intellectual “brought to this self-appointed task
a far more radical approach than his clerical predecessors. He
felt himself bound by no corpus of revealed religion.”{1} For
the first time, these intellectuals felt they alone could
diagnose the ills of society and cure them without a need to
refer to religion or past tradition.

One 1important characteristic of these new secular
intellectuals was their desire to subject “religion and its
protagonists to critical scrutiny.” And they pronounced harsh
verdicts on priests and pastors about whether they could live
up to their precepts.

After two centuries in which the influence of religion has
declined and secular institutions have had a greater
influence, Paul Johnson believes it is time to examine the
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record and influence of these secular intellectuals. In
particular, he focuses on their moral and judgmental
credentials. Do they have the right to tell the rest of us how
to run our lives? How moral and just were they in their
financial dealings and their sexual relationships? And how
have their proposed systems stood up to the test of time?

I will give you a preview. These secular intellectuals lived
decadent lives and mistreated so many people in their lives.
Their proposed systems of politics, economics, and culture
have been a failure and devastated

millions of lives.

What a contrast to the Christian message. Jesus lived a
sinless life (1 John 3:5) even though He was tempted as we are
(Hebrews 4:15). Jesus called on His disciples to follow Him
(Matthew 4:19). Even the Apostle Paul encouraged Christians to
follow his example as he followed the example of Christ (1
Corinthians 11:1).

Paul Johnson concludes his book with a number of examples of
how some of these secular intellectuals addressed current
political and social issues. He also points out that these
intellectuals saw no incongruity in moving from their own
discipline (where they are masters) to public affairs (where
they have no expertise). In the end, we discover that they
“are no wiser as mentors, or worthier as exemplars, than the
witch doctors or priests of old."”{2}

Jean-Jacques Rousseau

Jean-Jacques Rousseau is a very influential intellectual. Many
of our modern ideas of education were influenced to some
degree by his treatise Emile. And even to this day many
indirectly refer to some of his ideas found in the Social
Contract that encapsulated his political philosophy.

Rousseau rejected the biblical narrative and instead believed



that society was the reason we humans are defective. He
argued, “When society evolves from its primitive state of
nature to urban sophistication, man 1is corrupted.”{3}

Rousseau believed that you could improve human behavior (and
even completely transform it) by changing the culture and the
forces that produced it. In essence, he believed you can
change human beings through social

engineering.

He was, no doubt, a difficult person to be around and very
egotistical. Paul Johnson explains that “part of Rousseau’s
vanity was that he believed himself incapable of base
emotions.”{4} He also had a great deal of self-pity for his
circumstances and had “a feeling that he was quite unlike
other men, both in his sufferings and his qualities.”{5}

Paul Johnson also reminds us that Rousseau “quarreled,
ferociously and usually permanently, with virtually everyone
with whom he had close dealings, and especially those who
befriended him; and it is impossible to study the painful and
repetitive tale of these rows without reaching the conclusion
that he was a mentally sick man.”{6}

Apparently, he cared little for those around him. For example,
his foster-mother rescued him from destitution at least four
times. But later when he did much better financially, and she
became indigent, he did little for her.{7} His five children
born to his mistress were abandoned to the orphanage hospital.
He did not even know the dates of their births and took no
interest in them.

Rousseau even acknowledged “that brooding on his conduct
towards his children led him eventually to formulate theory of
education he put forward in Emile. It also clearly helped to
shape his Social Contract,

published the same year.”{8}

The only woman who ever loved Rousseau summed him up this way:



“He was a pathetic figure, and I treated him with gentleness
and kindness. He was an interesting madman.”{9}

In this article we are studying some of these secular
intellectuals because they have had such a profound impact on
our world even today. But as we can already see from the life
of Rousseau and will see from some of the other men we will
discuss below, they lived decadent lives. They really had no
business telling the rest of us how to live our lives.

Karl Marx

Paul Johnson concludes that Marx “has had more impact on
actual events, as well as on the minds of men and women, than
any other intellectual in modern times.”{10}

Marx claimed that his philosophy was scientific. Paul Johnson
disagrees and says it was not scientific. “He felt he had
found a scientific explanation of human behavior in history
akin to Darwin’s theology of evolution.”{11} Although Marx
obtained a doctorate in philosophy he really wasn’t a scholar,
at least in the traditional sense. He actually spent more time
organizing the Communist League and collecting material.

Paul Johnson says there were three strands in Marx: the poet,
the journalist, and the moralist. He used poetic imagery which
actually became part of his political vision. He was also a
journalist and fairly good one at that. He also made use of
aphorisms. Many of the most famous were borrowed from others.
Two of the best known are: “The proletarians have nothing to
lose but their chains,” and “Religion in the opium of the
people.”

The moral impulse of Marx began with “his hatred of usury and
moneylenders.”{12} He believed that Jews had corrupted
Christianity. His solution, therefore, was to abolish the
Jewish attitude toward money. Ultimately, the Jews and the
corrupted version of Christianity would disappear. Later Marx



broadened his critique to blame the bourgeois class as a
whole.

How did Marx treat others? “Marx quarreled with everyone with
whom he associated” unless “he succeeded in dominating them
completely.”{13} He also collected elaborate dossiers about
his political rivals and enemies.”{14} Also, Marx “did not
reject violence or even terrorism when it suited his
tactics.”{15} Later Lenin, Stalin, and Mao would practice such
violence on an enormous scale.

Central to his hatred of capitalism was probably his
incompetence in handling money. He never seriously attempted
to get and hold down a job. Instead, Engels became the primary
source of income for Marx and his family. In fact, Engels
nearly ended the relationship when he once received a letter
from Marx that virtually ignored the death of a woman Engels
loved and focused the rest of the letter asking for money.

Life for his wife Jenny and their children was a nightmare. In
time her jewelry ended up at the pawnshop. “Their beds were
sold to pay the butcher, milkman, chemist and baker.”{16} He
even denied his daughters a satisfactory education. After his
wife’'s death, the family nursery-maid became his mistress and
conceived a child whom Marx would never acknowledge. Once
again, we see the decadent 1lives of these secular
intellectuals.

Bertrand Russell

Paul Johnson says that “No intellectual in history offered
advice to humanity over so long a period as Bertrand
Russell.”{17} His first book was published when Queen Victoria
was still alive, and his last book came out the year Richard
Nixon resigned because of Watergate. He also wrote countless
newspaper and magazine articles. He wrote so much because he
found writing to be so easy, and he was well paid for it.



Russell was an orphan, but his parents (who were atheists)
left instructions for him to be brought up on the teaching of
John Stuart Mill.His grandmother, however, would have none of
it and raised him in an atmosphere

of Bibles and Blue Books, taught by governesses and tutors.
Nevertheless, he rejected religion as a teenager and remained
an unbeliever the rest of his life.

“No man ever had a stronger confidence in the power of
intellect, though he tended to see it almost as an abstract,
disembodied force.”{18} For much “of his life he spent in
telling the public what they ought to think and do, and this
intellectual evangelism completely dominated the second half
of his long life.”{19} On a number of occasions, he found
himself in trouble with the law, being sued and fined for
articles he wrote.

Paul Johnson remarked that “No one was more detached from
physical reality than Russell. He could not work the simplest
mechanical device or perform any of the routine tasks which
even the most pampered man does without thinking.”{20}

He said that the First World War caused him to revise the
views he held about human behavior, in part because he could
not understand how people’s emotions function in wartime.
Reading him produced “a sense of wonder in the normal reader
that so clever a man could be so blind to human nature.”{21}

Bertrand Russell believed “that the ills of the world could be
largely solved by logic, reason, and moderation.” But here was
his inconsistency. “When preaching his humanist idealism,
Russell set truth above any other consideration. But in a
corner, he was liable-indeed likely—to try to lie his way out

of 1t."”{22}

As we have documented with other secular intellectuals,
Russell also exploited women (especially his wives) as well as
others who worked with him. This does seem to be a pattern.



When students are required to read the works of many these
men, they are never told about their lives. Although we are
supposed to respect their intellect, once we study their lives
we find that there was very little to respect.

Jean-Paul Sartre

Paul Johnson concludes that “no philosopher this century has
had so direct an impact on the minds and attitudes of so many
human beings, especially young people, all over the
world.”{23} Existentialism was a popular philosophy for
decades. His plays were hits. His books sold in the millions.

He grew up as a spoiled child (his father dying when he was
fifteen months), with his grandfather giving him the run of
his library and his mother providing for him a childhood
“paradise.” He enjoyed one of the best educations

and had a habit of reading three hundred books a year.

In some ways, World War II made Sartre, though the people
around him found little use for him. He “was notorious for
never taking a bath and being disgustingly dirty. What he did
was write.”{24} He didn’t do anything to save the Jews.
Instead, he “concentrated relentless on promoting his own
career. He wrote furiously, plays, philosophy and novels,
mainly in cafés.”{25}

Sartre is known for the philosophy of existentialism, though
the word was not his. The press invented it, and he came to
embrace it. He proposed his philosophy of human freedom at a
time when people were hungry for it. But he also meant that
the existentialist individual must live without excuses. That
is the why he wrote that “Man is condemned to be free.”

Sartre’s companion through life was Simone de Beauvoir, who
was a brilliant writer and philosopher. But he treated her “as
a mistress, surrogate wife, cook and manager, female
bodyguard, and nurse.”{26} He was “the archetype of what in



the 1960s became known as a male chauvinist.”{27} He had
numerous sexual Lliaisons that came and went with some
regularity.

Paul Johnson concludes that “Sartre, like Russell, failed to
achieve any kind of coherence and consistency in his views on
public policy. No body of doctrine survived him."”{28}
Apparently he stood for very little other than to be linked to
the liberal Left.

In this article we have taken a brief look at the lives of
some of the secular intellectuals who have had an influence in
the world. They still have some influence, and so it is worth
asking if we should accept their prescriptions.

These men all lived decadent lives. Most of them mistreated
people in their lives. But even more disturbing is the fact
that they proposed systems of politics, economics, and culture
that have been a failure and devastated millions of lives.
They do not deserve the prominence they are often given in our
universities today. We are expected to revere them, but there
is little in their lives to respect.
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Atheists and Their Fathers

How does one become an atheist? Does a person’s relationship
with his earthly father affect his relationship with his
heavenly Father? These are some of the questions we will
explore in this article as we talk about the book Faith of the
Fatherless by Paul Vitz.

Vitz is a psychologist who was an atheist himself until his
late thirties. He began to wonder if psychology played a role
in one’s belief about God. After all, secular psychologists
have been saying that a belief in God is really nothing more
than infantile wish fulfillment. Dr. Vitz wondered if the shoe
was on the other foot. Could it be that atheists are engaged
in unconscious wish fulfillment?
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After studying the lives of more than a dozen of the world’s
most influential atheists, Dr. Vitz discovered that they all
had one thing in common: defective relationships with their
fathers. The relationship was defective because the father was
either dead, abusive, weak, or had abandoned the children.
When he studied the lives of influential theists during those
same historical time periods, he found they enjoyed a strong,
loving relationship with a father (or a father substitute if
the father was dead).

For example, Friedrich Nietzche lost his father (who was a
pastor) before his fifth birthday. One biographer wrote that
Nietzche was “passionately attached to his father, and the
shock of losing him was profound.” Dr. Vitz writes that
Nietzche had a “strong, intellectually macho reaction against
a dead, very Christian father.” Friedrich Nietzche is best
known as the philosopher who said, “God is dead.” It certainly
seems possible that his rejection of God and Christianity was
a “rejection of the weakness of his father.”

Contrast Nietzche with the life of Blaise Pascal. This famous
mathematician and religious writer lived at a time in Paris
when there was considerable skepticism about religion. He
nevertheless wrote Les pensées (Thoughts), a powerful and
imaginative defense of Christianity, which also attacked
skepticism. Pascal’s father, Etienne, was a wealthy judge and
also an able mathematician. He was known as a good man with
religious convictions. Pascal’s mother died when he was three,
so his father gave up his law practice and home-schooled
Blaise and his sisters.

Here we are going to look at the correlation between our
relationship with our earthly father and our heavenly Father.
No matter what our family background, we are still responsible
for the choices we make. Growing up in an unloving home does
not excuse us from rejecting God, but it does explain why some
people reject God. There may be a psychological component to
their commitment to atheism.



Nietzche and Freud

Friedrich Nietzche is a philosopher who has influenced
everyone from Adolph Hitler to the Columbine killers. His
father was a Lutheran pastor who died of a brain disease
before Nietzche’s fifth birthday. He often spoke positively of
his father and said his death was a great loss, which he never
forgot. One biographer wrote that Nietzche was “passionately
attached to his father, and the shock of losing him was
profound.”

It seems he associated the general weakness and sickness of
his father with his father’s Christianity. Nietzche’s major
criticism of Christianity was that it suffers from an absence,
even a rejection, of “life force.” The God Nietzche chose was
Dionysius, a strong pagan expression of life force. It
certainly seems possible that his rejection of God and
Christianity was a “rejection of the weakness of his father.”

Nietzche’s own philosophy placed an emphasis on the “superman”
along with a denigration of women. Yet his own search for
masculinity was undermined by the domination of his childhood
by his mother and female relatives in a Christian household.
Dr. Vitz says, “It is not surprising, then, that for Nietzche
Christian morality was something for women.” He concludes that
Nietzche had a “strong, intellectually macho reaction against
a dead, very Christian father who was loved and admired but
perceived as sickly and weak.”

Sigmund Freud despised his Jewish father, who was a weak man
unable to support his family. Freud later wrote in two letters
that his father was a sexual pervert, and that the children
suffered as a result. Dr. Vitz believes that Freud’s Oedipus
Complex (which placed hatred of the father at the center of
his psychology) was an expression of “his strong unconscious
hostility to and rejection of his own father.” His father was
involved in a form of reformed Judaism but was also a weak,
passive man with sexual perversions. Freud’s rejection of God



and Judaism seems connected to his rejection of his father.

Both Nietzche and Freud demonstrate the relationship between
our attitudes toward our earthly father and our heavenly
Father. In both cases, there seems to be a psychological
component to their commitment to atheism.

Russell and Hume

Bertrand Russell was one of the most famous atheists of the
last century. Both of Russell’s parents lived on the margin of
radical politics. His father died when Bertrand Russell was
four years old, and his mother died two years earlier. He was
subsequently cared for by his rigidly puritanical grandmother,
who was known as “Deadly Nightshade.” She was by birth a
Scottish Presbyterian, and by temperament a puritan.

Russell’s daughter Katherine noted that his grandmother’s
joyless faith was “the only form of Christianity my father
knew well.” This ascetic faith taught that “the life of this
world was no more than a gloomy testing ground for future
bliss.” She concluded, “My father threw this morbid belief out
the window.”

Dr. Vitz points out that Russell’s only other parent figures
were a string of nannies to whom he often grew quite attached.
When one of the nannies left, the eleven-year-old Bertrand was
“inconsolable.” He soon discovered that the way out of his
sadness was to retreat into the world of books.

After his early years of lost loves and later years of
solitary living at home with tutors, Russell described himself
in this way: “My most profound feelings have remained always
solitary and have found in human things no companionship

The sea, the stars, the night wind in waste places, mean
more to me than even the human beings I love best, and I am
conscious that human affection is to me at bottom an attempt
to escape from the vain search for God.”



Another famous atheist was David Hume. He was born into a
prominent and affluent family. He seems to have been on good
terms with his mother as well as his brother and sister. He
was raised as a Scottish Presbyterian but gave up his faith
and devoted most of his writing to the topic of religion.

Like the other atheists we have discussed, David Hume fits the
pattern. His father died when he was two years old.
Biographies of his life mention no relatives or family friends
who could serve as father-figures. And David Hume is known as
a man who had no religious beliefs and spent his life raising
skeptical arguments against religion in any form.

Both Russell and Hume demonstrate the relationship between our
attitudes toward our earthly father and our heavenly Father.
In each case, there is a psychological component to their
commitment to atheism.

Sartre, Voltaire, and Feuerbach

Jean-Paul Sartre was one of the most famous atheists of the
last century. His father died when he was fifteen months old.
He and his mother lived with his maternal grandparents as his
mother cultivated a very intimate relationship with him. She
concentrated her emotional energy on her son until she
remarried when Sartre was twelve. This idyllic and Oedipal
involvement came to an end, and Sartre strongly rejected his
stepfather.

In those formative years, Sartre’s real father died, his
grandfather was cool and distant, and his stepfather took his
beloved mother away from him. The adolescent Sartre concluded
to himself, “You know what? God doesn’t exist.” Commentators
note that Sartre obsessed with fatherhood all his life and
never got over his fatherlessness. Dr. Vitz concludes that
“his father’s absence was such a painful reality that Jean-
Paul spent a lifetime trying to deny the loss and build a
philosophy in which the absence of a father and of God is the



very starting place for the good or authentic life.”

Another philosopher during the French Enlightenment disliked
his father so much that he changed his name from Arouet to
Voltaire. The two fought constantly. At one point Voltaire’s
father was so angry with his son for his interest in the world
of letters rather than taking up a career in law that he
“authorized having his son sent to prison or into exile in the
West Indies.” Voltaire was not a true atheist, but rather a
deist who believed in an impersonal God. He was a strident
critic of religion, especially Christianity with its
understanding of a personal God.

Ludwig Feuerbach was a prominent German atheist who was born
into a distinguished and gifted German family. His father was
a prominent jurist who was difficult and undiplomatic with
colleagues and family. The dramatic event in young Ludwig’s
life must have been his father’s affair with the wife of one
his father’s friends. They lived together openly in another
town, and she bore him a son. The affair began when Feuerbach
was nine and lasted for nine years. His father publicly
rejected his family, and years later Feuerbach rejected
Christianity. One famous critic of religion said that
Feuerbach was so hostile to Christianity that he would have
been called the Antichrist if the world had ended then.

Each of these men once again illustrates the relationship
between atheism and their fathers.

Burke and Wilberforce

British statesman Edmund Burke is considered by many as the
founder of modern conservative political thought. He was
partly raised by his grandfather and three affectionate
uncles. He later wrote of his Uncle Garret, that he was “one
of the very best men, I believe that ever lived, of the
clearest integrity, the most genuine principles of religion
and virtue.”



His writings are in direct opposition to the radical
principles of the French Revolution. One of his major
criticisms of the French Revolution was its hostility to
religion: “We are not converts of Rousseau; we are not the
disciples of Voltaire; Helevetius has made no progress amongst
us. Atheists are not our preachers.” For Burke, God and
religion were important pillars of a just and civil society.

William Wilberforce was an English statesman and abolitionist.
His father died when he was nine years old, and he was sent to
live with his aunt and uncle. He was extremely close to his
uncle and to John Newton who was a frequent visitor to their
home. Newton was a former slave trader who converted to Christ
and wrote the famous hymn “Amazing Grace.” Wilberforce first
heard of the evils of slavery from Newton’'s stories and
sermons, “even reverencing him as a parent when [he] was a
child.” Wilberforce was an evangelical Christian who went on
to serve in parliament and was instrumental in abolishing the
British slave trade.

As mentioned earlier, Blaise Pascal was a famous mathematician
and religious writer. Pascal’s father was a wealthy judge and
also an able mathematician, known as a good man with religious
convictions. Pascal’s mother died when he was three, so his
father gave up his law practice and home-schooled Blaise and
his sisters. Pascal went on to powerfully present a Christian
perspective at a time when there was considerable skepticism
about religion in France.

I believe Paul Vitz provides an important look at atheists and
theists in his book Faith of the Fatherless. The prominent
atheists of the last few centuries all had defective
relationships with their fathers while the theists enjoyed a
strong, loving relationship with a father or a father
substitute. This might be something to compassionately
consider the next time you witness to an atheist.
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