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     Last fall Jim Accord led a book study at church on American Fascists:  The Christian Right and the War on America by Chris Hedges.  In it he explored several groups of Christian Fundamentalists, calling it “the most frightening mass movement in American History.”  Having lived that life for many years, and been intimately involved in some of the groups he described, I came away with two thoughts:  He had described the ideology, techniques, and motivations accurately, but had overstated the threat.  Although some Christian Fundamentalists would indeed love to establish a nation with civil laws based primarily on Biblical laws, there is not a single movement known as “fundamentalists,” nor do the various groups agree with each other.  In fact, they often attack each other as heretics.  Put a serious Mormon, Roman Catholic, and Fundamentalist Baptist of the Bob Jones University ilk together in a room, and ask them to discuss who REALLY does God’s will, then watch the fun.  Still, what Hedges describes in his book was pretty accurate; it’s just the degree of threat that is debatable.  

     I was intrigued, therefore, when Jancy showed me Hedge’s new book on one of our trips to the library.  I Don’t Believe in Atheists promised more fundamentalist bashing, but in the interest of equal time, this time it would be the atheist fundamentalists getting clobbered.  Always on the look for books that might be good for a book discussion at church, I checked it out.   I read the first part of the book, and it made me want to keep reading.  Here are a few quotes:

     The agenda of the new atheists, however, is disturbing.  These atheists embrace a belief system as intolerant, chauvinistic and bigoted as that of religious fundamentalists.  They propose a route to collective salvation and the moral advancement of the human species through science and reason.

     Ethics and politics do not advance in line with the growth of knowledge – not even in the long run (pg11)

     Belief in collective moral progress is a seductive one.  It is what has doomed populations in the past who have chased after impossible dreams, and it threatens to doom us again.  It is, at its core, the enticing delusion that we can be more human, that we can become gods.  We have nothing to fear from those who do or do not believe in God; we have much to fear from those who do not believe in sin.  The concept of sin is a stark acknowledgement that we can never be omnipotent, that we are bound and limited by human flaws and self-interest. (pg 14)

     The prospects for human nature are bleak . . . We cannot stop the destructive forces we have unleashed. We can only hope to lessen the disasters looming before us.  This will require a sober dispassionate response, one that accepts the severe limitation of humanity and gives up utopian fantasies.  (pp 31-32)

Comparing televangelists and atheists, he concludes:  The danger is not religion or science.  The danger is fundamentalism itself.  (pg 32)

     The new atheists, like all fundamentalists, flee form complexity.  They can cope with religion in its most primitive and abusive form.  They are helpless when confronted by a faith that challenges their caricatures. (pg 34)
     Up to this point I was intrigued.  Hedges has posed some interesting questions, and I was eager to see what he proposed.  How should be behave, what should religion be like, with a proper understanding of sin and human limitations?  Was any for of atheism acceptable?  I bought a copy of the book so I could mark it up, and figured it would be good either for a book study or a Sunday talk.

     Unfortunately, it was here that it started to come apart, as I found once I started taking notes in my newly purchased copy.  Hedges argues that “These atheists’ knowledge of the Bible, as well as the Koran and other religious texts, is shallow and haphazard.  They do not distinguish between religious myth and factual narrative . . . The Bible, which they are so fond of attacking as incoherent, was never designed to be a coherent book.”  The problem with this statement is that fundamentalists DO believe it is a coherent book.  This is a widely held belief, and it is this that the atheists are attacking.  It is unfair of Hedges to blame atheists for attacking this view, as it is indeed one that needs attacking.  Hedges cannot pretend this is a straw man set up by atheists.  Fundamentalists DO believe in Noah’s flood and a six-day creation.  Fundamentalists do not admire Biblical myth; they never look at the Bible that way.  

     Hedges spends most of the book attacking Christopher Hitchens, Richard Dawkins, Sam Harris, and Daniel Dennett.  He assumes the reader is very familiar with the works of all of these men, because he seldom quotes from their books.  More common is a statement like this:

     Hitchens remains captive to the illusion that the human species can progress through reason and science.  He has traded the hollow slogans of the left for the hollow slogans of the right.  But he never discarded his dangerous utopian fantasies, his Enlightenment belief in collective moral progress. Pg 58

     Unless you’ve read multiple books by these men, you’ll just have to take Hedges word for it.  I have no way of knowing if any of these men have utopian illusions, and I’m not convinced after reading this book that they do.  

     Chapter 3, entitled “The New Fundamentalism” is a much more thought-provoking chapter.  Here Hedges lays out the fact that technology and science have made our wars much more lethal, and atheistic governments have killed millions of people, with no signs of human morality improving.  In WWII, 72 million people died, 47 million were civilians.  The Soviets killed 60 million from 1917 to 1959.  140,000 people died at Hiroshima.

     Hedges maintains, with ample quotes from other sources, that the west lies to itself about the atrocities it commits.  It is indeed true that in WWII, civilian populations were targeted, because a greater military goal would be achieved.  The fire bombing raids on Dresden and Tokyo preceded the dropping of the atom bombs, and there was no question there would be massive civilian causalities.  One could argue convincingly that if we had lost the war, our leaders would have been convicted of war crimes, just as Nazi leaders were.  While all this is important, and worth discussing, it does not necessarily mean that these decisions were all made by godless atheists, and once again Hedges fails to make a convincing argument.  

     He does better when he argues thus:

     The language of religion-the call to respect life as created in God’s image-is a call to an ethic that goes beyond the utilitarian.  It honors the sacred. It is not irrational, but it is not rational.  Perhaps it is best described as nonrational, for it allows believers to remain in a world that is real while holding up an ideal and an ethic that cannot be scientifically examined.  This is the basis for the spiritual dimension to human existence. . . . Faith is not in conflict with reason.  Faith does not conflict with scientific truth, unless faith claims to express a scientific truth. . . . this faith can separate the rational world from the powerful nonrational experiences and emotions-love would be one-that infuse and give meaning to our lives. Pg 89

     I think this is one of the most important passages in the book, and I would have loved to read more on this.  However, it comes at the end of a chapter, and hedges moves on to another topic, our delusions that humanity is getting better.

     Hedges was a foreign correspondent for the New York Times for 20 years, and has seen a great deal of warfare.  He argues that the most evil, most venal people are most likely to survive, both in war and as prisoners.  He quote Primo Levi, who wrote about survival in Auschwitz:

     Those who carried out acts of compassion were the first to perish.  Only the worst survived. . . To make morality one’s deepest commitment usually meant death. ( pg 104).

     Hedges also attacks both Christians and Atheists for having a naïve view of the goodness of mankind.  He blames Christians for promulgating the myth that the US must bring enlightenment to the rest of humanity.  Early English settlers believed it was God’s will that they convert the heathen, or failing that, kill them and drive them off their land. The notion of Manifest Destiny led to wars in Mexico, Cuba, and the Philippines.  Later, our Armies were used to spread democracy in places like Vietnam and Iraq.  What isn’t clear is when he starts blaming the atheists instead of the fundamentalists.  One can hardly accuse the Bush administration of operating as an atheistic organization.

     After this we get a chapter criticizing our involvement in Iraq, which is full of good points, but again has little to do with the Title of the Book. The next chapter argues that wars are driven by humiliation, such as the rise of Nazi Germany after the humiliating surrender terms after WWI, or the US response to the attacks of 9/11. However, Osama Bin Laden uses humiliation to justify suicide attacks, whether it be the humiliation of having infidels in the holy land, or the way the British carved up the Arab lands into the countries we have today.

     At this point Hedges finally returns to the atheists he has been attacking.  He pronounces them ignorant, argues that the Koran is emphatic about the rights of other religions to practice their own beliefs (a debatable point; the Koran is certainly clear that all these others go to hell for eternal torment), and claims the problems we face now are based on humiliation, not religious beliefs.  He says the new atheists have set the West up as superior because of our rational beliefs.  This is a bit of a straw man for him to knock down.  Obviously all cultures are capable of great evil, and the US has done a great deal of killing too.  We really don’t have a moral leg to stand on, if you take all of our history into account.  But what Hedges fails to do here again is do much actual quoting of the atheists.

     He does do a good job of pointing out the horrors of war.  He argues that when the atom bombs were dropped on Japan, the goal was to kill as many civilians as possible for maximum psychological impact.  The goal was to get the Japanese to surrender, and it worked.  But he argues that the deliberate targeting of civilians is morally indefensible.  While all this is interesting, and worth study, it again veers away from the subject of atheism.

     The final chapter is an attack on materialism, and with it television and a visual based society.  Somehow all this is the fault of atheists.

      They tell us what we want to believe about ourselves.  They assure us that we are good.  They proclaim the violence employed in our name a virtue. They champion our ignorance as knowledge.  They assure us that there is no reason to investigate other ways of being. Our way of life is best. They indulge us in our delusional dream of human perfectibility.  They tell us we will be saved by science and rationality.  They tell us that humanity is moving inexorably forward.  None of this is true. It defies human nature and human history.  But it is what we want to believe. (pg 184).

     And that sums the book up nicely.  Make of it what you will.    

