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The Truth Behind
the New Atheism

I  
arrived by bus from Heathrow Airport to begin 
a research program at the Oxford Centre for 
Missions Studies. I began walking up High 

Street jet-lagged, dragging a suitcase and carrying 
a backpack, but curious for my fi rst look at the fa-
mous little town. After about 100 paces, I noticed 

a plaque on the stone wall 
to my left, and set down my 
luggage to read:

In a house on this site between 
1655 and 1688 lived ROBERT BOYLE. 
Here he discovered BOYLE’S LAW 
and made experiments with an 
AIR PUMP designed by his assistant 
ROBERT HOOKE, Inventor, Scientist 
and Architect who made a MICRO-
SCOPE and thereby identifi ed the 
fi rst living cell.

Boyle and Hooke were 
founding members of the 
Royal Society, which put 
Francis Bacon’s famous call 
to apply science for the good 
of humanity into action. 
Hooke, an inventor and ex-
perimental scientist of many 
talents, published breath-
takingly beautiful still-life 
drawings of microscopic 
herb spores, woven silk, 
mold, and even fl eas that are 
still admired today. Boyle, 

one of the leading scientists of his day and a devout 
Christian, established a lecture series in his will for 

“proving the Christian religion 
against notorious Infi dels, to wit, 
Atheists, Th eists (Deists), Pagans, 

Jews and Mahometans; not 
descending lower to any 
controversies that are among 
Christians themselves.”1

Religious controversy, one 
might say, has come to a 
new “Boyle” today. Th e most 
notorious infi del of our time 
works in New College across 
the street and down an al-
ley. Richard Dawkins, Oxford 
Professor of the Public Understanding 
of Science, is—like Boyle and Hooke—passionate 
about science. And like Hooke, he is meticulous and 
artistic in the pictures he draws (verbal rather than 
engraved) of the living world. But besides his artistry 
with words (he won the 1987 Royal Society of 
Literature Award), Dawkins is known for a concept 
of evolution that focuses on the “selfi sh gene,” for a 
controversial branch of knowledge called memetics, 
and most of all for his impassioned public attacks on 
religion, Christianity in particular.

With his friend the American philosopher Daniel 
Dennett and a young protégé named Sam Harris, 
who, like Dennett, studies human consciousness, 
Dawkins has attempted to parlay the prestige science 
has accumulated since the time of Boyle and Hooke 
into overthrowing Th e God Delusion, as the title of 
his bestselling 2006 volume put it. Dennett’s book, 
Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomena, 
also released in 2006, attempts to show that evolu-
tion can explain religion away without change. 
Harris also hopes to make an End of Faith, as his 
fi rst book advocated. Harris’ bestseller Letter to a 
Christian Nation added to the chorus.

Th ese books are aptly titled. Th ey argue not only 
that religion is wrong and there is no God, but that 
faith is a curse upon the human race. Harris’ books 
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were written in the context of 9/11 and are passion-
ate about the dangers of religion. He describes the 
Bible as inarticulate, morally repugnant, and false. 
Dawkins enlists a company of adjectives to
battle the Old Testament Yahweh:

Arguably the most unpleasant character in all fi ction: jealous 
and proud of it, a petty, unjust, unforgiving control freak; a vin-
dictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser; a misogynist, homophobic, 
racist, infanticidal, genocidal, fi licidal, pestilential, megaloma-
niacal, sadomasochistic, capriciously malevolent bully.2

Dennett fi nds a bit more good in religion, but in a 
way, his criticism is even more radical. He off ers a 
theory as to how the human race fell into this trap. 
By backwards muttering, he hopes to “break the 
spell” of faith.

Th ese attacks don’t come in 
a vacuum. In recent years 
various schools of skepticism 
have argued that religion 
can be explained naturally, 
the Gospels are unhistorical, 
Gnostic “Gospels” are just as 
good or better than the ones 
in the Bible, the Vatican was 
led by “Hitler’s Pope” during 
World War II, and the “reli-
gious right” brings the threat 
of “Christian fascism” to the 
United States. One is reminded 
of the passengers in the airline 
disaster spoof Airplane who line 
up with boxing gloves, a whip, 
a baseball bat, and a gun to 
take their anxiety out on one of 
their fellow passengers.

Dawkins, Harris, and Dennett 
form the core of what I call 
the New Atheism. Th ey agree 
much, and quote one another 
often and warmly. Th ey bor-
row what they like from many 
schools of skepticism and from 
rationalist arguments going 
back to Voltaire, Tom Paine, 
and Bertrand Russell (to whom 
Dawkins is often compared). 

Between them, they advance seven arguments: 

1. Faith is irrational. Faith means “believing not only without 

evidence, but in the teeth of the evidence,” as Dawkins 

famously put it.3 

2.  Evolution undercuts any reason there may have once been 

to believe in God (which is why few eminent scientists 

are religious). 

3.  Biological and social evolution can explain the origin of religion. 

4.  The Bible is, at best, a jumbled aggregate of theological cullings 

that do little to enrich humanity and much to harm us. 

5.  The Jesus of history was (at best) mortal. 

6.  Christians in the United States (the “American Taliban,” 

Dawkins calls them) constitute a profound threat to democracy. 

7.  All in all, the world would be better off  without the gospel of 

Jesus Christ, or any religion.

Th e trio harmonizes in tone almost as much as in 
substance. None mourns the death of God: they are 
eager to heap dirt on his coffi  n, and volunteer to dig 
his grave deeper. Dawkins is called an “evangelist” 
or “Darwinian fundamentalist” even by some secular 
colleagues, like his béte noire Steven Jay Gould (who, 
with the likes of biologist E.O. Wilson and Michael 
Shermer, off ers skepticism in a mellower tone). 
Dennett compares himself to a “revivalist preacher,”4 
while Harris’s passionate jibes at theistic religion (“an 
average Christian, in an average church, listening to 
an average Sunday sermon has achieved a level of ar-
rogance simply unimaginable in scientifi c discourse”) 
seem designed to rankle as much as subvert.5

Th e talented polemicist Christopher Hitchens 
chimed in a year later with his subtly titled god Is Not 
Great: How Religion Poisons Everything, violating all 
the rules of grammar, never mind courteous dis-
course, to express contempt for his Creator.

How should a Christian respond?

An answer to such “notorious infi dels” needs, I 
think, to fi nd a middle path between two errors. On 
the one hand, a mocking or sarcastic response would 
feed the Us vs. Th em mimesis, giving 
readers something to cheer or jeer, de-
pending on who you’re rooting for, but 
not persuade anyone. Such a tone is also 
unworthy of the gospel. On the other 
hand, the New Atheists are often con-
temptuous of moderates (and for Gould’s 
well-intentioned suggestion that religion 
and science be assigned separate spheres 
of infl uence—“Non-Overlapping Mag-
isteria,” or “NOMA”). Th e New Atheists 
have set the cathedral on fi re. I plan to put it out, 
not roast marshmallows while it burns. Th e skeptics, 
I will argue, are fl atly and often spectacularly wrong.Bertrand Russell 
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But I also think these and other critics do believ-
ers, and those who want to know whether or not to 
believe, a favor. Th e Christian tradition has always 
taught that faith needs to be tested by 
reason. Dawkins consolidates the most 
common modern objections to Chris-
tianity. Harris asks a few key questions 
with “burning anxiety” (to borrow a 
phrase from one of those issues, the 
debate over the role of Christianity in the 
Holocaust). Dennett popularizes new 
anti-God theories, giving us a chance to 
look more closely at this strange phe-
nomena called man and consider why he 
tends to believe in God, even at gawdfor-
saken times and places.

Some of Jesus’ greatest sayings came in 
response to criticism. In the second 
century, a skeptic wrote an attack on 
Christianity known today from the 
philosopher Origen’s response, Against 
Celsus. If the blood of martyrs is the 
seedbed of the church, intellectual 
criticism can be the showers that make 
those seeds grow.

Of course I won’t cover all the issues 
that these or other new atheists (Chris-
topher Hitchens, Carl Sagan, Steven 
Weinberg) bring up. I won’t venture 
too deeply into philosophical “proofs” 
for or against God. Dawkins disputes 
Th omas Aquinas’ arguments and off ers 
what he sees as a telling blow against 
theism: “Who designed the designer?”6 
Any Creator must be more complex 
than what he creates, so doesn’t belief 
in God just complicate matters? Better 
philosophers than Dawkins or I, includ-
ing Alvin Plantinga and Richard Swin-
burne, have answered these questions. 
Dawkins also assumes the cosmological 
argument for God (“the universe had 
a beginning, therefore a Beginner”) 
has fallen into disuse. In fact, Wil-
liam Lane Craig jousts with leading 
unbelieving philosophers on this very 
issue in debates that can easily be found 
online, and the big bang theory has 
moved quite a few physicists and astrono-
mers to discuss it openly. I leave readers to 
judge for themselves how moribund that 
argument is.

Evolutionary biologist Alan Orr doubts the ques-
tion of God should center on abstract reasoning too 
much, however:

Since when is a scientifi c hypothesis confi rmed by philosophi-
cal gymnastics, not data? The fact that we as scientists fi nd a 
hypothesis question-begging—as when Dawkins asks “who 

designed the designer?”—cannot, in itself, settle 
its truth value. It could, after all, be a brute fact of 
the universe that it derives from some transcendent 
mind, however question-begging this may seem.7

What we’ve learned about the origin 
and nature of the universe has given 
these old debates new life in recent 
years. But I, too, prefer brute facts. I’ll 
concentrate my response on earthbound 
evidence for the rationality and value of 
the Christian faith.

Th e challenge of the New Atheists can 
be summarized in three sets of questions, 
and High Street in Oxford, stand-
ing across from St. Mary’s Cathedral 
(where C.S. Lewis preached his famous 
“Weight of Glory” sermon), outside the 
home where Boyle and Hooke worked, 
a block from the garden where penicillin 
was discovered, and the college where 
Schrodinger’s cat fi rst met her fate, is 
a good place to ask them. First, we ask 
about God and science. Is faith irratio-
nal? Does evolution make belief unten-
able? If not, why do so few modern heirs 
of Boyle and Hooke believe? Did God 
create man, or did man create God?

Second, Dawkins’ friend and colleague 
Sir John Krebs is the principal of “Jesus 
College.” Th e richest college here—
where John Wesley, Lewis Carroll, and 
John Locke taught, and 16 future prime 
ministers studied—is Christ College. 
Who is Jesus Christ? How does he help 
solve the riddle of God and the meaning 
of life? Th e answer, of course, lies in the 
Bible, which the New Atheists see as a 
dubious document. Are they reading 
it right?

Th ird, look around this town, 
founded in the early eighth century 
as a monastery by the semi-legend-

ary shy princess St. Frideswide (whose 
unwanted suitor, following a tradition 
already half a millennia old, was struck 

blind in a forest, then healed by the virgin 
saint). Does faith blind or heal? Is an 
incipient “American Taliban” on the verge 

of dragging the United States back into the Dark 
Ages? Does morality evolve? What did the Enlight-
enment have to do with Adolf Hitler and Joseph 

Lewis Carroll

Origen

John Wesley

John Locke



www.missionfrontiers.org Mission Frontiers  May-June 2008  19

Stalin? Is religion mainly a horror 
story of witch-hunting, inquisitions, 
and caste oppression? (Such as the 
burning of three famous Anglican 
bishops for heresy a fi ve-minute walk 
from this spot?) Or has the gospel 
molded the very stones upon which 
the New Atheists walk, the key 
foundational principles of Western, 
and now world, civilization?

Th e value of any viewpoint lies in 
what it allows us to see. Th e makers 
of the modern world—Rousseau, 
Voltaire, Freud, Marx, Darwin, 
Kinsey, Mead—often tangled their 
facts. But they inspired people to 
see life from new perspectives. Th ey 
opened doors to what followers 
perceived as a wider world.

Dawkins, Dennett, and Harris are 
talented storytellers too. Th e power 
of their arguments lie primarily, I 
think, in the map of reality they 
draw as apprentices to the afore-
mentioned and other Enlightenment 
cartographers.

After describing the fl aws in their 
map of reality, therefore, I will briefl y 
sketch a map of my own. If Dennett 
aims to break the spell of faith, 
you might accuse me (in this fi nal 
chapter) of casting a new one. But 
enchantments are set to liberate as 
well as to bind, to help people see as 
well as to blind them. f
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Seminars for International Church Leaders, Missionaries, Mission
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FOLLOWING JESUS AS MISSION

OVERSEAS MINISTRIES 
STUDY CENTER

490 Prospect Street, New Haven, CT 06511
(203) 624-6672, ext. 315    study@OMSC.org

For details, visit www.OMSC.org/seminars.html

Eight sessions for $145 unless otherwise noted.

September 8–12, 2008
How to Develop Mission and Church 
Archives. Ms. Martha Lund Smalley, Yale 
Divinity School Library, New Haven, Con-
necticut, helps missionaries and church lead-
ers identify, organize, and preserve essential 
records. Cosponsored by First Presbyterian 
Church (New Haven). 

September 15–19
The Internet and Mission: Getting Started.
In a hands-on workshop, Mr. Wilson Thomas, 
Wilson Thomas Systems, Bedford, New Hamp-
shire, and Dr. Dwight P. Baker, OMSC associ-
ate director, show how to get the most out of the 
World Wide Web for mission research. 

September 22–26
Doing Oral History: Helping Christians 
Tell Their Own Story. Dr. Jean-Paul Wiest, 
director of the Jesuit Beijing Center, Beijing, 
China, and Mrs. Michèle Sigg, DACB project 
manager, share skills and techniques for docu-
menting mission and church history. Cospon-
sored by Wycliffe International. 

October 6–10
Communicating Gospel Truth to the Totally 
Unreached. Rev. Ajith Fernando, Youth for Christ, 
Sri Lanka, leads participants in considering how 
the Gospel can be communicated to people with 
worldviews that are very different from the biblical 
worldview. Cosponsored by Christian Reformed 
World Missions, CrossGlobal Link, and the U.S. 
Center for World Mission. 

October 13–17
Culture, Interpersonal Conflict, and Chris-
tian Mission. Dr. Duane H. Elmer, Trinity 
Evangelical Divinity School, helps Christian 
workers strengthen interpersonal skills and 
resolve conflicts among colleagues, including 
host-country peoples. Cosponsored by Episco-
pal Church / Mission Personnel and Lutheran 
Church–Missouri Synod World Mission. 

October 20–24
Nurturing and Educating Transcultural 
Kids. Ms. Janet Blomberg and Ms. Elizabeth 
Stephens of Interaction International help you 
help your children meet the challenges they 
face as third-culture persons. Cosponsored by 
St. John’s Episcopal Church (New Haven). 

November 3–7
Understanding the Western Missionary 
Movement IV: The Second World War 
and the Old Age of the Western Mission-
ary Movement. Dr. Andrew F. Walls, honor-
ary professor, University of Edinburgh, and 
former director of the Centre for the Study 
of Christianity in the Non-Western World, 
presents OMSC’s fourth Distinguished Mis-
sion Lectureship series—five lectures with 
discussions. Consultation with participants on 
topics of interest. Cosponsored by Areopagos, 
American Baptist International Ministries, 
Evangelical Covenant Church World Mission, 
United Methodist General Board of Global 
Ministries, and Wycliffe International. $115

November 10–14
Mission in Europe—East and West. Dr. 
Peter Kuzmic, Gordon-Conwell Theological 
Seminary and Evangelical Theological Semi-
nary, Osijek, Croatia, explores the new con-
text and new role for missions in a changed 
Europe, both East and West. Cosponsored by 
Black Rock Congregational Church (Fairfield, 
Connecticut) and Wycliffe International. 

November 17–21
Multicultural Partnerships: Strategies for 
Training and Leadership. Dr. Judith E. 
Lingenfelter, Biola University, and Dr. Sher-
wood G. Lingenfelter, Fuller Theological 
Seminary, senior mission scholars in residence 
at OMSC, focus on strategies for building 
communities of trust and for equipping lead-
ers to empower team members from different 
cultural backgrounds to work more effectively 
together. Cosponsored by Christar, InterVar-
sity Missions, Mennonite Central Committee, 
Moravian Church Board of World Mission, 
SIM USA, and The Mission Society. 

December 1–5
The Gospel of Peace Engaging the Mus-
lim Ummah (Community). Dr. David W. 
Shenk, Eastern Mennonite Missions, explores 
the church’s calling to bear witness to the Gos-
pel of peace in its engagement with Muslims 
whether in contexts of militancy or in settings of 
moderation. Cosponsored by Eastern Mennonite 
Missions–Global Ministries and St. Andrew’s 
Episcopal Church (Livingston, Montana).

December 8–12
Exploring Images of Jesus in Various Cul-
tures. Dr. Diane B. Stinton, Daystar Univer-
sity, Nairobi, a senior mission scholar in resi-
dence at OMSC, examines God’s revelation of 
Christ as recorded in the New Testament and 
then explores human reflection on Christ in 
later centuries and across various cultures. Co-
sponsored by Mennonite Central Committee.
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