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Introduction
The Parable of the Good Samaritan Atheist

One day at a Starbucks in southern California an expert in the Bible stood
up to test Jesus. “Teacher,” he asked while sipping his Americano, “what
must I do to inherit eternal life?”
“What is written in the Law?” Jesus replied. “How do you read it?”
He answered, “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with
all your soul and with all your strength and with all your mind’; and, ‘Love
your neighbor as yourself.’”
“You have answered correctly,” Jesus replied. “Do this and you will
live.”
But he wanted to justify himself, so he asked Jesus, “And who is my
neighbor?”
In reply, Jesus said:
“A man was driving from San Diego to Los Angeles when he was carjacked by robbers. They stripped him of his clothes, beat him and went
away, leaving him half dead. A Christian pastor from a mega church in San
Bernardino happened to be going down the interstate, and when he saw the
man, he passed by on the other side. A little while later a famous theologian
from a seminary in La Mirada was driving by when he came to the place
and saw him. But he was late for class and so he passed by on the other side.
A short while after this a famous atheist was on his way to a skeptics’
convention at UCLA. As he drove along in his Toyota Prius (it’s the one
with a Darwin fish sticker on the bumper) he came to where the man was;
and when he saw him, he took pity on him. He pulled onto the shoulder
of the road, went out, and administered first aid. Then he put the man in
the back seat of the Prius and brought him to a local hospital. The hospital
demanded to see the man’s health insurance. ‘I don’t know that he has any,’
xi
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said the atheist. So he pulled out his credit card. ‘Look after him,’ he said,
‘and you can charge any necessary expenses on my card.’
“Which of these three do you think was a neighbor to the man who
fell into the hands of robbers?”
The expert in the Bible replied, “The one who had mercy on him.”
Jesus told him, “Go and do likewise.”

You might possibly find a good Samaritan if you looked really hard.
But a good atheist?

xii

1
The pastor said, “Atheists are brain dead”

Pastor John Hagee really doesn’t like atheists. Whenever the topic of the
godless comes up in his sermons, Hagee lets them have it with both barrels blazing. And it isn’t hard to see why: attacking atheists seems to be a
sure way to rile up the crowd, for his harangues regularly invite raucous
applause and even standing ovations from the boisterous congregation.
Consider this fiery excerpt that Hagee recently delivered from the pulpit:
The Bible says, “The fool has said in his heart there is no God.”
Atheists say there is no God. Let me tell you that atheism has never
painted a masterpiece. Atheism has never dispelled fear. Atheism
has never healed a disease. Faith in God has, but not atheism.
Atheism has never given anyone peace of mind. Atheism has
never dried a tear. Atheism has never given an intellectual answer
to the creation. Atheism is bankrupt and empty. It’s brain dead!1

Take note: Those with weaker constitutions can leave their seeker sensitivity at the door. Hagee calls it like he sees it, and if he sees atheists to be
brain dead fools, he’ll be more than willing to speak his mind.
In case you think that Hagee was just having a bad day, on another
occasion he offered the following blunt advice to any atheists he may have
offended: “To the atheist watching this telecast, if our belief in God offends
you . . . move! There are planes leaving every hour on the hour going every

1. Right Wing Watch. “Atheism Has Never Healed a Disease.”
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place on planet earth. Get on one. We don’t want you and we won’t miss you,
I promise you.”2
Yikes.
When you think about it, this is an extraordinary picture: one of
America’s leading pastors denouncing a significant portion of the American population—a group that includes a broad cross-section of society—as
brain dead. And then to add insult to injury, he advises them that if they
don’t like his diagnosis, they can get out of the country because they’re not
wanted and they won’t be missed.
I’m not saying that Christians need to buy wholesale into the seeker
sensitive movement, but isn’t this a bit much?
And just so we’re clear, Hagee and his church (Cornerstone Church in
San Antonio, Texas) are not a fringe group like Westboro Baptist, that club
of forty misanthropes in Topeka, Kansas who picket everything on behalf
of the wrath of God. Cornerstone Church is in the mainstream of North
American Christianity with more than 20,000 people in weekly attendance.
Hagee’s sermons are televised around the world, he regularly appears on
Christian and secular media outlets, and several of his books have topped
the New York Times Bestseller list. So his opinions matter, and if Hagee
thinks atheists are “brain dead,” you can bet other Christians do as well.

God’s not dead. But the atheist professor is
Okay, so Hagee’s clearly a mover and a shaker and he believes atheists are
basically dullards. But could it be that his views on atheism are idiosyncratic, and thus not representative of mainstream Christian views?
That is certainly possible. However, the evidence instead suggests
to the contrary that Hagee’s hostility is representative of the conservative
Christian mainstream. Just consider the 2014 film God’s Not Dead, which
centers on the intellectual duel between a young Christian student and his
atheistic philosophy professor. Made on a shoestring budget of two million dollars, the movie went on to gross over sixty million dollars at the
box office. And its amazing run of success has continued on DVD: as of
late October, 2014 (a mere three months after its release to DVD) it had
garnered over 3,000 reviews on Amazon.com with an impressive average
4 ½ stars rating. Bottom line: this movie was a formidable mainstream box
2. Right Wing Watch. “Hagee Tells Atheists To Leave the Country b/c They Are Not
Wanted & Won’t Be Missed.”
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office success which was buoyed to those heights by legions of Christian
movie goers. So how does it depict atheists?
The picture isn’t pretty. The story focuses on the confrontation between atheist philosophy professor Jeffery Radisson (Kevin Sorbo) and a
young evangelical Christian student named Josh Wheaton (Shane Harper).
On the first day of class Professor Radisson directs all the students to write
“God is dead,” Nietzsche’s infamous declaration, on a sheet of paper. Only
one student, young Josh, refuses to do so. Radisson is outraged at the young
man’s intransigence. And so as punishment he demands that Josh defend
God’s existence in front of the class over the next three sessions.
Josh takes up the challenge. Despite the fact that he is merely a freshman facing the overwhelming first semester of university, he still manages
to prepare and deliver a sequence of presentations defending God’s existence (replete with animation and graphics) which is so sophisticated and
polished that it could impress any TED talk audience. There is no question
about who wins this debate. At the end of Josh’s three lectures, his fellow
students all stand, one after another, to declare him the clear winner over
Professor Radisson. Although all eighty of these students had declared that
“God is dead” only three classes before, now every one of them apparently
believes God exists.3
The starkness of the outcome raises an important question: if the
evidence for God is really this overwhelming, then why is Professor Radisson an atheist in the first place? That question is answered at one point
in the film when Radisson dramatically reveals that he is deeply angry at
God for allowing his mother to die when he was twelve. In other words,
Radisson’s unbelief is not an intellectual position. Instead, his sophisticated
philosophical atheism is really just a veneer for a deeply-seated anger at
God. The film provides a particularly insightful glimpse into that rebellious
character when Radisson meets Josh in the hallway and snarls, “There is a
god, and I’m him.” It would seem that Radisson needs to be in charge. No
wonder he’s got a God problem.
Near the end of the movie seemingly everybody in town converges
on a Newsboys concert during which the lead singer, Michael Tait, instructs the audience to send a text declaring “God’s not dead” to all their
phone contacts in honor of the young freshman who humiliated the atheist
3. As each student stood to acknowledge Josh’s supremacy in the battle, I half
expected them to proclaim, “O captain, my captain!” in recognition of a key scene in the
film Dead Poet’s Society.
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philosophy professor. (Apparently word of Josh’s stunning victory has gotten around.)
At the same time that the audience is dutifully texting out the message,
Professor Radisson is hit by a car while crossing the street. Two Christians
immediately appear on the scene and inform Radisson that he is about to
die. Not surprisingly, Professor Radisson does die (presumably because the
plot requires it), but not before he has a deathbed conversion to Christianity. Just after he enters eternity, his phone buzzes with a text from one of his
concert-going contacts: “God’s not dead.”
Right! God’s not dead. But the one-time atheist professor now is. Get
it?! Oh the irony. The entire scenario is a clear riff off the familiar pun:
“God is dead”—Nietzsche
“Nietzsche is dead”—God

Just replace “Nietzsche” with “Radisson.” Nudge nudge, wink wink.
To sum up, with the character of Professor Radisson God’s Not Dead
portrays atheism as borne of angry rebellion at God and in direct opposition
to the overwhelming evidence for God’s existence. What is more, Radisson
illustrates how atheists aim to suppress the views of others and how they
are apt to abandon their skepticism toward God when faced with their own
mortality, thereby revealing their atheism as intellectually dishonest.
Like I said, the picture isn’t pretty.

Would you marry (vote for or steal the shoes of ) an atheist?
The kind of hostility toward atheism that one finds in God’s Not Dead is an
open secret among many atheists. Walter Sinnott-Armstrong captures the
antagonism in his book Morality without God? with the eye-catching title
of the first chapter: “Would You Marry an Atheist?” According to SinnottArmstrong, most people would never consider matrimony with an atheist
for fear that the atheist spouse “would infect children with depravity and
could not be counted on to help with the dishes.”4 The dish washing bit may
be tongue-in-cheek, but Sinnott-Armstrong is quite serious about the general societal hostility toward and mistrust of atheists. In support, he points
to a 2007 USA Today/Gallup poll which asked people whether they would
consider voting in an election for candidates under the following list of
descriptors: Catholic, female, Mormon, elderly, homosexual, and atheistic.
4. Sinnott-Armstrong, Morality without God? 1.
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Guess who came in at the very bottom? Yup, a mere 45 percent responded
that they would even consider voting for an atheist.5
Surveys are one way to identify hostile attitudes toward atheists. Another way is by seeing how many atheist labelled shoes disappear in the
mail. (Bet you didn’t see that one coming!) This story begins with “The
Atheist Shoe Company,” a unique German start-up business which has
distinguished itself in the marketplace by selling comfortable loafers that
declare proudly on the tread, “Ich bin Atheist” (German for “I am atheist”).
The idea, presumably, is to appeal to the growing market of avowed secular and atheistic people in German society with trendy, secular footwear.6
Since a growing number of Germans have the designator “atheist” written
on their hearts, this company thought it would make sense to put it on
their soles as well. (My apologies, but I never miss a good chance to use a
bad pun.)
Atheism may be on the rise in Europe, but it isn’t yet as trendy on
the other side of the Atlantic, a fact that The Atheist Shoe Company found
out the hard way. While the company regularly ships its unique loafers to
secular-minded customers around the world, it began to notice that an
inordinately high number of shoes shipped to the United States were not
reaching their destination. In their search for an explanation, the company
began to suspect the problem lay with the highly visible “atheist” labelled
packing tape (a reasonable hypothesis when you’re in the land where pastors denounce atheists as “brain dead”). Could it be that the deliveries were
being intercepted by pious postal workers who took offense at the prominent display of the word “atheist” on the package?
The resourceful folks at The Atheist Shoe Company put this hypothesis to the test with a clever experiment. They mailed out 178 packages to
eighty-nine addresses across the United States with half of the packages
wrapped in the distinctive “atheist” tape and the other half wrapped in
plain tape. The results were startling: nine of the atheist-identified packages
never arrived at their destination while only one of the non-atheist packages failed to arrive. In other words, packages marked with the word “atheist” were nine times as likely to disappear en route to the shipping address.
5. Ibid., 5.
6. In the last several decades Germany has become increasingly secular. According to
a 2005 poll, 25 percent of Germans have no belief in God whatsoever, while an additional
25 percent believe only in some sort of vague life force. See European Commission,
“Special Eurobarometer,” 9.
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In addition, the atheist packages that did arrive took an average of three
extra days.7 The results were too striking to be explained away by chance.
When I blogged on the topic one of my readers, himself an employee
of the US Postal Service, was positively indignant. “The mail is sacrosanct,”
he exclaimed.8 So what is it about a package labelled “atheist” that could
lead an otherwise principled postal worker to violate that sacrosanct duty
to deliver the mail? A plausible answer is not hard to find. If atheists are, as
many Christians believe, fools who arrogantly suppress the knowledge they
have of God, if they really are brain dead, and if atheism is nothing more
than a cheap cloak for sinful moral rebellion, then it isn’t that surprising
that some people might see fit to take punitive action against atheists . . .
even if that means stealing their shoes!
In sum, Pastor John Hagee’s invective against atheists is not all that
exceptional. As the movie God’s Not Dead and the missing atheist shoes
suggest, antipathy toward atheism is widespread. Atheists today are viewed
with a deep suspicion by the wider population. As atheistic philosopher
Louise M. Antony puts it, “We are presumed to be arrogant, devoid of
moral sentiments, and insensitive to a wide variety of human goods.”9

Introducing the Rebellion Thesis . . . and the road ahead
Now that we have a better sense of just how widespread the hostility is
toward atheists, we need to ask where it comes from. While there are likely
several factors involved, in this book I will be looking at what I believe
to be the primary source of this hostility, at least insofar as Christians are
concerned. I believe it is ultimately sourced in a set of beliefs about the
origin and nature of atheism, a view that I call the Rebellion Thesis. I define
the thesis as follows:
Rebellion Thesis: While atheists profess to believe that God does not
exist, this disbelief is the result of an active and culpable suppression
of an innate disposition to believe in God which is borne of a hatred
of God and a desire to sin with impunity.

7. See “Atheist Shoe Co.: Postal Service Discriminating against Shipments to Godless
Americans (and the Interesting Way They Say They Found Out).”
8. Rauser, “Does the US Postal Service Discriminate against Atheists?”
9. Antony, “Introduction,” in Philosophers without Gods, ix.
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If the Rebellion Thesis is really this influential in fomenting anger
toward and mistrust of atheists then it is important that we understand it.
With that in mind, let’s take a closer look at this claim. At the core of the
Rebellion Thesis is the view that atheists really do possess knowledge of
God; At some level they really do know he is there, despite all their protestations to the contrary. Consequently, their insistence that God doesn’t
exist is nothing more than a stubborn refusal to recognize the knowledge of
God that they already possess. Though they refuse to admit they have this
knowledge, they remain culpable for it.
If you want a poster child for the Rebellion Thesis, think of Professor
Radisson the now deceased villain of God’s Not Dead who was angry at God
for the death of his mother and who brashly pronounced himself “God”
over his hapless students.
In order to get a fuller grasp on how the Rebellion Thesis depicts the
atheist’s epistemic situation, let’s consider an analogy. Imagine that an office
worker so dislikes his boss that every time he hears the man speak over the
intercom, he plugs his ears and hums until the boss stops speaking. He can
hear the man perfectly well, but he makes every effort to prevent himself
from doing so. He may think this excuses him from having to follow the
boss’s instructions (ignorance is bliss, right?), but he is self-deceived. The
boss will still hold him responsible for all the announcements he tried to
block out.
This sorry picture gives us a sense of what the Rebellion Thesis proposes. Just as the office worker seeks to block out the voice of the boss he
hates, so atheists seek to block out the voice of the God they hate. And just
as the office worker is culpable for information he fails to hear because of
his stubborn refusal to listen to his boss, so the atheist is culpable for any
information she fails to hear because of her stubborn refusal to heed the
knowledge of God that she already possesses.
The Rebellion Thesis is a striking claim. And as we have already seen
it is a claim that has some currency in contemporary society. But how many
Christians have taken that view? We will address that question in chapter
2, “April 1st is Atheist Day: Christian attitudes toward atheists,” where I will
undertake a brief survey of Christian attitudes toward atheism from the
eighteenth century down to today. In the chapter I will demonstrate that
the Rebellion Thesis has been widely accepted by Christian theologians and
church leaders, and I will do so by surveying some influential Christian
leaders over the last three centuries who have expressed views supportive
7
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of the Rebellion Thesis. Once we have established that leading pastors and
theologians have endorsed the Rebellion Thesis, it is not a stretch to assume
that many average people (including those who go to Christian movies and
those who sort your mail) have dutifully followed suit.
If Christians have widely held the Rebellion Thesis, the next question to consider is whether they have had good reason to do so. And that
leads us to ask: how would a Christian propose to establish the truth of the
Rebellion Thesis? We will begin to tackle this question in chapter 3, “Does
the Bible say atheists are fools?,” by evaluating the biblical evidence for the
Rebellion Thesis. In this chapter we will assay the main biblical passages
that are invoked in support of the thesis, including Psalm 14:1, Ephesians
2:12, and Romans 1:18–21. My argument will be that, contrary to popular opinion, these texts do not address the intellectual atheism of modern
Western society—e.g., the belief that no God exists—and so they offer no
direct support for the Rebellion Thesis. While the most promising text for the
Rebellion Thesis is Romans 1:18–21, I will argue that any attempt to appeal
to this text to justify the thesis has the devastating consequence of turning
all doubt and questioning—including the doubts that are a reality for millions of Christians—into a matter of sinful rebellion.
Even if the Bible lacks the evidence to support the Rebellion Thesis,
a Christian could still possibly mount a modest empirical defense for it
based on real world interaction with atheists. For example, if atheists consistently demonstrated a hatred of God and a refusal to believe in him—if
every atheist behaved like Professor Radisson—then that evidence could be
marshalled in support of the Rebellion Thesis. We will put that approach to
the test over two chapters, starting in chapter 4, “Do atheists have an axe to
grind?” In this chapter I will undertake a modest exploration both of the
rationality of atheism and the psychological disposition of a token atheist
by way of an extended conversation with atheist Jeffery Jay Lowder. For
some years now, Lowder has been a vocal and vigorous defender of atheism
in various capacities, including author, debater, and blogger. In addition,
Lowder was the co-founder of Internet Infidels way back in 1995. Not only
does Lowder have the intellectual acumen to defend the rationality of an
atheistic worldview, but he also does so in a deeply thoughtful, charitable,
and irenic manner. The fact that there are atheists like Lowder who provide
a formidable defense of atheism without rancor provides evidence against
the Rebellion Thesis.
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Some atheists do seem to make claims consistent with the Rebellion
Thesis, and indeed those claims have often been cited by Christians as evidence for the thesis. In chapter 5, “What about the atheists who say they
don’t want there to be a God?,” we will ask whether particular high profile
cases of atheists who express hostility toward God could provide any support for the Rebellion Thesis. I will argue that they don’t for at least two
reasons. First, even if some atheists are in rebellion against God, it doesn’t
follow that all are. Second, in many cases it is very difficult, if not impossible, to discern when hostility is directed against God and when it may
have another target, such as Christians who failed to live out their faith.
I began this book with a retelling of the Parable of the Good Samaritan. In the day and age in which Jesus spoke, the very idea of a “good”
Samaritan was an oxymoron. For Jesus’s first-century Jewish audience,
Samaritans were despised and distrusted social pariahs on the periphery
of good Jewish society. So for Jesus to place a Samaritan in the “hero” role,
and then contrast that with the religious hypocrisy of the Jewish leaders,
amounted to a polemical shot across the bow of the religious status quo.
These days within the Christian community, especially within North
America, the atheist has assumed the mantle of the despised and distrusted
social pariah on the margins. Just as first-century Jews needed to repent
of prejudices against Samaritans, so today contemporary Christians need
to repent of prejudices against atheists. In our final chapter, “The atheist
as neighbor,” we shall turn back to the lessons of that parable as we seek to
recast the Christian engagement with the atheist in the terms of a rediscovered hospitality. On this point we will follow the lead of Pope Francis who
has shown an admirable openness to atheists, which, as we will see, has
been reciprocated in surprising ways.
Like two roads diverging in the wood, John Hagee and Pope Francis represent two very different approaches to Christian engagement with
the atheist community. One road dismisses atheists as brain dead and tells
them to get out of the country. The other road embraces them with kindness as true neighbors. I believe it’s time for Christians to repent of their
prejudices and take the road less travelled. The atheist is our neighbor, and
this book explains why.
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