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Christian Atheist
A sermon preached by Brian Mountford at Balliol College 16 November 2008 Pembroke 19 November 2010 
Five points tonight:
1. Phillip Pullman and how I came to write my book
‘I am a Christian Atheist; a Church of England Atheist; a Book of Common Prayer Atheist. You could add a King James’ Bible Atheist, if you want. All those things go deep for me; they formed me; that heritage is impossible to disentangle, like a piece of barbed wire fence embedded in the bark of a tree’.
I know lots of people in this position 

Should we as Christians, the Church, embrace this sort of position, or reject it as unorthodox? 

Anglo-choral

2. Richard Dawkins – the rational atheist fights fundamentalism

I think we could make a distinction between hard and soft atheism. Richard Dawkins is the great high priest of hard atheism – scientism – instrumental reason 

On the other hand there is Julian Barnes, who begins his book, ‘Nothing to be Frightened of’, with the words, ‘I don’t believe in God, but I miss Him’. He is of the soft school. The soft school can, of course, spill over into the agnostic and devout sceptic area, whereas the hard school wants empirical evidence for everything.

After sermons on this…well, Vicar, you know that’s roughly where I stand myself. 

Doubt as important part of faith.

3. My interviews With Christian Atheists
 – community, moral compass, aesthetics (transcendence).
Roger. ‘Evensong is an oasis of what life is for – contemplation. It leads you into a world that has nothing to do with furthering your own interests. Music, mystery, church disconnects you from practical considerations, takes you out of yourself, takes you to a world where you don’t have people to impress. In short, Evensong is good for people’.

‘Perhaps the exercise of contemplating what is inevitably poses the question, how shall I be?’ And, in Roger’s view, the strongest strand of Christian thought is the ethical one – what should I be doing? ‘The big thing, the grand idea,’ he suggests, ‘is Christ’s teaching on attitudes to the sick, the poor, the deformed, and the sinful, where we find an exceptional openness and inclusiveness. Indeed, in the gospels, what builds the case against Jesus, and leads to his arrest and trial, is precisely this goodness: to the irritation of the religious elite, he mixes with prostitutes, lepers, tax collectors and sinners, heals on the Sabbath day and hates hypocrisy.’ 

‘When genuinely felt and practised, such compassion is not only good for the sick and the poor, but also for the healthy, since it is morally and spiritually edifying to think of others in this way and never to forget their condition.’ In a memorable sentence Roger says, ‘It expands the soul immeasurably not to despise, not to shun’. 

‘Such concern for others is much more’, he insists, ‘than the utilitarian idea of just trying to minimise suffering; different from the instrumentality of putting more money into the NHS, or providing an immunisation scheme, or building quake proof buildings in cities prone to earthquakes. It is to do with seeing humanity even when it is most crippled, and the moral subtlety of it is something about the emphasis on this. Some people say that Christianity is good because it stands up for minority rights, but that’s not how I would see it’, he suggests. ‘It’s not to do with rights – this form of charity is beyond duty and therefore special.’ To illustrate this point he cites the case of the simpleton girl, Lizaveta, in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, who bears a child, having been raped by Fyodor Pavlovich, (the thought is, but she’s only a simpleton) but R wants to say that in this situation rape doesn't matter less because she is a simpleton, it is even more evil because she is a simpleton. Anyone who understands the Christian ethic would recognise this.

4. Reason versus values, morals, and metaphor

However, the main reason my interviewees do not believe in God is that they think the idea of a metaphysical God irrational, unreasonable. Against what science and philosophy tell us. So we have hard versus soft atheism; reason versus values, morals and metaphor
Mary Midgley – philosopher - quotes Nehru who said that hunger and poverty could be solved by science alone. She asks, but what about good laws, good institutions, history? 

‘Science cannot provide answers to everything (scientism). Such a view leaves no room for morality, art, imperfection and all the other things that make us human’. 

Bioethicist, Tom Shakespeare

The brain is a ‘feeling’ brain as well as a ‘thinking’ brain

‘People understand the world in stories, not dry rationality. It’s not that they are unreasonable, it’s that we need ways to look at the world which are both as empirically accurate and rationally sustainable as possible, but which also speak to everyday experience and do not exclude as mere superstition or irrationality the ways most people, most of the time, live their lives.’
We can’t agree on thick complex issues, on our goals, so we spend a lot of the time thinking about thin, process measures. How do we measure this? How do we judge that? In a recent news story it was said that UK nurses will be rated on how often they smile - thereby reducing to simple arithmetic the most complicated, subtle, and important human interactions.’

Somewhere in this leap between reason and humanity; somewhere between beauty and transcendence we find God. Not that God is in a gap - God is the source of our being – but that many people encounter God through the same aesthetic and moral experiences that seem to make Christian Atheists want to stand alongside.

I want to include people of that persuasion in the Church. Am I promoting atheism? 
5. Action not belief

In Jesus’ teaching it’s not what must I believe, but what must I do to inherit eternal life.
St Paul puts the emphasis more on belief – justification by faith not works

Love your neighbour – who is my neighbour.
Gatehouse and Street Pastors are ecumenical. People learn that differences of belief don’t matter so much when you’re working together to help people

In fact what I think Jesus saw was that faith grows through acting lovingly; through trying to be what God happens to be like...
Action, not belief. 

