Probably no God?

Sermon preached by Anthony Freeman at Holy Cross Church, Crediton, 22.2.2009

“There’s probably no God. Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.”

This unlikely text for a Sunday morning sermon is taken, not from the Bible, but from an advertising poster on a London bus, an advert paid for by the British Humanist Association with much advanced publicity and urged on by the prominent evangelist of atheism, Professor Richard Dawkins.

The first part of the message — “There’s probably no God” — has been reported to the Advertising Standards Authority by a conservative Christian group. They say it breaks the ASA’s codes on substantiation and truthfulness, which lay down that advertisers must hold evidence to prove the claims they make before an advert appears. My own guess is that the word “probably” was inserted by the advertisers (following the example of a certain lager firm) precisely to get round this kind of complaint, but it will be interesting to see how the story unfolds.

Christian publicists avoid a similar attack on their own adverts by giving a source for their claims. A poster declaring “The Bible says ‘The wages of sin is death’” is entirely factual. The Bible does say that, and anyone can prove it by looking up Romans 6.23. So if the bus advertisement had said “Richard Dawkins says ‘There’s probably no God’” — or even if it had said “Richard Dawkins says ‘There’s definitely no God’” — nobody could have complained. But then nobody would have cared either. The atheist slogan deliberately does not put the proposition forward as the personal belief of one man — or even of lots of people — but as a self-standing self-evident truth. It needs that implication in order to give the message some clout.

The Christian publicist, by contrast, can rely upon a widely held belief that “everything in the Bible is true”, and that means that to say “The Bible says … X,Y,Z” carries a kind of in-built guarantee. One cannot help but feel a certain sympathy for Professor Dawkins & Co. Not a single bishop in the Church of England actually believes that “everything in the Bible is true”, but the place of the Bible in the English psyche — above all its use in the taking of oaths — make it an effective byword for truth and honesty. After all, not even militant atheists swear to tell “the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth” on a copy of Dawkins’ book The Selfish Gene!

But all of this is an irrelevant side-show. All serious people on both sides now accept that the existence of God can be neither proved nor disproved. It’s a matter of faith. The important and genuinely interesting part of the atheist poster is the second sentence: “Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.” As my wife asked, when this whole business first broke in the newspapers and TV, How does that follow from the “probably no God” bit? The answer is that it doesn’t, not as it stands. But it can be made to follow if we add some so-far unstated assumption about what God is like. Such as:

Premise 1: If there is a God, he’s a miserly kill-joy who shouts “Thou shalt not” at everything that makes life worth living.

Premise 2: There’s probably no God

Conclusion: Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.

Or this:

Premise 1: If there is a God, he’ll make sure you roast in hell for all the pleasures you have taken and all the mistakes you have made.

Premise 2: There’s probably no God

Conclusion: Now stop worrying and enjoy your life.

Now we begin to see what Professor Dawkins’ advertisement is really about. It is not about God’s existence, but his character. The God whom the atheists don’t believe in is shown up as a malign being whose presence casts as a shadow over people, raising their levels of anxiety and removing from their lives any chance of enjoyment.

The bad news, so far as we Christians are concerned, is that such a God is not unknown in Christian pulpits and institutions — nor indeed on the lips young Christian children.
 “I’ll put the fear of God into you!” has been the motto of many Christian preacher, master and father over the centuries. That is not a heritage of which to be proud, and something to bear in mind as we approach Lent, and it traditional emphasis on discipline.

The good news — the Gospel — is that this characterisation is at best a distortion, and at worst a flat contradiction, of the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ. Take the following most obvious example — one that the Dawkins poster comes embarrassingly close to quoting — from the Sermon on the Mount:

Consider the lilies of the field, how they grow; they toil not neither do they spin;
and yet I say unto you that even Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these. Wherefore, if God so clothe the grass of the field … shall he not much more clothe you, O ye of little faith?

Therefore take no thought, saying, What shall we eat? Or What shall we drink? Or Wherewithal shall we be clothed? For your heavenly Father knoweth that ye have need of all these things. But seek ye first the kingdom of God and his righteousness; and all these things shall be added unto you (from Matthew 5.28–33).

In other words: God is good; now stop worrying and enjoy your life.

Richard Dawkins is of an age and educational background where those words must be as familiar to him as they are to me. Indeed, as we have just seen, his advertisement’s injunction to “stop worrying” comes embarrassingly close to quoting them!

This though struck me as I was typing out the passage from Jesus’s sermon in preparing this sermon. I am not much given to visions, but I had a sudden picture in my mind of Jesus appearing to Professor Dawkins in a dream. The Lord first recited those familiar words in faultless Jacobean prose; then he broke off and added with a wink:

There’s probably no other God.
Now stop worrying and enjoy your life!

� A reference to a recent widely-publicised incident in which a six-year-old pupil at a local school had to be reprimanded for telling a class mate that she would “go to hell” if she did not believe in God.
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