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Atheism has long been presented as a rational alternative to religious belief,
grounded in skepticism, empirical reasoning, and a rejection of the supernatural.
However, this paper explores atheism from a different perspective—one that
critiques its intellectual, psychological, and spiritual foundations. Drawing from
thinkers such as G.K. Chesterton, C.S. Lewis, Fyodor Dostoevsky, and John Henry
Newman, we examine atheism's perceived shortcomings, including its reduction
of life’s meaning, its potential to lead to moral relativism, and its reliance on an
epistemologically inconsistent worldview. Additionally, we explore psychological
motivations behind atheism, such as the desire for autonomy and rejection of
moral accountability. By contrasting atheism with theism, this paper argues that
belief in God offers a more comprehensive framework for addressing the
intellectual, moral, and existential needs of humanity. Through this analysis, we
aim to show why theism continues to resonate deeply in human life, offering
answers where atheism often falls short.
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I. Introduction
Purpose of the Paper

Atheism, typically defined as a lack of belief in God or gods, has increasingly been
viewed in contemporary discourse as a rational alternative to religious faith. It is
often positioned as the logical extension of scientific inquiry, materialism, and
skepticism. However, this paper aims to delve beyond the surface of atheism’s
appeal by examining the reasons why it has been critiqued by a wide array of
thinkers. Many philosophers, theologians, and psychologists have not only
opposed atheism but also offered in-depth analyses of its psychological,
philosophical, and spiritual underpinnings.

This paper will explore the multifaceted critiques of atheism, examining how it is
perceived as an incomplete or insufficient worldview by those who argue that
atheism fails to address deeper human questions about existence, meaning,
morality, and the transcendent. These critiques come from various perspectives,
ranging from the philosophical arguments of thinkers like Sgren Kierkegaard and
Alvin Plantinga to the psychological and spiritual insights of writers such as C.S.
Lewis, Fyodor Dostoevsky, and G.K. Chesterton. Each critic brings a unique lens
through which they view atheism, questioning its capacity to provide adequate
answers to fundamental human experiences like suffering, the search for
meaning, and the recognition of moral values.

By synthesizing these critiques, the paper will also explore the underlying reasons
people may be drawn to atheism, such as the desire for autonomy, freedom from
moral constraint, or intellectual pride. The analysis will highlight both the
intellectual and emotional appeal of atheism while contrasting it with the
perceived limitations and shortcomings from the standpoint of theism.

Thesis Statement

Although atheism is often positioned as a rational or scientifically-grounded
worldview, it has been critiqued by many writers as insufficient to address
humanity’s deeper existential, moral, and spiritual needs. Philosophers,
theologians, and authors argue that atheism, while attractive in its simplicity and
claim to intellectual autonomy, often falls short in offering a coherent foundation
for morality, meaning, and hope. This paper will explore the various critiques of



atheism and examine how these perspectives reveal deeper psychological,
philosophical, and spiritual dimensions that atheism may neglect. By doing so, the
paper will suggest that theism or faith in a higher power provides a more
comprehensive and fulfilling framework for addressing life's most profound
guestions.

Scope of the Paper

The paper will examine atheism through the critiques of several influential
figures, each representing different dimensions of the critique:

« Philosophical Critiques: Thinkers such as Alvin Plantinga and Sgren
Kierkegaard argue that atheism is epistemologically and existentially
insufficient, relying too heavily on rationalism while avoiding the leap of
faith and deeper questions of human purpose.

o Moral Critiques: Writers like Fyodor Dostoevsky and C.S. Lewis suggest
that atheism leads to moral relativism, a collapse of ethical absolutes, and
the loss of meaning, which can have destructive consequences for both
individuals and society.

« Psychological Critiques: Figures such as Sigmund Freud (from a critical
perspective) and G.K. Chesterton explain atheism as a psychological
defense mechanism or an outcome of despair. These critiques highlight the
emotional or subconscious motivations behind atheism, beyond intellectual
disbelief.

« Spiritual Critiques: Religious figures like Pope Benedict XVI and John Henry
Newman challenge atheism's ability to satisfy the innate human longing for
transcendence, arguing that materialism and reductionism fail to address
spiritual hunger.

By combining these perspectives, the paper will paint a comprehensive picture of
why atheism has been critiqued across history and why, despite its rising
popularity, it remains a contentious worldview that some argue is unable to fully
capture the complexity of human existence.



Il. Atheism as a Loss of Meaning and Wonder
G.K. Chesterton’s Critique

One of the most well-known critics of atheism, G.K. Chesterton, argued that
atheism leads to a profound loss of meaning, wonder, and mystery in the world.
In his works Orthodoxy and The Everlasting Man, Chesterton presents atheism not
merely as the absence of belief in God, but as a worldview that diminishes the
richness of human experience. For Chesterton, faith opens the door to an
understanding of life that is filled with grandeur and awe, while atheism closes it,
reducing existence to a cold, mechanistic process devoid of deeper purpose.

Atheism and the Reduction of Mystery

Chesterton believed that one of the most tragic consequences of atheism was its
tendency to strip the world of mystery. According to Chesterton, the mystery of
existence—the idea that there is something inherently unknowable and awe-
inspiring about life and the universe—disappears when viewed through the lens
of atheism. He argued that atheists often pride themselves on their skepticism
and empirical reasoning, but in doing so, they miss out on the sense of wonder
that comes from acknowledging something greater than the self. The acceptance
of mystery, Chesterton argued, is essential to the human spirit, and without it, life
becomes flattened and colorless.

In his critique, Chesterton suggested that atheism leads to an overly rationalistic
and deterministic view of the universe, one that fails to account for the unknown
and the miraculous. For Chesterton, faith is not a barrier to understanding but a
doorway to the mystical and the transcendent, allowing individuals to engage
with the universe in a way that fosters curiosity, reverence, and joy. By denying
the possibility of the divine, atheism, in his view, cuts people off from this deeper
engagement with reality.

Loss of Transcendence and Its Moral Consequences

Chesterton also argued that the rejection of transcendence—the belief in
something beyond the material world—has serious moral consequences. Without
belief in a higher power or ultimate purpose, he believed that individuals and
societies risk falling into moral relativism, where ethical standards become
subjective and fluid. In Chesterton’s view, atheism's denial of an objective moral



order leaves human beings adrift in a world where “anything goes,” leading to a
breakdown of moral coherence.

He worried that atheism’s insistence on human autonomy and self-determination,
in the absence of God, opened the door to dangerous ideologies and irrational
beliefs. This is summarized in his famous remark, “When men choose not to
believe in God, they do not thereafter believe in nothing, they then become
capable of believing in anything.” For Chesterton, this captures the ironic
outcome of atheism: by rejecting the divine, people often become more prone to
credulity, accepting ungrounded or dangerous ideologies to fill the spiritual void
left by the absence of God. This is a critique not just of atheism itself, but of the
societal consequences Chesterton believed would emerge in its wake.

Philosophical Foundations of Chesterton’s View
The Role of Imagination and Faith in Understanding the World

At the core of Chesterton’s critique is his view that imagination and faith are
crucial to truly understanding the world. Chesterton believed that human beings
are not merely rational creatures, but also imaginative ones, and that faith allows
individuals to engage with the world in ways that transcend the limits of reason.

In Orthodoxy, Chesterton writes, “The world will never starve for want of
wonders, but only for want of wonder.” In this, he suggests that it is not the
absence of remarkable things in the world, but the absence of the human capacity
for awe and reverence that impoverishes human experience.

Faith, for Chesterton, is not irrational but represents a deeper form of knowledge
that allows individuals to acknowledge the limits of their understanding while still
embracing the beauty and mystery of the universe. In contrast, he saw atheism as
overly rigid in its insistence on rationality, logic, and empirical evidence, and
believed that this rigidity leads to a narrowed view of reality.

By emphasizing the importance of imagination and wonder, Chesterton
positioned atheism as a worldview that limits human potential. He believed that
atheism fails to inspire people to explore beyond the material and measurable
aspects of life, cutting off their ability to engage with the transcendent and the
miraculous. This limited view, in Chesterton’s eyes, prevents atheists from fully
understanding and appreciating the world in all its richness and complexity.



Atheism as a Worldview that Limits Human Potential

For Chesterton, atheism was a self-limiting philosophy. It denies individuals the
ability to look beyond the tangible world and, in doing so, restricts their sense of
purpose and meaning. Without the belief in something greater—whether that is
God, a divine plan, or even the possibility of mystery—Chesterton believed that
atheists confine themselves to a narrow interpretation of life, where the only
realities that matter are those that can be measured or proven.

Chesterton argued that this worldview diminishes human potential by
encouraging a materialistic outlook that disregards the spiritual, emotional, and
transcendent aspects of existence. In his view, atheism often leads people to
pursue only immediate and temporal goals, such as wealth, power, or pleasure,
because they have no framework for understanding a larger purpose beyond this
life. By contrast, Chesterton saw faith as liberating, providing a context for
humans to pursue virtues such as love, charity, and sacrifice, which transcend
mere material concerns.

In conclusion, Chesterton’s critique of atheism revolves around its inability to
account for the mystery and grandeur of existence. He believed that atheism
leads to a loss of wonder, a rejection of the transcendent, and ultimately to moral
relativism and credulity. Chesterton saw faith and imagination as essential
components of a fulfilling life and argued that atheism, by denying these, restricts
human potential. Through this lens, atheism is not just a rejection of God, but a
rejection of the very qualities that make life meaningful and worth living.

lll. Atheism as a Reaction to Suffering and Moral Accountability
C.S. Lewis’s Moral Critique

One of the central themes in C.S. Lewis’s critique of atheism is the relationship
between disbelief in God and the problem of suffering. In his book Mere
Christianity and his earlier work The Problem of Pain, Lewis provides a thoughtful
analysis of why many people are drawn to atheism, arguing that much of it stems
from a deep emotional and moral reaction to the problem of evil. For Lewis,
atheism is not solely a product of intellectual reasoning but is often an emotional



response to the reality of human suffering, combined with a desire for autonomy
and freedom from moral accountability.

Atheism as a Response to the Problem of Evil

Lewis argued that many people adopt atheism because they cannot reconcile the
existence of a benevolent and omnipotent God with the overwhelming presence
of suffering, evil, and injustice in the world. This is commonly known as the
problem of evil: how can a good God allow bad things to happen? Lewis himself
struggled with this question during his own atheistic phase. The sheer scale of
suffering, both personal and global, often leads individuals to conclude that if God
exists, He must either be indifferent to human suffering, powerless to stop it, or
simply nonexistent.

However, Lewis points out that atheism does not solve the problem of evil;
rather, it often intensifies the existential dilemma by removing any hope of
ultimate justice or redemption. Without God, suffering becomes not just a painful
reality but an absurd one, devoid of any higher purpose or meaning. For Lewis,
the problem of evil should not drive people away from faith but instead raise
deeper questions about the nature of good, evil, and human morality. If suffering
is truly unjust, as atheists claim, then this suggests some objective standard of
justice or goodness, which, in Lewis’s view, points toward the existence of a moral
lawgiver—namely, God.

Suffering and Autonomy as Catalysts for Disbelief

While suffering is often a catalyst for atheism, Lewis also highlights another
powerful motivator: the desire for autonomy. For many, rejecting belief in God is
not just a reaction to the presence of evil but a rejection of the idea that humans
must answer to a higher moral authority. Lewis argued that atheism can be
appealing because it offers a form of moral independence, where individuals are
free to define their own values and make decisions without feeling accountable to
a divine moral law.

In Mere Christianity, Lewis notes that belief in God inherently carries with it a
moral framework—one that demands self-discipline, responsibility, and a
commitment to higher ethical standards. Many people, Lewis suggests, find this
idea uncomfortable because it challenges their natural inclination toward self-



determination and personal freedom. By embracing atheism, they are able to
reject not only belief in God but also the moral obligations that come with that
belief. In this sense, Lewis sees atheism as partly an emotional rebellion against
the constraints of religious morality rather than a purely intellectual conclusion
based on reason.

Objective Moral Law Argument

One of Lewis’s most famous arguments against atheism is his Objective Moral
Law argument, which he lays out in Mere Christianity. The essence of this
argument is that the existence of evil and suffering, which many atheists cite as a
reason for disbelief, actually presupposes the existence of an objective moral law.
In Lewis’s view, this objective moral law can only come from a higher,
transcendent source—God.

The Existence of Evil Presupposes a Moral Lawgiver

Lewis begins by questioning how atheists can consistently argue that the world is
unjust or that suffering is wrong without appealing to some standard of justice or
goodness. He points out that the very act of labeling something as "evil" requires
the existence of an objective standard by which to judge it. Without such a
standard, concepts like good and evil become purely subjective, no more valid
than personal preferences.

For instance, when someone says, "The world is unjust because innocent people
suffer," they are assuming that there is a standard of justice by which the world
can be judged. But where does this standard come from? Lewis argues that it
cannot come from human societies or individuals, because moral standards vary
widely across cultures and time periods. If moral relativism is true, then no one
could ever make a legitimate claim about what is right or wrong; all moral
judgments would be purely personal opinions.

Thus, Lewis argues, the very fact that people recognize suffering as wrong or
unjust points to the existence of a higher, objective moral law—one that
transcends individual or cultural beliefs. And if such a moral law exists, then there
must be a moral lawgiver who established it. For Lewis, this moral lawgiver is
God, whose nature is the source of all goodness and justice. In this way, Lewis



turns the problem of evil on its head, arguing that rather than disproving God’s
existence, the existence of evil actually provides evidence for God.

Atheism as Emotional Rebellion Rather Than Rational Rejection

Lewis believed that atheism often arises not from a reasoned rejection of theism
but from an emotional rebellion against God. He argued that many atheists reject
God not because they find the concept logically incoherent but because they are
unwilling to accept the moral and existential implications of God’s existence. In
other words, atheism can be a way of escaping moral accountability.

According to Lewis, the problem of evil plays a significant role in this emotional
rebellion. Faced with suffering, many people feel a sense of injustice and, in their
frustration, turn against the idea of a benevolent God. They think, "If God allows
this kind of suffering, | don’t want to believe in Him." But Lewis argued that this
response is more emotional than rational. Rather than seeking answers to the
deep questions that suffering raises, many atheists choose to reject God as a way
of avoiding the difficult emotional and moral implications of faith.

For Lewis, true intellectual inquiry leads not to atheism but to a recognition of the
need for God’s moral order. While suffering is a mystery that challenges human
understanding, it does not negate the existence of God but rather highlights the
limits of human comprehension. Instead of leading to disbelief, the reality of
suffering should prompt individuals to seek deeper explanations, ultimately
pointing to the existence of a loving but mysterious Creator whose purposes
transcend human understanding.

Conclusion

C.S. Lewis’s moral critique of atheism is deeply rooted in his own journey from
atheism to faith. He saw atheism as a response to the profound challenge of
suffering, but he argued that this response ultimately falls short. Atheism, he
believed, not only fails to solve the problem of evil but also erodes the very
foundations of morality by rejecting the existence of an objective moral law. For
Lewis, atheism is often an emotional rebellion against suffering and moral
accountability rather than a fully rational worldview. He argued that the existence
of evil, far from disproving God, actually points to the reality of a moral order that
can only be grounded in a divine lawgiver—God Himself. Through this lens, Lewis



transformed the problem of evil from an argument against theism into a powerful
case for the existence of God.

IV. Atheism and Nihilism: Moral and Existential Collapse
Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Perspective

Few writers have explored the existential and moral implications of atheism as
deeply as Fyodor Dostoevsky, particularly in his famous declaration, “If God does
not exist, everything is permitted.” This statement encapsulates his belief that
without the existence of God, there is no foundation for moral absolutes, leaving
human beings adrift in a world where moral relativism prevails. In Dostoevsky’s
view, atheism leads inevitably to nihilism, a state in which life is considered
meaningless, morality becomes subjective, and individuals, untethered from any
higher purpose, are left to create their own values—or reject values altogether.

For Dostoevsky, atheism is not simply the absence of belief in God; it is a
profound rupture in the moral fabric of human life. He argues that without belief
in a transcendent God, who is the source of absolute moral truth, human beings
have no objective basis for distinguishing right from wrong. This leads to the
collapse of moral order and the rise of moral chaos, as individuals are left to
determine their own moral guidelines. This idea forms the backbone of his
critique of atheism, which he explores through characters and narratives in his
works such as The Brothers Karamazov and Demons.

"If God Does Not Exist, Everything Is Permitted"

This famous phrase, often associated with lvan Karamazov in The Brothers
Karamazov, encapsulates Dostoevsky’s fear that atheism ultimately leads to the
destruction of moral law. According to this view, if there is no God, then there is
no higher authority to which humans are accountable. Moral values become
arbitrary, and without a transcendent moral framework, human behavior is
dictated by individual preferences, desires, and societal influences rather than any
objective standards of good and evil.

In this sense, Dostoevsky viewed atheism as more than just a rejection of religious
belief—it was, for him, a gateway to moral anarchy. Without the anchor of divine
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law, humans are left to rationalize their actions according to their desires, leading
to a situation where “everything is permitted.” This moral relativism, Dostoevsky
argues, is dangerous because it removes the guardrails that prevent society from
descending into chaos and violence. In a world where “everything is permitted,”
individuals are free to justify any behavior, no matter how destructive or immoral,
because there is no longer a moral authority to say otherwise.

Atheism Leads to Moral Relativism and Existential Despair

For Dostoevsky, the collapse of moral order under atheism leads inevitably to
nihilism, where life itself loses meaning. Nihilism is the philosophical belief that
life is devoid of intrinsic purpose, meaning, or value, and Dostoevsky believed that
atheism, by stripping the universe of any divine purpose, paved the way for this
bleak worldview. He was deeply concerned that without belief in God, human
beings would be forced to confront a world where there is no inherent meaning,
no ultimate justice, and no higher reason for existence.

Moral Relativism

Atheism, according to Dostoevsky, leads to moral relativism, where individuals
and societies are free to define their own morality, leading to subjective and often
conflicting notions of right and wrong. Without God, there is no longer any
universal moral law to which people are bound, meaning that moral principles are
up for interpretation. What is right for one person or culture may be wrong for
another, and there is no objective standard by which to adjudicate these
differences.

Dostoevsky feared that this moral relativism would lead to social and ethical
disintegration, as people, no longer accountable to a higher power, would begin
to act solely in their own self-interest. The removal of divine moral law, in his
view, opens the door to selfishness, cruelty, and moral decay, as individuals seek
to maximize their own power and pleasure at the expense of others. In this way,
atheism does not merely lead to individual moral confusion but threatens the
very fabric of society.

Existential Despair

In addition to moral relativism, Dostoevsky argued that atheism leads to
existential despair. If there is no God, then there is no ultimate purpose or
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meaning to life. Human beings, faced with the realization that their lives are finite
and that there is no transcendent order or afterlife, are left to grapple with the
terrifying possibility that life is essentially meaningless. This loss of meaning,
Dostoevsky believed, leads to despair, as people struggle to find purpose in a
universe that is indifferent to their existence.

In The Brothers Karamazov, Ivan KaramazoV’s existential crisis embodies this
despair. He is tormented by the apparent injustice and suffering in the world, and
his atheism offers him no answers to these profound questions. Instead, he is left
with a deep sense of alienation and hopelessness, as he realizes that without God,
there is no moral or cosmic order to make sense of human suffering. For Ivan,
atheism leads to a kind of moral paralysis, where the absence of meaning makes
any action seem futile or arbitrary.

Atheism and the Loss of Meaning

Dostoevsky explores the devastating effects of atheism and nihilism through his
characters in The Brothers Karamazov and Demons. These works illustrate the
ways in which atheism, once fully embraced, leads to the destruction of meaning,
morality, and human dignity.

The Brothers Karamazov

In The Brothers Karamazov, Dostoevsky presents the character Ivan Karamazov,
who embodies the intellectual and existential dilemmas of atheism. Ivan’s
rejection of God is rooted in his inability to reconcile the existence of a
benevolent deity with the suffering and injustice he observes in the world. He
famously declares that he cannot accept a God who allows innocent children to
suffer. Yet, as the novel progresses, Ivan’s atheism leads him down a path of
moral confusion and despair. Without belief in God, Ivan is unable to find any
objective basis for morality or meaning, and he becomes increasingly disillusioned
with life.

Ilvan’s despair is not just personal but has wider social and moral implications. His
rejection of God leads to a crisis of moral responsibility, where he questions
whether any action can truly be considered right or wrong. This moral confusion
contributes to the tragic events in the novel, as Ivan’s intellectual atheism
indirectly leads to the murder of his father. Dostoevsky uses Ivan’s character to
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illustrate how atheism, when fully embraced, leads not only to personal despair
but also to social disintegration.

Demons (The Devils)

In Demons (also known as The Devils), Dostoevsky takes his exploration of
atheism and nihilism even further, presenting a society on the brink of collapse as
a result of atheistic and revolutionary ideologies. The novel centers around a
group of radical intellectuals who reject traditional morality and religion,
embracing nihilism and anarchism in their quest for political revolution.

The character Stavrogin, who is often seen as an embodiment of nihilism,
represents the dangers of a life devoid of meaning or moral grounding.
Stavrogin’s rejection of God leads him to commit acts of violence and cruelty, and
his nihilistic worldview ultimately leads to his self-destruction. In Demons,
Dostoevsky portrays atheism not just as a personal crisis but as a destructive
force for society, one that leads to chaos, violence, and despair on a grand scale.

Atheism as a Destructive Force for Individuals and Society

Dostoevsky’s critique of atheism goes beyond the individual experience of despair
and moral confusion; he saw atheism as a dangerous and destructive force for
society as a whole. In his view, the denial of God leads to the erosion of moral and
social order, creating a vacuum that is often filled by nihilism, radicalism, and
violence. Without belief in a higher moral authority, societies are left without a
foundation for justice, responsibility, or human dignity.

Dostoevsky feared that atheism would ultimately lead to the collapse of
civilization, as individuals, untethered from divine law, would pursue their own
selfish desires at the expense of others. He saw the rise of atheistic ideologies in
his time, particularly those associated with socialism and anarchism, as a threat to
social stability and human flourishing. In this way, Dostoevsky’s critique of
atheism is not merely a philosophical argument but a warning about the practical
consequences of abandoning belief in God.

Conclusion

For Dostoevsky, atheism is more than just a rejection of God—it is a profound
moral and existential crisis that leads to the collapse of meaning, morality, and
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social order. Through his characters and narratives, Dostoevsky explores the
devastating consequences of a world without God, where moral relativism and
nihilism take hold. He argues that atheism, by denying the existence of a higher
moral authority, leads to moral confusion, existential despair, and ultimately,
social chaos. Through his powerful and haunting stories, Dostoevsky warns of the
dangers of atheism and makes a compelling case for the necessity of faith in God
as the foundation for a meaningful and moral life.

V. Atheism as Avoidance of Faith’s Demands
Sgren Kierkegaard’s Argument

Soren Kierkegaard, often regarded as the father of existentialism, offers a unique
critiqgue of atheism that centers around its failure to confront the existential and
spiritual demands of faith. Kierkegaard’s philosophy, particularly in works like
Fear and Trembling and The Sickness Unto Death, emphasizes the importance of
the "leap of faith" —a concept that denotes the individual's decision to embrace
belief in God despite the apparent irrationality or uncertainty surrounding it. For
Kierkegaard, faith is not a passive acceptance of doctrine but an active, deeply
personal commitment that requires an individual to confront their own
limitations, doubts, and fears. In his view, atheism is often a refusal to make this
leap—a retreat into the comforts of rationalism and skepticism to avoid the
emotional and existential challenges that faith demands.

Atheism as a Refusal to Confront the "Leap of Faith"

Kierkegaard argued that atheism is fundamentally an evasion of the leap of faith.
He believed that human beings, when faced with the choice to believe in God,
must confront a profound paradox: faith demands belief in something that
cannot be fully understood or explained through reason. This creates an inherent
tension between rationality and spirituality, as faith requires individuals to accept
what Kierkegaard called the "absurd"—the belief in a transcendent reality that
transcends human logic.

Atheism, from Kierkegaard’s perspective, is often a way for individuals to escape
this tension by rejecting the need for faith altogether. Rather than grappling with
the existential risk of believing in something beyond their understanding, atheists
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choose to rely on reason and empirical evidence as a way to shield themselves
from the demands of faith. Kierkegaard believed that atheism is, in part, a refusal
to confront the deeper spiritual questions of existence—questions that cannot be
resolved through logic alone but require an emotional and personal commitment
to the unknown. In this sense, atheism is not merely an intellectual stance but an
existential evasion, a way to avoid the difficult emotional work that faith
requires.

Rationalism Used as a Shield Against Deep Spiritual Questions

For Kierkegaard, atheism often hides behind the facade of rationalism.
Rationalism, in this context, refers to the belief that all truths can and should be
known through reason, empirical evidence, and logical analysis. Atheists,
according to Kierkegaard, often cling to this belief as a way to avoid confronting
the limits of human knowledge and the profound mysteries of existence. By
insisting that only what can be proven or observed is real, atheism attempts to
eliminate the need for faith, reducing the world to what can be understood
through the senses and the mind.

However, Kierkegaard argued that rationalism itself is limited and ultimately
inadequate for addressing the most important aspects of human life. He believed
that questions of meaning, purpose, and the divine cannot be answered by
reason alone; they require a leap into the unknown, a decision to embrace the
mystery of existence. By using rationalism as a shield, atheists, in Kierkegaard’s
view, avoid confronting these deeper existential questions, preferring the security
of what can be known over the uncertainty of what must be believed.

In his work Fear and Trembling, Kierkegaard explores the story of Abraham’s
willingness to sacrifice his son Isaac as a paradigm of the leap of faith. Abraham’s
faith defies all human logic, yet it is through this illogical act of faith that he
enters into a true relationship with God. Atheism, Kierkegaard would argue,
denies this possibility by insisting that only the rational and the knowable have
value, thus rejecting the deeper truths that can only be accessed through faith.

Despair and the Inward Journey
At the heart of Kierkegaard’s critique of atheism is his belief that the refusal to

make the leap of faith leads to a form of existential despair. In his work The
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Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard describes despair as a condition that arises
when individuals refuse to fully engage with their spiritual selves and the
demands that faith places upon them. This despair is not always conscious; it can
manifest as a deep sense of incompleteness or alienation that arises from the
failure to confront life’s ultimate questions about meaning, existence, and God.

Atheism as an Evasion of the Passion and Commitment Faith Requires

For Kierkegaard, faith is not a matter of intellectual assent or mere belief in
certain doctrines—it is a passionate, inward commitment to God that involves the
whole person. This kind of faith demands a level of emotional intensity and
personal commitment that many people find uncomfortable or frightening.
Atheism, in this sense, can be seen as an avoidance of the passion and risk that
faith entails.

Faith, according to Kierkegaard, requires individuals to surrender their own
understanding and control in order to embrace a relationship with the divine.
This surrender is terrifying because it involves stepping into the unknown,
accepting that some things—such as the nature of God and the meaning of life—
cannot be fully understood or controlled. Atheism, by contrast, offers a way to
avoid this surrender by asserting that such questions can and should be resolved
through human reason alone.

Kierkegaard would argue that atheism is, in part, an attempt to evade the
vulnerability that faith requires. Faith demands a willingness to confront the
possibility of being wrong, of facing doubt, and of living with uncertainty.
Atheism, by rejecting the need for faith, allows individuals to avoid these
existential risks, offering instead the illusion of control that comes with relying
solely on reason and logic. However, this avoidance, Kierkegaard believed,
ultimately leads to despair, as it prevents individuals from fully engaging with the
deeper spiritual dimensions of life.

The Role of Existential Despair in Atheistic Belief

Kierkegaard’s concept of existential despair plays a central role in his
understanding of atheism. In The Sickness Unto Death, Kierkegaard describes
despair as the condition of being estranged from one’s true self, which is rooted
in the failure to establish a proper relationship with God. He believed that human
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beings are inherently spiritual creatures, and when they deny this aspect of their
nature—by refusing to make the leap of faith—they fall into despair. This despair
can take many forms, from feelings of alienation and purposelessness to a deep,
unconscious sense of dissatisfaction with life.

Atheism, Kierkegaard argued, often arises from this state of despair. Rather than
confronting their own spiritual emptiness, atheists may turn to reason and
skepticism as a way to numb themselves to the deeper existential crisis they are
experiencing. They may convince themselves that life has no higher meaning or
purpose, and in doing so, they avoid the difficult and often painful process of
seeking God. In this way, atheism can be seen as a defense mechanism against
the spiritual demands of faith, a way to avoid the anguish of confronting one’s
own spiritual emptiness.

Kierkegaard would argue that this existential despair, though often hidden
beneath a veneer of intellectual certainty, is at the heart of many atheistic beliefs.
While atheism may appear to be a rational rejection of God, Kierkegaard believed
that it is more often an emotional response to the fear and anxiety that come
with the demands of faith. The refusal to make the leap of faith, he argued, leaves
individuals trapped in a state of despair, unable to find true meaning or purpose
in their lives.

Conclusion

Kierkegaard’s critique of atheism is rooted in his existential philosophy, which
emphasizes the need for individuals to confront the limits of human reason and
make the leap of faith toward belief in God. For Kierkegaard, atheism represents
a refusal to engage with the deeper spiritual questions of life, an attempt to avoid
the passion and commitment that faith requires. By relying on rationalism as a
shield against the unknown, atheists evade the emotional and existential risks
that come with faith, but in doing so, they fall into a state of existential despair.
Kierkegaard believed that this despair is the result of denying one’s true spiritual
nature, and that only through faith can individuals find meaning, purpose, and
fulfillment in life. In this way, he viewed atheism as a tragic evasion of the
ultimate demands of existence.
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VI. Atheism as Epistemological and Cognitive Deficiency
Alvin Plantinga’s Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism

One of the most sophisticated critiques of atheism in recent philosophy comes
from Alvin Plantinga, particularly in his Evolutionary Argument Against
Naturalism (EAAN). Plantinga’s argument suggests that the combination of
atheism and naturalism leads to epistemological self-defeat, as it undermines the
very trustworthiness of human cognitive faculties. Naturalism, which is the view
that everything can be explained through natural processes without reference to
anything supernatural, is often closely associated with atheism. However,
Plantinga argues that if both atheism and naturalism are true, human cognition,
including our capacity for reasoning and knowledge, becomes deeply unreliable.

If Atheism and Naturalism Are True, Human Cognition Is Unreliable

Plantinga’s argument rests on the idea that if human beings are the product of
unguided evolution, as naturalism suggests, then the primary function of our
cognitive faculties would not be to discover truth but to enhance survival.
Evolution by natural selection favors traits that increase an organism’s chances of
survival and reproduction, not necessarily those that produce true beliefs. In this
view, cognitive faculties that reliably produce true beliefs would only be favored if
doing so improved survival rates, but there is no inherent connection between
truth and survival.

For example, a false belief could still lead to survival if it results in behavior that
helps an organism avoid danger. Plantinga uses this possibility to argue that if our
cognitive faculties evolved purely through naturalistic processes, we have no
reason to trust that they reliably produce true beliefs. In fact, there is a significant
chance that many of our beliefs, including our beliefs about the nature of reality,
could be false but still contribute to survival. Thus, if atheistic naturalism is true,
there is no reason to believe that human cognitive faculties are trustworthy in
producing accurate representations of the world.

This leads to what Plantinga calls a defeater for naturalism itself: if naturalism
implies that our cognitive faculties are unreliable, then any belief we hold,
including the belief in naturalism, is also suspect. This is a self-defeating position
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because it casts doubt on the very cognitive faculties that naturalists use to argue
for atheism and naturalism in the first place.

Atheism Undermines Trust in Reason and Cognitive Faculties

Plantinga’s critique of atheism and naturalism goes beyond mere skepticism
about evolution. He argues that atheism, when combined with naturalism,
undermines trust in reason itself. Reason and logic are the primary tools by
which humans seek to understand the world and make sense of complex
phenomena, including questions of existence, morality, and the universe. Atheists
often rely heavily on these cognitive tools to argue against the existence of God,
claiming that belief in God is irrational or unsupported by evidence.

However, if atheism is true, and if human beings are merely the product of blind
evolutionary processes, then it becomes difficult to justify the reliability of
reason. Why should we trust that our minds are capable of grasping abstract
concepts, universal truths, or even the scientific method if those faculties are the
product of unguided, naturalistic processes aimed solely at survival? If reason
itself is a byproduct of evolutionary development with no connection to objective
truth, then the entire edifice of rational thought becomes unstable.

Plantinga points out that atheists who argue for the superiority of reason over
faith are, in effect, using tools that their own worldview undermines. Atheism,
especially in its naturalistic form, offers no basis for trusting human cognitive
faculties, making it difficult for atheists to argue coherently for any position—
including atheism itself. This is the core of Plantinga’s epistemological critique:
atheism leads to cognitive dissonance by placing its trust in reason while
simultaneously denying the metaphysical foundation that makes reason reliable.

Epistemological Inconsistencies in Atheism

Plantinga’s Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism highlights a broader
problem with atheism: its epistemological inconsistencies. Epistemology is the
branch of philosophy concerned with the nature and scope of knowledge,
including the reliability of our cognitive faculties and how we can know what we
know. Atheism, particularly when combined with naturalism, often presents itself
as a rational, evidence-based worldview that relies on scientific inquiry and logic.
However, Plantinga and other theistic philosophers argue that atheism ultimately
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undermines the very tools it relies on by denying any transcendent source of
order, logic, and reason.

The Self-Defeating Nature of Atheistic Naturalism

Plantinga’s argument suggests that atheistic naturalism is self-defeating because
it creates a situation where naturalists cannot trust their own beliefs. If our
cognitive faculties are shaped solely by evolutionary pressures, and if there is no
divine or transcendent source of reason, then our beliefs—including belief in
atheism or naturalism—are likely unreliable. In this sense, atheistic naturalism
becomes a self-refuting position: it cannot provide a reliable foundation for
knowledge or truth, yet it claims to be a rational worldview.

This epistemological inconsistency is most evident in the reliance of atheism on
scientific inquiry. Science, as a method of understanding the world, depends on
the assumption that the universe is ordered and that human reason is capable of
discovering the laws governing that order. However, if atheistic naturalism is true,
there is no reason to believe that the universe should be orderly or that human
reason should be capable of comprehending it. In fact, naturalism gives no
satisfactory account of why the universe operates according to consistent, logical
principles in the first place. Without an underlying metaphysical framework that
explains the rationality of the universe, atheism becomes incoherent in its
reliance on science and reason.

Theism as a More Consistent Explanation for Human Rationality

Plantinga, along with other theistic philosophers, argues that theism provides a
far more consistent and reliable explanation for human rationality and cognitive
faculties. According to theism, the universe is not the product of blind, unguided
processes but is the creation of a rational, transcendent being—God. Human
beings are created in the image of this rational Creator, and as such, our cognitive
faculties are designed to reflect the rationality of God. This explains why we are
capable of understanding abstract concepts, engaging in logical reasoning, and
making sense of the world around us.

Theism provides a foundation for trust in reason by positing that human
cognitive faculties are not mere byproducts of evolution but are part of a
purposeful design. In this view, our capacity for reason and logic is not accidental
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but is grounded in the nature of God, who is the ultimate source of all truth and
rationality. Therefore, when we engage in scientific inquiry or philosophical
reasoning, we are using faculties that are designed for the discovery of truth, not
merely for survival. This gives theism a coherence that atheism and naturalism
lack: it offers a metaphysical foundation that justifies the trust we place in reason,
logic, and evidence.

Plantinga’s argument is not merely a defense of theism but a critique of the
incoherence of atheistic naturalism. He challenges atheists to account for the
reliability of their cognitive faculties without appealing to a transcendent source
of order and rationality. By doing so, he shows that atheism, far from being the
most rational worldview, is in fact epistemologically deficient. Theism, by
contrast, offers a more robust and consistent explanation for why human beings
are capable of understanding the world in the first place.

Conclusion

Alvin Plantinga’s Evolutionary Argument Against Naturalism reveals significant
epistemological and cognitive deficiencies within atheism, especially when paired
with naturalism. By arguing that unguided evolutionary processes cannot reliably
produce true beliefs, Plantinga shows that atheism undermines the very cognitive
faculties upon which it depends. This leads to a self-defeating position, where
atheists cannot trust the reliability of their own beliefs, including the belief in
atheism itself. In contrast, theism provides a consistent and rational explanation
for human cognition, grounding reason and logic in the existence of a rational,
transcendent God. In this way, theism offers a more coherent worldview that
explains both the reliability of human cognition and the order of the universe,
making it a stronger foundation for knowledge and understanding than atheism.

VIl. Atheism as Reductionism and Materialism
Pope Benedict XVI’s Critique of Modern Atheism

Pope Benedict XVI, also known as Joseph Ratzinger, was one of the most vocal
critics of atheism during his tenure as a theologian and later as the head of the
Catholic Church. His critique of modern atheism was grounded in the belief that it
is largely a byproduct of Enlightenment reductionism. The Enlightenment, which
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emphasized reason, empiricism, and scientific inquiry, sought to free humanity
from the authority of religious institutions and superstition. However, according
to Benedict, this movement also gave rise to a form of reductionism—a
worldview that reduces the rich, complex dimensions of human existence to
purely materialistic and empirical terms.

Benedict argued that atheism, especially in its modern form, is rooted in scientific
materialism, the belief that everything in the universe can be explained solely in
terms of physical processes and laws. In this view, there is no need for belief in
God, a soul, or any spiritual dimension to existence because all phenomena can
be reduced to material causes. This worldview dismisses anything that cannot be
measured or observed through scientific means, including questions of meaning,
morality, and transcendence.

Atheism as a Byproduct of Enlightenment Reductionism

Pope Benedict XVI traced the rise of modern atheism to the intellectual currents
of the Enlightenment, a period during which many thinkers began to challenge
the authority of the Church and religious belief in favor of reason and science.
While the Enlightenment made important contributions to human knowledge and
progress, Benedict warned that it also introduced a form of scientific
reductionism that denies the existence of anything beyond the material world. In
this sense, modern atheism can be seen as a product of this reductionist mindset,
which seeks to explain all aspects of life through the lens of physical processes,
rejecting the possibility of a transcendent reality.

Benedict argued that this reductionism has led to a diminished understanding of
the human person. In the Enlightenment’s quest to reduce everything to reason
and empirical evidence, it neglected the deeper spiritual and existential
dimensions of human life. Atheism, according to Benedict, inherits this mindset
and attempts to explain everything—human consciousness, morality, love,
beauty, and even purpose—through purely material terms. This, he believed, was
an incomplete and impoverished view of reality, one that strips life of its deeper
meaning and significance.
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The Limitations of Scientific Materialism in Addressing Existential Questions

One of Benedict’s central critiques of atheism was that scientific materialism—
the dominant worldview among many atheists—fails to address the existential
guestions that have preoccupied human beings throughout history. Scientific
materialism is concerned with the study of the physical world, and while it has
made significant advances in understanding the mechanics of the universe, it is
fundamentally limited when it comes to answering questions such as:

o What is the purpose of human life?
« What happens after death?

o What is the nature of morality, and why do we strive for justice and
goodness?

o Isthere a deeper meaning to love, beauty, and art?

For Benedict, these questions cannot be answered by science alone because they
transcend the realm of the physical and enter the domain of the spiritual.
Scientific materialism, by focusing solely on what can be observed and measured,
is ill-equipped to engage with these profound human concerns. While science can
explain how things work, it cannot explain why they exist in the first place or
what their ultimate purpose is. In Benedict’s view, atheism’s reliance on
materialism leads to an impoverished understanding of human existence because
it neglects the spiritual and metaphysical dimensions of life.

Benedict pointed out that many of the most important aspects of human life—
such as love, morality, beauty, and hope—cannot be fully explained through
materialistic or reductionist frameworks. These experiences point to something
transcendent that goes beyond mere physical processes. For Benedict, atheism,
in its materialist form, reduces these deeply human experiences to chemical
reactions or evolutionary byproducts, stripping them of their deeper significance.
This reductionism, he argued, is a betrayal of the full depth of human existence,
leaving people with an incomplete and unsatisfying understanding of life.

The Spiritual and Transcendent Dimensions

In his critique of atheism, Pope Benedict XVI emphasized the importance of the
spiritual and transcendent dimensions of human life. He believed that human

23



beings are not merely material creatures but are inherently spiritual, with a deep
need for meaning, hope, and transcendence. According to Benedict, atheism fails
to account for these core aspects of the human experience, leading to a
worldview that is ultimately unsatisfying and incomplete.

The Human Need for Meaning, Hope, and Transcendence

Benedict argued that human beings are naturally oriented toward meaning.
Throughout history, people have sought answers to the fundamental questions of
existence—Who am I? Why am | here? What is my purpose?—and have looked to
religion and spirituality to find those answers. For Benedict, these questions
cannot be fully addressed by atheism because atheism denies the existence of
anything beyond the material world. Without belief in God or a transcendent
purpose, human life is reduced to a series of random events, and the search for
meaning becomes an exercise in futility.

In a similar vein, Benedict believed that humans have a deep need for hope—the
belief that there is something beyond this life, that death is not the end, and that
there is an ultimate purpose to existence. Religion, particularly Christianity,
provides this hope through the belief in eternal life and the promise of salvation.
Atheism, by contrast, offers no such hope. If the material world is all there is, then
death is the final end, and there is no possibility of redemption, justice, or eternal
joy. For Benedict, atheism’s inability to offer hope in the face of suffering and
death is one of its most significant limitations.

Benedict also emphasized the human need for transcendence—the desire to
connect with something greater than oneself. Throughout history, people have
sought to transcend the limitations of their earthly existence by reaching out to
the divine or seeking communion with the sacred. This longing for transcendence
is deeply embedded in the human soul, and for Benedict, it points to the
existence of a higher reality. Atheism, by denying the existence of this higher
reality, cuts people off from their spiritual nature and leaves them confined to the
material world.

Atheism’s Failure to Address These Core Human Desires
Pope Benedict XVI was critical of atheism because he believed it failed to address

these core human desires for meaning, hope, and transcendence. In his view,
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atheism’s reliance on scientific materialism led to a worldview that was
incomplete and reductionist, one that neglected the spiritual dimension of
human life. Atheism may provide answers to certain questions about the physical
world, but it leaves many of the most important existential questions
unanswered.

Benedict argued that atheism’s reductionist approach often results in a spiritual
vacuum, where people are left without a sense of purpose, direction, or hope. In
the absence of belief in God or a higher purpose, people are forced to create their
own meaning, but this often leads to nihilism, where life is seen as ultimately
meaningless. For Benedict, this was one of the great tragedies of modern
atheism: it offers freedom from religious belief but at the cost of spiritual
impoverishment.

Benedict also pointed out that atheism, in its rejection of transcendence, leaves
people without any framework for understanding the spiritual dimension of life.
This can lead to a sense of alienation and disenchantment with the world, as
people are unable to connect with something greater than themselves. Without
belief in God or a transcendent purpose, people are left to navigate life’s
challenges and suffering without the support of a higher power. In Benedict’s
view, this is a significant limitation of atheism: it provides no answers to life’s
deepest questions and leaves people spiritually adrift.

Conclusion

Pope Benedict XVI’s critique of atheism focuses on its reductionist and materialist
tendencies, which he believed led to an incomplete understanding of human
existence. By reducing all of life to material processes, atheism, in Benedict’s
view, fails to address the deeper existential questions of meaning, hope, and
transcendence. He argued that atheism, as a product of Enlightenment
reductionism, neglects the spiritual dimension of life and leaves people with an
impoverished worldview that cannot satisfy the deepest longings of the human
soul. In contrast, Benedict saw religious faith as a more holistic and fulfilling
worldview, one that addresses not only the physical realities of life but also the
spiritual and transcendent aspects that give life its deeper meaning.
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VIII. Atheism as a Risky Wager
Blaise Pascal’s Wager

Blaise Pascal, a 17th-century French mathematician, physicist, and philosopher, is
most famously known in religious philosophy for his Wager—an argument that
frames belief in God as a pragmatic choice rather than a strictly theological or
philosophical one. In his work Pensées, Pascal addresses the uncertainty
surrounding God’s existence, particularly for those who are skeptical or unsure.
Rather than attempting to prove God’s existence through traditional metaphysical
arguments, Pascal proposes that when faced with uncertainty about God, humans
should treat the decision to believe or disbelieve as a wager—a gamble with
potentially enormous consequences.

Atheism as a Dangerous Bet Against Eternity

Pascal’s Wager posits that atheism is a dangerous bet against eternity because of
the stakes involved. If God exists and a person chooses atheism—i.e., chooses to
disbelieve in God or live as if God does not exist—the potential consequences are
catastrophic. The most significant consequence, according to Christian belief, is
eternal separation from God, or damnation, after death. On the other hand, if
God does not exist and a person believes in Him, the consequences are
comparatively minor—perhaps living a life according to certain moral or religious
principles, but without any eternal loss.

Pascal’s Wager frames atheism as a high-risk position because it gambles with
what could be the ultimate consequence: eternity. According to Pascal, even if
there is uncertainty or doubt about God’s existence, the potential loss for an
atheist, if proven wrong, is far greater than the potential gain. In contrast, belief
in God (even if motivated by self-interest) leads to eternal reward if God exists,
and at worst, no significant loss if God does not exist.

Pascal’s argument can be understood as an appeal to the rational self-interest of
individuals. He acknowledges that faith in God cannot be proved through reason
or empirical evidence alone, but he argues that belief is nonetheless the more
prudent choice. For Pascal, atheism represents a dangerous gamble with eternal
consequences, whereas belief in God offers the chance of infinite gain with
minimal risk of loss.
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Rational Self-Interest Favors Belief in God Due to the Potential Consequences

Pascal’s Wager hinges on the principle of rational self-interest, which suggests
that when faced with uncertainty, people should choose the option that offers
the best possible outcome with the least amount of risk. In this framework, the
rational decision is to believe in God because, if God exists, the reward is infinite:
eternal life, salvation, and communion with God. The risk for the believer, if God
does not exist, is comparatively insignificant, as they have only lost their temporal
adherence to religious principles, which might lead to a virtuous life.

Pascal outlines the following four possible scenarios:
1. God exists, and you believe: You gain infinite reward (heaven).

2. God exists, and you do not believe: You face infinite loss (hell or eternal
separation from God).

3. God does not exist, and you believe: You lose nothing significant; perhaps
you lived a moral life.

4. God does not exist, and you do not believe: You gain nothing, but you also
do not lose anything beyond your temporary life.

Pascal’s point is that the rational person should make decisions based on a cost-
benefit analysis. Belief in God presents minimal risk and the potential for an
infinite reward, while atheism presents the possibility of infinite loss. Thus, from
the standpoint of rational self-interest, belief in God is the safest bet.

Pascal acknowledges that genuine belief may not come naturally to everyone,
particularly those who are skeptical or indifferent to religious claims. To address
this, he encourages individuals to begin by acting as if they believe—praying,
attending religious services, and living according to the moral teachings of the
faith. Through these actions, Pascal argues, belief may eventually develop. In this
way, his Wager is not only a rational argument but also a practical guide for those
who are uncertain about faith.

Atheism as an Irrational Position

Pascal viewed atheism as irrational not because it is inherently illogical, but
because it represents a reckless gamble in the face of eternal stakes. Atheism, in
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Pascal’s framework, dismisses the possibility of God’s existence without
adequately considering the profound consequences of being wrong. He does not
claim that the non-believer is necessarily irrational in rejecting the existence of
God on philosophical or scientific grounds. Rather, atheism is irrational because it
ignores the potential costs and benefits associated with belief.

The Stakes of Eternal Existence Make Atheism a High-Risk Gamble

For Pascal, the stakes of eternal existence are so high that atheism becomes a
high-risk gamble. Even if there is only a slim possibility that God exists, the
potential rewards and punishments are so vast that it would be irrational to
reject belief entirely. Pascal challenges atheists and skeptics to think about their
wager in the context of infinite consequences: if there is even a small chance that
eternal life and divine justice exist, the rational decision is to live as if God exists.

Pascal’s Wager is not concerned with proving God’s existence through traditional
theological arguments, such as the cosmological or ontological arguments.
Instead, it appeals to the pragmatic and self-interested individual, encouraging
them to consider the wager in light of what they stand to gain or lose. Atheism,
when viewed in this context, becomes an irrational position because it represents
a bet with potentially infinite consequences and no corresponding reward if
proven correct. The very uncertainty of God’s existence is what makes the risk of
atheism so great: one is betting against something that, if true, carries
unimaginable consequences.

Pascal’s Pragmatic Argument for Faith as a More Reasonable Choice

Pascal’s Wager is ultimately a pragmatic argument for faith rather than a
metaphysical or theological proof. He acknowledges that the existence of God
cannot be proved conclusively through reason, but he argues that the decision to
believe in God should be based on practical considerations, particularly when the
stakes involve eternity. For Pascal, faith in God is not simply a matter of abstract
belief—it is a practical choice that individuals should make because it offers the
best possible outcome with the least amount of risk.

Pascal’s Wager can be compared to a kind of life insurance policy: even if one is
uncertain about whether disaster (in this case, eternal separation from God) will
strike, it is still rational to take out insurance (belief in God) to protect oneself
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from the worst possible outcome. This insurance provides peace of mind and
ensures that, in the event that God does exist, the individual will be prepared.
Pascal argues that the rational individual, even if uncertain, should “take out the
insurance” by living a life of faith, because the consequences of disbelief are too
catastrophic to ignore.

In conclusion, Pascal’s Wager does not depend on proving the existence of God.
Rather, it invites individuals to consider belief in God as a reasonable and
practical decision in light of the potential consequences. Atheism, by contrast, is
presented as a reckless gamble, one that ignores the profound implications of
eternal life and the possibility of divine justice. Pascal’s Wager encourages people
to make decisions based not only on what they believe is true but also on what is
most prudent in the face of uncertainty.

Conclusion

Blaise Pascal’s Wager presents atheism as a high-risk gamble against eternity,
arguing that the potential consequences of disbelief are far too severe to ignore.
In contrast, belief in God, even if uncertain, represents a safer bet due to the
possibility of infinite reward and the minimal risk involved. Pascal’s pragmatic
approach to faith challenges individuals to make decisions based not solely on
abstract reasoning but on rational self-interest. By framing atheism as an
irrational position, given the stakes of eternal existence, Pascal offers a
compelling case for belief in God as the more prudent and reasonable choice. His
argument continues to resonate with those who grapple with uncertainty about
faith, inviting them to consider the implications of their beliefs in the broader
context of eternity.

IX. Atheism as Intellectual Pride
John Henry Newman’s Critique

John Henry Newman, a 19th-century theologian and cardinal, offered a profound
critique of atheism centered around the idea of intellectual pride. In his writings,
especially in Apologia Pro Vita Sua and The Grammar of Assent, Newman argued

that atheism often arises from an overconfidence in human reason and a refusal
to accept the limits of our cognitive faculties. Newman believed that atheism’s
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rejection of God is not simply an intellectual decision but a reflection of an
underlying arrogance, where individuals place too much trust in their own
reasoning abilities and refuse to acknowledge the mysteries of existence that
transcend human understanding.

For Newman, faith is a humble recognition of the fact that not all truths can be
grasped through reason alone. The atheist, according to Newman, rejects this
humility and instead asserts that only what can be known through reason and
empirical evidence is true. This, he argued, leads to an incomplete and distorted
view of reality, where the divine and the transcendent are dismissed simply
because they cannot be fully comprehended or explained.

Atheism Stems from Intellectual Pride and a Refusal to Accept the Limits of
Human Reason

Newman viewed atheism as rooted in intellectual pride—the belief that human
reason is the supreme arbiter of truth and that anything beyond its grasp is not
worth considering. In his view, atheists often elevate reason to an almost
idolatrous level, treating it as if it has the capacity to answer every question and
solve every mystery. This pride manifests in a refusal to admit that there are
aspects of reality that human beings, with their finite minds, may never fully
understand. For Newman, this overconfidence in reason leads atheists to reject
faith, which requires humility and the recognition that certain truths lie beyond
the scope of human comprehension.

Newman believed that intellectual pride prevents individuals from embracing the
mystery of faith. Faith, in his view, involves a submission to a higher order of
truth that cannot always be fully articulated or proven by reason alone. By
insisting that reason is the only path to knowledge, atheists close themselves off
to the possibility of divine revelation and the deeper truths that come through
spiritual insight. Atheism, according to Newman, is not simply the absence of
belief in God; it is a deliberate turning away from the mystery and wonder of
existence, motivated by an excessive trust in human intellect.

For Newman, atheism’s intellectual pride is particularly evident in its approach to
religion and theology. Atheists often critique religious belief as irrational or
unscientific, dismissing faith as superstition or wishful thinking. However,
Newman argued that this dismissal is itself a form of narrow-mindedness, rooted
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in the assumption that reason alone can capture the entirety of reality. In doing
so, atheism refuses to engage with the full depth of human experience, which
includes not only rational inquiry but also spiritual intuition and the acceptance
of mystery.

Faith as a Recognition of Truths Beyond Human Comprehension

In contrast to atheism’s reliance on reason, Newman emphasized that faith
involves a recognition of truths that lie beyond the reach of human
understanding. Faith, for Newman, is not an irrational leap in the dark but a
rational trust in a higher order of reality that transcends human comprehension.
It acknowledges that while reason is a powerful tool for understanding the world,
it is limited in its ability to grasp ultimate truths, particularly those concerning the
divine, the nature of existence, and the purpose of life.

Faith and the Limits of Human Knowledge

Newman argued that the rejection of faith in favor of reason alone is a
misunderstanding of both faith and reason. He believed that reason and faith are
complementary, not mutually exclusive. Reason can lead a person to the
threshold of faith by exploring the natural world, asking fundamental questions,
and recognizing the limitations of purely empirical explanations. However, there
comes a point where reason must give way to faith, because certain truths—such
as the existence of God, the nature of the soul, and the meaning of life—cannot
be fully apprehended through rational inquiry alone.

For Newman, faith begins where reason ends. It is an assent to truths that reason
may hint at but cannot fully explain. In this sense, faith requires a degree of
humility, a willingness to accept that the human mind is finite and that there are
aspects of reality that surpass our understanding. Atheism, on the other hand,
often rejects this humility, insisting that unless something can be known and
proven through reason, it must be rejected as false or irrelevant.

Newman described faith as a deeper kind of knowing, one that transcends the
limitations of reason and opens individuals to the mystery of the divine. In his
view, the religious believer does not abandon reason but recognizes that reason
alone cannot provide a complete picture of reality. Faith fills the gap left by
reason, allowing individuals to grasp truths that are spiritually discerned rather
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than intellectually deduced. By rejecting faith, atheism, according to Newman,
closes off the possibility of encountering these higher truths.

The Limits of Rationalism

Newman’s critique of atheism is also a critique of rationalism—the belief that
reason is the primary or exclusive source of knowledge. He argued that atheism’s
embrace of rationalism leads to a narrow and impoverished worldview that
undervalues the role of divine mystery in human existence. Atheism, according to
Newman, places undue emphasis on reason, treating it as if it is capable of
answering all questions and solving all mysteries. This, he believed, is a
fundamental mistake.

How Atheism Overvalues Human Reason and Undervalues Divine Mystery

Newman believed that atheism, by adopting a rationalistic approach, overvalues
human reason and undervalues the mystery of the divine. While reason is an
important and valuable tool for understanding the world, it has its limits.
Rationalism, however, often leads atheists to reject anything that cannot be
explained through reason, including the mysteries of faith and the divine. In doing
so, atheism limits itself to a purely materialistic and empirical understanding of
the world, ignoring the spiritual dimensions of existence.

For Newman, the overvaluation of reason leads to an incomplete understanding
of reality. By dismissing the possibility of divine mystery, atheism cuts itself off
from the fullness of human experience, which includes not only rational inquiry
but also spiritual intuition, revelation, and the acceptance of mystery. Newman
argued that the mysteries of faith—such as the existence of God, the nature of
the soul, and the meaning of life—are not irrational but simply beyond the scope
of human reason. Atheism’s rejection of these mysteries reflects an intellectual
pride that refuses to acknowledge the limits of human knowledge.

Newman believed that divine mystery is an essential part of the human
experience and that faith opens individuals to the richness of this mystery.
Atheism, by contrast, reduces reality to what can be known through reason and
empirical observation, thereby impoverishing the human soul. For Newman, the
most profound truths about existence—truths about God, love, morality, and
eternity—are not reducible to scientific or rational explanation. They are
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mysteries that can only be apprehended through faith, which acknowledges the
limits of human reason and opens the mind to the possibility of divine revelation.

Newman’s Argument for the Necessity of Faith in Understanding Ultimate
Truths

Newman’s central argument is that faith is necessary for understanding the
ultimate truths of existence. While reason can lead individuals toward these
truths, it cannot fully explain them. Faith, in Newman’s view, is a form of assent to
truths that lie beyond the reach of reason, but which are nonetheless real and
necessary for a complete understanding of the world and of human life.

Newman argued that the great questions of life—questions about the existence
of God, the nature of good and evil, the purpose of human life, and the possibility
of eternal life—cannot be answered through reason alone. These questions point
to a transcendent reality that surpasses human understanding, and only faith can
provide the answers. In this sense, faith is not a rejection of reason but an
acknowledgment of its limits and a willingness to trust in a higher order of truth.

For Newman, atheism’s refusal to accept the necessity of faith leads to a deficient
understanding of reality. By relying solely on reason, atheism can provide
answers to certain scientific and philosophical questions, but it falls short when it
comes to the most important and ultimate questions of existence. Faith, on the
other hand, provides a holistic understanding of life that embraces both reason
and mystery, allowing individuals to grasp the fullness of truth.

Conclusion

John Henry Newman’s critique of atheism centers on the notion of intellectual
pride—the belief that human reason is the only valid path to knowledge and that
anything beyond its grasp is unworthy of belief. For Newman, atheism’s rejection
of faith is not simply an intellectual decision but a reflection of an underlying
arrogance that refuses to acknowledge the limits of human understanding. He
argued that faith, by contrast, is a humble recognition of truths that lie beyond
the reach of reason and a necessary means of understanding the ultimate
mysteries of existence. Atheism, with its overvaluation of reason and rejection of
divine mystery, leads to an impoverished worldview that fails to address the
deeper spiritual dimensions of human life. Faith, for Newman, offers a more
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complete and fulfilling path to truth, one that embraces both reason and
revelation in the quest to understand the profound questions of existence.

X. Psychological Roots of Atheism
Freud’s Argument for Religion as lllusion

Sigmund Freud, the father of psychoanalysis, famously argued that religion is
essentially a form of wish-fulfillment. In his works, particularly The Future of an
lllusion and Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud proposed that religious belief
stems from the human mind’s need to cope with existential anxieties, such as the
fear of death, the uncertainties of life, and the harshness of the natural world. He
contended that belief in God or gods is a psychological defense mechanism
designed to provide a sense of security and protection in the face of these
overwhelming forces. Freud saw religion as a comforting illusion that people
create to fulfill their deep psychological needs for safety, meaning, and order in
an otherwise indifferent and often cruel universe.

According to Freud, religious belief functions much like a child's dependence on a
father figure: just as children look to their parents for protection, guidance, and
comfort, adults project those same needs onto an imagined divine being. Freud
viewed God as a symbolic father figure who offers solace in the face of human
vulnerability. In this sense, religion is a way for individuals to psychologically
manage their fears, especially the fear of death and the uncertainties of life, by
imagining a higher power that will take care of them and provide ultimate justice.

Freud’s argument had a significant influence on how atheism and religion are
perceived within the field of psychology. However, while Freud emphasized that
religion is driven by psychological needs, critics have turned his theory on its head
by arguing that atheism may similarly be rooted in psychological motivations,
especially the rejection of those same deep psychological needs. For these critics,
atheism can be seen as a denial of humanity’s innate longing for meaning,
transcendence, and moral structure, rather than simply the result of rational
inquiry.
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Critics of Freud: Atheism as a Rejection of Psychological Needs

Whereas Freud saw religious belief as a coping mechanism, critics of atheism
suggest that atheism is often an attempt to reject or suppress deep psychological
needs that are integral to the human experience. Rather than embracing the
comfort, meaning, and moral guidance offered by religious belief, atheists may be
resisting these psychological impulses, either due to personal experiences,
intellectual pride, or emotional discomfort with the idea of submission to a higher
power.

Critics argue that atheism may involve a psychological rebellion against the very
things that religion offers: comfort in the face of death, a moral framework, and a
sense of belonging in a larger cosmic order. For instance, the atheist’s rejection of
God could be seen as a refusal to acknowledge the existential vulnerability that
Freud associated with the human condition. By denying the need for a
transcendent source of comfort, atheists may be attempting to assert their
independence and control over life’s uncertainties, even if doing so comes at the
cost of existential despair or moral disorientation.

In this view, atheism is not merely an intellectual stance but a psychological
stance—one that denies or represses the human yearning for something greater
than the self. Critics of atheism, including religious psychologists, argue that by
rejecting belief in God, atheists are cutting themselves off from the psychological
benefits that faith provides, such as hope, purpose, and moral direction. In this
sense, atheism can be seen as a form of psychological denial, where individuals
refuse to engage with their deepest emotional and spiritual needs.

C.S. Lewis on Atheism as a Desire for Autonomy

C.S. Lewis, one of the most influential Christian apologists of the 20th century,
also offered a psychological critique of atheism, focusing on the desire for
autonomy as a key motivator behind disbelief in God. In works like Mere
Christianity and The Problem of Pain, Lewis suggested that many people are
drawn to atheism not because they have found compelling intellectual reasons to
disbelieve in God but because they wish to avoid the moral accountability and
submission that belief in God entails. According to Lewis, atheism’s appeal often
lies in the freedom it offers from the demands of religious morality and the
authority of a higher power.
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Atheism’s Appeal: The Desire to Avoid Moral Accountability

Lewis argued that one of the central reasons why people choose atheism is their
desire to escape moral accountability. If there is no God, then there is no higher
moral authority to whom individuals are answerable. This allows atheists to
create their own ethical frameworks, free from the constraints of religious
doctrine or divine commandments. For Lewis, this desire for moral autonomy is a
powerful psychological motivator behind atheism.

In Mere Christianity, Lewis explores the idea that belief in God inherently involves
a recognition of one’s moral responsibility to live in accordance with divine will.
This recognition can be uncomfortable or even threatening for those who wish to
live on their own terms, without having to adhere to external moral standards. In
contrast, atheism offers a form of intellectual and moral freedom that allows
individuals to live as they see fit, without feeling guilty or constrained by religious
teachings.

Lewis suggested that many atheists are, consciously or unconsciously, rejecting
the idea of God because they do not want to submit to a higher authority that
could limit their freedom or challenge their personal desires. In this view, atheism
is less about the intellectual rejection of religious claims and more about the
emotional and psychological desire to be one’s own master. By denying the
existence of God, atheists can maintain a sense of independence and self-
determination, free from the moral obligations that belief in God would impose.

The Psychological Implications of Rejecting Divine Authority

According to Lewis, the rejection of divine authority has profound psychological
implications. He argued that when individuals choose atheism out of a desire for
autonomy, they are ultimately seeking to avoid the discomfort of moral
accountability. However, this rejection of a higher power can lead to a sense of
alienation and isolation, as individuals are left to navigate life’s challenges
without the guidance or support of a transcendent moral framework.

Lewis believed that the desire for autonomy is deeply rooted in human nature
but that this desire often leads people away from the very things that would
provide them with true fulfillment and peace. He suggested that by rejecting
God’s authority, atheists may be unknowingly cutting themselves off from the
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source of true meaning and joy. Without belief in a higher power, individuals are
left to construct their own meaning and morality, but Lewis argued that this often
results in a sense of emptiness and moral confusion.

In The Problem of Pain, Lewis also explored the psychological consequences of
rejecting belief in God in the face of suffering. He suggested that some people
embrace atheism because they cannot reconcile the existence of a benevolent
God with the presence of suffering in the world. However, by rejecting God, they
also reject the possibility of redemption, hope, and ultimate justice. For Lewis,
atheism offers no satisfactory answers to the problem of suffering; it simply
removes the possibility of finding meaning or purpose in life’s trials.

The Psychological Roots of Atheism: Conclusion

Both Freud and Lewis provide important psychological insights into the roots of
atheism, though from vastly different perspectives. Freud viewed religion as an
illusion driven by deep psychological needs for comfort and security, while
atheism, for Freud, represented a more rational and mature worldview that
embraced human autonomy and faced the realities of life without relying on
comforting fantasies. On the other hand, critics of Freud’s theory argue that
atheism itself may be a defense mechanism, a way of rejecting or suppressing the
human need for meaning, transcendence, and moral structure.

C.S. Lewis, in contrast to Freud, saw atheism as rooted in a desire for autonomy
and a psychological resistance to the idea of moral accountability and submission
to a higher power. For Lewis, atheism’s appeal lies in the freedom it offers from
the moral and spiritual demands of religious belief. However, he argued that this
rejection of divine authority ultimately leads to alienation, isolation, and a sense
of meaninglessness.

Both thinkers illuminate the complex psychological dynamics at play in atheism,
showing that it is not simply a matter of intellectual belief or disbelief, but also a
deeply emotional and psychological stance. Atheism, whether motivated by a
rejection of comforting illusions or a desire for moral autonomy, reflects a
profound engagement with the existential and moral challenges of human life.
However, as critics of atheism suggest, the rejection of belief in God may also
come with psychological costs, including a sense of emptiness, despair, and
moral disorientation in the face of life’s most profound questions.
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Xl. Conclusion
Summary of Key Arguments

Throughout this exploration, atheism has been critiqued from multiple angles,
each highlighting potential deficiencies in its ability to address the full scope of
human experience. Across these various critiques, certain themes recur: the loss
of meaning, the collapse of moral certainty, epistemological inconsistency, and
psychological avoidance. These critiques not only raise concerns about atheism
as an intellectual position but also delve into the deeper consequences of
rejecting theism, particularly in terms of human flourishing and the quest for
purpose.

o Loss of Meaning: G.K. Chesterton and Fyodor Dostoevsky both emphasized
that atheism strips life of its transcendent meaning, reducing existence to
mere materialism. For Chesterton, atheism leads to a loss of wonder and
mystery, making life feel shallow and colorless. Dostoevsky went further,
arguing that without God, life becomes meaningless, descending into
nihilism and moral relativism.

« Moral Collapse: Dostoevsky’s famous assertion, “If God does not exist,
everything is permitted,” captures the fear that without a divine moral
lawgiver, society loses its grounding in absolute moral values. Atheism is
critiqued for leading to moral relativism, where ethical standards become
subjective and fluid, threatening both personal integrity and societal
cohesion. C.S. Lewis also argued that atheism often appeals to those who
wish to avoid moral accountability, allowing individuals to live without a
higher authority guiding their actions.

» Epistemological Inconsistency: Alvin Plantinga’s Evolutionary Argument
Against Naturalism highlights a significant intellectual weakness in atheism:
if naturalism (often paired with atheism) is true, human cognition, including
our ability to reason, becomes unreliable. If our cognitive faculties are
purely the product of unguided evolutionary processes, designed for
survival rather than truth, then our very ability to reason and know truth is
called into question. Thus, atheism undermines the very tools it relies on—
reason and logic—to support its claims.
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» Psychological Avoidance: Both C.S. Lewis and critics of Freud’s theory of
religion as wish-fulfillment suggest that atheism is often motivated by a
psychological desire for autonomy. Lewis argued that atheism allows
individuals to reject the uncomfortable reality of moral and spiritual
submission to a higher power. In contrast, Freud’s view of religion as an
illusion is countered by those who argue that atheism might itself be a form
of denial—denial of the deep human need for meaning, transcendence, and
moral structure.

By addressing atheism from these multiple perspectives—philosophical, moral,
epistemological, and psychological—this paper has illuminated the ways in which
atheism may fall short in providing a complete and satisfying framework for
understanding human life. While atheism often presents itself as the rational,
liberating alternative to religious belief, these critiques suggest that it may in fact
impose significant limitations on one’s intellectual, moral, and existential
fulfillment.

The Case for Theism

In contrast to atheism, theism is presented as a more comprehensive framework
that addresses the full spectrum of human needs—intellectual, moral, and
existential. Theism, particularly in its classical form, posits the existence of a
transcendent God who is both the source of the universe and the foundation of
moral and rational order. This belief system provides answers to many of the
deep questions that atheism either struggles with or dismisses entirely.

o Addressing Meaning: Theism provides a coherent and satisfying answer to
the problem of meaning. By positing that human beings are created with a
purpose by a loving and rational God, theism infuses life with meaning,
transcending the limitations of materialism. It offers hope in the face of
suffering and the promise of eternal life, thus addressing the profound
human need for meaning and hope, which atheism cannot adequately

supply.
« Providing Moral Foundation: Theism offers a firm foundation for objective
morality. The belief in a divine moral lawgiver grounds ethical principles in

something higher than individual preferences or social conventions,
ensuring that concepts like justice, goodness, and love are not subjective or
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arbitrary. By contrast, atheism’s reliance on moral relativism leads to moral
uncertainty, making it difficult to justify universal moral claims without an
objective standard.

» Rational Consistency: Theism also provides a rationally consistent
framework for understanding human cognition. Alvin Plantinga’s critique of
atheistic naturalism highlights the internal contradiction in relying on
evolved cognitive faculties to reason about truth. Theism, however, posits
that human reason is grounded in the rationality of God, which ensures
that our faculties are not only geared for survival but also capable of
discerning truth. Thus, belief in God supports the reliability of human
reason and the coherence of scientific inquiry.

« Fulfilling Psychological Needs: Theism acknowledges and fulfills the
psychological needs that critics argue atheism suppresses. Rather than
seeing belief in God as a weakness, theism recognizes that humans are
naturally inclined toward a sense of the divine, seeking meaning, purpose,
and a moral compass. Faith in God addresses these existential desires,
offering hope, comfort, and a sense of belonging in a world created by a
loving and purposeful deity. Atheism, in rejecting these aspects of human
psychology, may inadvertently lead to feelings of alienation, despair, or
emptiness.

Final Reflections

The critiques of atheism presented in this paper offer a deeper understanding of
why faith persists as a vital aspect of human life. Despite the rise of secularism
and the growing prominence of scientific materialism, religious belief continues
to thrive across the world. These critiques suggest that faith persists because it
addresses fundamental human needs that atheism often fails to satisfy. Faith
provides meaning in the face of life’s deepest uncertainties, moral guidance in a
world of conflicting values, and hope in the face of suffering and death.

Furthermore, the critiques show that atheism, while presenting itself as
intellectually superior, may be incomplete in its understanding of human nature.
Theism, by acknowledging the limits of reason, the mystery of existence, and the
deep yearnings of the human soul, offers a more holistic view of life that
resonates with people on both intellectual and emotional levels. The persistence
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of faith is not just a matter of tradition or cultural inertia—it is rooted in the
profound truths that theism offers about the nature of reality and the human
experience.

As this paper concludes, it is evident that theism remains an intellectually robust
and existentially satisfying worldview. While atheism has its appeal, particularly
for those who seek autonomy and rationalism, the critiques explored here reveal
that it may not provide the complete answers that many people seek. Theism, by
contrast, continues to offer a rich, meaningful, and coherent framework that
addresses the intellectual, moral, and spiritual dimensions of life. Ultimately, the
critiques of atheism reinforce the enduring significance of faith and the central
role it plays in the human quest for truth, meaning, and purpose.
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