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The Fellowship of Unbelievers

 Easter is an annual occasion for those of the 
dominant religious belief – theists – to plead their 
increasingly irrelevant and awkward case.  This 
year, on the day before the spring holiday named 
for the Goddess of the Radiant Dawn, it was Wil-
liam Irwin, professor of philosophy at King’s Col-
lege.  Writing in the March 26th New York Times 
that “God Is a Question, Not an Answer,” Irwin 
asserted: “The question is permanent; answers are 
temporary.”
 Of course, all “answers” are temporary in 
the sense that our beliefs – what we take to be 
truths – are simply the best sense we have been 
able to make of things for now.  But it is not at 
all clear that the “question” of “God” is either pro-
found, “permanent,” or even meaningful.  The 
question is simply no longer related to most of the 
problems that beset humanity.  In particular, our 
understanding of the natural world has obviated 
the idea of pleasing deities to gain their favor.  The 
question of “God’s” existence is therefore only “per-
manent” for those who give it their attention, take 
it seriously, and, especially, for those who make it 
their obsession.
 It is undoubtedly frustrating for people like 
Irwin to be faced with the fact that their “enduring 
question”  is increasingly seldom asked.  His best 
efforts to keep it alive go like this:

“Any honest atheist must admit that he has his 
doubts, that occasionally he thinks he might 
be wrong, that there could be a God after all ...  
Dwelling in a state of doubt, uncertainty and 
openness about the existence of God marks an 
honest approach. …  Still, there are potentially 
unpleasant consequences that can arise from 
decisions or conclusions, and one must take 
responsibility for them … belief without doubt 
would not be required by an all-loving God, and 
it should not be worn as a badge of honor. …  
We can all exist along a continuum of doubt.  ...  
What is important is the common ground of the 
question, not an answer.  Surely, we can respect 
anyone who approaches the question honestly 
and with an open mind. …  Rather than seeking 
the security of an answer, perhaps we should 
collectively celebrate the uncertainty of the 
question.  This is not to say that we should cease 
attempts to convince others of our views.  Far 
from it.  We should try to unsettle others as we 

remain open to being unsettled ourselves.  In a 
spirit of tolerance and intellectual humility, we 
should see ourselves as partners in a continuing 
conversation, addressing an enduring question.”

 What Irwin does not understand is that 
atheists, except perhaps those who have only 
recently extricated themselves from a supernatu-
ralism-based religion, seldom think about “God.”  
They do not consider Irwin’s question either “en-
during” or even interesting.  This is not a matter of 
“honesty” but simply of good sense.  How many 
people who do not strive to believe in something 
on faith ever think about it?  On Irwin’s logic, “hon-
esty” demands that Christians continually doubt 
their lack of belief in Zeus, Allah, reincarnation, and 
many other things.
 It is worse than this, though, because the 
bulk of the reasons that “God” was once believed 
in, as a way to explain much of the natural world, 
have been superseded by scientific understanding.  
As Laplace explained to Napoleon when asked 
where “God” fit into theories about the solar sys-
tem: “I had no need of that hypothesis.”  The idea 
of phlogiston was taken seriously for a century or 
more before it was replaced by the modern under-
standing of combustion.  Just so has “God” been 
displaced.  Honest and reasonable people do not 
occasionally wonder if there could be phlogiston 
after all.  On the contrary, most have not heard the 
term or know what it means.  Likewise, sensible 
people do not concern themselves with whether 
unicorns, centaurs or mermaids exist, regardless 
of how “enduring” someone may want such ques-
tions to be.
 Irwin’s veiled threat about “potentially 
unpleasant consequences that … one must take 
responsibility for” is particularly troubling.  For 
here he is obviously talking about the Christian 
theological doctrine that one will be damned to 
eternal torture if one does not believe in Chris-
tian doctrines.  This is considerably removed from 
general intellectual virtues of “doubt, uncertainty 
and openness” with which Irwin began.  Indeed, it 
is the antithesis of those virtues and of the prin-
ciple that facts and reason alone – never coercion! 
– ought to be the determinants of belief.  How can 
reasonable people be open-minded about the 
notion of a deity that requires belief in Christian 
doctrines?  If there were such a deity, then a zeal-
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ous and unquestioning faith without doubt would 
indeed be a “badge of honor” just as the New Tes-
tament and Christianity have long taught.  Irwin 
tries to soften Pascal’s Wager, contrasting “indif-
ference” to “desire.”  But this is just as bad since the 
“unpleasant consequences” remain for unbelief. 
 Of course Irwin wants desperately for there 
to be “the common ground of the question,” be-
cause this keeps the focus on “God.”  His demand 
for an “open mind” thereby falls exclusively on 
unbelievers.  For believers have already decided 
the question.  Believers need to be themselves 
open-minded about and be willing to “collectively 
celebrate” the idea that whether or not there is “a 
God” is not really relevant to the important prob-
lems of human existence.  Because unbelievers are 
doubtful, to say the least, that the question that 
Irwin wants to focus on even matters.
 The other thing believers need to stop 
doing is proselytizing, even in the “nice” way that 
Irwin thinks he is doing.  Rather, there should be a 
greater effort to do what is more important, which 
is to understand and be understood.  This may, of 
course, cause people to become “unsettled,” which 
too many still take to be offensive if not blasphe-
mous.  But it is the why of belief and not the what 
of it that matters.  Appreciating and honoring this 
would go a long way to people becoming “part-
ners in a continuing conversation.”   Because the 
“enduring question” is not the self-serving and self-
indulgent matter of Christian doctrines.  It is the 
larger question, the real common ground, of the 
human condition itself.
 If questions, doubt and uncertainty are to 
really count in such a conversation, the words of 
20th-Century physicist Richard Feynman are worth 
considering:

“I can live with doubt and uncertainty and not 
knowing.  I think it’s much more interesting to 
live not knowing than to have answers which 
might be wrong.  I have approximate answers 
and possible beliefs and different degrees of 
uncertainty about different things, but I am 
not absolutely sure of anything and there are 
many things I don’t know anything about, such 
as whether it means anything to ask why we’re 
here …  I don’t have to know an answer.  I don’t 
feel frightened not knowing things, by being 
lost in a mysterious universe without any pur-
pose, which is the way it really is as far as I can 
tell.  It doesn’t frighten me.”
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