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We	began	our	time	by	watching	an	interview	with	comedian	and	actor,	Ricky	Gervais	
on	how	he	became	an	atheist.		Here	is	a	short	excerpt	from	that	interview:	
	
It’s	better	to	know	the	truth...	My	Mum	only	lied	to	me	about	one	thing.	She	said	that	
there	was	a	God...	I	wish	there	was	a	God.	I	wish	there	was.	It’d	be	great.	From	what	
I’ve	heard,	he’s	brilliant...	But	you	can’t	believe	in	something	you	don’t.	Also,	if	there	is	a	
God,	why	did	he	make	me	an	atheist?	That	was	his	first	mistake.	Well,	the	talking	snake	
was	his	first	mistake.		
-	Ricky	Gervais,	on	“Inside	the	Actors	Studio”		
	
Well,	Ricky	Gervais	is	one	of	my	favourite	atheists.		This	is	to	say	that	I	find	him	very	
honest,	and	very	insightful.		I	appreciate	how	he	just	genuinely	wants	to	understand	
God	and	reality,	and	he’s	not	willing	to	just	believe	in	a	fantasy	because	it	might	feel	
good.		He	wants	to	only	believe	in	something	if	he	can	believe	it	to	be	true.		He	wants	
to	look	the	real	world	right	in	the	eyes	and	understand	it;	and	I	appreciate	that	
about	him.	
	
When	I	went	to	university	for	a	bachelor’s	and	Master’s	degree	after	deciding	to	
become	a	Christ-follower,	one	of	my	favourite	things	to	do	was	to	go	out	to	the	pub	
with	my	atheist	and	agnostic	friends.		I	found	our	conversations	to	be	challenging	
and	incredibly	transformative	because	they	forced	me	to	think	about	why	I	believe	
something	and	how	I	believe	something.		It	kept	me	sharp.		It	kept	me	on	my	toes.	
	
And	that	doesn’t	mean	that	I	always	knew	what	to	say	when	they	would	challenge	
me	and	ask	me	questions.		Sometimes,	I	had	no	response	at	all,	and	I	would	go	home	
and	struggle	by	asking	myself,	“Yeah,	why	do	I	believe	that	after	all?”		But	I	enjoy	
that	process	of	belief.		I	enjoy	the	struggle.	
	
My	atheist	friends	would	often	accuse	me	of	believing	in	fairy	tales	when	there	was	
a	real	world	that	needed	my	attention.		They	claimed	I	was	just	looking	ahead	to	an	
imaginary	heaven	and	ignoring	the	real	needs	of	real	people	here	today.		I	took,	and	
still	take	that	accusation	very	seriously.		I	want	to	grapple	with	the	question	of	“Am	I	
just	believing	in	and	selling	now	as	a	pastor,	a	fairy	tale?		And	am	I	ignoring	the	real	
needs	of	the	real	world	around	me	and	playing	them	off	as	unimportant?		Am	I	
saying	that	what’s	most	important	is	getting	to	that	imaginary	heaven	in	the	future?	
	
Well,	Joe	Hill	was	a	Swedish	–	American	labor	activist	who	once	observed	a	group	of	
coal	miners	who	at	their	workplace	worked	in	deplorable	conditions	for	terrible	
wages;	barely	enough	to	live	on,	and	on	Sunday,	they	would	go	to	church	and	the	
preacher	would	talk	all	about	not	worrying	about	your	problems	today;	but	just	look	



ahead	to	a	time	when	you	get	to	Heaven,	and	you’ll	have	everything	you	need.		And	
Joe	felt	that	the	church	was	simply	selling	these	coal	miners	a	fairy	tale	in	order	to	
get	them	to	forget	about	their	real	troubles	and	just	imagine	that	one	day	you’ll	have	
everything;	and	the	church	was	doing	nothing	to	effectively	change	and	improve	the	
lives	of	coal	miners.	
	
This	is	one	of	the	main	critiques	of	the	critics	of	religion	who	we’re	going	to	discuss	
this	morning;	that	religion	sells	a	fantasy	that	allows	us	to	escape	our	world	without	
addressing	the	real	needs	of	people.		We’re	in	Part	2	of	our	current	series	Atheism	
for	Lent,		based	on	the	course	and	collection	of	spiritual	practices	put	together	by	
Peter	Rollins,	and	last	week,	if	you	were	here,	you	would	have	heard	us	talk	about	
how	Atheism	for	Lent	is	not	about	atheism	vs	Christianity,	but	about	belief	vs	
disbelief,		How	do	we	believe	in	things?		And	why	do	we	believe	in	things?	
	
We	enter	a	season	where	we	lay	down	our	arms	and	we	listen	to	critics	of	religion	
not	to	argue	with	them	but	to	understand	them,	that	we	might	understand	ourselves	
better	and	that	we	might	grow	through	the	process.	
	
Last	week,	we	talked	about	the	Christian	Mystics	and	how	they	employed	a	form	of	
atheism	where	we	understand	that	God	is	a	mystery	and	he	is	beyond	
understanding,	and	we	need	to	purify	ourselves	from	idolatries,	dogmatisms,	and	
fundamentalisms	that	have	formed	in	our	beliefs.		We	must	occasionally	become	
atheistic	towards	our	beliefs	about	God	that	we	might	actually	draw	closer	to	God	as	
a	result.	
	
This	week,	we’re	going	to	look	at	a	group	of	philosophers	who	have	historically	been	
referred	to	as	materialists.		Often,	in	philosophy,	we	talk	about	idealism	vs	
materialism;	philosophies	that	revolve	around	abstract,	theoretical	ideals,	and	
philosophies	that	root	their	thought	and	practice	in	practical	effects	and	
consequences.	
	
If	the	Christian	Mystics	we	talked	about	last	week	were	more	interested	in	abstract,	
theological	and	theoretical	ideas	about	God,	the	critics	of	religion	who	we’re	going	to	
talk	about	this	week	are	much	more	interested	in	what	happens	down	here	in	the	
dirt.		These	are	people	who	value	what	we	can	touch,	taste,	and	see.	
	
And	each	in	their	own	way,	felt	that	religion,	or	believing	in	God,	created	a	fantasy	
that	ignored	the	plight	and	the	reality	of	this	world,	in	favour	of	dreaming	about	the	
next	world.	
	
So	we’re	going	to	start	with	this	fellow.	Ludwig	Feuerbach	was	a	19th	cent.	
philosopher	and	anthropologist	very	well	known	for	his	atheism.		He’s	also	
generally	known	as	one	of	the	creators	of	what	will	come	to	be	known	in	philosophy	
as	historical	materialism.	
	



In	his	book,	The	Essence	of	Christianity,	Feuerbach	tries	to	give	an	alternative	
reading	of	Christianity,	where	he	suggests	that	whether	or	not	God	exists	is	
unimportant.		You	can	never	truly	understand	if	God	exists	or	not,	so	he’s	more	
interested	in	how	our	beliefs	inform	physical,	lived	out	concepts	of	justice,	grace,	
and	compassion.	
	
It	doesn’t	matter	if	God	exists,	what	matters	is	how	we	live	here	and	now.		He	was	
much	more	interested	in	the	material	representation	of	Jesus.		The	Jesus	who	turns	
water	into	wine;	the	Jesus	who	feeds	thousands	of	people;	the	Jesus	who	tells	
parables	that	transforms	how	we	live	here	and	now	in	this	world.	
	
And	this	actually	scandalized	many	people	and	put	Feuerbach	firmly	in	the	category	
of	atheist	because	he	said	it	doesn’t	matter	if	God	exists	or	not.		What	matters	is	
what	people	effectively	do	with	their	belief.	
	
For	Feuerbach,	God	and	religion	were	the	invention	we	make	in	order	to	cope	with	a	
lightning	storm	in	the	dead	of	the	night.		God	and	religion	are	the	invention	we	make	
to	cope	with	the	loss	of	our	loved	ones.		When	we	face	natural	disasters	and	we’re	
afraid	that	the	world	around	us	is	out	of	control,	we	want	to	believe	that	there	is	a	
God	who	will	make	everything	work	out,	and	we	fantasize	about	a	world	or	Heaven	
where	these	dangers	don’t	exist.		As	we	lose	our	loved	ones,	we	fantasize	about	a	
God	who	will	always	be	there	for	us	and	who	protects	us	and	cares	for	us.	
	
And	so	for	Feuerbach,if	you	believe	hard	enough	in	what	you	want,	it	will	actually	
begin	to	exist	for	you.		Take	for	example,	the	concept	of	mirages.		When	we	are	
thirsty	in	the	desert,	it’s	easy	to	imagine	the	oasis;	and	then	suddenly,	when	we	see	
the	mirage	of	the	oasis,	we	begin	to	believe	that	it	actually	exists.	
	
For	Feuerbach,	we	construct	the	fantasy	of	God	in	order	to	imagine	and	project	our	
desire	for	an	oasis	and	it	ends	up	acting	as	a	crutch	for	us.		We	will	put	up	with	
suffering	here	and	now	and	do	nothing	to	change	it,	because	the	fantasy	of	God	will	
save	us	in	the	end.	
	
And	Feuerbach	suggests	that	one	of	the	consequences	of	this	line	of	thought	is	we	
start	to	attribute	things	to	God	that	are	actually	attributable	to	us;	or	we	start	to	
blame	God	for	things	that	are	actually	accountable	to	us.			
	
Feuerbach	felt	that	every	time	we	say,	“Oh,	God	provided	that	food”	or	“God	
provided	that	money,”	we	impoverish	ourselves.		We	impoverish	the	idea	that	we	
ourselves	are	the	ones	who	provide	generosity,	compassion,	and	change.		God	
becomes	the	projection	of	the	ideals	that	we	should	actually	live	out	ourselves.	
	
Rather	than	pointing	to	the	fantasy	of	God	to	interact	with	our	world,	let’s	look	at	
our	real	practical	actions	and	consequences	of	our	actions.	
	



And	so	despite	people	saying	that	Feuerbach	was	an	enemy	of	God	and	of	Christians,	
Feuerbach	said,	“No,	I’m	actually	a	friend	of	the	church.		I’m	a	friend	of	Christians	
because	I’m	helping	them	come	to	grips	with	the	reality	of	the	world	around	them	
and	how	to	interact	with	it.”		He	saw	his	atheism	as	a	helpful	thing	for	religion.	
	
Feuerbach	was	actually	an	inspiration	for	our	next	critic	of	religion	we’re	going	to	
talk	about,	Karl	Marx.		Karl	Marx,	of	course,	the	famous	Prussian-born	philosopher	
and	socialist	revolutionary,	and	he	was	heavily	influenced	by	the	historical	
materialism	of	Feuerbach.		What	is	Marx’s	famous	phrase	about	religion?	
	
Religion	is	the	opium	of	the	people.		Religion	is	the	opiate	of	the	masses.	
	
Now	Peter	Rollins	in	his	course	Atheism	for	Lent,	claims	that	this	phrase	about	
religion	is	largely	misunderstood.		Peter	suggests	that	Karl	Marx’s	claim	is	not	one	of	
judgment	of	religion	but	of	compassion	upon	religion.	
	
When	Marx	says	that	religion	is	the	opiate	of	the	masses,	he	is	suggesting	that	we	
believe	religion	is	the	solution	to	our	problem,	and	we’re	using	religion	to	cope	with	
our	real	problems.		Sortof	like	alcoholism.		Peter	suggests	that	alcoholism	is	the	
solution	to	a	problem.		We	feel	depressed	and	detached	from	life,	and	so	we	drink	to	
escape	our	problems	and	we	drink	to	escape	our	suffering.		In	the	same	way,	
religion	is	a	solution	to	a	problem.		We	take	the	opiate	of	religion	in	order	to	escape	
our	problems	and	escape	our	suffering.	
	
And	so	Karl	Marx	will	go	on	to	say	that	religion	is	the	imaginary	flowers	on	the	
chains	of	our	oppression.		We	must	get	rid	of	or	see	through	the	imaginary	flowers	
in	order	to	break	the	chains	and	go	on	to	pick	real	flowers.		Religion	makes	you	feel	
better	by	giving	you	imaginary	flowers,	but	you	must	get	rid	of	them	to	see	the	real	
suffering	that	you	are	in	and	change	it.	
	
It’s	like	Anna	Freud,	the	daughter	of	Sigmund	Freud	said,	“In	our	dreams	we	can	
have	our	eggs	cooked	exactly	how	we	want	them,	but	we	can't	eat	them.”	
	
Marx	didn’t	have	a	problem	with	the	idea	of	the	existence	of	God,	his	issue	was	with	
religion	that	consoled	people	but	offered	no	real	transformation	in	the	world.	
	
Marx	was	the	basis	and	influence	for	our	third	and	final	critic	of	religion	that	we’ll	
talk	about	this	morning:	Friedrich	Nietzsche.		What	is	Nietszche’s	famous	phrase	
about	God	that	often	gets	quoted?	
	
God	is	dead..and	we	have	killed	him.	
	
Interestingly,	Nietzsche	does	not	speak	this	phrase	to	Christians	and	the	church	but	
actually	to	enlightened	atheistic	thinkers.		Why	is	that?		Because	he	congratulates	
them	for	what	they	have	done,	but	he	believes	that	they	have	not	gone	far	enough.	
	



One	of	Nietzsche’s	main	problems	with	religion	was	how	it	exercised	what	he	called	
“the	will	to	power.”		For	Nietzsche,	religion	is	where	passive	people	pray	for	revenge	
against	their	enemies.		Passive	religious	people	pretend	to	be	peaceful,	but	they	pray	
that	judgment	and	suffering	will	come	upon	people	who	are	different	than	them	or	
who	oppose	them.		Religion	is	where	we	construct	a	fantasy	that	paints	our	enemies	
or	people	who	we	disagree	with	as	people	who	will	go	to	hell	in	the	end,	and	so	
religion	actually	becomes	a	revenge	fantasy.	
	
Nietszche	disliked	this	sort	of	magical	thinking	where	we	construct	a	belief	system	
that	paints	us	as	the	heroes	and	people	who	we	disagree	with	as	enemies	headed	for	
destruction.			
	
But	Nietszche	felt	that	religious	people	were	not	the	only	ones	who	use	this	kind	of	
magical	thinking,	so	do	so-called	enlightenment	thinkers	and	atheists.		For	
Nietzsche,	the	atheist	often	tries	to	say	that	the	world	is	rational,	and	you	must	
embrace	rationality	or	you	will	die.		You	must	embrace	rationality	and	science	or	we	
will	excommunicate	you.			
	
This	is	often	one	of	the	problems	with	the	New	Atheists;	people	such	as	Sam	Harris,	
Lawrence	Krauss,	and	other	atheists	like	Richard	Dawkins.		They	believe	to	strongly	
and	so	self-righteously	that	rationality	and	science	are	the	only	ways	to	think	that	
they	are	willing	to	slander,	attack,	and	verbally	abuse	people	until	they	conform	
with	their	mode	of	belief.	
	
Now,	you’re	not	on	a	mission	to	convert	people	to	Christianity,	you’re	on	a	mission	
to	convert	people	to	become	enlightened.		Suddenly,	atheists	are	just	as	religious	as	
religious	people.		It’s	just	that	they’re	religious	about	science	and	their	atheism.	
	
And	so	for	Nietszche,	he	suggested	that	we	must	not	only	get	rid	of	God,	we	must	get	
rid	of	the	shadow	of	God.		We	must	not	only	get	rid	of	our	religious	magical	revenge	
fantasy,	we	must	get	rid	of	any	kind	of	magical	revenge	fantasy.	
	
So,	where	are	our	fantasies	when	it	comes	to	God?		Are	we	justifying	the	ignorance	
or	the	avoidance	of	real	world	issues	because	we	believe	that	in	the	end,	we’ll	simply	
escape	this	world	for	Heaven	and	it	doesn’t	matter	anyways?		Are	there	places	
where	we	are	using	religion	as	a	crutch	for	the	real	world	issues	that	we	face?	
	
Are	there	imaginary	flowers	in	our	religion?		Are	there	places	where	we	are	painting	
a	pretty	imaginary	picture	so	that	we	can	cope	with	and	don’t	have	to	think	about	
the	troubles	of	this	world;	or	even	worse	are	we	painting	a	pretty	imaginary	picture	
so	we	can	avoid	thinking	about	our	own	complicit	participation	in	the	troubles	of	
this	world?		Can	we	lose	those	imaginary	flowers	that	we	might	go	on	to	pick	real	
ones?	
	



Where	have	I	judged	someone	this	week?		Where	have	I	believed	something	so	
strongly	and	so	self-righteously	that	I	was	willing	to	condemn	and	attack	another	
individual?		Where	is	my	revenge	fantasy	in	my	faith?	
	
Because	there	are	real	people	in	this	real	world	who	are	suffering	and	who	are	not	
necessarily	our	enemies.		There	are	people	looking	for	hope	and	looking	for	real	
change	in	the	pain	of	their	existence.		Where	are	we	looking	into	the	fantasies	of	our	
own	religion	that	we	might	remove	the	obstacles	that	divide	us	from	others	and	the	
obstacles	that	allow	us	to	justify	and	allow	all	manners	of	wrongdoing	in	the	name	
of	religion?	
	
Today	is	Palm	Sunday,	the	day	where	we	remember	how	Jesus	rode	into	the	city	of	
Jerusalem.	And	as	he	entered	the	city,	hundreds	of	people	were	there	greeting	him	
with	cheers,	with	adoration,	and	with	cries	of	“Hosanna!		God	saves!”	
	
Only	six	days	later,	these	same	people	were	cheering	for	Jesus’	crucifixion.		Six	days	
later,	many	of	these	same	people	changed	their	cries	from	“Hosanna!”	to	“Crucify	
him!”		Six	days	later,	the	crowd	had	moved	from	theism	to	atheism	towards	Jesus.	
	
”This	man	has	blasphemed,”	they	said.		“This	man	claims	to	be	God,”	they	said.	“This	
man	says	he	will	tear	down	the	Temple	in	three	days,”	they	said.		Jesus	had	opposed,	
exposed,	or	not	lived	up	to	the	fantasies	of	God	that	many	of	these	people	had,	and	
feeling	threatened	by	the	exposure	of	their	fantasies,	they	called	for	his	crucifixion.	
	
Can	we	expose	the	same	places	where	if	Jesus	exposed	our	own	fantasy,	we	would	
call	for	his	crucifixion?		Because	the	mob	always	believes	that	it	is	bringing	justice.		
The	mob	always	believes	that	they	are	on	the	side	of	right	and	they	are	by	extension,	
on	the	side	of	God.	
	
Where	are	the	places	that	we	have	constructed	a	fantasy	about	God;	and	if	God	were	
to	tear	that	temple	down,	we	would	start	our	own	mob,	and	crucify	God	for	it?	
	
Can	we	see	through	our	fantasies	of	God	in	order	to	find	God	in	the	real	world?	
	
I’d	like	to	close	our	time	by	doing	two	things:	
	

1) Remind	you	that	if	you	want	to	go	deeper	into	some	of	the	things	that	we’ve	
discussed	this	morning	or	hear	some	more	materials	from	Peter	Rollins’	
Atheism	for	Lent	course,	you	can	join	us	tonight	here	at	the	church	at	
6:30pm.		We’re	going	to	particularly	hear	more	from	Ricky	Gervais	and	his	
takes	on	theism	and	atheism.	

2) I’m	going	to	play	a	song	for	you,	and	it’s	a	double-treat	because	not	only	do	
you	get	to	hear	a	song,	but	you	get	a	glimpse	of	Peter	Rollins,	the	fellow	who	
is	responsible	for	this	idea	of	Atheism	for	Lent.			

	



Joe	Hill,	the	Swedish-American	activist	I	mentioned	earlier,	once	wrote	a	parody	of	
the	song	“The	Sweet	By	and	By,”	and	you	actually	have	the	words	for	this	parody	in	
your	bulletins.		Are	you	familiar	with	the	hymn,	“The	Sweet	By	and	By?”	
	
Well,	Joe	Hill	wrote	a	parody	of	it	called	the	Preacher	and	the	Slave	where	he	
discusses	the	coal	miner	situation	that	I	mentioned	earlier.		In	this	song,	Joe	Hill	
addresses	this	challenge:		Are	we	as	a	church	painting	a	fantasy	in	the	sky	that	
people	are	supposed	to	look	forward	to	while	they	starve	and	they	suffer	on	a	daily	
basis,	and	are	we	doing	nothing	about	their	starving	and	suffering	today?		The	
musical	artist’s	name	is	Heatherlyn,	and	this	is	her	rendition	of	this	song.	
	
We	closed	our	time	by	watching	a	video	of	the	song	“The	Preacher	and	the	Slave”	as	
performed	by	Heatherlyn.	
	

The	Preacher	and	the	Slave	
By	Joe	Hill	

	
Long-haired	preachers	come	out	every	night,	
Try	to	tell	you	what's	wrong	and	what's	right;	
But	when	asked	how	'bout	something	to	eat	
They	will	answer	with	voices	so	sweet:	
	
CHORUS:	
You	will	eat,	bye	and	bye,	
In	that	glorious	land	above	the	sky;	
Work	and	pray,	live	on	hay,	
You'll	get	pie	in	the	sky	when	you	die.	
	
The	starvation	army	they	play,	
They	sing	and	they	clap	and	they	pray	
'Till	they	get	all	your	coin	on	the	drum	
Then	they'll	tell	you	when	you're	on	the	bum.	
	
Holy	Rollers	and	jumpers	come	out,	
They	holler,	they	jump	and	they	shout.	
Give	your	money	to	Jesus	they	say,	
He	will	cure	all	diseases	today.	
	
If	you	fight	hard	for	children	and	wife	--	
Try	to	get	something	good	in	this	life	--	
You're	a	sinner	and	bad	man,	they	tell,	
When	you	die	you	will	sure	go	to	hell.	
	
Workingmen	of	all	countries,	unite,	
Side	by	side	we	for	freedom	will	fight;	
When	the	world	and	its	wealth	we	have	gained	



To	the	grafters	we'll	sing	this	refrain:	
	
FINAL	CHORUS:	
You	will	eat,	bye	and	bye,	
When	you've	learned	how	to	cook	and	to	fry.	
Chop	some	wood,	'twill	do	you	good,	
And	you'll	eat	in	the	sweet	bye	and	bye.	


