IS CHRISTIANITY TRUE BEYOND A REASONABLE DOUBT?

Lesson 13: Objections: Alleged Crimes of Christianity and Religion

Introduction: 

Some prominent atheists (Sam Harris, Daniel Dennett, Richard Dawkins,  Stephen Pinker, et al.) have flooded the media with the charge that religion and Christianity in particular have perpetrated horrific crimes upon humanity in the name of religion. Because the media in reporting these claims creates in the minds of the gullible public the presumption that these claims are true, it is imperative that the Christian community not permit these charges to go unanswered.  So we now take them up for discussion. Does Christianity really foster evil and threaten civil peace?  I am dependent on Dinesh D’Souza, What’s So Great About Christianity? (2007) for what follows. 
I. The Charge

A. Sam Harris—religion has been “the most potent source of human conflict, past and present.”

B. Steven Pinker—“religions have given us stonings, witch-burnings, crusades, inquisitions, jihads, fatwas, suicide bombers, and abortion clinic gunmen.” 


Religion leads humans to believe God has commanded them to “massacre Midianites, stone prostitutes, execute homosexuals, slay heretics and infidels, throw Protestants out of windows, withhold medicine from dying children, and crash airplanes into skyscrapers.” 

C. Bertrand Russell—“The whole contention that Christianity has had an elevating moral influence can only be maintained by wholesale ignoring or falsification of the historical evidence.”

D. Robert Kuttner—“The Crusades slaughtered millions in the name of Jesus.  The Inquisition brought the torture and murder of millions more.  After Martin Luther, Christians did bloody battle with other Christians for another three centuries.” 

E. Richard Dawkins—referring to the Middle East, the Balkans, Northern Ireland, India, and Sri Lanka contends that “most, if not all, of the violent enmities in the world today are due to the divisive force of religion.” 

II. The Exaggerations
The main problem with these charges is that they are greatly exaggerated.  They exaggerate the crimes of religious fanatics while ignoring or minimizing the crimes of atheistic and secular fanatics.  Nor is it true that religion is the primary source of the killings and conflicts of history. 

A. The Crusades

These are made notorious as “a set of world historical crimes” whose “trail of violence scars the earth and human memory even to this day” (James Carroll).  Yet the horrors perpetrated by the Muslim side are neglected or minimized (= religion is bad but Christianity is worse).  But is this picture accurate? 

1. It should be remembered that before the rise of Islam the Middle East (Syria, Iraq, Jordan, Egypt) was predominantly Christian. Islam’s jihadist armies  conquered Jerusalem, the entire Middle East, southern Africa, eastern Asia, north into Europe.  They conquered parts of Italy, most of Spain and overran the Balkans.  Preparations were being made for a final push into Europe to bring  all of “Christendom” under the rule of Islam.  
2. The Crusades, begun in the 11th c. were the attempt of Christendom to push back.  They were instigated by the Pope and the ruling dynasties of Europe and sought to gain back the heartland of Christianity and defend it against militant Islam.  These attempts were not called “crusades” (a later invention) and neither Christians nor Muslims fought under this label. 

3. The so-called “Crusaders” were not for the most part rapacious conquerors and murderers.  They saw themselves as simply pilgrims obeying Christ’s call to deny oneself, take up the cross, and follow him. They did this putting their fortunes and lives at risk.  Their rulers provided nothing—they had to provide for themselves and their survival by means of their own goods and what could be acquired by foraging.  Looting along the way could have been anticipated.  They certainly were not in this for gain—most returned home financially broke. 

4. The Crusades were at best a belated, clumsy, and unsuccessful effort to defeat Islamic imperialism.  The first crusade was successful but Saladin re-conquered Jerusalem in 1187 A.D. and subsequent crusades were failures.  The Crusades represented a fight for the survival of Europe and Western Civilization.
5. To be sure, atrocities were committed (wanton destruction of many Jews, rampages, rapes, murders,  etc.) that cannot be justified, but these do not define the Crusades as a whole.  In the context of the history of warfare, there is no warrant for considering the Crusades a world-historical crime of any sort.  Christians were warring to defend themselves from foreign conquest while the Muslims fought to continue conquering Christian lands. 
B. The Inquisition

1. Modern historians have now shown that the horrific images of the Inquisition are largely a myth “concocted first by the political enemies of Spain—mainly English writers” many of whom were political enemies of religion. 

2. The Inquisition had authority only over “Christians.”  That it targeted Jews also is a myth. Only Jews who “converted” to Christianity were liable to the Inquisition. 
3. Compared to the secular authorities, the Inquisition trials were fairer and more lenient, often only prescribing a penance such as fasting (= “:community service”). 

4. Those executed for heresy are estimated at around 2000 (other estimates are between 1500 and 4000).  Sad as this is, it should be remembered that these deaths occurred over a period of 350 years. 

C. The Salem Witch Trials

Witch trials have been burned into the public mind by books, movies, plays, and the media as great atrocities committed by religious zealots.  But this all smacks of exaggeration.  Though wrong and to be lamented, the Salem witch trials affected very few people.  It wasn’t thousands, nor hundreds.  It was in fact only 25.  Of these, 19 received the death penalty-- a relatively small number of people out of proportion to the exaggerated claims made by atheists. 
D. Witch-burnings in Europe

Again, this has been exaggerated for propaganda purposes.  Carl Sagan writes, “No one knows how many were killed altogether—perhaps hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions.”  Sagan cites no sources.  Sam Harris, a fellow atheist, revises the number significantly downward to about 100,000.  Sagan attributes these crimes to religious zealotry—“If we’re absolutely sure that our beliefs are right, and those of others wrong ... then the witch mania will recur in its infinite variations.”  But Sagan believes dogmatically in evolution, the Big Bang, and a lot of other things such as the utter wrong-headedness of Christians and fundamentalists and he doesn’t burn anyone.  Why should certainty of belief lead to witch-burning?  Why should Christians be suspected of imminent witch-burning? This is a bit of paranoia to say the least. 
E. The Thirty-Years’ War

This was a conflict between the Holy Roman Empire and the Protestant states in Germany, lasting from 1618 to 1648.  Though initiated originally from religious motives, it quickly became a political contest for power.  These political motives overrode the religious ones (cf. Cardinal Richelieu’s conspiring with Protestants to preserve France’s hegemony against the Spanish Holy Roman Empire).  
F. Current Alleged “Religious Wars”

1. Northern Ireland, the Balkans, Iraq

Religion has very little to do with these conflicts.  They are, for the most part, ethnic in nature reflecting political rivalries.  This is very clear in the Balkans where the issue is nationalism and territory.  Likewise in Northern Ireland the dispute is not over doctrine but over autonomy and rule. 
2. Israeli-Palestinian Conflict

Again, this is not, at its core, a religious conflict.  It is a conflict about land.  Religion may be co-opted by extremists on both sides as an aid in the political conflict, but at bottom, the dispute is a political one, not a religious one.  In fact, the state of Israel was founded not by religious Jews but by secular Jews.  And the Palestine Liberation Organization has arisen as a secular nationalist group. The dispute is over ancestral lands. 
3. Sri Lanka
The same may be said here.  It is a secular political struggle over land and self-determination.
While it is true that religion can become a motive for violence, there is no necessity in its becoming so.  Though it can lead to self-righteousness and persecution, there is no internal necessity that it should do so.  Religious persecution is still a problem in Muslim countries, but thankfully such behavior among Christians is a thing of the ancient past.  The charges by atheists are largely matters of gross exaggeration. 
III. The Special Pleadings: Atheism and Crimes of Mass Murder

Secular writers regularly condemn religion in general and Christianity in particular for fomenting conflict and violence.  But they rarely point out the role of atheism in producing wars and killings. The really big crimes have been committed, not by religion, but by atheist groups and governments.  As Dinesh D’Souza says, “all the religions of the world put together have in three thousand years not managed to kill anywhere near the number of people killed in the name of atheism in the past few decades.”  Key figures in this are Stalin, Mao, and Hitler with lesser tyrants playing a supportive role.  
A. Communist Russia
 Stalin was responsible for around 20 million deaths (mass killings, forced labor camps, show trials, firing squads, population relocation, starvation).  
B. Communist China

Mao Zedong’s atheistic government claimed a staggering 70 million lives.  It is judged to be the most murderous regime in world history.  Unlike the Crusades and the Thirty Years’ War, the atrocities of Stalin and Mao were done in peacetime and against their fellow countrymen. 

C. “Minor league” Communist Atheistic Tyrants
1. Lenin, Khrushchev, Brezhnev, etc. 

2. Ceausescu, Castro, Kim Jong-il

3. Pol Pot—in 4 yrs. his atheistic regime relocated and killed approximately one-fifth of the Cambodian population (1.5 to 2 millions—a larger percentage than those killed by Stalin and Mao. 
D. German Nazism
Hitler comes in a distant third in comparison to Stalin and Mao.  Under his regime approximately 10 million were murdered, 6 million of them Jews.  

E. Atheistic Attempts at Exoneration 

Focusing just on the big three, Stalin, Mao, and Hitler, these atheistic regimes, in a single century, murdered more than 100 million people. Religion-inspired killing pales in comparison.  It is no wonder Atheists seek to minimize or even exonerate atheistic regimes. 

1. Need for a Consistent Standard

Atheists seek to avoid this charge in several ways—
a. They deny that these regimes were motivated by atheism.  But the regimes producing these horrors were clearly a result of atheist ideology. Marx was an atheist and atheism a central part of his ideology. Atheism was a central component of official Soviet ideology and is still the official doctrine of China.  Stalin and Mao both enforced atheistic policies (closed churches; murdered priests and religious believers).  Atheism is intrinsic to these regimes, not merely incidental. Nazism also was a secular atheistic anti-religious philosophy.  Any positive statements by Hitler about religion was simply an expression of political opportunism.  His true beliefs were unquestionably anti-religious and atheistic as was the Nazi ideology as a whole.  
b. They apply a double standard
Atheists want to have it both ways—blame crimes on all regimes supposedly reflecting the true face of religion but claim the crimes of atheistic regimes represent only a distortion of the true atheist spirit of rational and scientific inquiry.  But this is simply an evasion.  Dinesh D’Souza says: 
“If the ordinary Christian who has never burned anyone at the stake must bear some responsibility for what other self-styled Christians have done on behalf of religion, then atheists who think of themselves as the kinder, gentler type do not get to absolve themselves for the horrible suffering that their beliefs have caused in recent history.”

This means that atheists cannot escape responsibility for the actions of people like Stalin, Mao, Hitler, and others.

c. They refuse to distinguish the true teachings and practices of religion from their distortions and nominal practitioners.  In this way, atheistic writers argue that the regimes of Stalin, Mao, and Hitler are really “political religions” and their crimes atrocities of religion, not atheism.  So now religion is made to be responsible not only for its own crimes, but also for the crimes committed by atheists acting on behalf of atheism!  But again, this is simply an evasion: 

Hitler’s birth as a Catholic did not make him a Christian.  Nor Stalin’s birth in the Russian Orthodox Church.  Nor Mao’s rearing as a Buddhist.  The more reliable measure is what they believed, taught, and acted upon.  Hitler had no use for Catholic teaching, detesting its ethics, and regarding it as a weak religion fit only for slaves. His anti-Semitism was not religious; it was racial, ethnic, and secular. He called Christianity one of the great “scourges” of history and wanted to free Germany from “this disease.”  His leading advisers (Goebbels, Himmler, Heydrich, and Bormann) were atheists bent on eradicating Christianity’s influence in Germany.  Hitler and Nazism had fully bought into social Darwinism and the writings of atheist philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche.  Clearly, to claim that these regimes, “knowingly or unknowlingly,” were agents of religion is nonsense. 
F. Causes of Atheist Atrocities
How could these atheistic killers regard their cause as so grand and noble that nothing should be allowed to stand in its way?  

1. The Divinization of Science, Reason, and Progress

These regimes saw themselves as on the side of science promoting the survival of the fittest, on the side of reason by institutionalizing the goddess of reason and enlightenment, and on the side of progress making the world a better place.  Religious people were obstructionists retarding the forward march of society.  This divinization of science, reason and progress gave a license to men to do things to people previously unthinkable. 
2. The Loss of Moral Restraints from Religion

These atheistic leaders and their regimes, loosed from the religious restraints which previously had acted somewhat as a brake on what men might do, entered into an atheistic bloodbath as a result of their hubristic modern ideology that sees man, not God, as the creator of values. They bought into Friedrich Nietzsche’s “death of God” and the “eclipse of values” and committed themselves to a belief in man-made values.  If God is dead, then everything is permitted (Dostoevsky). 
Conclusion: 

As D’Souza says, “It is time to abandon the mindlessly repeated mantra that religious belief has been the main source of human conflict and violence.  Atheism, not religion, is responsible for the worst mass murders of history.”
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