Bertrand Russell – The Portable Atheist
Throughout the last 400 years, during which the growth of science had gradually shown men how to acquire
knowledge of the ways of nature and mastery over natural forces, the clergy have fought a losing battle against
science, in astronomy and geology, in anatomy and physiology, in biology and psychology and sociology. Ousted
from one position, they have taken up another. After being worsted in astronomy, they did their best to prevent
the rise of geology; they fought against Darwin in biology, and at the present time they fight against scientific
theories of psychology and education. At each stage, they try to make the public forget their earlier
obscurantism, in order that their present obscurantism may not be recognized for what it is.
Sometimes, if pious men are to be believed, God’s mercies are curiously selective. Toplady, the author of “Rock
of Ages,” moved from one vicarage to another; a week after the move, the vicarage he had formerly occupied
burnt down, with great loss to the new vicar. Thereupon Toplady thanked God; but what the new vicar did is
not known. Borrow, in his “Bible in Spain,” records how without mishap he crossed a mountain pass infested
by bandits. The next party to cross, however, were set upon, robbed, and some of them murdered; when Borrow
heard of this, he, like Toplady, thanked God.
There are logical difficulties in the notion of sin. We are told that sin consists in disobedience to God’s
commands, but we are also told that God is omnipotent. If He is, nothing contrary to His will can occur; therefore
when the sinner disobeys His commands, He must have intended this to happen. On the other hand, those who
are in earnest in thinking that sin is disobedience to God are compelled to say that God is not omnipotent. This
gets out of all the logical puzzles, and is the view adopted by a certain school of liberal theologians. It has,
however, its own difficulties.
Many orthodox people speak as though it were the business of sceptics to disprove received dogmas rather
than of dogmatists to prove them. This is, of course, a mistake. If I were to suggest that between the Earth and
Mars there is a china teapot revolving about the sun in an elliptical orbit, nobody would be able to disprove my
assertion provided I were careful to add that the teapot is too small to be revealed even by our most powerful
telescopes. But if I were to go on to say that, since my assertion cannot be disproved, it is intolerable
presumption on the part of human reason to doubt it, I should rightly be thought to be talking nonsense. If,
however, the existence of such a teapot were affirmed in ancient books, taught as the sacred truth every Sunday,
and instilled into the minds of children at school, hesitation to believe in its existence would become a mark of
eccentricity and entitle the doubter to the attentions of the psychiatrist in an enlightened age or of the
Inquisitor in an earlier time.
Self-importance, individual or generic, is the source of most of our religious beliefs.
I admire especially a certain prophetess who lived beside a lake in Northern New York State about the year
1820. She announced to her numerous followers that she possessed the power of walking on water, and that
she proposed to do so at 11 o’clock on a certain morning. At the stated time, the faithful assembled in their
thousands beside the lake. She spoke to them, saying: “Are you all entirely persuaded that I can walk on water?”
With one voice they replied: “We are.” “In that case,” she announced, “there is no need for me to do so.” And
they all went home much edified.

