











thought that was right. What it was about
was, as I call it. beliel-in-beliel. And that is
what it is about: the behaviours. the
professing, the going through the motions
that’s whats interesting, that ln-nplv still
want to do that. Why they do want to do that

is not clear, thats what we have to find out, but
we're certainly looking in the wrong place if we
look at arguments for or against of one kind ol
god or another. T think thats missing the point
entirely.”

But is it belief-in-belief as much as beliet in
praxis: the life of religion. rather than the
thought? That’s what a lot of intellectuals who
want to defend religion have argued recenthy
most publicly and repeatedly. Karen Armstrong,

“That’s a very sophisticated view and it may

be too .\‘U[)]|i_~;ti(';xtx-(| l)} hall. Tt onlv works so
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long as there are some people who still really
believe init. Ifits all just praxis, it we're all just
going throngh the motions, then somethings
been lost.

“Last night we were talking about saving
Latin grace at high table at an Oxford College.
Its a charming old ritual - that's all it is. T think
we could welcome the evaporation of all the
dogmatic steam out of religion, so we were just
left with the ritnalistic shells. That would be a
cood thing. But if that |l;1])])('lll‘t[. then of course
the question s, would the ritualistic shells still
do the work of binding together communities
and 1 think it wounld, actuallv. T think people ma
take an oath before they testify and it works. 1
think it's important. 1 don’t think it has anvthing
to do with believing in God, or believing that the

book vou're putting vour hand on is anvthing but

[

I wanted pv(bpﬁc to
feel a little bit bad
about ihrmwiug my

book across the room

just a prop. When people say their wedding

vows. when  they go  through araduation

ceremonies .llll' connmencement  exercises, |
think all of these ceremonies work without there
having to be anv real dogma behind them. They
are auspicious occasions, they're formal, they're
official, and T think that the behaviour enjoined
at theme the fact that you are not supposed to be
Aippant. that you're supposed to be respecthul,
take it seriously, this is all important.”

But with religion, isn’t it inevitably going to

be the case that it vou have these rituals, people




are going to end up believing them? Pascal
[amously advocated just getting on with heing
religious as the best way to end up sincerely
believing it Only the most self=conscions and
cerebral are going to he able to have this “its just
A ritual” thing in their heads.

“Yeah. I've just written abont this in a review
of Owen Flanagan’s new book, which Tadmire a
areat deal. Tes a former choir bov, he had a
all the

Catholic ritnals. and he doesi't helieve aword of

Catholic upbringing and he loves

it ol course. He draws a distinetion — which 1
don’t buy or I'm very worried about — hetween
two kinds of saving: saving it and meaning it, andl
just saying it ina ceremonial context. He says it’s
ok if you sav these things in the ceremonial
context: thats defensible in a way in that
asserting these things is not. That's all very well
but, as I point out in the review. what about the
naive people. what about the children? They
don't grasp that distinction and you're not going
to tell them the distinetion. The minister isn't
going to say "Oh by the way, evervthing 1 sav this
morning from  this pulpit has got to be
understood as in a ceremonial context.” No, von
don’t say that. and I think since voure not
prepared o say that. it isn't. in fact. entirely
defensible.”

Theres a baby and bathwater question too.
Sln'('l\ there are going to be real losses as well as
gains in giving up religion. There are certain
things which are good and for which there is a
very natural mode of expression in religion, and
rather less natural modes of expression of them
in atheism. Ron Aronson. for instance, has
written ven (*lnqllvnll} about Qr:llilm]l: H"\nn

look at the seenlarised culture we have, it secms

that with the loss of religious ritnals, rituals of

arace and praver. there is more of a sense of
entitlement., lTess of a sense of gratitude. Don't
we have to be very careful when we reject
religion that we don’t chuek out the things that
are vood about it?

‘I think that's true. T think thats right. Did
VO SC¢ v piece alter ny heart operation. i
picee called “Thank Goodness!™? This was after 1
had @ heart operation where 1 nearly died. and
people were wondering whether I'd had any
epiphanies, and | said that 1 did: that when I say
‘thank goodness” that’s not just a cuphemism for
thank God: 1 really mean it, T mean thank
goodness. 'movery grateful. Theres a lot of
goodness around me that my continued existence
depended on ven definitely and God didn't have
anvthing to do witl it. Its people and institutions,
there’s medicine and science, and - particular
doctors and nurses and hospitals and friends and
familv and I'movery grateful for them.

“I suppose my favourite line in it was when 1
saidd 1 excused those who said they prayed for me
and 1 resisted the temptation to say. ‘well thank
vou very much bat did you also sacrifice a goat?”
Becanse did vou think that the praving was any
more efficacious than sacrificing a goat or any
less pr:-]m,\t(-nmx'-' I don’t. You're saving vou
praved for me and 1 mnderstand vou said that
with good intention. but if vou reallv wanted to
help, there were other things vou could have
done and the delusion that this somehow
helped, 1 reject that.”

He o may be miscast as an :lpn(‘:lly])li(-
horseman, but Dennett is clearly no avuncular
tame atheist either. In a debate hampered by

Iil(']\ ()[‘

mnearned variet, Dennett gives as much as

n»\[)('(‘l or far too much of the

is (I!ll“ J\Il(l no more.
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