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Revelations of Life Expressed In Words By Brad Musil
In The Beginning…
In the beginning, man asked “why?” and with that simple question religion, as well as all of “metaphysics,” was born.  Hence, man created God (and, subsequently, religion); God did not create man (and, subsequently, religion).  Many thinkers have experienced this revelation of Life before.  As Martin Heidegger states in his epic philosophical treatise “Being and Time,” a human being is “distinguished by the fact that, in its very Being, that Being is an issue for it.”
  Similarly, in “Utility of Religion,” John Stuart Mill asserts that religions can be universally and “rationally explained from the spontaneous tendency of the mind to attribute life and volition, similar to what it feels in itself, to all natural objects and phenomena which appear to be self-moving.”
  Sigmund Freud, David Hume, and Friedrich Nietzsche, they too had similar revelations.  
By nature, man has a metaphysical need, a need for reasons/purposes/causes of the actions he observes, which, if subsequently satiated, then allows him to feel significant, hopeful, and safe.  Many great thinkers have acknowledged that religion provides this kind of satisfaction, just as Mill might say any ideal does, or as Plato insinuates any good myth in general does.
  That there is this basic need or inclination to ask “why?”, few, if any, would doubt.  However, that we have such an inclination to pursue answers to metaphysical questions by no means necessitates that we can, or ever will, discover these answers.  Nor does the fact itself offer any recommendation as to the best means by which to fulfill the desire as such—perhaps the best response might even consist in seeking the diminution of the need (insofar as is humanly possible).  
Given that we have this inclination, what is the proper way to handle it?  History has shown that religion has played a significant role for a staggering percentage of the human population, be it the most proper means or not.  Philosophers have come down on both sides of the debate regarding the usefulness of religion in quenching man’s metaphysical needs.  Nietzsche suggests:

Every true faith is indeed infallible; it performs what the believing person hopes to find in it, but it does not offer the least support for the establishing of an objective truth…  Here the ways of men divide.  If you want to achieve peace of mind and happiness, then have faith; if you want to be a disciple of truth, then search.

While Nietzsche is clearly skeptical about whether we might ever discover the kinds of answers religion seeks, he does suggest that it engenders peace of mind and happiness, which, for a utilitarian like Mill, is all that ultimately matters.  
This—the utility of religion in regard to human happiness—is the topic we propose to consider in the following enquiry.  In doing so, we will consider the contributions of several thinkers, some of whom we may only mention peripherally, while others, such as Mill, Nietzsche, Richard Dawkins, and Freud,
 we will discuss in great detail, particularly Mill, who offers one of the most concise and yet fruitful examinations of the subject available.
Part One: The Subject under Consideration, The Methodology of Our Assessment, and Anticipating Our Conclusion
Before proceeding with the present examination, some prefatory observations are in order to render what follows as lucid as possible.  First, clarification is needed in regard to the precise nature of the subject we wish to consider, thanks in large part to some conceptions introduced in the philosophy of religion literature that complicate what we might otherwise take to be an obvious subject matter.  What makes this even more unfortunate is the fact that so many of the most relevant texts for our purpose invoke such conceptions, obliging us to clarify any potential confusion regarding these terms before we can get to anything of substance within the texts themselves.
1.
Clarifying What “Religion” Is Taken to Denote

A.
Identifying Possible Distractions Introduced by Prior Literature
Take, for example, Mill’s conception of “religion,” which is, as we have already indicated, ostensibly the subject of our present enquiry.  To most, the referent of the term “religion” is fairly obvious and not likely a matter up for much debate.  Wikipedia, a free online encyclopedia, offers what we think is a fairly representative view of “religion,” defining it as, “a set of beliefs and practices generally held by a community, involving adherence to codified beliefs and rituals and study of ancestral or cultural traditions, writings, history, and mythology, as well as personal faith and mystic experience.”
  Hence, examples of religions as such would include “Christianity,” “Islam,” “Judaism,” “Hinduism,” and “Buddhism.”
  
Nevertheless, Mill speaks about the essence of religion in a fashion that renders it nothing like what we ordinarily take it to be, saying, “the essence of religion is the strong and earnest direction of the emotions and desires towards an ideal object, recognized as of the highest excellence, and as rightfully paramount over all selfish objects of desire.”
  Perhaps this would aptly characterize the essence of idealism, which seems broader in scope than does religion.  But when we think of religion, don’t we have something more specific in mind than what Mill offers us?  Isn’t an appeal to “God”, however broadly he/she/it may himself/herself/itself be defined, generally inevitable, not to mention appeals to subtle distinctions regarding God’s purported essence that embody the various particularized forms of religion we encounter on an everyday basis?  Surely it’s not just any “ideal object,” as Mill’s perverted characterization suggests.  Furthermore, it seems strange, given the undertones of Mill’s own writing, to think of him as religious, yet his conception of religion would oblige us to do so.

Making matters worse, his quirky conception of religion coupled with statements he makes elsewhere imply that what ninety-eight percent of us take to be religions in the traditional sense of the word are, in fact, not religions after all, provided his insights regarding them are accepted as accurate.  For Mill, as Lou Matz points out, “what makes these ideals ‘religious’ is that they are the ultimate concern of human beings and form the highest ends to which all others are secondary.”
  Thus, according to Mill’s conception of religion, a lack of selfishness is expressly required, yet in his view supernatural religions (Mill calls what we commonly think of as religions—e.g. Christianity—“supernatural religions”) ultimately turn out to be motivated by self-interest
 (much more on this to come), in which case it would seem that the phrase “supernatural religion” is itself a contradiction in terms.  According to his idiosyncratic view, it seems like there can be but one religion: the Religion of Humanity (again, more on this to follow).

Mill is not alone in his unusual emphasis.  In his book, “Psychoanalysis and Religion,” Erich Fromm elaborates a similar notion of religious experience, saying, “religious experience is the wondering, the marveling, the becoming aware of life and of one’s own existence, and of the puzzling problem of one’s relatedness to the world.”
  Furthermore, Fromm also maintains that a feeling of oneness, much akin to the “oceanic feeling” Sigmund Freud addresses in “Civilization and Its Discontents,” is an element of the religious experience.  Like Mill’s depiction of the essence of religion, Fromm’s characterizations seem too generalized to be rendered religious in the everyday sense of the term.  The descriptions he offers may aptly describe a kind of existential awareness or coming-to-consciousness that results from our aforementioned metaphysical need but, as such, nothing demarcates them as anything more than just that.  We must stress the fact that these, and similar characterizations of religions and religious experiences that merely emphasize our feelings regarding existence and the unity of mankind, will only distract us from our purpose.  

One can choose to define religion as Mill does, or to characterize the religious experience as Fromm does, if one so chooses—the point is that the subject of the present enquiry is not religion, or the religious experience, thus defined.  Our subject is not the utility of “the strong and earnest direction of the emotions and desires towards an ideal object, recognized as of the highest excellence, and as rightfully paramount over all selfish objects of desire,” but rather the utility of religions as we commonly think of them and as we actually experience them in our everyday lives.  Consequently, from this point forward we will use the word “religion” in the everyday sense in which it is typically employed, and we will use “Mill’s religion” or “Religion of Humanity” in reference to his quirky conception.    
B.
The Relevance of Distinguishing the Question of God’s Existence From the Question of God’s Essence

A second point of clarification is necessary in regard to the subject of the present enquiry.  We have always found the traditional three-category classificatory system of belief in God insufficient.  Customarily, individuals are classified as being: (1) an atheist (insofar as they believe God (i.e. a cause of nature) does not exist), (2) an agnostic (insofar as they profess no beliefs about God’s existence), or (3) a theist (insofar as they believe God does exist).  We find this problematic in that there are two very distinct kinds of theists, namely: (a) those that merely believe God exists and (b) those that believe God not only exists, but that he/she/it has a particular essence.  The former we associate with “theism,” the latter with “religion.”  There is a distinct difference between “the belief in the existence of one or more gods or deities,”
 and “a set of beliefs and practices generally held by a community, involving adherence to codified beliefs and rituals and study of ancestral or cultural traditions, writings, history, and mythology, as well as personal faith and mystic experience.”  Needless to say, it would be a mistake to lump individuals befitting only the former with those ascribing to the latter, a misnomer we are especially conscious of given our own personal experience.  For a time in our lives, we considered ourselves theists, insofar as we believed in the existence of some ultimate cause (call him/her/it “God” if you must), but we never associated ourselves wih any religion and avoided any such connotation whenever possible.  For what it’s worth, we have always been of the opininon that, even if there is a God/cause/purpose/will behind nature, it seems naïve to then postulate all sorts of superfluous extras (religion as opposed to theism), such as an afterlife or that we ought to feel guilty for merely having been born (Christianity’s concept of “original sin”).  We believe these distinctions are also important in accentuating the precise subject matter we should like us to focus on.  Thus, we propose the following nomenclature for beliefs regarding God:
Got God and, If So, Care to Specify?

	
	Affirms, denies, or has “no comment” regarding the existence of God
	Affirms, denies, or has “no comment” regarding the essence of God

	ATHEISM
	Denies
	Denies

	AGNOSTICISM
	No comment
	No comment

	THEISM
	Affirms
	No comment

	RELIGION
	Affirms
	Affirms


The schema of beliefs outlined above reflects two distinct questions prevalent in the philosophy of religion: (1) does God exist? and (2) can anything be said about God’s essence?  Now, in the context of a discussion regarding utility, it seems to us that the second question is of much more consequence.  Theists are not the ones flying airplanes into buildings and bombing abortion clinics, religious zealots are.  With this in mind, whether or not one believes and professes a belief in the existence of God will generally have far less of an impact on the happiness (or misery) of mankind than will one’s believing in and advocating the particular qualities of one’s God of choice (i.e. defining God’s essence).  Religion entails doing the latter in addition to affirming the mere existence of God.  Therefore, the examination to follow will refrain from considerations of an unqualified belief in the mere existence of God, and instead concentrate on beliefs advocating a particular essence of God, which seem to have much more palpable consequences on the happiness of mankind.
2.
Clarifying the Question of “Utility”
A.
Distinguishing the Intellectual Question Regarding the Truth of Religion 


from the Moral Question Regarding the Utility of Religion
A few words regarding the nature of our question—what is the utility of religion?—are still needed before we attempt to answer it.  We have already intimated the distinction between asking about the truth of something and asking about the usefulness of something.  Throughout his writings, Mill makes frequent appeals to the notion of utility, just as he does in his essay “Nature” when he says, “all human action whatever, consists in altering, and all useful action in improving, the spontaneous course of nature.”
    It is not surprising, then, that Mill’s focus in “The Utility of Religion” is not on the truth of religious dogma, but whether religion ultimately aids us in our pursuit of a good Life, be it true or not.  The former reflects an intellectual question about knowledge, whereas the latter indicates a moral question about action.  

In the case of religion, Mill implies that the moral question—which, for Mill, is a question of utmost import because it elicits considerations of a Life worth living (and significance, or a reason to live, is something we all universally wish for)—seldom arises unless the intellectual question has already been raised.  Unfortunately, “so long…as men [accept] the teachings of their religion as positive facts, no more a matter of doubt than their own existence or the existence of the objects around them, to ask the use of believing it could not possibly occur to them.”
  With that said, Mill’s distinction between the intellectual and moral questions is equally critical for skeptics of religion.  Indeed, they seem to share the same predicament as their religious counterparts.  They too are preoccupied with the intellectual aspect of religion (specifically with the idea that it is false), which then often precludes them from duly considering questions of the general good (i.e. utility/happiness).  As Mill points out, it is “perfectly conceivable that religion may be morally useful without being intellectually sustainable.”
  On this point, Mill’s remarks seem prudent and justified—it is disappointing that a mere idea (regarding the truth of religion, pro or con) has the potential to prevent us from considering the most optimal course of action for living a good Life.

B.
The Whole Ball of Utility
We should also note that in assessing the utility of religion we will judge the merits of, and ultimately offer a recommendation about, religions as we encounter each of them in their entirety, as opposed to one or a select subset of the beliefs/propositions established within them.  After all, it would be absurd to praise the merits of teaching a child how to become a serial killer and get away with it on the grounds that it enhances the child’s reasoning skills by making her/his exercise her/his rational faculties in an effort not to get caught.  We easily recognize that other evil consequences significantly outweigh this one conceivable benefit.  Likewise, in the case of religion, we must also withhold judgment of the utility of religion on the basis of one or two of its consequences, good or bad, except should said consequences prove so extreme in nature we feel we have no choice (e.g. the threat of the end of the world due to extreme holy wars) .  Just as no one ought to discredit the utility of religion after considering one detrimental consequence (again, excepting our caveat for extreme cases), so too one must not validate the utility of religious dogma on the basis of one or two of its perceived benefits, which is precisely what one frequently encounters in the philosophy of religion—arguments in favor of the utility of religion will often exaggerate a few perceived benefits and completely trivialize or ignore harms (though it would probably be fair to say that the inverse has inevitably occurred as well).
The import of these initial clarifications on the assessment of the utility of religion that follows cannot be overstated.  We will be examining the utility of religions as we have come to know them in our everyday lives, which is to say not as religion redefined in a traditionally non-religious manner (e.g.. Mill’s religion) or as some generic experience/feeling we all have (what Mill would call sympathy and Fromm and Freud would characterize as a sort of oceanic feeling of oneness).  Moreover, we will not concern ourselves at all with intellectual questions regarding the truth of religion.  Instead, we will focus exclusively on the utility of religion and, in doing so, we will consider “the whole ball of utility.”
3.
Method of Assessment and Anticipating a Conclusion
We will examine benefits associated with religion from historical, eternal, and contemporary perspectives, explaining what we mean to indicate by these perspectives in the process.  Most of our enquiry with regard to religion’s benefits will focus on the third perspective, perceived benefits in our present day society because, like it or not, that’s what really matters to us.  We will introduce what we consider to be the two essential benefits cited in defense of religion (though we would gladly consider the merit of additional perceived benefits should others discover any they truly consider legitimate), after which we will examine counter-arguments that we believe discredit, or at least call into question, both of the alleged benefits.  Subsequently, we shall introduce a plethora of significant harms that we perceive to be consequent of religious dogma.  We believe that this catalogue of harms and benefits, though by no means necessarily exhaustive of all the consequences associated with religion, offers a sufficient sample of them to make a reasonably informed decision regarding the utility of religion.  
In addition, while we are willing to admit at the outset that there may not be one single instance in which all the harms and benefits examined henceforth apply to a particular religion, we are nevertheless confident that most of the consequences in question are applicable in each particular case, and that our catalogue of benefits and harms is therefore sufficient enough to make a reasonably informed decision regarding the utility of religion in each case.
  To that end, after our careful considerations of the utility of religion that follow, we will confidently conclude that a sufficient examination of religion has offered a damning case against its utility, and that it should be condemned and done away with, in all its forms, once and for all, despite the overwhelming apologetics we anticipate will continue to be offered in its defense until—pray it be possible—parents stop brainwashing their children (which we can only hope is, at least at some point, humanly possible). 
Part Two: A Catalogue of Perceived Benefits, with Responses, and Harms Attributed to Religion
Section One: Perceived Benefits, with Responses
1.
Benefits Historically Perceived
A.
Claim: Religion, Whether It Be Deemed Necessary for Morality at Present or Not, Ought to Receive Some Credit for Originally Prompting Us to Develop Our Moral Capacities
Our inventory of perceived benefits begins with a consideration of a benefit associated with religion exclusively from a historical perspective.  As such, this benefit, even if it is admitted to exist, surely ought to have less influence on our calculations of the utility of religion than the benefits and harms that affect us at present.  Nevertheless, for the sake of argument, we will presume that there is some reason for including a historical benefit in our present-day-calculations of the utility of religion, and consider the case as if it was relevant to our happiness.  

That an extraordinarily large percentage of people have credited religion for introducing morality to mankind is not at all surprising.  What we do find somewhat surprising is that Mill offers a mitigated defense of this claim in “Utility of Religion.”  While Mill ultimately concludes that we might be better off in a contemporary world without religion, and that, in any case, our morality can survive on its own at this point in time,
 he nevertheless strikes us as overly accommodating of it at times.  For instance, when considering claims like “religion alone can teach us what morality is”
 and “were it not for the religious idea we should not have had the rule itself,” he concludes that “there is truth in much of this, considered as a matter of history,” and “in any other way [mankind] could not easily have been induced to accept them [moral precepts].” 
  Hence, he insinuates that religion acted as a sort of catalyst for our moral development at its first and arguably most important stages and, more significantly, that it alone was uniquely capable of doing so.  
First Response
Yet, conclusions of this kind seem inconsistent with another point of emphasis in the very same essay, namely Mill’s distinction “between the intrinsic capacities of human nature and the forms in which those capacities happen to have been historically developed.”
  Even more troublesome than his puzzling conclusions pertaining to the historical benefit of religion despite this distinction, however, is the analysis behind them.  It appears that Mill relies solely on the course of history to back up such assertions, ignoring his own cautionary remarks made elsewhere, like in “The Subjection of Women,” where he says, “Experience cannot possibly have decided between two courses, so long as there has only been experience of one.”
  Even if it were conceded that history shows us that a significant portion of human beings were aided by religion in the realization of their moral capacities, it tells us nothing more than that very fact.  And so, it does not tell us that there were no other possible means by which those same human beings might have been assisted in the actualization of their moral capacities.  Our experience of the world, and the history that corresponds to it, is not such that we exhaust all possible sequences of events, but rather just one, and therefore it seems like Mill presumes too much regarding the possibility of other moral catalysts.  Religion happened to have (presumably) introduced morality to mankind in these beneficial ways, but that is by no means grounds for assuming that religion is unique in its ability to do so.
However, in showing that we have no credible means by which to ascertain that religion was in fact the only possible means of introducing morality to mankind, and thus in showing that religion is really nothing special in that regard (perhaps there were really 7, 439 other possible morality-inducing phenomena), it seems that we have actually opened the door to a much more damaging possibility.  Not only must we admit that religion might not have been the only candidate for the job in the first place, we must now admit that there were conceivably other candidates that were better.  Perhaps rather than crediting religion with giving mankind this grand moral awakening we ought to be criticizing it for having prevented the onset of a far superior alternative—an alternative that would have fulfilled the same role just fourteen hours and twenty-six minutes later, and without any perceivable harms, aside from its late arrival, associated with it, which is something we only wish we could say of religion… 
Second Response

Furthermore, how could one ever prove that religion did, in fact, introduce morality to mankind?  Mill himself presents a number of arguments that suggest the credit religion receives for instantiating morality in society is predominantly the result of its merely having been the chief means by which morality has thus far been taught,
 and that the presence of morality may have in truth preceded the presence of religion.  In this case, the benefit in question can be immediately dismissed, as it turns out that the egg may have come before the chicken, and not the other way around.  Not only that, how do we know mankind didn’t develop its moral capacities long before the introduction of religion?  How do any of us sitting in front of our computers and drinking martinis really have any idea what went on before the invention of electricity, much less the wheel?  We picture Life in pre-historic times as nasty, brutish, and short, but is that really much of an informed picture?  After all, Mill refers to Ancient Greece, whose “social morality was extremely independent of religion.”

2.
Benefits Eternally Perceived
A.
Claim: Consideration of the Mere Possibility, No Matter How Small, of Incurring Eternal Rewards and Punishments Is Enough to Justify Belief in Religion, Not to Mention Deem It Beneficial (i.e. Pascal’s Wager)
This argument likely originated with Blaise Pascal and, as a result, is affectionately referred to as “Pascal’s Wager.”  This argument is unique from most other benefits, if not one-of-a-kind, in that it takes into account considerations of utility in an afterlife.  As such, it entails weighing the probabilities of  possible outcomes in worlds to come in its prescription for action (namely in its prescription for religious belief itself here on earth).  Ultimately, Pascal argues that one is better off believing in God than not believing in God after due consideration of the possible consequences of doing so in worlds to come.  The argument also rests on a presumption of there being significant qualtiative distinctions between consequences in this world as we know it, and consequences in the possible afterlife Pascal and other like-minded thinkers envision (heaven and hell).  As Pascal’s argument goes, we can believe in God and the belief might turn out to be false, in which case we’ve lost relatively little, save perhaps some minor inconveniences here on earth (maybe big-bad-bully-atheists hate these arguments for belief based on mere conjectures of justified action and purposely throw eggs at our house).  On the other hand, if we believe in God and the belief turns out to be true, we’ve gained infinitely, so to speak, as we are now destined to an eternity in heaven.  Conversely, while we might lose relatively little if we don’t believe and the belief turns out to be false, we pay the infinite price if we don’t believe and it turns out to be true—an eternal date with hell.  Thus, Pascal would have us conclude that, given the infinite consequences involved should religious belief turn out to be true, we ought to believe.  As the story goes, we have little to lose and everything to gain.
First Response 
In what sense do we really “believe” religious beliefs because of this argument?  Even if we grant the argument as reasonable, all we have done is convinced ourselves that it is true that such religious beliefs would be useful to believe, so as not to incur the considerable harm if the beliefs turn out to be true.  The reasonableness of the usefulness of believing in God is one thing, the reasonableness of believing in God another.  Pascal might convince us of the former, but he certainly does nothing to convince us of the latter.  Properly speaking, then, it’s doesn’t convince us of the truth of the belief itself.  Instead, it convinces us that believing in the truth of the belief would be useful.  The point is that there are two different sets of beliefs in question: those regarding the truth of religious propositions (e.g. that it is false or improbable) and those regarding whether it would be prudent to believe such religious propositions were true (e.g. Pascal’s Wager).  
Presumably God will not grant us permission to his/her/its kingdom unless we truly believe in his/her/its existence, so we would need beliefs of the former variety before Pascal’s Wager could be of any use for us.  But those true beliefs are precisely what we’re missing.  Insofar as his wager only proves useful for those professing true beliefs in the first place, Pascal’s Wager proves to be of little use to anyone.  As it turns out, Pascal’s Wager can only be of eternal consequence to those already possessing the belief in question, and, thus, it is of no consequence at all. 
Also consider: IF (1) this was our motive, and (2) the God handing out eternal rewards and punishments is omniscient, and (3) said God only offers salvation to those that believe in his being true and not to those merely believing in the benefits associated with the belief in his being true, THEN this Pascalian argument can, in fact, only render us less likely to incur the desirable consequences appealed to.  

Agreeing with the argument does little in the way of actually convincing us to believe the propositions that matter.  We may very well agree that it would be useful to believe given Pascal’s argument, but, until we are offered an argument that renders the truth of such beliefs more probable, no benefit has actually been conferred upon us. 

Second Response

Should we thus begin “believing” in all such possibilities, given the “infinite” consequences at stake?  Here, let’s take turns making up possibilities with infinite consequences so that the other is forced by prudent, utilitarian considerations to profess said belief.  Here goes—you must choose one of the following:

1.
Believe in a three-headed gooble-dinger who eats rats and resembles a

porcupine in some galaxy far, far away.
or
2.
Don’t believe in it (just bear in mind that, should you choose this option,

and you turn out wrong, you get crucifixion or drawn and quartered, your choices)
3.
Benefits Presently Perceived
Faith

Open your eyes,

And you’ll discover,

A world that’s blind,

And looking for cover.
We wrote the above poem while in high school—a time in our Life in which we questioned religion more than ever, which shouldn’t be all that surprising given that our high school years often represent the time in our lives that we feel the most pressure to conform.  At any rate, we had two things in mind when we wrote the poem—man’s basic state of intellectual ignorance and his desire for security.  As we hope the poem conveys, we believe man’s “faith” in religion provides comfort in both respects.  
Coincidently, as anticipated “in the beginning,” many philosophers share a similar view regarding the essential roles of religious beliefs.   For example, Freud also describes two chief interests mankind has invested in religion, which, when explicated further, turn out to be roughly the same things we had in mind when writing our poem: 1) assuaging existential anxiety and 2) curbing deviant behavior.  In “The Future Of An Illusion,” Freud describes the two advantages of religious ideas (and, incidentally, civilization itself
) as protection against: 1) the dangers of nature and fate, and 2) injuries from man’s social relations.
  The first advantage pertains to man’s existential crisis in the wake of his exposure to the cruel and chaotic, seemingly senseless, world around him, while the second advantage signals a social dilemma that is the byproduct of man’s essential psychological structure.  
In “The Future Of An Illusion,” Freud illustrates the manner in which religion satisfies man’s desire to free himself from his inevitable existential helplessness.  Freud captures man’s problem as follows: “How does he defend himself against the superior powers of nature, of Fate, which threaten him as they threaten all the rest?...Man’s self-regard, seriously menaced, calls for consolation; life and the universe must be robbed of their terrors.”
  Freud likens this sense of helplessness and powerlessness to “the similar state of helplessness” in a child’s relationship to his parents, as the child “had reason to fear them”
 just as man fears the power of nature and fate.  Naturally, man is compelled to react to his existential terror in one way or another—“a reaction which is precisely the formation of religion.”

Freud concludes, as do Mill and Nietzsche, that the result of this reaction is the “humanization of nature”
; nature is given a Will and anthropomorphisized.  Man turns the previously chaotic forces of nature “into gods,” and, not surprising, “gives them the character of a father.”
  What was formerly deemed horrific and meaningless is now rendered tolerable (a step toward something better—a redeeming heaven) and meaningful.  Thus, a “store of [religious] ideas is created, born from man’s need to make his helplessness tolerable.”
  Similarly, Nietzsche refers to religion, and idealism in general, as “the great antidote against practical and theoretical nihilism,” and claims it “prevented man…from despairing of knowledge: it was a means of preservation.”

Furthermore, every man is said to psychologically possess two innate desires: 1) to kill and 2) to commit incest.
  Plainly, this does not paint a pretty picture, and, consequently, for the sake of everyone, something had to be done to curb man’s inborn cravings.  In Totem and Taboo, Freud delineates the course of action he believes was taken in the beginning of man’s evolution to stunt these two psychological desires.  Originally, man is said to have lived together in a primal horde, a horde that was dominated by a male father figure.  In essence, this male father figure possessed the most physical prowess, and, accordingly, did as he pleased with all the female members of the group.  Naturally, all the other male members eventually grew upset with this father figure (whom they both loved and despised), causing them to band together and kill the father figure by utilizing their collective power as a group.  Initially, they were quite pleased, but, eventually, their ambivalence of feeling prevailed and man’s first sense of guilt arose within each.  As a result, a totem (usually an animal or natural object), representing the father,
 was created and revered, and taboos regarding this totem were established, serving to restrict the inclinations to kill and commit incest.  Among other things, these creations produced man’s first system of punishment,
 insofar as violations of taboos invoked serious penalties, and manifested the first indications of man’s conscience, what Freud deemed, “taboo conscience.”
  Freud believes that, in effect, this taboo conscience originates from an ambivalence of feelings toward the father figure that reflect equally the individual’s love, and consequent guilt for having slain him, and the actual impulse to kill that prompted the slaughter to begin with.

For Freud, like the establishment of civilization itself, all subsequent religions are a continuation of the same efforts to curtail man’s inherent ambivalence of feelings (his desire to love and his simultaneous urge to destroy), and, therefore, manifest these unspoken wishes that would otherwise lead to severe complications in man’s social relations.  As Freud himself says, “the moral and customary prohibitions which we ourselves obey may have some essential relation to this primitive taboo the explanation of which may…throw light upon the dark origin of our own ‘categorical imperative’”
 and “the totem may have been the first form of the father substitute and the god a later one in which the father regained his human form.”
  Again, religion is the manifestation of man’s wish to both: 1) expunge his existential predicament and 2) repress his most rudimentary impulses for the sake of better social relations.  
Whether he is entirely correct in the preceding account is certainly a matter of debate, particularly with regard to the morbid instincts he places at the heart of our social interactions.  However, it does seem as though the benefits most commonly cited on behalf of religion do reflect the same two interests he describes in his explication of the formation of religion itself.  In light of this observation, we will now examine the position of those who argue that religion is necessary for addressing these two primary concerns, and then offer counter-arguments that we believe undermine the necessity, not to mention the expediency, of religion for such expressed purposes.  We should note before moving forward that, having already offered his diagnosis of these expressed purposes, Freud himself does not content himself with merely unveiling the truth about religion as such, but also mounts an attack against it, arguing vehemently against the utility of it given man’s purpose and intention (which, like Mill, entails striving for happiness
).  
A.
 Social Benefit—Claim: Religion Instills Morals That Otherwise Would Not Be Adopted by Mankind

This is a commonly cited argument by agnostics and atheists that remain sympathetic to religious dogma, but who might otherwise, were it not for the perceived benefit in question, take up a more antagonistic approach to religion.  The claim is simple: religion is necessary for the sake of morality.  The implications of this claim are really two-fold.  Obviously, religion is said to accomplish something beneficial in regard to morality that no possible alternative can provide.  Moreover, because it is deemed necessary, this benefit of religion justifies whatever harms associated with it, if there be any.  Mill offers several devastating counter-arguments that effectively undermine this claim, a claim that was arguably his chief motivation in writing “The Utility of Religion.”
First Response: Moral Observations 
As anticipated in our clarificatory remarks concerning religion, Mill adeptly points out that, as this very argument suggests, such believers are moral essentially out of fear of consequences (“better be good or I’ll have hell to pay”), which certainly doesn’t seem to be the most moral of motivations.  Hence, in this scenario, they have a vested personal interest in acting moral.  Many philosophers would claim that it is therefore not worthy of moral consideration in the first place—e.g. Kant and perhaps Mill himself—and thus nothing we lose in ridding ourselves of religion would pertain to anything truly moral in nature.  Mill says, “What now goes by the name of religion operates mainly through the feelings of self-interest.”
  Mill himself describes the moral sentiments as those within us that prove sympathetic to the unity of mankind, and the moral motivation esteemed by the position in question is, in this Millian sense, no motivation of morality in the first place, but rather, strictly speaking, a motivation to act on behalf of oneself.  Surely there is a better means by which to ensure the moral considerations of our neighbors than emphasizing non-moral considerations of their own self interests.  And to think, these non-moral, self-interested considerations are what we purportedly desire to minimize in the first place!  Indeed, this is “a radical inferiority of the best supernatural religions.”
  Again, insofar as it appeals to the loss of a motive for action that has as its object one’s own self-interest, we lose nothing of moral relevance in the first place.
Second Response: Practical Observations
To begin with, we propose that worldly deterrents already imbedded in our society are just as successful, if not more so, in curbing malicious behavior as what almost everyone, deep down in their gut, admits to be the mere possibility of a seemingly incomprehensible eternal punishment.  The worldly consequences are obviously much more tangible.  In contrast, as Mill suggests, “the unavoidable uncertainty of religious penalties makes them feeble as a deterring motive”
  To suggest otherwise would imply that some long, distant possibility offers more of a deterrent for crime than, say, Life imprisonment.  
What's more, just because we remove the threat of eternal retribution and the hope of eternal salvation doesn’t mean we’re going to delve into complete anarchy.  We don’t lose feelings of pleasure and pain or our desire for freedom simply by removing less tangible metaphysical threats.  We may have hell to pay should we commit ourselves to a Life of crime, but we will almost certainly, barring concomitant significant degrees of incompetence within the relevant policing bodies and of cunning on our part, pay with years of our lives behind bars.  On that note, it seems that society will always be able to, just as it does now, instill fear through its penal system, regardless of the presence or absence of religious sects.  
Mill also argues that, “it is reasonable to think that any system of social duty which mankind might adopt, even though divorced from religion, would have the same advantage of being inculcated from childhood, and would have it hereafter much more perfectly than any doctrine has it at present…”
  Hence, he seems to be suggesting that religion not only possesses less power, or influence, over mankind’s moral proceedings than is commonly asserted, but also that it may, in fact, possess none at all.   Throughout “The Utility of Religion,” Mill expresses these kinds of sentiments and ultimately does a very thorough and convincing job of showing how the power we often associate with religion—that is, the power of safeguarding our moral considerations—is, in fact, mistakenly attributed to it.  
Rather than offer religion any credit for being morality’s bodyguard, Mill assigns that duty to three different primary sources of power: 1) authority, 2) early education, and 3) public opinion, thanks to which religion has derivatively gained all its power.  Together, these comprise the real driving force behind moral obedience, and, thus, “religion receives the credit of all the influence in human affairs which belong to any generally accepted system of rules for the guidance and government of human life” and “only seems so powerful because this mighty power [the efficacy belonging “naturally to any doctrine received with tolerable unanimity as true, and impressed on the mind from the earliest childhood as duty”] has been under its command.”
  According to Mill, not only does religion possess no such power in regard to morality, it has no power of its own, period: “religion has been powerful not by its intrinsic force, but because it has wielded that additional and more mighty power,” the power of opinion.


Both Mill and Freud agree in respect to their view of the utility of religion.  Although Freud clearly thinks that religion directly affects moral enforcement, often defining the very character of morality within society, and despite the fact that he makes it no secret that restrictions are necessary given man’s inherent need for security,
 he still ultimately concurs with Mill regarding its use, arguing that, when it comes to modern religious restrictions, “primitive man was better off in knowing no restrictions of instinct.”
  
Nonetheless, it appears that, for Freud, as opposed to Mill, it’s not that religion has no bearing on morality whatsoever and is therefore unnecessary, but instead that it has far too much of a bearing on it.  In fact, so much so that Freud actually recommends a return to Hobbe’s “state of nature” in lieu of keeping the status quo moral system as it is inculcated by religion.  In this respect, Freud seems to paint a slightly different picture of religion than the one Mill paints.  Perhaps it is not as refined as Mill’s painting, as Mill would likely point out that all the problems Freud associates with religion can be pinned on the voice that allows religion to speak in the first place (i.e. the authority, education, and public opinion of society).  Accordingly, Freud’s problems seem to run deeper than religion per se in that the problems Freud articulates with respect to religion actually owe their existence to society itself, insofar as society was responsible, via the three great powers it has at it its disposal, for inculcating and maintaining religious dogma in the first place.  Religion is but a mere exercise of this societal power and is not, as some of Freud’s statements seem to insinuate, a power exercising itself on society.  It’s a matter of “which came first, the chicken or the egg?”

Then again, after considering it in these simple terms, it ought to be admitted that Freud was more than willing to agree that man created God, and not vice versa.  We are already familiar with Freud’s theory specifying precisely how he thought this happened.  So maybe the aforementioned characterization of Freud as “clearly thinking that religion directly affects moral enforcement” was, all things considered, not so “clear” after all.  Instead, perhaps he was merely inexact in his wording on the points that would seem to dispute his otherwise Millian view.
Third Response: Empirical Observations
Finally, there is, in fact, little evidence that would seem to suggest that any such supernatural motivation for moral action out of fear of an afterlife exists in the first place.  Why is it that so many people come to the conclusion that religion is somehow necessary for the sake of morality, when no real, indisputable evidence for such a necessary connection ever arises?  Do we really think heaven and hell are what dictate actions more so than parents, police, and prison, or than natural moral instincts for that matter?
Some might argue that all this is still merely indicative that eternal consequences are on the horizon of conscious concern—which few find surprising considering that, in most cases, these consequences are not immediately pending—not that eternal consequences play no role in moral motivation whatsoever.  In other words, such an objector is perhaps willing to concede that religion ought not to be credited for as large of a role in the enforcement of morality, but not that religion is deserving of no credit at all.  However, Mill offers a fairly convincing response to this objection: 
There is one clear proof how little the generality of mankind, either religious or worldly, really dread eternal punishments, when we see how, even at the approach of death, when the remoteness which took so much from their effect has been exchanged for the closest proximity, almost all persons who have not been guilty of some enormous crime (and many who have) are quite free from uneasiness as to their prospects in another world, and never for a moment seem to think themselves in any real danger of eternal punishment.

Thus, the consequences of eternal rewards and punishments are too exaggerated and seem too unrealistic as a result. “The sole quality in these punishments which might seem calculated to make them efficacious, their over-powering magnitude, is itself a reason why nobody (except a hypochondriac here and there) ever really believes that he is in any very serious danger of incurring them.”

B.
Psychological Benefit—Hope Associated with Religion Is Beneficial Because It Fulfills A Basic Need (Wish) of Human Beings (Having a Reason/Purpose/Cause in Response to Their Metaphysical “Why?”)
Intuitively, this seems like a much stronger argument in favor of the usefulness of religion than an appeal to morality on its behalf.  This is likely a reflection of the fact that “why?” is something we’ve all experienced and can thus identify with the immense desire we’ve felt to, at least from time to time, offer certain answers to it.  It does not seem like that translates over to the case of morality as much.  It seems that our moral characters take on a much broader spectrum—some of us can’t image killing another living being, some of us are serial killers.  Existential anxiety, on the other hand is familiar to us all.  None of us have been able to figure out the mystery of Life—what is the final cause of Life itself?  Unfortunately, though perhaps not surprisingly, this also tends to be an argument that is over-emphasized within the context of enquires into the utility of religion per se.  Thinkers often end up merely focusing in on it and losing sight of the bigger picture: the utility of religion (and not just the utility of hope offered by religious beliefs).  Thus, Matz says, “There are thus utilitarian grounds to support some supernatural illusions, which undermines Mill’s defence of an exclusively naturalistic religion.”
  Matz is too hasty in concluding that Mill’s defense of an exclusively natural religion is undermined solely based on a few benefits of one or two religious beliefs.  In other words, Mill can still offer a very reasonable defense of an exclusively naturalistic religion, if, for example, he can show that the harms associated with the elements of supernatural illusions outweigh the benefits.  According to Mill’s own liberty principle (which insinuates that harms demand a certain degree of significance before we are actually permitted to act on them), he might have to demonstrate that these harms have reached a certain extent, but this too is nevertheless still possible.

At any rate, the form by which this argument gets expressed often varies.  Still, we have already familiarized ourselves with a general version of it in Freud’s account of the original metaphysical need it is said to quench.  Namely, the existential anxiety we all face, as well as the consequent thirst for a purpose.  It is this need that motivates the religious argument on behalf of hope.  Richard Dawkins, a well-known atheist and acclaimed “Darwinian” scientist, takes the hope argument as a kind of suggestion of the placebo effect, whereby believers, regardless of whether they’re in possession of true beliefs or not, think they are in possession of such beliefs, and thus experience all the same effects.  Essentially, there are two questions at issue here, one building upon the other.  First, is the existential anxiety really something we must worry this much about “satisfying” in the first place?   Second, if it is, is religion necessary for doing so?  
First Response: Religion Unnecessary For Hope
 As Mill suggests:

It has still to be considered, whether in order to obtain this good, it is necessary to travel beyond the boundaries of the world which we inhabit; or whether the idealization of our earthly life, the cultivation of a high conception of what it may be made, is not capable of supplying a poetry, and, in the best sense of the word, a religion, equally fitted to exalt the feelings, and (with the same aid from education) still better calculated to ennoble the conduct, than any belief respecting the unseen powers.

We conclude that this wish (and its subsequent hope) can be fulfilled by other means, and thus religion is not necessary for its attainment.  For example, Mill offers a remedy to the very question he poses in the form of his Religion of Humanity.  Ultimately, Mill thinks that, despite the finite nature of our own individual lives, such a candidate emerges in the form of the indefinite duration of our species as a whole.
  After further elaboration, this ideal of humanity turns out to be much more profitable in a number of respects.  Another candidate, though less profitable than the ideal of humanity, emerges in the form of patriotism or the ideal of the state.  Albeit less profitable, the ideal of the state might prove to be more desirable at present, insofar as it could provide a necessary stepping-stone for the more profitable ideal.  Hence, “if, then, persons could be trained, as we see they were [Mill just finished giving an account of previous historical examples of the embodiment of the ideal of state], not only to believe in theory that the good of their country was an object to which all others ought to yield, but to feel this practically as the grand duty of life, so also may they be made to feel the same absolute obligation towards the universal good.”
  
In “Civilization And Its Discontents”, Freud also makes passing remarks of praise regarding science itself, implying that it too might serve our purposes here.  Confronted with inevitable restrictions on his pleasure, civilized man must succumb to what Freud identifies as the reality principle, and is forced to moderate his claim to happiness.
  In Freud’s estimation, man’s most profitable response to this reality principle is to become “a member of the human community” and, “with the help of a technique guided by science”
, collectively attempt to subjugate nature for the benefit of each individual (which sounds like something Mill would say), thereby aspiring to attain the optimal amount of pleasure possible given the reality of the situation.  In fact, in this process of subjugation (of nature), he will “almost become a God himself.”
  Anticipating his reader’s objection that, despite the advances of science, man still is not happy, Freud cites specific scientific accomplishments—railway, telephone, longer life, etc.
—and urges the reader to reflect on the enhancements to his Life that these accomplishments have made possible.  Scientific and technological advancements “are an actual fulfillment of every—or almost every—fairy-tale wish.”
 
Second Response: Religiously-oriented Hope Potentially Unwanted

Not only is religiously-oriented hope unnecessary, as we have just shown, other alternative ideals are arguably preferential to it.  Granting that Mill’s ideals are possible, they will actually elicit at least three benefits that religion does not, all else being equal.  By its very nature (i.e. our religion is “the one and only true religion”), religion will never unify mankind, but instead will only create harmful, arbitrary divisions within it.  The ungodly harm attributed to this fact alone will be examined in greater detail later.
Also, Mill observes that his ideals would not depend on any hope of a reward, and yet would still offer one.  Some of the harms associated with the selfishly motivated supernatural religion have already been cited.  Mill offers us an ideal that “would not depend for its ascendancy on any hope of reward; but the reward which might be looked for, and the thought of which would not be a problematical future existence, but the approbation, in this, of those whom we respect, and ideally of all those, dead or living, whom we admire or venerate.”
  As it turns out, the kind of hope elicited by religion is not as hopeful as it is presumed to be, considering Mill’s even more hopeful alternative.
Mill purportedly discusses in his journal how one could use a variation of Pascal’s wager as an argument against the desirability of the afterlife for which it is purportedly beneficial to hope for.  Matz says that in his diary, Mill wrote, “the belief in a life after death, without any probable surmise as to what it would be, would be no consolation, but the very king of terrors.  A journey into the entirely unknown—the thought is sufficient to strike with alarm the firmest heart.”

Interestingly, this conflicts with what Mill says in “Utility of Religion,” when he mentions the one advantage he associates with supernatural religion—“the prospect they hold out to the individual of a life after death.”
  Still, even where he does speak of the potential benefits of the prospect of an afterlife, he still concludes, “I cannot but think that as the condition of mankind becomes improved, as they grow happier in their lives, and more capable of deriving happiness from unselfish sources, they will care less and less for this flattering expectation.”  Even more, it seems to him that there might come a time in a more advanced state of society when it would seem “not only possible, but probable, that in a higher, and, above all, a happier condition of human life, not annihilation but immortality may be the burdensome idea.”  Here, we get a return to the sentiments expressed in his diary.
Third Response: Doesn’t Address the Source of the Problem It Is Said to Remedy
Further, instead of addressing the source of the problem itself—our suffering here on earth—the hope espoused by belief in the afterlife merely encourages us to turn away from the problem itself, which will never offer a remedy for the problem in and of itself but rather an altogether fleeting distraction from it.  In this sense, Marx is right; religion is merely the opium of the people.  When the position is regarded in this light, it’s really just advocating that we smoke joints or drink a six-pack to help pass the time and forget our troubles—“to numb the pain.”
Fourth Response: Insufficient in Itself
Dawkins’ argues that, even if religion is said to have the aforementioned placebo effect, it still doesn’t seem like a likely account for the “massive and all-pervasive phenomenon of religion.”
  Likewise, supposing we grant the hope espoused by religious beliefs, specifically belief in the afterlife, we must still consider the other, often deplorable, consequences of said beliefs in any justifiable assessment of its utility.  Further, even if we concede that this belief does have said use (hopeful belief in afterlife),  what is keeping the world from keeping it and getting rid of the rest?  This is no argument in favor of the utility of any religion as we know it, merely, at best, an argument in favor of the utility of a belief that is commonly associated with religions, though there is no necessary connection between the two—hence, one can subscribe to such a belief (e.g. belief in an afterlife) without acclimating oneself to any religion and one can subscribe to a religion and not acclimate oneself to such a belief.
Section Two: Harms
1.
Denounces Life on Earth
It would seem useful to draw on Nietzsche here, as this existential anxiety was in the background of nearly all his works.  Furthermore, Nietzsche’s philosophy will offer a good context within which to set up both the religious argument on behalf of hope and the counter-arguments against it.  First and foremost, Nietzsche’s philosophy is chiefly characterized by his concern for values.  As it turns out, the values he concerns himself with are inextricably tied to both man’s existential anxiety and his subsequent metaphysical need to satiate it.  How this metaphysical need gets dealt with is where the question of values comes in.  For Nietzsche, how we deal with our existential anxiety reflects a great deal about us as people, in particular, what we value.  According to Nietzsche, there are ultimately two valuing types: those who say “yes”, and those who say “no”.  Which one we belong to ultimately comes down to one thing: whether, when faced with the existential anxiety that afflicts us, we accept existence—or Life—for what it is, including all the suffering within it and the lack of an objective purpose characteristic of it, or seek to alter it and render it something it is not, thus creating illusion(s) (illusions can, within the context of our examination of Nietzsche, be used interchangeably with “ideals” and “idols”), for the sake of comfort.  The former depicts one who says yes to Life, the latter one who says no.


Nietzsche was concerned with the influences that the origin, development, and consequences of these illusions of truth had on values.  Every instance of saying no is an indication of what Nietzsche refers to as nihilism, which, in every one of its forms, implies a sort of negation of existence as it is, of Life itself.  This denigration of our earthly existence Nietzsche despises more than anything, and he sees it as man’s great folly.  Indeed, “to escape nihilism—which seems involved both in asserting the existence of God and thus robbing this world of ultimate significance, and also in denying God and thus robbing everything of meaning and value—that is Nietzsche’s greatest and most persistent problem.”

The evolution of nihilism manifests itself in three distinct acts: 1) the onset of idealism; 2) the devaluation of idealism (Deleuze’s “negative nihilism”); and 3) the devaluation of all values (what Deleuze calls “reactive nihilism”).  All three stages are nihilistic in that they depreciate earthly Life to some degree, but the third stage reflects the decisive danger—a complete disregard for Life itself, and the loss of all values.

For Nietzsche, “idealism” (or “idol” or “illusion”) in one word, describes traditional philosophy (and laymen who employ similar pursuits).  Hence, generally speaking, idealism reflects beliefs in various ideals (i.e. interpretations of truth about Life), which, in turn, induce one to value Life through the lens of these respective beliefs (which are assumed to be “real” or “objective”).  Essentially, any metaphysical characterization of/purpose for earthly Life qualifies, including Mill’s “Religion of Humanity,” the basic notion of free will, and, of course, religions.  For Nietzsche, idealism reflects, among other things: 1) “the basic absurdity” of his life;
 2) “the greatest objection to Life;”
 3) “vice” and “unnatural practice;”
 4) “life preserving errors”
 and “a means for preservation;”
 5) ignorance of oneself;
 6) “the real riddle that the animal ‘man’ poses for the philosopher;”
 7) “a source of misfortune and man’s loss of value;”
 8) “lies arising from the evil instincts of diseased and, in the deepest sense, harmful natures;”
 and, in sum, 9) “poisons.”
  Clearly, Nietzsche considered idealism not only illusory, but, more importantly, unhealthy.

While idealism is dishonest insofar as it is not forthright about the nature of its own illusion (that it is merely an interpretation of the truth…a mere possibility), it is unhealthy because it implicitly draws attention away from the reality of Life on earth.  According to Nietzsche’s view, man, faced with the absurdity of his own lack of direction or purpose for existing, is inclined to compensate by creating his own optimistic ideals, and thereby lives his Life as if he were living it for the sake of this ideal purpose.  For Nietzsche, these ideals are nothing but illusory possibilities, and yet man often values these illusions more than Life itself (e.g. martyrdom).


Man stresses his unworldly, or metaphysical, ideals instead of his worldly Life and actions, and denigrates what Nietzsche considers truly valuable—Life on earth—as a result.  Thus, a dichotomy emerges in Nietzsche’s thought, distinguishing a Life with a worldly emphasis from a Life with an unworldly emphasis.  For instance, when man posits an afterlife to give himself a sense of purpose, or a goal, he implicitly diminishes the value and import of earthly Life.  What matters is not what he achieves or becomes during his Life on earth, but whether he is granted access into “heaven.”  In this sense, he lives this Life in terms of the next Life, or the one after that…

The first stage in the nihilistic drama consists of a turning away from—and saying no to—Life due to man’s existential anxiety and the comfort he seeks in metaphysics/idealism/religion as a result.  The second stage occurs when, as Deleuze puts it, the “supersensible world and higher values are reacted against, their existence…denied.”
  At this point, the “decrepitude of the upper-most values edges toward consciousness.”
  Ultimately, the truth about interpretations of truth is revealed, and there is a reaction against the very same ideals Nietzsche vehemently condemns (i.e. supersensible or unearthly ideals).  We kid ourselves no more.
Unfortunately, unless the performers of this second act “see the light” (unless they climb out of the cave via Nietzsche’s ladder—“the revaluation of all values”) and begin to value the earth (the antithesis of nihilism), the axe they wield will not sever the root of the problem (deprecation of the earth via idealism) and their efforts will actually generate a condition far worse than that from which they began.  Thus, Nietzsche is just as leery about this stage of the drama because it generally leads to the third and final act (instead of Yes!).

Instead of negating unearthly ideals and affirming Life itself, reactive nihilism negates both.  Whereas negative nihilism depreciates worldly values while still esteeming unworldly values, reactive nihilism deprecates all values.  Consequently, the earth is no longer even valuable as a means to some higher end.  The death of idealism, “which no longer has any sanction after it has tried to escape into some beyond, leads to nihilism.”
  

Incidentally, this death of idealism reflects Nietzsche’s famous statement, “God is dead!”
  This proclamation is often misinterpreted because readers fail to take notice of what Nietzsche was referring to when making it, namely the problems that would likely plague an atheistic society, problems that Nietzsche himself was very aware of and extremely concerned about.  Many immediately (and ignorantly) write Nietzsche off as a nihilist because they assume that, by eradicating all prior ideals and announcing that God is dead, Nietzsche implicitly denounces all value.  However, as one scholar has pointed out, “he does not mean to imply that all respect for values should be abandoned and all self-restraint thrown overboard.”

At this stage in the drama, “‘everything lacks meaning,’” and “the untenability of one interpretation of the world, upon which a tremendous amount of energy has been lavished, awakens the suspicion that all interpretations of the world are false.”
  As a result, nihilism brings forth contempt and resentment toward Life ensuing from this sense of futility.  How exactly does Nietzsche hope to help here?  He writes scathing critiques of various forms of idealism, none more chief among them than the cult of Christianity, and yet this is the most common alternative? 

Walter Kaufman puts the point rather well: “Now it may be asked: if Nietzsche thus criticizes and helps to destroy prevalent values, does he not hasten the advent of nihilism…does he not help to bring about that catastrophic vacuum which he is prophesying?”
  Ideally, Nietzsche’s prescription—the revaluation of all values—is supposed to destroy all traditional values, and then provide new, Life-affirming, values to replace them, whereas the normal course of the disease will result in the absence of all values.  But might this prescription itself be nothing more than a hopeful ideal?  Does Nietzsche offer any additional instructions to help his patients overcome the typical nihilistic fate (reactive nihilism) resulting from something so similar to his revaluation of all values?  If not, what was previously a minor infection (negative nihilism) could become fatal (reactive nihilism), and will we not see “in him and his philosophy the embodiment of the very nihilism for which he professed to supply a remedy?”
   

In Thus Spoke Zarathustra, Zarathustra tells a herd of men at the marketplace the following: 

I teach you the overman.  Man is something that shall be overcome.  What have you done to overcome him?…The overman is the meaning of the earth…I beseech you, my brothers, remain faithful to the earth, and do not believe those who speak to you of otherworldly hopes!…Despisers of life are they, decaying and poisoned themselves, of whom the earth is weary: so let them go.

In a sense, the overman must overcome what it means to be “man” insofar as “man” is “a fantastic animal” and “has to believe, to know, from time to time why he exists.”
  Only in this case does one cease to pass judgment on Life and truly begin to value it.

The overman no longer feels the need to judge Life at all, ascribing to Life its greatest value.  Insofar as the earth/Life is at every moment unstructured and becoming something completely different, all determinations or judgments about it essentially misrepresent and taint it because they implicitly make overgeneralizations about it.  Hence, Nietzsche’s overman accepts the earth for exactly what it is, and, in doing so, befits Nietzsche’s formula for greatness in man: “that a man should wish to have nothing altered, either in the future, the past, or for all eternity.”

Nietzsche’s Table Of Values

	
	Negative Nihilist (e.g. someone who is religious)
	Reactive Nihilist (e.g. a nihilistic atheist, such as Schopenhauer)
	Overman (e.g. one that does not concern oneself with any notion God)
	The Impossible


	Values The Worldly
	No
	No
	Yes
	Yes

	Values The Unworldly
	Yes
	No
	No
	Yes


By Nietzsche’s own standards, we must take man as given (that is, as we experience him here on this earth)—hence, we must admit what he necessarily is—and we should not picture him in any other light.  In general, it seems that each living being values (or desires) being to some extent insofar as it is being, and Nietzsche himself says, “In itself, everything that is says Yes.”
  Let us call this “the fact of Life.”  All being, insofar as it is being, values “self-preservation.”  

As we indicated “in the beginning…” human being, is cognizant of this very fact (i.e. it is self-conscious).  As a result, a question emerges: why?  Why this self-preservation?  As Nietzsche explains, and as we’ve heard before, humans have “one additional need—the need for the ever new appearance of such teachers and teachings of a ‘purpose’,”
 and, “gradually, man has become a fantastic animal: man has to believe, to know, from time to time why he exists.”

But Nietzsche failed to grasp that this need is a defining characteristic of what it means to be human, and that it cannot be thought through, annihilated, or overcome by any means.  The illusion of religion (and of idealism in general) that Nietzsche is so critical of actually satiates a need, a need necessary to all human beings (i.e. the need to value valuing).  What, given its innate questioning, a human being really amounts to: a being that must, insofar as it is being, value its implicit valuing (or desiring/preferring/liking/appreciating) of being.  By nature, man, unlike any other being, asks himself why he values valuing per se but, inasmuch as he still prohibits himself from putting a gun to his own head, nevertheless values valuing to some degree.

In our opinion, Nietzsche’s critical insight lies in his critique of religion, and of idealism in general, in respect to its self-defeating disparagement of the earth, but his critical error lies in this failure to recognize man’s very necessity: man’s “why?”  Simply put, Nietzsche’s overman cannot possibly be a man.  Hence, opponents in favor of the utility of religion will hammer this very point home—you can’t just do away with the need altogether.  Unfortunately, Nietzsche conceptualizes health under the assumption that this necessity can be overcome; for Nietzsche, health comes to mean precisely this—overcoming man’s natural inclination to question being.  Unfortunately this does not seem possible, and Nietzsche’s notion of health is thus misleading.  Conversely, any doctor specializing in the aid of human beings (i.e. a psychologist) will possess, first and foremost, knowledge of what it means to actually be human.  Consequently, such a doctor will recognize the very trait that distinguishes human being from all other being: spirit, or self-reflective being (“self-consciousness”).  Therefore, the health for which we are concerned is the health of this spirit—that is, mental health. 

This is exactly the point Nietzsche fails to understand properly: sound mental health has, at best, an unpredictable influence on physical health (one can be perfectly “happy” and still contract cancer), while mental illness (hence, volatility) can correlate directly to physical well-being (e.g. suicide).  Despite what Nietzsche thought (he believed idealism was negatively correlated with physical health), idealism, if anything, positively influences one’s physical condition.  The idealist has, in a sense, ceased asking why (and, as Nietzsche himself points out, but for the wrong reasons, this is the key to health) because he simply presumes he knows why, and is, thus, no longer troubled by the question.

Thus, it seems that Nietzsche completely inverted his whole schema regarding health.  Because, when it comes to human being, mental health is decisive, and this is, in essence, directly related to one’s sense of comfort regarding existential questions (i.e. man’s sense of purpose).  Nietzsche’s compulsion for existential truth/honesty is inimical to mental health, as it is inversely related to the sense of comfort attainable by means of idealistic convictions (including Buddhism, the conviction that all conviction is futile).  As strange as it may sound, the truly unhealthy conviction: that one’s convictions should be questioned.
  The unhealthy: Friedrich Nietzsche.

What Nietzsche has done, in effect, is reduced the mental stability of his readers by bringing them back to the beginning of the existential drama all over again.  They must face the chaos once more, only to ask the question “why?” all over again (as this is what they are naturally inclined to do).  And yet Nietzsche supposes this regression to be healthy?  Even Nietzsche admits that there is a reason man adopts conviction (“Life preserving errors”)—it is by no means a superfluous endeavor, but necessary for man’s health (man needs it in order to survive!). 

The most striking characteristic of a human Life when juxtaposed to any other Life is its volatility.  No other Life questions its own existence; no other Life poses a danger to its own Life.  Depending on the circumstances, the consequences of being human can be drastic, even fatal.  We offer suicide as proof.  The more one is self-conscious of valuing Life the more of a threat he poses to himself, especially when he is experiencing duress, as his conviction is exposed, questioned, and no longer stable and healthy.  

The moral of the story is that being human is dangerous and extremely uncomfortable.  Man “needs a vision, a goal, a sense of direction”
 so that he will not be induced to question his own value.  Nietzsche himself says it most eloquently—“not to know oneself: prudence of the idealist.”
  Conviction is indeed the opium of the people!  “You know it well: your cowardly devil within you, who would like to fold his hands and rest his hands in his lap and be more comfortable—this cowardly devil urges you, ‘There is a God’.”

At this point, it may seem as though our discussion of Nietzsche has proven to be one-sided and that the score has been settled.  In explicating all the problems involved in breaking down the illusions of mankind and reintroducing him to that nagging question “why?” one might wonder how we could still possibly suggest that it be beneficial to do so.  All in favor of “hope”, say “I.”  Not so, say we.

We believe Mill has offered us an ideal that, though it shares some of the same problems common to all the ideals Nietzsche so disdains (wishful thinking, in some degree it detracts from the present, etc.), can accomplish the expressed purposes of religion (and to a much greater extent) without bringing forth as many of the harms associated with it, none more chief among them than disparagement of earthly Life.  

Thus, given the necessity of our need for an ideal and that all ideals come with at least some of the extra-baggage Nietzsche loathes in his writing, we may, as Nietzsche might say, be obliged to pick a less potent “poison”—the lesser of the two harms, or evils, if you will.  Nevertheless, there is still a choice involved, and one we must consider.  One of the alternatives—Mill’s religion (his Religion of Humanity)—offers at least some measure of appreciation for the earthly Life Nietzsche reveres so much.  Thus, while Nietzsche would still undoubtedly despair over the very notion of “an object to which all others ought to yield,” not to mention feeling “this practically as the grand duty of life,”
 both of which he would find in Mill’s recommendation, at least Mill’s more earthly ideal submits us to an “illusion” with real, earthly consequences.
2.
Other Harms

In the spirit of our more earthly concern, we propose to consider the vast resources that are wasted on behalf of religious dogma.  First, mull over these poignant remarks by Dawkins: 

As a Darwinian, the aspect of religion that catches my attention is its profligate wastefulness, its extravagant display of baroque uselessness. Nature is a miserly accountant, grudging the pennies, watching the clock, punishing the smallest waste. If a wild animal habitually performs some useless activity, natural selection will favor rival individuals who instead devote time to surviving and reproducing. Nature cannot afford frivolous jeux desprits. Ruthless utilitarianism trumps, even if it doesn’t always seem that way….Religious behavior in bipedal apes occupies large quantities of time. It devours huge resources. A medieval cathedral consumed hundreds of man-centuries in its building. Sacred music and devotional paintings largely monopolized medieval and Renaissance talent. 

Instead of brainwashing our children with deplorable dogma every Sunday, we could be spending quality time with them engaging in other palpably useful activities—a picnic at the park, an educational film, etc.  Consider the days, the years, the entire lifetimes some human beings devote to an invisible entity.  Speaking of the invisible blob, consider all of the countless churches built in its honor.  We propose that the money donated to these churches, not to mention the money spent on building more of them, ought to be donated instead to useful charities.  Put all that money toward a cure for cancer, hell, even space exploration.

As we have already enumerated, fear plays a significant role both in religion’s historical emergence and in its “staying power.”  Guilt has played nearly as significant of a role in the evolution.  We vigorously maintain that fear and guilt, when unnecessary, are to be deplored.  Granted, some amount of fear and guilt is laudable.  We are better off if we learn to fear crocodiles.  Likewise, guilt can be good for us at certain times.  For instance, we ought to reproach ourselves for knowingly harming a close friend.  Nevertheless, few will object that there is point at which these emotions are excessive, namely when they’re not necessary for some perceived good end.  This is merely to say that these emotions are not good in and of themselves, but merely as a means to promote the good.  Whenever they are not employed as a necessary means for some perceived good, they are to be discouraged, as they only engender pain.
We believe religion propagates fear and guilt to such an extent that both have unnecessary and unhealthy mental and physical consequences for the believer and the non-believer.  Religion often elicits these emotions without sufficiently demonstrating that they are a necessary means to some good.  For example, religion exerts so much control over some individuals that they endure unnecessary guilt with regard to some of their most natural feelings and thoughts, which is then further complicated by the fear of anticipating punishment.  We have in mind innocent sexual curiosity.  Of course, there is always the dreaded concept of “original sin.”  We find little else regarding religion as outrageous as the notion of being immediately guilty at birth, not to mention for someone else’s supposed act.
Homosexuality is shunned by most religions and thus one is again made to feel unnecessary guilt.  If the individual had some choice in the matter it might be one thing (we’re not saying we’d have a problem with it then either), but to make someone feel guilty about something completely out of their control is not something that sits well with us.
When it comes to religions as we know them, non-believers are often ostracized, which, again, is contrary to any common notion of moral sentiments (or the religious experience as described by Freud and Fromm and the essence of religion as described by Mill).  For example, atheists are written off as “immoralists” because they are perceived as have no grounding for morality.  By the way, this makes sense, because the same people condemning atheists as such are the ones that are not, in fact, capable of grounding the moral sentiments naturally themselves (thus their assumption that morality requires religious sanctions is, for themselves, perhaps well-founded) and require an arbitrary means by which to ensure that morality as a result, which has come in the form of an appeal to—surprise—self-interest via fear (e.g. God’s wrath/hell).  The very fact that one individual tries to convince another of the usefulness of religion as a means to safeguard our moral interests may be an insight into the psychology of the former individual.  
Religion is plagued by flagrant contradictions, some of which Mill alludes to in “The Utility of Religion.”  Religion provides conflicting and, at times, entirely immoral examples to model ourselves after.  For example, the teachings of Jesus Christ himself are often completely at odds with what has come to be known as Christianity.  Several philosophers have alluded to this, including Mill, who speaks of the “beauty and benignity and moral greatness which so eminently distinguish the sayings and character of Christ,”
 despite the disdain he expresses for Christianity itself.  Nietzsche echoes Mill in this regard throughout his writings.  In Nietzsche’s estimation, the character of the historical Christ offers a clear case of someone befitting of the Aristotelian notion of nobility, which essentially turns out to be the same criteria requisite of Nietzsche’s own “master morality.”  Yet, Christianity, which is supposed to advance the teachings of Christ himself, does nothing of the sort.  It is characteristic of an ignoble character, timid and weak, whose values encourage a passive, submissive will, not a confident, virtuous will actively pursuing a Life of flourishing here on earth.  
We must also take issue with Mill’s defense of religion in regard to holy wars.  According to Mill, the horrible atrocities associated with holy wars “do not belong to religion in itself, but to particular forms of it.”
  Still, even if alternate forms of religion refrain from the wickedness in question, there is still something to be said for the very possibility of a form instantiating it, not to mention the reality of those that do.  Religion cannot be disowned from any of its offspring, actual or possible,
 good or bad.  The fact of the matter is that, without religion itself, none of these forms would be possible.  Religion in itself might not necessitate holy wars, but without it holy wars would not even be possible.  Religion in itself should be assessed in light of all its possible consequences (both actual and possible, good and bad) on our well-being.  Ironically, Mill doesn’t hesitate to credit religion for introducing moral sentiments to a significant number of human beings, yet he ultimately concedes that religion is unnecessary for the emergence of such sentiments.  
But, if we are justified in our preceding analysis, and if Mill does in fact believe that the harms of religion (considered in light of all its particular forms) outweigh the benefits of religion (again all forms considered), then he is mistaken in suggesting that the distinction between vulgar forms of religious belief and more noble forms of religious beliefs is of any real import, which his frequent appeals to it seem to suggest.  For example, at times he highlights the merits of religious forms that resign “irrevocably the idea of an omnipotent creator,”
 in comparison to those forms that worship a God that is all-powerful.  At other times, he makes mention of “a radical inferiority of the best supernatural religions.”

We wonder whether appeals such as these might have been “forced” by the times in which Mill found himself writing—was he motivated by ulterior motives when making these kinds of appeals?  It would certainly not be the first time non-believers have felt coerced into embodying something they are not.  In pursuit of further evidence, we consider other possible implications, such as the extreme peculiarity involved in  his having called his “ideal ideal,” a “religion,” when his bears so little resemblance to any other ideal we associate with the term.  Finally, as Lou Matz indicates in his essay “The Utility of Religious Illusion: A Critique of J.S. Mill’s Religion of Humanity,” “we know that Mill refused to translate Auguste Comte’s Traité in 1844 ‘on the grounds that direct attacks on theology were still unacceptable in England’ and that one of the reasons he did not want to review Martineau’s translation of Comte’s Cours de philosophie positive ‘was that he would not be allowed to write on Comte’s atheism which he regarded as his best aspect’.”
  At the very least, surely our suspicions in the present case are warranted.
Moreover, Mill alleges that these nefarious forms of religion are declining in number.  In characterizing the progress of religion up to his era, as well as his expectations for it thereafter, Mill says, “the immoral, or otherwise mischievous consequences which have been drawn from religion, are, one by one, abandoned.
  This shouldn’t come as a surprise given what we would call Mill’s overly-idealistic views
 regarding the evolution of our species as a whole, which, in turn, reflects the ideal of what he calls the “Religion of Humanity.”  We would argue that Mill is chained to a sort of unbridled optimism in his ideas regarding the fate of humanity in much the same way he implies others are entrapped by either an affirmation or denial of supernatural ideals, the only difference being that his ideal is at least relevant to the empirical evidence at our disposal, whereas supernatural ideals, by definition, never will be.
  Unfortunately, the empirical evidence does little to corroborate Mill’s enthusiasm; if anything, we would argue that it has only refuted it thus far.  The wars plaguing contemporary times seem just as religiously motivated as those in any previous era, though perhaps not quite so explicitly.  While some might find this debatable, few would suggest that we are anywhere near the pinnacle of time Mill describes, a time in which no evil corollaries remain palpable at all.   The events of 9/11 obviously serve as a grim reminder of this unfortunate fact. 
Insofar as religious belief is primarily the byproduct of authority, education, and social opinion, as Mill suggests, it entails no exercise of our rational faculties in assenting to it.  In our estimation, it is unimaginable how any argument attempting to demonstrate that religious belief does entail use of our rational faculties could prove successful.  Nevertheless, this is precisely what many philosophers of religion attempt to do.  But to succeed, not only will religious defenders have to disprove a drone-like affiliation with their religious belief (i.e. prove that they were not merely brainwashed as children), in doing so they will have to find another means by which to found their belief, other than natural inheritance of it (which is clearly not a rational source of belief).  Eliminating nurture and nature accordingly, the only alternative source of belief we can imagine is one that is rationally founded.  But it is difficult for us to imagine what kind of logical rationale religious sympathizers could possibly have for assenting to one religion as opposed to all the rest.  In our opinion, the only satisfactory account of the phenomena of religious belief that can be offered is one that cites the same ultimate sources for it as Mill, authority figures, education, and tradition/public opinion.  Since, in our opinion, no rational argument can conceivably be given on behalf of religious belief, any effort to do so, explicitly or implicitly, is absurd.  
In fact, religion advocates a denial of our instinct for truth (contradiction) insofar as the believer acknowledges the aforementioned arbitrariness and nevertheless chooses to entertain one particular religion.  Thinkers like Soren Kierkegaard espouse a notion of “faith” that consists of submitting to beliefs that are, by definition, precisely that—not rational.  Kierkegaard refers to true religious belief in the context of various paradoxes of reason, and he even goes so far as to label such belief “belief in the absurd.”  We question the degree to which this is actually possible.  Is it really possible to admit that there is no reason to buttress a particular belief, and yet truly believe in said belief?  A universal dictate of all religions, so far as we are aware (and we can’t logically conceive of there being any exception), is that each is the one and only true religion.  If one does not subscribe to this belief, surely the most fundamental belief associated with any religion, in what sense does one believe in the relevant religion at all?  In denying the particular belief of the particular religion in question, and in nonetheless claiming religious belief, one is implying belief in two or more religions, which, as mandated by the universal dictate, immediately disqualifies him from any religious belief.  And yet, it is also impossible to admit the arbitrary nature of selecting one’s religion and then subscribe to belief in a particular religion in any meaningful sense.  One would thus assume the paradoxical position of claiming at one and the same time: 1) choosing which religion to believe is arbitrary (which is to say, ultimately given what we are in a position to know, there is no reason to deem one particular religion any more true than another) and 2) we believe in such and such a particular religion, a dictate of which is that it is the one and only true religion.
“Revelation” does not save religion here, even withholding the countless objections with regard to the paradoxical implications of sacred texts, particularly the Christian Bible, already discussed.  Although some argue that sacred texts offer real, tangible evidence for believing religious propositions and that religion does not entail a drone-like acceptance of them or a flat-out denial of evidence after all, this reads like a copout to us.  Granting sacred texts offer said evidence, which of the conflicting competitors offers said evidence?  It should come as no surprise when each believer ultimately appeals to his or her own.  And, it also should come as no surprise that this turns out, in the overwhelming majority of the cases, to be no different than the one fed to them as a child.  Few will, though granting the credibility of their own sacred text of choice, lend any credence to other sacred texts.  Few will, though denying the tenability of those other sacred texts, have even read them.  The overwhelming theme that emerges here is that revelation, in the form of sacred texts, is far from an objective topic about which anything resembling evidence, in any meaningful sense of the term, can be cited.  
Another form of “revelation” commonly cited occurs via “personal revelation,” in which case those that don’t experience the personal revelation but subscribe to religion on account of someone else/others who has/have are subject to the same objections levied in regard to sacred texts.  And, as far as the one claiming to have had the personal experience himself, we suspect that this might merely be evidence of the dulling of the rational faculty itself.  At any rate, questions regarding the purported phenomenon of “personal revelation” abound, none more chief among them then: “has such a person merely misinterpreted natural phenomena, perhaps, unbeknownst to him, to fulfill some deep-seeded wish?”

There are also stupid legal ramifications that are directly a result of religious influence.  Case in point, no liquor sales on Sundays in some counties.  We are also sworn “under God” to tell the truth in our courtrooms.  Surely this is of little significance for anyone feeling no such obligation to “God.”  Moreover, this might inspire disdain on the part of the non-believer, perhaps providing unnecessary motivation to not comply when, under other circumstances, the non-believer might have been honest without question.  Finally, if the appeal to some semblance of conscience or other mitigating factor is deemed necessary in a court of law, why not make an appeal that, at the very least, runs no such risks and can accomplish the task every bit as well as the status quo?  Why not appeal to the import and influence of honesty on societal relations and well-being?  Or, if the effectiveness of such a “refined” appeal is deemed questionable, why not make a baser appeal to self-interest—if you are at any time discovered not to be telling the truth, you will suffer the consequences. 
Judgment Day: A Prescription for Change
In theory, religion can only be a burden—it is time to let it go.  It emphasizes man’s powerlessness and limitations, rather than encourage any true hope regarding the fate of mankind.  It is a celebration of inferiority—no thanks, we’d rather have a merrier disposition.  It motivates vice through its inherently divisive nature.  No good can come of the arbitrary boundaries it imposes on us.  The goal of our moral sentiments should be to free ourselves from this sort of negative distancing between one another, not mindlessly implore it by preaching it as some kind of disguised necessity for bringing us together.  Religion is a pathetic sign of a diseased will that misdiagnoses itself and thereby prevents itself from any true hope for a cure.  True hope emphasizes what we do have, what we do have power over, what we can set our sights on, etc., not some confused, often misinterpreted symbol of suffering.  What’s more, whenever this God of religion is properly analyzed, he/she/it always turns out to be some anthropomorphized Herculean no-it-all.  
In practice, religion involves mindlessness, and blatantly so—consider notions like “blind faith.”  We are told not to question, and so, like a computer program, we do precisely that.  As such, we are a society of drones, showing few signs of what is supposed to make us human (at least according to Mill)—the liberty to overcome and thereby alter the spontaneous course of nature.  We fail to rise above the status of a mere thing executing actions according to natural laws.  In failing to overcome the dictates of custom, tradition, and everyone who tells us what to do without any sufficient reason for doing so, we rob ourselves of any real value.  We ourselves lose any true significance.  We are just another ant in the ant form; nothing distinguishes us, nothing makes us unique; there really is nothing special about us.  Thus, we are absurd, both in principle and in our earthly actions.  We choose our own annihilation for 72 virgins promised to us in an afterlife, we bomb abortion clinics (thereby aborting all the Life within it) in the name of God, etc.
Application of Mill’s Liberty Principle
For those of us who feel strongly about some of the issues raised in the foregoing considerations, the time has come for us to stop reserving our condemnation of religion for the sake of infringing on the “rights” of those who choose to be religious.  By proceeding in such a manner, we are harming not only ourselves, who happen to be non-believers, but believers as well.  The fact of the matter is that religion has real, palpable, deadly consequences.  We do not let children eat as many candy bars as they want simply because if it were up to them they would choose to do so.  Instead, we realize that the negative consequences associated with gluttonously consuming sweets offers a sufficient reason for intervening and restricting their freedom accordingly.  
Likewise, we maintain that the same is true of religion.  Most of us act like we ourselves, as well as others around us, are children when it comes to religion.  We often make others who dissent from how we think feel like crap for doing so.  We speak of resurrection, a trinity that is a unity, etc. as if these things were somehow more conceivable than the events taking place in a children’s fairytale—as if someone rising from the dead was any more conceivable than a three-headed gooble-dinger who eats rats and resembles a porcupine in some galaxy far, far away.  
Just because 97.41% of the world’s population can’t, for whatever reason, see it as such—as it really is—and thus fail to part ways with the unnecessary dogma holding them down shouldn’t stop the 2.59% from freely and aggressively pursuing change in that regard, especially given the potential for significant improvement should such change, however unlikely, come to fruition.
While it may have at one time been permissible to let religious enthusiasts pursue their illusions, and even to advocate them, so long as allowing them to do so did not engender significant enough harm to intervene, it seems that such a time has long since passed (supposing it ever existed in the first place).  After duly considering the arguments we have presented, we hope others will begin to recognize the egregious consequences of permitting, and especially propagating, religious dogma.  
We conclude with an appeal to a prescription for change that we feel is best for both mankind in general as well as for each individual’s own self-interest, which are, after all, the two chief interests mankind supposedly has invested in religion.  Regardless of which motivates you more, you ought to consider the benefits of the following prescription for change.  Let us celebrate what we do know, what we do have control over.  In other words, let us celebrate Life as we know it, not as we wish to know it, lest we become blinded by the guesswork of infinite possibilities and lose sight of Life altogether.  Life here on earth is real and of consequence, and, as such, should always take precedence over what might be real and what might elicit consequences.  You know, the old adage may be trite, but it’s certainly true—“you don’t appreciate what you’ve got until it’s gone.”  The only difference in this case—in the case of Life itself—is that you’re gone as well…
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