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Chapter 1: “Out of the Closet”: Black Atheists in Moral Combat

Pages 3-4:	While African Americans are not prominent in the New Atheist movement, the 2008 American Religious Identification Survey concluded that more people of color are “moving away” from religion.2   Despite longstanding traditions of secular humanism, skepticism, and “freethought” in African American intellectual discourse, atheism remains a largely taboo belief system in black communities.3  In most African American communities, atheism is akin to donning a white sheet and a Confederate Flag.  In others it’s ostensibly tolerated yet whispered about, branded culturally incorrect and bad form if not outright sacrilege.
Page 5: 	Given the pitched roar of hellfire and damnation, for many black atheists actively breaking with religious tradition is an even graver rejection than that of white intellectuals electrified by the “pew-storming” rhetoric and Dawkins. According to Donald Barbera, “Probably the most controversial stance in the majority black community is the disbelief or disregard for a personal God…non-believers and freethinkers in the black community tend not to shout it out.  They are invisible in a sea of Christianity.”8   This invisibility is partly due to the fact that the history of African American civil and human rights resistance is heavily steeped in Judeo-Christian religious dogma, which informed the development of the Black Church.  Despite the White Anglo-Saxon Protestant religious justification for slavery and domestic terrorism, African Americans converted to Christianity and utilized it as a source of succor, community and spiritual redemption.  No matter one’s actual deeds, life path or personal mores, to be unquestioningly religious in some quarters is to be inoculated from moral criticism.  Noting this historical irony in his blog “The Black Atheist,” Wrath James White states, “In these (black communities you find more tolerance towards gangbangers, drug addicts, and prostitutes, who pray to God for forgiveness than for honest productive citizens who deny the existence of God.”  For White, this “is one of the most embarrassing elements of Black culture, our zealous embrace of the God of our kidnappers, murderers, slave masters and oppressors.” 9

Pages 5-6:	While there have been critical appraisals of African American adoption of Christianity within the context of European conquest and racial slavery, few propose humanism and/or atheism as a corrective. Indeed, atheism seemingly flies in the face of a cultural ethos that frames earthly pain and suffering as a crucible for achieving rewards in the afterlife.  In the midst of extreme brutality, religious faith can be seen as a means to mental health, or, as Karl Marx bluntly states, an opiate.

Page 10:	Recent surveys indicate that young people are less religious that previous generations.20.  Secularists point hopefully to this so-called “millennial” generations as a sign that a fundamental shift in religious affiliation is on the horizon.  Yet, in communities of color, the business of saving souls continues apace.  The moral authority of religious culture (if not churches themselves)) remains largely unchallenged, and the absence of flesh and blood black secular humanist institutions underscores faith’s racial divide.  Given this climate, who will nurture the budding non-believer of color?  Provide her with context, cause, and a sense of legacy?  Ensure her that there is moral reinforcement, practical resources and, most importantly, a living breathing community for a life free of religious faith?	

CHAPTER ONE ENDNOTES
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