
Religion in Ireland 
From Human Settlement to the Present 

Daltún Ó Ceallaigh 

HE evidence we have 
for the beginning of 
human habitation in 

Ireland puts it about 12,500 
years BP.¨ The earliest signs 
of religion date back ap-
proximately 6,000 years in 
the shape of dolmens, ap-
parently indicating a belief 
in an afterlife, which had 
probably been the case for 
millennia previously. Later 
constructs such as New 
Grange (c 5000 BP) indicate 
sun worship as the main 
religious focus. This form of 
worship continued as part of Celtic theology when the 
Gaelic order came to prevail from about  2,500 BP. 

Religion, as now, did not only deal with the theistic, but 
also with at least a de facto code of morality. This 
evinced a society which was freer in certain respects 
than that which came to be promoted afterwards by 
Christianity. It was apparent, among other things, in the 
right of women to divorce and a liberal attitude to sex-
ual behaviour. While Christianity eventually became the 
predominant religion in Ireland, what Christians call 
paganism did not disappear completely and persisted to 
some extent in the minds and lives of people. In fact, 
that is still true to this day. 

As for the arrival of Christianity in Ireland in the 5th 
century CE and its subsequent expansion, albeit often 
nominal, acquiescence in it was a regressive develop-
ment. What was thus introduced was a guilt-ridden and 
neurotic influence in the life of the people. One began 
with original sin, proceeded through life as a transgres-
sor, constantly begging forgiveness and doing penance, 
in the hope of eventual salvation so that the promised 
life after death would be spent in heaven rather than in 
hell, although there was a strong likelihood that a sen-
tence would first have to be served in purgatory. In oth-
er words, humans are born evil rather than good. And 
that is the basic philosophical dichotomy which has 
constantly had to be chosen from through-out history. 

Christianity is thus a life-denying and depressing creed 
which has only recently been put into serious retreat in 
Ireland. There are those who claim to be joyful and 
fulfilled 'in Christ', but, where this is actually the case, it 
is difficult to see it as being because rather than in spite 
of the core teachings of the faith in question. Moreover, 
there are too many examples of the damage which has 

been done to several people 
to regard this scenario as 
generally credible. 

The next major develop-
ment for religion in Ireland 
occurred in the 16th centu-
ry CE. It was then that Re-
formation Protestantism 
began to arrive on the is-
land. However, this was not 
a purely religious occur-
rence, but was largely a 
consequence of colonisation 
whereby the native Irish 
were dispossessed of their 

land by Protestant planters from Scotland and England.  

For those who were committed to the Reformation in 
purely religious terms, this was counterproductive as 
Protestantism and colonialism were seen by the natives 
as two sides of the same coin. Therefore it could be 
said, from a sincere Protestant point of view, that colo-
nialism possibly undermined the Reformation in Ire-
land. And, from then on, the religious question in the 
country was not merely one of belief and unbelief, but 
also of inter-communal sectarianism. 

To some degree, even Protestant theology was co-opted 
in order to justify the colonial project. That is to say, 
planter Protestants were the predestined elect and the 
native Irish were the predestined damned    – one could 
thus steal their land in good conscience. Furthermore, in 
human terms, Catholics were viewed in a racist way as 
superstitious savages in thrall to the Whore of Babylon 
(the Pope). As we all know, the traces of that phe-
nomenon unfortunately persist to this day. 

Apart from the effect of gradual demographic change in 
Ireland on religion, the next significant development 
was probably the growth of ultramontane Catholicism 
in the latter part of the 19th century. This led to the 
advancement of an authoritarian and domineering Ca-
tholicism regarding the faithful and, in particular, to an 
intensification of a puritanical ethos which seemed to 
concentrate mostly on sexuality (although, ultramon-
tanism also looked askance at the advance of republi-
canism with secularism as seen lurking not far behind 
it). It also had the regrettable consequence of a counter-
sectarianism in attitudes towards Protestants who were 
seen as destined for hell because they were outside the 
'One, Holy, Roman, Catholic and Apostolic Church', 
i.e. the ‘true’ church. On the political front,           –––>   
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the campaign for Catholic emancipation, which was re-
alised in some measure in 1828, had reinforced the jux-
taposition of Catholicism and nationalism. 

It has only been in the past 50 years or so that Christian-
ity in Ireland, in both its forms, has begun to seriously 
wane. There are probably a number of reasons for 
this. Generally, there are three conditions for the decline 
of belief in religion. These are material security, enhanced 
education, and scientific mentality. Material security 
refers to the situation whereby a society allows nobody 
to starve, while usually still being far from eliminating 
poverty. This contrasts with the life-threatening destitu-
tion which tragically can yet be witnessed in many parts 
of the world where religion clearly fills in as the opium 
of the people.  

Enhanced education refers to going beyond the three 
functional 'r's of reading, 'riting and 'rithmetic, at least 
by providing for compulsory secondary education and, 
preferably, free third level study. Scientific mentality 
tends to grow out of the preceding situation whereby one 
is increasingly inclined to seek a rational and evidenced 
explanation for things rather than a fantastical one. 

These conditions have largely come to obtain throughout 
Ireland in the course of the last half-century as in the rest 
of Western Europe. There is a reasonable if not wholly 
adequate level of welfare. Free secondary education was 
introduced in the Republic in the Sixties and, laterally, 
free third level education has become available there as 
well. It is also discernible that people nowadays are more 
inclined to in effect think scientifically than has been the 
case heretofore. The overall state of affairs is also influ-
enced by mass communications, both within the nation 
and internationally. 

Census data and sociological research clearly signal that 
people have moved markedly away from religious belief. 
We have remarked before on what we call total belief, 
partial belief, and non-belief. To briefly recap, total belief 
refers to the comprehensive acceptance of church teach-
ing, partial belief to disengagement ranging from as little 
as disagreement on the likes of contraception to just a 
vague endorsement of a hazily understood god, and non-
belief obviously refers to the simple rejection of all reli-
gion. As stated elsewhere, the most striking statistic re-
cently in this regard was the 66% vote for what was in 
effect abortion on demand within a certain timeframe in 
the referendum concerning same. That percentage was 
obviously made up of partial and non-believers in inde-
terminate proportions. 

One of the most notable changes that has occurred in 
people's lives as a result of religious decline has been 
sexual liberation. The repression of the erotic has always 
been a key element of Christianity. It finds its roots in 
Gnosticism, about 2000 years ago. This saw the world in 
terms of a duality of good and evil corresponding to the 
spiritual and the material. And sexuality in this outlook 
came to be regarded as the ultimate in the materialistic 
and sinful. One of the most famous adherents of this per-
spective was the prophet Mani with his followers being 
described as Manichaeans. And one of the most famous 
adherents of Manichaeism was Augustine of Hippo, oth-
erwise known as St Augustine. When Augustine adopted 

mainstream Christianity, he brought into it his 
Manichaean predilections. He may have been a bit of a 
boyo in his youth, but he was determined that none of us 
who accepted Christianity would have that respite. 
  
The outcome of this anti-eroticism was to establish sexu-
al neurosis as a key component of Christianity. The sexu-
al instinct is the second most powerful instinct in hu-
mans, the first naturally being that for survival. The sex-
ual instinct is of course necessary for the reproduction of 
the species which is why it is such a potent factor in our 
lives. However, humans, as in other responses to nature, 
have not accepted sexuality as confined to biological pur-
pose and thus just a matter of reproduction, although such 
mechanical adherence to this extreme naturalistic position 
is seen as adherence to god's commands by Christianity.  

Beyond reproduction, sexuality, or more precisely the 
erotic, is viewed by humanists both as a simple source of 
mutual pleasure and, more profoundly, the ultimate in 
the expression of love, whether or not offspring are in-
tended or result because of it. Indeed, the nearest that 
one can experience physiologically to a sense of genuine 
transcendence is in the orgasmic act of love. 

One of the most pernicious effects of religion is to en-
courage an mindset of at least pleasure negation and at 
worst debasement of the physical expression of intimacy. 
In fact, if we are to cast off this anti-erotic perversion, we 
will be returning at last to one of our Celtic roots. There-
fore, and also taking account of female liberation in re-
cent times, progress in this area amounts, as paradoxical-
ly happens on occasion in history, to us coming full cir-
cle. 

In summary, Christianity can be viewed as a generally 
damaging episode in the twelve-and-half thousand year 
history of our homeland. But at least in the new mil-
lennium we are witnessing it receding into the past.      q 
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“BUT man, proud man,  
Dress'd in a little brief authority, 
Most ignorant of what he's most assur'd— 
His glassy essence—like an angry ape 
Plays such fantastic tricks before high heaven 
As makes the angels weep”   

– Shakespeare: Measure for Measure 

id you know that in a deal believed to be worth 
£500,000, Boris Johnson was writing a book on 
Shakespeare when its progress was halted by his 

appointment as Prime Minister? His publisher, Hodder 
& Stoughton, has now said that they have “no plans” 
to publish Shakespeare: The Riddle of Genius “for the 
foreseeable future.” 

Johnson would be well aware that the mastermind be-
hind the immortal works knew a thing or two about 
the arts of government. He wrote as if he lived and 
breathed politics and moved effortlessly in the corri-
dors of power. Many of Shakespeare’s leading charac-
ters relish the language of ambition and political in-
trigue, yet he was also acutely aware of their often fatal 
flaws. 

Take his Richard III. He has limitless self-regard and a 
compulsive desire to dominate. He is pathologically 
narcissistic and supremely arrogant. He has a gross 
sense of entitlement, never doubting that he can do 
whatever he chooses. The feelings of others mean noth-
ing to him. He has no natural grace, no sense of shared 
humanity, no decency. In short, he is a self-serving bul-
ly: “I, that have neither pity, love, nor fear… I am my-
self, alone” (Henry VI, Part 3). 

This could be a perfect description of Donald Trump. 
Or for that matter Boris Johnson himself, of whom his 
Eton master, Martin Hammond, wrote in 1982 of the 
seventeen-year-old: “I think he honestly believes that it 
is churlish of us not to regard him as an exception, one 
who should be free of the network of obligation which 
binds everyone else”. 

Listening to Johnson’s maiden speech as Prime Minis-
ter in the Commons in July and comparing it to Jeremy 
Corbyn’s reply, I couldn’t help thinking of the contrast 
in Julius Caesar between the funeral orations of Mark 
Antony and Brutus on Caesar’s death.  

The essential difference is that while Brutus appeals to 
reason and logic, as Corbyn did, Mark Antony, while 
denying any ability to “stir men’s blood”, appeals to 
emotion in a rabble-rousing speech full of rhetorical 
flourishes, just like Johnson. Coincidentally, Johnson 
has actually published a collection of his writings un-
der the title of Mark Antony’s opening, Lend Me Your 
Ears. 

  

There is also  – provided  the parallel is not too closely 
drawn  – a certain similarity of character. Brutus, “the 
noblest Roman of them all”, is a gentle man of high 
ideals who is too good for this world, rather like Cor-
byn, while Mark Antony shares Johnson’s cunning op-
portunism and is also a pleasure-seeker, “given to 
sports, to wildness and much company”. 

The truth is that Richard III, Macbeth, Claudius, Iago 
and almost any other of Shakespeare’s Machiavellian 
villains share affinities with Johnson. They display naked 
ambition and exploit people and events to serve their 
own ends, just as Johnson has used Brexit as a power-
play to become Prime Minister. 

But hold on a minute. Surely, this can’t be right. Shake-
speare’s bad men are generally humourless characters, 
whereas ‘Boris’ is a fun guy. Is he not more like the 
clowns in the plays or even Falstaff? Yet significantly 
Hamlet warns that “one may smile, and smile, and be a 
villain”, and Donalbain in Macbeth notes that “there’s 
daggers in men’s smiles”. 

Johnson’s jolly, eccentric showmanship enables him to 
voice sinister ideas and get away with it, like describing 
black people as “crowds of flag-waving piccaninnies” 
with their “watermelon smiles”, gay men as “tank-
topped bumboys”, or Muslim women wearing niqabs 
as “letterboxes”. 

With Johnson, it is the court jester with a dark side 
who has assumed the throne. He is, as his former Tele-
graph editor Max Hastings put it, “Machiavelli, dis-
guised as Bertie Wooster”. Indulging this lying charla-
tan because he is entertaining is therefore a dangerous 
act of irresponsibility in a world gone mad for racist 
and nationalist demagogues. 

There is little substance to the act. He probably be-
lieves in nothing much except his own self-agrandisse-
ment. Ultimately, in his case Macbeth was right. The 
nihilistic cult of Alexander Boris de Pfeffel Johnson is 
“a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signify-
ing nothing”.                                                            q
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Boris and the Bard 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Boris Johnson’s self-portrait, aged fourteen
D
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On Life, Death and Existence 
Peadar Conroy 

HE current state of scientific knowledge tells us 
that the known universe came into existence 13.8 
billion years ago. From this beginning and the ex-

pansion that followed, the foundation particles and the 
interactive forces that we are made from were formed. 
Over the next 9.3 billion years, successive generations of 
stars were formed and collapsed and produced the atoms 
of heavier elements necessary for us to exist. 

Some of the materials ejected from the explosive death of 
stars became our solar system 4.5 billion years ago and 
since then, the planet Earth has undergone continuous 
re-formation. 

Early life biochemistry was in existence approximately 
one billion years after the Earth was formed and has 
been evolving over the past 3.5 billion years. All life on 
Earth has this common ancestry, and now we humans 
have arrived at a point of development such that we can 
successfully enquire into the mechanisms of our exis-
tence. As Carl Sagan said about astronomers, “we are 
star-stuff contemplating star-light”. 

In order for life processes to change and develop and 
become more complex and diverse, it is essential to evo-
lution that living things exist for a short period of time 
and in so doing produce changes that improve the 
chances of survival in the offspring of succeeding genera-
tions. Life on Earth would not have developed much 
from the earliest forms if it were not for this process of 
generational change and the consequence of this nature is 
the necessary death of one generation to make way for 
the next. 

Therefore, the existence of living things is temporary 
while the existence of life on Earth is permanent.  In con-
sideration of human nature, each of us is a link in the 
chain of human existence and improvement, and we each 
contribute to the evolution of humanity. 

From the time that humans have had the capacity and 
leisure to be absorbed in intellectual pursuits, great ques-
tions of philosophy have been posed on ‘the nature of 
existence’ and ‘the purpose of life’. Science provides us 
with the explanation that the nature of the existence of 
organisms is the chain of being formed, living and repro-
ducing and dying, driven by the basic characteristic of 
the fundamental genes to continue; and the purpose of 
all life forms is to enable this continuity and evolution. 
For most organisms, the meaning of life is ‘feeding and 
breeding’. 

Of course, the advanced development of many organ-
isms, most notably humans, has to take account of con-
sciousness: the awareness of our surroundings, our self-
awareness and the ways in which we interact at so many 

levels.  Without human intellect, the great philosophical 
questions would neither be asked nor answered and most 
life on Earth would continue none the poorer for it. 

It is regrettable to add at this point that given the harsh 
treatment of the bio-environment by humans since the 
industrial revolution, other life on Earth might have been 
better served if human advancement had not been so 
successful. 

Human intellect adds complexity to our sense of our 
place in the world and encourages us to grant ourselves 
importance and primacy in nature and so generates the 
big questions. However, while it is understandable that 
we would like to carve out for ourselves a special place 
in nature, and in many traditions, believe in supernatural 
existence or reincarnation after death, the strong desire 
for open-ended existence does not make it so.   

The most reliable way of answering the difficult ques-
tions on life, death and existence is through science.  The 
scientific method is a great leveller and takes no account 
of the social or political status of the proposer of an idea. 
All ideas are tested objectively and rigorously and peer-
reviewed and always remain open to amendment. 

When one considers that modern humans may have been 
living on Earth for at least 200,000 years and Galileo 
Galilei, the father of modern experimental science, pub-
lished his first book in 1630, it becomes clear that we 
have taken a very long time to develop science and a very 
short time to make progress using its tools and method-
ology. Myth and legend had a long time to evolve into 
belief systems. 

It is important to be aware that each of us came into 
existence as a single human cell, formed uniquely from 
two ‘half-cells’ with powerful chemical firmware that 
enabled us to grow to a point of consciousness. This con-
sciousness was generated by complex biochemistry put 
together from compounds that were absorbed from the 
Earth (food and air). Therefore, our individual life had 
no prior existence. 

Similarly, when we reach the end of life, having had the 
opportunity to advance the species, and to make place 
for future generations, the same firmware that formed us 
will shut us down and consciousness will cease. There is 
no need to imagine a higher purpose than this that at-
tempts to place humanity on a superior level to the rest 
of nature. Our consciousness and intellect do not make 
us better than the rest of nature but they do enable us to 
strive to understand the mechanisms at work. From an 
individual’s perspective, there is no difference between 
being unborn and dead but there is a difference to hu-
man society and to life on Earth.                                ––>
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We live as individuals in a society 
and as part of the living part of 
Earth. We are travelling through 
space-time and leaving a trace. This 
trace will affect those who follow to 
a lesser or greater extent. The life we 
live and the decisions we take will 
leave their mark on our offspring, 
our communities and on the planet 
at large from our environmental im-
pact. It is important for us to be 
aware of our legacy as we go 
through life so that we avoid damag-
ing the process of evolution that has 
taken so long to reach our level of 
development and the biodiversity of 
life on our planet. 

We have no control over our concep-
tion, birth and conscious develop-
ment and we have no control over our ultimate fate in 
death. We have some control over what happens with us 
in between those points in space-time. 

We have developed the medical ability to enhance and 
extend our lifetime through the alleviation of the pain 
and discomfort and life-limiting effects of disease and 
injury. We need to be careful when considering the med-
ical management of ‘length of life’ over ‘quality of life’. 
The end of life causes a cessation of consciousness for the 
person concerned and therefore an end to thought and 
imagination and concept of a future. Certainly, for fami-
lies and loved ones surviving the deceased, there is the 
ever-present sense of loss but this has no effect whatsoev-
er on the person who has died and for whom there is no 
longer any existence. It follows that all we have to fear is 
the possible discomfort or pain or disability associated 
with death in old age or through disease and the anxiety 
we may experience for the grief or distress our loved-
ones will experience when we die. 

There currently exists a mainstream view in society that 
a person should not have the right to seek assistance 
from another to shorten their life, irrespective of their 
pain or discomfort. Consider the desire of a person to 
avoid prolonged suffering as they approach the end of 
their life and in so doing enhance the quality of their life 
overall, at the expense of a slight reduction in time. 

People live their lives differently and have varying priori-
ties depending on their culture, society and values but for 
many, life progresses through different stages ending in a 
final stage of retirement, associated with old age. The 
level of satisfaction and pleasure that people derive from 
their lives in retirement is variable and health-dependent.  
For some, especially in the later stages, it can be a time of 
great distress due to illness and disease. It is in this type 
of situation, in which a person may be suffering without 
hope of recovery to a better condition, that we need to 
consider the ethics of allowing the person to be facilitat-
ed in having their life shortened in the interest of pre-
venting further deterioration in quality.  

It is easy to understand that society at large needs to be 
careful that the life of a person in distress is not ended 
against their wishes or under undue influence for the 

advantage of others; and this 
concern looms large whenever 
the subject is discussed. However, 
it is possible to have the debate 
and to arrive at a set of checks 
and balances to guard against 
malpractice and still allow a per-
son the freedom to determine 
their time and place of death. 

A significant barrier to objective 
debate is the widespread belief in 
our society that human life is 
somehow special compared with 
other life forms on Earth. Of 
course, human life is special to 
humans and our societies and 
laws are set up to preserve life in 
general, but that is not the barri-
er referred. Instead, it is the belief 

held by many that human life is not as described earlier, 
but rather of a form that has a supernatural aspect to it, 
is eternal in some way and is not to be interfered with by 
other humans. That said, it is a curious anomaly that the 
same societies and governments permit the killing of 
healthy people as punishment for rule-breaking or for 
political advantage in war but will not allow the infirm, 
often in very old age, to be facilitated in having their end 
of life hastened for their comfort and at their request.   q    
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HUMANIST ASSOCIATION OF IRELAND 
MEETINGS 

  
September: Saturday & Sunday, 7th & 8th 
All-Ireland Humanist Summer School in the 
Bridge House Hotel, Tullamore, Co. Offaly: 
HUMANISM AND THE NEW IRELAND. 
October: Sunday 6th: Travelling Sunday Meeting 
in Waterford city – Further details to follow 
November: Sunday 3rd: Sunday Seminar in Dublin 
– Further details to follow 

December: Sunday 8th: The traditional Christmas 
social gathering – Further details to follow.

IRISH FREETHINKERS AND HUMANISTS 
MEETINGS 

Holiday Inn Express,  
University St, 
Belfast, 8pm 

12th September: Northern Ireland Civil 
Rights, Past and Present: Dr Sean Byers 

  
10th October: Nexus and the Legacy: Alan 

McBride (Provisional) 
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HE Irish are a fair people, they never speak 
well of one another”. Thus spoke Samuel 
Johnson, the 18th century English writer. 

There is also an Irish proverb which states that 
the reason the Irish are always fighting each other 
is that they have no other worthy opponents. 

Are we Irish about to renew our endless quarrel?
This August marked 50 years since the start of the 
Troubles. We have seen twenty years of relative 
peace. Both the Alliance and Green parties made 
significant gains in the May local elections. In the 
European election non-aligned parties took 21% 
of the vote, their highest share since the 1960s. 
Naomi Long, the Alliance Party leader, won a seat 
with 18.5% first preference votes. These changes 
reflect the rise of the 'neithers'. ARK's most re-
cent Life and Times Survey on social attitudes, 
published in June, found that half the population 
of Northern Ireland describe themselves as 'nei-
ther unionist nor nationalist', up from 33% in 1998, 
the year of the Belfast Agreement. 

In the youngest age group, 18-24 year-olds, 59% 
said they were neither unionist nor nationalist. 
Many of them reject the tribal identities of Orange 
and Green and look enviously at the more liberal 
attitudes to same-sex marriage and abortion in 
the Republic. Yet herein lies the contrast. It is 
many of the young who are also major agents of 
polarisation, with recruitment believed to have 
risen in the republican and loyalist paramilitaries. 
When journalist Lyra McKee was murdered in 
April by the New IRA, two of those arrested (and 
later released) were teenagers. One of them, the 
prime suspect, is now believed to have gone into 
hiding. 

Certainly, social factors play a big part in this di-
vergence. Young 'neithers' tend to have had a 
good education, have good jobs, have lived 
abroad and are women. On the other hand, high 
rates of unemployment - especially among urban 
male youth - creates a steady supply of fresh re-
cruits to paramilitaries. Many of the left behinds in 
the Catholic and Protestant working class are 
turning against a system that is doing nothing for 
them. 

Young people under the age of 25 have no memo-
ries of the Troubles. According to some re-
searchers, this leads to a ‘loss of memory of 
harm’, with young people being prone to a sectar-
ian view and a romanticising of the conflict. They 
only see harm as occurring from one side and 
caused by enemies. Many murals depict a jaun-
diced view of history and encourage vulnerable 

youth to turn to violence towards those who are of 
a different religion, or live in a different communi-
ty. 

Another important factor is the political vacuum.  
When normal politics is absent, violence tends to 
fill the void. The devolved power-sharing execu-
tive collapsed in January 2017 and shows no sign 
of an imminent return. Moreover, later that year, 
after the general election in which the May gov-
ernment lost its overall majority, the DUP made a 
confidence and supply agreement with the Con-
servatives to keep May in power. This ended the 
British government’s neutrality between unionists 
and nationalists declared in 1991. So the overall 
balance of power in the province has been 
skewed towards the unionist community and their 
representatives. Many militant republicans who 
supported the peace process because they be-
lieved it established equality for nationalists are 
totally disillusioned and may contemplate a return 
to the ‘armed struggle’. 

Then there is Brexit. Since the Belfast Agreement 
the Irish border has been allowed to exist and not 
to exist at the same time. Nationalists are allowed 
to see no border and unionists to see a border. 
This constructive ambiguity will disappear with a 
no-deal Brexit. There will be a winner and a loser, 
and again it will appear to be nationalists, who will 
feel that their relationship with the rest of Ireland 
has been undercut. If cameras were to be in-
stalled on a hard border, they would inevitably be 
smashed, and eventually the police or army would 
have to protect the frontier. Psychologically, like 
Brexit itself, a manned border only emphasises 
the fact that Northern Ireland is again a separate 
entity from the rest of Ireland. Checkpoints and 
military installations are therefore likely to be seen 
as provocations and may, sooner or later, lead to a 
revived physical force republican movement. 

Finally, nationalists and republicans might de-
mand another referendum on Irish unity, which a 
Conservative (and unionist) government might 
reject. This refusal would almost certainly exacer-
bate republican resentment and could then in-
crease the possibility of republican violence. 

These are all real threats to peace and there is 
clearly a responsibility on politicians in Ireland and 
elsewhere to examine potential threats and to un-
derstand the forces driving violent extremism, 
especially among the young. Tackling hardship 
and deprivation is essential. As for sectarian 
schooling, integrated and comprehensive educa-
tion was never more needed than right now.         q 

Could the Troubles Return? 
The Editor
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Jesus Doesn’t Love Me 
Bob Rees 

COUPLE of door-to-door 
Evangelical Christian mission-
aries recently tried to persuade 

me that Jesus greatly loves me, and 
that, as an unbeliever, I am missing 
out on the ecstatic experience of Jesus’ 
infinite love. Having nothing better to 
do, I invited them in and prepared to 
put my humanist ideals to the test. 

Evangelical Protestants believe that 
the Bible is inspired by God, and 
therefore every word is absolutely 
truthful. They spread the belief that 
Jesus is the saviour of humanity. A 
quarter of the population of America 
are evangelists, mostly apocalypticists 
who place their total faith in Jesus to 
‘save’ them from the ‘end times’, and 
increasing numbers of Americans are 
being ‘Brought to Jesus’ in this way. 
Worryingly, President Donald Trump 
is largely dependent on their support 
for re-election.  
  
I was quietly confident that reasoned 
humanism would win, especially as 
they seemed at first to know surpris-
ingly little about Jesus. I hit them with 
my theory that Jesus was influenced 
by Essene teaching, perhaps when he 
spent that time in the desert being 
tempted by Satan. Students tell us that 
in Jesus’ time, Judaism was divided by 
various sects such as the Pharisees, 
who were experts in the legal interpre-
tation of the supernatural aspects of 
the Old Testament; the Sadducees 
who were more secular in their inter-
pretations; and the Zealots, who 
sought to incite armed rebellion 
against the Roman Empire.  

There were also four thousand Es-
senes who were exceedingly virtuous, 
and who lived as mutually dependent 
hermits in remote communes. Many 
of them had renounced their wives 
and families, and given their wealth to 
the needy, devoting themselves to 
healing the sick. Hence my theory that 
Jesus clearly acquired some of his 
ideas from them. The Evangelists lis-
tened politely, but said nothing. 
Encouraged by this, I soon had my 
Bible out showing them passages indi-

cating that Jesus, if indeed he ever 
lived and allowing that he was still 
somehow alive, certainly had no love 
for Gentiles like me, because he was a 
Jewish xenophobe. When he sent his 
twelve disciples out to ‘heal the sick, 
cleanse the lepers, raise the dead and 
cast out devils’, saying ‘Go not in the 
way of the Gentiles and into any city 
of the Samaritans enter ye not. But go 
rather to the lost sheep of Israel’. 
(Matthew 10:5-6), and when a Greek 
woman asked Jesus to cure her 
daughter, ‘Jesus said unto her’, Let the 
children first be filled: for it is not 
meet to take the children’s bread and 
cast it unto the dogs.’  (Mark 7:27).   

Clearly, he was a Jewish racist who 
would have denounced Paul, the 
founder of Christianity, for taking the 
Christian message to pagan countries 
around the eastern Mediterranean. 
Jesus only loves Jews, but not even all 
Jews. 

One of my Evangelists mentioned the 
Sermon on the Mount (Matt Chaps 5, 
6 and 7) which supposedly stresses the 
‘best’ parts of Jesus’ moral teaching: 
but I pointed out that many of its 
requirements are humanly impossible 
to perform: never lusting or hating, 
turning the other cheek when at-
tacked, loving your enemies, not pre-
paring for the morrow ….. and goug-
ing out your right eye or cutting off 

your right hand are hardly practical, 
either. And Matthew 7:1: ‘Judge not, 
that ye not be judged’ is a recipe for 
disaster. However, in Matthew 5:33–
37, Jesus specifically forbade religious 
oaths (Irish law-makers, please note). 
But far from being a pacifist who 
loved his enemies, Jesus was hawkish 
and aggressive: ‘Those mine enemies 
which would not that I should reign 
over them, bring hither and slay them 
before me’ (Luke 19:27). ‘Think not 
that I am come to send peace upon the 
earth: I came not to send peace, but a 
sword. For I am come to set a man at 
variance against his father, and the 
daughter against her mother, and the 
daughter-in-law against her mother-in-
law. And a man’s foes shall be they of 
his own family”. (Matt 10:34-36).  
‘I am come to send fire on the earth ... 
Suppose ye that I am come to bring 
peace on earth? I tell you Nay; but 
rather division’ (Luke 12:49 – 51).  

Not much love here.  Nor much room 
for compromise when ‘He that is not 
with me is against me’ (Matthew 
12:30) –  a classic false dichotomy 
which ignores scores of alternative 
positions. 

None of this seemed to phase my 
Evangelist friends, who appeared to 
be otherwise well versed in the Bible, 
or at least in those specific parts of it 
which might lead to the conclusion 
that Jesus loves us, and which they 
were able to quote verbatim and at 
length. Clearly, we were each selecting 
just the bits of Jesus’ reported teach-
ings that supported our respective 
points of view, and the fact that those 
teachings were so confused as to si-
multaneously support our diametrical-
ly opposed viewpoints suggested to 
me that the Bible’s description of Je-
sus’ supposed life was inaccurate and 
contradictory, and certainly insuffi-
cient to convince me that, 2000 years 
later, Jesus still loves me. 

We were still on good terms when my 
visitors left, but we had succeeded 
only in further hardening each other’s 
prejudices. Religion is like that.        q
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