t is important to consider ideas of atheism and agnosticism in any discussion of spiritu-
ality; many young adults begin to question the beliefs they have grown up with during
this transitional time in their lives. Adolescent emotional development can be affected by
traumatic events or by an ideological crisis that propels them towards doubt. '

Atheism, by definition, is the absence (2, meaning “without”) of belief in gods (zheism).
While there are many reasons why individuals are atheist, they largely agree that there is no
need for 2 God to explain the existence of life and the universe, and that human beings are
capablé of creating and living by moral codes without any reliance on, or belief in, a higher
being. '

Agnosticism means to be without knowledge (gnosis), and is normally used with specific ref-
erence to knowledge of the existence of God. While the term agnostic is commonly misused
to describe a person who is simply undecided about the existence of God, stricdy speaking
it refers to the conviction that it is, in fact, impossible to know.

Juse as atheism and religion are not antitherical (see below), agnostics may be theistic, that
is, believing in God without any conviction that knowledge is possible. Alternately, atheis-
tic agnostics do not believe in God, bet also believe that it is impossible to actually know
whether God exists.

Atheism and religion are not antithetical ideas. The following “isms” are categories into which
many atheists see themselves.

Humanism: While atheism is the absence of belief, humanism is an active, positive approach to
the world, centred around human experience. '

Secularism: Secularists oppose religion or the religious being afforded privileges non-believers
are not granted.

Rationalism is an experiential approach to life based on reason and evidence; it rejects authority
that cannot be proved.

Atheist Buddhism: The Buddha held no claims to divinity, and while in many cultures Buddhism
coexists with local gods, most Buddhists are disinterested in the guestion of a personal
god. '

Humanistic Judaism is concerned with the culture of the Jewish people; while it doesn’t proclaim
the absence of God, it looks to human beings for solutions to human problems.

Christian Atheism: Also known as “non-realistic Christians,” they believe that God is a projection
of the human mind, and that faith is an aftitude.

Postmodernism: For postmodernists, there are no absolute truths or values, as all societies are
in a state of constant change.
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