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Video Notes:

When you're meeting new people, what's something you often 
want them to know about you...and why?

Study: Americans feel more threatened by atheists than Muslims. What's behind 
that statistic? Why might Americans find atheism so threatening?

Given what you know and have heard, what's your impression of atheists? How 
would you describe them?

Steven had a difficult faith conversation--and was offended. Tell about a time you 
were part of a religious conversation and were offended.

What did you hear from Steven, Ashley and Vanessa that struck you? What--if 
anything--did you hear that reminded you of your own faith journey?

Ashley said two-way faith conversations get better results than one-way talks. 
How does her advice relate to 1 Peter 3:15: "Always be prepared to give an answer 
to everyone who asks you to give the reason for the hope that you have. But do this 
with gentleness and respect?

Atheism is in the broadest sense an absence of belief in the existence of 
deities. Less broadly, atheism is a rejection of the belief that any deities 
exist. In an even narrower sense, atheism is specifically the position that 
there are no deities. Atheism is contrasted with theism, which in its 
most general form is the belief that at least one deity exists.



Facts About Atheists (Pew Research Center)

WHAT CHRISTIANS NEED TO KNOW

The share of Americans who identify as atheists has increased modestly but significantly in the past decade. Pew 
Research Center telephone surveys conducted in 2018 and 2019 show that 4% of American adults say they are atheists when 
asked about their religious identity, up from 2% in 2009. An additional 5% of Americans call themselves agnostics, up from 
3% a decade ago.

The literal definition of “atheist” is “a person who does not believe in the existence of a god or any gods,” according to 
Merriam-Webster. And the vast majority of U.S. atheists fit this description: 81% say they do not believe in God or a higher 
power or in a spiritual force of any kind. (Overall, 10% of American adults share this view.) At the same time, roughly one-in-
five self-described atheists (18%) say they do believe in some kind of higher power. None of the atheists we surveyed, 
however, say they believe in “God as described in the Bible.”

Atheists make up a larger share of the population in many European countries than they do in the U.S. In Western Europe, 
where Pew Research Center surveyed 15 countries in 2017, nearly one-in-five Belgians (19%) identify as atheists, as do 16% 
in Denmark, 15% in France and 14% in the Netherlands and Sweden. But the European country with perhaps the biggest share 
of atheists is the Czech Republic, where a quarter of adults identify that way. In neighboring Slovakia, 15% identify as 
atheists, although in the rest of Central and Eastern Europe, atheists have a smaller presence, despite the historical influence 
of the officially atheist Soviet Union. Like Americans, Europeans in many countries are more likely to say they do not believe 
in God than they are to identify as atheists, including two-thirds of Czechs and at least half of Swedish (60%), Belgian (54%) 
and Dutch adults (53%) who say they do not believe in God. In other regions surveyed by the Center, including Latin America 
and sub-Saharan Africa, atheists generally are much rarer.

In the U.S., atheists are mostly men and are relatively young, according to the 2014 Religious Landscape Study. About 
seven-in-ten U.S. atheists are men (68%). The median age for atheists is 34, compared with 46 for all U.S. adults. Atheists 
also are more likely to be white (78% vs. 66% of the general public) and highly educated: About four-in-ten atheists (43%) 
have a college degree, compared with 27% of the general public. Self-identified atheists also tend to be aligned with the 
Democratic Party and with political liberalism.

The vast majority of U.S. atheists say religion is not too or not at all important in their lives (93%) and that they seldom or 
never pray (97%). At the same time, many do not see a contradiction between atheism and pondering their place in the world. 
About a third of American atheists say they think about the meaning and purpose of life at least weekly (35%), and that they 
often feel a deep sense of spiritual peace and well-being (31%). In fact, the Religious Landscape Study shows that atheists 
are more likely than U.S. Christians to say they often feel a sense of wonder about the universe (54% vs. 45%).

Where do atheists find meaning in life? Like a majority of Americans, most atheists mentioned “family” as a source of 
meaning when Pew Research Center asked an open-ended question about this in a 2017 survey. But atheists were far more 
likely than Christians to describe hobbies as meaningful or satisfying (26% vs. 10%). Atheists also were more likely than 
Americans overall to describe finances and money, creative pursuits, travel, and leisure activities as meaningful. Not 
surprisingly, very few U.S. atheists (4%) said they found life’s meaning in spirituality.

In many cases, being an atheist isn’t just about personally rejecting religious labels and beliefs – most atheists also 
express negative views when asked about the role of religion in society. For example, seven-in-ten U.S. atheists say 
religion’s influence is declining in American public life, and that this is a good thing (71%), according to a 2019 survey. Fewer 
than one-in-five U.S. adults overall (17%) share this view. A majority of atheists (70%) also say churches and other religious 
organizations do more harm than good in society, and an even larger share (93%) say religious institutions have too much 
influence in U.S. politics.

Atheists may not believe religious teachings, but they are quite informed about religion. In Pew Research Center’s 2019 
religious knowledge survey, atheists were among the best-performing groups, answering an average of about 18 out of 32 
fact-based questions correctly, while U.S. adults overall got an average of roughly 14 questions right. Atheists were at least 
as knowledgeable as Christians on Christianity-related questions – roughly eight-in-ten in both groups, for example, know 
that Easter commemorates the resurrection of Jesus--–and they were also twice as likely as Americans overall to know that 
the U.S. Constitution says “no religious test” shall be necessary to hold public office.


