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Family Matters 
Part 9b 

By Dale Payne 
 

What Might Have Been Different? 
   

“Fathers, do not provoke your children to anger,  
but bring them up in the discipline and instruction of the Lord.” 

Ephesians 6:4 
 

Think with me for a moment.  How would history have been different, if 
key individuals had experienced an engaging, loving, kind, good, honorable, and 
godly father who invested positively in the lives of their children, and who were 
faithfully married to their mother “till death did them part.”  What if major 
players who shaped history would have had a genuine God-fearing father that 
was exemplary in his belief and practice.  Think of the devastating effects certain 
atheistic individual philosophies and radical ideologies have made on humanity in 
the last three hundred years.  Think how many people have been influenced for 
evil by their godless lives – mainly because of their lack of a good earthly father 
who they then associated with, and caused them to reject, their good Heavenly 
Father.  Think how many millions of people have died from evil worldviews being 
lived out.  History bears evidence that over 100 million people have died under 
atheism as a worldview.  Today 80% of those in prison are fatherless.  Think what 
would be different if that was not so.  Sin bears consequences sometimes for 
generations.  Jeremiah 32:18,19 says, “(God) shows loving-kindness to thousands, 
but repays the iniquity of fathers into the bosom of their children… giving to 
everyone according to his ways and according to the fruit of his deeds.” 

 
 When we look back through history on the movers and shakers who 
exerted a major influence on society for generations, either for good or evil, I am 
amazed how important the relationship of one’s father has played on what 
children ultimately become.  Even secular opinions on the effects of fatherhood 
are evident looking back on either the mass chaos or bright spots in world history.  
Even though many of these individuals listed below were unbelieving atheists, 
others looking back at their destructive lives and what possibly might have been 
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the cause of their demise (next to a sinful heart) could obviously see it was 
related to their bad relationship with their own fathers.   
 

“The basic experience of one’s father as either positive or negative is a 
major contributor to belief or unbelief in God.” “Christianity is in many respects 
distinctive in its emphasis on God as a loving, caring Father.” (Paul Vitz, Faith Of 
The Fatherless, p. 7) 
 
 Freud said, “Psychoanalysis, which has taught us the intimate connection 
between the father complex and belief in God, has shown us that the personal god 
is logically nothing but an exalted father… and demonstrates to us how youthful 
persons lose their religious belief as soon as the authority of the father breaks 
down.”  (Freud, Leonardo da Vinci, New York: Vintage-Random House, 1947, p, 
98).  
 
  Freud was an atheist and therefore did not believe that a good Heavenly 
Father exists.  Freud was a sexual pervert and much of our flawed sex education 
within our public school system stems from his twisted thinking about the nature 
of man.  Freud’s practice and ultimate conclusions were false.  However, what he 
said here is significant.  A child’s view of his earthly father directly affects his view 
of his Heavenly Father. We are not all irresponsible victims of circumstance and a 
product of our environment if our earthly father is or was flawed.  No father is 
perfect.  By God’s grace and because He is the Good Father, we can move beyond 
our difficult past by knowing Him.  God commands children to honor and obey 
their parents regardless of their parent’s “defectiveness” or unworthiness.  The 
point here to note is there is a direct correlation between our relationship to our 
earthly father and our relationship to God who is our Heavenly Father. 
 
 “Once a child or youth is disappointed in or loses respect for his earthly 
father, belief in a heavenly father becomes impossible.  That a child’s 
psychological representation of his father is intimately connected to his 
understanding of God…” “An atheist’s disappointment and resentment of his own 
father unconsciously justifies his rejection of God.”  (Faith Of The Fatherless, p. 
15,16) 
 

“There are many ways a father can lose his authority or seriously disappoint 
his child: he can be absent through death or abandonment; he can be present but 
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obviously weak, cowardly, and unworthy of respect, even if he is otherwise 
pleasant or nice; or he can be present but physically, sexually, or psychologically 
abusive.  I will call these proposed determinants of atheism taken together, the 
“defective father” hypothesis and will seek evidence for it in the lives of prominent 
atheists.” (Faith Of The Fatherless, p. 16)  
 
 Let’s look at some historical people who influenced the world for evil. 
What was their relationship with their father and how did that affect their view of 
God?  How many of these blamed God for the death of their father or the 
inadequacies of their dad which affected their belief?  What can we learn from 
the past?   
 
Excerpts summarized from Paul C. Vitz, Faith Of The Fatherless: A Psychology of 
Atheism; Spence Publishing Co. 1999) 
 
Dead or Absent Fathers:  
 • Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) was the world’s most famous atheist 
who dramatically rejected Christianity and the Christian God.  He coined the 
phrase, “God is dead.”  His dad was a Lutheran pastor whom he seemed to have a 
close relationship as a child.  His father became very weak and died when he was 
5 years old of a brain disease.  The shock of losing him was profound.  Nietzsche’s 
rejection of God and Christianity was similar to the rejection of his father’s 
weakness.  He blamed God for taking his father early in his life.  He emphasized 
masculinity as being a “superman.” He despised the Christian household he grew 
up in with his mother, sisters, and grandmother.  He saw Christianity only for 
weak women. 
 
 • David Hume (1711-1776) was raised in a Scottish Presbyterian home but 
his father died when he was 2 years old.  He rejected God later in his life. 
 
 • Bertrand Russell (1872-1970) was known as one of the most prominent 
English atheists whose main position was to strongly oppose Christianity.  He 
wrote “Why Am I Not A Christian” in 1957.  His mother died when he was 2 years 
old, his father died when he was 4 years old, and his grandfather died when he 
was 6 years old. He completely rejected his grandmother’s Puritan religious ideas.  
He said toward the end of his life that he was conscious that human affection was 
to him at bottom an attempt to escape from the vain search for God. 
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 • Jean Paul Sartre (1905-1980) was a famous atheist in the 20th Century.  
His father died when he was an infant.  Sartre grew up without a father, without 
paternity in any real sense.  His father abandoned him in death, his grandfather 
was cool and distant, and his stepfather took his beloved mother away from him.  
His response to all that was… God doesn’t exist!  He never got over his 
fatherlessness.  Robert Harvey who wrote a biography about him entitled his 
work, Search for a Father: Sartre, Paternity, and the Question of Ethics.  Harvey’s 
observation was that there was a relationship between Sartre’s absence of moral 
responsibility and having an absent father.  Sartre said in Les Mots, “There is no 
good father, that’s the rule.”  He never experienced his father and the absence of 
a father was a painful reality he spent a lifetime trying to deny the loss which 
fueled his philosophy for the absence of God as Father. 
 
 • Albert Camus (1913-1960) was a French atheist and existentialist.  His 
father died when he was one year old.  His search for fatherhood was a central 
preoccupation in his works.  He coined the phrase, “Life is absurd!” 
 
 • Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860) was known as the great pessimist.  He 
had a positive relationship with his father until his father committed suicide.  His 
father’s death was the darkest day of his life. His mother, who had not intended 
to have Arthur, saw her son as the cause of a painful loss of her personal 
freedom.  He blamed his mother for his father’s suicide.  He said, “This world is 
supposed to have been made by a god.  No, much rather by a devil.”  He suffered 
from a great sense of loneliness rooted in a childhood fear of abandonment. To 
Arthur everything was without meaning, which if his philosophy was a correct 
(which it is not), would have meant his own life also would be objectively without 
meaning, and which if followed to its ultimate conclusion, would end only in 
loneliness and despair, with suicide being an option to end the pain. 
 
Abusive, Weak, or Defective Fathers:  
 • Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) was a philosopher and political theorist.  His 
father was a vicar of an Anglican church in London.  He saw his father as an 
ignorant man with an angry temperament to the point of fists in conflict, a 
hypocrite who played cards, and who would fall asleep during the church service 
he was overseeing.  After a violent fight his father fled and the family never saw 
or heard from him again.  Thomas despised his father. 
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 • Jean Meslier (1664-1729) was an unrestrained radical free-thinker of the 
French Enlightenment period who had a strong influence on Voltaire.  Jean was a 
perish priest whose violent views were intensely anti-Christian to the point of 
being “atheistic, anti-authoritarian, anarchistic, communistic, and revolutionary.”  
His works flow with anger, bitterness, and hatred.  His father forced him to 
become a priest and Jean lived a lie from that point on.  It is likely that he only 
continued in the priesthood because of his father’s continual financial support.  It 
could be said that any father who would force a son who felt no call to the 
priesthood to become a priest and a celibate was abusive.  There is question as to 
his celibacy with house “servant girls.”  Jean maintained that he was never a 
believer in God. 
 
 • Voltaire (1694-1776) claimed to be a deist who believed in an impersonal 
God.  He was a known critic of Christianity and its views about a personal God.  
Voltaire strongly rejected his own father (enough to change his name from 
Aeouet) and anything he wrote about his father was negative.  Some believed he 
thought he was an illegitimate son of a family friend.  Once there was a strong 
quarrel between father and son.  Voltaire’s father was so angry, he sent his son to 
prison and then into exile because of Voltaire’s contrary interests with writing as a 
career, rather than to his own interests regarding law.  Voltaire never married but 
was said to have a number of mistresses.  Voltaire rejected God as Father, and he 
politically rejected the king as a father figure. 
 
 • Jean d’ Alembert (1717-1783) was a French philosopher.  He was known 
as being an enemy of religion and at the end of his life - a violent and hardened 
unbeliever.  He was the illegitimate son of his father who was a military officer, 
and Madam de Tencin (a salon hostess).  His mother abandoned him in a basket 
at birth on the steps of a church.  His father was away, but when he returned, he 
entrusted Jean to another woman’s care and rarely made contact.  His father died 
when he was 12.  He never knew a father’s love nor even to have an official 
father’s name. 
 
 • Ludwig Feuerbach (1804-1872) was a German philosopher who some say 
should have been called the anti-christ.  He grew up in a distinguished German 
family, but his fiery and impulsive father committed adultery with a family friend 
who bore him a child and they lived openly together in another town.  When his 
mistress died, his father returned to live with Ludwig’s mother. 
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 • Samuel Butler (1835-1902) grew up in England where several in his family 
line were clergymen.  When he graduated from Cambridge, he refused to enter 
the church because of religious doubt.  When he was young, his “pious” and 
unfeeling father beat him as a child.  He recalled that at no time did he not fear 
and dislike his father.  There was nothing but belittling criticism and hatred in his 
childhood memories.  His writings portrayed a son shedding the straight jacket 
imposed by a father and he was known for a life-long hatred of his father.  His 
nihilism and hedonism championed parenthood without marriage or family 
responsibilities. 
 
 • Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) Sigmund’s father was a complete 
disappointment.  He was an incompetent, weak man unable to provide for his 
family reasonably.  He was also said to be a sexual pervert which affected the 
family greatly.  Freud placed hatred of the father at the center of his psychology.  
It is not unreasonable to assume his rejection of God flowed from his rejection of 
his own father. 
 
 • H. G. Wells (1866-1946) was an English social philosopher who was one of 
the most influential voices of his day.  His father lost his job and took out a 
significant loan to start another business.  He did not have a good work ethic so 
his wife had to run the business, and the more time he spent playing cricket and 
at the local pub gambling, the less time he spent with his wife and kids.  He began 
to neglect and reject his wife, which took a toll on their marriage.  He began to 
shirk his family responsibilities.  He was frequently away from home, and he was 
unloving and cold to his family.  Wells did not hide his contempt for his father or 
the anger he felt as to how his father treated his mother.  Wells draws a clear 
connection between the collapse of his mother’s pietistic faith and his own hatred 
toward God.  He came to hate God intensely, and see Him as distant and 
unconcerned about the universe, if he did exist at all. 
 
 • Adolf Hitler (1889-1945) was the ruler of Nazi Germany during World War 
II.  During his childhood years, he would receive severe, unmerciful, and regular 
beatings from his father who was an authoritarian and showed little concern for 
his young wife or children.  Adolf was abused and humiliated as a child.  He chose 
to cultivate his hatred, rather than resolve or repress it.  His father was known for 
being a selfish, hard, unsympathetic, and short-tempered man.  Adolf “got his 
sound thrashing every day.”  Hitler was deeply influenced by Schopenhauer and 
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Nietzsche.  His hostility towards Christianity arose from his rejection of God as our 
Father. 
 
 • Mao Zedong (1893-1976) was the former Chairman of the People’s 
Republic of China who was a Chinese communist revolutionary.  He was 
responsible for the death of more than 45 million people who died from 1958-
1962.  Mao’s father was known for being a tyrant.  “He clearly hated his father 
and learned his first appreciation of revolution and rebellion in his own family 
setting.” 
 
 • Karl Marx (1818-1883) was the father of Marxism (Communism & 
Socialism) and a prominent atheist.  Karl’s father was a Jewish rabbi who 
converted to Christianity, primarily for social reasons.  His involvement in 
Christianity was superficial and is the probable cause of Karl losing his respect for 
his father.  “His communist theory was a violent attack to everything his father 
represented.” 
 
 • Joseph Stalin (1879-1953) was the leader of Communist Russia, and is 
known for his hostility toward religion and his cruel treatment of mankind.  As a 
young boy, his father’s “undeserved and severe beatings made the boy as hard 
and heartless as his father was.  Since all people in authority over others seemed 
to him to be like his father, there soon arose in him a vengeful feeling against all 
people standing above him.”  His violent father was often not at home.  He drank 
heavily and often beat Joseph’s mother, whom Joseph loved dearly.  “In view of 
Stalin’s character, it is not difficult to understand why Communism, with its 
explicit rejection of God, and all other higher authorities… had great appeal for 
him.” 
 
  • Madalyn Murray O’Hair (1919-1995) is one of the best known atheists of 
the 21st century.  She is responsible for the Supreme Court lawsuit case that 
banned prayer in public schools in the 60’s. Her son William later wrote that their 
family rarely did things together.  His mother had an intense hatred for her father 
since her childhood with psychological and possibly physical abuse being the 
cause.  At one point, she even tried to kill her father with a butcher knife 
screaming, “I’ll see you dead.  I’ll get you yet.  I’ll walk on your grave.” 
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 • Gore Vidal (1925-2012) was born into a political Democrat family (related 
to Al Gore).  He was forced to live with his mother who he was never close to 
after his parents divorced in 1935.  His mother married several times and even 
had an affair with a Hollywood star.  His criticism of the traditional family and the 
desire for social engineering purported a radical revision of the family. His writing 
and screen plays focused on homosexuality and social change.  He believed men 
and women were bisexual (pansexuality).  He was made honorary president of 
the American Humanist Association in 2009. 
  

Looking back in history at some influential women in the last century, 
many who were atheists had experienced interpersonal abuse, betrayal, and 
abandonment by male figures in their lives, including their fathers, teachers, 
priests, and rabbis. Feminists who adamantly reject God look for a substitute 
relationship to take the place of God the Father.  They create a god in their own 
making being matriarchal – a female goddess or mother god.  They see God as 
‘patriarchal’ and oppressive for women.  Lesbianism is common among feminists 
who are bitter toward men – especially their father. Women like Simone de 
Beauvoir (disciple of Sartre), Jill Johnston (who wrote In Search of a Father: 
Mother Bound, and Lesbian Nation), and Kate Millett (whose father she claimed 
beat her as a child and suddenly abandoned the family and ran off with a 
nineteen year old woman), had absent or abusive fathers which affected their 
view of men, their rejection of God, and contributed to their pursuit of radical 
feminism.  Kate Millet’s 1970 feminist manifesto Sexual Politics, stated that 
families and all patriarchal structures must go because they are nothing more 
than tools for the oppression and enslavement of women (New York: Doubleday).  
Ti-Grace Atkinson held that marriage is legalized servitude and that family 
relations are the basis for all human oppression (Pantagraphy, 1970).  Her father 
was rarely home and her marriage was short lived (“Legacy of Radical Feminism” 
by Breanne Fahs). 

 
“However prevalent the willful choice of unbelief by an ambitious or 

arrogant intellectual, there still remains in many instances profound and 
disturbing sources of unbelief.  We must not forget or oversimplify the pain and 
complex causes that lie behind individual cases.  For those whose atheism was 
conditioned by a father who rejected, denied, hated, manipulated, or physically or 
sexually abused, or abandoned them, there must be understanding and 
compassion.  Certainly, for children to be forced to hate their own father, or to be 
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brought to a state of despair because of their father’s weakness, is a tragedy.  All 
children want to love their fathers and to have fathers who love them in return.” 
(Paul C. Vitz, Faith Of The Fatherless: A Psychology of Atheism; Spence Publishing 
Co. 1999, p.147) 

 
On the other side of the historical ledger are men like Blaise Pascal, Thomas 

Reid, Edmund Burke, William and Samuel Wilberforce, John Henry Newman, 
Soren Kierkegaard, G. K. Chesterton, Albert Schweitzer, Karl Barth, and Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer – men who changed the world by their influence for good, which 
stemmed mainly from their good family relationship, especially with their father.  
That relationship to their father made a significant impact on their belief in God as 
a good and benevolent Heavenly Father.  The world is a better place because of 
those fathers who deeply loved and discipled their sons. The presence of a 
positive and effective father, or father-figure, is a strong solution to atheism and 
family dysfunction. 

 
Having said all this, the bottom line is that we live in a fallen world and our 

fathers are not going to be perfect.  They will fail us, guaranteed.  Having an 
absent, defective, or abusive father may influence us during those rocky years of 
our childhood, but it does not have to define who we ultimately are, or cause our 
demise.  Everyone is not a victim and irresponsible for who and what we are.  We 
each have a choice to let our past affect us, or move beyond our circumstances 
and upbringing to instead honor God and His truth in the present and future 
(Ezekiel 18).  Paul said in Philippians 3:13 “… forgetting what lies behind and 
reaching forward to what lies ahead…”  No one is going to stand before God on 
Judgment Day and get a pass with the excuse that “it was all my dad’s fault.”  
Romans 2:1-4 states, “Man is without excuse…” 

 
Dads, who or what gets the best of your heart, excitement, energy, time, or 

your leadership each day?  If someone were to follow you around for a week and 
record where you spend your time, money, thoughts, or your emotional energy, 
what would they conclude is most important to you as a person – especially as a 
husband and father?  What owns you?  What do you live for?  What can’t you live 
without?  Does your wife and kids get your best, or just the leftovers?  Leftovers 
are good once in a while, but every day… I would not be excited about that meal 
plan, and it would eventually turn my stomach sour.  Your children are learning 
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everyday what is more important in life by watching you.  They will follow your 
lead – in one way or another – whether you like it or not. 

 
If you are a single parent mom and trying to raise your kids by yourself, 

whether you have been divorced, your husband has passed away, or your spouse 
or boyfriend has abandoned you with the kids, you still have a great responsibility 
to train your children, even without a man or husband participating with you.  As 
you know, children desperately need a father.  Therefore, because of this fact, a 
good pursuit for you is to find someone who could be a good fatherly figure to 
your kids.  The first place you should look is with a family member – a grandfather 
or uncle.  You may also know of a mature, godly man in your church who could be 
a godly example and mentor to your children.  Pray that God will bring an 
honorable Christian man again into your life who could fill the shoes of a godly 
father and role model and possible husband for you. God knows what you and 
your family need – so ask God passionately. 

 
If you are in a marriage with an unbeliever, understand God will bless your 

faithfulness and your home because of your faith.  1 Corinthians 7:12-14 says, “If 
any brother (Christian man) has a wife who is an unbeliever, and she consents to 
live with him, he must not divorce her, and a (Christian) woman who has an 
unbelieving husband and he consents to live with her, she must not send her 
husband away.  For the unbelieving husband is sanctified through his wife and the 
unbelieving wife is sanctified through her believing husband for otherwise your 
children are unclean, but now they are holy.”  God will bless your family because 
of your faith lived before your unbelieving spouse and your children.  One 
believer in a marriage brings grace that spills over to the other spouse and 
children. The presence of a believing spouse in a mixed marriage brings God’s 
blessing and protection and an opportunity for the children to be exposed to the 
gospel and be saved. 

 
 Remember, Jesus went a good part of his life without Joseph, His earthly 
father, but He was never separate from His Heavenly Father.  Joseph is never 
mentioned after his early life (Jn. 6:42; Mk. 6:3; Jn. 19:26,27). But Jesus knew his 
Heavenly Father, and was just like Him.  
 
  
 


